Phenomenology of necessary illusion
Gillian Rose on personification and the failure to think

the absolute
Robert Lucas Scott

I shall read the writing and the meaning I shall make
known to the king.

Daniel 5: 17!

The critical task of modern philosophy, for Gillian Rose,
is to provide an account of the historical barriers that
prevent us from thinking philosophically and, relatedly,
from achieving a collective existence free from domin-
ation - the historical barriers that prevent us, in Hegelian
terms, from ‘thinking the absolute’. These historical bar-
riers, insofar as they refer to consciousness, are what
Rose calls ‘necessary illusions’ — not ‘necessary’ in the
Kantian sense of fundamental features of the human
mind, but ‘necessary’ in the Hegelian-Marxist sense that
they are historically produced by the society of which
they are a part. As she puts it in a lecture, ‘you can’t just
stop the mistake by knowing about it, you’ve got to alter
the conditions that give rise to it.” The illusions are ne-
cessary not in a metaphysical sense, but in the sense that
they are ‘unavoidable even after we’ve found out about
them’ - for as long as that which determined them still
persists.? Otherwise, they are in fact contingent; they
could be otherwise.

Four times in Hegel Contra Sociology, Gillian Rose
writes a version of the claim that ‘Hegel’s philosophy has
no social import if the absolute cannot be thought.”> A
twist of the argument, however, is the discovery that we
cannot think the absolute — or at least not in the way we
might have expected. All thought is prone to abstraction;
all recognition is prone to misrecognise. A second cor-
responding twist, though, is that in spite of our failure to
think the absolute, Hegel’s philosophy still has a social
import for it provides the means for comprehending this

failure as a failure, necessary illusions as necessary illu-
sions, while comprehending why and how these failures
have come about. For Rose, such a comprehension ‘is to
think the absolute and fail to think it quite differently’
from those who would simply claim to think or realise
the absolute when they are failing to (Fichte) or concede
the failure without understanding why (Kant).*

As this essay will demonstrate, Rose argues that un-
der capitalism — or, more specifically, under bourgeois
property law — necessary illusion has two halves. The
first half is well known: reification — the misrecognition
of relations between people as relations between things,
theorised most famously by Lukacs with his influential
generalisation of Marx’s theory of commodity fetishism.
The second, frequently overlooked, half is personification
— the misrecognition of people as persons, abstract and
individuated legal subjects who, as bearers of rights, em-
body formal and abstract freedom and equality. J. M.
Bernstein claims that, after her early work on Adorno
and the Frankfurt School, Rose abandoned ‘reification
theory as the mechanism for a critically expanded Marx-
ist social theory, opting for a (Marxian inflected) Hegel-
ian speculation in its place’. In contrast, this essay will
demonstrate that Rose not only retained a theory of re-
ification but supplemented it with a theory of personi-
fication. This is a theory she takes to be already nascent
in Marx’s Grundrisse and his subsequent development
of the theory of the commodity fetish, but finds its first
full articulation in Hegel’s critiques of Kant and Fichte.
As Rose elaborates throughout Hegel Contra Sociology,
Hegel’s critique reveals that Kant and Fichte fail to re-
cognise the social determination of their philosophies.
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In doing so, they unthinkingly recapitulate necessary
illusion rather than comprehend it. Their apparently
ahistorical metaphysics in fact ‘smuggle’ in the historical
legal fictions of ‘thing’ and ‘person’.®

The necessary illusion of personification has been
neglected, both in the reception of Rose and in critical
theory more broadly. As a result, critical theory has often
unwittingly reproduced these illusions - particularly not-
able in a tendency towards a negative construal of free-
dom as freedom from historical necessity, and towards
the development of abstract ‘theories’ to be imposed
upon their objects. Recovering the concept of personi-
fication, however, opens new paths for more adequately
grasping the distinctly modern illusion of the sovereign
freedom of the subject which persists despite the undeni-
able realities of unfreedom. This illusion is perhaps more
pervasive today than ever, detectable in everything from
the ideological allure of individual freedom, to the rise of
left- and right-wing identity politics, the hypertrophy of
inner life, and voluntaristic appeals to abstract forms of
freedom and the will, all in spite of endemic individual de-
politicisation. At the root of this contradiction — between
individual ‘freedom’ and ‘empowerment’ and individual
depoliticisation — lies the juridical form of personhood
that mediates modern subjectivity. For it is through the
(mis)recognition of oneself as a person (a bearer of prop-
erty rights) that one comes to (mis)recognise oneself
as free, even when one does not actually own property,
possesses no means of production, and has to sell one’s
labour-power on the market as a thing. To reformulate
a phrase from Hegel: everything turns on grasping and
expressing necessary illusion, not only as reification, but
equally as personification.”

While contesting the idea that Rose abandoned Marx-
ism (a view put forward not only by Bernstein but also by
Tony Gorman, Peter Osborne and Martin Jay),? it must
nonetheless be acknowledged that, in Hegel Contra So-
ciology at least (the very work where she announces her
project of critical Marxism), Rose argues that Hegel has
a significant advantage over Marx for his phenomenolo-
gical mode of presentation, for which the ‘exposition of
abstract thinking and the derivation of the social institu-
tions which determine it are completely integrated in the
tracing of the education of self-consciousness at specific
historical moments.”® She claims that Marx, by contrast,
neglects this phenomenological innovation and lapses
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instead into a one-sided materialism which prioritises
practice over theory and therefore upholds abstract di-
chotomies between being and consciousness, between
objective determinations and necessary subjective illu-
sions — dichotomies which Hegel shows to be socially
determined. Indeed, Hegel Contra Sociology concludes
by arguing that it is only by following Hegel and imman-
ently presenting the contradictions between substance
and subject (capital and subjectivity) that the Marxist
analysis of the economy may be meaningfully linked to a
comprehension of the conditions of revolutionary prac-
tice. Without this link, practice becomes a question of
appealing to an abstract imperative, will, act or ‘class
consciousness’, and to the ‘pre-judged, imposed “realiz-
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ation”” of Marx’s analysis ‘as a theory, as Marxism’ — an
appeal and imposition which disavows and therefore ob-
scures the ways in which these forms have been determ-
ined. In Rose’s words: ‘an instrumental use of a “materi-
alist” theory rests in fact on the idealist assumption that
social reality is an object and that its definition depends
on revolutionary consciousness’; this risks ‘recreating a
terror, or reinforcing lawlessness, or strengthening bour-
geois law in its universality and arbitrariness.’!°

This argument, framing Marx as a kind of neo-
Fichtean, has been a source of controversy since the earli-
est reception of Hegel Contra Sociology — particularly in
Peter Osborne’s review in a 1982 issue of Radical Philo-
sophy (which I will go on to address in more detail). What
has been ignored, however, even in Osborne’s retrospect-
ive reflections on Rose’s relation to Marxism, published
33 years after his initial review, is that Rose totally aban-
dons this criticism of Marx in all her work following Hegel
Contra Sociology, precisely once she comes to recognise
the specificity and importance of the category of the
‘person’ in Marx’s writings. From Dialectic of Nihilism
onwards, it is not just Hegel but also Marx, for Rose, who
expounds what she calls the ‘antinomy of law’ - the mod-
ern separation of the realm of economic exchange from
that of politics and citizenship, arising ‘from specifically
modern forms of private property and formal equality’.
Crucially, it is this separation which, for Hegel and Marx,
‘gives rise to the illusion of sovereign individuality’, of
personhood.!!

