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ANJUNA AS POST-STRUCTURAL SPACE

In ‘Structuralism and the heterotopic’, I presented a critique of Foucault’s analytics of ‘other spaces’. I argued that Foucault (1967) tends to reproduce certain fallacies which I termed ‘structuralist’, for want of a better word. Still, especially when taking into account Foucault’s work in general, I’m very much interested in his sophisticated insistence on the spatiality, materiality and relationality of power (see especially Foucault 1975). His understanding of spatial othering should therefore not be expelled, but amended. In the present paper I want to do three things which run through the sections that follow.


I want to develop further the critique of Foucault’s ‘structuralism’ by drawing more heavily on Derrida (cf. Genocchio 1995). I want to do this not just because I like accusing Foucault of structuralism, but because I feel amending Foucault will mean taking more seriously the question of who is writing difference. 


I will also present a brief and preliminary attempt at connecting the Foucault/Derrida quarrel to Althusser’s critique of Hegel’s conception of time and totality, and the way Laclau and Mouffe radicalise Althusser. I will state that post-structuralism, for me, entails a spatialisation of history and that that spatialisation represents the most important break with structuralism.


Building further on my earlier notes on heterotopology and cultural hybridity, I’d like to propose that spatialising history, attacking structuralism, i.e. poststructuralism, is at its most radical when applied to what Marie Louise Pratt (1992) has called ‘contact zones’, the spaces in which differing cultures meet and clash, especially through colonialism and neocolonialism. One could say that without postcolonial theory, poststructuralism isn’t post-structuralism.

Lastly, I talk about some of the ways in which Anjuna and its psychedelic rave/traveller scene are apt for a heterotopology as I develop it here. That is, I suggest some ways in which I think Anjuna could help us thinking beyond Society, beyond Structure, beyond History, and beyond Foucault.

writing and antagonism

In ‘Cogito and the history of Madness’ (1963), Derrida quite fundamentally undermines Foucault’s ambitious project of writing a history of madness (Foucault 1961). Foucault replies in similarly polemical tone in an appendix to the second edition of Histoire de la folie (Foucault 1972). The theoretical differences between Derrida and Foucault (see Said 1978a) are played out in their opposing readings of a few comments Descartes makes on non-reason; in fact, both of them accuse each other of being ‘Cartesians’. The argument between the two writers on madness and writing is very scholarly and I will only spell out the most important tenets of it for my argument here (see Flynn 1989).

Foucault’s basic argument in Histoire de la folie is that modern reason has historically constituted itself as a dominant form of knowing through the systematic exclusion of its other, non-reason or madness. He claims that Descartes stood for the philosophical moment in this exclusion. Apart from rightly criticising Foucault for not having read Descartes’ thoughts on madness and dreaming properly, Derrida (1963) objects to periodising the exclusion of madness as something particular to the modern period. Foucault assumes a sharp rupture between what he calls the ‘classical era’ of the middle ages and the modern, Cartesian phase in Western thought, while Derrida sees the split between reason and madness as already existing in Greek philosophy. But Derrida goes further than just correcting historical error: he argues that reason itself, all writing, all of Western philosophy, needs the exclusion of madness in order to be operational. For Derrida, Descartes isn’t so much the bad guy as language itself. After all, no-one said the meditating Cartesian subject can’t have ‘crazy’ thoughts as well as ‘rational’ thoughts.

‘The “point” of the Cogito is thus anterior to any determined relation between reason and madness: it is in this sense that the Cogito is valid even if the subject is mad: but communicating the sense of the Cogito involves a passage from its punctual truth to the temporality of discourse and the consequent de facto exclusion of madness which is a pre-condition of discourse. As soon as the Cogito becomes language it becomes the oeuvre which excludes madness in constituting itself’ (Bennington 1979: 7).

Derrida says naggingly that Foucault attempted ‘to write a history of madness itself. Itself. Of madness itself. That is, by letting madness speak for itself’ (1963: 33). But when Foucault claims to write about madness itself, before or outside its capture by modern reason (notably by psychiatry), he himself can’t help but exclude madness from his ‘rational’ argument, thus reproducing the very exclusion he is criticising. His own reasoning on madness would be impossible without a prior binarisation of ‘reason’ and ‘madness’. This binarisation is part of Foucault’s reification of structures of difference and otherness as existing in and for themselves, out there, as essences in the real world, as fixed essences in a self-contained totality, to be disclosed by writing.

