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The philosophy of Ernst Bloch,
that once seemed an obscure
remnant of German radical thin-
king, is currently entering a vibrant
moment of scholarly interest and
metaphysical enquiry. Nothing
could provide a better case for
this claim than the Privatization of
Hope, the new volume edited by
Peter Thompson and Slavoj Zizek.
Before discussing the book itself
it might be helpful to address the
current status of Bloch’s recep-
tion.

First, there is still a signifi-
cant bundle of philological work do
- bringing to light the unpublished
manuscripts, translating the texts
previously available only in Ger-
man, providing the contexts and
filling the important, intellectually
significant gaps both in Bloch’s
biography and in the hermeneu-
tics of his texts. Second, Bloch’s
writings are singular in their sug-
gestive and powerful style. Bloch
saw himself as a philosopher of
the Expressionist generation — his
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texts engage the readers and are
only comprehensible in view of
this dynamic and poetic engage-
ment. That is why | find it still
promising to look at the form of
utopian thinking both in histori-
cal and speculative way. Finally,
Bloch’s philosophy itself, as a
never-to-be-finished project of
utopian imagination, as an ontol-
ogy of the Not-Yet, messianic phi-
losophy of history or aesthetics of
pre-appearance, should concern
us here and now, as something to
be hinted at, defended, taken up,
developed, but also criticized and
consciously abandoned.

These tasks are not incom-
patible. Privatization of Hope is
mainly oriented towards the last
one, but pays tribute to the others
by exploring Bloch’s style (Johan
Siebers, David Miller) and contexts
(Roland Boer, Ruth Levitas). This
collection of voices is quite hetero-
geneous, and a reader is certainly
not guided by any single general
theme, but several most prominent
aspects can be easily discerned.
While admitting an obvious over-
simplification, | would, however,
locate them under general head-
ings: ontology, politics, and aes-
thetics.

Bloch’s metaphysical project

1 Needless to say, these topics overlap with
each other and within particular contributions.
This simple structure is needed only as a
ladder to be thrown away once we get an overall
intuition of what Bloch’s philosophy is about.
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is interpreted in the book as an on-
tology of the material. This reflects
the risk contemporary thought
takes upon itself in an attempt
to think the world (or ‘reality’) as
a whole. Bloch scholars explore
the challenge of new materialist
philosophies by reclaiming the
imminent dialectics at their core,
as demanded by Catherine Moir,
by referring to contemporary ver-
sions of anti-(or post)humanism
(Vincent Geoghegan), and by en-
visaging the parallel developments
in the contemporary thought
(Thompson and Wayne Hudson).
Bloch’s philosophy of nature,
developed mainly in the 1930s but
conceived much earlier, stressed
the inherent dynamics and utopian
subjectivity in the core of material
universe. As Moir shows convinc-
ingly, this reconsideration of older
themes — stemming in part from
Bohme and Schelling —can be
usefully applied to the internal dif-
ficulties of ‘speculative realism’
(of the sort advocated by Quentin
Meillassoux) and resolve its ten-
dencies to transcendentalism and
abstract anti-humanism by provid-
ing a dialectical account of natura
naturans and thus bringing the
agency and creativity back to the
natural realm.2 This move is radical

2 Still more parallels and possible
interlocutors for Bloch’s ontology are provided
by Hudson (who is able to see the potential

of associating Bloch, among others, with Roy
Bhaskar’s critical realism and the philosophies
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in admitting both that everything
in the world we have can be other-
wise and that no rational necessity
is underlying this open process.