It will take another essay to detail what I take to be
Rose’s move towards rather than away from Marx after
Hegel Contra Sociology, which would counter Osborne’s



claim that her project of a critical Marxism turned out to
be ‘something of a passing placeholder or a mask within
her thought.’!? Suffice it to say for the moment, though,
that where Rose complains in 1981’s Hegel Contra Soci-
ology that Marx’s first thesis on Feuerbach ‘reinforces
the abstract oppositions between idealism and material-
ism, theory and praxis’,'® by the time of her 1986 lecture
‘Does Marx Have a Method?’, she says the exact opposite
of the very same passage: ‘it cannot be said that Marx is
here or anywhere else defending materialism in opposi-
tion to idealism, for he is indicting the very opposition
between objects, senses and passivity in materialism;
and the will, subjectivity and activity in idealism.’'# Like-
wise, in 1992’s The Broken Middle, Rose reads Marx’s On
The Jewish Question as a sustained account of how the
antinomy of law ‘makes political man into an abstract, ar-
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tificial man, “an allegorical, moral person”’, which reduces
‘political life and institutions to the interests of egoistic
man, the member of civil society.’!> And in the posthum-
ously published Mourning Becomes the Law (1996), Rose
commends an ‘aporetic’ reading of Marx, ‘as insisting on
the uncertain course of class struggle, which depends on
the unpredictable configurations of objective conditions
and the formation of class consciousness.’'® In short,
while in Hegel Contra Sociology, Rose reads Marx determ-
inistically as another Kantian or Fichtean, as assuming
abstract dichotomies, in all of her later work, wherever
Marx is mentioned, she reads him as she reads Hegel:
as comprehending these dichotomies and their social de-
termination. When Rose writes in the Introduction to
1984’s Dialectic of Nihilism, then, that ‘[e]mphasis on the
differences between Marx’s and Hegel’s thinking has ob-
scured the continuity of their preoccupation with the an-
tinomy of law’, she should be read as referring, at least in
part, to her own earlier work in Hegel Contra Sociology.'”

The present essay traces the early development of
Rose’s thought on necessary social illusion. It begins
with her work on Adorno and the Frankfurt School, and
her critique of a one-sided theory of necessary illusion as
reification. From there, it follows her retrieval of Hegel’s
and Marx’s focus on the juridical opposition of free sub-
jects (or persons) and subjected things as the ‘speculative
core’ of their work. The essay then gives a more detailed
account of her recovery of Hegel’s phenomenological
critiques of Kant and Fichte, which discover the presup-
posed concepts and institutions of modern property law

- principally ‘persons’ and ‘things’ — at every level of their
philosophies. This is followed by a rebuttal of Osborne’s
criticisms of Rose, both in his 1982 review and in his 2015
retrospective essay, which misinterpret her ‘retrieval’ of
Hegelian speculative experience for social theory as a
reduction of the mechanism of social transformation to
a matter of merely recognising misrecognition.'® Finally,
the essay finishes with a coda comparing Rose’s insist-
ence on thinking and failing to think the absolute with
Slavoj Zizek’s assertion that the absolute itself is a fail-
ure.

I pursue this comparison because ZiZek is arguably

the most influential left-Hegelian in recent decades —
maybe even since Kojéve — and because his work shares
significant affinities with Rose’s own attempt to retrieve
Hegelian speculative thinking for Marxism. I argue, how-
ever, that by returning to Hegel Contra Sociology, we may
see how ZiZek’s elevation of failure to metaphysical or
absolute heights obscures the determination of this fail-
ure by a specific kind of law — a law which Rose’s Hegel
enables us to comprehend. Critical theory after Zizek
leaves us lacking, lost and alienated, without knowing
why, for he conceives of such a condition as ontologic-
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ally necessary. And while his call for a revolutionary

*19 or ‘pure voluntarism’ — a ‘free decision to
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‘abyssal act
act against historical necessity’*” — may appear to offer a
path to transforming society, this essay will demonstrate
how such a call ultimately risks merely reproducing the
present state of things, by overlooking how the very op-
position of freedom against necessity which he assumes

is itself an illusion arising from modern property law.

How is critical theory possible? Adorno

Rose’s preoccupation with necessary illusion begins with
her 1976 PhD thesis on Adorno. This was developed
into her first book, The Melancholy Science (1978), and
expanded upon in her undergraduate lectures on Marxist
Modernism (1979, published 2024; reviewed in RP 2.18) —
works which explore how the Frankfurt School general-
ised Marx’s theories of the value form and commodity
fetishism into theories of reification.

Marx’s theory of commodity fetishism was always a
theory of necessary illusion, expressing that under con-
ditions of capitalist production and exchange, ‘a partic-
ular social relation among people ... assumes, for these
people themselves, the phantasmagoric form of a rela-
tion among things.”?! The phantasmagoric form in which
commodities appear to us fundamentally misrecognises
what they are, and misrecognises the source of their value.
For Rose, this is ‘the most speculative moment in Marx’s
exposition of capital. It comes nearest to demonstrating
in the historically-specific case of commodity producing
society how substance is ((mis)-represented as) subject,
how necessary illusion arises out of productive activ-
ity.?2 And yet, for Marx, this illusion is not simply ‘false’.
(As Rose notes, the notion of ‘false consciousness’ is En-
gels’ invention.??) It is instead a real illusion insofar as it
is systematic and unavoidable given present conditions.
To repeat: “You can’t just stop the mistake by knowing
about it, you’ve got to alter the conditions that give rise
to it.” Marx was primarily interested in how this real illu-
sion functioned in the realm of commodity production
and exchange. Lukacs and the Frankfurt School, mean-
while, aimed to expand the scope of his analysis to other
capitalist institutions (such as religion and law) and to
capitalist culture (both popular and avant-garde).