Derrida is right to point out this sounds curiously Hegelian (1963: 38-39 and 43). Although not having applied his deconstructive method so much to Hegel as other idealist philosophers such as Rousseau and Husserl, I guess Hegel must have been one culmination of what Derrida famously calls writing’s ‘metaphysics of presence’. Because of its necessary reiteration in infinite contexts, written words are always-already separated from their supposed referents, so that there is no ultimate reality, no real world ‘present’ in the words. Writing can only work if communicating Cogitos accept the illusion of transparency of the world (cf. Derrida 1971). Therefore, like all re-present-ing, representing otherness is always guilty of the metaphysics of presence. ‘The attempt to write the history of the decision, division, difference runs the risk of construing the division as an event or a structure subsequent to the unity of an original presence, thereby confirming metaphysics in its fundamental operation’ (Derrida 1963: 40). 

Now, Foucault called his own historical study of madness ‘structural’ and Derrida is more than happy to criticise Foucault on his totalitarian understanding of historical ‘ensembles’ and ‘breaks’ , or more generally, his ‘method for which everything within the structural totality is interdependent and circular in such a way that the classical problems of causality themselves would appear to stem from a misunderstanding’ (Derrida 1963: 43-44). I agree with Derrida that there is a need to criticise Foucault for presupposing structural totalities in history and their supposed presence in the writing about them. What the ‘causality’ is between Descartes’ mind, the medicalisation of insanity, the violence of psychiatry, hospitals, law, the Enlightment, the French state, and last but not least, the book Histoire de la folie, cannot be understood using Foucault’s structuralist method.

Foucault’s reply to Derrida (1972) is very detailed, but most commentators agree he doesn’t succeed in countering Derrida’s critique. I do share Foucault’s rather sharp remark about what he calls Derrida’s ‘little pedagogy’ which ‘teaches the pupil that there is nothing outside the text’ (Foucault 1972: 27). Derrida’s ‘“textualisation” of discursive practices’ (ibid.) equally stands in the way of analysing the historical events Foucault is interested in. The causes and effects of exclusion and difference (of madness, of madmen, of psychiatric hospitals) do not reflect any underlying structural totality, but neither are they unrelated to the way they are represented in texts and subjectivities. As Foucault would argue much more forcefully in L’archéologie du savoir (1969), discursive practices - like the writing of the history of madness - aren’t just ‘textualisations’, but institutionally embedded activities constructing the very objects, relations between objects, and structures they speak or write about. But ‘constructing’ here doesn’t mean just constructing in the realm of the ‘mind’ or of ‘language’. Differentiating by discourse has effectuality in the extradiscursive reality it speaks of. My guess is that by the time of L’archéologie, Derrida would have much more difficulties in calling Foucault ‘totalitarian’.

Let’s remind ourselves why I’ve gone into some detail to situate Foucault’s structuralist understanding of historical totality. I believe this structuralism is also present in his heterotopology, in his writing the ‘decision, division, difference’ not only of thought but of space (Foucault 1967). It is true that the structuralism in his lecture on ‘other spaces’ appears in a much more oblique way than in Histoire de la folie. Also, his later work on the differentiation of space (Foucault 1975) proved more sophisticated and properly post-structuralist.

But I do think the crucial mistake of totalitarianism and of Hegelianism is present in his definition of ‘heterotopia’.  Foucault (1967) states repeatedly that ‘other spaces’ are absolutely other, related to all other sites in some presupposed societal totality. So although, like in his history of madness, he is profoundly sensitive to the social construction of otherness, he seems blind to the fact you cannot write otherness itself. Others, otherness, and other spaces, aren’t ‘other’ in themselves, but only ‘other’ in one particular way of writing about them. We can accept people ‘objectively’ behave differently. But for their differences to make a difference, to be known at all, there needs to be some discursive practice constructing those differences as meaningful. Like I tried to explain in my own heterotopology, taking serious the relationality of otherness means calling it situated (it is not related to all the rest of ‘society’, but articulated with other othernesses in historically and geographically contingent ways), relative (relative to a particular way of looking at the social), reciprocal (involving mutual othering) and multivocal (having different meanings for different parties involved). I will come back to heterotopology in a later section.