It can have a clear emancipat-

ing message as demonstrated by
Geoghegan: we get a new vision
of humanity by contemplating its
limits. This stance can also be
reinterpreted in a quite pragmatic
manner, as Rainer Zimmermann
proposes, by turning from utopian
(as, allegedly, laden with internal
contradictions) to metopian worlds
(as possible - virtual —realities),
from a complete existential over-
turn to the structural change in
the organization of reality. Zim-
mermann draws on some recent
attempts to conceptualize pos-
sible worlds in science fiction and
mathematical topos theory and
traces their common theme: to
explore the potentialities of creat-
ing the new with/in language. This
technological grasp of utopian
theme is interesting not justin the
consequences to be expected, but
also as particular social practices
to be studied. Francesca Vidal
and Welf Schroéter argue that the
utopian perspective can become
part of our own everyday life in the
virtual realities of contemporary
working relations that differ from
traditional contexts and require a
new social doctrine, going beyond

of Bergson and Deleuze) and Thompson (who
draws upon Lacan, Badiou and Zizek).
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Marxism in order to deal with the
new ways of oppression, exploita-
tion, and emancipation —a doctrine
in which Bloch’s philosophy will
definitely play a significant role.

Most troubling in Blochian
accounts of radically incomplete
reality is their version of teleology
that, as Thompson suggests in the
introduction (p. 7), goes beyond a
simple divide between full contin-
gency and full determination, split-
ting (and at the same time dialecti-
cally integrating) the world into the
infinity of moments each creating
its own telos. But how can this
multitude of the utopian new stay
meaningful, how can hope keep its
eternal spring? How to be faithful
to the utopian telos without relaps-
ing into teleology (cf. p. 210)?

And this is precisely what
Bloch invites us to think —to deal
with ‘the existence of the inexis-
tent’ (p. 92), to get a grip on the
shaky phenomena of utopian ex-
cess, of ‘'something’s missing’, to
walk tall in the vague and deceptive
realm of hope, in the (sometimes
unbearable) darkness of the pres-
ent. In a remarkable twist, Hudson
suggests that this project should
be seen as instituting the more in-
tricate realist version of rationality
(p. 24) that would eventually cor-
rect the relativist and voluntarist
bias in the philosophy of the New
Left (p. 31). This interesting prom-
ise, however, remains only a prom-
ise in his contribution, for only too
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general allusions to Hudson’s own
project are given — ‘Being-Not-
Enough’ sadly replacing the glori-
ous ‘Not-Yet.

General ontological difficul-
ties are best resolved by rendering
them politically meaningful. This
political aspect of the book is also
usefully introduced by Thomp-
son who shows how important a
pragmatist, performative moment
is for Bloch's project. Utopiais
something we are creating right
now, it is always in the making
and requires our active participa-
tion. This is further developed by
Hudson —who argues that utopian
philosophy is constructive since
utopia permeates our actuality —
and by Siebers reminding us that
‘history itself is made in and by the
promise of the eschaton’ (p. 63).
They both emphasize the inherent
normativity of Bloch’s discourse,
the tendency to preach which is,
importantly, quite explicit and
thereby challenging for contem-
porary thinking, all-too immersed
in the overwhelming suspicion to-
wards any dreams and ‘warm’ im-
ages of emancipation.

This outspoken normativity
distinguishes Bloch from the pes-
simism and melancholy of philo-
sophical critique — he does not
merely embrace a more ‘positive’
worldview or more sanguine emo-
tions, but rather gives an ontologi-
cal index to the ‘militant optimism’
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of hope. This is nicely formulated
by Thompson who shows that
Bloch overcomes (or sublates)

the traditional ideology critique by
vindicating ‘failure, mistake, per-
version, and distortion [as] essen-
tial to the human project’ (p. 85).
Bloch’s theory of non-synchronic-
ity (laid out primarily in the 1930s
in the Heritage of Our Times) is also
implied when Thompson posits
that ‘the symbolization of change...
has to be “unveiled” but with as
much, if not more, attention paid to
the veil as to the face which is cov-
ered’ (p. 86).

This is, | argue, one of the
most significant messages of
Bloch’s political philosophy today.
Instead of debunking and renounc-
ing ideology altogether, one has to
recognize in it this utopian excess,
the unfulfilled promises of the past
(also invoked by Zizek in his pref-
ace). Boer illustrates this by recall-
ing Bloch’s critique of Robert Bult-
mann’s theology. Bultmann wanted
to free theological discourse from
myth, while Bloch demonstrated
the liberating potential of mythol-
ogy and could not dispense with
myth altogether. Boer argues that
revealing subversive elements of
religion is something we have to
retain from Bloch’s utopian think-
ing. Not only theology, | would add,
but also literature, history, social
science can be subject to utopian
hermeneutics which, in its overt
partiality, should be open and free
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from prejudice. A cultural critic
too often proceeds with strict
separations Bloch wants to avoid.
Bloch always looked for the spirit
of heterodoxy as a wind of revo-
lution in the Schein of symbolic
forms. This was, perhaps unwit-
tingly, the impulse behind much