According to Rose, this generalisation was both for
better and for worse: ‘for better’ because it provides a
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fuller account of the intransigence of capitalist domin-
ation than Marx himself was able to derive; ‘for worse’
because this generalisation was taken as ‘an invitation to

’24 _ as an invitation to take liber-

hermeneutic anarchy
ties with the specificities, complexities and many of the
crucial elements of Marx’s theory. As Rose complains, the
term ‘reification’ is ‘used to evoke, often by mere sugges-
tion or allusion, a very peculiar and complex epistemolo-
gical setting which is rarely examined further or justified’,
thus sacrificing its critical or explanatory force.?® She
is particularly critical of those who use ‘reification’ to
be simply ‘synonymous with objectification’ - that is, of
those who would use it to describe any process by which
something comes to be conceptualised in static terms
- in a way which ‘does not even pertain any longer to a
specific mode of production.” She is also critical, though,
of those who, following Lukdcs, have generalised Marx’s
theory of commodity fetishism ‘without making it their
task to rehearse Marx’s theory of value’ more broadly and
therefore without assessing ‘the various different ways
in which the theory might be generalised.’?

For Rose, these insufficiently thoroughgoing theories
of reification have arisen in part because of ‘the vari-
ous emphases that Marx himself put on [his theory of
value].’?” In the Grundrisse, Marx writes:

Labour capacity has appropriated for itself only the sub-
jective conditions of necessary labour ... separated from
the conditions of its realization [the objective conditions]
- and it has posited these conditions themselves as things,
values, which confront it in an alien, commanding per-
sonification.?®

This short description of the illusions inherent to capit-
alist production and exchange encompasses three subtly
distinct points, each of which Marx would later emphas-
ise as paramount at different times: ‘Sometimes he
stresses that a relation between men appears as a relation
between things, sometimes that “value” appears to be a
property of the commodity and thus a thing, sometimes
that the commodity takes on a life of its own and be-
comes personified.”?® As a result, theories of reification
were developed that prioritised one of these aspects as
the most significant. For instance, Lukacs was interested
in ‘the way man’s productive activity becomes alien and
objective to them under capitalism’, and Benjamin was
interested in ‘the phantasmagoric and personified form
of commodities and the life they lead as such.” Adorno,



meanwhile, was interested in ‘the way a relation between
men appears in the form of a natural property of a thing’>°
— the sociological basis of his critique of identity think-
ing which, like commodity exchange, asserts an abstract
equivalence between concretely different things.

Rose argues that these more one-sided theories have
also arisen, however, not only due to a selective reading
of Marx (or else due to Marx’s inconsistent emphases),
but due to reification itself — that is, they can be under-
stood as casualties of what they would otherwise seek
to describe. In this sense, Rose’s criticisms should be
understood less as injunctions to be ‘less reified’ - which
would commit the cardinal sin (from a Hegelian perspect-
ive) of issuing an abstract prescription not grounded in
existing social relations — but instead as immanent cri-
tiques that understand reification to be a tendency of all
critical thinking produced under capital, including her
own. While Rose is critical of Adorno in The Melancholy
Science, she nonetheless aligns with him over all other
western Marxist thinkers for being more thoroughgoing
in his acknowledgement of this unavoidable tendency.

This unavoidable tendency raises the question of
the extent to which critical theory is even possible. In-
deed, the subtitle of Rose’s PhD thesis refers to ‘Adorno’s
Concept of Reification and the Possibility of a Critical The-
ory of Society’ (my emphasis). Rose notes that Adorno
sometimes claims that society and the consciousness of
society have become ‘completely reified’ — which seems
like a claim that no critical consciousness is possible: ‘It
is to say that the underlying processes of society are com-
pletely hidden and that the utopian possibilities within
it are inconceivable. The mind (Geist) is impotent; the
object is inaccessible.” But even to state this thesis is
to prove its empirical falsity. As Rose puts it: ‘if it were
true it could not be known.” Therefore, Rose argues that
Adorno uses such exaggerations ‘in order to induce in his
reader the development of the latent capacity for non-
identity thought’3! — the thought that the concept, given
the present state of society, is not identical with its object.
In Bernstein’s words: ‘Critical theory posits itself as the
moment just prior to complete closure.’>?

Crucially, to think non-identically, is not to ‘see
through’ the falsity of appearances to the ‘true’ reality.
Non-identity thinking is instead a kind of negative cap-
ability which acknowledges that there is something more
in the concept (of society, for example) than can be fully

identified — and that this necessary failure of identific-
ation and its corresponding necessary illusion is socially
produced. Non-identity thinking or negative dialectics
identifies the non-identity or negative in what claims to
be positively identifying.

This type of critical theory of society, which says
that society cannot be positively identified, is in many
ways different to Marx’s, even though its ‘negativity’ is
derived from Marx’s theory that the commodity resists
being comprehensively grasped. As Rose explains: ‘For
Marx, to know “theoretically” meant to know how social
relations in capitalist society are determined by the pro-
duction of commodities, and to endorse this analysis as
the potential perspective of a universal class — the prolet-
ariat.” While Marx did of course critique the theories of
classical political economy as well, a process which ‘in-
volved deriving the state of society from its appearance
in those theories and concepts’, this was, according to
Rose, ‘indirect by comparison.” For Adorno, meanwhile,
‘theoretical knowledge in the former sense, to know how
social relations are determined by the exchange mech-
anism, is now almost impossible.”>> This can account for
why the majority of Adorno’s critical theory is directed
not towards analysing, for example, how value is created
and extracted through the exploitation of labour, or the
role of money, or the circulation of capital, but instead
through the analysis of how the present state of society
appears in reified theories and concepts. As Rose puts
it: ‘Adorno does not accept Marx’s ideas as an a priori
theory of society, but presents a dialectic: he shows how
various modes of cognition, Marxist and non-Marxist are
inadequate and distorting when taken in isolation; and
how by confronting them with each other precisely on the
basis of an awareness of their individual limitations, they
may nevertheless yield insight into social processes.”>*
I should stress that by referring to ‘the analysis of how
the state of society appears’, I mean exactly that. Again,
it is not that Adorno thinks that the analysis of reified
theories and concepts reveals or ‘identifies’ the true state
of society, but instead that it can reveal its ideological
self-presentation, which can in turn yield some insight
into the determination of this self-presentation: it can
present the illusion inherent in the concept or theory as
an illusion, and the means of its historical-social produc-
tion.
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The illusion of persons: Marx and Justinian

Rose’s project remains an Adornian one in so far as it
aims to comprehensively draw out the contradictions
within culture and thought which are necessarily pro-
duced by the contradictions in society; and insofar as
it resists through an unwavering focus on the diremp-
tions of thought and society all spurious totalisations
or positive abstract identifications (a focus analogous to
Adorno’s non-identity thinking). Nonetheless, Rose is
also highly critical of Adorno. In fact, all of her sustained
engagements with his work after The Melancholy Science
(in Hegel Contra Sociology, The Broken Middle, and the
essay ‘From Speculative to Dialectical Thinking’ in Juda-
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ism and Modernity) mount criticisms
Melancholy Science is less an introduction (as its subtitle
claims) but an immanent critique of his thought. This
is not the place to develop all of these criticisms, but
here I shall mention two in particular in order to begin
to account for why Rose ultimately turned from Adorno
to Hegel.%®

