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The Nation-Form

 

Mahmut Mutman

 

It has been said time and again that the paradigm of Third World
nationalism is the Hegelian narrative of lordship and bondage – the
struggle for recognition. As the hegemonic petty-bourgeois elite nation-
alisms seem to have failed in the Middle East, Asia and Africa,
attention has now turned to a liberal globalist discourse. The recently
growing antagonism between organicist or authoritarian nationalism
and liberal globalism has its roots in modernity (Hegel and Kant in
philosophy, communitarianism and liberalism in political theory), as
well as in the history of the peripheral nation.

 

1

 

 In Turkey, this debate is
overdetermined by the issue of Turkey’s entry into the European Union.
My purpose here is to displace or deconstruct this opposition in order
to show that the construction of a popular-democratic civility, sociality
and culture requires a different approach to language and history from
the prevailing one, which merely assumes the Western European Subject
as authority. Surely this construction of authority has its roots in the
Orientalist spacing of the world which produces the identity of
the Western Subject vis-à-vis its Oriental Other.

 

2

 

 Such spacing is not
limited to the institutional or ideological in the narrow sense and
should be regarded as 

 

prior

 

 to the subject it produces – a subject whose
desire is itself encoded in its (Oriental) ‘Other’. Reading the production
of the Western Subject as spacing the Other is 

 

not

 

 simply to explain a
given subjective or intersubjective script, as if the Western Subject is
ever constructed and the rest follow in imitation or rivalry. When
understood in this limited manner, reading is bound to forget and
repeat the European psychoanalytic drama by which this assemblage
dissimulates its own (de)constitution in the so-called doubleness or
ambivalence of the father’s message: ‘be like me’ and ‘do not be like
me’ at the same time. On the European side, the imperative criticism of
a repressive state apparatus is always heard as ambivalently racist, that
is to say, always implying ‘not white, not quite’ in Homi Bhabha’s well-
known formulation – even though Europe is not a homogeneous entity
received and constructed in language and media.

 

3

 

 On the Turkish side,
the paradoxical command is re-written as a blind impasse between a
phantasmatic desire for European privileges (produced by a media-led
‘globalisation’ liberalism minus critical reasoning) and what might be

 

1 The opposition cannot be 
reduced to the question of 
a taxonomy of ideologies, 
or of nationalisms, but is 
rather a question of the 
subject, and of (its) 
mimesis or representation. 
A taxonomic approach to 
nationalism can be found 
in Tanıl Bora, ‘Nationalist 
Discourses in Turkey’, 

 

South Atlantic Quarterly

 

, 
102:2/3, 2003, pp 433–52. 
Speaking of a variety of 
nationalisms (namely 
liberal, official, racist and 
Islamic) made up of 
different articulations and 
syntheses, Bora’s 
descriptivist approach is 

 

uncritical

 

 especially of the 
national subject and its 
production in 
representation, since his 
variety of different 
nationalist contents all 
assume 

 

the form of the 
subject

 

. Just how this 
presumption is produced is 
the question my essay 
poses.

2 Edward Said, 

 

Orientalism

 

, 
Penguin, Harmondsworth, 
1977. By the Orientalist 
spacing or worlding of the 
world, I suggest that 
Edward Said’s formulation 
of Orientalism as ‘an 
epistemological and 
ontological distinction 
between the West and East’ 
can be read as spacing in 
Derrida’s sense. See 
Mahmut Mutman, ‘Under 
the Sign of Orientalism: 
The West vs Islam’, 

 

Cultural Critique

 

, no 23, 
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described as a desperate attempt at reclaiming the father’s position, ie,
the empty talk of national honour which is justified by a detestable
abuse of anti-imperialist discourse and is often no more than a disguise
for maintaining the authoritarian structures and habits. This is demon-
strated in the recent tragic murder of the Armenian-Turkish journalist
and writer Hrant Dink and makes the production and negotiation of a
reasonable and effective popular-democratic position extremely
difficult. Rather than solving the problem or offering an alternative, in
this essay I will try to change the direction and will pose the question of
the nation-form in terms of its process of forming, ie, the nation’s
becoming-nation, or what amounts to the same: the question of the
constitution of the national subject in mimesis.

 

PHENG CHEAH’S SPECTRAL NATION

 

By way of a beginning, I would like to go back to some of the recent
theories of nationalism. Pheng Cheah has offered a deconstructive read-
ing of what he called the ontological vitalism, especially as developed
recently by Partha Chatterjee and Benedict Anderson by focusing on the
survival or living-on of the nation. Later in his book 

 

Spectral Nationality

 

,
he developed a new approach to the organicist metaphor of nationalism
in terms of Jacques Derrida’s concept of spectrality.
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 For Cheah, ontolog-
ical vitalism is determined by an ‘opposition between the spontaneous
dynamism of resisting peoples and their institutional capture by the

 

techne

 

 of reactionary class and state apparatuses’.

 

5

 

 These theories see
the obstacles to the actualisation of freedom as 

 

external

 

 to the process of
actualisation. Cheah carefully underlines a few internal obstacles: as
popular consciousness is fostered through the artifice of political organi-
sation, it includes, for instance, patriarchal elements. Cheah argues that
the state and nationalist ideology do not just invade the living body of the
nation-people, but are prostheses or necessary supplements to it. Death is
therefore inscribed within the heart of life. In order to negotiate this life-
death, Cheah turns to Derrida’s notion of spectrality.

 

6

 

 Derrida’s spectro-
logic conjures up an a-physical body which serves as a prosthesis.
Survival or living-on of the form of a present being depends on a minimal
idealisation, which allows us to identify it as the same throughout its
possible repetitions or alterations. As the iterability that makes all
presence possible, spectrality is the trace of the inhuman spectral other
within the present in general, and the originary opening up of any present
being by and to the other. Criticising Derrida’s tendency to see the
nation-form as purely ideological, Cheah argues that the decolonising
nation is neither an archaic community nor a merely ideological super-
structure but a new form of political community that is not necessarily
rendered obsolete by neocolonial globalisation. On the contrary, the
nation-form survives and instead of an allegedly ‘postnational’ global
order, we had better take into account ‘uneven globalisation’ which
‘makes popular nationalist movements in the periphery the first step in
the long road to social redistribution’.

 

7

 

In his book, this argument is transformed and further elaborated by a
fascinating detour through German idealism from Kant to Marx, empha-
sising the rationalist and progressive origins of political organicism.

 

winter 1992–1993, pp 
165–97. Such a reading 
will enable us to approach 
a number of problems that 
appear in Said’s analysis in 
a productive way rather 
than merely to expose 
Said’s errors.