spatialising history

If Derrida calls Foucault’s conception of history Hegelian, let’s take a concise look at what Hegel’s conception of history is. It is well known that it was Althusser who claimed that Marx was systematically misunderstood because his interpreters imported a naïeve and confused concept of history from Hegel into Marxism (Althusser 1968: 93). History and society, for Hegel, are essentially something only expressable as existing in one dimension: that of time. There is only one Grand Process, one something changing, changing in a constant, progressive, unilinear, teleological way, and that something is the social totality. Althusser calls Hegel’s concept of historical time homogenous and contemporaneous. It is homogenous because its existence is nothing but the steady dialectical development of an orginary Idea, of a transcendental essence of the social. For this, time has to be also thought as contemporaneous. I’ll let Althusser give his own words. Even though he is, of course, usually identified as a structuralist himself, he is here identifying the ‘structuralist’, totalitarian fallacy in Hegel which I believe in certain important respects is similar to what I earlier identified in Foucault’s ‘Of other spaces’:

‘If historical time is the existence of the social totality we must be precise about the structure of this existence. The fact that the relation between the social totality and its historical existence is a relation with an immediate existence implies that this relation is itself immediate. In other words: the structure of historical existence is such that all the elements of the whole always co-exist in one and the same time, one and the same present, and are therefore contemporaneous with one another in one and the same present. This means that the structure of the historical existence of the Hegelian totality allows what I propose to call an ‘essential section’ (coupe d’essence), i.e., an intellectual operation in which a vertical break is made at any moment in historical time, a break in the present such that all the elements of the whole revealed by this section are in an immediate relationship with one another, a relationship that immediately expresses their internak essence’ (Althusser 1968: 94).

For Hegel, society is one, ‘a “spiritual’ unity, if we can express in this way the type of unity possessed by an expressive totality, i.e., a totality all of whose parts are so many “total parts”, each expressing the others, and each expressing the social totality that contains them, because each in itself contains in the immediate form of its expression the essence of the totality itself’ (ibid.). This ‘spiritual unity’ is what structuralists have called ‘synchrony’, and Althusser is deeply unsatisfied with the ‘ideological’ dichotomisation of diachrony and synchrony. The synchronic, he says, isn’t something existing in a social formation itself, as structuralists like to think, thus continuing Hegel’s legacy. ‘The synchronic is [on the contrary] nothing but the conception of the specific relations that exist between the different elements and the different structures of the structure of the whole, it is the knowledge of the relations of dependence and articulation which make it an organic whole, a system’ (Althusser 1968: 107). Thus, the synchronic itself is an ongoing diachronic process of attempts to link (‘articulate’) elements together.

Now, Foucault said that ‘each heterotopia has a precise and determined function within a society and the same heterotopia can, according to the synchrony of the culture in which it occurs, have one function or another’ (1967: 241). I think that this intellectual operation of relating one particular space as ‘other’ to all the other places on one and the same homogenous and contemporaneous plane of existence, therefore expressing the totality/order of a ‘society’ or a ‘culture’ in an immediate way, is precisely what Althusser would call a ‘synchronic’ twist in Foucualt’s thinking. This division of synchrony and diachrony, this thinking of one social totality as existing absolutely by virtue of Hegel’s historical time, is as much ontological as it is epistomological, because it implies that the analyst can retrieve and represent the essence of the structure of one particular society. Let’s call this way of thinking societalism. Societalism performs what Althusser calls an ‘essential section’ of history by positing the unique existence of just one selfsufficient temporality, of one bounded society homogenously and contemporaneously unfolding itself.