Firstly, Rose expresses a worry that it is ‘difficult
... to judge the move from revealing irreconcilable an-
tinomies in central concepts to establishing the social
origins of those antinomies.” This move always involves
a leap in Adorno’s work — a leap which is simultaneously
achieved and obscured ‘by means of chiasmus and ana-
logy.” While these rhetorical devices may be assessed by
their ‘internal cogency’ - that is, by the neatness of the
similarities (or, ironically, the identities) being drawn
— they are ultimately impossible to bear out in a more
systematic way.>’ This ‘move’ between text and social
context was later self-deprecatingly described by Fre-
dric Jameson as both ‘the crucial moment of transition’
and ‘the embarrassing weak link’ in all Marxist criticism.
‘Even so brilliant a dialectician as T. W. Adorno is capable
of completing a subtle analysis of the contradictions of a
given text with the vaguest of gestures toward “late cap-
italism” or “verwaltete Gesellschaft”.’3® In Rose’s words,
Adorno’s work ‘makes for better criticism of philosophy
but for less convincing elucidation of the relationship
between philosophy and society.”® Given the apparent
aim of Adorno’s project, it should not be underestimated
how damning this is.

Secondly, Rose is not only critical of how reification
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has been insufficiently and inconsistently articulated in
Marxist thought, she also argues that reification con-
stitutes only one half of the dialectic — only one half
of capital’s necessary illusion. She argues that Marx-
ist accounts of necessary illusion in the wake of Lukacs
miss that, for Marx, capital not only represents people as
things (and things as people), but also represents people
as the juridical fiction of ‘persons’: abstracted individu-
als who, as bearers of ‘rights’ (principally property rights),
are formally but not substantially or actually free and
equal. This criticism extends to Adorno. As she writes
in a crucial footnote to her essay ‘From Speculative to
Dialectical Thinking’: ‘In the section of Negative Dia-
lectics entitled “Against Personalism” the concept of self-
alienation - and by implication “the ideological inessen-
tiality [Unsesen] of the person” - is said to play no part
in Marx’s Capital .... Adorno thus overlooks the import-
ance of “personification” as the legal correlation of the
commodity form throughout Capital .... This may be why
Adorno treats reification as the correlate of immediacy.”*°

Rose’s complaint against Adorno here is that by dis-
missing the concept of ‘self-alienation’ (in Capital and
more broadly), he also overlooks the juridico-economic
structure of personhood, and thereby misses the spe-
cificity of how capitalist social forms produce subjectivity
through legal form. Adorno rejects the concept of self-
alienation on the grounds that it implies an essentialist
and metaphysical doctrine of the self — a pre-given or
authentic being from which the subject has fallen. But in
doing so, he fails to consider the possibility of a more dia-
lectical, historically grounded, and juridically mediated
concept of self-alienation whereby the subject is alien-
ated from its capacity to be self-determining and socially
realised through its legal and economic personification
in the commodity form. What is missed, for Rose, is that

capital posits people as ‘persons’ and as ‘things’: it re-
ifies and it ‘personifies’ them. Every individual is a bearer
of legal rights and obligations, and hence of commodit-
ies and money - a ‘person’; but those who do not own
the means of production are also ‘things’ — they have
to treat their own labour-power as a commodity, as a
thing. Things, in their turn, also become personified —
the phantasmagoria of the market-place. ‘Reification’
and ‘personification’ imply each other - they are legal
categories and social correlatives.*!

One of her most direct articulations of this thesis



is in the introduction to Dialectic of Nihilism: ‘In the
Grundrisse Marx examines how Capital posits individuals
as “persons”, the bearers of rights, and as “things”, the
commodity “labour-power”. The theory of commodity
fetishism subsequently developed in the first volume of
Capital is not simply an account of how material relations
between “persons” are transformed into social relations
between “things”. It is an account of the “personification”
and “reification” intrinsic to the juridical categories of
“commodity”, “capital”, and “money”.*? Elsewhere, in a
contribution she made to a conference at the University
of Lund, she says that in her work she ‘revised an earlier
reading of Marx drawn from Lukacs and based on reific-
ation: the transformation of social relations between
people into relations between things, to a reading which
stresses equally reification and personification posited
by Capital.’*®

As early as The Melancholy Science Rose insists that
the standard English definition of the commodity fet-
ish — as a social relation between men which assumes
‘the fantastic form’ of a relation between things — misses
the mark.** She contends that ‘die phantasmagorische
form’ in Marx’s German ‘should be translated as “the
phantasmagoric form” in English. The epithet “phant-
asmagoric” stresses the personifications as well as the
strangeness of the form in which the relations between
men appear. “Phantasmagoria” means a crowd or succes-
sion of dim or doubtfully real persons’ — an etymology
that already signals the abstraction of human subjects
into juridical ‘persons’.*> While Rose would go on to de-
velop this insight (moving beyond her reading of Marx as
a neo-Fichtean in Hegel Contra Sociology), her early work
already gestures toward this dual structure of necessary
illusion implied by the commodity form: not only the
reification of people and the personification of things
(whereby commodities ‘seem to be autonomous figures
interacting with one another and human beings™®), but
also the personification of people themselves, as abstract,
formally free subjects under the law: the legal fiction
which grounds the illusions of freedom and equality in
capitalist society.

A theory of personification is therefore crucial for a
critical theory of capitalist society in order to account for
the necessary illusions of freedom and equality in spite
of manifest unfreedom and inequality. Adorno’s thesis
of ‘total reification’ for example, or his conception of late

capitalism as an increasingly authoritarian form of state
capitalism, failing to anticipate liberal and neoliberal
capitalism and the ideological significance of ‘freedom’,
neglect that the institution of property does establish a
kind of freedom - albeit a formal and abstract freedom.
This, of course, is not to defend the institution of prop-
erty, but to account for its intransigence, and for how it
systematically obscures unfree social relations. Again, it
bears emphasising that to say that freedom and equality
are illusions is not to say that they are simply false or
untrue. Freedom and equality under bourgeois property
law are (more or less) real — for example, persons bear
more or less equal legal rights, enjoy freedom to own
and transfer property, and are governed by uniform laws
within a standardised framework — but these realisations
of freedom and equality are abstract and relative, not
concrete or absolute. Even a world in which bourgeois
property rights were fully realised and extended to every-
one regardless of gender, class, nationality, etc., would
not entail substantial freedom. As we shall see, this is
because the existence of people with property (persons)
necessarily implies the existence of people without prop-
erty who must sell their labour-power (people as things)
- even though, with bourgeois property law, these people
as things technically bear the right to property and are
therefore technically persons too.