3 Homi Bhabha, ‘The Other 
Question: Stereotype, 
Discrimination and the 
Discourse of Nationalism’, 
in 

 

The Location of Culture

 

, 
Routledge, London–New 
York, 1994, pp 66–84

4 Pheng Cheah, ‘Spectral 
Nationality: The Living-on 
[

 

Sur-vie

 

] of the 
Postcolonial Nation in 
Neocolonial 
Globalization’, in 

 

Becomings: Explorations 
in Time, Memory and 
Futures

 

, ed Elizabeth 
Grosz, Cornell University 
Press, Ithaca, NY–London, 
1999, pp 176–200; Pheng 
Cheah, 

 

Spectral 
Nationality: Passages of 
Freedom from Kant to 
Postcolonial Literatures of 
Liberation

 

, Columbia 
University Press, New 
York, 2003

5 Cheah, ‘Spectral 
Nationality’, op cit, p 181

6 Jacques Derrida, 

 

Specters 
of Marx: The State of the 
Debt, the Work of 
Mourning and the New 
International

 

, Peggy trans 
Kamuf, Routledge, 
London, 1994

7 Cheah, ‘Spectral 
Nationality’, op cit, p 198
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Cheah’s contention is that German idealism’s ‘organic vitalism’ can be
read as a site for the ‘actualisation of freedom’ in a postcolonial context.
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In the mainstream literature on nation-building, German modernity is
considered belated in comparison with Britain and France. This led to an
accelerated path of development and an aggressive mode of nationalism
in Germany. It is argued that African and Asian countries are compara-
ble to Germany in this respect and demonstrate the same negative
characteristics (retarded bourgeoisie, aggressive nationalism, etc). Cheah
criticises this historical deterministic reductionism and offers a scrupu-
lous reading of the organicist metaphor of cultural development (the
concept of 

 

Bildung

 

) in the German idealist tradition, according to which
culture is taken as a ground for the actualisation of freedom. The
experience of postcolonial nationalism shows that the incarnation of
human ideals ‘is inevitably haunted and can always go awry’.

 

9

 

 Cheah
draws our attention to a necessary logic of contamination: 

 

Bildung

 

 requires us to open ourselves to an ideal image, an other that we
give to ourselves. Yet without our sheer exposure to alterity, without the
inhuman other’s techne, the teleological time of 

 

Bildung

 

 would not be
possible in the first place… [T]he incarnation of rational ideals, which is
the ontological paradigm of any normative political project, is constitu-
tively susceptible to contamination because all incarnational activity
occurs in finitude and is dependent on the absolutely contingent but
necessary gift of time.

 

10

 

Postcolonial fictions of the nation in the works of Pramoedya Ananta
Toer and Ngugi wa Thiong’o embody the metaphor of cultural develop-
ment in the style of 

 

Bildungsroman

 

, but these works, Cheah argues,
demonstrate how the nation’s organic metaphor cannot constitute the
unity it aspires to and instead depends on supplementary and spectral
logic.

While Cheah offers a rightful criticism of historical and sociologistic
determinism, a certain notion of Germany’s belatedness is at work in his
argument in the 

 

Spectral Nationality

 

. The German case maintains its
exemplary and explanatory status in thinking the peripheral national

 

Bildung

 

, albeit in a positive manner and on a philosophical level. This
risks an implicit assumption about a normal path of development and a
rational norm, ie, a ‘timely’ development in the cases of Britain and
France, even though this very idea of a pure, uncontaminated norm is
Cheah’s theoretical target in the final analysis. This question produces a
peculiar effect on Cheah’s argument: the conceptual terminology of the
ideal and its actualisation has at times the appearance of the idea falling
into finitude.

Cheah offers us the deconstruction of a series of binary oppositions
between life and death, or 

 

physis

 

 and 

 

techne

 

. It is important to remem-
ber that 

 

techne

 

 is also 

 

mimesis

 

 or representation. For instance, when he
writes that ‘spectrality also inscribes technicity within the organic
because it opens up every proper organic body to the supplementation
of artifice’,

 

11

 

 we have already stepped into a problematic of 

 

mimesis

 

,
since, as we learn from Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe’s seminal reading of
Heidegger, ‘the structure of original supplementarity is the very struc-
ture of the relation between 

 

techne

 

 and 

 

physis

 

’

 

12

 

 and ‘the thinking of

 

8 Cheah, 

 

Spectral 
Nationality

 

, op cit, p 3

9 Ibid, p 8

10 Ibid, p 113

11 Cheah, ‘Spectral 
Nationality’, op cit, p 191

12 Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, 

 

Heidegger, Art and 
Politics

 

, trans Chris 
Turner, Basil Blackwell, 
Oxford–Cambridge, 1990, 
p 81
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techne

 

 derives in rigorously Aristotelian fashion, from a fundamental
mimetology’ even though Heidegger condemns 

 

mimesis

 

, in a traditional
manner according to Lacoue-Labarthe, as adequation or 

 

homoiosis

 

.
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The organicity of the people or the national community can only be
accomplished and revealed to that community by a 

 

techne

 

 or 

 

mimesis

 

,
that is by art, literature and language. Which means immediately that
such organicity is a fiction or a fictioning. Theories of postcolonial
nationalism approach this fictionality of the nation in an identitarian,
totalising and homogenising manner. Anderson’s notion of imagination
in his well-known 

 

Imagined Communities

 

 is a paradigmatic example.

 

HOMI BHABHA’S THEORY OF NATION

 

In a seminal essay, ‘Dissemination’, in which he develops his own theory
by revisiting the literature on nationalism, Bhabha criticises Anderson
for totalising the time of the nation.

 

14

 

 Focusing on the discursive strategy
and form of enunciation of the nation-people rather than the narrative of
the origin of the nation, Bhabha defines the former as performative and
the latter as pedagogical. The writing of the nation requires an allegori-
cal and double movement in which the pedagogical certainty of the
origins and evolution of the nation is interrupted by strategic enunciative
performativity. For Bhabha, it is this split and interruptive nature of the
nation’s ambivalent double time which makes it possible for cultural
difference to be articulated, and another history of the Western nation
appears from this articulation.

