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1

Melancholic Freedom

Introduction

The cry of humanity for salvation is not a matter of any one time or

faith. The pathos of that cry will become only the deeper when you

learn to see why it is so universal a cry. The truth, if there be any

accessible truth, regarding the genuine way of salvation will become

only the more precious to you when you know by how widely sun-

dered paths the wanderers in the darkness of this world have sought

for the saving light.

—Josiah Royce, The Sources of Religious Insight

Among the striking features of our times—whether one calls it mo-

dernity, late modernity, or postmodernity—are the ongoing struggles

to feel at home in the world, to live a meaningful life, and to act

with freedom and integrity. Modernity has shown itself to be aston-

ishingly consistent in producing and reproducing paradoxes, contra-

dictions, and inconsistencies that have left these aspirations for home,

meaning, freedom, and integrity under constant assault. In this re-

gard, modernity and postmodernity are marked as much for their

losses as for their achievements. Humanity ‘‘discovered’’ its freedom

in modernity, but it also lost much in the bargain. Human freedom—

which is to say, freedom ofmovement, speech, and thought—emerges

through the application of critical thinking and reasoning that

continues to render distinctions from the past, authority, and tradi-

tion. Modernity finds its pitch and strength in the clasping hands of

discontent and freedom.



And yet anyone who reflects on the ways freedom is augured by discon-

tent must share in the anxiety that the ground on which one stands today may

just as surely crack and crumble tomorrow. Paradigms shift, and regimes

come and go. It is with this anxiety and uncertainty in mind that I have come

to identify a basic problematic of our times that I am calling ‘‘agency as mel-

ancholic freedom.’’ By framing the challenges of the problematic in terms of

‘‘agency’’ and ‘‘melancholy,’’ I am invoking terms that I believe capture the

sentiments, dispositions, and experiences of the piety to freedom that have

been fundamental to modernity and to late or postmodernity. These are fea-

tures of late modern or postmodern moral identity that speak to the achieve-

ments and losses associated with being an agent. This book focuses on the late

modern/postmodern discourse on agency and the dimensions of this dis-

course that evoke what I identify as a set of religious dispositions, attitudes,

and experiences that enables us to operate under conditions in which freedom

and agency appear as a paradox, that is, as both achievement and loss. In

effect, I begin with the question of how and why a sense of loss attaches it-

self to freedom—which is to ask: are loss and melancholy necessary condi-

tions for understanding the aspirations that bind agency and moral identity

together?

The drive for agency—to enact it, to claim it, and to live it—is evident

across cultures, races, sexualities, genders, and classes. In acknowledging

agency as a central feature of human freedom, emancipation, and liberation,

the work of agency becomes apparent in distinctive forms of self-determination,

such as political action, cultural expressions and symbolism, and moral rea-

soning. In the political and global context in which demands for cultural and

political recognition are unavoidable, the quest for agency is a focal point for

the resistance to domination, the expression of meaningful existence, and the

overcoming of experiences of melancholy and symbolic loss. The ‘‘Orange

Revolution’’ in the Ukraine, the debate over gay marriage in the United States,

and the ongoing struggles to define domestic and international civil and hu-

man rights agendas all exemplify the conjunction of social and political rec-

ognition with projects of regenerating agency. A major argument of this book

contends that at the core of contemporary quests for agency lie dimensions

of the religious and spiritual life, the heart of which is to transcend circum-

stances and conditions of constraint and limitation of varying kinds. I take as

a hermeneutical horizon for this argument a diagnosis that concludes that

our age is marked by conflicting expectations about realizing life and political

possibilities. To be an agent in our times is to live a life of melancholic free-

dom. Increasingly, we are pressed to acknowledge that the work of fulfilling

individual and collective projects of freedom requires the ability to see pos-

sibility where there is foreclosure, to discern opportunities for care and regard

for the self when choices appear to be diminishing, and to sustain hope in the

face of despair.
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With these conditions in mind, I identify in this book features and qual-

ities of religiosity in contemporary aspirations to realize freedom and agency.

The analytic device I employ to uncover these features and qualities of reli-

giosity is a critical and comparative examination of the work of two figures

who have been enormously influential in shaping the contemporary discourse

and debates on agency and the self/subjectivity: namely, Charles Taylor and

Judith Butler.1 I draw on the work of Taylor and Butler in order to analyze the

problem of agency, on the one hand, as a mode of action and freedom and,

on the other hand, as constitutive of moral, cultural, political, and spiritual

identities. The critical trajectory I am following asks what it would mean to

stress the religious, moral, and spiritual motivations that underpin an under-

standing of agency as meaningful action. The religious dimensions and qual-

ities of agency that I seek to uncover lie where the quests for meaning and

freedom intersect. To wit, I am asking the following: In a predominantly sec-

ular political and social culture, what remains of a spiritual heritage that had

tied together the fates of freedom and meaning? Does the persistence of this

heritage—found in the remnants of a Romantic legacy in contemporary cul-

ture that celebrates the interplay of authenticity and irony—amount not to

a reversion to one particular religious tradition or another but rather to a

transformed spiritual condition that finds within the quests for agency a con-

nection between freedom and the affirmation of value and meaning?

Let me be clear: by calling agency ‘‘melancholic freedom,’’ I am not at-

tempting to integrate a full-blown psychoanalytical approach into religious

theory. Instead, I am gesturing toward and borrowing from Freud’s ‘‘Mourn-

ing and Melancholia’’ by arguing that melancholy is a state or condition of

the self and the soul in which we cannot let go of something that we love

even if it has become lost to us through death or some other kind of annul-

ment, such as experiences of supercession, obsolescence, or nostalgia.2 In

other words, melancholy/melancholia is a condition in which the self is un-

able to mourn. Taking Freud’s formulation of melancholy as a point of de-

parture, I identify values such as moral and political ideals of freedom and

justice as candidates for lost objects that are not fully mourned for the mod-

ern and postmodern self. By associating these values and ideals with melan-

choly, I am arguing that the aspiration and desire for freedom—as liberation,

emancipation, and autonomy—have not been lost entirely, but neither are

they as clearly ‘‘with us’’ as they had once been. The sense of loss correlated

with agency is found in historical claims by philosophers such as Taylor who

argue that there is a price the self pays for freedom in a secular age, as well

as with theorists like Butler who identify agency as derivative from the con-

ditions that attempt to deny freedom and humanity to the abject, marginal-

ized, and denigrated of society. By defining experiences of loss as constitutive

of freedom and the self, I characterize the approaches to agency developed

by Taylor and Butler as ‘‘projects of regenerating agency.’’ Furthermore,

melancholic freedom 5



I maintain that by proposing projects of regenerating agency, Taylor and

Butler are also putting forward distinctive calls for human flourishing, self-

cultivation, and self-transformation.

These respective projects of regenerating agency run cross-grain to the

dominant ethos of both modernity and postmodernity. For Taylor, the need to

regenerate agency is induced by a resistance to the detachment and lack of

moral clarity found in naturalism, political liberalism, and secularism—which

is to say, a resistance to the dominant schools of political theory and moral

philosophy in the modern west since the Enlightenment. For Butler, regen-

erating agency requires working with and against the dominant social identity

norms that dehumanize differences of gender, race, class, culture, and sex-

uality. In this respect, a project of regenerating agency such as Butler’s finds

its inspiration and motivation not in a moral realist orientation to the good as

Taylor’s does, but rather from the experience of difference itself. For those

who are in society but not of society, for those for whom difference is not an

option but rather a fact of being, the charge for undertaking a project of re-

generating agency may be considerably different than the one Taylor suggests.

It is worth reiterating and underscoring the rationale for conducting a

comparative analysis of Taylor and Butler on agency. The inspiration for writ-

ing Melancholic Freedom came, in part, from my curiosity with the intrigu-

ing invocation of the term ‘‘agency’’ in the literature from a wide variety of

disciplines, such as philosophy, political theory, feminist theory, critical race

theory, sociology, and religious studies. As I suggested earlier, in these dis-

courses, agency seems to indicate an achievement of sorts, vaguely associated

with values of freedom, liberation, and autonomy. Nonetheless, the specific

features of these values are, in my estimation, largely under-examined and not

well understood. More specifically, while there seems to be a broad consensus

that realizing agency is a good thing, it remains the case that there is not

much in the literature in question from these various disciplines that indi-

cates what makes agency a valuable and even virtuous achievement. My sense

was and remains that an effective way of interrogating this situation is to

examine the work of some of the actors who have played a major role in

shaping the discourse on agency. This insight drew me to Taylor and Butler,

two major contemporary philosophers and theorists who have had a remark-

ably wide and deep influence on the discourse on agency. In short, a central

concern I had in mind while writing Melancholic Freedom is the influence that

Taylor and Butler each have had on shaping how contemporary moral phi-

losophers, critical theorists, social theorists, political theorists, and religious

theorists have approached the relationship between identity/subjectivity and

political and moral agency. This book is not an attempt simply to map some

of the conceptual terrain among academic disciplines. More significantly, I

take what Taylor and Butler have to say about agency as representative of

the changes in the moral, political, and spiritual conditions that unfold in late
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modernity through the transition into postmodernity. In this regard, I read

and interpret the pictures of agency rendered through Taylor’s powerful ge-

nealogical interrogation of the moral impoverishment of the modern western

self and Butler’s incisive poststructuralist analysis of the persistent constraints

on social and cultural norms and conventions of identity as forms of melan-

cholic freedom. Which is to say, I understand these approaches to the problem

of agency as indicative of a set of laments, as well as hopeful anticipations,

over the possibilities and available options for living a meaningful life in late

modernity and postmodernity.

As with any comparative enterprise, the challenge I face in this book is to

identify similarities as well as differences between Taylor and Butler on the

question of the meaning of agency. Taylor and Butler do not share the same

object of loss for their respective forms of melancholic freedom. Nonetheless,

there is a formal similarity in orientation I identify in Taylor and Butler, albeit

developed in distinctive ways, in regard to the tragicomic sensibility they pres-

ent as the necessary responses to the challenges of realizing agency as a (if not

the) measure of meaningful subjectivity and human flourishing. In effect, the

motivational ends and aims for cultivating a flourishing self is the terrain on

which I will highlight the commonalities and distinctions between Taylor’s

and Butler’s projects of regenerating agency.

It is reasonable to ask here if there is a specific feature or set of char-

acteristics common to projects of regenerating agency. The dimension I have

chosen to focus on is the work of the religious imagination. At the service of

a project of regenerating agency, the religious imagination engenders new

modes of cultural, social, psychological, and political possibilities, which is to

say that the religious imagination is an engine of hope. As modes of resistance

to dominant social imaginaries, I am arguing that both Taylor’s and Butler’s

projects of regenerating agency involve the cultivation of the work of the

religious imagination: a faculty that buoys moral, political, psychic, and spir-

itual motivations to realize the values of one’s moral identity. The religious

imagination is the faculty that envisions and enables a willingness to risk

conceiving of life chances and possibilities for the self under conditions in

which these chances and possibilities are neither fully evident nor apparent.

In identifying the work of the religious imagination in Taylor’s and Butler’s

projects of regenerating agency, I am stressing the critical role of the Romantic

tropes of authenticity and irony that operates for both theorists. More spe-

cifically, my interest is in the centrality of the practices of critique that Taylor

and Butler deploy as engines for imagining and subsequently creating pos-

sibilities of living a life of moral integrity. This work of the religious imagi-

nation entails cultivating openness and attunement to the possibilities of

realizing agency through a willingness to risk conceiving of life in unfamil-

iar, disquieting, and even unnerving ways—an unsettling role, I argue, played

by the sublime. At the same time, the religious imagination also evokes
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aspirations and possibilities for the self that are otherwise obscured or negated

by codes, conventions, and norms of legitimacy. In other words, the religious

imagination affects the possibility of a vocation for the self that would not

otherwise exist under conditions of melancholy and loss. Vocation is the tie

that binds identity and agency, which is to say that vocation speaks to a care of

and for the self that has experienced disempowering forces and life condi-

tions, as well as a lost sense of purpose and meaning. As Robert Merrihew

Adams has recently written, vocation ‘‘is a matter of who and what one is called

to be.’’3 My contention is that framing agency as a vocation affirms the con-

nection between intention and outcome that marks one’s moral identity as

an effective agent in the world. The religious imagination regenerates agency

by enabling the will and the self to respond to calls or vocations made avail-

able through experiences with the sublime. These experiences make particular

moves possible: from concept to action; from the limitations and constraints

of all-too-worldly immanence to the possibilities of realizing modes of tran-

scendence and emancipation; and from despair to hope.

It perhaps makes sense here to back up for a moment and ask a basic

question: What does agency mean? And why should we associate agency with

the melancholic loss of moral and political ideals and values? The first thing

to note is that agency, in its most basic sense, is the capacity for self-initiated,

intentional action, that is, the ability of an agent (self, consciousness, ego, or

even representative body, people, or community) to determine for itself acts

and consequences in the world. For example, in modern western philosophy

of religion, questions about human agency are often framed in terms of the

problems of free will, such as whether our intentions are our own or are ac-

tually initiated by God or history. This is to ask, in particular, whether the

freedom of the will hinges on the effects of external forces, such as the divine,

nature, history, or the passions.4 With the aim of identifying the religious sig-

nificance of contemporary intellectual approaches to questions of agency as

meaningful action, I have chosen to focus on the dynamic relationships be-

tween questions of ultimacy and commitment, as well as the connection that

exists between identity and the formation and motivation of values and norms.

As such, I am examining the problem of agency at the intersection of a series

of theoretical discourses, namely, through the philosophy of religion, moral

philosophy, political theory, literary and cultural theory, as well as psycholog-

ical approaches. As I noted earlier, a review of the contemporary literature in

philosophically and theoretically oriented disciplines reveals a lively interest

in the problem of agency. This is not to say that agency is by any means a

transparent concept, in the sense of having a universal or common usage and

idiom. Indeed, as I have already indicated, this book is responding, in part, to

the ways that agency is often deployed as a conversation-stopper, that is, as an

indication that some kind of positive value has been achieved or demonstrated

without any need for further inquiry. And yet it still remains to be determined
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if agency is an end or value in itself. Just as freedom is widely taken to be

the consummate value of modernity, agency appears to have an analogous

standing for late or postmodernity. In this regard, agency is at the same time

continuous with yet distinct from freedom. The current debates on agency

rarely address the topic in such terms but tend, rather, to restrict the analy-

sis of agency to questions of political action and participation.5 This approach

has merit and is indeed critical for our times. Nonetheless, I argue that it is

necessary to enrich these analyses of agency and the political through an

engagement with religious categories and modes of religiosity that are dis-

cernable in quests for agency, or what I am calling projects of regenerat-

ing agency. In short, while agency is evident in all moral as well as political

deliberations and decisions, there remains a need for a critical and substantive

interrogation into the external and internal conditions that reflect the aspi-

rational qualities of the self as agent—which is to say, the material, political,

social, psychic, and spiritual conditions that engender agency. I contend that

implicit in the struggles to generate and engage in political life, as expressed

in Taylor’s communitarianism or Butler’s poststructuralism, lies a dedication

to human flourishing, which I read as a commitment that reflects a deep and

abiding religiosity. Furthermore, this commitment necessitates the possibility

for realizing modes of self-cultivation and self-transformation that respond to

the needs of the self who experiences the loss of the grounds of her/his moral

identity. This holds, I would maintain, as much for the tragic states of minds

of post-9/11 Americans and wartime Iraqis as it does for the sanguine yet

morally difficult context of post-apartheid South Africa. In each of these cases,

fundamental questions about the conditions for the possibility of surviving

and flourishing arise from experiences of loss and the desire for change.

Characterized as an aspiration for transcendence, political and moral

agency often reflect acts of the religious imagination, where ‘‘transcendence’’

means discontinuity with the ordinary, the everyday, the ‘‘normal,’’ the taken-

for-granted, and all the qualities of life that elude easy, reflective verification.6

For example, if my moral identity and citizenship are shaped and constrained

or limited by conditions of normalized racism, are my freedom and agency in

overcoming this racism reflections of an aspiration to transcend these op-

pressive and constraining conditions? The realization of these kinds of aspi-

rations requires the work of the religious imagination to conjure and evoke

a hope that brings together political, moral, and religious or spiritual quests

for well-being and human flourishing. A political agent, democratic or other-

wise, is constantly reflecting on the spiritual and existential values that sustain

the ongoing pursuit of an ethical and good life, whether this is defined as the

pursuit of life, liberty, and happiness or as engaging in the public life of the

social world. As part of a quest for human flourishing, political and moral

agency have innate connections to religious and spiritual concerns aboutmean-

ing, purpose, and significance.7 Another way of framing this relationship is to
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ask if there is a connection between political life, moral deliberation/reasoning,

and agency, on the one hand, and the factors that make a meaningful life

possible, on the other hand. Projects of regenerating agency engage the reli-

gious imagination to synthesize the aims and aspirations of the political, the

existential, and the moral, as well as the yearning for ‘‘the next self.’’8

Let me offer two examples of the contemporary discourse on agency to

underscore these points. The first example is from political theory; the other is

from literary theory—arguably the two most prominent theoretical discourses

in contemporary academics.

In political theory, the dominant schools of thought have been and con-

tinue to be political liberalism and the work on democratic deliberation. More

specifically, it is a discourse that remains largely shaped by the work of John

Rawls and Jürgen Habermas.9 Among the defining features of political lib-

eralism and democratic deliberation is the commitment to establishing justice

and equality through the protection of the rights of the minority against the

tyranny of the majority. And yet the major challenges to political liberalism

over the last two to three decades have been from communitarians such as

Michael Sandel, Michael Walzer, and Taylor, on the one hand, and, on the

other hand, from proponents of the so-called politics of difference or ‘‘post-

modern political theory’’ such as Iris Marion Young, William Connolly, and

Butler.10 The common critique levied by communitarians and the advocates of

difference is that political liberalism—in its conviction that justice, rights, and

political participation are best protected through an increasingly value-neutral

or value-thin public sphere—has diminished the energy and reasons that had

once inspired people to become politically active, engaged, and invested, that

is, to become political agents and actors.11 If the terms of legitimate political

action as defined by liberalism prohibit or at least strongly discourage, for

example, explicit invocations of religious values or seek to limit public and po-

litical expressions of ‘‘thick’’ features of identity, such as race, gender, sexu-

ality, and class, then, the communitarians and postmoderns ask: what sort of

politics and ethical life will result?12 What kind of connection to a society’s

common and political life will its constituents have? Do the achievements of

political liberalism and attendant forms of rationalist democratic deliberation

come at the price of diminishing the life and political possibilities of democ-

racy itself?13

Another example of the prevalence of ‘‘agency talk’’ in intellectual/academic

discourse is found in the confluence of Lacanian psychoanalysis and post-

structuralism in literary theory. The preoccupation of the psychoanalytical and

poststructuralist approaches has been with the possibility of realizing agency

in light of or in the face of overwhelming forces of systemic oppression and
the symbolic ordering of lives and consciousness through language, media,

representations, and other cultural, political, and psychic influences. Poststruc-

turalists express skepticism about the possibility of agency, especially given a
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held belief they maintain in the thoroughgoing effects of systemic oppression

and the denial and annihilation of the self/subject. And yet this skepticism is

tempered by a conflicting, even paradoxical preoccupation with agency as a

persistent and necessary concern. Lacanians persist with their own contem-

plations about the possibility of realizing agency, despite what they see as the

unpredictable influence of the subconscious, on the one hand, and the reg-

ulation of thought and action of the self, on the other hand, through the

retrievals from ‘‘the Symbolic Order.’’ In both cases—that is, in poststruc-

turalism and Lacanian psychoanalytical theory—despite skepticism and even

cynicism about the possibility of realizing agency, there is, at minimum, an

implicit sense that agency is something we have to hold out hope for even if

we believe it no longer remains a viable option.14

An overlapping interest between these discourses about agency in po-

litical theory and literary and cultural studies is an abiding concern for the

notion of agency as a political aspiration. After all, agency and identity, as

found in political projects of recognition and legitimation, are among the

most pressing issues in contemporary public life. At the forefront of research

in the humanities and the social sciences, in general, and in the study of

religion, in particular, is the exploration of the moral orientations, values, and

ideals found in forms of social solidarity that inspire action, that is, forms of

social solidarity such as ethnicity and race, religious fundamentalism, and

nationalist and social movements. In considering the relationship among val-

ues, beliefs, and action or agency, I maintain that it is necessary to understand

how collective identities—especially when framed in terms of ‘‘difference’’

and not in essentialist terms—and their associated values, beliefs, and ideals

animate individual lives and affect what kinds of actions and forms of par-

ticipation people take in civil society. In sum, in the cultural and political

debates over multiculturalism, transnationalism, race relations, and funda-

mentalism, what constitutes agency is an open question. Agency can be about

recognition, but it is also about deeper existential struggles that affect indi-

viduals as well as collective bodies.

With these struggles in mind, let me elaborate on the questions I raised

earlier, especially as they pertain to my consideration of the religious signif-

icance of different forms of agency. Are the struggles of individuals and groups

for the full enjoyment of their rights instances of agency? From a political

standpoint, does agency mean something beyond intentionality? What are the

religious implications if our understanding of agency is enlarged beyond the

political? To what extent does the religious quest for transcendence support or

inspire human agency? To what extent is it a necessary condition for agency?

What can an analysis of agency tell us about the character of the commit-

ments and the moral psychology of late modernity, where ‘‘moral psychology’’

means the study of motivations and inspirations for action? How does secu-

larism affect the character of agency? Does agency or the aspiration for agency
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approximate something categorizable as religious experience? Does a political

life replete with commitments to transcendent goods, such as God, justice,

and freedom, implicate political and moral agency with the religious and the

spiritual? At the forefront of my inquiry is the question: what kinds of reli-

gious insights and sources can one find in expressions of political and moral

agency?

The main point I am stressing here is one I introduced earlier: even with

its common usage and invocation across the theoretical disciplines, agency is

hardly a transparent concept. For example, vaguely populist sentiments that

accompany declarations such as ‘‘Getting their voices heard is a sign of the

protestors’ agency’’ rely on a rhetorical move that effectively uses agency as a

conversation stopper. While such a claim about agency may be true, declaring

as much still requires further substantiation as to why this is necessarily a good
thing. It is not always entirely clear how or why agency comes to constitute an

end or value in itself, which is to say that more needs to be said about the

significance and need for cultivating agency as an end or value.15

Agency as the Spirit of Politics

Politics has been called the ‘‘art of the possible,’’ and it actually is a realm

akin to art insofar as, like art, it occupies a creatively mediating position

between spirit and life, the idea and reality.

—Thomas Mann, speech delivered before

the Library of Congress, May 1945

There are philosophical as well as religious precedents, even time-honored

ones, that have uncovered organic relationships between agency and the reli-

gious or spiritual, and between the political and the moral that are analogous to

the ones I am identifying in the contemporary discourse on agency. For ex-

ample, Confucianism is exemplary in this regard, especially given the pride of

place it grants to practices of self-cultivation and the continuity it seeks be-

tween the different realms of the ethical life.16 Another example is the critique

of modernity Hannah Arendt offers in The Human Condition. This critique

relies largely on the differences Arendt identifies between the modern and

ancient epochs of the west. In modernity, so Arendt maintains, the over-

developed separation of life into different spheres of existence delimits the

possibilities of agency as public action. This contrasts with the world of an-

cient Greece that valued overlapping and mutually constitutive spheres of the

political/public, private, and social realms.17

To illustrate this relationship between the religious/spiritual and other

spheres of action, consider a specific example from western thought that iden-

tifies the political with particular attributes that speak to the passions, the soul
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or psyche, and the moral. In Plato’s Republic, Socrates identifies the notion

of ‘‘spiritedness,’’ or thymos, as ‘‘the psychic origin of distinctively political ac-

tion.’’18 According to Socrates, spiritedness is a reflection of the psychological

origins and/or manifestations of the political. Socrates likens the division of

the soul to the structural order of the city. This sociopolitical order designates

these corollary hierarchies: the money-making class finds its counterpart in the

desiring part of the soul; the ‘‘auxiliary’’ class is responsible for the care of

the polis, likening it to spiritedness; the guardian classes are akin to utilitarian

and calculating reasoning. In the city and the soul, the spirited parts maintain

order and unity by checking against the divisive effects of unjust desires, that

is, the threat of tyranny in the city/soul as well as the threat of aggression

from without. As Catherine H. Zuckert suggests in her excellent commentary

on spiritedness: ‘‘As the city needs spirited warriors to defend it from external

aggression, so individual rulers must be taught to use the spirited part of their

soul to control their potentially tyrannous inclinations. . . . [As] the source of

protection from both foreign domination and internal oppression, spirited-

ness appears to constitute the psychological root of political independence.’’19

Plato argued that from the ‘‘auxiliary’’ class of soldiers come warriors and
philosophers. The warriors, on the one hand, have strong, affective attach-

ment to the polis and the state and seek to protect both from outside trans-

gressors, as well as maintain order within the political body. Philosophers, on

the other hand, have a more tenuous, even paradoxical relationship to the

political body. The philosopher serves not only the higher good of the state but

also the higher good of reason, and is thereby always in a position to be critical

of the political. One way to interpret the distinction between the warriors and

the philosophers, both of whom are strongly inspired by thymos/spiritedness,
is to say that the warrior is always ready to act—that is, always ready to be

an agent, especially for the sake of order and protection—whereas the phi-

losopher is subject not only to the sovereignty of the state but also to the

sovereignty of reason and rational reflection. As such, the philosopher is less

willing and thus less able to act with the alacrity of the warrior. This condition

is related to what Aristotle says in the Nicomachean Ethics when he argues that

thymos shares in reason while also sharing in the desires, needs, and passions

associated with the appetites, the bodily, and the emotions.20

Zuckert argues that while the notion of spiritedness has fallen out of use in

modern times, it would seem that the phenomenon of spiritedness, or what

I call the spirit of politics, persists.21 Examples abound. Our times are marked

by a widespread concern for political order. This is evident in the calls for the

United Nations and the United States to intervene militarily around the world.

The American war in Iraq is perhaps our most obvious and notorious example.

There is also, among progressive and conservative political activists, a concern

for encouraging political action. Consider American politics. One of the rea-

sons we have lost sight of the spirit of politics is the tendency to economize and
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segment life into different realms or spheres of value and action, such as

‘‘work,’’ ‘‘family,’’ ‘‘public-civil society,’’ ‘‘religion,’’ and so on.22 A major con-

cern is whether the direct action and responsibility once assumed by political

actors for the preservation of liberty, rights, and the like are now taken to be

the responsibility of the government. Political orders, in general, and govern-

ments, in particular, are the means of establishing the conditions for the pur-

suit of ‘‘our private desires’’ in regard to our inalienable rights to life, liberty,

and the pursuit of happiness. Modern western political orders (which is to

say, the political orders that have, for better or for worse, become the politi-

cal standard-bearers of ‘‘legitimacy’’ globally) tend to be organized around the

protection of the conditions that allow for self-preservation (life, liberty, pursuit

of happiness), whereas for the ancients—or at least for Socrates, Plato, and

Aristotle—political order emerges from the need to defend against domination

and to promote the possibility of human flourishing. In short, political order is

rarely coincidental with personal desires (that is, unless you are an emperor or

Bill Gates), and it therefore requires a higher form of aspiration to realize itself.

This higher aspiration or desire is what the ancients meant by the spirit of

politics: it connects a love of one’s own with a higher-order good such as a stable

political order but more important as a passion for justice. In sum, for the an-

cients, the spirit of politics is connected to the soul and to the passions and is

not tied exclusively to reason or rationality, as many contemporary political

theories of justice and rights would have it.23 This example is significant since

part of the interpretive task I have set for this book is to determine—given the

array of presumed continuities and discontinuities between the political, the

moral, and the religious—how supposedly suprarational attachments such as

values, political ideals, and collective identities shape action and agency, es-

pecially when these attachments have become obscure or lost.

Modernity, Agency, and Melancholy

Don’t despair, not even over the fact that you don’t despair.

—Franz Kafka, journal entry

[F]or my part I indeed imagine that there is design, consent and pleasure

in feeding one’s melancholy; I mean the ambition that can also be involved.

There is some shadow of daintiness and luxury that smiles on us and

flatters us in the very lap of melancholy. Are there not some natures that

feed on it?

—Michel de Montaigne, ‘‘We Taste Nothing Pure’’

There are well-known genealogical reasons for the discontinuities that have

come to demarcate differences between the political, moral, and religious
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spheres of life, and these have to do with the prevailing conditions we find in

modernity itself, especially the rise of secularism, political liberalism, and
moral pluralism in western modernity. To wit, modernity is an age shaped by a

continuous and vigorous commitment to human freedom, especially as free-

dom and autonomy are established and constituted by the distinctions from
religious, traditional, monarchical, and aristocratic forms of authority. In the

breaks from the dominance of these sources of authority, one finds an insis-

tence in modernity on the centrality of reason as the faculty that organizes and

makes sense of experience. In other words, reason has a newfound authority

and legitimacy in modernity, meaning that critical reason and rationality be-

come distinctive features of modernity itself. To be modern is, among other

things, to be able to question the legitimacy of authority through the applica-

tion of critical and rational reflection.

This has a lot to do, especially, with reason’s association with science and

philosophy but also with its complicity in generating doubt and affirming ex-

perience, particularly in regard to religious belief. In a manner of speaking,

the critical attitude and disposition employed by science, philosophy, and rea-

son have cultivated a secular culture of disbelief in modernity. This culture

has viewed human freedom and agency—which is to say, freedom of move-

ment, speech, and thought—as consonant with distinctions from and discon-

tent with the past, authority, and tradition, established especially through the

application of critical thought and reason. To borrow Isaiah Berlin’s phrase,

the ‘‘negative liberty’’ of the religious, political, and cultural revolutions of mo-

dernity is found in the flight from authority.24 The positive values of freedom

and agency in modernity manifest in the advocacy of equality, justice, and even

democracy.

A question arises with regard to agency and the sources for motivating

and inspiring action in light of this picture of modernity I have just sketched.

It is a question I raised earlier about the price paid for freedom and agency.

The narrative about modernity as secular and as increasingly prone to the

demands of rationality is one that attempts to show how the legitimation of

freedom and agency is mediated through the demands of and attendant com-

mitments to political liberalism and moral pluralism. These are demands

and commitments that seek to restrict the play of overly ‘‘thick’’ political ex-

pressions of values, because of a concern for threats to public discourse and

objectivity by forces such as tyranny majority. And yet it also seems that

modern secularism and political liberalism have marginalized or segmented

off value systems such as religion and family outside of the rationally ordered

realms of ‘‘legitimate’’ public life and scientific inquiry.25 This is, of course,

part of the Enlightenment inheritance. Political liberalism, moral pluralism,

and secularism allow us to take flight from things such as religious or mo-

narchical authority because they see these sources of authority as predicated

on illusions, excess, and false necessity. In this vein, as Kant, Marx, Nietzsche,
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and Freud argued in varying ways, though life may be harder without the

consolations and distractions of religion and tradition, the benefits are worth

the fight. Relinquishing religious, theological, and metaphysical fictions such

as notions of ‘‘life’’ after death or belief in the existence of a benevolent yet

omnipotent God will force us to use our own resources. In other words, in

giving up on these ideas we will be forced to be self-reliant and hence au-

tonomous. Our freedom and agency come at the price of abandoning these

‘‘illusions.’’ The organizing aspiration of this version of the modern ethos is to

be able to concentrate our liberated energies into the worldly and the im-

manent rather than to invest in an afterlife or some other transcendent realm

of value. The hope, so the argument goes, is to achieve a condition in which

life has possibilities for everyone and the discontents of civilization are pro-

ductive and not oppressive.26

The message of liberation and emancipation is, certainly, the upbeat mes-

sage of modernity. There is, though, what might be called a more sorrowful

side to modernity that has to do with freedom and agency’s association with a

particular crisis of authority—a crisis that is associated with the achievements

of self-reliance and autonomy. Robert Pippin identifies this perception of crisis

(variously associated with nihilism, atheism, and secularism) as ‘‘the melan-

choly of modernity.’’27 I take the notion of ‘‘the melancholy of modernity’’ as

coincidental with the rites and responsibilities of freedom and agency, mean-

ing that there is a price to be paid—a loss suffered—for the freedom of indi-

vidual choice or will, responsibility, and personal autonomy. Part of this price

is most certainly gladly paid: namely, giving up on subservience to and reli-

ance on oppressive and/or hierarchical structures of power and authority. Yet

there is also another price exacted, one associated with the death of God and

the fragmentation of communities and families. Even without ascribing to

a thoroughgoing nihilism or to the notion of rampant and rapacious indi-

vidualism, it is possible to acknowledge that there is a sense of loss in the

critiques of religion and other former sources of authority and ‘‘tradition,’’

however broadly construed.28 In other words, the critical effects of skepticism,

doubt, and the rational ordering of the world (what Max Weber called ‘‘the

rationalization of the world’’) induce the melancholy of modernity, a condition

akin to Weber’s idea of the ‘‘disenchantment of the world.’’29 Weber associ-

ates modern ‘‘advances’’ in the social world, such as rationalization and secu-

larization, with disenchantment or ‘‘de-magification.’’30 Among other things,

Weber’s analysis is a commentary on the loss of a sense of wonder, mystery,

and even awe in modernity. The challenge Weber raises (foreshadowed by

Nietzsche before him) is to ask whether there is a corresponding loss of op-

tions in modernity for living a meaningful life.

As I have already noted, as with most cases of melancholy, there is an

experience of loss identified with the melancholy of modernity, namely, the

symbolic losses of ideals as well as systems of values and meaning, all of which
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qualify as objects of deep, passionate attachment.31 There is a change in the

grammar of authority, obligation, and obedience in the ethos of modernity. The

normal nihilism of the modern culture of secularism indicates loss. Though

Freud characterizes melancholy or melancholia as the ‘‘inability to mourn’’ the

loss of an object of attachment, it is perhaps more helpful and clarifying to see

the melancholy of modernity as a state in which there is a continuous sus-

pension of mourning. Mourning has a teleological quality about it, implying

notions of resolution or closure. Melancholy is, in a manner of speaking, a re-

sistance to these kinds of resolutions and closures. As Freud argued, mourn-

ing, like closure, symbolizes, on the one hand, an abandonment of the object of

one’s passionate attachment or love and, on the other hand, letting go of the
idea of one’s love for this object.32 As such, the melancholy of modernity marks

the way that the symbolic loss of objects of attachment—such as religion or the

spiritedness found in the emancipation movements that arose around the

fights for racial justice in America—remains and persists. Even with the in-

stitutionalization of the ideals of the Enlightenment and its secular aspira-

tions of establishing rational certainty and truth, we nonetheless find ourselves

confronted by phenomena such as the resurgence of fundamentalist Islam and
Christianity. In other words, historical formations such as fundamentalism

and even nationalism suggest how the symbolic losses of religion, values, and

meaning continue to haunt us.33

This is not to say that authority disappears in modernity. Instead, the le-
gitimacy of authority in modernity no longer comes from unquestioned, un-

assailable sources such as ‘‘the church,’’ ‘‘the Monarch,’’ or, for that matter,

‘‘Mom and Dad,’’ but rather through the agreement and consent of the con-

stituents affected by the will and power of authority. In other words, as moderns

and postmoderns, the conditions for the possibility of freedom and agency

involve the legitimation and mediation of authority through the will of the

individual. There is no agency without the individual will. This is the reason

theorists such as Taylor and Butler see the relationship between agency and

identity as fundamental. For example, the necessity of themediation of authority

through humanwills holds, on the one hand, for Kant and the formal conditions

he establishes for freedom as morality (that is, a freedom that requires the self-

legislation of universalizable moral laws to ourselves) as it does, on the other

hand, for modern democracies that view self-governance and elections as nec-

essary features of government (which is to say that democracies have authority

insofar as they are constituted as systems in which people rule themselves).

Thinking the Religious, the Moral, and the Political Together

To see clearly is poetry, prophecy and religion—all in one.

—John Ruskin, Modern Painters
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Despite a widespread interest in the complex relationships between the reli-

gious, the moral-ethical, and the political, explorations of agency tend to favor

political or even sociological analyses to the pursuit of religious-existential

questions.34 As a means of addressing this situation, I am highlighting in this

book the religious and existential dimensions of agency along with the polit-

ical, the moral, and the psychic/psychological. There are two compelling rea-

sons for doing so. First, an examination of the possibility of meaningful

subjectivity requires an understanding of moral psychology that addresses the

states of mind or dispositions produced by the lack and loss of modern and
postmodern agency, particularly through experiences of fragmentation, mel-

ancholy, and anxiety. This line of inquiry is in concert with what might be

called a ‘‘phenomenology of agency.’’ I do not use the term ‘‘phenomenology’’

here in a technical, Husserlian sense. Instead, by phenomenology of agency,

all I really mean is getting a picture of how and why people act and seek to

establish their agency. Subsequently, a phenomenology of agency asks: un-

der what conditions is agency possible? Conversely, under what conditions is

agency made difficult, even impossible?

Another reason for examining religious and existential concerns along

with political and moral ones is to work against a dominant trend in inquiries

about the relationships between religion, morality, and politics. Too often, dis-

cussions of the relationships between these three aspects of human experience

are framed around questions regarding issues of whether particular sectarian

and/or religious bodies (churches, mosques, temples, synagogues, cults, and so

on) should be allowed to participate in the political culture of a given society—

the so-called ‘‘church-state’’ debates. While these questions are of utmost im-

portance, in my view, they rarely move from the procedural issues of how

political liberalism and moral pluralism can accommodate the participation

and representation of religious organizations and standpoints. In other words,

these procedural preoccupations do not necessarily move from the political

protocols of public deliberation to questions of how crises of delegitimation

threaten the possibility of realizing a religious self-understanding for moral

agents. This scenario suggests the need for a critique of philosophies and the-

ories of agency that prioritize, for example, the drive for public recognition at

the expense of religious faith and spiritual well-being.

By way of ending and beginning, let me offer some questions—questions

that indicate the directions I will be taking throughout this book. The

philosophico-religious analysis of the contemporary discourse on agency I am

undertaking asks the following: can we think the existential-religious, the

ethical-moral, and the political together, that is, as indispensable aspects of

a philosophy of agency and action? Would this understanding of agency con-

stitute a mode of religious being-in-the-world? Is political agency or even dem-

ocratic agency an adequate response to experiences of undeserved suffering,

evil, and despair?
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No doubt, a political understanding of agency is fruitful for unveiling reg-

ulative structures and systems of legitimation such as cultural regimes that

shape our attitudes about citizenship, race, gender, and other markers of so-

cial identity. Nonetheless, it is not always clear how religious as well as moral

aspirations are actualized if our understanding of agency is restricted to mat-

ters of the political. For example, does or should the promise of a political

account of agency or action help realize and understand existential and reli-

gious aspirations? Is there a necessary connection between political agency

and ethical and religious commitments? In short, is political action or agency

an intensification of beliefs, values, and commitments? Or is it, instead, a way

of sublimating and diverting these beliefs, values, and commitments?

The chapters that follow seek to answer these questions through a criti-

cal examination of agency as melancholic freedom. In chapter 2, I begin with

Taylor’s theory of agency, tracing the move he makes from characterizing

agency as strong evaluation or judgment to the rich and complex portrait of

modern subjectivity presented in Sources of the Self, in which he provides a

magisterial genealogy of the moral losses that shape the features of the mod-

ern self. From my reading of Taylor’s genealogy, I identify agency as the con-

summate, cultural ethic of late modernity. It is an ethic defined by the losses

generated by an estrangement, alienation, and detachment from the moral

ideals and higher goods (such as justice, benevolence, and freedom) that had

figured prominently, Taylor argues, in our ability to make judgments of value,

worth, and affirmation. Chapter 3 frames projects of regenerating agency as

responses to this condition of loss in the melancholy of modernity. Of par-

ticular interest in this exploration of the religious dimensions of agency is

Taylor’s turn to the recuperative power of the epiphanic sublime. In Taylor’s

estimation, the epiphanic sublime has the power and potential to reawaken us

to our orientation and connection to moral sources.

My interest is less in the substantive moral realist conclusions that Taylor

reaches or with Butler’s poststructuralist critique of cultural norms in them-

selves, and more in the ways that it is possible to interpret these projects of

regenerating agency as practices of self-cultivation and self-transformation.

This is the reason that in chapters 4 and 5 I shift from Taylor’s laments over

the condition of the modern self to Butler’s postmodern, poststructuralist

treatment of agency, difference, and melancholy. Butler’s is an approach that

emphasizes the losses that originate from the social, political, cultural, and

even psychic alienation that she argues is at once the common experience of

those who suffer the indignities of racial, gender, class, and sexuality dis-

crimination and hatred, as well as the terrain on which agency will be gen-

erated. Thus, for those for whom the means of recognition and representation

regularly lack precision, and for those for whom the rhetoric and symbolic

resources for social existence, at best, forge a rough correspondence to indi-

vidual and collective experiences, the end result is striving against seeing the
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world as social and cultural death. This dire possibility is what suggests these

experiences and the attempt to overcome them as profoundly religious con-

cerns. I argue that as a project of regenerating agency, the postmodern

foregrounding of difference reflects a call for the care and cultivation of the

self.

The work on agency by contemporary thinkers such as Taylor and Butler

is suggestive of an effort to cultivate a religious disposition that seeks to re-

generate moral identities and political energies through the reawakening of

an attunement to higher goods and values. In chapter 6 I refer to this awak-

ening as ‘‘agency as a vocation.’’ In calling agency a vocation I am recovering a

religious category that has, as Weber noted, become dissociated from its spir-

itual heritage (specifically the Reformation notion of Beruf, or divine calling/

vocation) and yet seems to maintain a currency precisely because of its si-

multaneous dissonance and resonance with this heritage. This moral attune-

ment requires identifying passionate attachments and senses of necessary

concern and commitment that are generated by quests for agency. The drive

and affirmation of agency found in Taylor’s admonition for greater moral

articulacy and in Butler’s skepticism in regard to norms of identity are ex-

pressions of religious aspirations that seek moral well-being and the tran-

scendence of constraints of varying kinds. Agency is a vocation insofar as these

elements of the quest for agency also present occasions to reevaluate wide-

spread investments in secularism, liberalism, and cultural agnosticism. With

this in mind, I see the work on agency by theorists such as Taylor and But-

ler as critical engagements with melancholic freedom that provide analytical

frameworks to understand the moral psychology and spiritual dispositions

required by a late or postmodern age in which visions of agency continue to

echo the moral idioms of emancipation and liberation, but in diminished and

understated forms. These sotto voce forms of agency convey distinctively reli-

gious overtones that express a desire to transcend moral, existential, and po-

litical conditions of powerlessness, inefficacy, purposelessness, and cynicism.