I think one of the most sophisticated critiques of societalism is to be found in Laclau & Mouffe’s Hegemony and socialist strategy (1985). Their politics and sociology subverts structuralism: by feeding on Foucault, Derrida and Lacan, and radicalising Gramsci and Althusser, they deny the existence of any essential structure of the social. ‘Society’ is forever being made, but never fully made, by contingent and conflicting articulatory practices. Hegel’s ‘rationalism’, they write, ‘attempts to embrace within the field of reason, without dualisms, the totality of the universe of differences. History and society, therefore, have a rational and intelligible structure’ (Laclau & Mouffe 1985: 95). Like Althusser, Laclau & Mouffe are very critical of Hegel’s legacy in left politics, and want to fully stress the contingent and articulatory nature of the social.

‘In order to place ourselves firmly within the field of articulation, we must begin by renouncing the conception of “society” as founding totality of its partial processes. We must, therefore, consider the openness of the social as the constitutive ground or “negative essence” of the existing, and the diverse “social orders” as precarious and ultimately failed attempts to domesticate the field of differences. Accordingly, the multiformity of the social cannot be apprehended through a system of mediations, nor the “social order” understood as an underlying principle. There is no sutured space peculiar to “society”, since the social itself has no essence’ (Laclau & Mouffe 1985: 95-96).

In the pages that follow, Laclau and Mouffe develop their radicalisations of Althusser’s concepts ‘social formation’ and ‘overdetermination’, which in turn where forged to critique Hegel’s concepts of totality and essence. Althusser argued that an element in a social formation isn’t straightforwardly determined by some transcendental, essential totality of relations (Hegel’s Idea), but  ‘overdetermined’ through the specific and self-reflective relations it has with other elements in a social formation. But Laclau and Mouffe logically argue that Althusser’s concept of overdetermination is self-contradictory when he still wants to preserve a sense of determination of a social formation by the economic ‘in the last instance’. This is probably why Althusser is called a structural Marxist and why Laclau and Mouffe feel he reproduces some of Hegel’s rationalism. It’s this last bit of Hegel present in Althusser’s anti-essentialism and anti-humanism that Laclau and Mouffe remove (1985: 99ff).

I’ve made a slight detour from my discussion of history and synchrony. Let me just state now that in their attack on societalism, on thinking of ‘society’ as a synchronically existing totality or ‘sutured’ structure, Laclau and Mouffe in effect attack structuralism’s way of making ‘essential sections’ through time. That makes their theory poststructuralist. Poststructuralism in general can be seen as a critique not only of structuralism, but of historicism, which, like Hegel, seeks to transparently know history as one structure evolving evenly through time. And indeed, Foucault has done some good work in countering historicism. But what is most often not stated explicitly enough, is that countering historicism and structuralism is in actuality a spatial operation. Foucault himself has done so, albeit a little awkwardly, in an interview (1976), but Laclau and Mouffe, for all their spatial metaphors and Wittgensteinian sensitivity, seem strangely impervious to deconstructing ‘society’ in such a way as to show its dynamic, grounded spatiality. History and society aren’t One Grand Process exactly because they involve a multiplicity of temporalities (speeds, reiterations, transformations, memories, ‘the rhythms of everyday life’) unfolding in different spaces. Change is not even. It has a geography.

Poststructuralism for me, then, entails the spatialisation of history, where I understand under ‘spatialisation’ exactly the opposite of how Laclau uses it in his New reflections on the revolution of our time (1990). For Laclau, spatialisation is fixation, representation, closure. For me, it means being as sensitive as possible to movement, effectuality, contingency (and their constraint)(see Massey 1992). More than that, poststructuralist spatialisation should be seen as breaking with the synchronic/diachronic dichotomy altogether, seeing history and the social as inseparably intertwined. While structuralism performs a synchronic ‘essential section’ of diachronic process, poststructuralism stresses the polychrony, the many different temporalities of the constituting elements. The social consists of differently unfolding spaces in dynamic relations. Different places have different temporalities, different schedules, paces, traditions. More than that: in every place there are multiple times. Therefore, the spatialisation of history also means the temporalisation of geography. The social unfolds not in space and time but in spacetime.

contact zones and the post-structural

Thinking space and time together as spacetime isn’t new of course; Lefebvre (1974) did it, and Doreen (Massey 1992) and other critical geographers have explicitly put this engagement with a post-Marxian, post-Althusserian ‘dialectic’ trangressing the boundary between history and geography on their theoretical and political agenda. I want to move this critical geographical narrative forward by pressing the spatialisation of history, the poststructuralist critique of Hegelian totality, the deconstruction of society, as far as possible. As far as possible: beyond just one society, beyond the sociological imaginations we’re used to. That might mean calling leading poststructuralists like Foucault, Derrida, Laclau and Mouffe not poststructuralist enough. More specifically, that might mean that these poststructuralists didn’t spatialise history enough and are thus in a perverse way still reproducing Hegel’s societalism.