Although I regard Bhabha’s focus on the strategic nature of enuncia-
tion as a significant step in a theoretically informed approach to nation-
alism, I argue that his unproblematic identification of the split nature of
the psychoanalytic subject with an interruptive practice makes him
overlook the possibility that the performative enunciation might well

 

reproduce

 

 the pedagogical narrative as well as interrupting it. The
ambivalent nature of discursivity is simply not a guarantee of the inter-
ruption of a statement. This criticism must surely be made in a positive
spirit, in order to emphasise the significance of Bhabha’s distinction,
and particularly his introduction of a 

 

performative

 

 dimension.
However, while emphasising this dimension, one cannot avoid seeing
that the distinction is as old as Plato’s 

 

Republic

 

 in which the philoso-
pher distinguishes simple

 

 diegesis

 

 from dramatic narration or 

 

mimesis

 

in a similar manner.
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 Despite Bhabha’s argument for the subversive
nature of colonial mimicry elsewhere,

 

16

 

 his notion of mimesis is entirely
negative. It is seen as deadly repetition of gestures and words which
alienate the life of the metropolitan migrant worker. This dismissal of
mimesis is curious, given especially that Bhabha’s major reference,
Derrida’s 

 

Dissemination

 

, offers precisely a deconstructive engagement
with mimesis in Plato and Mallarmé.

 

17

 

 First of all, not only the concept
of mimesis is at work in the formation of national identity and identifi-
cation in general,

 

18

 

 but also it has a specific ethico-political dimension
in terms of the relationship between metropolitan and peripheral
nationalisms, which is often conceived as a relationship of model and
copy. Bhabha’s exclusion thus becomes questionable, especially when
considered together with the manifest shift in his argument from (the

 

13 Ibid, p 78

14 Homi Bhabha, 
‘Dissemination: Time, 
Narrative and the Margins 
of the Modern Nation’, in 

 

The Location of Culture

 

, 
Routledge, London–New 
York, 1994, pp 139–70

15 Plato, 

 

Republic

 

, trans 
Raymond Larson, Crofts 
Classics, Arlington 
Heights, IL, 1979, 397abc

16 Homi Bhabha, ‘Of 
Mimicry and Man: The 
Ambivalence of Colonial 
Discourse’, in 

 

The 
Location of Culture

 

, 
Routledge, London–New 
York, 1994, pp 85–92

17 Jacques Derrida, 

 

Dissemination

 

, trans 
Barbara Johnson, 
University of Chicago 
Press, Chicago, 1981, pp 
173–286

18 Again, as has been 
demonstrated by Philippe 
Lacoue-Labarthe, 

 

Heidegger, Art and 
Politics

 

, op cit, pp 61–104.

19 Homi Bhabha, 
‘Dissemination’, op cit, 
pp 165–6

20 Ibid, pp 142–3, 156–7, 
159, 164–9

21 Ibid, pp 145, 147, 152, 
153, 156, 157, 160, 167, 
170

22 Lacoue-Labarthe, 

 

Heidegger, Art and 
Politics

 

, op cit, p 79

23 Ibid, p 81

24 In fact, this is explicitly 
accepted in Gregory 
Jusdanis’s influential work 
on Greek nationalism. He 
argues that all projects of 
modernisation ‘after the 
Netherlands, England and 
France are belated’. (See his 

 

Belated Modernity and 
Aesthetic Culture: 
Inventing National 
Literature

 

, University of 
Minnesota Press, 
Minneapolis–Oxford, 
1991, p xiv.) I must also 
underline that Jusdanis’s 
brilliant account of Greek 
nationalism as coming out 
of a strategic investment in 
the modern, Western 
European myth of Ancient 
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promise of) a general theory of nationalism to a theorisation of the
Western nation towards the end of his essay. The major problem is now
the Western nation’s acceptance of its colonial past against a racist
denial of it 

 

within

 

 its own public sphere and culture. There has been a
shift from that of the peripheral nation. Left untheorised and unspoken,
is the peripheral nation not the object of mimetological imperative?
Second, in spite of the clear kinship between the concepts of perfor-
mance and mimesis, Bhabha’s preference for the former over the latter
depends on his association of performance with the value of presence
and present, living practice as opposed to the dead, reifying pedagogy
and alienating mimesis conceived in terms of imitation of gestures.

 

19

 

But how can we think of a performativity that does not involve imita-
tion of gestures, a performativity that is not iterable? The performative
is given a special ethico-philosophical value of presence as opposed to a
reified pedagogy which, in such a case, could not actually be performed
or iterated. This observation must be related to a last and more funda-
mental point. In several passages in his essay, whenever Bhabha wants
to show the interruptive moment of enunciative performance, he char-
acteristically refers to ghosts and spectrality in general,

 

20

 

 but perfor-
mance is always and in typically ontological vitalist fashion associated
with the ‘living perplexity’, ‘the forms of life struggling to be repre-
sented’, ‘lived energy of memory’, and so on.

 

21

 

 Employing Bhabha’s
distinction from within a critical reading inspired by Cheah’s decon-
structive approach, I see that which interrupts the performance of
national pedagogy as always the spectral, appearing and disappearing
in the abyss of enunciation. If the organicity of the people or the
national community can only be accomplished and revealed to that
community by mimesis or fictioning, then the 

 

mimetic

 

 movement here
cannot be dissociated from a 

 

spectral

 

 movement.

 

A TENTATIVE THEORETICAL CONCLUSION

 

In the classic approach to nationalism, the nation’s Other (or the
national subject) is seen as a 

 

model

 

, ie, as having a form which can
constitute and maintain itself as a whole. There is an unquestioned
concept of mimesis or representation at work, conceived in terms of a
hierarchical relationship between model and copy. This brings me to the
case of Germany. I will approach it, while assuming the relevance of
Pheng Cheah’s analysis of organicist metaphor. In his analysis of German
nationalism, Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe refers to modern Germany’s
imitation of and agonistic, mimetic rivalry with the ancient Greeks. From
his point of view, this should be said for modernity itself: Europe’s mime-
sis of Greek antiquity. For him, what is at stake in mimesis is always a

 

paradox

 

, that is the mimetological law or ‘the constraint governing

 

imitatio

 

’ as a Latin version: ‘that 

 

imitatio

 

 rid itself of 

 

imitatio

 

 itself or
that in what it establishes (or has imposed upon it) as a model, it should
address something that does not derive from 

 

imitatio

 

’.

 

22

 

 As neither pure
emergence nor pure imitation is possible, in Lacoue-Labarthe’s terms,
‘identification or appropriation – the self-becoming of the Self – will
always have to be thought as the appropriation of a model, ie, as the
appropriation of a means of appropriation, if the model (the example) is

 

Greece that nicely supports 
and further complicates 
Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe’s 
reading of modernity as a 
mimesis of ancient Greece.