Agency, as I am interpreting it in this book, reflects the conditions of freedom,

autonomy, and liberation that are shaped by and in late modernity and post-

modernity. The expressions of freedom created in modernity—liberation as

revolution, autonomy as morality and political right, and freedom of thought

and choice—have become co-opted in late modernity and postmodernity and,

in some cases, have lost the sense of urgency and crisis that inspired earlier

generations to fight for freedom. Consequently, the corollary of the thesis of

agency as melancholic freedom is the banality of freedom: a condition in which

the achievements of freedom, such as liberation, emancipatory movements,

and autonomy, have become ordinary, even banal, in the sense that they are

being taken for granted. The banality of freedom is akin to the banality of

evil—the desensitization of our moral sensibilities—that has taken hold in the

political and moral landscape of the late and postmodern west.35 I am
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attempting to bring to light some of the religious dimensions of projects of

regenerating agency, on the one hand, by framing the contemporary discourse

on agency as melancholic freedom, and, on the other hand, by uncovering

the presence and persistence of Romantic ideas such as expressivism, aspira-

tion, authenticity, alienation, and fragmentation. I conclude that at the heart

of agency is a disposition of readiness, or what one might call an openness,

in which attunement to a call to act accompanies a commitment to self-

transformation through the work of overcoming and transcending loss through

the affirmation of guiding ideals and values.
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2

Love of the Good

among the Ruins

Charles Taylor and the Enchantment of Agency

Introduction

In this chapter, I discuss the philosophical and historical account that

Charles Taylor has developed throughout his corpus on agency,

identity, and the good, in particular in his collected essays and in

Sources of the Self.1 The chapter begins with a discussion of Taylor’s

theories of agency and language and the philosophical anthropology

that he develops. Taylor deploys his general argument about agency

as the capacity of choice in light of qualitative distinctions made about

the good in response to the deficiencies and unfulfilled potential he

sees in the moral culture of western modernity. By and large, this

diagnosis draws conclusions analogous to the Weberian thesis on

secularization. Taylor’s concern is primarily with the widespread ex-

perience of secularization and, in particular, with the delegitimation

of religious beliefs and strongly articulated moral values. He is re-

sponding to the effects of the rise of rationalism, ‘‘scientistic’’ natu-

ralism, and its concomitant social and political philosophies of

atomism, political liberalism, and individualism. In this regard, sec-

ularization serves as a descriptive account of the moral culture of

modernity as well as a metaphor for its social practices and ideals. Of

particular concern are how these forces have altered the quality of

modern moral life, especially the compromises they have impressed

on the capacity for people to findmeaning in the world as engaged and

embodied agents. I conclude the chapter with an examination of

Taylor’s retrieval and critique of the ethos of Romantic expressivism

and his turn to modernism as a resource for responding to this



condition of disenchantment. Taylor identifies the transformative capacity of

expressivism as a significant convention and ethos in modern life (most pro-

nouncedly in various espoused commitments to self-fulfillment). Alternatively,

expressivism is also a crucial strategy for regaining access to moral sources that

provide meaning and significance to otherwise narrow and shallow ways of

being in the world. Taylor’s solution for the moral and spiritual predicament

of modernity is to look to expressive forms, such as modernism (especially

poetry), to render a reconnection with what he calls, interchangeably, moral

sources, hypergoods, and constitutive goods. In chapter 3, I undertake a crit-

ical examination of what I call Taylor’s logic of epiphany. There, I test for the

plausibility of this logic. In addition, I lay out some of the implications that this

appeal to the epiphanic has for what I call projects of regenerating agency and

their religious dimensions. In particular, I examine Taylor’s implied thesis that

modernist forms of epiphany are perhaps the best hope for opening up the

possibility of receiving and experiencing grace, or some secularized analogue

to grace, which is to say, experiences that have the ability to transform moral

vision and thereby re-engage and even re-enchant agency.

Agency, Articulation, and the Good

What does Taylor mean by ‘‘human agency’’? On Taylor’s view, human agency

is primarily a matter of moral judgments, deliberations, and conduct. In other

words, the self, for Taylor, is fundamentally a moral self who is constituted

through taking moral positions. The agent cannot do this by seeking to adhere

to some criteria or procedure for doing what is right, or acting, as Kant sug-

gests, according to obligation solely.2 Instead, for Taylor, agency is about acting

and choosing based on what it is good to be, which is to say that agency re-

quires living according to a vision of the good life. Agency is not complete,

according to Taylor, if it is expected to adhere to a single criterion, such as the

requirement of universalizing the maxims of one’s actions or some other

monological approach. Taylor constructs a narrative of modern identity and

agency, in part, as a polemic against the dominant forms of modern moral

philosophy, in particular deontological theories that prioritize conceptions of

universal right over the good. In addition to giving priority to the right over the

good, these theories also argue, according to Taylor, for various forms of nat-

uralism, including behaviorism. As such, deontological theories tend to in-

sist that moral subjects are moved not by the good but rather by desires;

subsequently, these theories are apt to view human behavior as they would

any objects of scientific study, namely, as transparent and fully observable

phenomena.3 What these forms of moral philosophy miss, Taylor argues, is

how actual moral agents engage in actual situations of choice. In other words,

this picture of the moral life offered by deontological ethics, naturalism,
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atomism, and behaviorism cannot capture or understand engaged and em-

bodied agency.

In order to understand what it is to be a fully embodied agent that en-

gages in actual situations of choice, Taylor argues that it is necessary to begin

with the ‘‘moral and spiritual intuitions’’ that people draw on as agents. Taylor

uses the category of ‘‘the moral’’ in the broadest possible terms. The moral

thus includes conventional approaches, such as the commitment to justice

and respect for the life, well-being, and dignity of others. But it also pertains to

that which underlies human dignity, such as questions about what makes life

meaningful, fulfilling, and worthwhile.4 In Sources of the Self, as well as in his

other essays on agency, language, and the self, Taylor sets for himself the task

of laying out a plausible philosophical anthropology in which questions of the

good are of utmost concern for understanding agency.5 Intuitions are not only

moral but also ‘‘spiritual,’’ in Taylor’s terms, insofar as they require acting in

and through judgments or what he calls ‘‘strong evaluation.’’ This is to say

that ‘‘they involve discriminations of right or wrong, better or worse, higher

or lower, which are not rendered valid by our own desires, inclinations, or

choices, but rather stand independent of these and offer standards by which

they can be judged.’’6 The agent as embedded in a framework of strong eval-

uation is a central doctrine for Taylor. In a Hegelian vein, Taylor intentionally

invokes the vague category of the spiritual in regard to strong evaluation

because he believes that strong evaluation is indicative of and implies the

background against which moral action and choice transpire. In other words,

this background is a moral ontology, and thereby real and objective. This

background forms a horizon of meaning and a framework in which the moral

intuitions and instincts of agents function and make sense. As Taylor puts it,

strong evaluation constitutes such a background insofar as it is ‘‘a background

of distinctions between things which are recognized as of categoric or un-

conditioned or higher importance or worth, and things which lack this or are

of lesser value.’’7 Agency requires a measure of self-understanding in which

these backgrounds/frameworks enable the agent/self to make qualitative

distinctions among components and features of the good life, or what Taylor

calls ‘‘life goods.’’8

Whether acknowledged or not, these moral frameworks are unavoidable

in any attempt to understand and enact practical agency. Higher-order goods

shape these ‘‘inescapable frameworks’’ by providing an orientation and direc-

tion that determine the significance of the overall contours of life. These con-

stitutive and ‘‘hyper’’ goods are not universal. Instead, Taylor’s strong claim

in his philosophical anthropology of the agent posits, rather, that having hy-

pergoods and constitutive goods is universal. To hold these higher-order

values and ideals is a distinctive feature of what it means both to be an agent

and to be human. Life goods, such as the value of the loving family or the ide-

als of benevolence and compassion, are undergirded and given meaning by
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constitutive goods. Constitutive goods are ideals or values such as the sanc-

tification of the ordinary life by a loving God or the belief in a providential

order that coheres such a vision. As such, constitutive, strongly held goods play

a critical role in the moral life. According to Taylor:

[t]he constitutive good does more than just define the content of the

moral theory. Love of it is what empowers us to be good. And hence

also loving it is part of what it is to be a good human being. This

is now part of the moral theory as well, which includes injunctions

not only to act in certain ways and to exhibit certain moral quali-

ties but also to love what is good.9

The philosopher has a particular task in interpreting the nature of this rela-

tionship, insofar as she/he is responsible for identifying the constitutive

moral goods/moral sources that orient life goods. More specifically, the phi-

losopher clarifies and articulates what the constitutive goods are. As Taylor

argues, ‘‘articulating a constitutive good is making clear what is involved in

the life good one espouses. Unreflecting people in the culture, who are drawn

to certain life goods, may have nothing to offer in the way of description of

constitutive good, but that doesn’t mean that their sense of what is worth

pursuing isn’t shaped by some unstructured intuitions about their meta-

physical predicament, about their moral sources being within or without, for

example.’’10

As should be clear by now, a great deal is at stake for Taylor’s consideration

of agency in the ability to articulate the good, in particular in the recognition of

the interplay of constitutive goods and life goods. In other words, being able to

express one’s moral orientation—that is, the self’s relation to constitutive

goods or moral sources—is crucial for realizing one’s agency and identity.

What, then, does recognizing a moral horizon or a framework defined by a

constitutive good entail?

The determination of higher goods requires that the agent have a ‘‘lan-

guage of qualitative contrasts,’’ that is, a ‘‘vocabulary of worth’’ and value. In

the essay ‘‘What is human agency?’’ Taylor takes Harry Frankfurt’s distinction

between first- and second-order desires as his point of departure. First-order

desires are what might be termed nonreflective, even animalistic desires. In

contrast, second-order desires reflect a degree and level of self-consciousness

and self-evaluation. Taylor breaks down these second-order desires between

evaluations that are ‘‘weak’’ and ‘‘strong.’’ Only strong evaluations and judg-

ments relate to desires as to worth or significance. Weak evaluations (a term

that Taylor drops in Sources of the Self ) are not concerned with moral moti-

vation but simply deal with the satisfaction of first-order desires.11 In calling

these distinctions ‘‘strong evaluations,’’ Taylor is arguing that they reflect a

kind of self who has a vision of what it is to live a meaningful moral life.

Strong evaluations involve the use of contrastive language; that is, they involve
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choices and decisions based upon qualitative distinctions, or what I am calling

judgment. As such, the strong evaluator (the agent) engages in a mode of self-

reflection, interpretation, and evaluation when deliberating over courses of

action by determining the worth of desires based upon whether they reso-

nate with a higher-order value; whereas someone who evaluates on the basis

of consequences or quantitative effects, as in pluses and minuses, is only a

‘‘simple weigher.’’ The strong evaluator requires not only consciousness of

higher goods or other standards of value but also a language of judgment that

can articulate contrasts of higher and lower, of better and worse, and, pre-

sumably, of good and evil. Agency as strong evaluation employs a ‘‘vocabulary

of worth.’’ According to Taylor, ‘‘[t]he strong evaluator can articulate superi-

ority just because [she/]he has a language of contrastive characterization.’’12

Strong evaluation or moral judgment involves greater articulation about

preferences and beliefs than ordinary choices require. And with this articula-

tion comes a willingness to deliberate on a ‘‘deeper’’ level. The strong evaluator

deliberates not merely because of de facto desires or because of unreflective

gratification. Rather,

[a] strong evaluator, by which we mean a subject who strongly eval-

uates desires, goes deeper, because [she/]he characterizes [her/]his

motivation at greater depth. To characterize one desire or inclination

as worthier, or nobler, or more integrated, etc. than others is to speak

of it in terms of the kind of quality of life which it expresses and

sustains. . . . [F]or the strong evaluator reflection also examines the

different possible modes of being for the agent. Motivations or de-

sires do not only count in virtue of the attraction of the consumma-

tions but also in virtue of the kind of life and kind of subject that

these desires properly belong to.13

The hermeneutical operation of agency lies in the articulation and interpre-

tation of these distinctions of worth, based upon constitutive goods and the

subsequent inculcation of these distinctions into one’s self-understanding. The

language of contrasts is crucial because constitutive and hypergoods are in-
commensurably higher than other life goods. The claims that moral goals or

ends, such as God or freedom, make are incommensurably greater than or-

dinary desires and purposes or life goods. Again, Taylor’s strong claim is that

this is not a thesis of human agency but is in fact a philosophical anthropology.

In other words, this is how ordinary people actually understand themselves as

human agents, how they—‘‘we’’—engage in moral and practical reasoning.14

Taylor insists on providing a portrait of agency as engaged and embodied

because he sets his theory directly in opposition to behaviorists, naturalists,

rationalists, utilitarians, and political liberals, that is, against conceptions of

agency that rely on one notion or another of impartiality, neutrality, and dis-

engagement. Taylor’s theory of agency is one that attempts to take up the
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fullness of identity and not only the machinations of reason. As such, he

forges a picture of agency in terms of motivations, significance, and, above all,

meaning. And this agency as meaning-making can only take place through

the determination of higher goods, that is, through a sense that some goods

and desires are of qualitatively higher worth than others. ‘‘To be a strong eval-

uator,’’ Taylor suggests, ‘‘is thus to see desires in an additional dimension.

And this is in fact essential to our important evaluative distinctions.’’15 This

‘‘additional dimension’’ is the way in which higher values move, inspire, and

empower. These higher-order goods are constitutive of our identities as moral

agents, and are thus qualitatively higher in our estimations than ordinary life

goods, insofar as ‘‘they command our awe, respect, or admiration.’’16 Taylor

recognizes that there is a circular relation between life goods and the articu-

lations of the constitutive goods that underlie them.17 However, he does not

see the relationship as deterministic, in the sense of an absolute and trans-

parent causality between constitutive goods and life goods. The relationship is

more dialectical than such an interpretation would suggest. For example, the

social and cultural changes from which secularization emerges largely issue

from a sense that certain life goods would be realized if related to a nonthe-

istic source. However, in transposing from a theistic orientation to a non-

theistic one, the quality and even the content of what counts as life goods are

reinterpreted. More specifically, the good life regulated by an ethic of benev-

olence within a theistic worldview will not be identical with the same concep-

tion of the good life organized around a secular version of human flourishing.

The practices and ways of life in these horizons of meaning will differ because

the higher-order, constitutive goods that determine each worldview are differ-

ent. This is a difference indicated by the distinctions drawn between the moral

acts performed because of a belief in divine sanction versus those performed

through universal respect according to human-generated laws.

Agency, as an exercise of the will and choice, is a matter of responsibility,

according to Taylor, in that choosing among second-order desires also means

endorsing them and the existential consequences that follow therewith, such

as how one is to live a life and the judgments one makes about worth, respect,

honor, and duty. This position is made clear in Taylor’s reinterpretation of

Sartre’s famous allegory of Pierre. The story goes as follows: during World

War II, Pierre must choose between staying home to take care of his ailing

mother and fighting for the French Resistance. Taylor resists Sartre’s exis-

tential option of capitulating to radical choice, in which Pierre simply ‘‘throws

himself one way.’’ Pierre’s predicament, according to Taylor, is that he has

no terms, no language in which to determine the superiority of one alterna-

tive over the other. The alternatives are tragic to Pierre because he does not

have a language to mediate the differences between them. If decided by rad-

ical choice, Pierre as agent chooses (if one can call it choice) by fiat. In other

words, following a path established by fiat would mean that Pierre did not
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articulate the specific reasons for staying with his mother or for leaving to

fight the Germans. Instead, he abandons his role as a reasoning agent by

making a leap of faith in the direction of one option rather than that of

another. Taylor argues that choices made on such ‘‘basic and fundamental

issues’’ are not defined because one is forced into a situation of radical choice;

rather ‘‘their importance is given, or revealed in an evaluation which is con-

stated, not chosen.’’18 To take responsibility for a choice means that I endorse

what the consequences of the choice entail, especially in regard to what the

choice will mean and say about the kind of person I am, what kind of life I

value, and what I understand to be indicative of human flourishing. As Taylor

argues:

[t]he stance of ‘‘good faith’’ is higher, and this is not in virtue of radical

choice, but in virtue of our characterization of the human predica-

ment in which radical choice has such an important place. Granting

this is the moral predicament of man [sic.], it is more honest, cou-

rageous, self-clairvoyant, hence a higher mode of life, to choose in

lucidity than it is to hide one’s choices behind the supposed structure

of things, to flee from one’s responsibility at the expense of lying to

oneself, of a deep self-duplicity.19

As a moral agent, I must not simply be aware of the goods and values I hold,

but I must also be able to articulate what they are, specifically as I reflect upon

and adjudicate among these goods and values. Thus, Taylor concludes:

Our identity is therefore defined by certain evaluations which are

inseparable from ourselves as agents. Shorn of these we would cease

to be ourselves, by which we do not mean trivially that we would be

different in the sense of having some properties other than those we

now have—which would indeed be the case after any change, how-

ever minor—but that shorn of these we would lose the very possi-

bility of being an agent who evaluates; that our existence as persons,

and hence our ability to adhere as persons to certain evaluations,

would be impossible outside the horizon of these essential evalua-

tions, that we would break down as persons, be incapable of being

persons in the full sense.20

This example not only shows the significance that articulation and lan-

guage have in Taylor’s conception of agency, but it also indicates the kind

of practical reasoning that strong evaluation and moral judgment involve.

In accord with his commitment to providing an account of moral identity

that begins with the perspective and experience of the agent, Taylor insists on

a form of practical reasoning that is historical and embodied. According to

Taylor, practical reasoning is reasoning in transitions. It is deployed not to es-

tablish the absolute or foundational truth but rather to determine that some
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position, that some moral stance is superior to another based upon the prin-

ciple of the ‘‘best account’’ available. As such, practical reasoning deals with

‘‘comparative propositions.’’ Comparative claims are well founded when an

epistemic gain is demonstrated by a move, that is, in a transition from moral

position A to moral position B. Furthermore, this happens when the agent

shows, in making the transition to another position or belief, that the new

position she/he takes is predicated on making sense of experience, as in the

idea of sustaining a continuous effort to reduce error (revealing and eradicating

a contradiction, confusion, or unacceptable inconsistency, and so on). The

nub of this argument is in the nature of the transition, which is to say, what is

involved in the move is a reduction of error and the enabling of life possi-

bilities based upon the rational and qualitative comparison of rival interpre-

tations.21 Taylor’s theory of practical reason is clearly in opposition to forms of

moral and practical reasoning that posit formal criteria and procedures that

are abstract from moral intuitions, which is to say, that disengage from that

which most inspires and moves the self ethically and morally. The only cri-

teria that should apply in practical reason, according to Taylor, are the best

accounts available based upon the breadth of human experience.22

In fact, Taylor invokes the best account principle as a criterion employed,

on the one hand, in the practical reason of individual subjects and, on the

other hand, as a principle that can elucidate historical shifts in collective atti-

tudes.23 In this way, Taylor’s version of practical reason is similar to Thomas

Kuhn’s argument that paradigm shifts occur when a new paradigm super-

sedes the capacity of an existing paradigm to solve problems of knowledge.24

For individuals as well as collective bodies, sociocultural forms of practical

reasoning, the principle of the best account available to experience, and tran-

sitions based upon the reduction of error all count as epistemic gains and thus

as marks of advancement and growth. In casting epistemic gain and practical

reason in terms of growth and maturity, Taylor explicitly draws on narrative

and biography as the proper metaphors and forms according to which identity

should be conceived. This goes to what Taylor calls the ‘‘inescapable structural

requirements of human agency,’’ which is to interpret one’s life in narrative

form as ‘‘a quest’’ for the good or as a story that shapes one’s orientation to the

good. By invoking the metaphor of narrative in describing the self, Taylor is

also making a rebuff to various postmodern and poststructuralist theories of

subjectivity that posit the self as fragmentary.25 He does this by drawing on

the notion of life as narrative that philosophers such as Alasdair MacIntyre,

Paul Ricoeur, and Jerome Bruner, among others, have developed (the lan-

guage of ‘‘quest’’ is MacIntyre’s)—which is to say that Taylor sets subjectivity

within a phenomenological framework. Thus, the narrative of life is read in

terms of unfolding time, as well as the realization of action through the pro-

jection of possible futures, goals, and goods. Taylor couples the temporality

of the unfolding self in narrative or biography with spatial metaphors of
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‘‘orientation.’’ Thus, he posits: that the agent is moving in the direction of the

good; that moral agency requires being in ‘‘contact’’ with or determining one’s

‘‘place’’ or ‘‘situatedness’’ in relation to the good; or that one’s life is moving in

the direction of the good. In both the temporal and spatial aspects, the critical

issue for Taylor is the sense in which an orientation to the good determines

the extent to which one is able to live a meaningful life.

In Sources of the Self, Taylor deepens his earlier formulation of agency as

the strong evaluation of goods by stressing the contextualization of agency

within forms of life. In other words, strong evaluation and the invocation of

contrastive language make agency and articulation a public and commu-

nal matter—one that always involves interlocution, which is also to say it is

constitutive of a framework of meaning shared with other people. As Taylor

suggests:

I want to defend the strong thesis that doing without frameworks is

utterly impossible for us; otherwise put, that the horizons within

which we live our lives and which make sense of them have to in-

clude these strong qualitative discriminations. Moreover, this is not

meant just as a contingently true psychological fact about human

beings, which could perhaps turn out one day not to hold for some

exceptional individual or new type, some superman of disengaged

objectification. Rather, the claim is that living within such strongly

qualified horizons is constitutive of human agency, that stepping

outside these limits would be tantamount to stepping outside

what we would recognize as integral, that is, undamaged human

personhood.26

This picture of health—of ‘‘undamaged human personhood’’—is a critical

standard for the argument that I am developing about agency and melan-

choly. This passage reflects Taylor’s ascription of a hermeneutical nature to

the self. In addition, it also speaks to his concern for the severe consequences

of secularization and alienation on agency as strong evaluation, in that they

have produced a situation in which the agent has lost contact with her/his

constitutive goods. Subsequently, there is a diminished ability to engage in a

vigorous moral life. The effects of the disenchantment of the modern world,

as Weber put it, run the gamut from the extreme to the everyday. On one end,

there are the limit cases of existential experiences in which there is the loss

of a sense of one’s moral framework, resulting in disorientation, despair, and

meaninglessness. Nihilism and the death of God are the paradigmatic forms

here, but certainly other versions of extreme psychic trauma qualify as well.

The more widespread phenomenon associated with disenchantment and

secularization is moral pluralism. Moral pluralism, as a social and political

philosophy, seeks to validate a plurality of goods. Cultural and institutional

commitments to moral pluralism generate situations and predicaments,
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following Taylor’s argument, in which everyone runs the threat of losing

contact and access to our respective moral sources. Why? Because the temper-

ing effects of the mutual recognition required by moral pluralism diminish

the power, intensity, and clarity about what lies behind widely held commit-

ments to social ideals such as justice. This lack of clarity about fundamental

goods has such a hold on the moral imagination that it results in moral

tentativeness, as well as a weakening of agency and the possibilities of living a

good and meaningful life. Taylor clearly laments this scenario. This is not to

say that Taylor believes that one or another idealized representation of the

good will solve all our problems. He is quite explicit that identity is deeper and

more complex than any particular articulation of the good can represent.27

Nonetheless, this does not mean that one can live well and flourish without

these articulations. The connection between identity and moral orientation

hinges on the articulation of background pictures. This means that agency

transpires against a background of strong evaluations and thereby comes to

being through deliberations over ‘‘courses of action,’’ which also determine the

quality and kind of life one chooses to lead. Agency requires adjudicating

among different goods not simply on the basis of rational criteria but through

a complex set of conjectures that involve the imagination, which is to say, the

ability to see what kind of life follows from adopting one moral vision rather

than another. This capacity to evoke visions of the good life is one expression

of what I am calling ‘‘the religious imagination.’’

On this score, self-interpretation on Taylor’s view is not a matter of clair-

voyance. Instead, self-knowledge is a constant struggle.28 Taylor’s sociohis-

torical diagnosis concludes that ‘‘we’’ now live in an age in which there is a

pervasive lack of clarity about constitutive, higher goods and this condition

leaves ‘‘us’’ with the impression that moral frameworks are (somehow) op-

tional. In this sense, Taylor’s polemic is not simply against the dominant

modes of moral philosophy, but it is also aimed at the moral cultures of sec-

ularism and political liberalism that correspond to attitudes of disengagement

and value-neutral objectivity.29 Again, the issue is not only the apocryphal story

about the disenchantment of the world, but, more urgently, a critical response

to the objective reality of moral pluralism. Taylor is quite aware that conflicts,

tensions, and clashes of varying ways of life and potentially incommensurable

visions of the good give plausibility to the argument that, say, a liberal attitude

warrants prescinding from carrying on with thick descriptions of individual

and collectivemoral constitutions. In other words, speaking and acting through

the acknowledgment of higher-order goods in various public spheres and other

webs of interlocution may be illiberal in modern moral culture. Nonetheless,

Taylor sustains the argument that even so-called neutral moral theories are in

fact predicated on unacknowledged higher-order goods. For example, the

commitments to justice and liberalism gain their moral force through their

reliance on the background values of human dignity, that is, the principles of
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benevolence, freedom, and the respect for the value and dignity of human life.

The heart of Taylor’s project is to recover a discourse of meaning and signifi-

cance for human agency. And this involves the kind of expressive articulation

about the good that acknowledges moral frameworks as indispensable to

identity and human flourishing.

Modern Moral Identity and the Melancholy of Agency

The fate of our times is characterized by rationalization and intellectualiza-

tion, and, above all, by the ‘‘disenchantment of the world.’’ Precisely the

ultimate and most sublime values have retreated from public life.

—Max Weber, ‘‘Science as a Vocation’’

In contemporary secular cultures defined by moral pluralism, is it possible to

avoid in the work of understanding and articulating moral frameworks gen-

erating a legitimation crisis for moral pluralism? Will the expressions of this

work in moral understanding beat the same hasty retreat as the ‘‘ultimate and

most sublime values’’ Weber identifies? As a way of beginning to answer these

questions, let me now take up Taylor’s genealogical narrative of modern

identity from Sources of the Self at its historical climax, namely, his discussion of

Romantic expressivism. In particular, I want to highlight Taylor’s character-

ization of Romantic expressivism as a rebellion against ‘‘radical’’ Enlighten-

ment humanism and rationalism. It is important to note that Taylor is

selective in what he takes from the expressivist tradition. He wants to lay claim

not to the subjectivist forms of self-expression but rather to the ethic that is

committed to the transformation of the ordinary that issues from the creative

imagination, or what I am calling the religious imagination. This is, admit-

tedly, a difficult set of qualities to distill. Nonetheless, Taylor’s interpretation of

this ethic, in particular its valorization of art and the aesthetic, are mediated by

his commitment to the idea that these transformations of the ordinary require

being able to ‘‘see’’ the good. And this requires being open to the possibility

that constitutive goods do in fact condition moral agency. Insofar as that is

legitimate, Taylor argues, art and the aesthetic hold forth to disclose forms

of affirmation—intellectual, social, cultural, political, and, of course, religious
affirmation—that have become pervasive and persistent in modernity. Among

these sources of affirmation are forms of grace—which, for Taylor, means

some thing or some force (e.g., God) that is able to alter one’s moral vision. In

other words, Taylor posits that grace, or something analogous to it, is available

through art in the form of epiphany. To anticipate: the aesthetic serves as a

medium between the agent/self and her/his moral sources.

Keeping the theory of agency as strong evaluation in mind, Taylor con-

structs a history of modern identity in Sources of the Self that seeks to uncover
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the moral sources that underlie dominant values in the modern west, as well

as the conditions for the possibility of moral agency as a mode of judgment

and choice. In other words, Taylor’s historical narrative recounts the indi-

vidual and collective processes that have been paradigmatic for modern iden-

tity. The meta-theme that Taylor identifies as responsible for perpetrating

the series of transvaluations of values for modern identity is the story of west-

ern secularization and the general delegitimation of moral orientations

grounded in religious beliefs and other moral sources. Taylor objects to much

of modern moral philosophy, such as deontological theories, for assuming

that moral deliberation and holding obligations require abstracting from

frameworks of meaning. Naturalism and other reductionistic theories that

build on principles derivative of science and rationalism, such as the con-

tinued effort to establish mastery over nature, see secularization as a form

of liberation. In other words, these theories view secularization as a form

of human self-reliance and thereby representative of modernity’s hallmark

achievement: namely, freedom. And yet the freedom that has arisen from

the Enlightenment conceit of valuing independence from external sources of

moral authority (cosmological, divine, or otherwise) is a negative freedom; it

does not point in any particular direction other than ‘‘away.’’ In addition,

according to the positive take on secularization, the disenchantment of mod-

ern culture has allowed for adherence to a plurality of value systems rather

than the dominance of one, such as Christianity. Taylor certainly views re-

spect and moral and cultural pluralism as epistemic gains, yet he is equally

distressed at the effects of pluralism: in particular by its effects on the ontol-

ogy of agency of strong evaluation he believes is crucial to moral identity.

Consequently, Taylor is incredulous that it is possible to have agency that is

meaningful, that makes sense, and that is moral (in the broad use of this

term) if frameworks are somehow considered optional. He maintains that

‘‘[o]ur evaluations are not chosen. On the contrary they are articulations of our

sense of what is worthy, or higher, or more integrated, or more fulfilling and

so on.’’30

I read Sources of the Self as a performative act on Taylor’s part that dem-

onstrates the virtue of being clear and articulate about the moral sources that

animate a meaningful sense of self. Methodologically speaking, Taylor enacts

the commitment to articulation in Sources by revealing—and thereby articu-

lating—the moral sources for ‘‘common’’ modern moral intuitions and reac-

tions such as justice and benevolence. In a quasi-Hegelian fashion, Taylor sets

out to demonstrate the necessity of his philosophical anthropology of agency

by showing how articulation, historical examination and reflection, and prac-

tical reason work in analogous terms for individual agents and for societies at

large. In doing so, he is articulating and revealing how the modern under-

standing of agency must start with our ‘‘strongest intuitions, where these have

successfully met the challenge of proposed transitions away from them.’’31
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Therefore, the history of modern identity is one that reveals different con-

stitutive goods for different eras. In the modern west, the dominant moral

sources include God, reason, and nature, among others.32 With the identifi-

cation of these three moral sources of God, reason, and nature, it is note-

worthy that Taylor is also arguing for his own brand of moral realism.33

Constitutive goods are real in that they ground and direct moral beliefs and

judgments by shaping the moral ontology or background picture that corre-

sponds to our best account of our moral intuitions and experience.34 On these

terms, whatever the best account of moral experience invokes as a moral

source—nature, reason, God—is real since these constitutive goods, on this

account, must be independent of us. This is what makes them ‘‘objectively

real’’; which is to say, they are not dependent upon our interpretation of them.

There are no absolute frameworks or paradigms for moral experience; in fact,

best accounts are always partial. However, from the perspective of moral

subjects, agency involves evaluations based on standards of values that tran-

scend interests and desires. These frameworks function as ‘‘transcendental

conditions.’’35 The articulation and hermeneutical interpretation of what these

standards are have undergone changes and are specific to moral agents of

particular eras and particular cultures, in which enduring transitions arise

based upon judgments of the best accounts available.36 A higher-order good—

whether it is a Platonic notion of the good, a Christian God, or perhaps a

humanist version of justice—is a ‘‘moral source’’ when ‘‘it is something the

love of which empowers us to do and be good.’’37 In the end, this moral love

instills a motivation, an imperative to be articulate about the good vis-à-vis

one’s agency. Articulation, according to Taylor, ‘‘can bring us closer to the good

as a moral source, can give it power.’’38 And on Taylor’s diagnosis, clarifying

what moral sources are operative is of utmost urgency given the moral and

spiritual predicament of the modern agent.

But this raises the question: what is the moral and spiritual predicament

that Taylor identifies as a challenge and threat to realizing individual moral

identity in late modernity? This moral and spiritual predicament appears to

correspond to features that corroborate Taylor’s view that modern agency has

taken a form that is flattened, narrow, and lacks a deep sense of purpose and

significance. In short, the loss of contact with moral sources is the nub of the

problem. This is not to say that Taylor argues that moral sources have dis-

appeared altogether. Rather, as I have already indicated, Taylor identifies three

important moral sources for modern identity: reason, nature, and God. Rea-

son as a moral source is manifest in the culture that warrants respect for the

dignity of rational agents and life. And the dignity of the rational agent derives

from her/his capacity for self-determination, as well as from her/his powers of

expression and articulation, which is also to say, from the capacity for human

freedom.39 By most accounts, the idealization of reason and freedom reaches

its vertex in the Enlightenment. The problematic, on Taylor’s account of
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modernity, is that even with the identification of reason as a moral source, it

has left us—‘‘we’’ moderns—in a condition that no longer requires or ac-

knowledges that close contact with other moral sources and constitutive goods

is necessary. This is the rationale that Taylor invokes in seeking out resources

to challenge this dominant view.

The immediate historical challenge to Enlightenment rationalism was, of

course, the Romantic movement, which sought its moral sources, as Taylor

notes, in nature and in the Romantics’ abiding faith in the creative imagi-

nation.40 By ‘‘nature,’’ the Romantics were referring both to the external ‘‘nat-

ural’’ world of forests, mountains, and seas, as well as to the inner ocean of the

self. Before discussing the legacy of Romantic expressivism that Taylor pur-

sues, it is helpful to anatomize the belief in nature as a moral source that is

central to Taylor’s account. The view of nature as a moral source derives from

the evolving perception that there is a moral order to the world. This belief,

in turn, descends from a variety of theories about the design of nature by a

divine author, most particularly in the estimation that there is an interlocking,

providential order at hand in the world. Most significant for the culture of

modernity, undergirding this belief in nature as a source of morality is the

widespread conception of the affirmation of ordinary life. Taylor traces the

origins of this central value of modern life to the rise of new orientations in

science and religion in early modernity. In science, following Bacon, among

others, there is a shift in the guiding ideals of scientific inquiry, from the

contemplation of higher truths to a greater emphasis on practical effects.

Within western Christianity, especially following the Reformation and later

with the Deists, there came a refusal of the mediation of the ‘‘priestly’’ classes

and a rejection of the increasingly profane character of life, both of which

would eventually lead to valuing and affirming the fulfillment of ordinary

human life. In other words, a belief developed that the divine infused the

‘‘profane’’ concerns of work and family as if they were localizations of the sa-

cred. This put work and family—‘‘the ordinary’’—on par with the sacraments

and the pursuit of certain sanctified ways of life, that is, with the lives of the

monk, priest, and nun. Thus, the ordinary takes on unprecedented signifi-

cance insofar as humanity becomes the stewards of God’s creation. Signifi-

cantly, this shift away from particular ‘‘priestly’’ vocations of higher calling

toward the sanctification of the ordinary democratized, in a sense, access to

the divine.41

The original affirmation of the ordinary extended beyond work and family,

especially through the later developments by Locke and Shaftsbury, both of

whom developed a belief in the expansion of the goodness of the natural or-

der. This meant diminishing the significance of the Reformation’s emphasis

on original sin and inculcating human activity as part and parcel of this wider

order. The upshot of the latter is that a wider variety of human desires and

needs are viewed as divinely conferred and sanctioned. Ethically speaking, the
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human instinct for the pursuit of pleasure and the avoidance of pain was an

indication that God’s purposes would be best served through universal human

flourishing and procreation. This in turn elevates benevolence as a value.

Deists such as Hutcheson further develop the notion of the interlocking,

providential order by positing that the instincts, desires, and sentiments that

God has implanted within each of us are to be probed as a means of access to

the divine. In other words, it is not only nature in the world that provides

evidence of God’s design but also internal inclinations and sentiments—

including the pursuit of happiness—that are now integral to the overall

design.42

This shift in moral perspective, exemplified here by the Deists, is sig-

nificant for Taylor’s narrative because he identifies the affirmation of ordinary

life as crucial to the Romantics. Furthermore, in his reconstruction of the

Romantic tradition and its heritage, Taylor identifies Rousseau as pivotal for

inaugurating a major change in the belief in nature as norm. This was a shift

from seeing nature as an inner tendency to listening to it as an inner voice, that

is, as the calling of a moral source. Rousseau identifies the voice of nature with

a conscience that speaks through language and reason. Regaining contact

with this voice ‘‘would be to transform our motivation to have a wholly dif-

ferent quality of will.’’43 It is not only that one has sentiments accorded by God

that are in tune with the universal good, but also that the inner voice of one’s

true sentiments defines what is the good. In other words, the spirit of nature

within each of us is the good. Of course, with Kant, there is a further devel-

opment of this idea, in which the residence of freedom is within the subject,

but it is not of nature. Freedom is the capacity to legislate morality to oneself

through reason. What is crucial for Taylor’s purposes is that Rousseau and

Kant are seen as parts of a continuous movement and development in the

moral culture of modernity in which access to moral sources are found within

the self. Self-knowledge and moral identity are mediated through interiority.

For Rousseau, it is the voice within; for Kant, it is the discovery of the moral

law within. For both, freedom is inextricably linked to an authentic self: either

as a transformed good will (Rousseau) or as a moral and rational agent (Kant).

In other words, the consolidation by Kant of radical autonomy, inspired in

part by Rousseau’s focus on inwardness, is a fundamental transformation in

modern moral culture that invests the individual self with the capacity for

moral responsibility and freedom.

In addition to Rousseau and Kant, Taylor also emphasizes the Augus-

tinian legacy of interiority as an enduring influence on modern western moral

life. Augustinian interiority is found not only in various articulations of hu-

man sinfulness and ‘‘fallenness,’’ but also in the adoption of the view that the

human will is in turmoil because it is beholden to two loves: ‘‘the sense that

good and evil are in conflict in the human breast.’’44 In Taylor’s account, this

retrieval of the Augustinian view of the conflicted will is a crucial countervoice

love of the good among the ruins 37



to the dominant thought and sensibility of the Enlightenment, which was

utilitarian in its ethics and atomistic in its social philosophy. Nature and

society were, for the mainstream Enlightenment, only of instrumental signifi-

cance.45 They were means to the ends that satisfied human desire and in-

terests. The abiding hope was to bring happiness through a perfect mutual

adjustment, by training and organizing social practices according to the prin-

ciples of social scientific engineering. Reason could free humanity of errors

that derived from egotistical desires as well as from the illusions of super-

stition and parochialisms, such as religion and other forms of metaphysics.

The promise was deliverance from this natural realm of illusions to a uni-

versal order of benevolence and harmony. The legacy of the Enlightenment

that Taylor counterposes to what will eventually become Romantic expres-

sivism is based on this belief in freedom as radical autonomy. Furthermore,

this transition is only realized through a critique of the scientistic faith in the

disengaged rationality of naturalism and humanism. In short, the radical,

unbelieving Enlightenment, on Taylor’s view, narrowed human pursuits to

such an extent that the modern situation is one in which there are dimin-

ishing opportunities to pursue publicly that which makes life significant and

worth fulfilling. This is an indictment reminiscent of the conclusions drawn

by other important philosophers of modernity, such as Weber and his la-

ments over the ‘‘iron cage’’ of rationalism and Arendt and her prognosis of

the separation of private and public spheres of life and action. The wake of the

Enlightenment has been especially devastating, according to Taylor, in the

effect it has had on truncating the strong evaluation of goals and desires and

the subsequent compromises inflicted on the possibilities for human agency.

Of course, one does not have to wait for late modernity to see a strong

response to this compromise of human agency. It was the Romantics, after

all, who made the first important incursion against this standard Enlighten-

ment view. In Taylor’s genealogy, Romanticism completes a process initiated

by Rousseau in which there is an internalization and a consequent location of

the moral within the subject/self. With the Romantic movement, there is an

attempt to maintain the achievement of human freedom, as conceived in the

Enlightenment, but also an elevation of forms of philosophy and aesthetics

that give greater credence to the notion of an inner voice or impulse. In other

words, Romanticism validated the idea that the truth and the good are within

the self, especially in feelings and sentiments. In short, Romanticism recog-

nized that the good and the moral are available both in nature itself and in the

vast inner resources within each individual.46 According to Taylor, the validity

of this view issues from the expressivist movement.

‘‘Expressivism’’ is Taylor’s term of art for an ethos that emanates from

Romanticism, with Herder as one of its founding figures.47 Herder, a student

of Kant and the major theorists of the German Sturm und Drang (storm and

stress) movement, was an influential critic of the Enlightenment (among
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those most influenced by Herder was the young Goethe). In addition to Hegel

and Humboldt, Herder is a key figure for Taylor from this period. Herder, and

Humboldt afterwards, inaugurates a tradition of thought and aesthetics that

is deeply concerned with the objectifying tendencies within modern culture,

especially the Enlightenment conceit that it is possible to make human nature

an object of inquiry. According to the expressivists, this pursuit results in a

series of losses, schisms, and estrangements between humanity and nature,

between reason and sensibility/feeling, as well as among people. The expres-

sivists aspired to identify a form of freedom predicated on the reconciliation of

these dualisms. Expressivism continues in our times, according to Taylor, in

the intensification and subsequent democratization of the notion of the inner

voice. Though Rousseau originally identified the inner voice with conscience,

afterward the ethical dimension of the inner voice takes on greater moral and

aesthetic breadth. The Romantics, as expressivists, subscribed to the notion

that it is through the inner voice and impulse that one finds access to sig-

nificance and meaning—that is to say, nature, reason, God, or other sources

of the good find expression within the self. I make what I hear within me real,

so the expressivist says, by working to articulate and speak this voice. The

realization of this inner calling through speech, especially in the very idea of

having a voice, underscores the necessity of the human to mediate between

the natural and the divine, between the worldly and the transcendent. As

Taylor writes: ‘‘And so among the great aspirations which come down to us

from the Romantic era are those towards reunification: bringing us back in

contact with nature, healing the divisions between reason and sensibility,

overcoming the divisions between people, and creating community.’’48

A clearer sense of the significance of expressivism for Taylor’s reformed

conception of engaged and embodied agency becomes evident when one takes

a closer look at the theory of language that underlies the expressivist move-

ment. The term ‘‘expressivism’’ is, after all, evocative of language. In turn, the

moral and existential elements that Taylor discerns within Romanticism in

terms of manifestation and creativity are evident in his study of language.

Taylor sees an inherent link between agency and language. This is one of the

reasons, I believe, that in the concluding sections of Sources, Taylor looks to

aesthetic forms, especially the poetic and the literary, as the media that best

capture the expressivist synthesis of the ethical, the moral, and the aesthetic.

The argument is that understanding these connections will greatly advance

the agenda of rehabilitating and regenerating modern agency.

The appeal of expressivism for Taylor is that it indicates not only a theory

of language but also, and more important, a theory that establishes continuity

between experience, embodiment, and agency. The idea here is that there is a

synthetic web of connections between the existential and the moral, the cul-

tural and the social/political, and the aesthetic and the spiritual/religious. Part

of expressivism’s appeal for Taylor derives from its capacious range but also

love of the good among the ruins 39



from its ability to preserve language’s quality of mystery. Expression is mys-

terious, according to Taylor, because of its inseparability from the medium,

since it is only manifest in expression itself. The meaning cannot be under-

stood by pointing to some other phenomenon, but only by and through an-

other expression. As such, expression cannot be fully objective, as scientific

linguistic theories presuppose. Expressions are always related to the sub-

jects who manifest them. This reading of language tempers Taylor’s self-

characterization as a moral realist, to some extent, especially since an expres-

sivist account of meaning is always associated with subject-related properties.