This insistence on personification as well as reific-
ation also has the advantage of establishing the con-
nection between bourgeois law and Roman law, where
the legal concepts of ‘person’ and ‘thing’ first found ex-
pression. This in part explains the subtitle of The Broken
Middle: Out of our Ancient Society. While ‘the broken
middle’ names the irreducible antinomy of capitalist
modernity, the origins of this antinomy can be traced
to antiquity. For example, in the preliminary remarks in
the first book of The Institutes of Justinian, quoted in Dia-
lectic of Nihilism, we find: ‘Omne autum ius, quo utimur, vel
ad personas pertinent vel ad res vel ad actiones — all our law
relates either to persons or to things, or actions.”’ For
Rose, tracing this connection of persons and things from
antiquity to modernity provides the opportunity to ‘re-
open the critique of religion’ — or the critique of ideology
or representation — ‘without depending on the dogmatic
opposition between base and superstructure, ideology
and science, synchrony and diachrony.”*® By returning to
this antinomy of reification and personification, which
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characterises the abstractions of both Roman and bour-
geois property, one grasps the antinomical character of
our ancient-modern society without privileging either
side. The crucial difference between Roman property law
and bourgeois property law is that, in the former, only
some are persons (bearers of property rights) while oth-
ers are things (slaves, res mancipium). In the latter, by
contrast, everyone is a person insofar as they are form-
ally granted the right to property, the catch being that
this recognition of universal personhood is purely formal
and abstract, and masks the reality of material inequal-
ity where the actual ability to own property is unevenly
distributed — where most people are things, commodi-
fied by the mute compulsion to sell their labour-power,
in spite of their formal personhood. Under Roman law,
society is abstract but transparent: individuals are either
persons or things. Under bourgeois property law, mean-
while, the diremption of personification and reification is
internalised into each individual and therefore society is
ambiguous and opaque. The illusion of freedom is more
intransigent precisely because it is universalised.

Phenomenology and the critique of
persons and things: Hegel

For Rose, both of these problems with Adorno - the diffi-
cult move from text to context (or from subjectivity to its
determination), and the neglect of personification - can
be addressed with reference to Hegelian phenomenology,
understood as the study of the formation of knowledge
and its illusions from an immanent standpoint which
follows the process of this formation. For Hegel, a ‘phe-
nomenology’ which adopts an external or transcendental
standpoint can never be strictly phenomenological. In-
stead, his philosophy traces the abstractions and pre-
suppositions of thought and subjectivity as they appear,
whether explicitly stated or merely implied, and reveals
that in spite of their apparent naturalness or immutabil-
ity, they are in fact unnatural, presupposed, contingent.

To give a more precise example, Hegel’s phenomen-
ology identifies how the philosophers of his day unwit-
tingly assumed and were shaped by the legal categories
of person and thing. In the words of Andrew Brower Latz,
it traces how ‘Fichte’s concept of the self, the [Kantian]
subject of Moralitit and Moralitdit as a form of ethical
life, all repeat and reinforce the structure of the property
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holder, which itself reflects the Roman legal person’s
absolute dominion over his property (res).’*° For Rose,
this is one of the most crucial and overlooked contribu-
tions of Hegel’s philosophy to critical theory: ‘Opening
up an historical perspective on the development of the
idea of “persons” as the bearers of equal rights and hy-
pertrophy of inner life, Hegel expounds the antinomy of
law as the characteristic compound in modern states of
individual freedom and individual depoliticization.*® By
viewing abstract notions of freedom and equality as they
appear as a part of their historical-legal contexts, Hegel
accounts for the paradox of modern society, characterised
by formal freedom and equality within unfreedom and in-
equality. Although Rose argues that Marx uses the legal
categories of things and persons in his account of the
fetish character of commodities, she also argues (in Hegel
Contra Sociology at least) that only Hegel and his phe-
nomenology successfully traces them in the process of
their formation: to relate actuality to its representation
and to subjectivity.>!

In Hegel’s early Jena writings, principally the es-
say on natural law, he develops a critique of Kant’s and
Fichte’s ‘subjective idealism’ — though here, he under-
takes this critique not in a phenomenological style but
in a style of critical detachment. In this essay, Hegel
criticises Kant and Fichte for conceiving of morality as
a form of subjective freedom that stands apart from or
in opposition to legality, as this abstracts morality and
freedom from the more difficult question of the concrete
institutions and practices of ethical life or Sittlichkeit.
‘Freedom can therefore only be conceived [by Kant and
Fichte] in a negative sense, as freedom from necessity.”>>
Crucially, in the second half of the essay, Hegel argues
that this negative conception of freedom is not just an
arbitrary error of unthinking abstraction but ‘must be un-
derstood as re-presenting a real social relation, which he
calls “relative ethical life” or “the system of reality”. The
system of reality is the system of the political economy
of bourgeois property relations in which law is separated
from the rest of social life.3 In short, he argues that
the transformation of the individual into an abstract free
subject or ‘person’ by the dynamics of bourgeois property
law is responsible for the necessary illusion of free sub-
jectivity apart from legality found in Kant and Fichte. In
their presupposition of the ‘person’, they have ‘smuggled
in’ [untergeschoben] and affirmed a contingent social in-



stitution. In fact, Hegel argues, this notion of ‘universal’
personhood - assumed by Kant’s notion of the univer-
sal subjective maxims of the will, and dependent upon
the reality of ‘universal’ property rights - is a contradic-
tion terms: ‘For private property’, as Rose puts it, ‘is
not universal: if it were universal, it would, ipso facto,
be abolished as private property.”* While personhood
and its implied rights may be formally universal, they
can never be actually so. This argument already makes
Hegel an enemy of liberalism, for which the problem with
property rights is always only the inconsistency of their
application.

The advantage of the essay on natural law, for Rose,

is that ‘the connection between Hegel’s critique of Kant
and Fichte’s epistemology and the analysis of property
relations is particularly clear.” The disadvantage is that
‘the text is not a phenomenology.”®® This means that, as
we saw with Adorno’s attempts to link the antinomies of
concepts and theories to the antinomies of society, these
connections are only made analogically and externally
which makes judging their validity impossible.

Rose argues that Hegel’s System of Ethical Life, how-
ever, written around the same time as his essay on natural

law, does not have this particular weakness. Like the es-
say on natural law, the work attempts to demonstrate
that i) there are dichotomies present in the philosophies
of Kant and Fichte (and Schelling is implicitly criticised
here too), and ii) that they correspond to the dichotomies
of specific social relations. In this case, Hegel focuses
particularly on the separation between concept and in-
tuition. However, while in the essay on natural law ‘the
first part of this proposition [i] is discussed in the second
section, while the second part of the proposition [ii] is
addressed in the third section’, in the System of Ethical
Life ‘the discussion of the two parts of the proposition
is integrated. It is thus the first “phenomenology”.*®
As Rose puts it, the System of Ethical Life ‘is set out in a
way designed to derive one by one the social institutions
re-presented by the philosophical dichotomies between

concept and intuition””

— either those which correspond
to the domination of intuition over concept (for example,
the interest of particular individuals, the division of la-
bour and the institution of private property), or those
which correspond to the domination of concept over in-
tuition (for example, the institutions of exchange and
contract).’® ‘These derivations continue up to the point
where it becomes possible to leave the sphere of indi-
vidualistic misunderstanding, of relations (Verhidltnisse),
and to reconsider them as relative ethical life.”>® As with
the later Phenomenology of Spirit, knowledge is presented
on and in its own terms, not in order to justify the status
quo, but precisely in order to draw out what this natur-
alised stasis obscures: its incompleteness, contingency
and conditionality. Therefore, when Rose writes that ‘it
becomes possible to leave the sphere of individualistic
misunderstanding’, this does not mean that one is elev-
ated to a God-like standpoint apart from relative ethical
life, but that one is able to simply reconsider this ‘ethical
life’ as relative.