25 Lacoue-Labarthe, 

 

Heidegger, Art and 
Politics

 

, op cit, pp 82–3

26 Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, 
‘Typography’ and 
‘Transcendence ends in 
Politics’ in 

 

Typography: 
Mimesis, Philosophy, 
Politics

 

, ed Christopher 
Fynsk, Stanford University 
Press, Stanford, CA, 1989, 
pp 43–138 and 267–300, 
and 

 

Heidegger, Art and 
Politics

 

, op cit, pp 61–103

27 This might seem to be a 
deviation from Lacoue-
Labarthe, and in some 
sense it is. Yet I must warn 
the reader that a spectral 
problematic is not entirely 
alien to Lacoue-Labarthe’s 
deconstruction of mimesis. 
I am reminded here of his 
great essay on Theodor 
Reik’s 

 

Haunting Melody

 

: 
‘The Echo of the Subject’ in 

 

Typography

 

, pp 139–207. 
And his fascinating reading 
of the death of God in 
Nietzsche: ‘We must rather 
imagine a death without 
disappearance (nor 
reappearance, of course), a 
kind of haunting, perhaps, 
which would explain at 
once how the “dead” god 
continues to inhabit the 
language that has “killed” 
him (grammar…) and how 
he never stops undoing it, 
ruining its assurance, faith 
and power.’ See Lacoue-
Labarthe, 

 

The Subject of 
Philosophy

 

, trans Thomas 
Trezise et al, University of 
Minnesota Press, 
Minneapolis–London, 
1993, p 33.

28 It seems essential, once 
more, to emphasise the 
significance of Jacques 
Derrida’s seminal reading 
of Plato’s mimesis together 
with Mallarmé’s short 
enigmatic text 

 

Mimique

 

: 
‘Pierrot is brother to all the 
Hamlets 

 

haunting

 

 the 
Mallarmean text’ 
(

 

Dissemination

 

, p 195 – 
emphasis added) and if 
there is no model and ‘no 
imitation’ (

 

Dissemination

 

, 
p 194) there is still 
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the ever paradoxical imperative of appropriation: imitate me in order to
be what you are’.

 

23

 

 The mimetic economy does not depend on a clear
demarcation of an inside from an outside. What haunts and dominates
the peripheral nation’s desire for difference is the 

 

nation-form itself as
the form of sovereign (collective) subject

 

. This form, taken as a model
and an ideal, is always thought to be essentially sovereign, autonomous
and self-contained 

 

in spite of the fact

 

 that its ‘original’ Western model, ie,
the modern Western nation, was already a product of mimesis, and that
the so-called implicit or explicit reference itself was in this sense already
characterised by the same relationship.

Although Lacoue-Labarthe is interested in the belatedness of
Germany (which was historically traumatised by Napoleon’s occupa-
tion), is not all of Western modernity belated? When we consider
Germany as demonstrating belated development, have we not already
accepted a normative path of development, for instance in England,
France or Holland?

 

24

 

 Although this might be acceptable from the point
of view of a comparative study limited to European history, it is the
time of modernity itself which produces the very sense of belatedness. If
Germany’s particular sense of belatedness is what takes it towards the
disastrous result of Nazism, what is revealed is something of the
modern Western mimesis itself. The German case gives a theoretical
angle which enables one to think the question of subject-constitution,
for it is an instance where the normality of Western Subject/Man
becomes questionable. In his singular theoretical context, Lacoue-
Labarthe refers to the ‘inherent infirmity of the subject’.

 

25

 

 This implies
the necessity of fictioning it. In his 

 

Typography

 

 as well as in 

 

Heidegger,
Art and Politics

 

, he argues for the significance of the relationship
between Platonic Idea as ‘Form’ and the modern notion of Gestalt.26

The resulting model is a national ‘type’ that must be produced,
fictioned and stamped. No less than a problematic of stamp and
imprint is at stake here, as old as Plato. Indeed, nothing has been more
urgent and binding than this concept of ‘type’ for various peripheral
nationalisms, whether this be Gandhi’s traditional self which articulates
modern notions of civic consciousness and public health or Mustafa
Kemal Ataturk’s modern self in Western garb, at the blackboard, teach-
ing the nation his new alphabet (and this dichotomy of traditional
versus modern is already like the two sides of peripheral mimesis). The
national subject is harnessed not in content but in form or type.

This harnessing in form is an attempt to control and stabilise the
spectral movement which Cheah and Derrida emphasise.27 Therefore
subverting and deconstructing the pedagogical nation-form is not just a
question of performance. No subversive capacity is simply given in
performing, unless both the given form and the being-form of the form
(what is per-form-ed) is questioned in performance. ‘Spectralisation’
can be seen as an instance of this questioning: an ethical and political
move which aims to bring to the nation its otherness. Further and more
importantly, the very thinking of the mimetic or representational
practice requires the copying of a model which itself acts like a ghost or
spectre rather than an idea, form or gestalt.28 When Cheah has identi-
fied a minimal idealisation through repetition and alteration as essential
for the survival of the nation-form, the identification of this same or
the actualisation of the idea as the spectral is precisely the stake,

copying: ‘Letting itself be 
read for itself, doing 
without any external 
pretext, Mimique is also 
haunted by the ghost or 
grafted on to the 
arborescence of another 
text’ (Dissemination, p 202 
– emphasis added). And, if 
there is no referent, there is 
still a reference, a ghost: 
‘we are faced then with 
mimicry imitating nothing; 
faced so to speak with a 
double that doubles no 
simple, a double that 
nothing anticipates, 
nothing at least that is not 
itself already double. There 
is no simple reference. It is 
in this that the mime’s 
operation does allude, but 
alludes to nothing, alludes 
without breaking the 
mirror, without reaching 
beyond the looking-glass… 
This speculum reflects no 
reality; it produces mere 
“reality-effect”. For this 
double that often makes 
one think of Hoffmann, 
reality is, indeed, death… 
In this speculum with no 
reality, in this mirror of a 
mirror, a difference or 
dyad does exist, since there 
are mimes and phantoms. 
But it is a difference 
without reference, a 
reference without referent, 
without any first or last 
unit, a ghost that is the 
phantom of no flesh, 
wandering about without a 
past, without any death, 
birth or presence’ 
(Dissemination, p 206 – 
emphasis added).

29 As Lacoue-Labarthe puts 
it: ‘The self-production of 
the Aryan myth is an end in 
itself, the end as immanent, 
embodied and immediate’ 
(Heidegger, Art and 
Politics, p 95). The sense of 
self-formation in peripheral 
nationalism is, rather, 
characterised by a strife of 
a unique kind, even in its 
most authoritarian mode 
or moment.