An expressivist account of the universe would not intend or even pretend to be

an objective one as promised by scientific naturalism; rather an expressivist

account always applies properties related and relevant to the self, ‘‘that is,

properties that things have in the experience of subjects, and which would not

exist if subjects of experience did not exist. . . .Expression is the power of

a subject; and expressions manifest things, and hence essentially refer us to

[the] subjects for whom these things can be made manifest.’’49 In other words,

the mystery surrounding the generation of linguistic expression lies within

the self. Expressivism is therefore in opposition to theories of language that

see language as instrumental, designative, and representational. This expres-

sivist theory does not see language as mimesis, as a mirror of reality. Instead,

it is a ‘‘locus of mystery, that is, of anything which might be irreducible to

objectivity.’’50 As M. H. Abrams formulated the distinction, expressivism does

not presuppose that language is a mirror of nature; instead, language is like a

lamp that illuminates life, including the inner self.51

In Taylor’s view, what Herder, Humboldt, and the later Heidegger and

Wittgenstein establish is the worldview that language is essential to thought,

insofar as it proves to serve the expressive needs of a people’s humanity.52

A language is indicative of the identity and soul of a people. For the expres-

sivists, language has a resource in feeling, which means that it reflects a dis-

position of the will, such that feeling and thought are inseparable. On this

score, true, authentic expression, as generated by the self, is a crucial ad-

vancement over the understanding of human freedom put forward by the

Enlightenment. This series of connections establishes a moral and ethical

continuity between self-reflection, feeling, self-expression, and, most acutely,

art. For the expressivists, the most adequate language is that which unites a

description of the world and the expression of human feeling. In turn, this

expression defines what the feeling is and thereby realizes and clarifies what it

means to be human. As I noted earlier, Taylor sees Romantic expressivism as

a culmination of a long tradition of inwardness and interiority that began with

Augustine. ‘‘Inwardness’’ is Taylor’s term for the belief and state of being

in which moral sources are constitutive and transcendent, yet also accessible

to the soul, spirit, or mind. Herder, in particular, articulated this sense in
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which language was not merely reflective of an external, objective reality

but was indicative of the human capacity for self-reflection. Hence, language

as a species of expressivism is the articulation of the inner states and self-

understanding of the person. As such, the individual does not know what her/

his moral sources are prior to the attempt to articulate and express them.

Realigning this synthetic relationship between interior states and external

expressions, between intentions and voice, is a major focal point of what I call

in the next chapter projects of regenerating agency.

It is clear that Taylor’s philosophy of language is a contrapuntal voice to

his theory of agency and that the motif that sustains this counterpoint be-

tween the two—between language and agency—is personal identity. As with

the theory of agency, Taylor’s reading of the expressivist theory of language is

mediated through the mutual refraction of a philosophical anthropology and

an ordinary language philosophy. In Taylor’s view, language is expressive,

disclosive, and constitutive. As I noted in the previous section of this chapter,

expression and articulation are crucial for realizing the picture of agency that

Taylor advocates. By ‘‘expressive,’’ Taylor is referring to the manner through

which language shows the standpoint of the subject toward reality as well as to

other interlocutors. By ‘‘disclosure’’ or ‘‘disclosive,’’ he is referring to the ca-

pacity of language to articulate a concern or issue and thereby making it

publicly available. Language is ‘‘constitutive’’ in that the language that makes

sense of experiences is not simply a pattern that one fits into but rather is

integral to the experiences themselves. Taylor goes as far as to say that ‘‘the

expressive dimension seems to be more fundamental: in that it appears we

can never be without it, whereas it can function alone, in establishing public

space, and grounding our sensitivity to the properly human concerns.’’53 This

is all by way of saying that in distinction to representationalist or designative

theories of language, in which the self is detached and instrumentalist, ex-

pressivism always indicates the moral values that support it. Language for the

expressivist is dynamic. While designative and representationalist theories of

language hide the values that undergird them—especially any aspirations to

freedom—expressivism proceeds with the aim of always seeking to reveal and

make evident moral sources.

It is this coincidence of foregrounding moral sources, articulation, and

expressivism that makes Taylor’s expressivist theory of language consonant

with his theory of agency. Taylor follows Romantics such as Herder as well as

later philosophers such as Wittgenstein, Heidegger, and Gadamer in posit-

ing that a language is a world, which is to say, it is a background against

which its use and invocation are not separable from an implicit understand-

ing of the whole. This is a holist reading of language in which individual parts

and words are only understandable by assuming the whole of language as

background. Language is ‘‘the capacity to speak (express/realize) the reflective
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awareness implicit in using words to say something. Learning to use any

single word presupposes this general capacity as background. But to have the

general capacity is to possess a language.’’54 In other words, the expressive

theory of language is a synecdochal web in which parts and wholes reflect

one another simultaneously. It is a view of language that is in opposition to

representationalist and empiricist theories in which language is said to cor-

respond to objects and things in the world as discrete signifiers. The crucial

feature of expressivism and expression for Taylor is in the capacity to manifest,
which in itself is a mark of human creativity and hence the imagination.

Taylor lays out the relationship between expression and manifestation as

follows:

Something is expressed when it is embodied in such a way as to be

made manifest. And ‘‘manifest’’ must be taken here in a strong

sense. Something is manifest when it is directly available for all to

see. It is not manifest when there are just signs of its presence,

from which we can infer that it is there, such as when I ‘‘see’’ that

you are in your office because of your car being parked outside. In this

case, there is an implied contrast with another kind of situation,

in which I could see you directly.

Now we consider things expressions when they make things

manifest in the stronger sense, one which cannot be contrasted with

a more direct manner of presentation, one where things would be

there before us ‘‘in person,’’ as it were. . . .

Expression makes something manifest in embodying it. Of

course, a given expression may reveal what it conveys in a partial, or

enigmatic, or fragmentary fashion. But these are all manifestations in

the above sense, that however imperfect we cannot contrast them

with another, more direct, but non-expressive mode of presentation.

What expression manifests can only be manifested in expression.55

Thus, expressive meaning is never fully separable from its manifestation or

medium. And the foremost medium that manifests feeling, experience, and

freedom for the Romantics was art.

The expressive view of human life went along naturally with a new

understanding of art. If expression defines in a double sense, i.e.,

both formulates and shapes, then the most important human activity

will partake of this nature. The activity by which human beings re-

alize their nature will also define in this double sense.

It is art which comes to fill this niche. In our civilization, moulded

by expressivist conceptions, it has come to take a central place in

our spiritual life, in some respects replacing religion. The awe we feel be-
fore artistic originality and creativity places art on the border of the
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numinous, and reflects the crucial place that creation/expression has

in our understanding of human life.56

Taylor is not alone in identifying the Romantics as precursors to con-

temporary concerns with fulfillment and unity.57 Nonetheless, his interpre-

tation is unique in the ways he creatively appropriates the Romantic ethos,
especially in that this retrieval is open to a relegitimation of religion through

its capacity to enable agency, especially through artistic expression. Signifi-

cantly, it is a critical retrieval on Taylor’s part. He is quite explicit in Sources
and elsewhere that a complete and unproblematic return to Romantic ex-

pressivism is not possible.58 In fact, the kind of poetic modernism that Taylor

focuses on, which I discuss below, is as much a departure from Romanticism

as it is a continuation of Romantic expressivism. Nonetheless, in his discus-

sion of the Romantics and the modernists, Taylor wants to preserve some

aspect of the Hegelian aspiration to reconcile freedom and meaningful ex-

pression, as well as reason and fulfillment. This task represents the recu-

peration of situated subjectivity, of engaged and embodied agency.59

For the expressivists—and those who followed elements of this stream of

thought, such as Schiller, Schelling, and Hegel—access to the good (that is, to

the moral sources within the self ) is not a matter of finding or recognizing

an objective order of being. Instead, the meaning of being is manifest only

through the expression and creation that brings it to light. Expressivism is not

an orientation that seeks to recover a lost past, for example. Rather, expres-

sivism is about manifestation and creation, such that it is not possible to

separate the message from the medium, the good from its articulation and

expression. Products of the creative imagination—which is to say of artistic

expression—thereby take on moral significance. Taylor endorses the expres-

sivist dictum that the world is good only insofar as one can see and show it to

be good. In his genealogy, this is an equation that issues from the Romantics

and finds resonance with the book of Genesis in which God looked upon

creation and saw that it was good. For the Romantics—Herder, Schiller, and

others—the conviction that one’s creation is good derives from a conception

of the artist, a vision that Harold Bloom calls ‘‘theomorphic.’’60 The conceit

here is that the poet and the artist create works that are akin to God’s creation.

The artist as expressivist believes it possible to manifest a unique vision

of the cosmos and thereby transform individual as well as universal self-

understanding. Herder put it in the most extreme theomorphic terms: ‘‘The

artist is become a creator God.’’61 Within such a worldview, the creative imag-

ination is the faculty through which expression of language and art is made

manifest. And as an act of creation, the manifestation of reality does not

constitute a form of mimesis but rather the articulation of a previously in-

choate vision. The crucial juncture here is the mediating role of the human.

The artist is a necessary medium for realizing the good. This is clear, for
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example, in Hegel’s Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion, in which he argues

that the ‘‘economy’’ of God—God’s presence and realization in history—is

incomplete without the manifestation and involvement of humanity. The

indispensable human element in manifesting and creating the good is es-

sential for Taylor because it speaks to the inextricable link between human

freedom, agency, and moral sources. Consequently, Taylor’s identification

with expressivism is a distinct stance against the nihilistic conclusions of

secularization, while also serving as an acknowledgement that, with the ad-

vent of modernity, it is not possible to transcend human invention and in-

tervention, even when considering hypergoods such as God.

In defending these aspects of his philosophical anthropology, Taylor

makes an essentially theological claim that grace or something analogous to it

is required to transform the will and the self’s relation to the world. And the

experience of grace results in a transformation of vision such that the self can

regain the ability to see the good.62 In other words, although ‘‘we’’ are medi-

ators of the good, we need divine love/agape or some secularized version of

grace—this is Taylor’s language here—to recognize the good as such. Grace

will flow through that which fills the self with awe, such as Kant’s moral law

or the Romantics’ conception of the sublime’s captivation of the creative

imagination. According to Taylor, such experiences are necessary in moder-

nity, since the modern self has become blind and deaf to the good. This

requires the transformation of the human vision of the world as well as an

affirmation of human goodness.63 This is consonant with the pervasive belief

that nature is a moral source whose truth and goodness is found in the inner

voice of the human. As Taylor notes: ‘‘The source of unity and wholeness

which Augustine found only in God is now to be discovered within the self.’’64

Thereafter came a succession of substitutes and rivalries among forms of

grace. Furthermore, a disanalogy developed between the idea of Christian-

Augustinian grace and the Romantics’ sense of finding the voice of nature

within. For various forms of Christianity as well as for Platonists, the love of

God or the love of the good is the center of the good life. In contrast, the

Romantics’ expressivist conviction is not about the love of some transcendent

object, ‘‘but rather a certain way of experiencing our lives, our ordinary de-

sires and fulfillments, and the larger natural order in which we are set.’’65 The

imperative for the artist and the poet is to create expressions for this new

experience of depth within the self, which is somehow connected to external

nature.

The Romantic poets felt the need to articulate an original vision of the

cosmos—to create a ‘‘subtler language,’’ as Shelley called it—that could express

the new awareness of nature within the soul or spirit as a moral source. ‘‘The

poems themselves are finding the words for us. . . . [S]omething is defined and

created as well as manifested.’’66 Aesthetic creation becomes a metaphor

for the work of language and the expression of moral sources. If he is
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successful, Taylor’s identification of the Romantic ethos of expressivism, even

in its transfigurations, regeneration, and attempted negations in modernism,

will prove to be a powerful rehabilitation of agency within the moral systems

of secularization and modernity. The effectiveness of this strategy depends, in

part, on the plausibility of Taylor’s identification of the morally transformative

capacity of expressivism with the foundation of a significant convention in

modern life. This is evident, for example, in various espoused commitments

to self-fulfillment.67 In addition, a great deal rides on the claim that expres-

sivism is a crucial strategy for regaining access to moral sources that provide

meaning and significance to otherwise narrow, shallow, and disenchanted

ways of being in the world. In other words, Taylor’s solution for the moral and

spiritual predicament of modernity is to look to expressive forms, such as art,

and in particular poetry, to render a reconnection with moral sources or con-

stitutive goods.

Certainly, locating moral sources within the human is promising as well

as potentially problematic for a reading of the religious dimensions of agency

such as the one I am undertaking in this book. It is promising in terms of

validating the human element of agency. And yet there is a challenge here as

well: the expressivist ethos, especially in advancing the idea of the voice of

nature, also marks a slide from an ‘‘orthodox’’ worldview, in which it is God’s

grace that transforms the will, toward highly anthropocentric conceptions of

moral sources. Before exploring these issues, it is necessary to elaborate on

the relationship Taylor is attempting to establish between the aesthetic and

the moral, that is, between expressivism and agency.

Love of the Good among the Ruins and the Logic of Epiphany

The world about us would be desolate except for the world within us.

The major poetic idea in the world is and always has been the idea of God.

After one has abandoned a belief in God,

poetry is the essence which takes its place as life’s redemption.

—Wallace Stevens, Opus Posthumous

To identify the complex relationships between the religious, the moral, the

political, and the aesthetic as crucial for understanding the contemporary

conditions that make agency possible in Taylor’s account of modernity is to ac-

knowledge the continuing significance of the battle between the Enlighten-

ment and Romanticism. As Taylor argues in Hegel:

[m]odern civilization has thus seen the proliferation of Romantic

views of private life and fulfillment, along with a growing rationali-

zation and bureaucratization of collective structures, and a frankly
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exploitative stance towards nature. Modern society, we might say, is

Romantic in its private and imaginative life and utilitarian or in-

strumentalist in its public, effective life.68

Thus, Romantic expressivism, on the one hand, is a historical proxy for Tay-

lor’s argument for situated, engaged agency. On the other hand, it also initiates

a series of influential moral and political visions whose significance is evident

in the continued predilection for self-realization and fulfillment, nationalism,

and the persistence of the faith in the transformative power of the creative

imagination.

In the concluding chapters of Sources of the Self, Taylor takes up what he

sees as the persistent centrality of the idea of the creative imagination, es-

pecially as conceived in the Romantic era. This notion is still crucial for the

view that morally significant art, in particular poetry and literature, is ‘‘a

creation which reveals, or . . . a revelation which at the same time defines and

completes what it makes manifest.’’ The continuity Taylor sees with the Ro-

mantic tradition, even in putatively counter-Romantic movements such as

modernism, is the notion that the work of art issues from or realizes ‘‘an

epiphany.’’ It is a term adopted from Joyce but given a broader definition. Ac-

cordingly, an epiphany in a work of art is ‘‘the locus of a manifestation which

brings us into the presence of something which is otherwise inaccessible, and

which is of the highest moral or spiritual significance; a manifestation,

moreover, which also defines or completes something, even as it reveals.’’69

Taylor recognizes that the Romantics’ faith in the capacity to provide a con-

vincing vision of a meaningful moral order to nature, or what he calls epiph-

anies of being, no longer holds sway, especially given the crisis of affirmation

of the good that he sees as symptomatic of modernity. Nonetheless, the in-

auguration of the transformative power of art elaborates on the original Ro-

mantic sense that art can express something beyond itself. In other words, the

Romantics pressed the possibility of an immanent transcendence, as well as

the presumption that that which is beyond the world could be rendered

present within the world. Emblematic of the Romantic epiphanies of being are

moments such as Wordsworth’s ‘‘spots of time’’ in The Prelude of 1799 or the

following from his poem ‘‘The Excursion’’:

How exquisitely the individual Mind

. . . to the external World

is fitted:—and how exquisitely too

. . .

The external World is fitted to the Mind;

And the creation (by no lower name

Can it be called) which they with blended might

Accomplish70
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Within the high moments of Romantic expressivism, these epiphanies of be-

ing realized an expression of something, which in itself was considered an

unambiguously good moral source.71 According to Taylor, for the Romantics

an epiphany

encompasses not only an aesthetic of the work of art but also a view

about its spiritual significance and about the nature and situation of

the artist. It is a view not only about art but about the place of art in

life, and its relation to morality. It is in fact an exaltation of art; for

this becomes the crucial locus of what I have been calling moral

sources. Realizing an epiphany is a paradigm case of what I called
recovering contact with a moral source. The epiphany is our achieving

contact with something, where this contact either fosters and/or itself

constitutes a spiritually significant fulfillment or wholeness. . . . [T]he

general understanding of the place of art is very widespread and deep

in our culture, and this corresponds to a widely shared sense that

the creative imagination is an indispensable locus of moral sources.72

Before unpacking the very large claims Taylor makes in this passage, it is

important to complete his genealogy of expressivism and its moral implica-

tions. The abiding faith in art as having the capacity to convey epiphanies of

being began to fade rapidly with the post-Romantics, that is, with the new

moral and aesthetic visions of Feuerbach, Marx, Mallarmé, Friedrich, Flaubert,

Zolà, and, most devastatingly, with Schopenhauer and Baudelaire. The trans-

formation of this underlying moral vision ushered by the post-Romantics

brings, on the one hand, an enhanced sense of the powers of the creative

imagination and, on the other hand, a new understanding of the modern

‘‘moral predicament.’’ Taylor identifies this, or, more pointedly, our moral

predicament, as a crisis of ‘‘self-affirmation.’’ This crisis comes to its first

strong and enduring articulations with figures such as Schopenhauer and

Baudelaire, who reinforced the idea of the human inability to see the good.

Schopenhauer will affirm the power of the aesthetic, yet he insists that there is

no inherent good either in art or in the universe. To put it in the idiom of

Taylor’s theory of agency, this is a crisis in which there is a loss of contact with

the moral sources that previously affirmed a sense of the good and subse-

quently a thick conception of the self. Therewith, direct lines of access to these

constitutive moral sources that empower disappear. Moral sources that can af-

firm the self in such a way that one can see the good and thereby make it man-

ifest appear to vanish from the scene.

While there are continuities between the Romantics and the post-

Romantics, as I noted, the transformations rendered by the post-Romantics

that eventuate in modernism squelch the utopian ideals of the Romantics,

such as the unity of the self. Subsequently, these transformations severely put

into question the faith in the power of the fragment as poetic epiphany to
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convey or represent the totality or the whole.73 In other words, the turn away

from Romanticism is marked by the ascension of the masters of suspicion,

such as Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, and Freud, and the out-and-out denial of

the Romantic aspirations to discover the spiritual goodness of nature. While

he does not see any way that this course of development could have been

avoided, Taylor’s disappointment at this turn is palpable. In a profound sense,

the Romantics represent for Taylor the last great generation that held the

ambition to right the relationships between the self and the world, and the self

and the good/God in a complete and synthetic fashion. In short, the Romantics

represent a highwater mark in the human attempt to re-enchant the world

within the terms and conditions of modernity; which is to say, the Romantics

sought to express the realization of a hope in the goodness of nature through

the reconciliation of radical autonomy and expressive fulfillment.

Clearly, Taylor does not think that re-enchantment through regaining

contact with moral sources is impossible. Rather, he acknowledges the insight

and pessimism of post-Romantics such as Schopenhauer and sees that the

recovery of contact with the moral is only available through newly configured,

interior routes of the creative imagination. Baudelaire and Schopenhauer—as

well as Nietzsche and Freud, afterward—help shape a new moral climate that

affirms human expressive and creative powers, while at the same time de-

nying any intrinsic connection between these powers and possible epipha-

nies about the good. The rise in the naturalist scientific worldview and the

increasing disenchantment of industrial civilization, along with the decreas-

ing belief in Christian theism as an unchallengeable moral framework in the

modern west, deepened the sense of implausibility in regard to the belief that

nature was a source of goodness. In sum, the crisis of affirmation is one in

which the self is radically alienated from its moral sources. Consequently,

under these conditions it is no longer clear how or whether nature, the world,

being (what have you) can be affirmed as good. To put it in a Hegelian idiom,

the crisis of affirmation is a state of unhappy consciousness. It is alienation all

over again.

The pessimist challenge of Baudelaire and Schopenhauer enhanced the

sense that new languages would be required for those who ‘‘stood in the tra-

dition of affirming the goodness of nature.’’ Note how Taylor perceives the

centrality of this tradition in the modern West.

[T]he position which affirms the goodness of nature isn’t a marginal

one. It has all the depth in our civilization of the combined weight of

Christianity and Platonism. It is the basis of the most widespread

secular ethics and political views, those which descend from the

Enlightenment as well as those in full continuity with the original

Romantics. And it is the necessary basis for a family of life goods

which is widely recognized in our civilization, those related to
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benevolence. The pessimists seemed to be undermining the grounds

on which universal benevolence was seen as a good, the value of

human life and happiness.74

This is all by way of saying that Taylor takes the climate of nihilism very

seriously. He acknowledges that in modernity—that is, in the disenchanted

world of moral pluralism, where visions of the good compete—there is no

simple recognition of an order of goodness. Taylor is also quite aware that for

‘‘those committed to the goodness of being and benevolence—and plainly that

still means the vast majority of us in this civilization’’—there are alternatives.

Among them is a return to older creeds such as Christian faith or a secularist

Enlightenment embrace of reason and freedom or even the Romantics’ belief

in nature as a source of goodness.75 Nonetheless, despite his own Christian

(Catholic) commitments, Taylor pursues a different route that follows from

his retrieval of elements within Romantic expressivism, and which entails a

turn to works of post-Romantic and modernist literature. Taylor makes this

move, in part, because of his belief that art maintains a privileged standing in

modern culture due to its putatively revelatory capacities. Focusing on the

aesthetic also allows him to establish a link to Romantic expressivism and

to the ideal of the power of the creative imagination to transfigure ordinary

reality through a recovery of the capacity to affirm goodness. In addition,

turning to modernist literature helps Taylor reinforce the point that even

those most deeply invested in a modern moral culture of alienation and neg-

ativity can still regain access to moral sources. To do otherwise would be to

prescind from the affirmation of human freedom and creativity that, amidst

the kind of crisis that Taylor identifies in modernity, would be devastating to

his argument about agency.

Nonetheless, it is necessary to ask: if epiphanies of being are no longer

presumed as realizable in and through the aesthetic, what kind of revelation

does modernist art and poetry provide? After all, poets such as Eliot, Rilke,

and Pound were not looking to discover the goodness of nature. As with the

Romantics, the recovery that they sought was inward. However, in the case of

the modernists they did not expect to find an order of being or a more au-

thentic self waiting for articulation and unification. Instead, the turn inward

toward experience and subjectivity that the modernists attempted to convey in

their work would reveal ‘‘a fragmentation of experience which calls our or-

dinary notions of identity into question.’’76 The epiphanies of modernism

conjoin a decentering of the self, occasioned on multiple levels of conscious-

ness of space and time. This is conveyed in modernist uses of juxtaposi-

tion and other techniques that avoid forms of description and transparent

expression. The intention and effect is a disclosure or epiphany that disrupts

and thereby breaks with ordinary discourse. In a manner of speaking, the

modernists tend toward the sublime, which Taylor wants to infuse with the
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Romantic expressivist belief in goodness. I analyze this connection between

the sublime and agency in the next chapter. For now, let it suffice to say that

the modernist epiphany is typically indirect and oblique. It does not offer clear

visions of order but rather presents frames and spaces in which affirmation of

the good might emerge. It is with this possibility in mind that Taylor argues

that modernist poetry and art convey a nonexpressive relation between inte-

riority and that which lies beyond the subject, as in the case of a poet who

offers an experience of the presence of an ultimate reality. The juxtaposition of

images (material presence versus ultimate reality, for example) suggests an

indirect mode of communication that speaks both to the personal nature of

the encounter and to the sense that it is possible to bring the remote closer

and within reach.77 The modernist sensibility is not an attempt to escape from

reality but rather an insistence on reordering it. The modernist sublime is

meant to issue shudders and shivers and not the consolations suggested by

Romantic ambitions of elevation. As a result, modernism contends that the

aesthetic encounter is capable of producing experiences that can transfigure

one’s vision, which means a transformation of how one sees the world. The

modernist aesthetic offers the possibility of experiencing what Taylor calls

‘‘framing epiphanies,’’ the presentation of spaces in which the inaccessible

might be made available.78 In writing about Eliot and Pound, Taylor imputes

an oblique yet disclosive power to the work of these masters of modernism,

such that he contends that ‘‘[t]he aim of epiphany is not so much to bring

us close to an unrecoverable past or to hasten a more integrated future, but

rather to realize a transhistorical unity, connecting us to the highest spiritual

articulations of different ages. . . .The epiphany opens us to something pe-

rennial, and allows it to radiate again in our time.’’79

These epiphanies are indirect, so Taylor argues, and are refracted through

the personal vision of the poet. The mediation of the poet is unavoidable and

arguably even necessary in a secularized age. In the Romantic and post-

Romantic forms, an epiphany puts the self into contact with that which is

otherwise inaccessible. In other words, it is a medium for transcendence. The

suggestion Taylor makes is that some form of the sublime—one that is cap-

able of affecting moral orientations—is once again available through the

aesthetic.

It is perhaps now necessary to modify the reading I offered earlier of

Taylor’s thesis on agency as a response to secularization and the disenchant-

ment of the world. Taylor is not arguing, even in his historical account of

modern subjectivity, that secularization is a unilinear, efficiently super-

sessionist process. Taylor’s historical reading of the supercession of one vision

of the good over another is not that the former is completely obliterated.

Instead, Taylor takes the Nietzschean view of the transvaluation of values—

the historical equivalent and expression of his version of practical reasoning—

in which values and beliefs are retained even as they are replaced, which is
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one way of describing Hegel’s dialectic of Aufhebung or sublation: a negation

and a gathering up and integration of the negated into new forms. This notion

of retaining while also negating is crucial for Taylor, since he wants to argue

that expressivism, while losing its fight for presenting a plausible cosmology

of the meaningful order of nature, persists in different forms, even in moral

and aesthetic stances such as modernism, which are putatively negations of

Romanticism. The difficult position that Taylor wants to inhabit is one that

acknowledges the advances of modernity (the achievements and insights into

human freedom, justice, the dignity of the human) as epistemic gains despite

the persistent ways these advances are used in diminishing the legitimacy of

religious belief or belief in the goodness of nature. Again, in Taylor’s view, the

affirmation of the ordinary life is an epistemic gain that has its roots in a

religious movement (the Reformation and later with the Puritans), but it also

initiates the breach with the religious tradition from which it came.

It seems, then, that Taylor is still left to answer questions about the good-

ness of nature, despite the shift he attempts to make to and through mod-

ernism. For example, if nature has this status as norm and moral source, then

why subscribe to the notion of the disenchantment of the world? It is im-

portant to note that Taylor goes to this notion of nature as norm fully aware

that, on the one hand, it renders a sanctification of the everyday, while, on the

other hand, it is a sanctioning of moral, constitutive sources that no longer

require a dependence uponGod. In other words, the affirmation of ordinary life

also means that humanity can find nontheistic moral sources that empower.

The most dominant of these is the value that promotes the dignity of the free

human being who has the capacity to control nature through reason.80

Despite the elegance of Taylor’s reading of the power of modernist po-

etry, in particular, and the suggestion that these poems can serve as con-

duits for epiphanies, it is necessary to step cautiously here, especially given

the apparent subjectivism involved. The problem derives from the reliance on

epiphanies to function in a mode analogous to religious revelations. More

specifically, there is a tension and paradox (perhaps even a contradiction) in

the claim that framing epiphanies are, on the one hand, mysterious and, on

the other hand, able to contain or convey crucial insights into what it means to

be human, as well as provide information about the divine and other meta-

physical concerns. No doubt, Taylor’s argument that the modernists were

able to convey epiphanies in their art is not about a self who can ground the

significance of a source or standard—in other words, there is no Cartesianism

here. Instead, Taylor’s point is that the aesthetic can indicate the reality of a

moral source or the transcendent through the grounding vision of the poet

or the artist, who helps give a sense of meaning and significance to the source

itself. The issue becomes less about the self and more about that which

orients the self. Nonetheless, the meaningfulness of this source is available

only through the self, which, for the poet, means a manifestation through
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her/his faculty of the creative imagination. And here the trail leads back to

Taylor’s hermeneutical self who is striving to articulate her/his moral horizon.

The subjective and the transcendent are interwoven; and this connection is

found in the expression issued by the self (as poet, writer, agent).

We know that the poet, if he [sic] is serious, is pointing to some-

thing—God, the tradition—which he [sic] believes to be there for all of
us. But we also know that he [sic] can only give it to us re-

fracted through his [sic.] own sensibility. We cannot just detach the

nugget of transcendent truth; it is inseparably imbedded in the

work—this is the continuing relevance of the Romantic doctrine of

the symbol.81

Thus, the sense of how the vision of the poet contributes to Taylor’s over-

all project of rehabilitating and regenerating agency becomes apparent. The

poetic epiphany provides insight by (re)opening connections to moral sources

hitherto occluded and obscured by the secularized worldviews of mechanis-

tic order and overly rationalized forms of discourse. Epiphanic art should, on

Taylor’s argument, open up the possibility of grace and its analogues, thereby

providing recourse for meeting the crisis of affirmation in late modernity.

Epiphanic art reveals the fundamental reliance that each of us has on back-

grounds of meaning. In other words, the epiphanies found in art are a possible

means to re-enchant the conditions of agency. This entails a hermeneutical

challenge of keeping in mind Taylor’s dictum that one must see the good in

order to show and express the good. Furthermore, it also requires upholding

the expressivist corollary to this dictum that the imagination helps complete

what it reveals and that an epiphany prepares the self to receive grace, which is

to say that the self must be open to the influence of an other which is beyond

the self.82 To regenerate agency on these terms reawakens the self to possi-

bilities made available through the religious imagination.

What we have in this new issue of affirming the goodness of things is

the development of a human analogue to God’s seeing things as

good: a seeing which also helps effect what it sees. This can mean, of

course, that the self-attribution of this power is a resolutely atheist

doctrine, the arrogation to man of powers formerly confined to God.

This will be so with Nietzsche. . . .But this doesn’t have to be so. One

of the most insightful thinkers to explore this power is Dostoyevsky,

who sees it in a Christian perspective.

In fact the notion of a transformation of our stance towards the

world whereby our vision of it is changed has been traditionally con-

nected with the notion of grace. Augustine holds that in relation

to God, love has to precede knowledge. With the right direction of

love, things become evident which are hidden otherwise. What is new
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is the modern sense of the place and power of the creative imagi-

nation. This is now an integral part of the goodness of things, and

hence the transformation of our stance and thus our outlook helps to

bring about the truth it reveals.83

This is a rich and evocative passage. And as with most rich and evocative texts,

there is much to affirm and dispute. In the next chapter, I will take up what it

is that Taylor seems to suggest by way of ‘‘grace’’ and the epiphanic, and how

the appeal to both affects efforts to address the problem of regenerating agency.

love of the good among the ruins 53



This page intentionally left blank 



3

Through a Self Darkly

Projects of Regenerating Agency

Amazing Grace?

My purpose is to indicate what happens when religious experience

is already set aside as something sui generis. The actual religious

quality in the experience . . . is the effect produced, the better adjust-

ment in life and its conditions, not the manner and cause of its

production. The way in which the experience operated, its function,

determines its religious value . . . [as] attitudes that lend deep and

enduring support to the processes of living.

—John Dewey, A Common Faith

In this chapter, I want to focus on what I am calling projects of regen-

erating agency in late modernity and postmodernity. These are pro-

jects that reflect the late modern and postmodern condition of agency

as melancholic freedom: which is to say an understanding of the

quest for agency under conditions in which political ideologies, par-

ticularly in progressive politics, are unstable, at minimum, and vague

and lackluster, at best, and in which moral ideals and norms are

constrained by ‘‘principled’’ commitments to pluralism. As such,

I begin this chapter by recapping Taylor’s diagnosis of the problem

of agency in modernity: a diagnosis that turns out to be a revised

version of the secularization thesis. I then move to Taylor’s suggested

therapy for the problem of agency, namely, his invocation of the

aesthetic and poetic as epiphanic, that is, as a revelation of held moral

orientations, ideals, values, and ends. As a key feature of his project of

regenerating agency, I critique Taylor’s treatment of the epiphanic



through a discussion of the relationship between the sublime and agency. I

argue that Taylor’s invocation of the epiphanic as sublime remains a gesture,

that is, a promising movement and hope for a glimpse of transcendence. As

such, it requires further development. More specifically, I contend that the

promise of the epiphanic and the sublime for projects of regenerating agency

becomes clearer when interpreted as part of the ends and aims of the disci-

plines of self-cultivation and self-transformation. This interpretation requires,

I argue, a more sustainedmeditation on Romantic tropes and ideas than Taylor

is willing to countenance. I want to give more credence to the dispositions and

attitudes of Romanticism, such as the quality of aspiration, than Taylor does.

This notwithstanding, I see the re/turn to Romanticism as an immanent and

organic critique of Taylor. As I have already shown, while Taylor is deeply ap-

preciative of the widespread influence of Romanticism, he seems to have given

up on the promise of the Romantic tradition that remains.1 I agree with Taylor’s

claim that the retrieval of aspects of Romanticism hinges on the viability of

expressivism, Taylor’s term of art to describe the movement that began with

Rousseau’s claims about authenticity and culminates with the Romantics, espe-

cially the German Romantics, and their response to the radical Enlightenment.

Expressivism was, and in many ways remains, an effort to ‘‘situate freedom,’’

that is, an attempt to establish a mutually constitutive relationship between

freedom and self-identity.2 Notably, Taylor goes on to reject expressivism be-

cause he discerns a corruption in contemporary moral and ethical culture of

the ideals associated with expressivism: ideals of self-realization, authenticity,

and autonomy or self-determination. In other words, Taylor abandons ex-

pressivism for the same reasons that he embraced it in the first place, namely,

for its promise of situating freedom, for enabling self-realization and transfor-

mation, and for forging mediums—such as the creative expression of identity

itself—that can suitably relate inwardness and interiority into forms of public

expression.3

My aim is to reclaim expressivist and Romantic elements for projects

of regenerating agency, particularly, through a reconsideration of forms and

thinkers that Taylor rejects, especially in the postmodern claims for the le-

gitimacy of difference. The re/turn to expressivism and Romanticism is not

intended as a form of regress or some other reactionary response to the frus-

trations over contemporary moral life. Instead, drawing on the Romantic tradi-

tion and the ethos of expressivism serves three aims. First, it brings into relief

a response to many of the shortcomings of the moral, political, psychological,

and spiritual conundrums of modernity, especially the deracination of agency.

The Romantic inheritance points to the aspects of agency and freedom that

rely on the imagination, particularly in regard to questions about the genesis,

formation, and sustaining of values. Second, for projects of regenerating agency

and the religious dimensions associated with these projects, Romanticism of-

fers significant lessons in synthesizing philosophy with aesthetics, morality
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with the affective, and the political with the spiritual. The Romantics’ attempts

at synthesis are provocative and deeply suggestive in a time in which philos-

ophers and other theorists are increasingly turning toward the aesthetic and

the sublime as resources.4 Finally, this post-Romantic reading of agency—an

interpretation that regards the relationship between agency, identity, and tran-

scendent aspirations evidenced by the sublime as a subject of critical attention

and affirmation—brings out a fundamental religious dimension to the contem-

porary discourse on agency: namely, vocation—a theme I take up in the final

chapter.

Despite his capacious mindfulness about the history of ancient, modern,

and even postmodern western thought, Taylor’s project of regenerating agency

is not an attempt to render a philosophical reversal of fortune, in which, if

successful, the destabilizations sundered by reason, rationality, rationaliza-

tion, and the like would be overturned. Taylor is no traditional traditionalist,

in the sense of advocating a return to the premodern (his oft-paired peer

MacIntyre more appropriately falls in this category). Taylor’s more immediate

predecessor on this score is Max Weber. The analytical task I have set in this

chapter is to determine whether or not it is plausible and persuasive to invest,

as Taylor does, in the powers of the sublime, that is, in powers presumably

availed through epiphanies found in the aesthetic, and which in turn present

a means or at least a spur to the regeneration of agency for the moral self.

According to Taylor, the therapeutic effect of sublime epiphanies is to renew a

sense of a good that lies ‘‘beyond life.’’ This involves a reorientation of agency

away from the strictures of obligation, such as those demanded by deonto-

logical moral philosophies, by moving, or, rather, by being moved toward the

conscious as well as the unconscious inspirations of a love of the good. In

other words, Taylor is banking on the conjecture that experience of the epi-

phanic is sufficiently akin to the sublime, such that the disenchanted, disen-

gaged self of modernity can recuperate her/his agency by regaining contact

with the transcendent, such as higher-order values that constitute meaningful

and morally articulate forms of life. The hope of cashing in on the sublime in

this manner is consonant with Taylor’s moral realism; in particular, it is an

acknowledgment that there is a good and, more specific to his own beliefs, a

God beyond life that sustains and affirms. An arresting feature of this reli-

ance on the recuperative powers of the sublime is the alignment of projects of

regenerating agency with the work of the religious imagination. More spe-

cifically, the belief that the sublime presents an index of some kind of tran-

scendence is a hallmark of one of the primary sources of inspiration for the

Romantics, namely, Kant’s Critique of Judgment.5 Taylor is fully aware and has

consistently argued that Romanticism enjoys a continuing influence on con-

temporary conceptions of the self, society, and politics. Nonetheless, he dis-

misses this inheritance by backing away from embracing the Romantic legacy,

primarily because he is reluctant to affirm the associations of Romantic tropes
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such as authenticity and self-determination with modes of subjectivism and

self-fulfillment that have proven to be among the most prominent inheritors of

this legacy.6 As I have indicated, it is ironic and even perhaps self-contradictory

on Taylor’s part to disparage the appropriation of expressivism and its modus
operandi of self-fulfillment by contemporary figures such as Foucault, or, for

that matter, even by ‘‘self-help’’ movements, given Taylor’s grander ambitions

for legitimating self-realization as a cultural value. While Taylor acknowledges

the sublimation of religious energies into the expressivism he identifies with

Romanticism, one suspects that his resistance to reclaiming the Romantic

legacy has to do with his commitment to moral realism itself and his com-

munitarianism. This explains, in part, his subsequently guarded attitude to

those who come too close to the vaunted ideals of his tradition. While Ro-

manticism is certainly one of the precursors to communitarianism—this is true

especially of German Romanticism and Herder’s influence in shaping the

discourse of nationalism and national cultures, and Humboldt’s insistence on

the significance of common languages for social and political solidarity as well

as for subjective identity—for a philosopher of modernity such as Taylor who

seeks to engage in the processes of retrieving lost heritages, values, and ideals—

in a word ‘‘traditions’’—Romanticism turns out to be a mixed bag. As one of

the first efforts to stay the tide of both Enlightenment naturalism and value-

neutral political liberalism, Romanticism seems, on the face of it, to be a tra-

dition worth retrieving, especially given Taylor’s moral and political philo-

sophical commitments. In addition, as an approach that holds as a regulative

ideal the synthesis of the critical reason of the Enlightenment with moral

subjectivity and aesthetic freedom, Romanticism should be a natural resource for

Taylor.

In framing the rehabilitative work of these Romantic ideas as constitu-

tive for projects of regenerating agency, I am, on the one hand, foregrounding

Taylor’s underscoring of background pictures or moral frameworks and, on

the other hand, attempting to renew the centrality of motivation for an un-

derstanding of agency as melancholic freedom. In distinction to a negative

freedom that finds expression in overcoming or negating encumbrances and

authority, projects of regenerating agency as the one Taylor offers is positive—

in the sense of Isaiah Berlin’s famous distinction between positive and neg-

ative liberty. To be an agent is not simply to say, ‘‘I am not this or that,’’ but it

is to stake a claim on an idea, a set of values, and a way of life. Certainly, one

can circumscribe parameters for agency around the operation of individual

choices. Nonetheless, in contrast to the debates in analytic philosophy that

frame agency as problems of free will and intentionality, Taylor’s approach

has the virtue and advantage of taking into consideration a wide range of con-

ditions that affect how action, autonomy, and moral choice take place, espe-

cially through the mutual constitution between moral or ethical identity, on

the one hand, and culture, history, politics, society, and religion, on the other
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hand.7 This is not to say that agency does not involve choices. Taylor is, after

all, working from Frankfurt’s notion of agency as strong evaluation: that is, the

determination, assessment, and judgment of higher and lower goods, pur-

suits, and the like. This ultimately means that agency for Taylor (and for phi-

losophers such as Frankfurt, for that matter) involves an engagement of the

will through reason and love, that is, through the mind and the heart.8 On this

score, projects of regenerating agency are intimately tied to the psychological,

social, political, cultural, and deeply spiritual factors that shape the self and

identity, which is to say that agency has strong affinities with the idea of vo-

cation or calling.9 As such, projects of regenerating agency do not end simply

with reconnecting and reorienting the self to the good, but they also require a

cultivation of sensibilities and dispositions akin to vocation. As Taylor argues,

the articulation of one’s moral sources has the effect of reorienting the ‘‘quality

of the will.’’10 And, as with the Christian idea of vocation, this reorientation of

the quality of the will requires a specific relationship to the good/God, namely,

love.

Rekindling a Love of the Good, or Being Good

in a Heartless World

Passion has often worn our wandering hearts.

—William Butler Yeats, ‘‘Ephemera’’

As I noted in the last chapter, Taylor thinks that ‘‘we,’’ in the late modern West,

are experiencing a crisis of identity and agency. Dominant strands of modern

moral and political theory, as well as larger social, cultural, and political forces

of modernity, have narrowed what counts as legitimate agency—a narrowing

characterized by the normalization and naturalization of features of political

liberalism and pluralism that dissociate the self from the moral sources that

animate and undergird meaningful agency. Similarly, the processes of secu-

larization and the rational ordering of nature (rationalization) and society (dif-

ferentiation) have diminished the legitimacy of passionate politics and other

forms of engaged, situated morality. Questions of the good—especially that

which inspires and motivates the self and provides a sense of worth and

meaning—are considered secondary to obligations and duty, which is to say,

that there has been diminishing attention given to the significance of moral

motives for engendering agency, especially in contemporary political theory

and moral philosophy. This is, in part, what the phrase ‘‘the priority of the right

over the good’’ is meant to connote.11

Political liberalism, scientific empiricism and naturalism, moral plural-

ism, and deliberative democracy are, on the one hand, achievements of reason

over the unruly and potentially destructive natural forces of human passions,
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inexplicable ‘‘metaphysical’’ illusions, and the divisive and violent effects of

strong attachments such as religion. On the other hand, constraints on the

motivations for ethical and moral purpose and action—that is, the conditions

that enable moral psychology—have been severely compromised by the mod-

erating work of the philosophical discourses of modernity. Thus, in estab-

lishing requirements of moderation, humility, mutual respect, and the like,

the modern condition is, in turn, one in which there is a corresponding at-

tempt to diminish public, legitimate, and viable expression for efforts to pro-

vide visions of the good that are mutually constitutive of the self. As Taylor

says, ‘‘[s]elfhood and the good [as well as] . . . selfhood and morality, turn out to

be inextricably intertwined themes.’’12 In contrast, Taylor develops a theory of

moral agency that is at once a phenomenology of the experience of agency, as

well as a critique of the dominant form of modern western identity, namely,

the ‘‘disengaged self.’’13

As I showed in the last chapter, Taylor argues that the disengaged self is

the ideal of agency employed by a host of moral theories that fall within the

broad category of naturalism. These theories include behaviorism, utilitari-

anism, and political liberalism, and the associated accounts they give of the

self as unencumbered, radically individualistic, and atomistic. The fundamen-

tal flaw naturalism commits is limiting, and even obscuring, the resources

available to the moral self by restricting agency to concerns of obligation, as in

the case of prioritizing a moral subjectivity that acts on the basis of what one

ought to do or what is the right thing to do, rather than providing any affir-

mative account for the affective dimensions of morality, such as love, desire,

and the passions. The Kantian notion of the centrality of duty for moral iden-

tity and autonomy is perhaps the most influential example of this mode of

moral reasoning. For Kant, ethical authority derives from the self-legislation

and self-determination of the moral subject. Moral agency thereby requires

acknowledging responsibility to a universal community, specifically through

the regulation of the will that maintains a duty to follow principles of action

that are universalizable and not limited by convention, kith, or kin. Taylor does

not deny the importance of questions of obligation but argues that this re-

presents only one side of moral agency.

