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Sedgwick and Butler

Dialectics

Hegel: For Hegel there is a slave and a master.  The slave is the one that tills the land – a third part of the dialectic – and proves its fertility to the master who owns the land.  However, the slave realises that if he refuses to till the land, then the master will suffer; this is particularly the case because the master can’t till the land himself – he owns it, but possesses no knowledge about its intimate workings.  As the slave – the inferior – refuses to tend to the land, or decides to tend it to his own plan, so he becomes more powerful than the master.  This is only possible once the slave admits to being a slave, and tends to the land which appears independent before him.  It is this confrontation – the slave with the third being – which opens the slave’s eyes to the possibility of independence.  It is the slave’s willingness to work, and thereafter to overthrow the lord, which engages the dialectic; the dialectic works to hand power to the slave, over and above the lord – the one traditionally considered to be the more powerful.
· Derrida: For Derrida there is language, often divided between writing and speech.  Derrida charts the history of writing and of speech and, looking at Jean-Jacques Rousseau, in particular, notices a subordination of writing to speech.  Thus, speech is, like nature, the original, and writing is, like man civilising nature, a poor substitute.  In Rousseau’s words, writing is ‘that dangerous supplement’ to speech, because it pretends to be more important than speech, even though it is secondary.  However, Derrida recycles the Hegelian dialectic in this situation, highlighting that if something needs a supplement, then it indicates that there is a deficiency at the heart of the thing for which it acts as supplement.  In this light, writing fills a gap that speech cannot fill itself.  Derrida goes further, however, when he writes that it is the very act of being supplementary that posits the lack at the heart of the so-called original.  There is no original without supplement, and there is no supplement without an original for which it can act as supplement.  It is now impossible to ascertain which is original and which secondary; thus the primacy and supposed superiority that speech held over writing is overturned, for writing completes speech.

· Butler: For Butler there is discourse and those who engage in discourse.  Discourse is inanimate, whilst those who engage in it are called subjects.  A problem is encountered in that a subject is singular, whilst discourse is a communal resource.  If a subject wishes to say ‘I am’, there is a finite number of options available to them from which they can choose; this number is delimited by the limits of discourse.  This inanimate discourse, therefore, decides on who/what/how the animate subject can ‘be’ – a reversal of the traditional orientation of the binary.  However, there can be no discourse without first a subject offering up the possibilities of ‘I am’ (see diagram, below).  Butler also showcases this dialectic when discussing impersonations: 
Does this [impersonation] mean that one puts on a mask or persona, that there is a “one” who precedes that “putting on”, who is something other than its gender from the start?  Or does this miming, this impersonating precede and form the “one,” operating as its formative precondition rather than its dispensable artifice? (p. 615)
Like Derrida she links the dialectic with a posed question as to the epistemology of the origin and the secondary.  She also uses it to debunk any consensus of ‘norm’ (what de Beauvoir calls ‘myth’).  Her conclusion is that gender is the ‘undecidable’: ‘[I]ts undecidability is to be traced as the play between psyche and appearance[.]’ (p. 617)


Glossary of Terms
Louis Althusser: A mid-twentieth-century French philosopher, heavily influenced by Marx.  His pertinent idea this week is about the subject’s ‘interpellation’ into subjectivity: society calls for the subject specifically, and the subject turns to meet the call.  In this way the subject is interpellated – called – into subjectivity at society’s behest.  A subject’s life is beset on all sides by the constraints of ideology, even before they are born.  A subject is born into ideology.
Ascesis/askesis: the practice of severe self-discipline.
Abject: When these writers mention the abject or abjected, then they are specifically referring to the writing of Julia Kristeva.  She writes of the abject as 
[w]hen the eyes or the lips touch that skin of the surface of the milk – harmless, thin as a sheet of cigarette paper, pitiful as a nail paring – I experience a gagging sensation and, still farther down, spasms in the stomach, the belly; and all the organs shrivel up the body, provoke tears and bile, increase heartbeat, cause forehead and hands to perspire.  Along with sight-clouding dizziness, nausea makes me balk that the milk cream, separates me from the mother and father who proffer it. (Kristeva, 1982, The Powers of Horror: an Essay On Abjection (New York: Columbia UP))
Democracy: The word ‘demos’ means ‘crowd’ in Greek.  Thus, the ‘democratization’ to which Butler refers ought to be undertaken by the crowd themselves, yet is undertaken, in Butler’s analysis, by the queer subjects.  An example of the Butlerian dialectic at work (or irony, if you don’t trust her analysis).
[bookmark: _GoBack]Isomorph: An isomorph is something which shares the same structure or form to another object – they don’t have to be connected.  If objects change isomorphically, then their structures change at the same time/rate/pace.

Subject


'I am red/blue/green'


Discourse


'I am red'/'I am blue'/
'I am green'
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