To make my point somewhat clearer let’s take David Sibley’s Geographies of exclusion (1995). Its subtitle is Society and difference in the West. It shows how ‘society’ in the West has constructed its internal differences, how ‘it’ constructed ‘its’ Others (women, coloured people, gays and the disabled) and their spaces. The book could be called a heterotopology of Western society (although Sibley himself hardly mentions Foucault’s ‘Of other spaces’). In fact, I think it makes similar mistakes as Foucault makes in his heterotopology. Sibley builds on theorists like Freud, Kristeva, Richard Sennett, Mary Douglas and the symbolic interactionist Basil Bernstein. But what is common to most of psychoanalysis, urban criticism, neo-Durkheimian anthropology, symbolic interactionism, and indeed Foucault, is that these theories talk about the structures of differences within one society: ‘the’ society of the West. Of course there’s nothing wrong in keeping a focus on the geographies of exclusion in Western societies. It’s even okay to generalise and speak for the ‘West’ as if that region contains just one culture. The more serious problem is the tendency to treat the sociospatial structures of difference as existing in themselves, and as Otherness relating to all the rest within a society: societalism. How we are to conceive of structures of differences – if we can conceive of ‘structures’ at all – working between societies is something which we don’t read in most of our social science. And what globalisation studies, postcolonial theory and contemporary anthropology (see e.g. Gupta & Ferguson 1992) are showing us forcefully, is that human identity and history might be much more about what happens ‘in between’ than ‘within’ cultures, places, nations, and societies.

For all their wariness of totality, fixity and ‘society’, even Laclau and Mouffe seem content to only talk about identity and hegemony in the ‘social formation’ of the West, except for a few comments on colonialism as an example of the logic of equivalences (1985: 127-128). I am not the first to point to poststructuralism’s (and social science’s) implicit Eurocentrism. Most postcolonial theorists do so at some point. Here is Edward Said, for example, on Foucault. Before this excerpt, he has been criticising Foucault’s undialectical, ‘curiously passive and sterile’ view of power. Note how he seems to hint at Foucault’s Hegelianism and what I’ve called ‘societalism’:

‘To a great extent Foucault’s flawed attitude to power derives from his insufficiently developed attention to the problem of historical change. […] [H]e does not seem interested in the fact that history is not a homogeneous French-speaking territory but a complex interaction between uneven economies, societies, ideologies. Much of what he has studied in his work makes greatest sense not as an ethnocentric model of how power is exercised in modern society but as part of a much larger picture involving, for example, the relationship between Europe and the rest of the world’ (Said 1978a: 117).

Like most postcolonial theorists, Said is greatly indebted to Foucault; poststructuralism’s ethnocentric bias doesn’t make it useless. And we know the brilliant ways Said built on Foucault and Derrida to investigate, in his Orientalism (1978b), the ‘complex interaction between uneven economies, societies, ideologies’ (my italics). Orientalism is a hallmark in the spatialisation of history, in heterotopology outside the confines of just one society. It deconstructs ‘society’ in two important ways omitted by Laclau and Mouffe: it shows the implicit Eurocentrism of social science’s conception of ‘society’, and it shows that (Western) society, in its very act of constituting itself, has always already been intertwined with other societies through political economy and cultural imagination. Societies exist relationally through historical processes spanning areas much further than just the ‘West’. Therefore, while it is certainly legitimate to study structures of differences and processes of othering within one ‘society’ like Sibley and Foucault do, it’s just not enough to understand what otherness, difference, history, and human geography is all about. We should never forget that societal structures and processes also interact with other structures and processes outside the boundaries of the society in question.