It is in this complex work that Hegel most substan-
tially develops the bourgeois juridical fictions of property
and personhood - fictions which guarantee rights but
abstract from all particular content, and which produce
the apparently but not actually ahistorical dichotomy
of concept and intuition. In the part entitled ‘Infinity,
Ideality in its Form or in its Relation’, Hegel first shows
how the dominance of intuition over the concept mani-
fests in the interest of particular individuals and the di-
vision of labour. In Rose’s summary, we begin with a
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situation in which ‘each individual produces according to
his particular interests with the result that the labour and
the products become increasingly diverse and fragmen-
ted. This division of labour gives rise to surpluses which
cannot be used by the individual who produced them,
but can be used to satisfy the needs of others.”®® There-
fore, although the particular individual is presented here
as primary, it nonetheless, through the production of a
surplus, feeds into a universal interest. This essentially
reproduces Adam Smith’s myth of the ‘invisible hand’
whereby self-interested people inadvertently end up con-
tributing to a public good.

Someone must possess these surpluses, however, in
a stable and guaranteed way. The ownership of these
surplus goods is therefore recognised by law. This is the
category of ‘property’, and the owner of this property is
recognised by law as a ‘person’.®! In these categories, the
particular properties of goods and their owners are ab-
stracted into formal categories. The inverse dominance
of concept over intuition is therefore derived and mani-
fested in the corresponding institutions of exchange and
contract, the institutions which maintain and guarantee
these fictions of property and personhood. Unlike, for
example, the division of labour, which refers to particu-
lar and different people making particular and different
things, and which only inadvertently contributes to a
universal interest, ‘[e]xchange and contract depend on
making things which are particular and different formally
comparable or abstract, turning them into value or price’;
they depend on ‘the recognition of formal equalities.’®?

In the third part of this phenomenological move-
ment, these notions of property and person, on the one
hand, and exchange and contract, on the other, are ‘re-
cognised’ (Rose’s hyphenated formulation emphasising
acknowledgement, cognition and repetition) to draw out
their antinomies — that is, Hegel reveals how the recog-
nition of formal equalities by the institutions of prop-
erty and personhood presuppose but obscure material
inequality:

The concept of equal persons, meaning equal right to
own property, presupposes people without property. It
presupposes people in all those relations which have not
been taken up into the legal concept of ‘person’. People
who are not persons, who do not have even the right to
property, are, in Roman property law, thing, ‘res’. The
formal recognition of private property right presupposes
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this relation or subordination of others.%3

What does this have to do with Kant, Fichte and
Schelling? Again, Hegel’s essay on natural law which
I discussed earlier has the advantage of being especially
clear in setting out the case that the antinomies of soci-
ety are reproduced in the antinomies of Kant and Fichte’s
thought, but the disadvantage of developing this schem-
atically and externally. The advantages and disadvant-
ages of the System of Ethical Life are exactly the inverse,
meaning that the critique of Kant, Fichte and Schelling
is totally integrated into the critique of society and only
implicit. Their thought is not mentioned by name, but
instead suggested by Hegel’s use of their philosophical
manoeuvres and concepts to describe social institutions,
to show how they have purchase, or else run into con-
tradictions, not only on the lofty planes of the intellect
but in reality.

The punchline of the work comes with Hegel’s rev-
elation that ‘intellectual intuition is real intuition.” For
Rose, this is the ‘great achievement’ of the System of Eth-
ical Life.®* ‘Intellectual intuition’ (etymologically ‘in-
tellectual seeing-into’, ‘An-schauen’) is Kant’s name for
a kind of non-sensory intuition which provides imme-
diate and direct knowledge of an object. For Kant, it
is a purely hypothetical kind of intuition given the gap
between knowledge and the thing in-itself: there is no
direct access to the object. Fichte and Schelling, mean-
while, assert that the idea of intellectual intuition can
be used to resolve the aporias of Kant’s philosophy by
re-cognising it as the original free act (the self-positing
of the I in Fichte’s terminology) which precedes all em-
pirical consciousness: the foundational move or decision
upon which all knowledge and reality can be construc-
ted. It entails an abstract freedom from necessity and
reality: a pure act to get things going. Hegel’s ‘great
achievement’, according to Rose, is that, through an ana-
lysis of social antinomies (such as the example I gave
above), he reveals that the kind of abstract and formal
freedom entailed by intellectual intuition to be funda-
mentally contradictory. For Hegel, such implied notions
of abstract freedom are systematic illusions.

What, then, must intellectual intuition be — under-
stood as that which allows us to ‘see into’ things — if it is
not to be merely hypothetical (Kant) or else unthinkingly
abstract (Fichte and Schelling)? It must, for Hegel, be an



intuition which entails a real freedom, not as a negative
ideal, but as realised in society itself. This is the origin of
Hegel’s concept of recognition. In Rose’s words, it would
be ‘a seeing into (An-schauen) which does not dominate
or suppress but recognizes the difference and sameness
of the other.’®® Or in Hegel’s words: ‘Through ethical
life and in it alone, intellectual intuition is real intuition,
the eye of spirit and the loving eye coincide: according
to nature man sees the flesh of his flesh in woman, ac-
cording to ethical life he sees the spirit of his spirit in
the ethical being and through the same.”®® While Fichte
and Schelling’s notion of intellectual intuition stands
opposed to and above its other, as the free act of a per-
son, Hegel’s notion of real intuition sees the other as
‘different and as the same as oneself, as spirit not as a
person, as a living totality not as a formal unity.”®’

The problem, for Hegel, is that this kind of intuition
or recognition ‘can only be achieved in a just society’®® -
that is, real intuition is incompatible with and impossible
under bourgeois law which, through its necessary illu-
sions of persons and property, ensures systematic mis-
recognition. And yet, the difference with Fichtean or
Schellingian intellectual intuition is that Hegelian real
intuition or recognition, when not elevated again to the
level of an abstract ideal (as found in the work of Rita
Felski or Axel Honneth, for example), is a kind of know-
ledge which can account for its own present impossibil-
ity.%” Real intuition is thought of as the kind of intuition
which would transcend the dichotomies of concept and
intuition, but as it is not realised — that is, as these di-
chotomies and their determination are not transcended
in capitalist reality — it can only be thought of for now as
an ought or Sollen.