Moral theories that rely on obligation as the impetus to agency tend to

ignore the centrality of motivation for human agency by stressing forms of

negative freedom, that is, freedom from external authority.14 In other words,

naturalism, in Taylor’s broad application of this category, ignores or down-

plays the dynamics of moral psychology—especially questions of motivation

and the need for positive aspirations—and thereby suppresses the affective

elements of experience such as feelings, passions, and hope. The dominance

of naturalism has produced a false and incomplete picture of what agency

involves. Taylor does not explicitly use the phrase ‘‘moral psychology’’; none-

theless, the category aligns sufficiently within his moral theory insofar as the
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positive articulation of moral ideals and values figure as necessary concerns,

motivations, and aspirations for the agent.15 In other words, by arguing that

the interpretation and articulation of our deepest moral instincts and intui-

tions make each of us more fully human, Taylor is also bringing to light the

centrality of moral psychological concerns for the motivation of action. Agency

requires a vision of what it means to be good and to flourish, and not simply a

negative example of what it means not to be good and to suffer.16

Naturalism is an inevitable consequence of the cultural, social, and moral

transformations wrought by modernity. Subsequently, secularization arises as

a complementary effect to naturalism. This analysis bolsters Taylor’s concern

for the undermining and delegitimation of religious belief as a central prob-

lematic of modernity. He certainly views the disenchantment of the world as

a critical concern. Yet, the modern condition of secularism and the effects of

secularization are complex phenomena, as are the ways in which the cate-

gories of the secular, secularism, and secularization are used. On the one

hand, secularism and secularization indicate a diagnosis and a description of

the processes that produce social, cultural, and even theological conditions in

modernity that require the removal or neutralize the impact of religious prac-

tices and the expression of beliefs in public life. The move to make passion-

ate attachments such as religious beliefs private typically involves the attempt

to drive religious commitments inward (into the self or into some private

sphere) and away from the public sphere. On the other hand, secularism and

secularization are metaphors for the conditions that leave the self estranged

and alienated from the moral sources that animate the self’s moral agency.

Thus, ‘‘the secular mind,’’ as Robert Coles calls it, reflects an unfulfilled and

unrealized mode of agency.17 It is this latter sense—secularization and the

secular as metaphors—that I want to highlight. To anticipate: I am arguing

that interpreting the secular as a symptom and not merely as an effect of

modernity (along with the attendant Weberian notions such as the rationali-

zation of the life world) captures the problem of moral inarticulacy, political

neutrality, and spiritual deflation that Taylor’s project of regenerating agency

critiques.

To clarify this interpretive strategy, let me recap briefly the problematic of

agency as melancholic freedom identified by Taylor in his attempt to close the

gaps that have emerged in modernity between articulation/expression and

moral orientation, and, more specifically, between the creative, or what I am

calling the religious imagination, and the demands of reason. Taylor argues

that being clear and articulate about the higher-order goods that enable

qualitative evaluations or judgments of higher and lower, better or worse, good

and evil, and so on, is crucial for agency. To be an agent is to be a strong

evaluator. It means being able to make judgments of value and worth that

reflect two fundamental aspects of agency. First, strong evaluation involves

identifying courses of action and possible parameters of choice. Second,
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agency as strong evaluation is an expression of identity. How I choose to

proceed in a situation, what I judge to be a better or worse course of action,

and how I choose to live my life are all reflections of the values and ideals I

believe in and of who I am as a person. Language is fundamental to agency

insofar as it serves as the constitutive medium of my identity. To articulate

what is of worth to me is to speak of who I am; it is an expression of my iden-

tity and the deepest commitments and underlying concerns I maintain. This

is not to say that Taylor does not account for illusion or error, in the sense of

making judgments and evaluations of right or wrong. He maintains a mode

of practical reason predicated on the reduction of error and the stabilization of

frameworks that enable moral judgment. After all, the approach is a theory of

responsible, moral agency. As Taylor notes:

[O]ur descriptions of our motivations, and our attempts to formulate

what we hold important, are not simple descriptions in that their

objects are not fully independent. And yet they are not simply arbi-

trary either, such that anything goes. There are more or less ade-

quate, more or less truthful, more self-clairvoyant or self-deluding

interpretations. Because of this double fact, because an articulation

can be wrong, and yet it shapes what it is wrong about, we sometimes

see erroneous articulations as involving a distortion of the reality

concerned. We do not just speak of error but frequently also of illu-

sion or delusion.

We could put the point this way. Our attempts to formulate what

we hold important must, like descriptions, strive to be faithful to

something. But what they strive to be faithful to is not an indepen-

dent object with a fixed degree and manner of evidence, but rather a

largely inarticulate sense of what is of decisive importance. An ar-

ticulation of this ‘‘object’’ tends to make it something different from

what it was before.18

The ‘‘object’’ that Taylor has in mind in the essay ‘‘What is human

agency?’’ becomes the concepts of constitutive goods and hypergoods in

Sources of the Self, meaning higher-order goods such as benevolence or justice

that transcend lower-order material desires and wants (what he formerly re-

ferred to as ‘‘first-order desires’’). By foregrounding the necessity of articu-

lating fundamental, grounding, and animating goods, Taylor is demonstrating

that these constitutive goods are not always in mind, or at least at hand until

some kind of crisis or threat to one’s sense of self, community, or tradition

(such as naturalism or secularism) is underway. In other words, I can go on

with my life without being fully clear and articulate about the fundamental

values that provide me with my sense of who I am and what my moral ori-

entation is, barring any threat to this orientation. I can ignore the lack of depth

in my life until I am forced to identify my core beliefs in the face of some kind
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of delegitimating challenge to my way of life. In other words, until a challenge

or crisis to my fundamental values arises, I can persist in a state of moral

ambiguity or even indifference, which is to say that the self can be obscure to

itself. Clarity and a sense of urgency come when threats appear. These chal-

lenges can serve as occasions for rearticulating my moral commitments,

which is to say, gaining moral clarity by identifying that which is of greatest

significance and importance to me.

There are numerous literary examples of crises that induce heightened

moral consciousness, such as Antigone’s defiance of political authority in her

insistence on burying her dead brother Polyneices. In this example, despite

the prohibition of the burial by Creon, the king, Antigone comes to realize

that the principle of piety to her family—elaborated as the preservation of

honor—is of such fundamental importance to her that she is willing to chance

death to defend it.19

Or consider Huck Finn and the change of heart he undergoes in his

‘‘escape’’ and travels with the fugitive slave Jim. Huck’s conscience pushes

him to the point at which he has to decide whether or not to send a letter he

has written to Jim’s owner, informing her of their whereabouts. At the brink

of choosing between one world and another, between one sense of himself

and another, Huck comes to an existential crossroads where his agency brings

into relief the self to whom he will fully commit.

But somehow I couldn’t seem to strike no places to harden me

against him, but only the other kind. I’d see him standing my

watch on top of his’n, ’stead of calling me, so I could go on sleep-

ing; and see him how glad he was when I come back out of the fog;

and when I come to him again in the swamp, up there where the

feud was; and such-like times; and would always call me honey, and

pet me and do everything he could think of for me, and how good he

always was; and at last I struck the time I saved him by telling the

men we had small-pox aboard, and he was so grateful, and said I

was the best friend old Jim ever had in the world, and the ONLY

one he’s got now; and then I happened to look around and see

that paper.

It was a close place. I took it up, and held it in my hand. I was

a-trembling, because I’d got to decide, forever, betwixt two things,

and I knowed it. I studied a minute, sort of holding my breath, and

then says to myself:

‘‘All right, then, I’ll GO to hell’’—and tore it up.

It was awful thoughts and awful words, but they was said. And I

let them stay said, and never thought no more about reforming.

I shoved the whole thing out of my head, and said I would take up

wickedness again, which was in my line, being brung up to it, and the
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other warn’t. And for a starter I would go to work and steal Jim out of

slavery again; and if I could think up anything worse, I would do that,

too; because as long as I was in, and in for good, I might as well

go the whole hog.20

There are several features of Huck’s conversion—his shift from finding

himself in one moral world and then another—that show him to be an agent

who is capable of judgment (strong evaluation), expressivism, and responding

to a vocation or calling. The example of Huck shows how agency, especially

when it involves a change of heart, amounts to acting through the condition

of melancholic freedom. Huck feels overwhelmed with guilt. The call of his

former world—a world ruled by an absolutist ethic of right and wrong and a

commensurate ‘‘system’’ of punishment—instills a sense of obligation in him

to ‘‘return’’ Jim. In writing the letter, Huck is responding to the Kantian

notion of the subjection of the will to a sense of duty and obligation to follow

the moral law; or as Freud might put it, Huck’s superego, the internalized

mechanism of enforcing authority and morality in his life, commands him

through guilt and a sense of sinfulness that he should return Jim. In either

case, Huck believes returning Jim to his ‘‘owner’’ would represent an act of

redemption.

Is Huck’s conversion at his decision to tear up the letter an instance of

ethical enlightenment, in the way that Levinas means when he says the self

comes to realize the overwhelming force of the ethical in the face of the

other?21 Is it Jim’s alterity that brings home the sense of ethical significance

and transcendence to Huck? Or is the Kantian ideal of universal humanity the

obligation that calls out to Huck? Is it the feeling of obligation and elevation

Kant associates with the power of the moral law over the will? While there

may be elements of both in the experience of Huck and Jim, the conversion

of Huck is richer and more complex than either the Levinasian or Kantian

ethical procedures suggest.22 Jim is the other to Huck, but that status is not

what awakens Huck’s ethical conscience, as Levinas would have it. In fact, one

could argue that Huck is, as a member of the underclass, an ‘‘other’’ as well.

Huck does feel an obligation to do the right thing, but he wrestles with what

the right thing actually is. In the moral world in which he was raised, white

supremacy dictates that the right thing to do is to figure out a way to return

Jim to his owner. And yet it is not alterity that brings Huck’s heart around and

that allows him to hear the call of the ethical. Instead, it is the long journey—

the metaphor of traveling on the shifting, mighty river—that makes the right

and the just present to Huck. Without witnessing Jim’s love and kindness,

reciprocated through his own admiration and growing affection for Jim, it

seems likely that Huck would have returned to his original moral world,

chastened but snuggly fit within its folds. Without witnessing Jim’s nightly

‘‘moaning and mourning’’ over leaving his family behind, Huck might not
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have let go of one moral world and turned to grasp onto the edges of another.

The ethical sublime appears not as a moment outside of time and space but

rather as a deeply experienced recognition and acknowledgement of Jim’s

humanity. In deciding not to send the letter, Huck effectively becomes a new

person. It is an act of agency that shapes his sense of self. It is an act that

moves Huck to an intentional cultivation of the self. While it sounds like an

offhand, near casual decision, or even an act induced through fiat, Huck’s

declaration of ‘‘All right, then, I’ll GO to hell. . .might as well go for the whole

hog’’ is instead, I would argue, an exquisite affirmation of his agency. Huck is

willing to embrace what his past (‘‘civilization’’) sees as ‘‘evil’’; by aiding and

abetting Jim’s escape, he becomes a brother to a slave. It is an existentially

profound moment, a Jamesian ‘‘forced option.’’23 By deciding not to send the

letter and to embrace his bond with and love for his friend, Huck faces the

sublime in the form of the unknown future that somehow measures over and

against the past and, in the spirit of conversion and the piety required to be an

agent, moves him to new life. It is an act of moral expressivism or, more

specifically, an instance of expressive freedom that is simultaneously an act of

self-cultivation. Huck transforms his moral identity. To use Taylor’s language,

Huck affirms and expresses the good by revealing what it is. Huck reveals and

manifests the good and simultaneously creates it. Without the engaged and

embodied experience with Jim, ethical agency would have remained an ab-

straction to Huck. Without the psychic struggle of agency, Huck would not

have realized his identity; which is to say that he would not have aspired to be

someone else. His ‘‘conversion’’ is a turning from one version of himself to

another. The resistance he feels against doing the right thing, and acting in

such a way that he would be cultivating a new identity and sense of self, was

strong. The experience of loss and of leaving a world—of exile and estrange-

ment from the familiar and the dissociation and dissimulation with the past—

proved to be the conditions for the possibility of realizing the melancholic

freedom of Huck’s agency.

As Taylor suggests, being clear and articulate about the higher-order

values and ideals that matter to one’s moral identity is also to be ‘‘faithful’’ to

them.24 Articulation and expression of these values and ideals bring into re-

lief what one believes, what one is willing to fight for, perhaps even die for.

Taylor’s diagnosis of modernity as an age of secularization and disenchant-

ment is consonant with the crisis of agency and its associated moral confusion

and ambiguity. As such, secularization not only stands for the legitimation of

disengaged, value-neutral subjectivity, but it also sanctions moral ambiguity

through perpetuating a climate of opinion that views the moral and political

judgment of strong evaluations with suspicion, that is, as potential forms of

political, religious, and cultural extremism. This is, of course, part of the leg-

acy of the Enlightenment: the moderating measures of cosmopolitanism and

mutuality reflect the concern for order over the potential chaos of religious
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and ideological divisiveness. To believe too strongly or to live too passionately

in public life is a formula for catastrophes such as religious wars and political

extremism.

And yet there is a price paid for order and calm. There are many famous

versions of describing this price, most of which fall within the rubric of the
discontents of modernity or what Robert Pippin calls ‘‘the melancholy of mo-

dernity.’’25 In fact, one can label many of the great critiques of modernity

as depictions of the discontents or melancholy of modernity by identifying

‘‘the costs’’ of modern life, that is, what one feels obliged to give up or relin-

quish in exchange for the ‘‘advances’’ of modernity. For example, with the

move toward scientific naturalism that began with Bacon and was eventually

transformed into a cultural ethos in the Enlightenment, it is fair to ask what is

the price paid for human freedom. The authority of purportedly divinely

sanctioned institutions, such as the Church, diminishes, as does belief in

the metaphysical. This is, after all, the myth (not necessarily in the pejorative

sense of this term) of the disenchantment of the world. Gaining knowledge of

how the natural world works, so the story goes, simultaneously creates the

ability to learn how to control and predict nature. Subsequently there is a loss

of faith in and need for supernatural forces—hence, the poignancy of Weber’s

term of art for this transvaluation of values: Entzauberung, ‘‘disenchantment,’’

or literally ‘‘de-magification.’’26 This condition is also part of the inheritance of

the nihilism that one finds throughout modern western thought and cul-

ture.27 Freedom and autonomy require independence, such as in the case of

the moral agent who is able to self-legislate laws. As Kant says in his definition

of ‘‘enlightenment,’’ freedom and autonomy involve removing oneself from

the tutelage of another and to go it alone or at least to rely on oneself.28 The

modern west gets this message from world historical ‘‘moments,’’ such as the

American and French revolutions, as well as from its best and most insightful

prophets such as Luther, Kant, Sojourner Truth, Emerson, Douglass, Whit-

man, Nietzsche, and King. Insofar as the account Taylor offers in his gene-

alogical works on the self and the ethos of modernity is concerned, he is not

offering an ‘‘original story’’ but rather affirming what has become a common

lament, a jeremiad of sorts. In this sense, Taylor’s critique of naturalist and

individualistic forms of agency is designed to buoy his moral realist faith in

the independent existence of transcendent goods.

This is not to say that Taylor is antimodern or even countermodern either

in his analysis of the spiritual conditions of modernity or in his normative

suggestions for how to fix what he considers broken. It is possible, I am ar-

guing, to turn to sources and the expressions of moral value that one finds in

premodern eras without abandoning one’s commitment to improving mo-

dernity itself. Taylor’s genealogical predilections speak to this desire to be in
modernity but perhaps not fully of modernity. His consistent efforts to show

how contemporary dispositions, attitudes, and conventions have roots not
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simply in current institutional and structural arrangements, but also with

forces that run more deeply and reach farther back to basic human ideals such

as benevolence, justice, courage, and kindness or charity. These are, after all,

remarkably similar to the virtues and ideals of moral excellence identified by

the ancient Greeks. Taylor’s point is that, despite the variations and trans-

positions by figures such as Aristotle, Augustine, Montaigne, Rousseau, and

Kant, there is a remarkable persistence in the preoccupation with articulating

what constitutes living a flourishing and meaningful life, as well as with how

to establish and enrich a good society. Employing a genealogical method for

the sake of moral articulation, on the one hand, helps clarify the relationship

between morality and identity. On the other hand, Taylor’s historicist gene-

alogy uncovers suppressed narratives and events that may prove not only to be

counterhegemonic but, perhaps more productively, also turn out to serve as

the basis for a counterhermeneutic. These ideals and virtues—such as charity,

moral courage, and benevolence—are so widely held that they have become

diffuse. They have become naturalized to such an extent that they have be-

come part of what he calls our deepest moral instincts and intuitions. As I

noted in chapter 2, Taylor argues in Sources of the Self that it is imperative

for projects of regenerating agency to strive to be articulate about the higher-

order goods that hold forth in the modern west. The move from obscurity to

articulation of moral sources clarifies and transforms these ideals from the

murkiness of instinct and intuition to the daylight of public life, which is to

say that articulation makes these moral values and ideals public, real, and

identifiable.

The trouble with leaving moral identity and agency at the level of moral

instincts, even in the case of one’s most basic instincts, is the problem that

always comes with relying on instinct: once instincts are proven wrong, mis-

understood, or misleading, then it becomes difficult to trust them, to rely on

them. One no longer feels confident enough to rely on one’s instincts to serve

as a guide to action. Subsequently, there is a loss of faith in the values and

ideals that these instincts reflect. Moral ambiguity affects the ability to be an

agent not simply because of incoherence, but also because it leaves one feeling

uncertain as to how to manage conflicts with those who hold different values,

worldviews, and ways of life. In other words, being morally inarticulate and

incoherent intensifies incommensurability. On this score, Taylor writes,

[A]rticulation may not only serve greater refinement, and the draw-

ing of more subtle distinctions. That may be a good in some

cases. . . . [A]rticulation may also serve another purpose, not where we

want to unpack what is involved in a practice about which we feel

unproblematically positive, but rather where we experience a pro-

found conflict about our practices, or else they conflict with each

other. Here what we are looking for is not refinement of our existing
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way of being, but a way out of the impasse in which we find our-

selves. We articulate in order to become clearer about our options, to

see what recourse is open to us.29

The subtext of Taylor’s rendition of the moral and spiritual predicament

of the modern self is the familiar story of alienation. It is helpful, on this score,

to highlight how theological versions of the alienation story are operative in

Taylor’s theory of agency. Of particular note is his use and allusion to the

theme in which humanity is cut off from the grace and mercy of God (as in the

Genesis story of ‘‘the Fall’’) due to ‘‘our’’ sinfulness (read as a metaphor for

human finitude and limitations). This is an interpretation of human finitude

that echoes Hegel’s allegorization of Christianity in his Lectures on the Philos-
ophy of Religion. Onmy reading of Taylor, he ascribes qualities of melancholy to

the modern condition because it reflects a moral ambiguity that results from

alienation from moral sources. In other words, being inarticulate about one’s

moral sources can be read as the condition of the loss of contact with and the

inaccessibility of these moral sources. Furthermore, it speaks to a state related

to mourning: the loss of a loved object that had at one time defined the self,

but a loss that the self is not able to let go of. In short, it reflects what Freud

calls ‘‘melancholia’’; hence, the melancholy of modernity.30

Perhaps it is because he ambivalently identifies the decentering of the self

with modernists as well as with postmoderns, Taylor still wants to retain a

sense that the encounter of epiphanies found in the aesthetic and the poetic

renders a reconciliation of sorts. As I have indicated, the affirmation of the

human and the good, as well as the inflections Taylor gives to horizons of sig-

nificance and meaning, signify a philosophical orientation toward wholeness.

In my estimation, it is precisely his insistence about the condition of ‘‘lost

contact’’ with transcendent goods—objects of love that still persist in modern

moral life—that qualifies Taylor’s account of modern agency as melancholic

freedom. Recall Freud’s characterization of melancholy or ‘‘melancholia’’ as a

psychic state in which one is unable to mourn the loss of a loved one or an

object of one’s love. The loss can be material, as in the case of physical death,

as well as symbolic, in the instances of the ‘‘death’’ or negation of an idea or

the passing of a stage in a relationship. The latter is classically marked, as

Freud points out, in the transitions away from infancy and the concomitant

changes in the relationship between mother and child. In either case, the mel-

ancholic has suffered a loss of the object cathexis—the psychic focus and

intensification toward the object of love—which, in turn, becomes the basis

for an identity formed around this lost love.

The main point I am stressing here is that melancholy deals in memory

and forgetting. Melancholy is ‘‘an experience’’ as much as it is a persistent

condition in which the loss that augurs the memory of a central figure, feature,

or love of one’s life chastens as well as inspires in a necessarily vague manner.
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Melancholy persists through the paradox of absence and presence: the absence

of that which was once near and dear, as well as the continued presence and

reminder of lost love. The death of a loved one is a clear example of this. In a

potentially less painful yet certainly significant vein, experiences of exile, dis-

placement, and migration can produce analogous melancholic effects.31

So, what does this have to do with agency, particularly agency as moral or

even political judgment? A major implication of Taylor’s genealogy of modern

moral sources is an argument that philosophy may not be up for the task of re-

establishing contact and connection to these moral sources. As I mentioned

earlier, Taylor has been deeply critical of various forms of naturalism and

other philosophical positions that argue from a value-neutral perspective (‘‘the

view from nowhere’’). From the perspective of moral pluralism and practical

reason, Taylor contends, it is possible to argue that an ethical position is

superior without making a deontological move or some other procedure of

decontextualizing moral subjectivity, as in the application of and appeal to gen-

eral principles. Each of us always argues from a position within a form of life

and in regard to one or more higher goods, values, and ideals.32 The opera-

tive aspiration is to understand disclosures of truth that help explain experi-

ence from experiences, not in spite of them. Thus, experiences of the sublime,

such as Joycean epiphanies, are cohering insofar as the encounter with them

transforms the self, as well as one’s relationship to the world and to others.

Nonetheless, even after making this argument, Taylor acknowledges that

there is a circular relationship between constitutive goods and life goods,

between moral sources, such as God or other notions of the good, and the self.

To put it in more positive terms, one might say that the relationship between

the self and its ends is organic and thereby necessary. And yet in arguing that

forms of engaged and embodied agency—a mode of agency reliant on this

symbiotic relationship with constitutive sources—is superior to disengaged ra-

tionality, the punctual self, and other ‘‘unrealistic’’ arguments, it looks as if

the hermeneutical circle is inescapable. Indeed, Taylor does not seek to break

out of it. The challenge here to Taylor—critic of secularism, naturalism, and

disengaged individualism—is to make a convincing case that exposure to

epiphanies and other instances of the sublime will help in the cause of regen-

erating agency in a manner that verifies the indispensability of motivations.

The task I have set for the rest of this chapter is to draw out more fully—that

is, more fully than Taylor has done himself—the implications of the move and

appeal to epiphanies and the sublime. I will do this by shoring up Taylor’s

prescribed therapy for late modern agency by arguing for a renewed consid-

eration of Romanticism and expressivism. Taylor has insisted that the Ro-

mantic tradition, especially through the legacy of expressivism, continues to

be influential, but in rather unappealing and unconstructive ways. My hope is

that a re-examination of the expressivist legacy will reveal that there is more to

affirm in it than Taylor is willing to countenance.
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When Not Seeing Is Believing

The Plain Sense of Things

After the leaves have fallen, we return

To a plain sense of things. It is as if

We had come to an end of the imagination,

Inanimate in an inert savoir.

It is difficult even to choose the adjective

For this blank cold, this sadness without cause.

The great structure has become a minor house.

No turban walks across the lessened floors.

The greenhouse never so badly needed paint.

The chimney is fifty years old and slants to one side.

A fantastic effort has failed, a repetition

In a repetitiousness of men and flies.

Yet the absence of the imagination had

Itself to be imagined. The great pond,

The plain sense of it, without reflections, leaves,

Mud, water like dirty glass, expressing silence

Of a sort, silence of a rat come out to see,

The great pond and its waste of lilies, all this

Had to be imagined as an inevitable knowledge,

Required, as a necessity requires.

—Wallace Stevens

Taylor certainly is not alone in the conclusions he draws about the limits of

philosophical discourse and the need for philosophy to look to resources out-

side of modes of reason, utility, and logic, that is to say, resources such as the

aesthetic (fine and material arts, poetry, literature, music, and so on). For ex-

ample, consider the following remarks by Habermas in his essay ‘‘Themes in

Postmetaphysical Thinking’’:

In the wake of metaphysics, philosophy surrenders its extraordinary

status. Explosive experiences of the extraordinary have migrated into

an art that has become autonomous. Of course, even after this de-

flation, ordinary life, now fully profane, by no means becomes im-

mune to the shattering and subversive intrusion of extraordinary

events. Viewed fromwithout, religion, which has largely been deprived

of its worldview functions, is still indispensable in ordinary

life for normalizing intercourse with the extraordinary. For this reason,
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postmetaphysical thinking continues to coexist with religious

practice—and not merely in the sense of the contemporaneity

of the noncontemporaneous. This ongoing coexistence even throws

light on a curious dependence of a philosophy that has forfeited

its contact with the extraordinary. Philosophy, even in its post-

metaphysical form, will be able neither to replace nor to repress

religion as long as religious language is the bearer of a seman-

tic content that is inspiring and even indispensable, for this content

eludes (for the time being?) the explanatory force of philosophi-

cal language and continues to resist translation into reasoning

discourses.33

This passage is a useful example of a philosopher struggling with the lim-

its of philosophy, precisely when philosophy is circumscribed by the parame-

ters of rational experience. It is an extraordinary passage for a few reasons,

not the least of which is that it comes from the pen of one of the preeminent

‘‘post-metaphysical’’ rationalists of our day. Habermas is a philosopher of a

strongly Kantian disposition who gives pride of place to the power of rational-

ity to order life and the world. Note that Habermas is admitting to the limi-

tations of philosophical discourse, which in itself amounts to acknowledgment

that philosophy may not be the medium that can answer all questions about

moral motivations adequately. Furthermore, this admission also points to the

struggle that modern philosophy has in attempting to provide an acceptable

picture of meaning in a post-metaphysical age. Habermas is also concerned

that philosophy cannot reckon with the sense of contact with the extraordinary,

uncanny, or unconditioned that is available through the ‘‘language’’ of art.

Furthermore, he admits to the need for some thing to mediate between the

ordinary and the extraordinary, that is, something to take up the role that

religion had played in mediating metaphysics and the supernatural to the

everyday. One might say that he is making an argument about how to recon-

nect with moral sources.34 This suggestion is made even as Habermas con-

tinues in his efforts to sustain the ‘‘unfinished project’’ of the Enlightenment.

The significance of the convergence in the thought of Taylor and Habermas on

this point is not simply a nod toward the power of the aesthetic. Unlike Taylor,

Habermas would rather turn to secularized displacements of the sacred.35

Finally, Habermas, like Taylor, gestures toward the continuing indispensability

of the religious. In other words, the argument made here in regard to the sig-

nificance of art and aesthetics likens them to the power of the religious.

This example from Habermas represents an acknowledgment on the part

of a growing number of major philosophers that philosophy requires resources

other than logic, mathematics, and the faculties of critical reasoning to under-

stand the nature and conditions of human life. Despite what would seem to be
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mere common sense to the layperson comes as a revelation, even revolution,

within the parochial realms of philosophers, especially Anglo American phi-

losophy. Of course, the question of the limits and limitations of philosophy

has been there since its inception. One need only look to Plato’s Republic and
the concern shown over the ‘‘threat’’ the poets pose to the philosophers. In

large part, the modern circumscription of ethical and moral agency to the

operations of reason, and not other aspects of human experience such as the

emotions and the passions, is certainly a hallmark of the long shadow cast

by Kant and Kantian thought. Kant insists that moral identity should find its

proper expression only in the faculty of practical reason and not in the emo-

tions, such as the desire for happiness and other worldly pursuits of satis-

faction. He believes that deviation and making oneself exempt from moral

duty (most starkly identified with ‘‘radical evil’’ as well as the confusion the

self experiences over the proper ends of moral reasoning) is not only likely but

also a near inevitability. Philosophers who have resisted this view of moral

and ethical agency (philosophers such as John Dewey, Richard Rorty, Stanley

Cavell, Martha Nussbaum, Cornel West, and Taylor himself ), and who have

attempted to argue for the centrality and not the marginalization of emotions

and passions for moral identity, have consistently turned to the aesthetic (to

literature, poetry, drama, and film, though less often to music) to make their

case. In part this has been an attempt at rendering a massive correction to

the abstractions of analytic philosophy. More important, the move to the aes-

thetic and affect is, I am arguing, an attempt to frame philosophical problems

such as agency as reflections of the entirety of what it means to be a human

being and not simply as expressive of rationality. With this in mind, Taylor’s

appeal to the epiphanic resources of the poetic is neither unprecedented nor

particularly noteworthy in the recourse it makes to aesthetics.36

What does distinguish Taylor, however, from other contemporary phi-

losophers who appeal to the aesthetic is that he draws on the literary and the

poetic to argue not simply that they pose as acceptable ‘‘arguments’’ in phil-

osophical reasoning. More important for my purposes of uncovering the re-

ligious dimensions of the contemporary discourse on agency, Taylor’s appeal

to the aesthetic and the sublime works as a way of cultivating a moral and

spiritual disposition and sensibility—a disposition and sensibility that is at-

tuned to possible engagements with the transcendent not only as ‘‘external’’ to

the self but also as potentially residing within the self. As Taylor maintains, in

a post-Romantic age, the epiphanies of aesthetic expressions are necessarily

indexed to a personal and individual vision.

It is not the case that Taylor goes as far as to say that he would like to sanctify

or consecrate the world; however, he appears to be leaning heavily in that di-

rection at times. If one considers Taylor’s diagnosis of modern subjectivity and

agency and the aesthetic solution that he offers as a quasi-phenomenology of

the sacred, the next question is whether this accommodation does any work
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for his philosophy of agency. It certainly brings out the religious or at least

the possibility for interpreting agency to have a religious dimension insofar as it

involves a potential relegitimation of religious sources for the practices of agency

as moral judgment and the cultivation of self-identity. Again, agency as strong

evaluation, according to Taylor, requires grounding in a transcendent good.

The heart of the connection between agency and the religious hinges on pro-

cesses in which the self is able to ‘‘see’’ the good and be the medium through

which it is revealed or made manifest. This is what the religious imagination

does. Recall Taylor’s mantra: we create the good as we reveal it. Following

Habermas’s ‘‘post-metaphysical’’ assessment, this manifesting and mediating

role was traditionally played by the religions.

The epiphanic and the sublime function, then, as a means of reorienting

the self, of changing worldviews, if you will, such that one’s grounding in the

good becomes more apparent. Therewith, God’s or the good’s presence is

no longer completely beyond the self. The epiphany (re)acquaints the self

with the transcendent by revealing the self’s limitations and finitude, subse-

quently generating a potential openness to the possibilities of the transcen-

dent. As moderns who apparently suffer from a loss of contact or a foreclosing

of access to the good—due largely to the social, political, and cultural en-

gagements with and commitments to secularization and moral pluralism—

regaining contact with moral sources requires some thing, some experience

that will inspire openness to new orientations and approaches to finding

meaning in one’s life. Taylor invests in the notion of the moral transformation

that occurs with the encounter with the aesthetic. Of course, this is not an

argument that all aesthetic forms have this transformative power. Rather, the

aesthetic power here is with subjective experiences with the sublime and

perhaps even of the uncanny (Unheimlich). In other words, Taylor is invoking

transformative experiences that generate the paradoxical effects, on the one

hand, of dislodging held beliefs about one’s identity and the world and, on the

other hand, of affirming hidden or embedded truths about the self. The kind

of epiphany that Taylor is describing is genuinely revelatory insofar as it can

contrive or induce this uncanny experience in which the familiar is made

strange, or, to be more precise, the familiar is given a depth and meaning

that was previously absent. Taylor’s logic of epiphany seems to operate along

Hegelian lines; one overcomes alienation through sublation, that is, through a

negation of an estrangement from the good that will render the good available

again. Taylor’s contention is that the ‘‘framing epiphanies’’ that are available

in the post-Romantic age—which is to say after the radically skeptical cri-

tiques of Schopenhauer, Feuerbach, Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud—will not

take the form of visions of cosmic order, but rather will juxtapose this-worldly,

naturalist sensibilities with unsettling moments, such as those found in the

modernist poetry of Eliot’s Four Quartets or Pound’s ‘‘In a Station of the

Metro’’ or the poem that serves as the epigraph for this section of this chapter,
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Stevens’s ‘‘The Plain Sense of Things.’’ The epiphanies of modernism are, in

this sense, distressing, especially insofar as they are not offering an ‘‘argu-

ment’’ or presenting some kind of clear, propositional truth. Instead they dis-

close, manifest, and realize a world that is not transparently good. Taylor

banks on the hope that the disclosure—the epiphany—is consonant with our

moral intuitions, such that a moral source might be revealed.

What’s Love Got to Do with It?

The Everlasting Voices

O sweet everlasting Voices, be still;

Go to the guards of the heavenly fold

And bid them wander obeying your will,

Flame under flame, till Time be no more;

Have you not heard that our hearts are old,

That you call in birds, in wind on the hill,

In shaken boughs, in tide on the shore?

O sweet everlasting Voices, be still.

—William Butler Yeats

Undoubtedly, this is certainly expecting a lot of such experiences, and more

needs to be said or at least developed to see how this might work. As I have

shown, Taylor implies that these epiphanies are reflective of encounters with

the sublime. In fact, Taylor trades here on the power and implications of the

sublime without invoking the category or explaining how an experience of the

sublime reconciles the self to its moral sources. Nonetheless, there are clues

and gestures in Sources of the Self and elsewhere in Taylor’s corpus. One of

Taylor’s favorite examples of the relationship between the sublime and the

moral is Kant’s ‘‘Achtung!,’’ that is, an example of how a moral source serves as

a motive for action.37 ‘‘Achtung!,’’—literally ‘‘pay attention!’’ or ‘‘wake up!’’—is

one of the moments outside of the Critique of Judgment in which Kant identifies

the connection between morality and the sublime. ‘‘Achtung!’’ symbolizes for

Kant a call to respect the other—other people—as ends in themselves and not

as mere means. The play of the sublime and agency manifests as the ethical

call to be reverent and respectful of others (‘‘Achtung!’’), as well as to adhere to

the principle of universalizability found in the moral law. Kant says that the

‘‘Achtung’’ relates ‘‘an obscure feeling’’ that comes with the respect that attends

to one’s duty and obligation to the moral law. Unsurprisingly, Kant immedi-

ately backs away after making this claim (albeit in a footnote) by saying that the

feeling is the result of a ‘‘rational concept,’’ namely, the moral law. The relevant

point here is that even in his metaphysical claims about our moral lives,

Kant requires a moment of awakening and attunement—‘‘Achtung!’’—that
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unsettles the moral subject from its habits of following ‘‘natural’’ inclinations.

More specifically, even Kant recognizes that as finite beings we need to feel

compelled in any commitment we maintain to a ‘‘rational concept’’ like the

moral law, that is, in order for the idea to have binding, normative force on the

moral imagination.38 As Kant says in the third proposition from the Ground-
work: ‘‘Duty is the necessity of an action from respect [reverence] for law.’’39 In

other words, obligations are born not only from acknowledging the force of

reason but also from strong feelings, such as reverence and respect, or, as

Taylor would have it, love.

The necessity of feeling or the affective for morality was a central doctrine

of the Romantics. And yet, despite what appears as an argument in favor of

the necessity of the sublime in ethical and moral agency (which in turn would

be an endorsement of the continuing influence of traditions that argue as

much), Taylor is evasive and ambivalent toward Romanticism. Which is to say,

he is critical of Romantic features of modern life while also acknowledging

their lasting influence. This ambivalence and evasion takes the form of a

philosophical stance that favors allusions to Romantic elements (epiphany, the

sublime, even the uncanny) rather than identifying with Romanticism itself.40

Taylor invests in the expressivist conviction that realizing the good is

somehow contingent upon seeing the good. He argues that if this claim is

right, then this process will involve an affirmation of the good and of the

human. In turn, the affirmation that is most powerful, according to Taylor, is

one that involves God. Not surprisingly, it is on this issue that Taylor has

drawn a great deal of fire from secular critics such as Rorty and Skinner.41 His

critics charge that Taylor’s ‘‘theism’’ has caused him to run perilously close

to predetermining what one might confront in these epiphanies. The suspi-

cion is that being a theist means that one must also be a dogmatist. And yet

Taylor’s argument about the power and affirmation one draws from higher-

order goods, from moral sources, is not exclusive to theistic claims about

divine grace and the like. To wit, Taylor is sufficiently cognizant of meeting

the challenges of skepticisms of various kinds. This is why he argues that

‘‘[t]he most reliable moral view is not one that would be grounded quite outside

our intuitions but one that is grounded on our strongest intuitions, where

these have successfully met the challenge of proposed transitions away from

them.’’42 The issue at hand for Taylor the ‘‘theist’’ is withstanding the chal-

lenges that threaten transitions away from his strongest intuitions. More pre-

cisely, he is attempting to vitiate the effects of the disenchantment of modern

life and is thereby trying to clarify a moral vision that allows for the possi-

bility and enabling of influences that can work in a manner analogous to grace

and agape.43 Appealing to the epiphanies experienced through the linguistic

art of poetry speaks to the hope Taylor has in the possibility of reorienting

the relationship between the agent and her/his horizon of meaning. It is, as I

have suggested, meant as a kind of therapy for a melancholic, late modern
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subject. The conjecture is that experiences with epiphanies, with revelatory

aesthetic and affective expressions, will confirm for the self an existing partic-

ipation in a synecdoche—which is to say a tacit piety to the disclosive powers

of the Humboldtian web that is a common language.44 As Taylor puts it, ‘‘[t]o

speak is to touch a bit of the web, and this is to make the whole resonate.

Because the words we use now only have sense through their place in the

whole web, we can never in principle have a clear oversight of the implications

of what we say at any moment.’’45

By suggesting that Taylor is trading on the power of the sublime, I am

arguing that he is making several moves. He begins with an appeal to the

epiphanic sublime as an affirmation of the qualities of transcendence in his

moral psychology. This is clear in Taylor’s deployment of the concept of the

constitutive good as incomparably higher than ordinary desires. In other

words, by unsettling and juxtaposing, the sublime alerts moral orientations to

a structure of goods, where it becomes possible to recognize the differences

between ordinary, material life goods and those ideals and values that reso-

nate with one’s deepest moral instincts and intuitions about identity and

morality. In turn, this awareness helps answer the questions ‘‘Who am I, and

what ought I to do?’’ Through the work of interpreting and articulating moral

intuitions and reactions to moral demands and situations, it is possible to

gain a clearer sense of the higher-order values that shape one’s qualitative

distinctions and judgments between higher and lower, good and evil, better

and worse, and so on. It is the case, according to Taylor, that ‘‘linguistic

articulacy . . . [is] part of the telos of human beings.’’46 Finally, this teleology

derives from the idea that constitutive goods such as justice, benevolence, the

affirmation of ordinary life, and God are

something the love of which empowers us to do and be good. The

constitutive good does more than just define the content of the moral

theory. Love of it is what empowers us to be good. And hence also

loving it is part of what it is to be a good human being. This is now

part of the content of the moral theory as well, which includes in-

junctions not only to act in certain ways and to exhibit certain moral

qualities but also to love what is good.47

Appealing to epiphanies and the sublime as therapies for the morally and

politically melancholic agent also serves to elevate the significance of the aes-

thetic and the affective in projects of regenerating agency in late modernity. It

is certainly of a piece with Taylor’s communitarian critique of liberalism and

his philosophical and sociological critique of the culture of individualism and

atomism to argue for the significance of the aesthetic and the affective. The

critical question, though, is whether the inclusion of the aesthetic, the affective,

and the appeal to the sublime will render the kind of reconciliation with moral

sources Taylor desires. Are literary and poetic epiphanies—representations
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of the sublime—sufficient therapies for the moral and political melancholy of

modernity?

What is of interest here is not the dispute over the incommensurability

between intellectual disciplines, such as the differences in how philosophy

and psychology understand motivation, or the charge that Taylor is being a

normative dogmatist. Instead, my concern is for the priority Taylor places

on questions of motivation—what moves and inspires—in agency. Nonethe-

less, I want to be careful here. In focusing as I have on projects of regener-

ating agency and the pride of place that Taylor has given to experience of the

epiphanic and the sublime, I am appealing not to Taylor’s theism but to the

structural features of his theory of agency—the aspects that arise from his

phenomenology of moral experience in modernity—that highlight the aspi-

rations and longing for transcendence, the constitutive role of the imagination

in rendering moral visions real, and the power and necessity of particular

kinds of experiences that are identifiable with the sublime. These are features

that reflect the conditions of what it means to be an agent in late modernity

(Taylor’s phenomenological point), as well as aspects of a philosophical an-

thropology that speak to the aspirations and needs of experiencing the world,

others, and oneself in ways that reflect ideals, values, and a strongly held

moral identity.

All of these features and characteristics of Taylor’s approach to agency

reflect what I am calling the religious imagination, which is to say that they

are indicative of the religious dimensions to human agency itself. Taylor’s

moral psychology, as with all moral psychologies, emphasizes motivations; but

more specifically, Taylor stresses that which affects the quality of the will. And

the quality of the will that Taylor seeks to uncover and retrieve in this age of

secularism and naturalism reflects the loss of contact with goods that com-

mand ‘‘awe, respect, or admiration.’’48 Thus, Taylor’s use of the sublime in

his moral theory appears not only in relation to the epiphanies of the aesthetic

but also as a fundamental feature for his moral psychology. In other words,

as Kant, Burke, and other theorists of the sublime have suggested, sublime

epiphanies serve to reinstill and reinforce an understanding of limits and
possibilities. Sublime epiphanies fill the self with awe, ambiguity, and terror.

They also remind each of us of our limitations and finitude. Taylor does

not fully develop the place of the sublime and the aesthetic-affective dimen-

sion of agency, perhaps, again, due to his ambivalence about our Romantic-

expressivist inheritance.49

By pointing toward the need for the experience of captivation by epipha-

nies and the sublime (modernist or otherwise), Taylor reveals a place and space

for a religious disposition and imagination in what, for many, is a secularist

affair, namely, the experience of agency itself. There are echoes of a Hegelian

determinate reflection here, in which the immediacy of experience is dialec-

tically rendered into symbolic representations that also reflect a higher-order
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value. This Hegelian gloss can help make more sense of the operation of the

sublime as it functions within the moral psychology suggested by Taylor.