30 For a discussion of this 
point, see Cheah’s Spectral 
Nationality, pp 5–7. 
Cheah’s argument differs 
from mine in this respect. 
While he shows, in a 
brilliant philosophical tour 
de force, the positive role 
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because it never just happens, and it always tends towards the ontolo-
gising production of a type or gestalt whose aim is to govern the
spectral. This is another internal obstacle in the way of establishing a
popular-democratic nationality that I would like to add to Cheah’s
critical inventory: the production of the nation-form itself as form. It
seems to me that this is the most obstinate and the most invisible inter-
nal obstacle, as it has to do with the economy of the subject and the
processes of desire and identification. In order to be a nation, it seems
absolutely essential to control the movement of ghosts – there is, for
instance, no nation without mourning. To control the movement of
ghosts: to bury the corpses in the right place, to know who they are
and to guarantee that they will not come back as spectres, or will come
back only ever under the control of a national pedagogy which puts its
stamp on them.

I must immediately issue three warnings. First of all, if national
Bildung is a cultural synthesis of modernity as opposed to a mere cultural
importation, it cannot constitute a foundational distinction between
modernity and the West (or between modernisation and Westernisation).
Second, in spite of necessary contamination, we should underline the
disagreement between metropolitan fascist onto-typology and peripheral
nationalist onto-typology. While the former is characterised by a fantasy
of immediacy, consistent with the techno-logic of its European modality
of progress as well as its founding notion of myth which has led to the
notion of race,29 the latter is characterised by a different temporality
involving a unique kind of gap rather than immediacy even at its most
sovereign moment. In this sense, I do not see in the so-called German
backwardness or belatedness a model for peripheral nationalisms.30 Since
the peripheral nation is subjected to a representational economy in which
it is positioned differently from the metropolitan nation, there remains
always a sense of emergence and futurality (rather than ‘belatedness’)
which is a continuous subterranean breaking away from the authoritarian
excesses of its onto-typology. Having underlined this, I need not add that
this does not make peripheral nationalism immune to fascist tendencies
and movements.31

Third, and most importantly, Lacoue-Labarthe’s perspective is
historically limited to the problem of Nazism as a modern phenomenon.
As his concern is Heidegger’s relationship with Nazism, confined within
the European narrative, he also has to depend on the notion of the
belatedness of Germany. He shows the generalised ‘national aestheti-
cism’ behind Nazism and how Heidegger was part of this general trend.
His interpretation, which puts Platonic form and modern Gestalt
together in the context of a deconstruction of mimesis, must be genera-
lised further so that the problematic of mimesis is not short-circuited in
a re-inscription of the self-contained European narrative. These
concepts of form, model and ‘Other’ must be deconstructed in a
broader historical and geographical context. The guide here is of course
Edward Said’s paradigm-constituting work on Orientalism, which
referred to the Western libidinal investment in the ‘Orient’. A most
interesting case of this investment was brought up in the literary
historian Gerald MacLean’s work on British travel literature. MacLean
shows how British imperialism, in the period of its emergence, was
obsessed with the success of the Ottoman imperial rule, which it took as
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a model. Did the British see themselves as latecomers to the imperial
scene in their very emergence as a global capitalist power? MacLean’s
description of British ‘imperial envy’ puts the foundation of Western
modernity as mimesis of ancient Greece in crisis by bringing to light the
significance of Western libidinal and mimetic investment in the Orient.32

While the European Orientalist spacing was thus already a coding of
desire in the cultural Other, European deconstruction seems to have
forgotten this other agon of the subject it wants to deconstruct. This
puts a whole mimetic apparatus organised by concepts of model, refer-
ence, subject and other in crisis as well.

THE TURKISH CASE: IMPERIAL CONDITION

Turkey has never been colonised by a European power. Although it
cannot be placed outside the general framework of peripheral petty
bourgeois nationalist leadership, the Turkish revolution’s distinctive trait
was its Westernist cultural tendency. For any postcolonial government
elite, excessive Westernism would have meant collaboration with the old
colonial powers, governmental corruption and the elite’s luxurious,
consumer lifestyle at the expense of the masses. In the case of Turkey,
however, it meant almost the opposite: not only were the republican
elite’s economic policies protectionist, nationalist and statist, but the
more the republican leadership Westernised themselves, their culture and
their society, the more nationalised they felt. No doubt, nationalism is a
form of universalism and universalism was invented by the European
Enlightenment, but there was something in the behaviour of the Turkish
elite that sets them apart as a singular and peculiar case.33 A brief histor-
ical outline is necessary.

The Ottoman bureaucratic elite’s habitus had entered into the orbit
of the European paradigm of modernity by the end of the eighteenth
century. Historically, the habitus of the Ottoman ruling class (the
dominant group of ‘a tributary mode of production’ following Samir
Amin’s seminal work34) had a high capacity for statecraft. Interpreting
the new political imperative from within its habitus, the Ottoman elite’s
reformist project had gone through several stages in the nineteenth and
at the beginning of the twentieth century and had certainly paved the
way for the new republican elite’s daring political consciousness.
However, its basic rationale was that of an imperial state. Ottoman
reformism was always an improvisation within the Ottoman bureau-
cratic habitus. This elite statecraft was programmed into modern
government by the application of the European paradigm of political
and social rule.35 The result was a rapid and effective modernisation of
certain aspects of the Ottoman imperial state apparatus, mainly the
military and the foreign office. In the same historical process,
the national-ethnic-religious differences were shifting in the multi-ethnic
structure of the empire and were increasingly recoded by nationalism.
Hence, what used to be a mere religious or ethnic difference, however
radical it was conceived to be in the past, turned into a social and polit-
ical antagonism, especially under the pressure of growing expansion of
the Ottoman economy – the privileges given to the Christian minorities
played a major role. These two developments led to the emergence of a
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paradoxical situation: on the one hand, the empire was almost a semi-
colony under the yoke of the powerful European global economy that
absorbed the peasant surpluses through the comprador bourgeoisie
located in Westernised ports such as Istanbul and Izmir; on the other
hand, the imperial apparatus recoded itself into an emergent modern
empire. This was also accompanied by the desire to produce a Muslim
bourgeois class to replace the Christian one.