This appeal to an ought, for Hegel, is a failure to think.
True philosophy should never propose what ought to be.
But, as Hegel comes to realise the present impossibility
of true philosophy itself due to the dominance of ab-
straction, ‘true philosophy’ is itself an ought. As he puts
it in the Differenzschrift: the day is yet to come ‘when
from beginning to end it is philosophy itself whose voice
will be heard.””® Hegel’s phenomenological realisation
of these necessary failures is itself a necessary failure to
think, but it is a failure to think better than Kant, Fichte
and Schelling, because it acknowledges the historical de-
termination of this failure. The ought is not imposed
from without, but arrived at through a confrontation of

the limits of what is. This epitomises Hegel’s ‘thinking
and failing to think the absolute’ and it is the key to ‘the
social import’ of his philosophy.’!

Pyrrhic victory? Osborne

For Osborne, in his early review, this is ‘something of a
Pyrrhic victory, both sociologically and practically. For
while the acknowledgement and explanation of an un-
justifiable element of Sollen in speculative experience
reasserts its theoretical consistency, it also serves to em-
phasise both its theoretical and practical impotence.’”?
In part, Osborne is right — certainly, it is a problem for
us who wish to transform the existing state of things to
confront the difficulty of revolutionary change. But is it
a problem with the argument itself? Osborne criticises
Rose for failing to ‘specify concretely what this new mode
of transformation is.’”> Yet this misses Rose’s central cri-
ticism of Marxism qua theory: that the very demand for a
concrete theory of transformation, one that can be simply
implemented or imposed in practice, risks reproducing
social illusion - and, in doing so, risks ‘recreating a terror,
or reinforcing lawlessness, or strengthening bourgeois
law’.”* Critique does not provide a concrete specification
for transformation. What it can offer, however, is a con-
crete specification of the historical barriers to transform-
ation. Critique is the logical explication of reality not
changing.

On the other hand, Osborne’s review overstates the
impotence of Hegelian phenomenology and misses what
is at stake in Rose’s ‘retrieval’ of it. First, he claims that
speculative experience does not really involve the com-
prehension of the determination of relative ethical life,
only ‘the fact that ethical life is determined.”’® I hope
that the present essay has sufficiently dispelled this idea.
Speculative experience involves the comprehension of
the determination of ethical life by the antinomy of law:
the separation of economic life (in which a social relation
between people appears in the form of a relation between
things) from the realm of what now passes for politics
(in which people appear in the form of juridical, abstract
persons) — a separation which arises from specifically
modern forms of private property. This is the speculative
core of Hegel and Marx’s work, as well as Hegel Contra
Sociology and all of Rose’s subsequent major works.

Second, Osborne claims that there is a fundamental
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incompatibility between phenomenology and any social
theory, including Marxism, due to the former’s restriction
to the standpoint of consciousness. ‘Phenomenology’,
he writes, ‘does not involve a social theory. “Theory”
is precisely what it rejects.”’® His suggestion is that, by
remaining within the subject-object problematic of mod-
ern epistemology, Rose is only interested in the recogni-
tion of the formation and deformation of phenomenal
knowledge, at the expense of understanding the concrete
dynamics of the capitalist mode of production and ex-
change. But Rose’s point is precisely to ‘retrieve Hegelian
speculative experience for social theory’ — not to replace
social theory with speculative experience.”” What social
theory lacks, according to Rose, is an adequate theory
of the relation of actuality to representation and sub-
jectivity — but she is not saying that this is all that social
theory should be. Osborne concedes that ‘[s]he does not
object to the analysis in Capital’,’® but nonetheless he
seems to not want to let her have it.

By the time of his retrospective essay on Rose, Os-
borne also seems to have changed his mind on the fun-
damental incompatibility between phenomenology and
social theory — as demonstrated when he calls for a kind
of social critique ‘which includes but is not reducible to
its phenomenological dimension. Just as Marx’s Capital
... includes but is not reducible to a phenomenological
dimension.””® As I have argued, this was Rose’s argument
too, both regarding social critique and later (after reas-
sessing her accusations of his neo-Fichteanism) Marx’s
Capital. But still Osborne insists that Rose reduces so-
cial reality to ‘relations of (mis)recognition’ and that she
thereby misses those ‘forms of social being that cannot
be “transformed” (or “negotiated”) on the basis of the
recognition of misrecognition alone.’®® As this essay
has sought to demonstrate, Rose’s entire point is that
a social theory combined with the insights produced by
Hegelian speculative experience is the means by which
the impossibility of this ‘transformation’ or ‘negotiation’
via recognition of misrecognition is made most explicit.
Misrecognition, for Rose, is a necessary illusion — and
recognition of misrecognition, while a necessary condi-
tion of radical social transformation, does not in itself
substantially transform anything. To repeat Rose’s words
from the first paragraph of this essay: ‘you can’t just stop
the mistake by knowing about it, you’ve got to alter the
conditions that give rise to it.’
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Coda: Zizek

Let me finish with Slavoj ZiZek, whose work represents
the most influential attempt in recent decades, arguably
more so than Rose’s, to recover Hegel’s thought for the
left — and who, like Rose, insists against more ‘defla-
tionary’ accounts of Hegel that ‘the absolute is not an
optional extra.” While he has not substantially engaged
with Rose’s work in his writing, he does cite her across
a couple of pages of his 1991 For They Know Not What
They Do: Enjoyment as a Political Factor for the stress
she places on the importance of grasping ‘the funda-
mental paradox of the speculative identity.’®! He has also
praised Hegel Contra Sociology as one of the best books
on Hegel.’?

There are some significant overlaps which set Rose
and ZiZek apart from the majority of academic Hegel-
ianism. Like Rose, for whom the dialectic ‘is multiple
and complex, not as its critics would have it, unitary and
simply progressive’,% ZiZek also stresses the openness,
contingency and antagonism of Hegel’s thought, against
the cliché that everything in Hegel tends towards closure,
necessity and reconciliation or harmony. The thesis of



ZiZek’s early and arguably greatest work, The Sublime Ob-
ject of Ideology (1989), is that ‘far from being a story of its
[antagonism’s] progressive overcoming, dialectics is for
Hegel a systematic notation of the failure of all such at-
tempts.’®* Similarly, for both Rose and ZiZek, this notion
of constitutive antagonism (or ‘diremption’, in Rose’s
later vocabulary) does not imply a preexisting or future
unity, nor a wholeness from which logic fell or towards
which it is destined. Instead, as ZiZek puts it, ‘there is no
unity prior to sundering (not only empirically, but also
in logical temporality): the unity lost through sunder-
ing retroactively emerged through sundering itself’;°
or, in Rose’s words (quoting from Adorno), “‘diremption”
[...] implies “torn halves of an integral freedom to which,
however, they do not add up” - it formally implies the
third, qua sundered unity, without positing any substan-
tial pre-existent “unity”, original or final, neither finitely
past or future, not absolutely, as transcendent.’8°