Nonetheless, as I have already noted, it is not altogether clear from what Taylor

describes as our estrangement from moral sources, how an experience of the

sublime or of an epiphany can reconcile this breach. Taylor repeatedly argues

that ‘‘[t]he understanding of the good as a moral source has . . . been deeply

suppressed in the mainstream of modern moral consciousness.’’50 It is one

thing to argue that framing epiphanies such as the ones found in modern-

ism can unsettle, juxtapose, and subsequently reorient as a means of preparing
one for the possibility of encounter with the transcendent; it is altogether

a different matter to say conclusively that the ‘‘transcendent’’ experienced

through aesthetic media is necessarily ‘‘the good.’’ Let me now rephrase a

question I posed earlier: how will encounters with the sublime renew a love

of the good? If Taylor is not fully convincing in making the point that

such encounters regenerate affective dimensions of agency (that is, the char-

acteristics of inspiration and empowerment to do and be good), is the only

remaining option a reversion to the naturalism and secularism that he so

deplores? The standard that Taylor sets for moral sources is to inspire the self

with love, awe, or, in the least, respect, such that the agent/self is moved to act

on the basis of these feelings or passions. Can the sublime, as described and
circumscribed by Taylor’s appeal to modernism, help achieve this kind of

standard?

As Taylor leaves the argument, probably not. As I noted earlier, Taylor

does not connect the dots for us on this score. After reading Sources of the Self
one is left with a sense of the importance of overcoming an alienation and

estrangement from one’s moral sources; which is to say, Taylor is effective in

making the diagnosis that the melancholy of modernity emanates from the

loss of contact with moral sources like the good, the love of which is deeply

embedded in the moral and social imaginaries of secular philosophies such as

liberalism and utilitarianism. He sustains the argument that coming to terms

with the melancholy of the late modern moral subject indicates that the

aesthetic will, through the epiphanies it renders, provide a sense of something

like grace: that is, the experience of captivation, of receiving the gifts of wis-

dom, insight, and love. Once again, I want to be cautious to note that Taylor

uses the language of epiphany not to convey something on the order of an

ecstatic religious experience. Nonetheless it remains that Taylor does not give

us much to work with as to how the encounter with epiphanic art (and by

extension epiphanies as phenomena in modernity) works. In addition, toward

the conclusion of Sources, Taylor ascribes a compromised and awkward po-

sition for readers and critics (the recipients of purported epiphanies of art)

in their (‘‘our’’?) encounter with the literary as an adumbration of the tran-

scendent. I quote Taylor here at length on this point in order to give the full,

unsettling effects of this move:
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It is not just the epiphanic art of the last two centuries which fails to

get its due by [the dismissal of expressions refracted through the

personal]. We are now in an age in which a publicly accessible cosmic

order of meanings is an impossibility. The only way we can ex-

plore the order in which we are set with an aim to defining moral

sources is through this part of personal resonance. This is true

not only of epiphanic art but of other efforts in philosophy, in criti-

cism, which attempt the same search. This work, though it obviously

fails of any epiphanic quality, falls into the same category. I have

throughout sought language to clarify the issues, and I have found

this in images which enable me to see more clearly than I did be-

fore. They could, I believe, be the animating ideas of an epiphanic

work, but that would require another kind of capacity. The great

epiphanic work actually can put us in contact with the sources it taps.

I can realize the contact. The philosopher or critic tinkers around and

shapes images through which he or another might one day do so.

The artist is like the race-car driver, and we are the mechanics in the

pit; except that in this case, the mechanics usually have four thumbs,

and they have only a hazy grasp of the wiring, much less than the

drivers have. The point of this analogy is that we delude ourselves

if we think that philosophical or critical language for these matters

is somehow more hard-edged and more free from personal index

than that of poets or novelists. The subject doesn’t permit language

which escapes personal resonance.

We either explore this area with such language or not at all.51

So can Taylor’s account of the expressive-constitutive nature of language

and of the possibilities of the epiphanic be open to all of us if such a strong

distinction is made between the artist and the audience? Are the aesthetic

virtuosi the only ones who can receive the grace Taylor envisions?

This is certainly a question that should be posed to all who invoke the

sublime. Consider once again Wordsworth’s ‘‘spots of time’’ from The Prelude,
by consensus one of the paradigmatic moments of the sublime in English

literature. Famously, Wordsworth provides an example of the sublime here as

a suspension of our normal abilities to synthesize and absorb perceptions and

our experiences of the natural world. Fair enough. But there is a difference

between one who has an experience such as the one described by Wordsworth

in The Prelude and one who has the experience of reading about the sublime

moment itself. To put it simply: it is necessary to distinguish accounts of the

sublime from what might count as a form or source of the sublime. Taylor is

stuck on the former distinction; he sees an insurmountable expanse between

artist and audience, between the creative genius and the ordinary person who

seeks the extraordinary in an aesthetic medium. And yet what Taylor seems to
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want—as do others who invoke the power of the sublime—is the experience

itself, that is, the aesthetic experience of the sublime that defies the ability

to make (immediate) sense of it while simultaneously changing attitudes,

perceptions, and visions of the world, the good, the self, and others. In the

chapters that follow, I will argue that Taylor circumscribes the realm of the

sublime too severely especially by limiting it to the spare pool of minimalist

forms that he identifies in Sources (Joyce, Eliot, Stevens). Expanding the scope

of the category of the epiphanic and the sublime beyond the literary/poetic

and into realms such as the political and the cultural can, I will argue in

the coming chapters, draw out the aspirations for transcendence that Taylor

associates with projects of regenerating agency. Furthermore, extending the

reach of categories such as the epiphanic and the sublime also reveals how the

religious imagination operates and functions. The critical project here is to

show that agency as melancholic freedom reflects what I am calling a reli-

gious sensibility in its disposition and openness or attunement to the regen-

erative possibilities of the sublime. This religious sensibility seeks possibility

and hope even when the prospects of finding them appear slim to none. The

sublime has the potential to awaken the self to the calling of such moral life

possibilities. Subsequently, the hope is that the shock and shudder of the epi-

phanic sublime can help cultivate moral attunement.

Taylor’s argument for articulation, read as the aspiration to reconnect with

moral sources, poses, then, as a demand to accept the compromised moral

positions rendered by secularization and the disenchantment of the world. For

the secularist, this means identifying and acknowledging, on the one hand,

what moral ideals and identity animate the values that one holds, and, on the

other hand, the need to accommodate and realize these ideals, identity, and

values. For the believer, theist, and even the religious skeptic, this requires

maintaining a faith or piety in the face of the achievements and doubts of mod-

ern rationalism and science. Taylor’s reconditioning of agency as melancholic

freedom reflects the synthesis he seeks between liberalism and communitari-

anism, as well as a reinterpretation of the organic relationships between the

quest for self-fulfillment, moral expression, and engaged communal life.52

Both of these reconciliations demand that all of us become pluralists who act

withmoral conviction and not with tentativeness, that is, to become agents who

act through a humility marked by forthrightness and moral courage. Each of

us should try, in principle, to convince others of the superiority of our respec-

tive beliefs and positions not only based on the strength of the better, rational

argument but also on the weight and worth of the form of life proposed. This

involves asking what kind of life does one want to lead, as well as what ideals of

human flourishing are viable once it is clear that the principles and values of

modernity may in fact be responsible for ruining sacred truths.

The articulation of moral sources and constitutive goods represents a

mediation between ordinary and extraordinary experience, which is to say, it
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plays the role that Habermas claimed religion once filled.53 For Taylor, the

nihilism of modernity is less about the death of God and more about the

genuine difficulty of holding onto a sense that one’s moral framework and

the qualitative distinctions of worth and value defined by this framework

are valid, legitimate, and meaningful. Similarly, the effects of secularization

as diagnosis and metaphor do not result in a ‘‘simple’’ yet complete disen-

chantment or ‘‘demagification’’ of the world, but rather indicate a psycholog-

ical and moral condition in which strong evaluation and commitments—our

passionate attachments—are compromised. The climate of opinion called

secularism, interpreted metaphorically as I have suggested, is what induces

pluralistic, contemporary societies to cast agency as melancholic freedom. As

a late modern subject, it is not that I can no longer hold beliefs such as the

existence of God or some other higher-order good. Instead, the contention

is that it has become difficult and tenuous to do so if I am committed to the

principles of moral pluralism, practical reason, critical reflection, and even

democracy. As Taylor notes, ‘‘frameworks today are problematic.’’ Moral plu-

ralism means that there is no agreed-upon sacred canopy. Of course, this is

not to deny that such a canopy actually exists.54 It is, rather, to argue that

specific representations of how the canopy covers and what it covers may be

more relative than any of us realizes or is willing to acknowledge. The anxiety

over meaning is a paradoxical condition for the possibilities found in agency

as melancholic freedom: a state in which the agent seeks to be a strong eval-

uator and a free self without the confidence accorded by the faith and piety

that was (supposedly) available to the premodern. The melancholic freedom

of modern agency reflects the loss of contact and identity with moral sources.

And yet this is a condition in which one is not fully able to mourn the loss of

these moral ideals, because it is not a loss of negation but of clarity. Moral

sources are obscure to the vision of the moral self, and its grasp on them (in

the Hegelian sense of Begriff, of conceptualizing as grasping) has been loos-

ened. As moral pluralists, tentativeness attends the expression of moral orien-

tations. And yet doubt, skepticism, and uncertainty have pressed the necessity

of the quest to regain connection with the good.

It is noteworthy that there is the kernel for regress in Taylor’s conclu-

sions, in particular in his conjecture that modern moral values, such as justice

and benevolence continue to have a fundamentally parasitic dependence on

‘‘Judaeo-Christian faith.’’55 This is, perhaps, not surprising for a project of

retrieval. I think this happens for philosophical as well as personal reasons.

Or, more accurately, Taylor is exemplifying how genuinely difficult it is to

dislodge an agent—a ‘‘strong evaluator’’—from her/his most dearly held values

and evaluations or judgments. For example, it is easy to say that as a prag-

matist one is deeply committed to a principle of fallibilism. But at what point,

and on what terms, would the pragmatist give up on this principle? How tough

a fight would that be? And how would such a scenario come about? Because
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giving up the principle of fallibilism would be tantamount to giving up on the

very identity of being a pragmatist, this sort of abandonment of a fundamen-

tally held value would constitute a massive identity crisis. Huck’s conversion is

another intense example of how severe these changes in moral and existential

orientation can feel. This is the order of magnitude on which Taylor’s practical

reason takes place, at least when it comes to hypergoods that signify self-

fulfillment and meaning. The transition away from these principles of identity

and moral evaluation is a movement away from that which is most basic and

most worthy. In sum, it is a movement away from oneself. The ad hominem
issue here, if you will, is that Taylor is a Catholic and a Christian. He disperses

several confessional statements throughout Sources about his ‘‘theistic’’ beliefs.
At times, the tone he takes in Sources is nearly Schmittian. It is not so much

a matter of ‘‘friends and enemies’’ but rather ‘‘believers and unbelievers.’’ The

philosophical, or rather existential, wager that Taylor makes implicates what

he says in his own theory of agency and moral deliberation, namely, changing

one’s mind, in particular about what and why one holds certain core beliefs

does not happen or rather should not happen on the basis of disengaged delib-

eration or leaps of faith. Instead, such changes should take place only through

the strenuous process of testing how an alternative belief fits within the overall

sense of one’s experience and life and what new form of life that this alter-

native offers. This is the significance of clarifying, articulating, and expressing

our strongest moral intuitions. Engaging in Taylorian practical reason requires

the hermeneutical contemplation and evaluation of alternatives. As I have

suggested, the overtones with the notion of conversion are apt. Of course, it is

not that this condition necessarily leads to a movement to ‘‘nowhere’’ (wherever

that is). In other words, the possibility of such transitions does not necessar-

ily entail traveling down the road to nihilism. Nonetheless, the difficulty of

making such massive shifts in fundamental beliefs raises a pointed challenge

to Taylor’s claims about the necessity of epiphanies. If these transitions are so

difficult to render, then is the crisis of meaning that Taylor laments as severe

as he makes it out to be? This is, of course, a different way of asking Taylor

whether secularization and disenchantment are as thorough or universal as

he claims. Taylor does remark that he is not saying that all of us are suffering

from the kind of moral crisis of identity that he believes is endemic to mo-

dernity. Adherents to certain forms of evangelicalism and fundamentalism

probably would argue that they do not have such problems. Instead, the argu-

ment that Taylor presumes about disenchantment and secularization is a more

moderate or at least more complex one than found in claims about theistic

nihilism and the thorough secularization of the world.

In order to clarify this state of affairs—of agency as melancholic freedom,

of the work of the sublime in agency—I will now bring Taylor’s project of

regenerating agency into conversation with one of the most influential theo-

rists of the American academy: Judith Butler.
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4

The Agency That

Difference Makes

Judith Butler’s Theory of Performativity
and the Irony of the Political

Prelude: After Freedom?

The American Sublime

How does one stand

To behold the sublime,

To confront the mockers,

The mickey mockers

And plated pairs?

When General Jackson

Posed for his statue

He knew how one feels.

Shall a man go barefoot

Blinking and blank?

But how does one feel?

One grows used to the weather,

The landscape and that;

And the sublime comes down

To the spirit itself,

The spirit and space,

The empty spirit

In vacant space.

What wine does one drink?

What bread does one eat?

—Wallace Stevens



Why talk about ‘‘agency’’ rather than ‘‘freedom,’’ ‘‘autonomy,’’ ‘‘liberation,’’ or

even ‘‘emancipation’’? No doubt, there are family resemblances among these

terms. Freedom was and still is one of the hallmarks and arguably the defining
value of modernity, going back at least to the Enlightenment, and arguably

even farther back to the Reformation, with Luther and the Protestant move-

ment. In part, the choice of addressing the problem of agency, specifically, the

problem of regenerating agency, is also an argument that agency is the coun-

terpart and successor value, if you will, to freedom and emancipation. The

move here is not to argue that freedom is no longer viable or desirable. That is

hardly the case. Instead, agency, especially in the approaches I am addressing

in this book, reflects the conditions of freedom, autonomy, and liberation that

are shaped by and in late modernity and postmodernity. I contend that the

expressions of freedom generated in modernity—liberation as revolution,

autonomy as a moral and political right, and freedom of thought and choice—

have in late modernity and postmodernity become co-opted and, in some cases,

have lost the sense of urgency and crisis that inspired earlier generations to

fight for freedom. To paraphrase Hannah Arendt’s largely misunderstood con-

cept, I maintain that late modernity and postmodernity is an epoch in which

freedom has become banal. Arendt coined the phrase the ‘‘banality of evil’’ to

indicate how acts and institutions of evil had become accepted and made

ordinary in the perversions of National Socialism and the Third Reich. Aryan

ideologies, the dehumanization of Jews, gypsies, and homosexuals (among

others), and subsequent mass murder were made to seem ordinary; that is,

Germans diminished the ethical and moral tenor of these acts and institutions

of evil and subsequently made them banal.1

In considering the religious dimensions of the contemporary discourse

on agency, I have come to conclude that something akin to the banality of

evil—the desensitization of our moral sensibilities—has taken hold in the

political and moral landscape of the late modern and postmodern west. The

achievements of freedom (such as liberation, emancipatory movements, and

autonomy) have become ordinary; which is to say that they are being taken for

granted. This condition is due, in part, to the success of earlier generations of

freedom fighters. The civil rights movement is one of the clearest examples

we have. The expansion of the franchise and other political rights not only in

the United States but also globally as well as the increasing use of democracy

and democratization as a requirement for political legitimacy are two of the

epoch-making results of the movement. And yet, as with any social movement

and the cultures that embrace or reject them, there comes a sense that the

quest for political, social, and cultural change comes to an end. For example,

in the rancorous debates over affirmative action in the United States, there is

an argument made by critics that affirmative action policies amount to special

pleading on the part of minorities and women. Affirmative action is no longer

needed, so these critics argue, since the political battles for equity and equality
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have been won.2 Just as the collective effervescence of social movements wanes

when the pragmatic reality of creating policy decisions and constructing in-

stitutions that seek to fulfill the ideals of these social movements take the

stage of public life, there is an inevitable loss as well as diminishing enthu-

siasm and urgency in political and social causes. The promise and excitement

of revolution turns to the drudgery of reconstruction. Whereas earlier gener-

ations of civil rights activists could, with just cause, muster the moral and

political attention and energy of vast constituencies, the institutionalization of

civil rights has led many to the conclusion that there is no more work to be

done in the name of freedom, justice, and equality. The battles are smaller,

less spectacular, and often hidden and even obscured from view. To the so-

called mainstream of America, for example, talk of the need for emancipation

sounds quaint, at best, and to many ears, most likely hysterical (in the sense of

sounding both laughable and crazy).

The banality of freedom comes about through a paradox. On the one hand,

the increase in the life chances, opportunities, and political rights of minorities

and women in the United States, for example, have been broadened to a scale

thought to be utopian even a few generations ago. On the other hand, there

has been in both the critical discourse of American public life as well as in

academic discourse a resounding warning that, though the good fight has

been fought, work still needs to be done, especially given that political and

moral will continues to be lacking.3 This change in the ethos of freedom—that

is, in the transformation in the commitments and sentiments of freedom from

the extraordinary to the ordinary and banal—has shifted the critical attention

of many theorists (political, social, moral, and religious) from considerations

of liberation, emancipation, and even autonomy to work on the problem of

regenerating agency. Arguably, the academic discourse most affected by this

has been feminist theory.4

This is not to say that projects of regenerating agency are completely

distinct from projects of freedom. For example, Taylor’s philosophy of agency

really turns out to be a series of enactments of freedom through different

practices of judgment. Accordingly, Taylor’s strong evaluation is the act of the

moral will to freely judge the differences of worth between higher- and lower-

order goods and values. Furthermore, the regeneration of agency through the

articulation of the moral sources for identity requires a judgment about what

is truly of worth and meaning in life. This in turn entails the expressivist con-

viction to create freely and express personal, political, and moral values and

ideals of integrity.5 All of these forms of agency as judgment share in the

sentiment of freedom, albeit in terms that are distinct from either negative

liberty or the minimalist freedom of political and philosophical liberalism. To

be an agent, on Taylor’s score, is to aspire and strive for something, some

notion of the good, and not simply to settle for the negative liberty of freedom

from authority and the like.6 As I argued in chapter 3, for Taylor, secularism
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functions as a metaphor that represents the paradoxes of modernity; which

is to say, it is a metaphor for what is admirable in modernity, such as the

achievements of freedom, tolerance, equal respect, and regard and compas-

sion for human dignity. It is also a metaphor and representation for what ails

us in modernity—such as the detachment from the moral ideals that enable

human flourishing, or the political and moral challenges posed by the sub-

sequent attenuation and alienation from the sources of agency that would

otherwise be more readily available in times of crisis. If the defining features

of Taylor’s project of regenerating agency are expressivism, moral articulation,

and a hermeneutical relationship to tradition, it remains to be seen whether

these strategies can fulfill the aspiration for agency for those who stand at the

margins of the modern western horizon he knows so well. After all, Taylor’s

concern in a text such as Sources of the Self is to make an argument to polit-

ical and philosophical liberals, as well as to utilitarians and atomists, that

the respective forms of agency they propose (whether they realize it or not)

rely on the kind of moral imaginary and sources (justice, benevolence, human

dignity, and freedom) that have the status, in practice if not in mind, of higher-

order ideals, akin even to virtues. If these partisans of modernity are the tar-

gets of Taylor’s critique, and if the implied melancholy of modernity relates

to the conditions rendered by liberalism, naturalism, and the like, then the

possibility remains that those who fall outside of the social and moral conven-

tions and norms (as well as the manners and mores) of the majority culture of

the late modern and postmodern west may have a different set of motivations

to become agents. For those who stand in society but are not fully of society,
for those for whom difference is not an option of existence but the definitional

fact of being—the projects of regenerating agency undertaken by these people

may be substantially different from the one Taylor calls for.

While Taylor’s project of regenerating agency is primarily a response to

what I would call the exhaustion of modernity—that is, the depleting and de-

pletion of possibilities rendered by a modern ethos that demands disengaged,

value-neutral forms of critical reflection, public life, and self-understanding—

for theorists of postmodernism and poststructuralism, projects of regenera-

ting agency are really ways of realizing emancipatory possibilities in post-

emancipatory times. To wit, postmodern projects of regenerating agency ad-

dress the problem of the depleting enthusiasm for emancipatory practices

in an age in which the urgency and concern for freedom has become banal.

For theorist such as Michel Foucault, Jean-François Lyotard, Jacques Derrida,

and Judith Butler, the quest is to find a space and place for agency under con-

ditions in which emancipatory acts appear foreclosed. Toward this end, the

melancholic freedom of postmodern agency evokes the overlapping aims of

revitalizing political and moral possibilities.

Taylor’s lamentations over postmodernism, or at least over postmoderns,

is twofold. First, Taylor is critical of theorists such as Derrida and Foucault for
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rendering political and moral problems into aesthetic forms in which a life is

seen as ‘‘a work’’ (of art, of literature). The knock here is related to Taylor’s

other primary criticism of postmoderns; namely, that the postmodern concern

for identity has stretched the seams of the public sphere to such an extent

that fragmentation has become the order of the day. In The Ethics of Authen-
ticity, for example, Taylor makes the case that the ideal of authenticity, though

a powerful and once-influential notion in the development of modern moral

identity and culture, has become diminished in an age in which the culture of

narcissism (borrowing Christopher Lasch’s phrase) dominates through the

popularization of forms of atomistic self-fulfillment and the corresponding

social fragmentation of public life.7 Though his communitarian commitments

have led him to advocate for versions of difference (this is the crux of ‘‘The

Politics of Recognition’’ essay), it remains that Taylor’s ambivalence about

modernity pushes him to look for order and wholeness in private/personal,

social, and political/public life.

The focus of this chapter is a turn toward an alternative vision of agency

found in what has come to be called the politics of difference. The discussion

I take up is primarily a critical engagement with one of the most influential

contemporary theorists of agency: Judith Butler. I begin with some back-

ground on the politics of difference, specifically in the context of how it de-

veloped within feminist theory. I then move to a sketch of Butler’s work on

agency, specifically her theory of performativity: from her early critiques of

subjectivity and the (near) totalizing effects she grants to power, to her more

recent work that nuances the claims about power and agency, specifically in

light of her use and appropriation of the idea of melancholy/melancholia.8 In

chapter 5 (‘‘A World Not Well Lost’’), I interpret Butler’s treatment of mel-

ancholy as priming a sensibility and attitude that engenders the spiritual, psy-

chological, and political possibilities of agency as a vocation, the topic of the

final chapter.

To anticipate: I argue that a comparison between Taylor and Butler shows

how each of their projects begins with distinctive forms of melancholy that

create the conditions for the possibility of agency. I argue that Butler’s turn to

the relationship between the social and the psyche/psychic life is a search for

possibility and hope under conditions of subjection by power. This search

also effectively marks Butler’s work as a project of regenerating agency. By

characterizing both Taylor’s and Butler’s approaches to the problem of agency

as projects of regeneration, I am proposing a connection that links agency as

melancholic freedom to a concern for self-cultivation and self-transformation.

I will make the case in the last chapter that projects of regenerating agency

qualify as enterprises of spiritual development or advancement, specifically

as forms of self-cultivation. In effect, projects of regenerating agency work

to cultivate the disposition of attunement to possibilities and hope that are

brought to consciousness through the sublime and the religious imagination’s
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response to the sublime. In the end, both Taylor’s and Butler’s projects of

regenerating agency are responses to melancholic freedom, that is, a melan-

choly over loss that has chastened freedom to speak in hushed, sotto voce tones.
Projects of regenerating agency are political in orientation and even in in-

tent but are arguably most persuasive as forms of preparation for the political

rather than as theories of political action. As preparation for the political (or, as

Stephen H. White calls it, a ‘‘prefiguring’’ of the political), these projects of

regenerating agency are strongly and deeply suggestive of a desire for culti-

vation and transformation that is responding to and is in dialogue with tran-

scendence of one form (metaphysical in Taylor’s case) or another (material and

psychic or psychological in Butler’s).9 Whereas Taylor is sympathetic yet crit-

ical of the notion of authenticity in his expressivism, Butler assumes a more

oblique and ironic stance toward the authentic. Both look for sources to

unsettle conventions and the exhausted ethos of modernity, either through the

sublime (Taylor) or that which escapes language, such as the body and the

psyche (Butler). In other words, while Taylor’s agent aspires to critical au-

thenticity and seeks the sublime as an aid to engage and reengage the self with

its moral horizons, Butler’s agent adopts an attitude toward norms and con-

ventions that uses the critical leverage of the performative as parody and irony.

Both approaches to agency speak to the uses of the religious imagination in

projects of regenerating agency, especially in the cultivation of the quality of

the will, the attention to the aspirations of agency, and the motivations that

make agency possible in the first place. I conclude that the conjunction of the

quest for meaning, agency, and identity, albeit in different expressions and

perhaps intentions, are suggestive as forms of religiosity.

Difference and the Remains of Equality

Inconstancy. Things have various qualities and the soul various tendencies, for

nothing presented to the soul is simple, and the soul never applies itself

simply to any subject. That is why the same thing makes us laugh and cry.

Diversity. Theology is a science, but at the same time how many sciences?

A man is a substance, but if you dissect him, what is he? Head, heart,

stomach, veins, each vein, each bit of vein, blood, each humour of blood?

A town or a landscape from afar off is a town and a landscape, but as

one approaches it becomes houses, trees, tiles, leaves, grass, ants, ants’ legs,

and so on ad infinitum. All that is comprehended in the word ‘‘landscape.’’

—Blaise Pascal, ‘‘Wretchedness’’ from Pens�eees

In an age in which democracy, albeit in deep complicity with capitalism, is the

coin of the global realm, and political liberalism continues to dominate political
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and moral theoretical discourses despite more than a decade of attempts by

communitarians to argue otherwise, it is reasonable to ask why should we

persist with the advocacy of ‘‘difference.’’ Should the claims of racial minorities,

women, gays, and lesbians, and the underclass hold sway in deliberations over

the quality of public life or continue to come into consideration in contem-

plating the ends and aims of human flourishing? How does the commitment

to difference fit into projects of regenerating agency? Critics of the politics

of difference accuse it of reducing the self to the provenance of the mantra of

race, class, gender, and sexuality. In other words, the politics of difference and

identity, so the criticism goes, employs these categories as if they are sufficient

and complete articulations of what the parameters are for inquiring into, on the

one hand, the contestations over political agency and legitimacy and, on the

other, the content of cultural identity. Before taking up Butler’s project of

performativity and agency, it is helpful to first clarify the background discourse

on difference and identity, particularly as it unfolded within feminist theory.

The contextual backdrop for this discussion is the contentious debate that

took place in the late 1980s and early 1990s in feminist theory over ‘‘equal-

ity versus difference.’’ As with the ‘‘moderate’’ positions that represent what

many consider to be the resolution of the liberalism-communitarian debate—

that is, positions sometimes characterized as ‘‘communitarian liberalism’’ or

‘‘liberal communitarianism’’—a consensus seems to have developed within

feminist theory circles that argues that pitting ‘‘difference’’ against ‘‘equality’’ is

a false dichotomy.10 After all, the ideal of equality has proven to be a standard

that does not reflect women, minorities, and ‘‘the other,’’ but was formulated

in accordance with the experiences of white, European-descended, hetero-

sexual, bourgeois men. And yet despite the conclusion that notions of equal-

ity as circumscribed in liberal theories of justice or, for that matter, in the

‘‘everyday’’ lives of American culture, have proven to set undesirable and even

unattainable social norms for the underrepresented, marginalized, and other

subjects of discrimination, feminists theorists and social critics working on

race, gender, sexuality, and class insist that a reductionistic, essentializing

identity politics still prevails.11 In short, feminism requires the critical account-

ability of difference, at minimum, to attempt to recognize and acknowledge

the diversity of experience among women.

As I indicated in the prelude to this chapter, while real achievements have

been made toward the goals of establishing gender equity in the workplace,

widening access to public services and political representation, and expanding

opportunities to improve on life chances, these achievements have also masked
the persistence of discrimination, marginalization, and other forms of oppres-

sion. The banality of freedom has taken away the sense of urgency that the

civil rights, feminist, workers, and gay rights movements possessed to sustain

themselves through struggle: an urgency that sought to attend to the lives

and experiences of those who fall under the broad category of difference. The
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creation of a public culture and laws that purport to ensure equality through

educational initiatives, for example, have also served as convenient means

of overlooking the endurance of white supremacy, homophobia, sexism, and

class bias and degradation.

An example from contemporary rhetoric is instructive on this point. The

colloquial use of the phrase ‘‘politically correct’’ has taken on pejorative con-

notations for many. The upshot of those who label proponents of difference

as ascribing to the ideology of political correctness is that attention to racist,

sexist, class derogatory, xenophobic, or homophobic attitudes is not really

about rights but is simply kowtowing to overly sensitive minorities and

women. The charge of being politically correct often comes from those who

consider themselves ‘‘liberals’’ and even progressives. These liberals and pro-

gressives believe they have in mind a genuine idea and ideal of equality based

on a vague notion of universal humanism (‘‘We’re all just people underneath’’).
Conversely, the partisans of difference are supposedly being simply that:

partisans. Often overlooked by those who use ‘‘politically correct’’ as an epithet

(as in the phrase ‘‘oh, you’re not being critical, because you’re just being

politically correct’’) is a failure to recognize that the rhetorical deployment

of the term serves to diminish and even dismiss the reality that racism, sex-

ism, homophobia, xenophobia, and class bias are still with us. Public civility,

for example, can hide many dark thoughts of racism, discrimination, homo-

phobia, and sexism. The irony, though, of political liberalism is that while

it purports to preserve public order through the establishment of moderating

principles such as toleration and mutual respect (that is, through principles

that require a measure of detachment), these public performances leave po-

tentially harmful ‘‘values,’’ such as racism, ‘‘private.’’ The point is not that the

political should pervade into all realms of the private, but rather that even with

moderating principles in play, private hatreds can have harmful effects that are

hidden from view through the cover of principles such as toleration. It often

takes public crises—the murder of a gay teenager, the beating of Arab Amer-

icans, the systematic refusal to allow women and minorities to climb corporate

and academic ranks—to reveal hidden harms. But why wait for crises and

martyrs? Is physical harm and death simply the price of civil and political

liberalism? Or can a more vigorous account of difference do more?

The effort to safeguard equality among all human beings (a claim made,

for example, in the discourse on human rights) requires the accountability

provided by the politics of difference. The plight of women in times of war and

the differential programs and effects of vaccination and aid distribution in the

west versus Africa and Asia are two obvious examples of how attention to dif-

ference and diversity can be matters of life and death. The politics of difference

begins with the critique of essentializing tendencies in which generaliza-

tions made about the past—as well as prescriptions for what should be the

normative experience of ‘‘women,’’ ‘‘minorities,’’ ‘‘blacks,’’ ‘‘queers,’’ and ‘‘the
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poor’’—continue to shape collective life and the dynamics of the public sphere

and public policy, as well as how we understand agency itself. For many, it

remains that the postmodern appeal to difference articulates a powerful and

necessary antiessentialist critique. This is the case, for example, for the coun-

tervailing approaches found within feminist theory and race theory that at-

tempt to conceptualize moral character on the basis of experience.12

Thus, a problematic arises within the rationale and logic of the politics of

difference: is it possible to sustain experience as a viable category of identity

while simultaneously maintaining a critique of essentialism? Whose experi-

ence counts in these analyses? Intellectual elites? The hoi polloi? I want to

argue that the critique of essentialism and the work of agency go hand in hand.

The appeal to ‘‘experience’’ will always provide some inflection and deviation

from a posited generalization, which is to say that experience is by its nature a

critical and crucial pivot for realizing agency.13 Consider the discourse on race.

How does the opposition between ‘‘blackness’’ and ‘‘whiteness’’ define most if

not all discourses about race? There is a way in which, without historical,

cultural, social, and political analyses of experience, ‘‘race’’ as a category is sifted

and reduced to ‘‘a black issue,’’ rather than a discourse about a multivalent,

multiracial reality. Furthermore, deviation is an inevitable consequence in any

broad, generalizable marker of identity. This is why normative claims about

the moral character of women or ‘‘the black experience’’ should be open to

revision. Thus, proponents of the politics of difference, often branded with the

blanket term ‘‘postmoderns,’’ appear to be left with a stark and problematic

choice: either adopting capacious categories of identity and subjectivity that

overlook more than they represent, or going with fragmented and decentered

conceptions of subjectivity that abjure any attempts to describe and define

identity as essentialist and therefore unacceptable.

Critics of difference and so-called postmodern politics, such as Taylor,

argue that positing ‘‘fractured’’ or ‘‘fragmented’’ identities militates against

any form of viable politics.14 If we follow the reasoning of postmodernism

fully, so the critics of difference argue, we must abandon any conception of

the self altogether and therefore give up on the project of engaged political

agency.15 Given such possibilities, the concern is that postmodernism serves

the factionalizing and fracturing purposes of oppression and dominance by

white, masculinist, heterosexist culture and society. In other words, the post-

modern advocacy of difference reinforces the cultural and social norms that it

purportedly is attempting to resist.16

This is surely a powerful critique of the politics of difference. None-

theless, the critique seems to function on the basis of two questionable as-

sumptions about desires. The first assumption is that a claim of difference (of

gender, sexuality, race, class, and so on) represents a desire to remain ‘‘sep-

arate,’’ as in the idea of living and being apart from the rest of society and

culture. The second assumption of the critique presumes that identifying with
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‘‘fractured’’ identities or to adopt a notion of decentered subjectivity means

that this is a desirable mode of being. I will take up the second concern about

fragmented and decentered subjectivity more fully in the discussion of But-

ler’s work that follows. Let me here address the first assumption about dif-

ference as a desire for separation from dominant culture and society.

The separatist tendencies of the politics of difference ring true insofar as

they reflect the social and political realities of many societies, American and

otherwise. As such, there are correlations between racism, class discrimina-

tion, and homophobia, on the one hand, and the creation, for example, of

racial/ethnic and same-sex enclaves and ghettoes in class-stratified cities and

suburbs, on the other hand. Theorists and critics of difference argue that forms

of separatism are inevitable insofar as the United States remains a chronically

racist, class-stratified, homophobic, and sexist state.17 This notwithstanding,

the charge that women who advocate for the politics of difference are sepa-

ratists by design often come fromwhite, ‘‘mainstream’’ feminists who argue on

the basis of a reformed and refined political liberalism. Feminists who also

consider themselves political liberals, such as Seyla Benhabib, argue for the

necessity of assuming a pragmatic approach that ensures that women/femi-

nists present some kind of united front in public sphere encounters, that is,

engagement in the realms of the political, the cultural, and the social. None-

theless, the political pragmatism of creating voting blocks or overarching policy

initiatives can prove counterproductive. There is an ironic undercutting of

feminist principles in reformed, feminist liberalism. For example, in the

construction of categories such as ‘‘women’s rights,’’ the potential is great for

an antiliberal bias to take hold through the deployment of the metacategory of

‘‘women.’’ Generic identity categories canminimize rather than account for the

different experiences of racial minorities, women, lesbians and bisexuals, and

the underclass. In other words, feminists have engaged and continue to strug-

gle with multiple public spheres: the public of majority/majoritarian society;

the public of diverse feminist communities; and the public of constituencies

that are neither part of the mainstream of society nor of conventional feminist

groups, such as communities of color and gay, lesbian, and bisexual commu-

nities and so on. The demands of feminists who are also political liberals

have often framed the discussion of difference in the simplistic terms that

charge that claims for difference are politically irrelevant and/or detract from

arguments about equality, which are presumably based on the principles of

liberal humanism.18

Just as Taylor’s project focuses largely on a critique of the costs of free-

dom and subjectivity in modernity, the core of the debate over difference

versus equality for feminists was, and perhaps still is, the question of the costs

of postmodernism insofar as postmodernism represents a call to account for

the specificity and diversity of experience. Postmodernism and difference often

raise unsettling questions for feminists about the politicization of life. As I
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suggested earlier, feminists who are also political liberals, such as Benhabib,

argue that the politics of difference does more harm than good. The politics

of difference, or what Benhabib labels ‘‘the cultural studies approach’’, di-

minishes political efficacy through the relativism that underlies claims to

difference and through the destabilization of the political subject as frag-

mented and decentered. Along similar lines to Taylor’s constructive project in

Sources of the Self, Benhabib argues that the ends and aims of feminism are

better served by narrative and coherentist conceptualizations of the self. In

other words, feminists such as Benhabib prioritize political agency over other

forms of agency and subsequently dismiss as politically unviable and psycho-

logically unmanageable approaches to agency, subjectivity, and identity that

are not narrative and coherentist in form.19 The rhetoric of ‘‘the personal

is political’’ takes on existential freight when difference is seen as a series of

litmus tests over the legitimacy of representation (who can speak for ‘‘us,’’ for

example). A further concern arises as to whether or not the political claims for

difference and those made on behalf of equality amount to a standoff between

incommensurable positions. In short, it is imperative to ask the following:

does a cultural (and by implication political) identity need to be a complete

articulation of a specific identity in order to achieve salient political goals? If

not, then must we persist with attempts to represent and account for the in-

creasing specificity of the ever-growing and changing group of participants

in the politics of difference?20 Does the aspiration for greater correspondence

between cultural identity and the self, even as a dynamic product of construc-

tion, increase the life chances of the oppressed and marginalized?

The Arts of Resistance and the Agency That Difference Makes

[W]e can read ourselves against another people’s pattern, but since it is not

ours . . .we emerge as its effects, its errata, its counternarratives. Whenever

we try to narrate ourselves, we appear as dislocations in their discourse.

—Edward Said, After the Last Sky: Palestinian Lives

Scraps of heard, of seen things, in

Ward a thousand and one,

day-nightly

the Bear-Polka:

you’re being re-educated,

they’ll turn you back into

he.

—Paul Celan, from Lichtzwang
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And yet: what if attempts to establish a narrative and coherence to identity—

political, cultural, and psychic identity—amount to a pipe dream? What if

choosing a coherent self over supposedly incommensurable identity markers—

of sexuality, gender, class, and race—is not a genuine option? That is, what if

the imperative to construct and identify a coherent and narrative self proves to

annihilate that which has shaped you or is most dear to you, such as a heritage

and history of racialized existence, class bias, or same-sex desire? What if

projects of regenerating agency are oriented not toward establishing whole-

ness and harmony but rather toward the cultivation of strategies of survival, if

not full-blown flourishing, in the face of uncertainty? What if projects of re-

generating agency that seek out an enabling moral psychology, measured by

the invocation of ends that motivate and inspire the agent, are not predicated

on conventional forms of meaning(fulness), legitimacy, and coherence but

rather seek modes of agency that begin with and refuse to let go of the expe-

rience of loss, deprivation, and discrimination? What kind of agency and sub-

jectivity might come from these experiences? Is it possible to move the discourse

on difference away from the problem of divided loyalties and toward a focus

on the unavoidability of pain and loss that sits at the heart of the claims of

difference? Furthermore, what if loss is not only the beginning but also the

middle and the end of theorizing about agency?

It is with these questions and the background of the difference versus

equality debate in mind that I turn to Judith Butler’s work on agency, dif-

ference, and performativity. Butler’s writing has been enormously influential

in gender studies and in the creation of the field of queer studies. It has also

served as a resource for theorists who deal with the problems of difference,

identity, and agency in social theory, political theory, literary theory, and the

study of religion. Through the development of her theory of performativity

and the increasing attention she has shown to the relationship between the

political, the social, and the psychic, Butler has been at the forefront of the

advancement of a school of poststructuralist thought that has been trying to

move beyond earlier preoccupations with the totalizing effects of power. In

light of this, she is, I would argue, the intellectual successor to Michel Fou-

cault. In works such as Discipline and Punish, Foucault powerfully and dra-

matically presented the early poststructuralist claims that seemed to reduce all

forms of life and identity as products of social construction. Butler has con-

sistently examined and engaged the persistent effects of power, while simul-

taneously seeking to uncover the possibilities of agency within cultural, social,

and political regimes. For some critics, like Martha Nussbaum, the kind of

theory Butler engages in marks the beginning of the end of the usefulness

of theory as a form of practice.21 And yet for others, the theory of performa-

tivity has been an engrossing and productive resource to interrogate the con-

stant shifts in individual and collective identity, especially given the way it

highlights the relationship between cultural production and political life, as
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well as helps to uncover the continuities and discontinuities between the so-

cial, the cultural, and the psychic.

With the publication in 1990 of Gender Trouble, Butler gained notoriety, as

well as infamy, for the highly provocative claim that ‘‘woman’’ is no longer

a legitimate or viable category of identity. She devised the claim as a critique of

foundationalist and essentialist accounts of gender, thereby laying the ground-

work for an ambitious critique of the ethical subject. I will say more about the

latter in the next chapter in my discussion of Butler’s treatment of melancholy.

In the meantime, consider the rejection of the identity categories of ‘‘woman’’

and ‘‘sex’’ in the following passage from Gender Trouble:

At stake is not whether it still makes sense, strategically or tran-

sitionally, to refer to women in order to make representational claims

on their behalf. The feminist ‘‘we’’ is always and only a phantasma-

tic construction, one that has its purposes, but which denies the

internal complexity and indeterminacy of the term and constitutes

itself only through the exclusion of some part of the constituency that

it simultaneously seeks to represent.22

In this passage, Butler raises what have become common criticisms of

essentialist treatments of identity. The feminist ‘‘we’’ is descriptive of ‘‘women’’

for some pragmatic purposes but not for all contexts. As I described earlier, the

criticism of the lack of accountability of the ‘‘large’’ identity categories inevi-

tably excludes many who are meant to be constituents of the categories: in

this case, all women. Who falls outside of these identity categories? Generally

speaking, it is those who are considered abject, deviant, and aberrant (such as

lesbian women, transsexuals, or bisexuals, or nonwhites, and so on) who tend

to fall outside the purview of meta-identities such as ‘‘women.’’ Certainly, a

counterargument comes quickly to mind in the form of a caveat: the deploy-

ment of these identity categories (mostly) occurs in rhetorical situations in

which there is some common understanding of the parameters of the meaning

of a category such as ‘‘women;’’ that is, the speaker and the audience share

some mutual agreement as to who does and does not fall under the category.

Nonetheless, in the political rally, in the classroom, and even within families,

assumptions about ‘‘sameness’’ or identity can force difference into hiding.

While there is some merit in this counterargument, it also serves to dem-

onstrate Butler’s point: when it comes to claims about identity, exclusion is

inevitable. And since not all exclusions are alike in how they shape and con-

stitute lives, the point about mutual understanding in the inclusiveness and

exclusion of identity ismore problematic than itmight at first appear. No doubt,

it is a truism to say that a category of identity will not fully describe or depict

the experience of all who purportedly fall under the category. In short, there

are always exceptions to any rule, and categories of identity often serve rule-

based functions, for example, in regard to membership and even citizenship.
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Nonetheless, the claims to difference, as well as the critiques of essentialist

identity politics, are not meant as salves for the white, male, mainstream soul.