In this singular context, the national and imperial signifiers became
almost inseparable for the Ottoman Turk. This is not readable by
mainstream historiographies, whether orientalist or nationalist. The
well-known label of ‘sick man of Europe’ has always been the main
framework for understanding the patterns of political action of the
Ottoman state as a ‘decaying’ and ‘dissolving’ empire, without suffi-
cient attention to the historical fact that a whole imperial apparatus
was now acting on new, modern premises. Nationalist historiography
made much of the so-called ‘drama’ of the Ottoman statesman but was
unable to develop an alternative framework in which it would be able
to make sense of this strange paradox of a modernising imperial
regime under global capitalist hegemony. The result of the paradox
was a peculiar ideological-subjective formation characterised by a
particular mission, which became the axiom of the Ottoman-Turkish
statesman, especially the Young Turks, and formed his subjectivity and
affectivity for almost two centuries: the metaphor of saving the state.36

In spite of the great zeal of the reformist and his emergent nationalisa-
tion under the new identity of the ‘Turk’, his main rationale was
saving the state from the national liberation movements of the minori-
ties. When this historical context is kept in mind, it can shed a new
light on the conjuncture following the First World War, the period of
national liberation between 1919 and 1922. The loss of empire and the
occupation of Anatolia by European powers and the Greek army
created a new condition which set off a moment of sovereign break
with the imperial habitus and its irresolvable national-imperial paradox
(it was no doubt Mustafa Kemal Atatürk’s capacity to see this from
the very beginning that made him a leader). It was this sovereign
moment which made possible the republican national revolution and
the invention of the ‘free Turk’ as distinct from the Ottoman
‘subjects.’37

The powerful republican revolutionary spirit and audacity of Turkish
revolution is undeniable. This revolutionary project was a rupture from
the Ottoman imperial reformist project in the nineteenth century on a
number of significant points. The declaration of a sovereign national
identity as a break with the imperial-religious one, a new republican
constitutional regime based on the principle of secularism and a number
of institutional reforms in various spheres from law to education were
impossible within the Ottoman imperial framework. However, despite
the revolutionary nature of the republican project, and despite some
degree of popular mobilisation, there was also a strongly authoritarian
element in the performance of the leading elite. This made it difficult for
the working people, especially large rural masses, to be articulated in
this project of transformation. This was further reinforced by the
extreme weakness of the Turkish bourgeoisie, as the bourgeois class of
Empire was mostly Christian. Hence, although the republican project
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declared national-popular sovereignty, this radical attempt was adjusted
to and controlled by the political and economic priorities of the leading
petty-bourgeois bureaucratic elite and was determined by the particular
socioeconomic and political circumstances of the prior imperial
regime.38 The project was to produce a national bourgeois class within a
protected national economic order.

In conventional sociological and historical accounts of orientalist
bias, this historical trajectory is often seen as an inevitable elite project
of modernisation in an oriental society which lacks basic civil struc-
tures.39 It seems that the emergent liberal-globalist argument also shares
these assumptions. Assuming a standard course of development, the
Turkish revolution is often read as modernisation from above, as an
aberrant and pathological case that must be corrected by adopting ratio-
nal democratic values and institutions. Hence the formation and effects
of this so-called authoritarian statism have been systematically avoided,
for it is regarded as given in history.40 The liberal argument implicitly
accepted the republican imperative while it continued to see the actual
transformation as a distorted, errant version of modern nation-building.
Critical arguments questioned the naturalisation of authoritarianism
as ‘modernisation from above’ by mainstream social science, but they
were not able to develop a framework that would be able to engage the
legacy of ‘passive revolution’ in a critical and productive manner. In
order to be able to develop such a framework, it is necessary that the
concepts of subject and representation or mimesis are taken into
account. I suggest that we focus on the processes of desire and identifi-
cation in the formation of national subject, and to end, I will draw
attention to a certain aspect of Turkish national culture or Bildung from
this point of view.

CRYPTIC NATION

The transition from an imperial to a republican regime involved a series
of reforms in the fields of language and everyday codes of dress as well
as law and education. Following Cheah’s argument on the specific role
of culture in peripheral nationalism, I would like to focus on cultural
aspects of the Turkish revolution. Language revolution constitutes the
most important aspect of this series of cultural reforms. Although
the earlier reformists took up the language question as decisive for the
formation of a modern public sphere, changing the alphabet was
certainly unimaginable for the Ottoman reformist, even after the ‘Turk’
appeared as a new identity in the early twentieth century.41

The new regime had already found a relatively developed public
sphere, thanks to the efforts of earlier reformist groups in the nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries. The production of a public language
readable and consumable by everyone was no longer a problem, though
literacy certainly was. The rationale of language revolution did not
depend solely on the question of literacy. In the mind of the republican
leadership, the abolition of the caliphate was not sufficient to establish a
secular republic. The question of secularism was rightly identified as
a cultural one. The solution was unique and controversial: as language
was seen as a major means of forming culture and subjectivity, the script
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was changed from Arabic to Roman in a very short time. The change was
so swift that even a sympathetic commentator like Bernard Lewis found
it necessary to underline ‘the quick and expeditious way in which the
commission (for the adoption of the Latin letters) conducted its busi-
ness’.42 The work of the commission took no more than six weeks. The
Arabic script was associated with the religion of Islam and its system of
religious education, ie, the Qur’anic course. It was thus seen as the oper-
ative code of a backward and feudal religious faith and responsible for
the low level of literacy among the population because of its alleged diffi-
culty. Roman script was regarded as easier to learn and thus advanta-
geous for increasing literacy which, most importantly, was the visible
evidence of the nation’s modernity. The value of visibility should not be
underestimated for it presumes a certain theory of representation that
identifies legibility with a universal Gestalt. Arabic letters were associated
with religious obscurantism, as well as an unwarranted and empty soph-
istry whose only aim was to maintain the imam’s personal power over
ignorant people. Legibility was thus seen in terms of visibility as opposed
to the backward and dark powers hidden behind the Arabic script. The
latter was associated with formlessness, ugliness and darkness. The
contorted and twisted shapes of Arabic letters were difficult to read and
comprehend, and hence susceptible to manipulation.43 Roman ones were
easy to read and comprehend, accessible to everyone at the same level.
Roman typography’s value of visibility was a fundamental feature of the
Turkish national onto-typology, one of whose chief aims was to control
the spectre of Islam. This was also accompanied by a strong need to
distinguish the Turk from the Arab under the new principle of national
identity. Hence the Arab nation itself was seen in terms of the dominant
religious belief in its countries. In the eyes of the new republican regime,
the free Turk represented modernity and progress, the Arab religious
dogma and backwardness. The change of dress code was also regarded as
evidence of the nation’s modernity. The ‘free Turk’ was thus installed as
a type, a Gestalt.

The language revolution did not solely consist of changing the script.
The Ottoman language, regarded as a hybrid language made up of
Arabic and Persian, was replaced with a new Turkish language and
words – a long and arduous process that created the modern Turkish
spoken today. The change of script must have been traumatic for people
who were born into and lived with the Arabic one, including Mustafa
Kemal Atatürk and his friends.44 In a couple of weeks, a whole society
cut all its ties with the past.45 That especially the republican elite exer-
cised this discipline on themselves shows the extreme determination
with which this group of people acted. No doubt the language revolu-
tion is open to criticism for various reasons: the problematic assumption
of an internal and necessary link between religious backwardness and
Arabic script; the potentially humiliating attitude towards Arab
language and culture; the incredible price paid by cutting all ties with
the past and its immense cultural accumulation. These criticisms, right-
ful as they may be, do not answer the most important question: how
was it possible at all?