Yet even Said falls into the trap of societalism. The subtitle of Orientalism is Western conceptions of the Orient. We are left wondering what the Eastern conceptions of the Occident are. The Orient as Other: Other to whom? Is the Occident Other to the whole of Western society? Other in the same way to Western men as it is to Western women? Other in the same way to the European working-class as it is to anthropologists, as it is to Hollywood movies, as it is to Tintin? Again, like I showed Foucault seems to forget in his heterotopology, Said seems to forget that relations of difference and otherness are situated, reciprocal, multivocal and relative. If the Orient is Other to all of Western society, Said talks like Foucault (1967) when the latter says that other spaces are absolutely other. If Said implies that every Orientalist novel reproduces the relationship between the West and the rest in the same way, he reverts to positioning particular othernesses in one fixed totality, in one structure of synchronic differences.

I want to turn towards those spaces in which there are several structures of differences at work, spaces which are ‘other’ in more than one sense, to more than one society. While an analysis going beyond western society and history cannot omit Said, I want to look and think inside the ‘complex interaction between uneven economies, societies, ideologies’. That means ‘grounding postcolonialism’ (Carter 1996), looking not only at what Said calls ‘imaginative geographies’ but at the actual sites produced by these geographies, in which different histories, different ways of appropriating the past and defining the future rub against each other. Marie Louise Pratt has conveniently defined these sites as contact zones, ‘space[s] of colonial encounters, [spaces] in which peoples geographically and historically separated come into contact with each other and establish ongoing relations, usually involving conditions of coercion, racial inequality, and intractable conflict’ (1992: 6). I’d like to enlarge Pratt’s definition of the contact zone to include tourism, migration and anthropological fieldwork.

The reality of the global trance scene in localities such as Goa is fully post-structural (or non-structural) in the sense that it does not ‘express’ or ‘follow’ one societal structure. It can therefore in no way be studied from the ‘structuralist’ way of looking at relations that runs, in admittedly curious ways, from Hegel to Foucault. This doesn’t mean there are no patterns discernible in the ways that contact zones like the Goan village of Anjuna are formed, maintained and contested. It just means that the discerned patterns cannot fit into a ‘sociology’ in the classical sense, i.e. pertaining to one ‘society’. It quite starkly means that without amendment, we cannot use the vocabularies of difference present in most of the social science at hand: symbolic interactionism, Mary Douglas, Foucault, the heterotopologies of Edward Soja and Kevin Hetherington. For all these talk of differences within a society.

A grounded examination of a contact zone could, I think, complement Laclau and Mouffe’s analysis of political space by showing the impossibility of closure (what does a rave in Anjuna mean?) and thus the sheer absurdity of ‘society’ (or perhaps, in my case, ‘Anjuna’). There is no ‘society’ in a contact zone. There is no underlying social logic which makes it possible to call some ‘others’. Who is ‘deviant’ at a rave in Anjuna? What is ‘out of place’? To whom, i.e. to what structure, is the rave ‘incompatible’, a ‘countersite’, a ‘heterotopia’, a ‘liminal space’, a ‘mode of alternate ordering’? I think that a contact zone like Anjuna (or like anthropological fieldwork, or colonial urban planning) shows the relationality of sociospatial ordering in more radical ways than sites ‘within’ one society. As I elaborated earlier, the relationality of sociospatial ordering, of the heterotopic, consists in its reciprocality, its oppositionality and its multivocality. 

I realise entirely these notes are vague, incomplete, even ambivalent in places. They have been made hastily, and the project of finding a suitably postcolonial, poststructuralist theoretical framework to make sense of ‘the social’ in Anjuna without any comforting societalism, has just began. Post-structural spaces like the contact zone require poststructuralist analysis, but more post-structuralist than most of poststructuralism allows. Postcolonial theorists like Edward Said, Gayatri Spivak and Homi Bhabha and contemporary critical anthropologists (e.g. Gupta & Ferguson 1992) have moved the poststructuralist story forward in important ways, that is, have made it clear that leaving behind structuralism means leaving behind Eurocentric notions of culture, society, order, history, totality, writing, difference. But I have yet to find out how exactly their work can help me theorise and research the social and the political events occuring within contact zones like Anjuna.
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