Instead, they serve as the critical responses of those whose experiences fall,

paradoxically, within, yet outside of, conventions and norms that have po-

tentially harmful social, political, and psychic effects. There are, subsequently,

qualities of symbolic death that are identifiable with the experiences of the

constituents of difference.23 If difference is accepted and made innocuous,

then a significant political impetus is lost. This is evident in a historical mo-

ment that has seen significant cultural sea changes marked by the ascension

of women as heads of corporations and universities as well as the popularity

of openly gay characters on television. And yet when difference is seen as a

threat (whether or not the acceptance of difference is actual), or the occasion

for crisis, the perception remains that the need for social change has dimin-

ished.24 This is the problem of the banality of freedom.

With this background of the parochialism found in identity politics and

the subsequent neglect of difference in mind, Butler introduces in Gender
Trouble her theory of performativity: an approach and critique that focuses on

the play of language and discourse on how we understand the self/subjectivity

and agency. InGender Trouble and subsequent texts, Butler generates her theory
of performativity through a creative appropriation of two different versions of

speech act theory: one by J. L. Austin in his lectures published as How to Do
Things with Words; and the other by Jacques Derrida in his landmark essay

‘‘Signature, Event, Context,’’ which is itself a commentary on Austin.25 In per-

formativity, language is not always a vessel of meaning; it is often a mode of

action. Thus, Austin argues that language is not simply descriptive of the real;

that is, it is not always reflective of statements of fact as found in claims about

truth or falsity. Such statements of description are ‘‘constative utterances.’’

Instead, a great deal of language is made up of ‘‘performative utterances.’’

Performative utterances are simultaneously statements and actions; that is,

saying or making a statement/utterance is also the performance of an ac-

tion. ‘‘I challenge you [to a duel],’’ ‘‘I forgive you for lying,’’ or ‘‘You are hereby

authorized to pay’’ are all examples Austin gives of performatives.26 Perfor-

mative utterances assume their status as actions through a rhetorical situa-

tion in which there is some basis of agreement between the intention of the

speaker and the reception of the utterance/performative by an audience who

hears the utterance. Austin does not equate words with acts; nor does he

argue that acts are reducible to words. Instead, he maintains that context and

circumstances (the mutuality of understanding and the tacit agreement on the

meaning of a word or convention) is the required setting and background for a

performative to serve as an action. Austin’s concern is to establish that per-

formatives can have a kind of power—what he calls the ‘‘force of utterances’’

as ‘‘perlocutionary’’ statements—in contrast with illocutionary statements that

produce effects. While I would argue that the distinction that Austin makes
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between the perlocutionary and the illocutionary is less marked than he sug-

gests, the larger significance of the approach for Butler’s purposes is the

notion that language has a reach beyond statements and judgments of fact,

truth, or falsity. In other words, Austin provides Butler with an anti-realist

theory of language that is in line with the core of her own theoretical for-

mulations: namely, her anti-foundationalism and anti-essentialism.27 Further-

more, an additional and perhaps more significant appeal for Butler is Austin’s

insistence that there is no self prior to language; that is, there is no performer

independent of or prior to the performance/performative itself. Before elabo-

rating on this point, a word on Derrida’s treatment of performatives as a re-

source for Butler is in order.

Austin goes to great pains to demonstrate that the accountability and

avoidance of misunderstandings and miscues are contingencies and condi-

tions of language functioning with the force of the performative. Nonetheless,

in terms of the political aims Butler has in mind, which include subversion of

the claims of gender ontology and universalist assertions about moral subjec-

tivity, Austin’s cautionary moves on misunderstanding, though fruitful, do not

go far enough. For Butler, Derrida’s deconstructionist techniques of destabi-

lization prove to be a necessary mediation of Austin’s idea of the performa-

tive.28 Recall that Butler seeks to interrogate the limits of claims of gendered

subjectivity and the moral and political implications that follow from such

claims. Her critique in regard to difference is against the essentializing ten-

dencies found in identity politics, in which monolithic categories such as

‘‘women’’ or ‘‘blacks’’ suppress difference while intending to account for it. She

is able to synthesize Austin’s notion of the performative with explicitly political

concerns by way of the method of parody she borrows from Derrida, as well as

through a vigilance about the demands and effects of power she gets from

Foucault. In fact, the possibility of agency for Butler arises from reading per-

formativity as a ‘‘practice of parody’’ as well as a ‘‘constitutive constraint’’ that

constructs the conditions ‘‘to be able to think, to live, to make sense at all.’’29 In

other words, on the one hand, Butler’s theory of agency requires performing

the constructs and constitutive effects of discourse and language as the rep-

ertoire and stage for ‘‘life’’ to take place, while, on the other hand, the perfor-

mativity of existence occurs through unpredictable repetitions, citations, and

reiterations of social norms. The unreliability of the ‘‘accurate’’ performance

opens up for Butler the possibility for agency as resistance and subversion.

Given Austin’s cautions about misunderstanding, parody and the parodic fall

outside of his account of the performative. Conversely, the unintended and

unanticipated consequences and reception of language and discourse fall

squarely in the wheelhouse of deconstruction and poststructuralism. Accord-

ing to Butler, the practice of parody is able to produce ‘‘subversive repetitions’’

of the compulsory norms of identity categories. In other words, the fact that it

is possible to repeat a compulsory norm of heterosexual, gendered, or other
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forms of social identity in a manner that proves to be not only ‘‘inauthentic’’ but

also subversive is simultaneously an act of resistance and of parody.

In Bodies That Matter, Butler expands on the agency possibilities of lan-

guage and discourse she introduced in her deconstruction of the category of

‘‘sex’’ and ‘‘woman’’ in Gender Trouble. While parody works as a form of irony

that seeks to reveal the fallacy of identity categories such as ‘‘sex’’ by working

within and against the authoritative codes and regulations of particular cul-

tural regimes, it does not necessarily reveal, as social theorists like to say, a

way out of the dynamics and binds of structure versus agency. In order to

probe deeper into how it is possible to be within a system but not completely

subject to its mandates, Butler turns to the question of the source of the force

of performatives, that is, determining how and why performative norms have

the power that they do. Thus, in Bodies that Matter, Butler looks at Derrida’s
reading of Austin, specifically Derrida’s rendering of the performative as a practice

of reiteration and citation that a discourse produces. In ‘‘Signature, Event,

Context,’’ Derrida asks:

Could a performative utterance succeed if its formulation did not

repeat a ‘‘coded’’ or iterable utterance, or in other words, if the for-

mulae that I pronounce in order to open a meeting, launch a ship or a

marriage [all examples from Austin] were not identifiable as con-
forming with an iterable model, if it were not thus identifiable in

some way as ‘‘citation’’? . . . [I]n such typology, the category of inten-

tion will not disappear, but from that place it will no longer be able to

govern the entire scene and system of utterance [l’�eenonciation].30

The force of the performative derives from the prior legitimation of the speaker

as an authority to repeat or cite a formula. For example, the judge or the priest

has and is perceived to have the authority to repeat or cite a formula such as ‘‘I

declare you man and wife’’ with the force of law behind her/his pronounce-

ment. Significantly, the discursive power of the performative does not mean

that there is a prediscursive ‘‘I’’ or subject prior to the enunciation/citation/

iteration of the performative. Analogously, this reflects the constructivism

that Butler reads into gendered subjectivity. The judge or priest does not have

the force of law and authority ‘‘outside’’ the performative discourse, that is, the

‘‘acts’’ of speaking in a particular context, historical moment, and rhetorical

situation.

Butler’s theory of performativity seeks to establish the possibility of both

political efficacy and agency, as well as generate new terms of legitimacy for

gender and sexuality in cultures and societies. Butler’s use of performativity,

repetition, and citation develops an understanding of the subject/self who is

constantly negotiating the social, cultural, political, and even psychic sources

for identity that emerge from the distinctions and inflections established by

power. Performativity deals with a self that is always already in media res. There
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is no conjecture about the reality or possibility of a prediscursive subject. And

yet, the self is not a passive recipient in this process. Instead, for Butler, there

is a ‘‘there there,’’ that is, a person who is receiving, enacting, and responding

to power. In other words, Butler is advancing a theory of the subject that

stands in contradistinction to an interpretation of poststructuralism that posits

the self as a thorough social construction, whereby power is absolute.

As I indicated earlier, Butler gained notoriety in Gender Trouble through
her critique of the adequacy of the category of ‘‘woman’’ and the usefulness of

categories such as ‘‘sex.’’ At first blush, this kind of claim would appear to put

a discussion of agency entirely off the map, insofar as it frames identity and

subjectivity outside of the rhetorical repertoire of political and cultural legit-

imacy. The criticism Butler faced was similar to the charge often made against

the work of the early Foucault (that is, after the publication of Discipline and
Punish), namely, that the account of power, language, and discourse is too

totalizing and deterministic. Discourse and language may shape the subject,

but they do not fully create and construct the self, so critics argued.31 In her

writings since the publication of Gender Trouble, especially in Bodies That
Matter, Excitable Speech, and The Psychic Life of Power, Butler has responded to

these critiques and subsequently nuanced her theories of ethical and gen-

dered subjectivity as responsive to the effects and responses to power; which is

to say, she has developed a more nuanced analysis of the relationship between

the forces of the social imaginary and the dynamics of the psyche.

Butler now admits that the position she took in Gender Trouble on the

impossibility of subjectivity was hyperbolic.32 Rather than grant the social play

of power and culture with the ability to construct the self (her feminist version

of the Foucauldian social construction of the subject), she now stresses the

language of ‘‘constituting’’ and the ‘‘constitution’’ of the subject over terms such

as constructivism. In short, she has shifted and granted the individual subject

more play and flexibility in responding to the forces of power by arguing that

power enables as well as oppresses through the enactments and citations of

discourse and language. In other words, through speech acts, discourse con-
stitutes the subject rather than constructs it. To critics of poststructuralism and

the postmodern, the distinction may look like hairsplitting. Nonetheless, the

distinction between constructing the self/subject and constituting the self/

subject is significant. Arguing for the notion of the construction of the subject

leaves the theorist vulnerable to the interpretation that power is total and

complete. This is precisely the kind of reading that left Butler’s theory of per-

formativity open to the criticism of being self-contradictory. How can one

engage in the practices of parody or subversive repetition, for example, if power

is absolute in shaping the subject? If it is absolute, as Foucault’s description of

the effects (the shaping, really) of the penal system on prisoners suggests, then

the poststructuralist critique of the impossibility of agency persists. In tem-

pering her position in regard to the subject—that is, in arguing that the subject
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is constituted rather than constructed—Butler has made a shift not only from

what had seemed like a preoccupation with the seamlessness of social power

but also to a more complex account of power and agency that focuses on the

materiality of the body as well as on the constitution of the moral subjectivity of

the psyche. For the latter, she has turned not only to Freud to supplement the

resources she finds in Foucault, but also to Althusser and an interpretation of

the problematic of the subjection of moral consciousness and the psyche by

social conventions.

Butler has also responded to critics who read her as arguing that the

subject is constituted only by discourse. She still has to determine, so her critics

argue, how the constitution of the subject takes place, that is, through which

mechanisms, institutions, and media. As I have already mentioned, she has

backed off from what now looks like a hyperbolic position that the subject is

constructed entirely by discourse. In her work subsequent to Gender Trouble
Butler has done this by arguing that other factors, not the least of which are the

materiality of the body and the unpredictable dynamics of the psyche, come

into play in the constitution of the subject. Though a certain logic dictates that

a consideration of Lacan’s psychoanalytical approach is warranted in an ex-

ploration of this relationship between discourse (as language and languages

that arise from the political, the cultural, the social, and the psychic) and sub-

jectivity, Butler turns instead to early (Freud) and to more recent psychoana-

lytical sources (Althusser, Kristeva) to supplement her theory of performativity

with theories of subjection.33 It is significant that though she does not reject

Foucault’s poststructuralism altogether in making this move, she has come to

acknowledge the limitations of a discourse on power that does not account for

the psyche, as well as for ‘‘the vulnerability and the unpredictability of subject

constitution.’’34

On the one hand, Butler’s theory of performativity reveals the ‘‘untruth’’ of

identity norms and the ways these norms erase and/or mask particularity. On

the other hand, the theory also suggests how agency is possible despite the

social construction of these norms. Performativity works with a picture of the

self that is in media res, and thus always already involved in the process of

constituting the subject. As I noted earlier, Butler’s move away from a ‘‘power

is absolute’’ perspective required an argument that the subject is not a passive

recipient in the process of constitution. There is a ‘‘there there’’: one that is

subject to structurally imposed norms of identity and yet complicit in the per-

formance of speech acts, especially in the perpetuation of these norms. Thus,

the character of agency and subject constitution that performativity suggests is

not devoid of a self-conscious self. On the other hand, the performativity of the

speech act—that is, the enactment of identity as gendered, racialized, and so

on—means that there are inherent constraints to the performance of identity

that occur within and against the repertoire of available cultural categories.
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Therefore, the conditions of performativity do not subscribe to the notion of

freedom as complete liberation or emancipation from extant oppressive struc-

tures of meaning and the organization of the lifeworld. According to Butler,

the subject performs social norms through a complicity in the appropriation,

internalization, and citation or repetition of identity categories. The critical

paradox of Butler’s theory of agency is that she argues that implicit within the

performance of these oppressive and exclusionary categories is the possibility

of the subversion and transformation (perhaps even replacement or displace-

ment) of thesemodes of identity, and thus the possibility of engendering agency.
Butler’s main point about agency is that it takes place in and through the mo-

ments of the performative, that is, in the gaps and ironic repetitions that are

made possible through the very contingency of discourse and language. Per-

formativity and the repetition/citation of identity norms provide insight into

the politically contested and yet cooperatively constructed character of identity

categories. In short, the very conditions that power shapes and oppresses are

also the limits and conditions that enable the agency work of resistance and

subversion in the first place.

To clarify this picture of agency as complicit yet subversive, as performa-

tive yet resisting, consider Butler’s discussion of the changes in the use of

the term ‘‘queer.’’ The transformation of ‘‘queer’’ from an epithet to a symbol

of empowerment is an illuminating example of what Butler calls the ‘‘cata-

chrestic performance’’ of performativity. ‘‘Catachresis’’ is an incorrect yet pur-

poseful use of words, through irony, parody, and mixed metaphors. In the case

of a social norm and signifier such as ‘‘queer,’’ the transformation of its idio-

matic use took place through the catachresis of a stereotype and identity norm

that eventually created a new field of discourse around the term. Prior to its

subversive turn, ‘‘queer’’ had carried the freight of hatred, marginalization, and

abjection. Through performative inversions, ‘‘queer’’ has gained the cachet of a

marker of empowerment, subversion, and coalition for gays and lesbians. This

co-optation of a pejorative identity category is an instructive example of how

performativity, citationality, and negotiation work as subversive and ironic

discourse. For Butler, the subversion occurs within an extant discourse; hence

we can witness how agency emerges from a situation of marginalization and

oppression. She writes: ‘‘We no more create from nothing the political terms

that come to represent our ‘freedom’ than we are responsible for the terms that

carry the pain of social injury. And yet, neither of those terms are as a result any

less necessary to work and rework within political discourse.’’35 Butler iden-

tifies this as the logic or reasoning behind laying claim to identity categories

such as ‘‘women,’’ ‘‘queer,’’ ‘‘gay,’’ and ‘‘lesbian.’’ These are terms that have

subjected, respectively, women, gays, and lesbians in the past without their

consent. However, in the performative parody of these terms arises the poten-

tial for political and cultural subversion. How? Recognizable though negative
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categories of identity, terms such as ‘‘queer’’ indicate the abject and margin-

alized status of the subjects they name; at the same time, these terms provide

rallying points for political representation and coalition.

There is a similar move made in racialized political and cultural discourse.

For example, ‘‘brown’’ has been transposed from a pejorative term into a sig-

nifier of affirmation for Chicana/os. Calling a Chicana/o ‘‘brown’’ requires a

speaker to employ the term knowingly and ironically. This affirms that the

speaker (and presumably the audience) acknowledges a history of derogation

and racism while also recognizing the ongoing work of resistance to the effects

of that history. Irony and parody, subversive repetition and citation all require

some kind of ‘‘inside’’ knowledge. As Butler says, ‘‘the necessity to mobilize the

necessary error identity (Spivak’s term) will always be in tension with the

democratic contestation of the term which works against its deployments in

racist and misogynist discursive regimes.’’36 In other words, despite the ‘‘in-

accuracy’’ of markers or signifiers such as ‘‘queer’’ or ‘‘brown,’’ these terms have

become shibboleths to cultural and political participation. After all, it is safe to

declare that universal consensus or agreement on how to apply a term such

as ‘‘queer’’ or ‘‘brown’’ to gays and lesbians and Chicana/os will most likely

never come about. The point is that the democratic disputes within an identity

‘‘group’’ are necessary for the expanded use of these terms and to contribute to

their deconstruction.

As with all rule-governed activity, there is always variation in any attempt

to adhere to a rule. We find this in music, for example. Regardless of the degree

of specificity, a composer may impose or designate in a piece of music (meter

and tempi settings, dynamic markings, and so on), it is left to the musician’s

performance to give the music life, that is to say, to make it an experience. No
two performances, even by the same set of musicians, are alike. Moods and

temperaments, the chemistry of an ensemble, audience size and expectations,

and even concentration levels and mental lapses affect how closely (if at all) the

composer’s intentions will be matched (repeated, enunciated, cited) in per-

formance. On the one hand, it is through these deviations from a standard that

new forms of style are set, as in the case of the early music movement. On the

other hand, the possibility of deviation is what gives the individual performer

freedom of expression and interpretation.

The Religious Imagination and the Performative Agent

Certainly, there will always be a gap or cultural lag between broad, normative

identity categories and individual experience. This has been a critical issue in

sociology of culture and anthropological methodology for decades. Feminist

theorists such as Butler and postcolonial theorists such as Homi Bhabha are

stressing that we should begin with the assumption that there will always be
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a gap associated with theorizing about identity, and then move from there. As

Butler argues:

Insofar as heterosexual gender norms produce inapproximable

ideals, heterosexuality can be said to operate through the regulated

production of hyperbolic versions of ‘‘man’’ and ‘‘woman.’’ These are

for the most part compulsory performances, ones which none of

us choose, but which each of us is forced to negotiate. I write ‘‘forced

to negotiate’’ because the compulsory character of these norms does

not always make them efficacious. Such norms are continually

haunted by their own inefficacy; hence, the anxiously repeated effort

to install and augment their jurisdiction.

The resignification of norms is thus a function of their inefficacy,
and so the question of subversion, of working the weakness in the norm,

becomes a matter of inhabiting the practices of rearticulation.37

‘‘Working the weakness of the norm’’—Butler’s aphoristic formulation of

performativity—allows the subject to become an agent. By working the weak-

ness of a norm, the speaker or actor is able to salvage a surplus of meaning

from the social norms associated with categories such as ‘‘queer’’ or ‘‘brown.’’

In other words, an identity that sustains conventions, manners, and mores

can simultaneously generate subversive consciousness. The subversive act of

enunciation is disruptive yet oddly faithful to language and discourse. It im-

plies being in and of language and discourse yet somehow being outside of it

at the same time. This doubleness brings to mind Stanley Cavell’s Emerso-

nian perfectionism that posits the idea of the ‘‘next self,’’ in which ‘‘next’’

implies a temporal sequence (as in the notion of a self that is to come and that

is, hopefully, attainable), as well as proximity (as in the idea of standing next to
another person).38 I will press Cavell’s reading of Emersonian perfectionism

into fuller service in the final chapter in my discussion of agency, cultivation,

and vocation.

The main point I am making here is that Butler’s use of performativity as

a resource for subversion and resistance to power qualifies her work as a pro-

ject of regenerating agency. While it is perhaps more obvious in Taylor’s case,

I maintain that Butler’s project of regenerating agency is also a call for the

cultivation and the transformation of the self. No doubt, I have some work

ahead of me in the remaining chapters to argue that the aspiration and desire

for cultivation and agency constitute expressions of the religious imagina-

tion. Nonetheless, to anticipate a bit: the features of a desire not merely for

social change but, more fundamentally, for a change within and for the self are
evident in Butler’s project of regenerating agency. This is the power of the

performative. Furthermore, her project of regenerating agency also focuses,

despite denials to the contrary, on a longing to cultivate meaningful subjec-

tivity. Analogous to the reading I offered of Taylor, the religious and spiritual
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significance of Butler’s project of regenerating agency is not found in the

specific ends and aims of the project, but rather in the qualities of aspiration
and striving. These qualities signify a desire for transcendence, though not

in the metaphysical sense of Taylor’s moral sources (those sources that are

‘‘beyond life’’) but rather in the immanent experience of yearning to move

beyond the conditions of life as they currently affect and constitute us. This

yearning and aspiration are tied to what I have been calling the religious

imagination: the faculty and ability to envision and, in Butler’s case, to en-

act a new life, the ‘‘next self.’’ As with Taylor’s expressivism, the agency of

performativity—of subversive parody, repetition, and citation—requires the

religious imagination to spur catachresis, that is, to express a ‘‘truer’’ self in

the risks that are taken by not adhering to the normative force of power. After

all, is it not the imagination that brings together disjunctive, seemingly dis-

parate elements? David Hume meant as much when he wrote: ‘‘The imagi-

nation of man [sic] is naturally sublime, delighted with whatever is remote

and extraordinary, and running, without control, into the most distant parts

of space and time in order to avoid the objects, which custom has rendered

too familiar to it.’’39 This effort to bring together disjunctive elements is also

evocative of the dialectic that the Romantics sought to sustain between au-

thenticity and irony. The dialectic is a play of the imagination that emerges

from efforts to maintain and strive for a sense of integrity and authenticity

through a disciplined and paradoxical movement between risking idealizing

hubris and the tempering influence of critical irony. As such, it is the imagi-

nation that renders the authentic real while also applying the judgments of

reason through the critical reflection and detachment of irony.40

Though irony is more clearly represented in Butler’s approach than it is

in Taylor’s, it is possible to discern ironic elements in Taylor’s expressivism,

albeit in mostly oblique ways, and primarily through his understanding of

practical reasoning as giving the best account possible for how moral judg-

ment works. In other words, if there is irony in Taylor, it is evident primarily

in the critical attitude he maintains in order to uncover the false-necessities

held by the social imaginaries of modernity, that is, the cultural norms that

stress secularism as the best means of maintaining social order. Butler, as I

have already said, is more squarely within the parameters of the ironic, par-

ticularly in what I referred to as the doubleness inherent in maintaining per-

formativity as a subversive medium for the realization of agency. Conversely,

whereas Taylor’s expressivism is more deeply aligned with the Romantic idea

of authenticity and the self-reliant sense of being true to oneself, there appears

to be an undercurrent of authenticity running throughout Butler’s discussion

of performativity and the possibility of agency. Why else, for example, would

the subject of difference experience discontent with social norms, conven-

tions, and mores? The doubleness of the self allows for the possibility of one

self (the self of difference) to thwart the other self (the self constituted by
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social norms). This is not to say that irony implies a lack of commitment. On

the contrary, in Romanticism as well as in Socratic discourse, irony only has

force and persuasion if one has a conviction in and a piety to a position or

belief that somehow lies ‘‘outside’’ of the conventions of common understand-

ing. Charles Larmore describes irony this way:

[I]ronic two-mindedness depends on commitment. And so it has a

place for a sense of belonging and for the recognition that our moral

substance stems not from reason as such but from the form of life

within which alone we can reflect critically about what to believe and

do. Irony amounts to the awareness that such belonging can never

be total and all-absorbing. In some cases, ironic distance may in-

volve imagining how commitments, which we have so far no reason

to question, might nonetheless be replaced by something different

or better. But irony is not fundamentally an ‘‘epistemological’’ atti-

tude, in which we entertain how beliefs might be revised. It ex-

presses, instead, the essential nonidentity between the commitments

we have and our ability to commit ourselves.41

The consonance of Larmore’s description of ironic commitment with Butler’s

understanding of performative agency as ‘‘working the weakness of the norm’’

is clear. Romantic irony and performative agency speak not only of embedded-

ness within a social world but also to the struggles of maintaining moral

commitments that escape the compass of a given form of life. Furthermore,

Butler’s performative agency is also suggestive of the Romantic value of striv-

ing and aspiring to breach the constraints of the conventional. Nonetheless,

this raises the following question: given the inherent play of the ironic for

Butler’s performative agent, are irony and parody genuinely sufficient means

of escaping the forces that compel the self/subject to inhabit social norms?

Why and how does a self/agent advance the risk of subversive performativity

in the first place? Under the political, social, and cultural conditions marked

by the banality of freedom, what spurs agency? One answer might be the

undercurrent of authenticity I alluded to earlier. But more likely it has to do

with the fundamental disposition of ambivalence that Butler identifies as a

central feature of the moral psyche: an ambivalence born of a life shaped by the

paradox of foreclosure and the desire for a robust social and psychic identity.

This hard-won identity seeks to gain clarity for a self that has become obscure

to itself. So it is that authenticity and irony, when engrossed by ambivalence,

dwells in the challenges of identifying and identifying with self-discoveries as

well as the attendant losses of and for the self. This brings me to the enor-

mously important place of melancholia in the psychic life of difference.
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5

A World Not Well Lost

Melancholy, Foreclosure, and Agency

Recollection’s love is the only happy love, says an author who, as far

as I know him, is at times somewhat deceitful, not in the sense

that he says one thing and means another but in the sense that he

pushes the thought to extremes, so that if it is not grasped with

the same energy, it reveals itself the next instant as something else.

He advances this thesis in such a way that one is easily tempted

to agree with him and then forgets that the thesis itself expresses the

most profound melancholy, so that a deep depression concentrated

in one single line could scarcely express it better.

—Søren Kierkegaard, Repetition

What compels us to follow one set of practices over another, to take

one set of conventions and codes of conduct as compulsory, or to

accept certain norms as legitimate and others as illegitimate? In a

manner of speaking, agency and the self or identity find common

purpose through the identification of sources of normativity. The self

as moral and political agent asks: What is it I feel compelled to do?

What induces this feeling of obligation in me, such that what I do is

also a reflection of who I am? There is, of course, the Kantian answer

to these questions that puts forward the test of universalizability—the

categorical imperative—and uses humanizing ends as regulative

ideals to establish principles of action.1 Our duty and obligation to

a universalizable moral law—our ability to legislate such a law to
ourselves—is the basis of our autonomy, according to Kant. Our obli-

gation and conformity to the moral law is, as Cavell says about

Kant, how we express our moral selves.2 For Kant, morality is set in



opposition to our natural inclinations, such that duty ‘‘infringes [thwarts] all my

inclinations.’’3 Kant regards inclinations and feelings as uncontrollable and

hence as unreliable resources for morality. As finite, fallen human beings, we

need the compulsion of duty to keep our inclinations and desires in line in

order for the will to act and choose on the basis of moral principles. Without the

‘‘ought’’ of the law, we wouldmerely follow conventions and external sources of

authority (what Kant calls ‘‘heteronomy’’). As Kant says in theGroundwork of the
Metaphysics of Morals:

Since I have deprived the will of every impulse that could arise for it

from obeying some law, nothing is left but the conformity of actions

as such with universal law, which alone is to serve the will as its

principle, that is, I ought never to act except in such a way that I could
also will that my maxim should become a universal law. Here mere

conformity to law as such, without having as its basis some law

determined for certain actions, is what serves the will as its principle,

and must so serve it, if duty is not to be everywhere an empty de-

lusion and a chimerical concept.4

The compulsory force of Kant’s morality derives from the form of the law, which

is to say that our sense of obligation and duty, our morality and responsibility

follow from how we act before and under a law we consider to be universally

binding. We feel compelled to bend our wills to the moral law, according to

Kant, because we believe that it is binding, in principle, for everyone.

Contrast this Kantian binding of the subject by the force of law to Taylor’s

depiction of the self’s commitment to higher-order, moral goods. Recall that a

central reason that Taylor gives for why the self has and holds a commitment to

the authority of the good is that the self experiences (and, by experiencing,

values) the good as incomparably ‘‘higher’’ than any other ordinary life good that

shapes its agency and will. As I discussed in chapter 3, the sublime of the moral

law is a central example for Taylor. According to Taylor, we feel awe before the

moral law (‘‘Achtung!’’). Furthermore, the self acknowledges the power of these

moral sources in its agency by becoming articulate about what these sources

are, that is, by expressing the value placed on these higher-order goods through

the language andeverydaypractices of leadinga life.Agency, according toTaylor,

is a faithful response to these moral sources. This means that as agents, Taylor

argues, we are bound by our love of the good.Moral identity is constituted by the

moral obligations one feels and by the aspirations that serve as the go-cart of

hope. Thus, according to Taylor, the self needs the good for a sense of mean-

ingful identity, as much as it does for the capacity to be an agent. We are bound

to the good just as we a bound to a particular vision of ourselves.

For Butler, the moral may in fact be the problem. In other words, the very

fact that we feel bound, obligated, and compelled is not a sign of an affirming

connection with a transcendent good but is rather an indication of the
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oppressive conditions that make subjectivity and agency possible. Whereas

Kant’s moral autonomy requires a detachment from our phenomenal selves

as beings bound by natural forces and laws; and whereas Taylor views obli-

gation to a higher moral value as innately good and enabling, Butler main-

tains a less sanguine perspective on agency and moral boundedness. Butler

follows Foucault as well as Austin, Derrida, and Althusser in arguing that we

are bound not by our free wills but by power, which is dispensed through

myriad sources that are public as well as private, intimate, and even intra-

psychic. Power finds one of its clearest expressions in the coincidence of the

force of the law and the force of authority. The coincidence and continuity

between the forces of law and authority are manifest, in particular, in the

modes of compulsory behavior and acceptability they require. This is made

poignantly clear in the example of the compulsory heterosexuality that Butler

analyzes. Butler’s treatment of this relationship between social norms and the

psyche is a nuanced and complex portrait of agency under conditions of sub-

jection and power that is reducible neither to a pat poststructuralist view of

totalizing power nor to a post-Marxist conception of the internalization of ex-

ternal norms. Although Butler treats the subject as complicit with her/his

own subjection, she also acknowledges the relationship is a complex play of

desires that conventional accounts of power do not address. It is, in other words,

a condition of ambivalence.5

Butler’s critique of the life of power and the concomitant ambivalence it

generates revolves around two main questions. First, how do regulatory codes

and laws of conduct shape conventions and structure desire? Second, how is

it possible to break—in the sense of violating and transgressing but also of

escaping (breaking from)—these codes, conventions, and social norms that ex-

ercise the force of (regulatory) law? In other words, Butler is asking why

oppressive norms of identity persist, even after they have been shown to be

oppressive. Why do the subjects of oppression continue to desire these norms

even when resisting them? The question of resistance to oppressive norms

can be broken down even further into the categories of difference, and done in

such a way that makes it clear that the theories of performativity and sub-

jection are also critiques of the conventions of identity politics. For racialized

subjects who recognize the harmful effects of white supremacy and its at-

tendant racial stratifications and hierarchies, the question remains why they

(‘‘we’’!) still cling to race. For gendered subjects who acknowledge the harmful

effects of sexism and patriarchy, an analogous ambivalence occurs in regard

to the recurring return of conventional gender norms. The question facing

Butler as a theorist of performativity is how is it possible, under conditions in

which the forces of power shape and confine subjectivity, that the constitu-

tion of the subject and the instantiation of agency work simultaneously. To

answer: ‘‘This is simply how power works—it forces us to do these things’’ is

in effect a non-answer. This response neither explains the mechanisms for
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internalizing what power dictates (such as the norms that power insists bear

the truth), nor does it explain how resistance to these mechanisms of power

takes place at all. Butler identifies a fundamental ambivalence evident in these

paradoxical performative enactments of identity. Consider the following: I need

to have a social existence. And yet if I am in fact ‘‘different,’’ then it is more

likely than not that the ‘‘materials’’ and resources for this existence will give

me a means to social recognition while also negating who it is I believe myself

to be. In short, my desire to live a life and to gain recognition in the networks

of society pressure me to assume obligatory social roles and practices that

induce me to lose a sense of my self. According to Butler, the ambivalence

that follows from the feeling that one must assume social norms of identity is

a primary indicator of melancholia/melancholy as a central feature of the

psychic life of power and agency.

Butler’s turn to melancholy—to the enforcements of morality and moral-

izing through the psyche, and to the inquiry of the deep, passionate attach-

ments that structure desires—place her in a heritage that stretches back from

Foucault to Althusser, from Lacan to Freud, and from Adorno to Nietzsche. As

with Nietzsche’s and Freud’s conjectures about the ways that guilt becomes the

primary mechanism for internalizing and naturalizing the force of the law

(moral or otherwise) in the form of conscience, Butler identifies how the ex-

ternal authorities of compulsory heterosexuality constitute the subject. The

subject/self performs the roles, norms, and conventions that have been set and

are perpetuated by the law-giving and law-like structures thatmake up the social

and moral imaginaries that dominate society. Just as Taylor’s preoccupation is

with why and how it is that modernity—specifically, themodern west—became

secular and still retains secularism as a defining feature, Butler seeks to deter-

mine why and how it is that the social imaginary persists in foreclosing the

legitimation of same-sex love and desire. Both secularism and homophobia

entail constitutive losses: for Taylor, it is the loss of constitutivemoral goods; for

Butler, it is a loss of a constitutive love found within the structure of desire.

Following my earlier discussion of Butler’s appropriation of Austin and

Derrida on speech acts and the performative, it is necessary at this point to

turn to her incorporation of Althusser’s and Freud’s theories of ‘‘subjection’’

and ‘‘subjectivation’’ to clarify the political aspects of performativity. Put sim-

ply: subjection and subjectivation are processes that make an individual a self

under conditions in which ideologies and their institutions have the power

to shape our sense of who we are and how we should act. Butler finds in

Althusser’s theory of subjection a sustained investigation of ideology and ideo-

logical apparatuses (institutions, conventions of law, governmental organiza-

tion and enforcement, social and family structures). Similarly, Freud’s theory

of the subconscious provides Butler with resources, on the one hand, to un-

derstand how the psyche comes to desire some things and not others, and, on

the other hand, to uncover why it is we obey some sources of authority and
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normativity and not others. Thus, Butler turns to Althusser to supplement

her account of how and why we respond to the normative demands of social

power. Similarly, she looks to Freud’s definition of melancholia, as the inabil-

ity tomourn the loss of an object of love, as a strategy to investigate the possibility

of agency in light of the interplay between the scalar effects of power and

the psyche’s responses to power. This perspective on the constitution of the

subject is evident in Butler’s contention that Austin’s theory of the perfor-

mative is interesting less for what it has to say about language use, and more

for how Austin ‘‘charts, without knowing it, a fantasy of sovereign power in

speech.’’6 In other words, performativity presupposes that we invest language

and discourse with an authority, sovereignty, and normativity that occurs only

through the speech act itself, that is, only in the enactment of language and

discourse as a field of symbols that constitute life. This argument affirms, in

effect, the denial of the reality of a prediscursive self.

Butler’s criticism of the assumption of the existence of a prediscursive

self is thus a critique of the attempt to locate agency not with the subject that

presides over ‘‘some stable existence prior to the cultural field that it nego-

tiates.’’ Instead, she argues that we have been thoroughly colonized by an epis-

temological perspective on the self that posits binary oppositions—of subject

and object, us and them, male and female, white and nonwhite, rich and poor,

heterosexual and homosexual, and so on—as ‘‘natural’’ truths. What has be-

come obscure to the self is that these binary oppositions effectively sustain

systems of exclusion and oppression. The metaphor of negotiation is useful,

albeit in a limited way, to understand how the self/subject, through perfor-

mativity, resists becoming irrevocably stuck within the hermeneutical circle of

existing cultural constructs and political configurations. As Butler argues ‘‘the

culturally enmired subject negotiates its constructions, even when those con-

structions are the very predicates of its own identity.’’7 A brief sketch of

Althusser’s concept of interpellation can help clarify what Butler means here

by the subject negotiating its constructions.

In ‘‘Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses,’’ Althusser asks how it

is that ideology comes into existence and how does it permeate society as well

as the individual consciousness and conscience. Althusser posits that in the

process of subjection there is a complicity between what is conventionally un-

derstood in Marxist discourse as ‘‘state apparatuses’’ (repressive regimes, espe-

cially the ruling classes) and the ‘‘private’’ institutions of family, religion, arts,

education, and so on. In other words, the process of inculcating and bringing

a subject/self into being (subjection) occurs through the inculcation of pre-

established categories and values imposed by the laws of religion, family, eth-

ics, politics, and the like, in creating and reproducing life practices. These

private sectors instill disciplines of behavior that regulate morality, such as our

sense of right and wrong, into a set of skills that come to determine how the

conscience works. According to Althusser, this form of ethical reproduction
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parallels the modes of production of labor, that is, the system in which each of

us is a part of an apparatus that produces material reality (objects of con-

sumption, especially) under conditions in which workers neither own nor

control the means of production. In other words, in neither the reproduction

of social values nor the production of labor is any given subject ‘‘in control.’’

The effect of this condition is subjection and interpellation. The individual

only becomes a subject by subjecting herself/himself to the existing values of

any given institution.8

Althusser elaborates on the processes of subjection and interpellation

through his famous allegory of ‘‘the hail.’’ From behind, I hear a police officer

calling ‘‘Stop!’’ She is hailing someone on the street. If I stop, I am subjecting

myself to the authority and law represented in the figure and the hail of the

police officer. I would therefore be acting on the assumption that I am the one

being hailed. If I stop as a response to the hail, it is because my conscience

calls me to do as much. I am called—interpellated—into the subject position

of someone who obeys the authority of the law. The hail works as an inter-

pellation through a call that forms and constitutes me as a subject. In re-

sponding to the hail, I am reproducing the skills of the moral order that I have

internalized both through the private spheres of my life and from the more

remote though no less powerful structural influences of ‘‘official’’ ideologies

and law.9 Yet, there is the possibility that I might not stop, either because I

believe that the officer is addressing someone else, or, more provocatively, I

might be engaging in an act of defiance. It is the contingency, ambiguity, and

unpredictability of the hail and interpellation that draws Butler’s attention to

Althusser on subjection. As a theory of subjection it provides both an account

of how the subject comes into being through discourse (I am hailed; I am thus

a subject of the state; in responding to the hail, I enact and recognize myself

as a subject of the state), as well as an indication of the possibility of not fol-
lowing the law and obligation (I keep walking and, at least implicitly, defy the

authority represented by the police officer and the hail). This chance of not
following, of not responding to the interpellation of the hail is the possibility

to resist a subject position and thereby to manifest or express my agency. As

Butler says, ‘‘the real task is to figure out how a subject who is constituted in

and by discourse then recites that very same discourse but perhaps to another

purpose. For me that’s always been the question of how to find agency, the

moment of that recitation or that replay of discourse that is the condition of

one’s own emergence.’’10 Subjection through interpellation implies: ambi-

valence over what it is I desire; who or what is the object of my passionate

attachments; and how the ambivalence over complicity with oppressive social

norms and the foreclosed loves of my psychic life induces melancholy.

In Freud, Butler finds a corollary to Althusser’s theory of subjection and

the disciplining of consciousness and conscience, especially in the compari-

son Freud identifies between mourning and melancholia/melancholy. The
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melancholy of difference emanates from a loss that cannot be mourned.

As Butler contends, melancholy reflects how loss constitutes subjects of dif-

ference. Difference—as the subjective experience of alienation, estrangement,

and loss—is also a sorrow and inability to grieve and mourn; which is to say, it

reflects a psychic condition in which it is not always clear or meaningful why

one desires one form of social existence over another. The melancholy of

difference concerns the strange ungrievability found in a condition in which

the self/subject is uncertain why it believes that a good life will unfold through

submission to norms it knows will not only dehumanize but also annihilate

that which is considered most dear. Butler’s melancholic freedom is an agency

that is not fulsome in its aspirations; instead, it lends itself to skepticism. The

subtlety of the theory of performativity is that it insists not on an ideologically

formulated process of internalizing social norms, but instead ponders how the

desires we have are simultaneously ours and not ours, that is, the sources of

oppression as well as of our freedom and agency.

The main point is that, for Butler, performativity represents the aspiration

for agency, and that this aspiration is really about possibility or what I would

call hope. It is a desire to seek and find possibility where none was thought to

exist, specifically possibilities for social existence. It is ‘‘the condition of one’s

own emergence.’’ The paradox of subjection—a paradox in which the very

conditions for subjection are the conditions for freedom—is a melancholic

affair. That is to say, it is a condition in which one is not able to grieve and

mourn that which is lost, because it remains too dear, too close to one’s heart.

If marginalization, oppression, and alienation are the marks of difference,

then it follows that these features of melancholy aptly hold for those who live

and claim difference.

According to Butler, the subjection of desire constitutes a melancholic sub-

ject through the foreclosure and prohibition of grieving forbidden love and

desire. In other words, the delegitimation of particular forms and modes of

social existence (what I have been referring to as ‘‘difference’’) represents the

subjective experience of loss. It is a legitimation crisis that covers the span of

experiences ranging from the lack of social recognition all the way to the fallout

from defying laws, customs, and conventions that proscribe one’s passionate

attachments as unlawful, sinful, and even evil. It is important to underscore

that the melancholy Butler describes (the ungrievable loss of love produced by

the denial of the legitimacy of forbidden love in the first place) is not the loss

of an individual love but rather a symbolic melancholia.11 In this sense, the

melancholy she ascribes to the process of subjection is analogous to the idea

of secularization as a metaphor I identified with Taylor. The experience of loss

is present in both accounts, but neither appears to subscribe to an orthodox

version of their respective melancholies. Taylor laments the secularization

and secularism of modernity, but his concern is not for the actual loss of re-

ligion (death-of-God-style nihilism); it is not about the actual disenchantment
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of the world.12 Instead, the secular is a metaphor for the self ’s detachment

from moral values and norms, represented by philosophical and political lib-

eralism, moral pluralism, and epistemological naturalism. Similarly, Butler’s

lamentation and melancholy is not over the loss of specific individuals (objects

of love), but is rather an attempt to describe the psychic condition(s) of differ-

ence itself. Melancholy is the psychological counterpart to subjection and per-

formativity; both reside with ideas, ideals, values, and forms of love and desire

that, paradoxically, form the conditions for the denial of one’s existence as well

as the possibility for new life. For Butler, identity contains sorrow and affir-

mation, despair and hope, denial and possibility.

The form of melancholy shared by Taylor’s and Butler’s accounts is the

feature of symbolic loss in the constitution of the self and the central role that

symbolic loss has in creating the conditions for the possibility of new modes of

agency. The convention in appropriating melancholy is to follow the compar-

ative example Freud established between mourning and melancholia (melan-

choly), in which the character of loss and the reluctance to give up on an object

of love in the latter (melancholia/melancholy) takes its lead and form from the

former (mourning).13 Although Freud pathologizes melancholia as a kind of

overbearing narcissism, it is clear that theorists such as Butler and others

are appealing to melancholy/melancholia for more constructive and critical

purposes. Recent commentators on Freud and melancholy/melancholia—

such as Julia Kristeva, Wendy Brown, and Peter Homans, as well as Freud’s

immediate followers (in particular Melanie Klein and D. W. Winnicott)—

remind us that in ‘‘Mourning and Melancholia,’’ Freud suggests that melan-

cholia presents itself through a certain irony: the attachment to the object of

one’s sorrowful loss supersedes the desire and effort to recover from the loss.

In other words, melancholy is the resistance to moving on from the loss; it is a

condition in which one is unwilling or unable to relinquish the burden of

loss.14 As such, the melancholic comes into being and is strongly identified

with the personality that has arisen in light of the loss of an object of love.