In order to answer this question, we must begin by remembering the
imperial legacy and the sovereign break with it in the new conjuncture
following the First World War. The dissolution of the empire enabled
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the Turks to establish themselves as a nation. But when they looked for a
history, a narrative (as every nation needs to do), what they found was
an empire that was lost. The return to Asiatic origins was itself a
response to this. But the spectre of empire, or perhaps we should now
call it the spectre of the state as an ultimate unitary reference, never left
the nation. One imagines that this must have been lived and engaged at
an affective and subjective level by the leaders of the new regime, most of
whom personally fought in all the battles as commanders of the
Ottoman army, and worked as Ottoman government or parliament
members, and as political leaders and organisers in the Committee of
Union and Progress (Young Turks) which ran the empire in its last
decade.46 This is surely not a question of individual personality but
rather one of structures of subjectivity. The question that I would like to
pose is that of how the subject responds to loss.47 This requires a theo-
retical detour.

The French psychoanalysts Nicolas Abraham and Maria Torok
developed a highly original interpretation of psychoanalytic theory
around the question of loss.48 They make an important distinction
between ‘introjection’ and ‘incorporation’ in the mourning process.
According to Abraham and Torok, introjection is the process of includ-
ing the unconscious drives in the ego by the mediation of an external
object of desire. It is thus an active process of acquisition and expansion
which is gradual and laborious. As a result, the object of mourning (or
of love) is synthesised and successfully articulated in speech. In contrast,
incorporation is what happens when this process fails because of a loss
that cannot be acknowledged and put into words, while it cannot be
simply rejected either. The words that cannot be introjected are instead
‘incorporated’, ie, they are swallowed and buried live inside the subject
as a crypt. As opposed to introjection, incorporation appears as a
phantasmatic and magical solution. As these impossible words are
placed and forgotten in a separate enclave, the radical forgetting of the
crypt is perpetuated by means of a fantasy that hides it and resists its
reading. The crypt constantly evokes reading but is ultimately not
readable. The incorporated object is actually fragmented; it is a ‘broken
symbol’. The fragmented object can neither be located in the uncon-
scious in conventional psychoanalytic manner, nor can it return as the
repressed (all this would mean that it is synthesised). Yet its effects are
not absent. The crypt operates differently: the relations between words
are not binary but operate through lines of fracture and fragmentation
inside the word. If, as a refusal to mourn, incorporation is impossible to
observe because it is already a miming or mimesis of introjection, one
can nevertheless point to the presence of a cryptic operation by means of
long and arduous translation which requires taking the fracture lines and
intra-symbolic relations into account rather than simply depending on a
symbolic or semantic correspondence. Abraham and Torok call this act
of reading cryptonymy.

The cryptonymic concept of fantasy refers to a mimetic operation,
but what is mimed, that which is prior to the act of miming, does not
have a unity. Not only is it fractured and fragmentary but it also has a
spectral status.49As Tobias van Veen explains, the secret crypt commem-
orates the refusal of the loss of object as well as the associated desires,
‘while maintaining those desires through a spectral, performative process
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that never achieves synthesis’.50 There is a clear association here between
Jacques Derrida’s notion of spectrality and Abraham and Torok’s
concepts of crypt in that both assume the mimesis of a radically divided
(non-)origin.51 I have formulated national Bildung as the mimesis of a
model or reference that itself acts like a spectre. This formulation now
gains a different dimension. Spectral mimesis is a process of maintaining
oneself by encrypting and hiding oneself in language. Fantasy then is
formed as this process itself. Given the double imperative of producing a
new national identity and having a historical narrative, the emerging
Turkish national Subject was in a paradoxical situation with regard to
the imperial (dis)continuity: a loss that cannot be acknowledged and put
into words, while it cannot simply be rejected either. I have already
spoken of the spectre of Islam, but now we gradually realise the presence
of another spectre haunting the installation of Turkish national identity,
the spectre of the state. It is important to underline that this spectre was
not just patrimonial. This is why its religious appearance might be some-
what deceptive. It was characterised by a constitutive undecidability: it
was as much Western and modern (the imperative of re-forming, curing
its identity as modern nation-state) as it was paternalistic and imperial
(the identity that needed to be saved).

The metaphor of ‘saving the state’ must be considered as the histor-
ical backdrop of a phantasmatic process of incorporation that took
place after the foundation of the republic.52 The manifest instance of
this phantasmatic incorporation is the language revolution, especially
the swift change of the script. The state was now ‘saved’, safe, inside.
But what is this thing called the state, if not, to paraphrase Derrida,
something ‘sealed and thus internal to itself, a secret interior within
the (re)public(an) square, but by the same token outside it, external to
the interior’?53 The thing saved is a broken symbol that is now re-
coded, re-encrypted: the sudden disappearance of an ‘old’ Arabic
script, which had indeed become old by the very act of abolishing it,
and its replacement with the ‘new’ Roman script is the magical solu-
tion, a mimesis of introjection as the creation of a Gestalt and the
building or the erection of a type, supplemented by the new dress code
and other reforms. It was no longer possible to speak and write, to
articulate or introject, in the unshapely and uncanny Arabic script.
Latinisation is the Turkish man’s magic word, his magic script. Does
this fast solution not have something to do with the impossibility of
accepting the lost object, the impossibility of loving the dead as a
living part of me?

The above reading is only a hypothesis. For reading such a historically
and socially produced crypt requires an immense undertaking, most prob-
ably impossible in terms of time, space and human power, and moreover
impossible by the very nature of the ‘object’ under interrogation.
However, to the extent that it is possible, it would have to involve, for
instance, a most careful reading of the replacement of the old Arabic,
Persian and Ottoman words by the new Turkish words, most of which
were supposedly produced from their original Asian Turkic roots.54 This
replacement is a displacement or crypting that is a work of hiding rather
than finding origins. The origin here must therefore be read not in terms
of a generic type or essence such as the Asiatic Turk, but in the sense
Michel Foucault carefully read in Friedrich Nietzsche’s texts on history
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and genealogy: ‘the subtle, singular, and sub-individual marks that might
possibly intersect in them to form a network that is difficult to unravel’.55

The ‘spectral-cryptic’ is radically plural (both more and less than one, as
Derrida says).56 It is not simply the spectre of the state but a spectre that
cannot be dissociated from its other, ie, the people. The most general
context is of course the dissolution of the empire that witnessed wars,
violence and massacres.