The defining difference between Rose and Zizek is
that, for Rose, as I have sought to show, this diremption
is and must always be historicised, while for ZiZek, dir-
emption must be transposed into a fundamental feature
— the fundamental feature — of reality itself. For Zizek’s
Hegel, the notion of an epistemological obstacle to think-
ing the absolute, for which the failure is necessarily ours
(Kant) or contingently ours (scientific naturalism), must
be viewed instead as an ontological obstacle, for which
the failure is inherent to the absolute itself. For Zizek,
the absolute is absolutely inconsistent and so simply
cannot be thought consistently. “There is no new posit-
ive content brought out here’, he writes, ‘just a purely
topological transposition of the gap that separates me
from the Thing into the Thing itself.’8” Hegel accepts the
Parmenidean idea that thinking and being are the same,
with the twist that, in ZiZek’s words, ‘the limitations (an-
tinomies, failures) of thought are also simultaneously
the limitations of being itself’88 For Zizek, therefore, it
makes no sense to speak of a consistent reality prior to
its signification, or even of a separation between reality
‘out there’ and the way in which it appears to us within
its transcendental horizon. Instead, ‘at its most basic,
reality is not what is but what fails to be what is’,%° and
the transcendental horizon is not merely a frame through
which we view reality but what Lacan would call its ‘quilt-
ing point’: it is a fundamental part of reality through
which that reality becomes determinate.”

Since his 1996 work on Schelling, The Indivisible Re-
mainder, ZiZek has not only ontologised but even natur-
alised this obstacle with reference to quantum physics.
He argues that Heisenberg’s ‘uncertainty principle’, for
instance, which states that one cannot simultaneously
know both the exact position and momentum of a particle
(and therefore affirms the inherent unpredictability of
quantum systems), not only illustrates but demonstrates
his thesis of the failed absolute.

The [uncertainty] principle is thus profoundly ‘Hegelian’:
what first appeared to be an epistemological obstacle
turns out to be a property of the thing itself; that is to
say, the choice between mass and momentum defines the
very ‘ontological’ status of the particle. The inversion of
an epistemological obstacle into an ontological ‘imped-
iment’ which prevents the object from actualizing the

totality of its potential qualities (mass and momentum)
» 91

is ‘Hegelian’.
Or, as he puts it in his more recent Sex and the Failed
Absolute, the systematic uncertainty of quantum mech-
anics shows that ‘ignorance is not just the limitation
of the observer who cannot ever acquire a full know-
ledge of reality, ignorance is inscribed in the structure
of reality itself.®? It is not simply that we do not know
whether Schrodinger’s cat is dead or alive (to use the fam-
ous thought experiment), reality does not ‘know’ either.
In various talks, ZiZek likens this revelation to catching
God with his pants down: God (the absolute) is ignorant.
In a rare moment of explicit disagreement with the mas-
ter (not God, but Hegel), this means for ZiZek that a ‘pure
pre-ontological real (and not logic, as Hegel thought) is
the “shadowy world” that precedes reality.’”®> Underlying
reality is an indeterminate proto-reality of quantum os-
cillations, a fundamental failure of being or ‘primordial
gap’ that only stabilises into an ordinary reality of objects
and temporal processes, determinate being, with what
quantum physicists call ‘the collapse of the wave func-
tion’ — that is, when it is registered by an observer. He
draws parallels here with Lacanian theory, for which sym-
bolic reality at its most basic ‘is a multiplicity of “floating
signifiers” which can be stabilized only through the in-
*94 _ suggesting that the
primordial indeterminacy described by quantum theory

tervention of a Master-Signifier
‘somehow reemerged’ in human subjectivity.”®
This linking of the ‘gap’ at the core of subjectivity (as

described by Lacan) or spirit (as described by Hegel) to
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a pre-ontological gap or indeterminacy (as described by
quantum physics) is anathema to Rose’s conception of
modern philosophy and its critical task. This is not neces-
sarily because of any scientific implausibility. That is for
others to judge. It is rather because it obscures the pos-
sibility that the ‘failures’ and ‘ignorances’ of subjectivity
or spirit (its illusions, inconsistencies, alienation, and so
on) might instead or at least also be mediated by historic-
ally determinate structures and social forms — and not, as
ZiZek would have it, that they are to be simply transposed
into features of all reality, from the level of the subject to
the level of the quantum. In other words, the worry is that
by elevating this failure to metaphysical heights, it over-
looks how these failures might be better attributed and
more clearly grasped by being understood as a necessary
illusion of an otherwise historically contingent reality: a
specific mode of production or property law. As Osborne
writes in his review of Zizek’s Less Than Nothing, despite
his criticisms of Rose, what Rose understands (but what
goes unacknowledged by ZiZek) is that ‘Hegel’s philo-
sophy is grounded on a distinctive conception of, and
relation to, historically determinate social forms; and
our relation to it must negotiate the historical ontology
of such forms, from which the structure of dialectical logic
itself derives.”®

This is not say that we should just dismiss ZiZek’s dia-
lectic of the failed absolute, but instead that we should
return to the social contexts from which it is derived, in-
stead of reifying it into a metaphysics. There may well be
trans-historical universalities, as Zizek claims in his re-
buttal to Osborne’s criticism, albeit universals that only
become ‘formally valid’ or available at a specific histor-
ical juncture.”’ (Hegel’s logic, for example, might be one
of them.) But such universals are not so easily won, and
we should always be wary of instrumentalising them as
methodological principles or formula. By generalising
failure to absolute levels, ZiZek risks leaving us only with
the facticity that, in the words of the Lacanian slogan,
the lack of the subject is the lack in the Other, which not
only, as Osborne observes, reduces all specific historical
social forms to a single structure,”® but turns ‘lack’ (or
else ‘failure’ or ‘ignorance’) into the unaddressable and
unknowable source of history.

In Dialectic of Nihilism, in passing, Rose alludes to a
story from the book of Daniel. At a feast hosted by the
neo-Babylonian king Belshazzar, a disembodied hand
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suddenly appears and writes a mysterious phrase on the
wall. The prophet Daniel is summoned to interpret the
writing, which predicts the king’s demise. That night,
Belshazzar is killed, and his kingdom falls. Rose observes
that ‘Daniel’s interpretation did not alter the course of
events — Belshazzar would have perished anyway. But in
the Biblical story he perished knowing the judgement.”*®
ZiZek would have us perish and fail, but without knowing
why. Rose, meanwhile, is like Daniel. Her interpretation
may not alter the course of events. It does not prescribe
or proscribe any course of action or specific mode of
transformation. But her exposition of necessary illusion
provides an essential account of why we do not yet know
ourselves as the subject of absolute knowing. This is the
crucial difference between Rose’s thoroughgoing failure
to think the absolute and ZiZek’s premature ‘success’ of
thinking the absolute as a failure.
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