of Marxist and feminist criticism
or cultural studies. It is thus not

a coincidence that, as Caitriona

Ni Dhuill shows, despite major
differences Bloch’s work can be
fruitfully reconfigured in view of
contemporary feminist critiques.
In particular, Bloch’s own ‘truth of
gender’ trope, as Ni Dhuill calls

it, as well as his appeal to the ‘hu-
manization of nature’ can be stra-
tegically important in envisioning
alternatives to existing orders. The
call to authenticity can have eman-
cipatory potential and, like every
impulse of utopian energy, also im-
plies the risk of becoming oppres-
sive (p. 152). This is similar to the
Platonic pharmakos or the Biblical
serpent that contains ‘both poison
and healing’ (p. 194), as Frances
Daly indicates. Bloch’s dialectical
perspective, his commitment to
radical democracy and the quest
for alternatives may prove relevant
even in those contexts in which his
own position seems outdated and
opaque.

Bloch's political ideas
should, however, be subject to
critique far wider than particular
tensions concerning his views on
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gender. Henk de Berg offers, in

a deliberately provocative man-
ner, eleven theses that should
‘unlearn how to hope.’ Of course
he does not mean it literally. What
he provides is, rather, a liberal/
conservative alternative to the left-
ist thought, somehow associating
Bloch’s political philosophy with
these more general picture. In fact,
the arguments de Berg proposes
could be traced back not only to
the writings of the ‘Ritter School’
to which he explicitly refers, but,
closer to our context, to Helmut
Schelsky’s critique of Bloch's po-
litical stance. But, unlike Schelsky
(whose arguments are also often
problematic), de Berg only roughly
relates the position he criticizes

to Bloch’s views, his critique is
thus too general and misses the
point. | do not want to claim that
nothing from what de Berg attri-
butes to Bloch cannot be found

in Bloch's texts, moreover, one
readily finds some passages that
should be honestly criticized in a
merciless manner and from any
reasonable political standpoint.
But | do claim that precisely what
is distinct about Bloch’s political
philosophy — his preoccupation
with existential and utopian mean-
ings of the everyday and his open-
ness towards ‘superstructure’ as
well as, particularly, non-Marxist
thinking —is missing in de Berg'’s
account. What, however, makes de
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Berg a Blochian? (and, somehow,
a Marxist) is his belief that the real
change of capitalism is deeply im-
manent and should emerge from
the latent unrest within capitalist
society and not from some totally
external force which would over-
throw the existing injustice.

The power of utopian poli-
tics lies in the change of perspec-
tive and in the new opportunities
to universalize. On the one hand,
once we recognize utopian ele-
ments in a given social order or
discursive formations, they cease
to weigh upon us, and gain a posi-
tive meaning as premonition of
the future adequacy —in the best
tradition of Marxian dialectics! On
the other hand, any discourse, any
form of thought or action is al-
lowed to participate in the utopian
process, this is the radical democ-
racy of Bloch’s vision we have to
reconsider today.

But how can we hold true to
this promise? | would argue that
one of the many possible answers
is to reflect upon Bloch’s aesthet-
ics. This would amount to a double
movement of exploration and par-
ticipation. Bloch’s texts, in this
respect, are exquisite machines
of estrangement, not only provok-
ing us to think, but also inviting to

31 mean the later work, not the Spirit of Utopia
thatis stillambiguous on the transcendence of
the Messianic.
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witness the emergence of the new.
This double structure is repro-
duced in many studies, including
those from the Privatization of Hope,
when discussion of Bloch's poet-
ics as a reflective discipline merg-
es with poetics of his texts.