Living with yet not overcoming loss is the mark of a melancholic’s identity.

Subsequently, the attachment to the lost love object turns into an attachment to

being sorrowful itself. The melancholic personality is one who believes some-

thing like the following: ‘‘I want to grieve the loss of my love/passionate at-

tachment, yet I cannot grieve or mourn, because grieving would mean letting

go, which in turn would mean no longer loving the one I lost. Therefore, I have

become this person who is unwilling to let go of this love and subsequently I

am unable to grieve.’’ As Brown argues, ‘‘This is what renders melancholia a

persistent condition, a state, indeed a structure of desire, rather than a tran-

sient response to death or loss.’’15 This idea of the structure of desire helps

clarify and foreground both the operation of melancholy in the processes of

subjection and the relationship between social norms and the desires that

make these norms part of the psyche. As a structure of desire, melancholy
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involves a longing, or what I prefer to call an aspiration to hold onto a lost love

by resisting mourning, insofar as mourning means a further loss: a final

departure, a resolution that marks an end to love and desire itself. To persist

with melancholy is to hold on dearly to the loss and to insist on a passionate

attachment despite the strong ambivalences that may endure.

Butler’s interpretation of melancholy expresses the delegitimation of de-

sires and loves such as same-sex love. It is a powerful account of what it is to

love despite the denial of recognition or acknowledgment. This unrecognized

and unacknowledged love requires defiance through the work of the imagi-

nation, in a manner suggestive of Wallace Stevens’s remarks in ‘‘Imagination

as Value’’:

Nietzsche walked in the Alps in the caresses of reality. We ourselves

crawl out of our offices and classrooms and become alert at the opera.

Or we sit listening to music as in an imagination in which we be-

lieve. If the imagination is the faculty by which we import the unreal

into what is real, its value is of the way of thinking by which we

project the idea of God into the idea of man. It creates images that are

independent of their originals since nothing is more certain than that

the imagination is agreeable to the imagination.16

Stevens’s suggestion that the imagination transforms us by importing ‘‘the

unreal into what is real’’ echoes Butler’s convictions about the melancholy of

the subject. If melancholy is a condition in whichmy identity is ‘‘unreal,’’ and if

performativity as agency (rendered through enactments that allow me to work

the weakness of social and cultural norms) hinges on sustaining the possi-

bility of the unreal becoming real, then the imagination appears to have a

central though largely unacknowledged role in the work of the resistance and

subversion that Butler is advocating. Performativity and melancholy reflect the

doubleness of the self I described earlier, in which one aspect of the self/

subject seeks public acknowledgment, while another insists on the integrity of

a denied love. This dynamic mirrors the interplay of the Romantic dialectic

between authenticity and irony. The resistance that constitutes the agency of

performativity entails an aspiration to overcome the denial that marks the loss

of love; it is to transgress against the denial of one’s social existence. Just as

Taylor requires the sublime to unsettle the modern secular mind in a way that

reopens and reawakens the possibility of transcendence, Butler invests the gaps

and losses of the performative with the sublime possibility of unsettling held

beliefs and conventions. One might say that performativity employs the aspi-

rations of the (religious) imagination to defy the social imaginary of norms and

conventions.

A largely unacknowledged aspect of Freud’s essay is the point he makes

that melancholy entails ‘‘a loss of a more ideal kind [than mourning]. The

object has not perhaps actually died but has been lost as an object of love.’’17
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There is, Freud suggests, an ambiguity to melancholy, in which the melan-

cholic often does not know what features of the object have been either loved

or lost. Freud argues that: ‘‘This would suggest that melancholia [melancholy]

is in some way related to an object-loss which is withdrawn from conscious-

ness, in contradistinction to mourning, in which there is nothing about the

loss that is unconscious.’’18 Butler maintains that this ambiguity figures in the

foreclosure of same-sex love and desire, as well as the foreclosure of grieving

the lost love and prohibition of this love within heterosexual culture. At the

heart of Freud’s conception of melancholia is the loss of an original passionate

attachment. The psyche copes with the loss by transfiguring the self into a

melancholic subject: a self who forms a life through a process of despair, even

suicide (thanatos/the death drive). Butler expands on this by arguing that pas-

sionate attachments such as sexual identity or the ‘‘idea’’ of one’s race become

forms of idealization. The gendered, racialized, ‘‘classed,’’ and ‘‘sexualized’’

subject suffers the indignities of the denials of social existence as melancholic

loss. Subsequently, the sublimated self as a lost object of love (sexual identity,

race, and the like) survives through the idealization of what has been lost and

denied. The melancholic self here is revealed with the aspects of the self that

are obscured and/or denied legitimacy. The strategy of self-identity for the

melancholic can take a form of mania, but more often it finds expression

through the mechanism of guilt associated with the pain of letting go. This

strategy produces a strange masochism, or what Butler calls the ‘‘ambiva-

lence’’ of psychic desire. This brings me back to the questions I raised at the

beginning of this chapter about norms, compulsion, and identity. For exam-

ple, if it is revealed to me that a norm is oppressive or subjects me to a regime

of truth that is harmful, then the question arises why I would repeat and cite

the norm in the future. Are the mechanisms of subjection so intransigent?

And if they are, then how are social change and political action, let alone

mental health, at all possible? After all, isn’t the idea of framing performativity

as a form of agency predicated on a tacit assumption of change if not tran-

scendence? For Butler, melancholy reflects the ambivalence of guilt: why do I

return to the repertoire of social norms that I know denies and refuses to

acknowledge my social existence? The denial of same-sex love also reflects, so

she argues, the guilt of heterosexual desire that seeks to hide the fact that

heterosexuality is predicated on the existence and subsequent repression of

same-sex love; that is, same-sex love is something we all experience, but it is a

remnant of childhood and is rationalized away as a suppressed attachment to

a parent, for example. There is also the guilt associated with holding onto a

passionate attachment that the dominant social culture considers abject. In all

of these cases, the inflection of guilt reveals how power has force in the psyche

through the condition of melancholy. So it is that the significance of mel-

ancholy/melancholia for Butler’s detection of agency in subjection and per-

formativity derives from the interpretation of melancholy as symbolic loss.19
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As Peter Homans argues, mourning as symbolic loss is ‘‘the reaction to

the loss of a loved person, or to the loss of some abstraction . . . such as liberty,

an ideal, and so on.’’20 This suggests a much sharper set of associations than

Robert Burton’s classic definition of melancholy as ‘‘sorrow without cause.’’

As Butler argues, gender melancholy is not a global and diffuse depression

but a stickier and perhaps darker psychic condition.21 As symbolic loss, mel-

ancholy mimics nihilism, in the sense that one’s deepest beliefs and loves

have been shaken and lost. The eye rolls of critics who consider such talk as

breast-beating about social marginalization do not appreciate how deeply the

wounds and losses of difference can cut. In fact, I would say that the language

of marginalization is not strong enough to capture the feelings of estrange-

ment and alienation Butler identifies with melancholy.22

Indeed, one of the central lessons drawn from Butler is that language

inevitably fails the needs and desires of subjectivity. The melancholic subject

seeks a language that can express pain, suffering, and anguish. And yet it re-

mains that words falter in attempts to capture those experiences. It is impor-

tant to reemphasize the significance of language in this consideration of

difference and melancholy. Kristeva is especially helpful on this point. She

links melancholy to experiences of symbolic breakdown, which she defines as a

condition in which language loses its capacity to express linguistic, existential,

and psychic meaning for the self. Language becomes empty and yet, para-

doxically, the only resource for conveying and articulating the state of one’s

psyche. This is the conundrum of identity and agency that Butler’s theory of

performativity conveys. Consider Krisetva’s account of symbolic breakdown:

The spectacular collapse of meaning with depressive persons—and,

at the limit, the meaning of life—allows us to assume that they

experience difficulty integrating the universal signifying sequence,

that is, language. In the best cases, speaking beings and their lan-

guage are like one: is not speech our ‘‘second nature’’? In contrast, the

speech of the depressed is to them like an alien skin; melancholy

persons are foreigners in their maternal tongue. They have lost the

meaning—the value—of their mother tongue for want of losing the

mother. The dead language they speak, which foreshadows their

suicide, conceals a Thing buried alive.23

It is critical to underscore that Butler views melancholy not in terms of

the incapacitating despair Kristeva describes but rather, like discourse and

language, as a condition that enables the possibility of agency even as it op-

presses. Gender melancholy, as well as what I am calling the melancholy of

difference, involves not only the laments of nihilism but also a condition that

indicates new possibilities of being in the world. This is, of course, the affir-

mation that Nietzsche comes to after the death of God. We have lost God and

think that the horizon has been wiped away, but in fact we are now free from
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the guilt-inducing encumbrances of slave morality. After all, Nietzsche’s ‘‘gay

science’’ is also a series of meditations about the folly of freedom if not its

happiness ( fr€ooliche).24 The melancholy of difference, exemplified in Butler’s

work, reflects the inability and even the refusal to sustainwhat Frederic Jameson

calls the organizational fiction of utopian narratives that attempt to structure

and ‘‘make sense of’’ the estrangement of difference.25 This refusal to take on

an organizational fiction, to deny a unifying coherence to the disparate ele-

ments of experience and life, is also what allows melancholy to constitute the

possibility of agency. Butler calls this the possibility that derives from the

constitutive loss of the subject.26 This is the possibility and hope that arises

from the impossibility and foreclosure that Butler identifies with agency and

melancholy. The performative, then, marks the possibility of the breakdown of

symbolic worlds, which, in turn, represents death and life, loss and hope.

As I proposed earlier, Butler’s melancholy of difference is the psychic anal-

ogy to nihilism—ametaphoric death of God—that is suggestive of emancipatory

possibilities. The spirit of exile that animates Butler’s idea of melancholy is the

means by which she is able to theorize agency. It is an ironic stance through

which the subject of difference simultaneously engages and disengages with

the material contexts of new languages and discourses for the body, identity,

and moral judgment. As such, Butler is essentially asking Foucauldian ques-

tions about the relationship between subjectivity/the self and the ethical.

Consider these questions posed by Foucault: ‘‘How have certain kinds of in-

terdictions become the price required for attaining certain kinds of knowledge

[savoir] about oneself ? What must one know [connaı̂tre] about oneself in order

to be willing to accept such renunciation?’’27 The psychic strain of difference

that results in melancholy reflects the ambiguity, ambivalence, and uncertainty

about self-possession. Are the things I know and believe about myself true and

authentic, or are they the effects of power? In the case of history, this raises the

question: how am I to forgive past wrongs? I am the product of this history, and

I can never be fully free from it. In regard to the history of racial injustices, of

gender discrimination, of homophobia, of class degradation, the melancholic

of difference asks: is there any redemption and forgiveness? For example,

among the tortuous lessons of the South African Truth and Reconciliation

Commission is the sense in which learning the details of a horrific history may

become one of the conditions for the possibility for social reconciliation.

Nonetheless, this does not necessarily mean that what Walter Benjamin calls

‘‘[the] revolutionary chance in the fight for the oppressed past’’ truly goes

away.28 The melancholy of difference calls into question whether wholeness is

truly redemptive. Furthermore, it asks if relenting to what Cioran calls ‘‘the

temptation to exist’’ amounts to assenting to a totalizing historical memory

that occludes oppressions, violence, and suffering.29

Melancholy persists precisely because it is not always possible to be as-

sured that this will be the case. The past cannot be fully mourned for fear that it
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will be lost. Again, mourning requires letting go of an object of love. None-

theless, Butler is fully aware that it is more likely than not that much will

remain unchanged even after piercing the veil of the truth. The melancholic

freedom of Butler’s performative agency enacts an agonistic struggle with what

Wole Soyinka calls ‘‘the burden of memory and the muse of forgiveness.’’30

The suffering of memory is painful and yet defines who you are. The past as

memory and forgetting, as history (minor or oppressed), constitutes the self

even when one is unaware of it.

And so it becomes apparent how subjection takes place not only on the

level of the social but also at the level of the psychic. As such, the regulation of

desires, the will, and action requires an account of the subject that ‘‘must be

traced in the peculiar turning of the subject against itself that eventuates in

acts of self-reproach, conscience, and melancholia that work in tandem with

processes of social regulation.’’31 As Butler concludes, this self-thwarting

requires a refusal of ‘‘the ontological dualism that posits the separation of the

political and the psychic, [and subsequently requires] a critical account of psy-

chic subjection in terms of the regulatory and productive effects of power.’’32

My main point here is that this resistance, defiance, and refusal—all of which

entail envisioning a different way of being in the world—are products of the

work of the religious imagination: the faculty that seeks to render the ‘‘unreal

into what is real,’’ that is, to realize aspirations for transcendence. By enabling

the self to chance on hope, the religious imagination marks what Derrida calls

the ability to ‘‘anticipate the unanticipatable.’’33 It is, as such, the engine of

hope and aspiration.

In contrast to earlier critical theorists, such as members of the early

Frankfurt School who had sought to synthesize the critical aims of Marx and

Freud by attempting to identify how social norms become internalized, Butler’s

attention to the psyche is an effort to understand how a desire for social ex-

istence can be read as an effort to refuse social and symbolic death. Butler is

quite powerful on this point:

[O]ne might consider that certain forms of love entail the loss of the

object not only because of an innate desire to triumph, but be-

cause such objects fail to qualify as objects of love: as objects of love

they assume a mark of destruction. Indeed, they may threaten one’s

own destruction as well: ‘‘I will be destroyed if I love in that way.’’

Marked for ‘‘death,’’ the object is, as it were, already lost, and the

desire to vanquish the object is precisely the desire to vanquish an

object which, if loved, would spell destruction for the one who loves.

Can we read the workings of social power precisely in the deli-

mitation of the field of such objects, objects marked for death? And is

this part of the irreality, the melancholic aggression and the desire to

vanquish, that characterizes the public response to the death of many
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of those considered ‘‘socially dead,’’ who die from AIDS? Gay people,

prostitutes, drug users, among others? If they are dying or already

dead, let us vanquish them again. And can the sense of ‘‘triumph’’ be

won precisely through a practice of social differentiation in which one

achieves and maintains ‘‘social existence’’ only by the production

and maintenance of those socially dead? Might one not also read

the paranoia that structures public discourse on such issues as the

inversion of that aggression: the desire to vanquish the dead other

than through a reversal comes to mark that other as the threat of

death, casting the other as the (unlikely) persecutor of the so-

cially normal and normalized?34

Just as performativity is an argument about forces that compel the self/

subject to assume norms and stereotypes even as they provide the tools to

become agents, it is under the dolorous conditions of melancholy that differ-

ence finds its purpose and meaning. The melancholic freedom of agency arises

out of the constitutive losses that mark the subjectivity of the exiles of a sym-

bolic order—whether the symbolic order is oriented around heterosexual cul-

ture, the priority given to male desires, the regimes of white supremacy, or the

materialist empires of capitalism. As Butler writes, ‘‘[p]erformativity describes

this relation of being implicated in that which one opposes, this turning of

power against itself to produce alternative modalities of power, to establish a

kind of political contestation that is not a ‘pure’ opposition, a ‘transcendence’

of contemporary relations of power, but a difficult labor of forging a future

from resources inevitably impure.’’35

The constant that has remained through the changes in Butler’s work—

that is, from parody to citationality, from repetition to interpellation, and her

interrogation of the productive effects of melancholy—is the drive to defy and

yet inhabit conventions and norms in a political emancipatory project.36 This

drive has animated and energized the theory of performativity and is one of the

greatest appeals of the approach, especially for political progressives who la-

ment the banality of freedom. In other words, the melancholic freedom of

performative agency is an apt expression for an age in which the exhaustion

and depleted vitality of progressive movements and intellectuals have led many

to ask whether there is any viable rationale for action for the post-Marxist,

political left that is not merely ‘‘academic,’’ in the most pejorative sense of that

term.37

While Butler is hardly the first to describe resistance to power as the site of

agency, her reading of subjection and the shaping of the subject and moral

consciousness is a highly sophisticated critique of thosewhowouldwant simply

to identify agency as any instance of resistance, large or small. More to the

point, the connections that Butler seeks to establish between the constitution

of the psyche and the possibilities of agency in political, social, and cultural
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conditions that actively deny these possibilities place the project on a higher

order of sophistication than most attempts to depict a progressive and eman-

cipatory politics.38 To wit, Butler’s project of regenerating agency stands

squarely with the traditions that have valorized the arts of resistance.39 The

ends and aims of performative agency seek to open up possibilities out of con-

ditions of foreclosure; and by identifying possibility, like Taylor, Butler is, as

I argue in the final chapter, auguring a cultivation of political sensibilities and

moral dispositions that attune the self to hope, despite the persistence and

possible inescapability of melancholy. Subsequently, the religious imagination

at work in the cultivation of performative yet melancholic freedom is a bulwark

against a conception of agency that seeks to strictly identify resistance as a form

of transcendence, as found in invocations of utopias or other hyperbolic and

romanticized pictures of what resistance involves.

Oppression can occur in tandem along lines circumscribed by race, gen-

der, sexuality, and class. These forms of oppression affect each of us in dif-

ferent ways, although often in concurrence with one another. As such, they

represent not so much the chaos of multiple selves but the obstruction of the

self from realizing itself in a way that keeps these different aspects of identity

from coalescing. This idea of the self that is obscure to itself is a crucial insight

for projects of regenerating agency and for the work of the religious imagi-

nation. It is reminiscent of the Socratic quest for self-knowledge as well as

Augustine’s self-inquiry in which he ponders how it is that ‘‘a question have I

become for myself ’’ (quaestio mihi factus sum).40One can find meaning, albeit a

negative meaningfulness, in the experience of oppression. As bell hooks has

incisively argued, advocating for difference cultivates the potential for coali-

tion, not dis-aggregation and chaos. The politics of difference has the potential

to do this because of the increasingly widespread experience of ‘‘a sense of deep

alienation, despair, uncertainty, loss of a sense of grounding even if it is not

informed by shared circumstance.’’ That is to say that ‘‘[r]adical postmodern-

ism calls attention to those shared sensibilities which cross the boundaries of

class, gender, race, etc., that could be fertile ground for the construction of

empathy—ties that would promote recognition of common commitments, and

serve as a base for solidarity and coalition.’’41 Hooks calls this common psy-

chological state that allows for the crossing of boundaries ‘‘yearning’’: a yearn-

ing for critical voices against ‘‘master narratives.’’ Yearning is akin to the

feature of aspiration that I have identified with Butler’s and Taylor’s projects of

regenerating agency. And it is to these features of aspiration and yearning, as

well the role of the religious imagination in projects of regenerating agency

and self-cultivation, that I turn in the next and final chapter.
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6

Agency as a Vocation

Calling All Agents

What shall I do, and how shall I live?

—Leo Tolstoy

Here I stand. I can do no other.

—Martin Luther

Agency as melancholic freedom is a deeply ambivalent affair. It

speaks to the uncanny experience of feeling indebted to yet alien-

ated from the glorious legacies of modernity: the legacies of liberation,

of emancipation, and of autonomy. Late modern and postmodern

agency share a concern for the banality of freedom, which is to say,

the loss of urgency that had once attended the great struggles for

freedom and emancipation from the forces of oppressive authority

and dehumanizing domination. Given the banality of freedom—

that is, the ways in which we speak about freedom either through

hollow words or in hushed, sotto voce tones—it would seem that

it is impossible to avoid talking about ambivalence when raising the

subject of agency in our times. For these reasons I begin this final

chapter on agency as melancholic freedom by bringing Taylor and

Butler, both of whom express a fair degree of ambivalence, into

conversation with another theorist of ambivalence, Max Weber.

I have chosen the two epigraphs for this chapter because they

each represent points of climax in Weber’s famous essays ‘‘Science

as a Vocation’’ and ‘‘Politics as a Vocation.’’1 In addition to the



drama that each of these quotations elicits, they are especially evocative for the

theme of this final chapter: agency as a vocation. Weber uses the quotes to

stress the theme of loss that pervades all of his writings, especially the loss

and delegitimation of the resources for meaning in modernity. According to

Weber, this loss is evident, for example, in the German university system’s

abandonment of the ideals of Bildung or cultivation in its attempt to develop a

highly rationalistic and instrumental ethos shaped by scientific culture, as

well as in the pragmatic and utilitarian politics that were dominant in his day.

The vocation essays are not, of course, the first time Weber invokes the idea of

vocation or ‘‘calling’’ (Beruf ).2 The secularization of the Reformation notion of

vocation/calling/Beruf is a central feature of Weber’s The Protestant Ethic and
the Spirit of Capitalism, in which he defines a calling as ‘‘a religious concep-

tion, a task set by God,’’ and which the Puritans interpreted as ‘‘a life task.’’

According toWeber, seeing one’s work as vocation had been themeans through

which

the fulfillment of duty in worldly affairs [became] the highest form

that the moral activity of the individual could assume. [It] inevitably

gave every-day worldly activity a religious significance. . . .The only

way of living acceptably to God was not to surpass worldly morality in

monastic asceticism, but solely through the fulfillment of the obli-

gations imposed upon the individual by his position in the world.

That was his calling.3

By the timeWeber gives the vocation lectures, he has shifted from the explicitly

Christian n�eee Reformation conception of the term to a critique of the colloquial

and idiomatic understanding of vocation as a ‘‘ job’’ or profession (a term that

has its own Christian connotations of witness and prophecy). Significantly, the

critique of the instrumental and utilitarian culture of modern science and

society—cultures that lacked ‘‘wisdom’’ and ‘‘imaginative insight’’—is also the

context in which Weber declares ‘‘the world is disenchanted.’’4

The vocation essays are meditations on whether there is any possibility

of finding a replacement for religion in modernity, which is to ask, whether

worldly activities such as science or politics could provide meaning in a dis-

enchanted and demystified world. Weber is typically withering in the con-

clusions he draws on this score in regard to both science and politics. Modern

science cannot fill the spiritual hunger of the human spirit; more specifically,

it cannot answer the questions once considered central to the human condi-

tion: questions about the existence of God, the immortality of the soul, and the

meaning of life. Furthermore, science fails to qualify as a vocation, in Weber’s

estimation, because it cannot answer the question Tolstoy considered the

most basic to human existence: ‘‘What shall we do and how shall we live?’’5

Similarly, modern politics comes up short because it cannot reconcile ‘‘the

ethic of ultimate values’’ (the concern for religion and the spirit) and ‘‘the ethic
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of responsibility’’ (the utilitarian and pragmatic concern for collective life).

Weber notes how rare it is for a modern politician to exhibit the qualities of

maturity and the singularity of conviction of a Martin Luther—which is to say,

a figure who stood fast for his commitments in defiance of the most powerful

authorities of his day to declare: ‘‘Here I stand; I can do no other.’’ Notably,

Weber concludes that the ethic of ultimate values and the ethic of responsi-

bility are not ‘‘absolute contrasts but rather supplements,’’ which, if found in

accord in a person’s actions, would constitute the person as ‘‘a genuine man.’’6

In short, the political can only be a vocation if it serves as a medium for

integrity.7 I will take up the relationship between vocation and integrity

presently, but first it falls on me to answer the following: If science and politics
fail and falter as vocations, then why turn to agency?

As Weber makes abundantly clear, it is difficult to find a way of life in

modernity that can fulfill the spiritual demands of vocation or calling. None-

theless, the examples that Weber chooses (the secularized and sublimated as-

ceticism of the Puritans; the utilitarian cultures of science and politics) are

examples of historical transformations and, arguably, deviations from the ideal

type of Christian vocation. By framing the problematic of our times in terms

of ‘‘the banality of freedom’’ and ‘‘agency as a vocation,’’ I am certainly playing

on the ambivalence and ambiguity that attaches to the trope of vocation/

calling, as well as working with a Weberian sensibility that is preoccupied by

the persistence of religious categories and idioms in a secular age. In effect,

my characterization of agency as a vocation serves the ends of clarifying the

religious dimensions of the contemporary discourse on agency that I have been

discussing throughout this book, especially, I hope, by helping refresh a re-

ligious category that has gone a bit stale.

It also stands to reason that I turn to the religious potential of the trope of

vocation and its most famous modern interpreter since, as I suggested at the

beginning of this chapter, Weber shares the quality of ambivalence that is so

prominent in Taylor’s and Butler’s theories of agency. With all three thinkers,

there is a fundamental ambivalence toward what they perceive and diagnose

as the conditions that hinder as well as enable agency. For his part, Taylor

inherits a great deal from Weber, both in the common ethos that defines their

thinking, as well as the deep ambivalence they share over the price paid for the

achievements of modernity: the rationalization of life practices; the increasing

control over natural forces reflected in the disenchantment or ‘‘demagification’’

(‘‘Entzauberung ’’) of the world; the increasing dominance of instrumental

rationality; and the diminishing resources for public action and life.8 Consider

this passage from ‘‘Science as a Vocation’’; it could easily serve as an abstract

for Taylor’s Sources of the Self:

The fate of our times is characterized by rationalization and intel-

lectualization and, above all, by the ‘‘disenchantment of the world.’’
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Precisely the ultimate and most sublime values have retreated from

public life either into the transcendental realm of mystic life or into

the brotherliness of direct and personal human relations. It is not

accidental that our greatest art is intimate and not monumental, nor

is it accidental that today only within the smallest and intimate cir-

cles, in personal human situations, in pianissimo, that something

is pulsating that corresponds to the prophetic pneuma, which in for-

mer times swept through the great communities like a firebrand,

welding them together.9

It is my contention that the sotto voce of the banality of freedom ‘‘sings’’ in

concert with the pianissimo of the modern prophetic spirit/soul described by

Weber.

Butler, though perhaps not a direct successor to the Weberian tradition,

does call to mind qualities and conclusions that are familiar to most readers

of Weber: the idea of being overwhelmed by the structures and systems of

modern life; also, the dread of being trapped within the mechanisms and

institutions of modernity, in which Weber’s ‘‘iron cage’’ connotes not only an

unabiding rationalism but also the processes that make each of us objects

rather than subjects or selves.10

So it would seem that I have three melancholics on my hands, that is,

three figures whose ambivalences about modernity, late modernity, and post-

modernity begin with assumptions and preoccupations with loss, and who

each feel ambivalent about how their respective ‘‘epochs’’ reflect that which

has been lost and gained in the conditions for the possibility of agency and

freedom.

And yet: the reason that vocation is suggestive in bringing out the reli-

gious dimensions of the work on agency by philosophers and theorists such as

Taylor and Butler has less to do with the affinities they share with Weber

himself and more to do with the Weberian qualities that are found in their

theories of agency. These are qualities evident in the evolution of the notion

of vocation, that is, qualities that mourn the suppression and obscuring of

conditions that, given full expression, would otherwise enable freedom and

meaning for the self. As I noted, Weber uses the occasion of the vocation lec-

tures as a diatribe against the German university system for abandoning the

educational tradition of Bildung. It is this connection that Weber makes be-

tween the demands of vocation and Bildung (what I am calling cultivation)

that I want to pursue in this final chapter. It is a connection that speaks to a

religious heritage that links vocation to duty, commitment, and piety, as well

as to a determination to cultivate aspirations for intellectual and spiritual in-

tegrity along with moral purpose. I am therefore engaging the idea of voca-

tion for largely Weberian reasons, by which I mean that I am interrogating

a religious category that has become dissociated from its spiritual heritage
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(the Reformation notion of Beruf or calling) and yet continues to have cur-

rency precisely because of its paradoxical dissonance and resonance with this

heritage.

I am fully aware that the approach I have taken on the question of the

religious qualities found in nonreligious thinkers will appear oblique to many

and thus overly expansive in my ambitions for what I identify as modes and

forms of religiosity and spirituality. After all, I have chosen two figures who

are, by most lights, concerned with ‘‘secular’’ matters (although Taylor does

wear his ‘‘theism’’ on his sleeve). I am sure to face critics who will argue that

disembedding terms such as ‘‘the religious’’ or even ‘‘the spiritual’’ from more

traditional uses will result in losing the meaning of religion altogether. Just as

Sheldon Wolin argues that the expanded use of the category of ‘‘the political’’

(as in the phrase ‘‘everything is political’’) would mean that nothing is polit-

ical, my future (im)perfect critics might argue that if everything is religious,

then nothing is religious.11 Nonetheless, it is not the case that I am arguing

that everything is political or religious. I aim to make a subtler argument that

seeks to connect the common purposes of so-called secular categories such as

agency, expressivism, the sublime, difference, and melancholy to forms of re-

ligiosity. In other words, I am attempting to establish a connection between

the poles of the secular and the religious—which is to say that by way of bridg-

ing and mediating concepts such as aspiration, possibility, vocation, and cul-

tivation I am challenging the conventions that attempt to distinguish sharply

‘‘the religious’’ from ‘‘the secular.’’ The desire to maintain exacting separations

and distinctions between the religious and the secular, as well as the sacred/

spiritual and the profane/worldly, is a reflection of strategies that seek to create

artificial and potentially false constructs. It also constitutes a failure of the

imagination, in my view, by refusing to acknowledge the expansive power and

complexity of these terms. In this sense, I am following the lead of figures

such as Josiah Royce (in his The Sources of Religious Insight) and John Dewey

(in his A Common Faith), that is, philosophers who recognize the persistent

possibilitiesof religious categories suchas ‘‘salvation’’ (Royce)or ‘‘faith’’ (Dewey),

even when they travel beyond the bounds of ‘‘the traditions.’’ This is what one

hears when Royce implores his readers to ‘‘[b]e willing, then, to generalize our

term and to dissociate the idea of salvation from some of the settings in which

you usually have conceived it.’’12 Or when Dewey insists that there is a dis-

tinction one can make between ‘‘religion versus the religious.’’13 If we no

longer narrowly define and associate terms such as ‘‘Zeitgeist’’ or ‘‘paradigm’’

with German social theory or Kuhnian philosophy and history of science, then

we should at least entertain the possibility of more expansive applications of

the contested categories of the religious.

As I indicated earlier, I believe that even after terms such as ‘‘vocation,’’

‘‘conversion,’’ and ‘‘grace’’ have taken on secular meanings it remains that

the rhetorical power and effect of these tropes persist, in part, because they
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continue to bank on the religious overtones and associations they evoke. This

is certainly the case with Weber’s use of the category of ‘‘vocation’’ in the late

lectures. While for Weber it may fall to the initiated to fully understand the

significance of the intellectual genealogy of the idea of vocation (from the the-

sis he develops in The Protestant Ethic about the sublimation of godly vocation

into worldly and materialistic concerns to his eventual dissociation of vocation

from its Reformation heritage), there remains a continuity even in the stated

discontinuities between the sacred understanding of vocation and its secular

variations. This continuity has to do with form. That is to say that Weber can

only recognize and acknowledge science or politics as ‘‘a vocation’’ insofar as

the form and not the content is the same as the Reformers’ understanding of

Beruf. The question is not necessarily, for example, ‘‘Am I called to be a child

of God’’ or whatever specific content one believes should attend the message

of the call. Instead, vocation is a response to questions such as: ‘‘What am I

called to do?’’ ‘‘What am I willing to die for?’’ and ‘‘What gives my life meaning

and value?’’ There is, therefore, an explicit connection between the idea of

vocation and agency.

Cultivation of the Self, or Agency as a Way of Life

Liberta va cercando ch’e si cara

(He goes seeking freedom which is so dear)

—Dante, Canto I, Purgatorio

As I alluded earlier, a striking feature of Taylor’s and Butler’s approaches to

the problematic of agency is the commitment they share in promoting projects

of regenerating agency that are coincidental with the cultivation of the self. By

‘‘cultivation of the self’’ I have two related features in mind.

First, moral identity. A deep and engaging moral identity requires contin-

uous critical reflection on the conditions for the possibility of human flour-

ishing. This involves, on the one hand, an assessment of the conditions that

constrain and limit meaningful subjectivity, and, on the other, discerning and

determining that which enables well-being. Cultivating the self entails a form

of self-understanding that is intimately tied to a sense of moral, political, and

psychic integrity. Toward this end, melancholy, loss, lack, void, absence, dis-

content, and dissatisfaction are the necessary concerns that inspire the culti-

vation of the self. The critical self-examination of self-cultivation also involves

the acknowledgement and articulation of the aspirations for well-being that

the agent has in mind, such as the legitimation of social existence (Butler),

envisioning and articulating the possibility of authenticity and transcendence

(Taylor), and finding a sense of purpose in one’s moral and spiritual commit-

ments and duty (Weber).
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Second, spiritual exercise. Cultivation of the self serves as a form of spiri-

tual exercise for projects of regenerating agency, by which I mean disciplines—

broadly defined as political, moral/ethical, and spiritual/religious practices.

On the one hand, these disciplines and practices keep the self mindful of the

limits of agency and subjectivity. In this way, the quest for self-understanding

is crucial to self-cultivation. On the other hand, the discipline of critical self-

reflection helps sustain and even inspire the aspiration to transcend and trans-

gress moral, social, political, and spiritual limits, especially through the

identification of the necessary concerns that call the self (vocation) and enable

the process of becoming an agent as well as a self.14 Self-cultivation thus en-

tails a transformation of the self in a manner that is organic with a worldview

that takes agency not as an epiphenomenal and episodic occasion but rather

as a way of life.
This concern for self-cultivation and agency as transformative is evident

in Taylor’s reconstruction of expressivism, in which a regulative ideal of au-

thenticity takes hold of the religious imagination through the articulation of

the moral sources that ground moral identity. This is the impetus, I believe,

behind Taylor’s critique of deconstruction and of postmodern culture, both of

which he takes to task for an obsession with one side of the ideal of authen-

ticity, namely, self-determining freedom. This amounts, so Taylor argues, to

seeing choice and resistance as values in and of themselves. The problem with

this perspective, according to Taylor, is that it ignores the other side of the

ideal of the authenticity of the self. This is the side of authenticity that sees the

self not in the mode of a narcissistic Romanticism that seeks absolute free-

dom but rather as a being who comes into her/his own through introspection,

as well as in dialogical engagement with horizons of meaning and ‘‘significant

others,’’ such as family, community, and even tradition. Taylor argues in The
Ethics of Authenticity that the postmodern culture of self-determining freedom

(he also refers to advocates of this culture as ‘‘neo-Nietzschean’’) degrades the

ideal of authenticity by turning it into a ‘‘soft relativism’’ that holds forth a

narcissistic conception of identity that is based on personal choice rather than

on the deeper and more complicated context he covets (think conscientious

and deep-souled communitarians).15As I discussed in chapter 3, Taylor presses

the sublime (in the form of the framing epiphany) into the service of disci-

plining moral agency and identity. In other words, the sublime framing epiph-

any disciplines the self by making it aware of the moral frameworks, horizons

of meaning, and other sources that lie beyond the individual self. As epi-

phanic, the sublime is meant to awaken the agent to the ‘‘reality’’ and pos-

sibility of transcendent moral sources that are already operative in ordinary

life, that is, through the moral intuitions for freedom, justice, benevolence,

and the affirmation of the ordinary life. Be that as it may, an experience with

the sublime spurs the imagination of the not yet realized self to engage in the

activity of articulating what these sources and potential identities are and
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elaborating on how they can become manifest in one’s consciousness and in

the life one wishes to lead. Taylor argues that the act of articulating what one’s

moral sources are involves creative expression and manifestation. It is, I am

proposing, a discipline of self-cultivation. Furthermore, the characterization of

agency as the capacity for moral judgment (Taylor’s strong evaluation) is itself

suggestive of the aesthetic and the imagination.

In Butler’s theory of performativity, a regulative ideal of irony and parody

fixes the imagination on the possibility of change in the service of agency. As

a response of resistance to dominant/normative discursive practices that dis-

cipline the self, performativity is also an alternative mode of self-discipline

that reveals conditions that limit possibility. Though she prefers the discourse

of parody and melancholia, I have argued that performativity also involves a

deep use of irony. I will say more about Butler’s use of irony and counterreg-

ulatory practices in a moment.

By employing Romantic tropes such as authenticity, irony, and the imag-

ination, it is not my intent to argue that Taylor and Butler are in fact Roman-

tics, although Taylor often flirts with the label by tentatively embracing the

Romantic ethos of expressivism and authenticity while also distancing him-

self from it. Nor am I attempting to recuperate Romanticism itself—a tradi-

tion whose cuffs and hems have become long-since frayed. Like Taylor, as well

as other philosophers such as Charles Larmore, Richard Eldridge, and Stanley

Cavell, I look to Romanticism as providing a set of resources and concepts for

understanding the engagements of critical agency with rational self-reflection.

As Taylor, Larmore, and Eldridge have each argued, we should pay attention

to the persistence of Romanticism not because more of us should identify

ourselves as ‘‘Romantics’’ (Cavell is probably the exception in this crowd), but

rather because the late modern west still maintains an inheritance from the

Romantic legacy, specifically in the widely held ideals of self-fulfillment, au-

thenticity, and, more obliquely, in the uses and expressions of the creative

imagination and irony.16

I have retrieved the ideas of authenticity, irony, and the imagination from

the Romantic tradition as a way of clarifying the work required by projects

of regenerating agency and their attendant dimensions of religiosity. I have

turned to these Romantic tropes, in part, because I believe they are still quite

‘‘alive’’ in contemporary discourse. Furthermore, I maintain that the spirit of

Romanticism, as Schleiermacher pointed out in his Second Speech on reli-

gion, is largely an attempt to live and practice religion without the religions.

The Second Speech is a devastatingly incisive and powerful rhetorical display

in which Schleiermacher argues for the centrality of subjective experience,

while also pointing out to his fellow Romantics that their attempts to establish

a necessary relationship between interiority or inwardness and nature were

identical to the religious and theological ideals of relating the self to the world
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or universe. Schleiermacher focuses on the centrality of feeling (Gef €uuhl) and
intuition to make this point; which is to say, he hits at the heart of the Ro-

mantic critique of the Enlightenment’s dismissal of the affective dimensions

of human experience.17

This brief sidebar on Schleiermacher’s critique of the Romantics is not an

effort on my part to say that ‘‘the Romantics were really talking about religion,

and thus my use of concepts from Romanticism in my interpretation of agency

proves that what I’m talking about is also about religion.’’ My method, I hope,

is subtler than such remarks would suggest. My use of Romantic tropes is an

appeal to the spirit of Romanticism that sought to fill what was perceived as a

void left by the Enlightenment’s critique of religion and the affects. And so

I am arguing that there is an elective affinity between Romanticism and a cri-

tique such as the one I have been making of projects of regenerating agency,

which is to say, a critique that is seeking to uncover dimensions of religiosity

that have gone undetected or undeveloped in the largely secular discourses of

contemporary theory.

My point here is that the aspects of self-cultivation that envision agency as

a way of life and as a vocation also involve the use of what I have been calling

the religious imagination. The religious imagination requires a willingness to

risk conceiving of life otherwise than it is now. It is, so to speak, the exercise

and discipline of the religious imagination that connects identity with agency,

the political with the moral, and memory with culture. The passionate commit-

ments, aspirations for life chances and possibilities, and attempts to envision

impact in the world and for the self are all reflections of the religious imag-

ination. I refer to this imagination and corresponding set of dispositions as

‘‘religious’’ (just as one might refer to works of art as products of ‘‘the creative

imagination’’) not because the imagination and dispositions in question are

reducible to any particular religious tradition or to a broad account of themoral.

Instead, I call them religious because of the overlapping concerns between

what I have been identifying as the religious/spiritual work of agency and the

features associated with philosophical (read ‘‘secular’’) accounts of the rela-

tionship between agency and moral identity. I have been seeking new ways of

interpreting the work of agency that pushes the bounds of conventional ac-

counts and theories of agency into what I believe are fruitful and underex-

plored modes of religiosity.

In this vein, Cavell’s work on Emerson is enormously helpful and illu-

minating in establishing the connections between the cultivation of the self

to the role that language, discourse, and finding a voice plays in engendering

agency. In his reflections on the ordinary life, Cavell describes Emerson’s in-

heritance of the Kantian and Romantic traditions as indicative of a ‘‘doubleness

of the self.’’ For Kant, the doubleness is the split he identifies between the

phenomenal and the noumenal; for Emerson, the division is between the self
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that is encumbered by and within the ordinary world and the ‘‘unattained yet

attainable self,’’ or what Cavell calls ‘‘the next self ’’ or ‘‘the further self.’’ Emerson

serves as a mediating figure for Cavell in this regard, insofar as he (Emerson)

is a thinker who effectively depicts the philosophical skeptic’s perspective on

herself/himself and the world. This is also to say that Emerson speaks to the

concerns of a philosophical and cultural skepticism that is preoccupied with

the potential for nonidentity between the self and the world, the self and

others, and how one experiences both.

It is fruitful to read Taylor’s and Butler’s projects of regenerating agency

as examples of what Cavell describes as the process of ‘‘becoming intelligible

to oneself’’: a critical feature of moral perfectionism.18 The individual agent

experiences the call of moral perfectionism, according to Cavell, by adhering

to an imperative to search for apt forms of self-expression and to move from

‘‘self-obscurity’’ to the discovery and discernment of ‘‘which among the voices

contending to express your nature are ones for you to own here, now.’’19 This

depiction of the call of and for the self jives with what Taylor refers to as the

Romantic valorization of the ‘‘inner voice,’’ that is, the notion that interiority

will allow us to express our authentic nature. It is also consonant with Butler’s

concern for how the self responds to calls of subjection to particular norms of

identity that come to constitute gender, sexuality, class, and race. The idea that

one’s sense of self is obscure, and that one needs to work to become intelli-

gible to oneself, is also reminiscent of the Socratic ideal of self-knowledge,

as well as Augustine’s ‘‘anthropological’’ notion of becoming a question to one-

self. To use the idiom of the ancient Greeks, my distinct identity is not

(always) clear or transparent to me. Furthermore, my distinct or unique iden-

tity (my daimôon) ‘‘appears and is visible only to others.’’20 Being obscure to

oneself speaks to Taylor’s injunction to transform the self from a condition of

moral obscurity to becoming morally articulate, which is to say, to recuperate

authenticity through new and modern forms of cultivation. It also applies to

Butler’s interrogation of the conditions of agency that arise from the inter-

play between the forces of power and the psychic life. In other words, both the

alienation from the good that creates the need for regenerating agency for

Taylor and the subjection of desires that constitutes the conditions that ob-

scure yet enable the self for Butler represent forms of melancholy that require

clarification and response from the self who seeks to realize her/his agency.

Again, Cavell is a helpful mediator here. Cavell’s idea of becoming intel-

ligible to oneself is the heart of what he calls ‘‘Emersonian perfectionism’’ or

‘‘moral perfectionism.’’ By ‘‘perfectionism’’ Cavell is alluding to a vague yet

compelling ideal that lures the self forward without a definite vision in mind.

It is predicated on the ideal of moral perfection, though not in the sense that

there is a teleology or a clear notion of ‘‘perfection’’ involved.21 Instead, as Cavell

notes, he holds onto the trope of ‘‘perfection’’ because of its resonance with

Emerson, as well as Freud and Plato, who all argue
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that each state of the self is, so to speak, final: each state consti-

tutes a world (a circle, Emerson says) and it is one each one also

desires (barring inner or outer catastrophes). On such a picture of

the self one could say both that significance is always deferred and

equally that it is never deferred (there is no later circle until it is

drawn).22

Emersonian perfectionism relates ‘‘to the state of one’s soul’’ or self, which is

to say, not to the content of morality but to the relationship of the soul/self to

that content. There is no ‘‘true’’ self. Instead, the self is always imperfect and
limited by a particular point of view; therefore the self is subject to transcen-

dence, or to what Butler calls ‘‘self-thwarting.’’ The ‘‘unattained but attain-

able self’’ that Cavell finds in Emerson is meant to convey this ‘‘imperfect’’

perfectionism.23 Through his perfectionism, particularly in essays such as

‘‘Self-Reliance,’’ Emerson is admonishing his contemporaries for their lack of

will. Emerson is especially hard on thosewho seek the affirmation of authority of

all kinds, whether it is the authority of family, convention, or popular opinion.