There is yet a theoretical problem that needs to be addressed. Have I
not implicitly proposed the yardstick of a ‘normal’ introjective process by
which we are able to judge the ‘pathological’, incorporative fantasy? If
the border were so easily fixed and governed, then we would be back
to the concept of mimesis I have criticised. There must also be a paradox
in this normality and normalisation.57 As Derrida argues, while, as a
successful internalisation, introjection makes the other the same as me,
incorporation maintains it as other inside me; hence the latter is more
respectful to the otherness of the other. Yet, from another point of view,
while incorporation resists introjective assimilation, it is also always
under the shadow of introjection and it only keeps a topography intact.
Compared with it, introjection might also be more open to the other as
other through synthesis. The paradox is irresolvable, and it shows the
undecidable and moving character of the border between introjection
and incorporation, and by implication all the series of binary oppositions
between fantasy and reality, mimesis and truth, etc. It thus calls into
question the assumption of the self’s original unity before this split is
operative. Yet a surprisingly positive consequence follows from this
paradox. While crypt is considered to be pathological by Abraham and
Torok, for Derrida the very fantasy of incorporation is a necessary
condition for the possibility of subject. Crypting is no longer merely a
pathological condition but the very activity of a plural and polyvocal
subject (made up of Foucault’s network of singular, sub-individual
marks, and by definition open and on the move).58 Therefore, the cryptic
regime of language that Turkish nationalism produced is not a merely
negative phenomenon. It must be thought of, on the contrary, as the very
possibility of a Turkish national identity and Bildung. This does not
mean that there is no longer any distinction between introjection and
incorporation, nor does it mean that a new, better and more pluralistic
identity can just be reconstructed by remembering the dead. Rather it
points to a strange imperative, an unceasing task: speaking and writing
in a way which does not establish a homogenous reference, meaning or
origin. This performativity would establish a field of meaning that is not
unaware of the radical openness of all meaning. In other words, it is a
practice of ‘(de)composition’ rather than merely composition, to use
Jodey Castricano’s adoption of Gregory Ulmer’s term, or ‘(de)constitu-
tion’ to use Lacoue-Labarthe’s.59

Working at the critical border between introjection and incorpora-
tion, the aim of what might be called a new intellectual work or new
literacy (a new reading and writing practice) is to open the national
discourse to its others and otherness. It is with this purpose that it
works on the existing regime of speech by considering the public
discourse and language in terms of an openness to that which extends
beyond the self,60 even though this beyond or outside might be inside
the self (as cryptonymy implies). Such an approach will have to see
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language as a public secret. In his famous essay on translation, Walter
Benjamin argued that if a language were not already a translation from
another unknown language, it would not be possible to translate it at
all.61 This thesis of ‘translatability’ opens language to a cryptic reading
as well as speaking to Derrida’s contention that, in order to live, we
have to learn how to talk with ghosts.62 The ethical operation of spec-
tralisation deconstructs the form of the nation-people, the ways in
which it is identified, produced and constituted as a type. This decon-
struction maintains the nation-form in a different manner in relation to
otherness. If, as Benjamin argues, translation has to do with the life of
a language or text, responding to its immanent demand for survival or
living on, then spectralisation or crypting is essential to the survival of
the nation.63 This survival, which I call new literacy, is language’s
capacity of making itself other and inventing itself in crypting and
spectralisation.

CONCLUSION

To go back to my initial observation, the political agenda in Turkey now
is democratisation and more specifically the recognition of the rights of
minorities in the so-called ‘EU process’. As this is part of the process
of globalisation, the model of the multicultural, liberal, rule-of-law state
cannot be artificially separated from the process of IMF-imposed policies
of economic liberalisation (especially severe policies of privatisation in
health and education whose effects are daily felt by large masses of work-
ing people). Democratic reform and restructuring is an ethico-political
imperative, but given Turkey’s repressive political tradition it is not
possible without taking the national-popular into account (since, for
instance, nationalism will not be just the opposite of globalism but a
form of universalism). It is not for nothing that the ideological poles of
today’s world are liberal globalism and authoritarian nationalism. Given
this predicament, perhaps the most difficult to remember and the most
untimely spectre today is the socialist one. I am referring here to the
social struggles of the last four decades and the severe repression of
the socialist movement by a series of military coups (1971, 1980). In the
rising liberal-democratic consensus expressed by the so-called public
opinion media, it is observed with admirable sobriety that the left is
unfortunately absent from the political scene (as the social democratic
Republican People’s Party turned nationalist). It seems that its spectre is
once more haunting the scene. Yet this urgent need for an ally in the
project of liberal reform and restructuring hides the fact that the socialist
spectre has been the most disturbing one. For it is this same liberal argu-
ment we hear which used to bury it deep under the charges of ‘populism’
and ‘totalitarianism’ (forgetting the totalitarian monstrosity of the
powers that suppressed socialism and exercised the neo-liberal economic
programme), precisely in order to construct and imprint itself as the new
national type: the liberal-democratic consumer. I am reminded of
Benjamin’s ‘new angel’ in his well-known Thesis IX. To rephrase him: as
the storm of progress moves ahead in Europe, how can the angel of
history, looking towards the past, her wings caught in that violent storm
of progress, which is entry to the European Union, seeing in that past a
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single catastrophe piling up wreckage upon wreckage and hurling it in
front of her feet, awaken the dead?64 My rhetorical transformation of
Benjamin’s thesis into a question cannot at once seek to be both rhetori-
cal (warning) and political (hope). For, in the face of a rising demand for
the ‘left’, in the face of the most urgent democratic imperative, one
cannot not ask if the approved programme is not establishing a
‘spectacular-democratic society’, one of the laws of which, as Giorgio
Agamben writes: 

… wills it that, whenever power is seriously in crisis, the media establish-
ment apparently dissociates itself from the regime of which it is an
integral part so as to govern and direct the general discontent lest it turn
itself into revolution.65

The big word ‘revolution’ is a little word in the big mouth of the media.
As for the discontent, it is heard everywhere.

Spectralisation, or the work of crypting or (de)composition, cannot
have the cognitive assurance of establishing or restoring a movement.66

On the contrary, it begins with the questioning of all assurances. The
new intellectual work is a modest and patient act of opening the mother
language and the father’s script to the most distant and the most unex-
pected other. So that it is not all done in the name of ‘Europe’, regarded
as the proprietor and guarantor of democracy, as if had nothing ever
happened in the name of democracy in a long history of repression, as if
no one before had struggled and died, as if there are no ghosts to whom
we owe a debt of democracy, as if there might be nothing they could tell
us, as if it is simply a script written by Europe, the capital, the head of
the world, locked in rivalry. Fight for your recognition, it says: ‘be like
me/do not be like me’.
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