Thus, Miller considers
Bloch’s philosophy as a kind of
writing and stresses the disturb-
ing effects of his style precluding
any form of finite understanding
or reception. For Miller, to write
utopia is to allegorize, to confront
and superpose the literal and the
figural, the cold and the warm.

This general ambiguity of
the utopian is also accounted for
by Siebers. On his view, Bloch’s
thinking evades full verbal articula-
tion and becomes dramatic, its style
is something shown and enacted,
but not said (p. 68). Bloch’s prose
seems indeed to be a struggle
to find an expression, to bring to
light the second - always obscure
—dimension, the hidden core of
things, ‘a different system of real-
ity that exists as the shadowy and
veiled counterpart to the everyday
world of habitual experience’, as
Miller puts it (p. 206). The unavail-
ability of such an expression be-
comes constitutive of the utopian
philosophy as such. Words are
inadequate, since ‘the inconstru-
able origin of discursiveness’

(p. 68) still lies ahead. And here
Siebers is perfectly right that the
most adequate form for the literary
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engagement with this experience
is that of the essay. The only claim
| cannot fully share is that one has
to possess ‘personal access to the
type of experience of an absolute
question Bloch starts with’ (p. 71)
in order to understand him at all.
Although Bloch does suggest that
certain kinds of experience must
be in place in order to enter philo-
sophical thinking, and he does try
to elicit this experience within the
practice of reading, | would tend
to seeitas a highly uncertain pro-
cess. There can be many ways to
enter Bloch’s philosophy, and all of
them might once be adequate to it.
Bloch himself, however,
tended to specifically appreciate
music as such a way. Levitas ex-
plores Bloch’'s musical philosophy
and thereby helpfully contributes
to the topic indispensible for un-
derstanding his aesthetics. Music
is the most appropriate medium to
enact the new, it communicates us
the intensity of time, of historical
time —to become a vehicle of revo-
lution. In fact, an important mes-
sage of Levitas’ contribution is to
show how critical were particular
historical and scenic contexts for
Bloch's interpretations of music.
The effect of utopian thinking has
to be paralleled with the effect of
particular musical performances,
philosophy and music are entan-
gled in the common movement of
historical time, time we listen to.

mCcCO———20 R n—-—um—-330

w 3t



Now, what is the bottom line
and is there one? Apparently, the
merit of this volume is that it ap-
proaches Bloch’s thinking from
very different perspectives, and
often in an ingenious way. | would
not stage Bloch as ‘irregular’ or in-
commensurable, as Hudson seems
to suggest (p. 23). For, as Hudson
himself shows, Bloch’s singularity
is susceptible neither to the mere
historical classification nor to the
notorious emphasis on ‘unique-
ness.' Rather, one should only wel-
come the multiplicity of discourses
inspired by Bloch and inspiring us
to follow the appeal of hope and to
venture beyond.

However, this should not be
an ‘economic’ way of working with
texts by exploiting them in order to
extract and simply augment one’s
symbolic capital. Bloch’s philoso-
phy resists such appropriation, it
is excessive in its generosity and,
moreover, always leaves some-
thing unsaid, as a utopian trace
forbidding to draw up a final bal-
ance. “A good story belongs to all
of us,™itis not to be privatized,
one cannot gain credit for it and
expect a guaranteed return. Bloch
is reported to be a fantastic nar-
rator who kept in memory all the
characters of Karl May, but what
he shared with us is not only the
diversity of utopian dreams, but
also the human sense of lack,

4 Bloch 2006, p. 96
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incoherence, bewilderment, and
unawareness to which all of us
are exposed. By thinking we trans-
gress, but the limit is still here, the
night of ultimate death, or zero-
point, as Daly proposes to call it,
still threatens us. What we have to
dois to reveal this coming to the
limit and to share it, as once sug-
gested by Jean-Luc Nancy. Uto-
pian community, for all its produc-
tiveness, is inoperative, because it
faces absolute contingency. Every
confidence will be ruined and every
hope frustrated. But this utopian
lack can overcome the fragmenta-
tion of desires by creating new
dimensions of sociality. With our
private hopes and fears, we all are
living through the condition of fra-
gility and uncertainty, something
that will —in whatever form - be
present in any community to come.
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