Significantly, Emerson and Kant share a profound faith in the human capacity

for free will. As a counterpart to Kant’s invocation in his ‘‘What is Enlight-

enment?’’ essay of Horace’s injunction ‘‘Sapere aude!’’ (‘‘Dare to use your own

intelligence!’’), Emerson inveighs in ‘‘Self-Reliance’’: ‘‘Trust thyself,’’ that is,

‘‘dare to be wrong.’’ Trusting ourselves and daring to be wrong may be the only

ways of chancing on the right and the good. In pressing the case for self-trust

and self-reliance, Emerson is not making an argument for ‘‘great men’’ or ex-

traordinary acts of genius, although at times it sounds that way. Instead,

Emerson is arguing for a kind of new world Socratic ethic, in which courage is

forged through an examination of the self.24 This is what Cavell means by the

perfectionist injunction to become intelligible to oneself. It is an interpretation

of self-examination as a mode of self-cultivation and education.25 By follow-

ing the imperative to engage in self-examination and the pursuit of self-

understanding, Emerson argues that we should see our own lives as works of

art, in contrast to Taylor’s protest that this kind of aestheticization of iden-

tity diminishes the self to the status of a mere ‘‘work.’’ As Harold Bloom sug-

gests, Emerson was a great dramatist of the self; he was someone who was able

to dive into the depths of inner experience and reveal a sense of pathos and

vitality within.26

Just as Kant has faith that each of us has the ability to be free, by which he

means the ability to give ourselves universal rules of action and duty, Emerson

argues that each individual has the capacity and possibility of genius. As with

Kant’s use in ‘‘What is Enlightenment?’’ of oblique metaphors for the moral

self (‘‘man of learning’’) and the universal community (‘‘the entire reading

public’’), Emerson employs his own code, as it were, for depicting the resis-
tance associated with freedom. He casts self-reliance and self-trust as matters
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of genius, though the appeal is not a claim for elitism, as in some kind of

aristocracy of the soulful. Instead, Emerson seeks to awaken the genius of

ordinary people.27 In a similar vein to Kant’s charge that immaturity derives

from dependence on the influence of others, Emerson finds sources of inspi-

ration in nonconformity, that is, the willingness to avert convention especially

given the possibility of realizing one’s own singularity. Genius is reflected in

the capacity to face (Emerson calls it listening to and the ‘‘perception’’ of ) death,

disappointment, disenchantment, powerlessness, and failure, and to emerge

from that encounter with one’s own distinctive voice. In short, genius involves
listening for an inner calling or vocation.28 In Emerson’s estimation, the sin of

conformity is the sin of not listening to one’s own instincts—a condition that

subsequently prevents the self from being open to the truth of the world,

especially to nature. The attunement to the call of nature is one of the features

that situates Emerson comfortably within the Romantic tradition. It is also a

mode that links the cultivation of self-knowledge and perfectionism with the

sense of duty and necessary concern found in the idea of agency as a vocation.

Nonconformity is about transgression not for the sake of sabotage or even

of revolution, though some of these connotations do hang tenuously on Butler’s

theory of performativity. Instead, the transgression and resistance of non-

conformity relies on an individualistic communing with things of the soul. It

speaks of the value of the poet and poetry, of the creative voice that is able to

respond to the immediacy of feeling and perception. Emerson’s notion of self-

reliance is as much about faithfulness to an authentic self as it is a com-

mitment to its subversion, that is, seeking singularity and finding one’s

uniqueness while knowing full well that a next self is waiting in the wings. It

is, I am arguing, an expression of the religious imagination. As Emerson

describes it, the religious imagination of self-reliance requires that one hear

agency as a vocation not from an extant repertoire of external sources but

rather as an attunement to the genuinely uncanny and new. ‘‘When good is

near you, when you have life in yourself, it is not by any known or accustomed

way; you shall not discern the foot-prints of any other; you shall not see the

face of man; you shall not hear any name—the way, the thought, the good,

shall be wholly strange and new. It shall exclude example and experience.’’29

This is, I believe, why Cavell likens Emerson’s notion of self-reliance and the

corollary defiance of conformity to Kant’s idea of duty to the moral law. Self-

trust or self-reliance, in short, is the willingness to defy the opinions and

affirmations of the present such that one takes the chance of achieving the

acknowledgement that comes with the potential for greatness in the future.

Casting the self-reliant and the self-trustworthy in terms of ‘‘greatness’’ and

‘‘genius’’ is Emerson’s way of acknowledging how rare self-reliance is in

practice.30 Indeed, it is analogous to Weber’s contentions about the rarity of

integrity of character and personality in politics and science. While Emerson

wants to broker the divide of the imperfect, conventional world to the realm of
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freedom, he is not confident that it will happen with frequency or with ease.

Indeed, in ‘‘Self-Reliance,’’ Emerson makes a Kantian move by positing a reg-

ulative and elusive ideal for self-reliance in the form of a self-sufficient and

self-existing god: a supreme cause that enters all lower forms and thereby gives

them—us the power to exist.31 Emerson is effectively arguing that God is within

each of us in our uniqueness and our singularity; and not as we are when we

exist and act and think as a member of ‘‘a mob,’’ which is to say, when we are

being unreflective and kowtowing in order to garner the affirmation of others.

Emerson is fully aware of how difficult and solitary self-reliance is. ‘‘We must

go it alone,’’ he writes. He is invoking Kant by suggesting that trusting oneself

is a matter of rigorous virtue and duty. It requires the cultivation of a disci-

pline that sees agency as a way of life and, as I have been arguing, as a vo-

cation. ‘‘Inasmuch as the soul is present,’’ Emerson writes, ‘‘there will be power

not confident but agent.’’32 As with Kant’s criticism of immaturity or tutelage,

Emerson recognizes that it is simply much easier to look to standards outside

oneself. Self-reliance requires a nearly superhuman attitude that ‘‘insists on

oneself’’ and holds to the discipline for the self that says ‘‘never imitate.’’33

Emerson, like Kant, posits that freedom occurs not as instances and forms

that all of us would understand immediately, but rather in ways that will most

likely be in defiance of the familiar. The risks are daunting and alienating; fur-

thermore, the rewards are likely not to be seen in one’s lifetime. Hence,

Emerson’s famous line on greatness: ‘‘Is it so bad . . . to be misunderstood?’’

He goes on to liken the risk of misunderstanding to the great achievements of

Luther, Shakespeare, and even Jesus. ‘‘To be great is to be misunderstood.’’

Even though it is a lonely endeavor, the hope is that all of us will at least take a

shot at it.

A Revolution of the Spirit: Attunement to Discontent and Hope

It is easy to see that a greater self-reliance must work a revolution in all

the offices and relations of men [sic]; in their religion; in their education;

in their pursuits; their modes of living their association; in their property;

in their speculative views.

—Ralph Waldo Emerson, ‘‘Self-Reliance’’

What I think Emerson shows, at least in this all-too-brief comparison with

Kant, is a way to sharpen and clarify an understanding of the role of melan-

choly in regenerating agency, particularly by revealing the possibility of seeing

modernity, late modernity, and postmodernity not so much as epochs but as

sets of attitudes and dispositions. Taylor, in effect, observes that the melan-

choly, or what he calls in The Ethics of Authenticity, the ‘‘malaise’’ of modernity,

is the pervasiveness of the attitude and disposition of discontent. Butler
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identifies postmodernity also with discontent but through a deeper melancholy

than Taylor manages to face. Despite these differences, I have been arguing

that the attitudes and dispositions of the melancholy of modernity and of

difference also bank on the possibility of hope and aspiration; which is to say,

by seeking new ways of experiencing ourselves, the world, time, space, and

history, these forms of melancholy imply a detachment from dominant and

dominating habits of being. In other words, Butler and Taylor, in different but

at times overlapping ways, are calling for a change in disposition and the

cultivation of a radical attitude toward those things that have grounded expe-

rience in the past, that is, a dissent toward the dominant ideas of the age—

ideas that range from the cultural ethos of secularism to more vexing world-

views such as sexism, homophobia, and white supremacy. These constitute

movements toward a revolution of the spirit, which means that they are as con-

cerned for the internal convictions and commitments that are necessary for

realizing freedom as they are for the practical reality of living the examined

life. Both Butler and Taylor write at a time when the moral imperatives of the

ethos of freedom have become banal and melancholic. In other words, the

achievements and, more precisely, the achievability of freedom are taken for

granted.34

In pressing the case for the urgency to attend to projects of regenerating

agency, particularly as calls for the cultivation of the self and revolutions of

the spirit, I want to underscore here that it is critical to keep in mind that

the regeneration of agency requires a deep commitment to the enterprise of

revealing false necessities. The discontents of modernity and postmodernity

inspire change. As Emerson suggests toward the end of ‘‘Self-Reliance’’: ‘‘Dis-

content is the want of self-reliance: it is [an] infirmity of the will.’’ Toward this

end, some of the functions of religion begin to take shape in an interpretation of

projects of regenerating agency as forms of cultivation—functions of religion

such as: cultivating an abiding concern for the self (this holds even in Butler’s

poststructuralist decentering of subjectivity); the construction of visions of the

world that affirm the passionate attachments that are born of the self, and;

paradoxically, bringing to consciousness that which thwarts a sense of integrity

in one’s understanding the world and the nature of reality. In short, the per-

fectionist ethos brings into relief the continuous work of orienting the self to
itself as well as to ‘‘the world’’ (universe, cosmos).35

On the one hand, certainly, it is more difficult to make the case that the

cultivation of the self applies to Butler’s project as much as it does to Taylor’s,

especially given the problematization of subjectivity that lies at the heart of

her project. On the other hand, even with her insistence on contingency and

the idea of living with the instability of the self, it still stands that a fundamental

dissatisfaction resides in her political and cultural analysis that in itself is

suggestive of a desire for change. The desire for change is not, as Butler makes

clear, predicated on a utopian vision of transcendence that often operates in
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emancipatory projects. And yet Butler does characterize her explorations of the

performative, as well as the relationship between the psychic and the political/

social, as emancipatory in their ends and aims. Butler is upfront that the agency

that performativity renders is not identical to, for example, the political agency

of social action or political movements. Nonetheless, there is a basic change in

self-understanding that comes through in her allusion to the idea that possi-

bility can be a political good.36

The idea of agency as a vocation in Butler’s work does not figure as a sim-

ple response to a calling ‘‘from beyond,’’ as in Taylor’s contentions about the

reactions elicited by the sublime. Instead, my point is that agency as a voca-

tion occurs in the performative moment in which we are hailed by institu-

tions, practices, and figures of authority and are subjected to become what

power calls us to be: straight, measured against masculinity, whiteness, wealth,

and the like. Agency occurs inmoments when a choicemust bemade to submit

in either an orthodox or unorthodox way to the call (hail). Read as a process,

the hailing of and by power calls the subject into being; this means being

called into a mode of social existence, such as a subject who is beholden to the

force of the law. The subject/self is formed by the calling/hailing of power. As

with the Weberian retrieval, vocation calls us to do something that we must do.
In other words, agency as a vocation compels us to respond. The critical task,

which in turn is suggestive of a cultivation of subjectivity for Butler, is to

determine if one’s response to a hail or interpellation is genuine, or whether it

is a result of the distillations of power in the psyche. Here is the correlation to

Emerson’s self-trust and self-reliance. In other words, the ambiguity of what

constitutes integrity for the self under conditions of power instills a sense of

urgency and necessity to practice critical self-examination and cultivation that

lends the self to the transformative possibilities of regenerating agency.

Furthermore, the decentered self in Butler’s theory can only realize her/his

agency through the ambiguity and ambivalence of melancholy. This means

continually insisting on the vocation of perfectionism with the knowledge that

an unfettered and unencumbered subjectivity is not only a pipe dream but

also a potentially lethal distraction. Through his perfectionism, Emerson could

entertain the ideal that self-reliance and the idea of trusting oneself only

requires the gamble of being misunderstood. In making the case for the stren-

uous life of the melancholy of difference, Butler is effectively showing how the

interpellated/subjected self is in a state of being in which the possibility of

agency must measure and weigh the costs of becoming an agent beyond mere

misunderstanding, that is, where the performative quickly turns from parody

to the critical detachment of irony, and finally falls to a dire choice between

conformity and the risks of social death. Performative agency is, in the end,

melancholic freedom.

For Taylor, the idea of agency as moral vocation is less problematic, since

he takes as axiomatic that a moral source is inherently good. In the scheme of
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the Althusserian interpellation that Butler adopts, the question of being called

or hailed is, again, a highly ambiguous affair. In contrast, Taylor does not

entertain ‘‘dark’’ possibilities, such as the idea of a Cartesian deceiving devil

posing as a potential ‘‘caller.’’ In other words, he does not seriously consider

the possibility that a transcendent source that calls on the self may actually be

evil. Allowing as much would mean entertaining the notion that a source that

calls on the conscience to make judgments of value and worth may not in fact

be good. In the end, this is an evasion on Taylor’s part. There is evil in the

world, and who is to say it does not exist even in the transcendence that lies

‘‘beyond life.’’ Taylor admits to the ambiguity of framing epiphanies in as

much as they issue features of the sublime. And yet the piety generated by a

moral source that calls us to articulate it and to construct and lead a life

according to its mandate, on Taylor’s score, requires a belief in the goodness

of the vocation. Ultimately, Taylor’s account of agency as a vocation is per-

suasive not because of the claim that we are drawn to the good or that we

cannot escape horizons of meaning and significance, but rather for the formal
aspects of the theory that suggest that encounters with the epiphanic and the

sublime discipline the self and the soul. By ‘‘discipline,’’ I mean that the sub-

jective experience of the sublime is necessarily ambiguous and unsettling, and

it should not be taken as a transparent moment of revelation. Instead, the sub-

lime’s defiance of reason humbles our ability to make sense of it. This forced

humility should be a spur to aspire to pierce the veil of the sublime (and pre-

sumably of the self ) and to envision what stands, as it were, on the other side

of that which turns us away. The sublime disciplines the self, as Kant argues,

in the effective ways that it reveals the limits of what and how we know. The

sublime also lures the religious imagination to seek out transcendence despite
the fact that the subjective encounter with the sublime turns out to be a failure

of the imagination.

Taylor’s moral realism and his piety about the inherent goodness of moral

sources wouldmost likely come off as uncritical optimism from the perspective

of an advanced poststructuralist such as Butler who is drawing not only from

Foucault, Derrida, and Althusser, but also from Nietzsche and Freud: all of

whom possessed deep suspicions about why we respond to moral vocations,

especially when the response involves the force of guilt in the conscience.

Nietzsche’s slave morality, Freud’s hyper-disciplining superego, Althusser’s

interpellation by authority, and Foucault’s subjection to power all inflect a

sense of necessity in the psyche through an obligation that feels paradoxically

external and interior. Why do we turn in response to the hail of the police

officer? Why do we cooperate with our own submission and potential nega-

tion? Butler’s response is that we answer these calls even when we know that it

means submitting ourselves to forces that will potentially deny that which is

most dear to the self. Why? Because we desire to be. We also desire social
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existence. Subsequently, we find ourselves answering the call of authority and

come to find that the hail of power is the ticket and the shibboleth to recog-

nition as social beings.37

Nonetheless, the question raised by power’s ability to call the subject into

being through language and discourse is to ask how or even why it is possible

to resist the call and respond to a different vocation. As a precondition for

agency, Butler needs to give an account of why one voice, and not another, is

more compelling. Or, as Cavell asks, ‘‘which among the voices contending to

express your nature are ones for you to own here, now.’’38 In other words,

agency as a vocation, as I have formulated it, insists that there are some things

we simply must do and some ways of life we simply must choose to live. The

implication is that there are sources for resisting power that take the form of

a calling. Certainly, this is what Kant implies by our obligation to the moral

law, or Plato when he says we desire and are drawn to the good. Taylor’s re-

course to the sublime augurs the call to cultivate and enact our moral iden-

tities and agency. The question is whether there is an analogous calling for

Butler’s thoroughly discursive world. That is, is there a vocation for Butler that

demands a response to the ethical and the political calls of justice, freedom,

and agency that instill the possibility of resisting subjection and subjectiva-

tion on the terms dictated by power?

Butler clearly believes this to be case, otherwise her arguments about the

agency revealed in the unpredictable and contingent performances of social

norms would be unpersuasive. And yet while the points she makes about re-

thinking power and working the weakness of the norm are provocative in

identifying power as imperfect and unstable in its ability to reproduce itself,

Butler needs to provide more compelling alternatives than the ideas of un-

predictability and contingency to transform her claim about agency into an

assertion about the political and the ethical.39 Framing the argument around

the inevitable contingency of power’s ability to reproduce itself would simply

imply that Butler is making a phenomenological observation and subsequently

is leaving the possibility of exploiting the imperfections of subjection and power

to serendipity. Butler clearly sees agency as subversion and resistance to be a

value as well as a potential political good; therefore, she recognizes the neces-

sity of identifying a mechanism, as it were, for ethical-political vocation. In her

use of theories of subjection, she reckons with this problem and identifies the

potential for ethical-political vocation as opening up through the aspects of

existence in which power affects deeply but not completely: namely, through

the body and in the psyche.40

The body is a strangely elusive thing. As Butler argues in Bodies That Mat-
ter, the body has its own materiality that falls outside of language but only

insofar as it calls language to respond to it. The body in its materiality—of life,

illness, and even death—is not passive to language but rather poses
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a demand in and for language, a ‘‘that which’’ which prompts and

occasions. . . . [W]ithin the cultural fabric of lived experience, [it calls

to be] fed, exercised, mobilized, put to sleep, a site of enactments

and passions of various kinds. To insist upon this demand, this site,

as the ‘‘that without which’’ no psychic operation can proceed, but

also as that on which and through which the psyche also operates, is

to begin to circumscribe that which is invariably and persistently

the psyche’s site of operation; not the blank slate or passive medium

upon which the psyche acts, but, rather, the constitutive demand

that mobilizes psychic action from the start, that is that very mobili-

zation, and, in its transmuted and projected bodily form, remains

that psyche.41

Here, Butler identifies the materiality of the body as a referent that language

cannot capture. As Stephen K. White suggests, it correspondingly ‘‘takes its

place in language as ‘an insistent call’ to be attended to.’’42 Following White’s

reading here, it appears that Butler locates a source of agency in the vocation of

the body that responds to the melancholy of desire, marginalization, and

subjection. The relationship between the materiality of the body and language

is one in which the former calls upon the latter to make sense of it, to render

and grasp it, and tomake it ‘‘real.’’ Themateriality of the body is a sublime limit

that exceeds language even as it demands language to name it. In this sense,

the dialectic between the sublime body and language echoes Cavell’s notion of

becoming intelligible to oneself and the Emersonian idea of ‘‘the next self.’’43

Cavell identifies the inspiration for self-cultivation and the process of becom-

ing intelligible to oneself with Emerson’s grand refusal of conformity to au-

thority and convention (which is in turn, so Cavell argues, a response to Kant’s

insistence on conformity to the moral law).44

There is an uncannily Emersonian note that Butler strikes in her recent

reflections on the political implications of performativity. I have already com-

mented on the language of living with and through risk that Butler has in com-

mon with Emerson. Again, Butler is considerably less sanguine than Emerson

about what risk-taking entails. Even if one follows Cavell’s reading of Emerson

as arguing along Kantian lines about the doubleness of the self, it remains

that Butler views the subject’s entanglements under the constraints and re-

straints of gender and sexual identity, specifically, and all modes of difference,

generally, as more severe than the encumbrances Emerson identifies. None-

theless, Butler shares Emerson’s investment in the notion of possibility as a

moment and instance in which a self can thwart the power of conventions and

subsequently overcome the self called into being (interpellated) by power.

Butler is careful to qualify that she does not consider all identities to be op-

pressive. Instead, highlighting the forms of regulation that operate through

available norms of identity shows them to be ‘‘sites of ambivalence.’’ As sites
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of ambivalence, identities provoke ‘‘pleasure and pain’’ that speak to the anx-

iety of an identity being apt or not, as fitting and even enthralling, as well as

potentially annulling and unstable. This means that both the ‘‘pleasure of and

exhilaration of ‘being’ such and so are also haunted by a certain anxiety, a

knowingness about the contingency of what we ‘are.’ ’’45 Any foundationalist,

essentialist, or narrative claims to identity are attempts to compensate for

the inherent instability of identity. The instability of identity induces a para-

dox. It presents not simply a source of existential anxiety that presses one to

become intelligible to oneself, but it also serves as a persistent reminder to

be humble in the claims that one makes about oneself and others. In other

words, it is a humility that folds the political imperatives of recognition over

into the ethical demands of generosity. Presumably, Butler would be sympa-

thetic to the Emersonian project of refusing conformity to convention, opinion,

and authority; but the ‘‘high’’ Romantic self-reliance that Emerson posits

appears too utopian to deal with the injunctions of the body and the psyche.

Emerson resists authority and power by an appeal to self-reliance. Butler’s

project is, in large part, a query about how agency as the resistance to power

can take place given the complicity of the self in its own subjection. If we are

complicit in our subjection, Butler might ask Emerson, how can we trust our-

selves to be self-reliant?

In contrast to the Emersonian ideal of perfectionism, I am arguing that

the sublime plays a role in the prioritizations Butler discerns in the psychic

life of power and agency. Recall that for Taylor the sublime is an indication

of awe and even wonder, as well as reverence and commitment (‘‘Achtung!’’).

The sublime as a framing epiphany, as Taylor would have it, also reveals

the possibility of engaging a transcendent moral source (the good) that lies

‘‘beyond us’’ but with which we should aspire to (re)connect. Again, Taylor

makes these conjectures about the sublime because of his faith in the inher-

ent goodness of our moral sources. For Butler, the scenario is darker. There

is an aspect of the sublime that exceeds our understanding, but it lies not in

a transcendent source beyond life, but rather in the passionate attachments

we have that are often oblique to our understanding. In other words, the desires

we have that we cannot fully explain or understand—especially the desires that

place us in conditions of submission and subjection—are paradoxically and
ironically our best clues to the possibility of realizing agency and the self.46

My point here is that it is possible to find an analogous source to the un-

settling, disciplining sublime that Taylor sees in the framing epiphanies of

modernism in the passionate attachments that Butler identifies with the ma-

teriality of the body and the ambivalence of the psyche. The sublime body and

psyche have similar effects to the ones Taylor identifies with framing epiph-

anies: namely, an unsettling that produces what seems like an inescapable am-

bivalence about what and who each of us desires. Furthermore, the sublime

body and psyche reveal the problematic of trying to determine and comprehend
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why one desires what one desires at all. The inescapable melancholy that

structures our desires, according to Butler, results from the ambivalence and

uncertainty we feel toward desire—an ambivalence and uncertainty that is anal-

ogous to the mixture of awe and fear that Kant identifies with the sublime.

And like the parallel instances of the sublime that Kant finds in nature (the

mathematical and dynamic sublime of enormity and outsized phenomena

that we cannot fully grasp in our understanding, such as the Swiss Alps, or

perhaps Niagara Falls before the appearance of neon lights) as well as within

the moral self (as in the Critique of Practical Reason in which Kant identifies

the sublime with the moral law within us and the starry heavens above; which

is to say, we are in possession of the sublime even as it remains, paradoxically,

beyond our understanding and ability to fully explain), Butler identifies the

failures and losses of melancholy as inspirations and sources of agency even

as they force us to follow laws and norms not of our own devising. The

sublime losses associated with melancholy are inspirations for the subversive

and transgressive agency that contrasts with a sense of spiritual uplift or

elevation. Indeed, the responses to melancholy that Butler identifies are expres-

sions of anger, resentment, and even rage that can translate the psychic dam-

age of subjection into ‘‘public’’ acts of political engagement, as well as hopes

and aspirations for change.47 Agency is born from the absence of freedom.

Thus, perhaps more like Emerson (and Cavell) and less like Taylor, Butler

identifies agency’s calling not with external sources but rather with the site(s)

of the self: that is, the social conditions, context, and habitus shaped by his-

tory, the body, and, of course, the psyche. Thus, just as Emerson turned to

himself, or rather within himself to help him understand the world, Butler

turns to the production of the subject/self as the source of agency. This insight
gives me an opportunity to elaborate on a conclusion I drew earlier: somewhat

paradoxically Butler sets the stakes of nonconformity higher than Emerson

did. For Emerson, the risk of nonconformity and refusal is acceptable, since

the potential rewards have their own satisfactions (misunderstanding as the

basis of greatness, for example). Butler casts nonconformity to norms and

conventions as a defiance of the force of power. This defiance entails risks

that include social death, that is, a denial of one’s social existence.48 As I showed
in the last chapter in my discussion of Butler and melancholy, the desires of

the abject of society—gays, lesbians, bisexuals, racial minorities, and so on—

shape the passionate attachments to particular identities, as gendered, racia-

lized, and the like. Deriding a concern for difference as ‘‘mere identity poli-

tics’’ is to disregard the pain and risks that come with fighting for social

existence. Furthermore, as Cavell suggests, it overlooks the fundamental un-

canniness of the ordinary, that is, the flow and flux between the familiar made

strange and the strange becoming familiar: an insight revealed to us through

performative, skeptical, and ironic ways of being in the world.49
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On the Spiritual Aspirations of Melancholic Freedom

The Unfree Man

A. He stands and harks: what does he hear?

What sound is ringing in his ear?

What struck him down? What mortal fear?

B. Who once wore chains, will always think

That he is followed by their clink.

—Friedrich Nietzsche, from The Gay Science

Hopefully, it has become clear over the course of this interrogation of the

religious dimensions of the contemporary discourse on agency that I view mel-

ancholy less as a lamentable condition of the spirit and more as an opportunity

and occasion to realize the potential for freedom, possibility, and hope in

complex and dark times. Agency as melancholic freedom begins with loss, and

it presses on without assuming that any of us ever gets over the loss com-

pletely. Losses abound in our lives: losses of love, of moral sources, of a stable

sense of self, of tradition, and of legitimacy. To wish a life without loss is a

mark of immaturity.

The accounts of agency that Taylor and Butler provide are enormously

rich, complex, and provocative, especially for an inquiry such as this one that

seeks to uncover qualities of religious and spiritual life that often go unno-

ticed. The qualities of what I have been calling the religious imagination

figure in both of their depictions of the conditions for the possibility of agency

amidst fraught and fragile opportunities to express and realize hope. The re-

ligious imagination of melancholic freedom is paradoxical in its identification

of fragility and ambivalence as preconditions for agency. Fragility attends to

Taylor’s aspirations to make strong evaluations in the context of moral plu-

ralism and secular public life, as well as in Butler’s claims for social existence

eked out of the risks of social death and discursive vulnerability. Ambivalence

arises as readily from Taylor’s engagement with the modern balancing act

of maintaining a commitment to political liberalism while also grasping onto

the traditions that constitute our moral identities, as it does with Butler’s

aspiration to hold out for the possibility of agency and perhaps even freedom

through the oppressive conditions that subject us to the forces of power. De-

spite the aspirations to move beyond the conditions that create melancholy,

the subjective experience of loss and living with lost love is constitutive of

being an agent—whether it takes the form of an aspiration to uncover the

hidden love of the good that animates one’s moral identity, or the longing to

grieve and mourn the losses of social difference in order to love openly and
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freely. Thus, the sense that there is a lost love that stands at the center of one’s

moral identity proves to be a condition for the possibility of agency itself. In

the end, contemporary agency is an expression of melancholic freedom.

I have marshaled the services of a range of thinkers to make the case that

agency as melancholic freedom requires the deployment of the religious imagi-

nation to engage the aspirations to confront, transpire, and perhaps even tran-

scend and transgress the limits that make the sources of the self obscure to us.

The antiphony of Weber’s fraught and at times embittered treatment of vo-

cation brings into relief the sense in which the aspirations of agency require a

call to love again despite melancholic losses. I have argued that the sublime

serves as a conduit for the vocation of melancholic freedom, both in the form

of Taylor’s framing epiphanies and Butler’s conjectures about the defiance

that the body and the psyche pose to discourses and symbolic orders. Agency

as a vocation requires wrestling with the unsettling effects of the sublime in

order to disengage from the forces of dominant social imaginaries, whether

these are manifest as a culture of secularism or as a political liberalism that

obscures discrimination and hatred behind polite smiles and chatter.

As I have said throughout this book, the religious and spiritual signifi-

cance of Taylor’s and Butler’s projects of regenerating agency is not to be

found in the specific ends and aims of their respective projects but rather in the

qualities of aspiration and striving they identify with melancholic freedom.

These qualities signify a desire for transcendence, though not necessarily in

the metaphysical sense of Taylor’s moral sources (those sources are, after all,

‘‘beyond life’’). Instead, this desire is more fully located in the immanent ex-

perience of yearning to move beyond the conditions of life as they currently

affect us. This yearning and aspiration is tied to the work of the religious

imagination: the faculty and ability to envision and, in Butler’s case, to enact a

new life, a next self.

It is this yearning for more—the aspiration for meaning, guidance, and

the like—that characterizes the self as active in the regeneration of the condi-

tions for the possibility of agency. And as an enterprise of seeking out agency—

or at least seeking conditions that are conducive to the regeneration of agency,

such as the cultivation of character, or greater attendance to the moral psy-

chology of motivation, drives, and desires—melancholic freedom presses the

religious imagination into the service of realizing these aspirations by in-

voking a sense of calling, that is, a vocation to do something and to be someone

who feels that one’s life is a necessary and worthy one to lead.

Melancholic freedom needs projects of regenerating agency in order to

cultivate the sensibilities and dispositions that attune the self to possibilities

and aspirations for transcendence: where transcendence covers a spectrum

that ranges from the immanent concerns of political transcendence (as in over-

coming oppression) all the way to the sense of being able to articulate and

respond to a transcendent ideal or value. It is this mode of self-cultivation that
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maintains itself in often paradoxical forms (as in Butler’s case) through an

ideal of integrity and authenticity that is disciplining as well as fortifying,

severe as well as enabling. It also speaks of a love that is denied, lost, or

obscured. In sum, as an expression of love and as a severe yet enabling ideal,

agency as melancholic freedom calls us into existence by instilling the aspi-

ration to become a more genuine self. Melancholic freedom thus requires an

attitude of piety and attunement: a piety to the ideals of integrity and an at-

tunement to the conditions that enable possibility. As the faculty that enables

vocation as well as projects of regenerating agency, the religious imagination

is the capacity to engage in creative yet critical reflection on our states of being

in the world. This means reflecting on what holds the self back and keeps

it from flourishing. It is fair to characterize these features as forms of human-

ism, in the sense that the practices of self-transformation and cultivation as-

pire to the integrity of becoming more fully human. While the ideal of

‘‘becoming human’’ is problematic when applied to the poststructuralism of

Butler’s project of regenerating agency, I believe that the designs on resistance

to regulatory practices imply a conviction to aspiring to do better and to be dif-
ferent. Agency as melancholic freedom aims to move beyond easy resolutions

and readily available consolations. It is my hope that these reflections on mel-

ancholic freedom will open up avenues of dialogue for further explorations of

the work of the religious imagination in regenerating agency, especially

through the acknowledgment of the unavoidability of loss and the undeniable

need for possibility and for hope.
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ers, among others. There are numerous twentieth-century theologians who em-
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Press, 1959); Ray L. Hart, Unfinished Man and the Imagination (Louisville: Westminster
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41. Taylor, Sources, 211–33. On the one hand, it seems hardly coincidental that
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Weber’s thesis in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. On the other

hand, Weber was seeking to divine the historical roots that infused capitalism with

the air of morality, while Taylor focuses on the moral elevation of everyday life itself.

Nonetheless, the two accounts come together in their critiques of modern rational-

ism, instrumentalism, and moral shallowness. I discuss this overlap between Taylor

and Weber in the final chapter.
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gloss on Berlin’s discussion of Herder and ‘‘expressionism.’’ See Taylor, Hegel (New
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58. For example, Taylor, The Ethics of Authenticity (Cambridge: Harvard University

Press, 1992), 25–29.

59. Consider Taylor’s concluding remarks to his massive commentary on

Hegel:

In a sense, the modern search for a situated subjectivity is the heir of that
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age, an expression of spiritual powers, the syntheses of the time can no longer

command our allegiance.
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constantly re–awakens expressivist protest, and along with this, the claims of
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the scene transfigured by emotion. And the emotion, in turn, is not sim-
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being, where the object portrayed expresses a deeper reality. It doesn’t come
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them a force field which can capture a more intense energy.
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criticism, two central texts on the literary sublime are: Thomas Weiskel, The Romantic
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ditions for the possibility of knowledge and freedom. In this regard, the third Critique
not only connects the teleological projects of the first and second Critiques, but it
also articulates a synthesis between reason and the affective that the Romantics would

take as a fundamental imperative. It may appear contradictory, or at least ironic,
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Sources is a different epic. It is a story not of a single protagonist but of two lovers—the
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with a binding force on the will of duty and obligation to the moral law, there is some

overlap between the account of the changes in orientation and disposition I am describing

here in the shift Huck makes from one moral world to another and the description

of conversion that Kant provides early in the Religion. Kant, Religion, 67–68/AK 6:47.

23. William James, ‘‘The Will to Believe’’ in The Will to Believe and Other Essays in
Popular Philosophy, and Human Immortality (New York: Dover, 1967), 1–31.

24. Taylor, Sources, 38f.
25. Robert B. Pippin, ‘‘Nietzsche and the Melancholy of Modernity,’’ Social Re-

search 66, no. 2 (Summer 1999): 495–520.

26. Harvey Goldman, Max Weber and Thomas Mann: Calling and the Shaping
of the Self (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988). Goldman’s comparative

study of Weber and Mann was enormously helpful in my consideration and reflec-

tions on the relationship between vocation and agency.

27. For surveys of this history, see, for example, Michael Allen Gillespie, Nihilism
before Nietzsche (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995); and James C. Edwards,

The Plain Sense of Things: The Fate of Religion in an Age of Normal Nihilism (Univer-

sity Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1997).

28. Immanuel Kant, ‘‘An Answer to the Question: ‘What Is Enlightenment?’ ’’ in

Kant: Political Writings, ed. H. S. Reiss (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,

1991), 54–60.

29. Taylor, ‘‘What’s Wrong with Foundationalism? Knowledge, Agency, and

World’’ in Heidegger, Coping, and Cognitive Science: Essays in Honor of Hubert L. Dreyfus,
vol. 2, ed. Mark A. Wrathall and Jeff Malpas (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2000), 132.

30. Sigmund Freud, ‘‘Mourning and Melancholia,’’ in The Standard Edition of
The Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, trans. and ed. James Strachey

(London: Hogarth Press, 1957): 14:243–60.
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Philosophy and Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001); Stanley

Cavell, In Quest of the Ordinary: Lines of Skepticism and Romanticism (Chicago: Uni-

versity of Chicago Press, 1988). I am especially indebted to Eldridge’s book for con-

vincing me of the centrality of the ideal of aspiration for the Romantic ethos, as well as

for providing the arresting notion of ‘‘the persistence of romanticism.’’

17. Friedrich Schleiermacher, On Religion: Speeches to its Cultured Despisers (Cam-

bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 18–54.

18. The phrase ‘‘unattained but attainable self’’ is from Emerson’s essay ‘‘History.’’

Ralph Waldo Emerson, Essays & Lectures (New York: Library of America, 1983), 235–56.

Stanley Cavell, Conditions Handsome and Unhandsome: The Constitution of Emersonian
Perfectionism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990), xxxvi, 57. See also Stanley

Cavell, Cities of Words: Pedagogical Letters on a Register of the Moral Life (Cambridge:

Harvard University Press, 2004), 2–18.

19. Cavell, Conditions, xxxvi–xxxvii.
20. Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,

1958), 192–93.

21. Cavell, Conditions, 3–4.
22. Ibid.

23. Stanley Bates, ‘‘Stanley Cavell and Ethics,’’ in Stanley Cavell, ed. Richard
Eldridge (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 36–43.

24. RalphWaldo Emerson, ‘‘Self-Reliance’’ in Essays & Lectures, 257–82. Immanuel

Kant, ‘‘An Answer to the Question: ‘What Is Enlightenment?’ ’’ in H. S. Reiss, ed.,

Kant: Political Writings (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 54–61.

25. Cavell, Cities of Words, 24–26.
26. Harold Bloom, ‘‘Emerson and Whitman: The American Sublime’’ in Bill

Beckley, ed., Sticky Sublime (New York: Allworth Press, 2001), 16–40.

27. Cavell, Conditions Handsome and Unhandsome, 16; cf. 18; Kant, ‘‘What Is

Enlightenment?,’’ 54–61.

28. In ‘‘Compensation,’’ Emerson casts the problem as the soul’s response to

nature’s unequal dispensation of abilities, opportunities, and fortunes among people—

the differences between ‘‘Less’’ and ‘‘More.’’ Death and calamity are constants of the

cycle of life—Emerson calls it ‘‘growth’’—that force each of us to adapt, cope, and keep

moving forward. Ralph Waldo Emerson, ‘‘Compensation’’ in Emerson: Essays & Lectures,
300–302. Taylor’s use of the narrative language of growth and maturity to describe

agency asmoral, practical reasoning in transitions is remarkably reminiscent of Emerson.

29. Emerson, ‘‘Self-Reliance,’’ 271.

30. Ibid., 265.

31. Ibid., 269–73, especially 272.

32. Ibid., 271–72.

33. Ibid., 278–79.

34. Eagleton identifies this ethos as a species of the tragic and subsequently

correlates the sublime with the melancholic disposition I have identified with contem-

porary experiences of freedom, especially the sotto voce quality that I associated with

the banality of freedom in the last chapter. As Eagleton writes:
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If tragedy has something of the melancholic joy of the sublime, it also dis-

plays for some critics a similar structure. The pain of the Kantian sublime

springs from a recognition of finitude: we strive to measure up to some

unfathomable Law or Reason, but inevitably fail. The sublime thus has an

oedipal structure. But if our finitude is thus thrown into harsh relief, so by

contrast is the august infinity which we crave; and in the very act of striv-

ing and failing to attain it, we act out a freedom in which we can hear a dim

echo of the sublime power itself. In falling short of the Law or the Absolute,

we acknowledge our affinity with it, recognizing that our only true dwelling

place is within its eternal homelessness.

Terry Eagleton, Sweet Violence: The Idea of the Tragic (Malden, Mass.: Blackwell, 2003),

176–77.

35. Ruf makes a similar argument in his reading of William James insofar as he

characterizes James as a religious thinker who was continuously struggling to find

ways of maintaining an orientation of the self in the face of chaos. Frederick J. Ruf,

The Creation of Chaos: William James and the Stylistic Making of a Disorderly World
(Albany: State University of NewYork Press, 1991), xv–xviii and 123–40. Neville makes

a similar argument in regard to the need for cultivating ‘‘poise’’ and ‘‘orientation’’

between the self and the ethical. Robert Cummings Neville, ‘‘A New Confucian Lament

for Alienation’’ in Loneliness, ed. Leroy Rouner (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame

Press, 1998), 258–72.

36. Vikki Bell, ‘‘On Speech, Race and Melancholia: An Interview with Judith

Butler,’’ Theory, Culture, & Society 16, no. 2 (1999): 163–74.

37. Butler, Psychic Life of Power, 27–29; cf. 117–120.
38. Cavell, Conditions Handsome and Unhandsome, xxxvi. It is fascinating to read

the parenthetical aside that follows this quote by Cavell as a précis for Butler’s take

on identity and agency:

The contention among voices may shift without settling once and for all. If

voice is a predicate of a self, then the contention of voices suggests that, while

a self has a world, the peculiar unity of the world of a self may express it-

self as a dissonance, a scene, say, of abdication, division, banishment, war,

imprisonment.

Ibid., xxxvi–xxxvii.

39. Butler has in fact moved in this direction in her most recent work. Regret-

tably, the publication of her Spinoza lectures, in which she takes on problems of

moral philosophy, appeared too late for me to give an adequate reading of her

movement to the moral and the ethical in this book. See Judith Butler, Giving an
Account of Oneself (New York: Fordham University Press, 2005).

40. Butler, Psychic Life of Power, 28–29; cf. Butler, Bodies that Matter, 10–11.
41. Butler, Bodies That Matter, 67.
42. Stephen K. White, Sustaining Affirmation: The Strengths of Weak Ontology for

Political Theory (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000), 84.

43. Butler, Psychic Life of Power, 24; cf. Cavell, Conditions Handsome and Unhand-
some, xxxv. Consider this excerpt from a recent interview with Butler, in which she
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responds to critics who view her theory of gender identity as diminishing the possi-

bility of making ethically relevant distinctions between identities:

This view usually arrives at my door in the following form: Butler makes

room for new possibilities of gender, but she fails to give us a criterion

by which to distinguish between good and bad possibilities. Surely, Butler

does not mean to condone or support the proliferation of all such possi-

bilities, regardless of their ethical content. I think that the only way to answer

this question is to take a few steps back and ask the following: under what

political conditions does possibility itself emerge as a political good? And

the answer to that is: under conditions in which gender has been constrained,

in which certain sexual and gender minorities have felt their lives to be

‘‘impossible,’’ unviable, unlivable, then ‘‘becoming possible’’ is a most certain

political achievement. . . .That lives foreclosed now take themselves to be

‘‘possible’’ strikes me as a political good under conditions in which a certain

heightened norm of compulsory heterosexuality works to make non-

compliant lives into those which are impossible. . . .For me . . . an essential

part of that generosity involves the suspension of the regime of truth that

governs the elaboration and totalization of identities. If the identity we say

we are cannot possibly capture us, and marks immediately an excess and

opacity which falls outside the terms of identity itself, then any effort we

make ‘‘to give an account of oneself’’ will have to fail in order to approach

being true. And as we ask to know the other, or ask that the other say, finally,

who he or she is, it will be important that we do not expect an answer

that will ever satisfy. And by not pursuing satisfaction, we let the other live,

offering a recognition that is not based on knowledge, but on its limits.

Judith Butler and William Connolly, ‘‘Politics, Power and Ethics: A Discussion

Between Judith Butler and William Connolly,’’ Theory & Event 4, no. 2 (2000), http://

muse.jhu.edu/journals/theory_and_event/v004/4.2butler.html.

44. Cavell, Conditions Handsome and Unhandsome, xxxvii.
45. Ibid., cf. Butler, Psychic Life of Power, 10–11.
46. Cavell suggests a similar play between lacking and desiring, and between

conformity and aversion. Cavell, Cities of Words, 22–24.
47. Butler, Psychic Life of Power, 10–11; cf. 195–98.
48. Ibid., 27–28; cf. 56, 60–62.

49. Stanley Cavell, In Quest of the Ordinary, 153–78. It is noteworthy that Cavell

also highlights the features of loss and mourning that attend to the experience of

the philosophers of skepticism, especially Hume and Thoreau.
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