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Our Contemporary Spectres - Thought-Struggle in Marx and Derrida

Jean Tible
translated by Nicolas Allen

State of the world

Jacques Derrida surprised many readers in the early 1990s with the publication of Spectres
de Marx: IEtat de la dette, le travail du deuil et la nouvelle Internacionale. In fact, with that
work, he took the entire historical conjuncture unawares. Derrida’s book was contempo-
rary with the collapse of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) and the decline
of official Marxism. The end of a cycle that began with the 1917 Russian Revolution had
ushered in a seemingly newfound obsession with announcing the end of Marx (and Marx-
ism). That gesture has a storied history: the liberal Italian philosopher Benedetto Croce
had already in 1907 declared that Marx was dead to all humanity (Léwy 2002: 16). And
thirty years after Marx’s death, the dominant classes (and their thinkers) were scrambling
to exorcise the spectre heralded by him and Friedrich Engels almost 170 years ago: the
spectre of revolution.

There were five principal actors in 19" century international (European) relations:
Prussia, England, France, Russia, and the Austro-Hungarian Empire. As Marx pointed
out, all five of them were obsessed with a ‘sixth power’ threatening Europe: the movement,
the spectre, revolution, communism (Halliday 1994). We can now say that this idea, the
momentum and faith in the profound transformation of existing social relations, spread to
and permeated a considerable part of humanity while giving way to important conquests:
social, political, cultural, and economic rights, the defeat of Nazi-fascism, and so on. How-
ever, those victories brought their own tragedies, and the three main left-wing political
strategies on offer (social democracy, so-called ‘real socialism, national liberation) could
not fulfill the dreams on which they were premised. Thus, three entangled elements —
defeat, mourning and struggle — will be the point of departure for Derrida’s reflection in
Specters. We shall return later to this point.

The early 1990s were also marked by the narrative of American victory in the Cold
War. History itself had supposedly come to an end - the entire world was now liberal and
democratic, according to the organic intellectuals (Fukuyama 1992) and representatives
of power (George H. Bush and his new world order). Derrida would in fact criticise both
figures in Specters and in other works, taking them as the new evangelists of the order. But
the last 25 years has proven that ideology to be entirely mistaken: in the wake of trium-
phal liberalism, Seattle’s anti-globalisation movement and the emergence of a new global
demos; 9/11, the war on terror and the security turn in global politics; the massive climate
crisis, which only promises to grow more serious; the 2008 economic crisis, followed by
democratic insurrections and the return of the far right. Derrida poses in Specters a sim-
ilar dilemma to that of his colleague Jacques Ranciére in La mésentente (1999 [1995]): to
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the extent that we are all democrats, has democracy been emptied of its potentia? What is
democracy in this new context? How can we think-create a new democracy? What are its
material foundations?

Curiously, the Berlin Wall was not the only political-ideological edifice (along with
state socialism) that would collapse in the period. The end of times is not exclusively a
problem for the Left. We are living through a period where the diverse ‘ends of the world’
tend to overlap and our hopes have failed to materialise. Few still believe that capital-
ism can coexist with representative democracy, the welfare state and equal opportuni-
ties: one need only observe the numerous (countless, even) revolts and upheavals taking
place across the globe in this still-early millennium. Today, the eclipse of capitalism with
a human face is related to another fundamental issue: from 1750 to the present, mod-
ern rights and freedoms were expanded through the use of fossil fuels. Our freedoms are
thus concentrated around energy’ (Chakrabarty 2009). For centuries there was a powerful
consensus that Earth’s natural processes were so strong that no human action could truly
transform them. But we have managed it (Danovski and Viveiros de Castro 2014). We
did so by destroying forests and burning fossil fuels, turning ourselves into geological
agents: our era is the Anthropocene. Or better still, our mode of production has become
a geological agent: our era is the Capitalocene. As Marx (and Engels 1969 [1848]) said in
the Communist Manifesto — albeit in a different context —, our present situation recalls the
image of a sorcerer who has lost control of his own spell.

Struggle, inheritance, spirit

Derrida’s decision, to reread and rethink Marx, merits a closer look. What Derrida main-
tained then was the necessity of (re)working the classic revolutionary. Considered dé-
modé, and with more rigid, orthodox Marxists readings in decline, a space had opened
to revisit Marx with more freedom of imagination and escape the weight of immutable
truths. Another philosopher, Gilles Deleuze, had around the same time planned on writ-
ing Grandeur de Marx, but unfortunately that work never materialised. Should we be baf-
fled that the ‘post-modern’ author of deconstruction turned his attention to Marx at that
moment in history? Yes and no. As Derrida himself stated, there are various points of
contact between deconstruction and Marxism — deconstruction would be, in his words,
faithful in some ways to Marxism. This same idea is developed later in Derrida’s Specters,
where he asserts that ‘deconstruction has never had any sense or interest, in my view at
least, except as a radicalisation, which is to say also in the tradition of a certain Marxism,
in a certain spirit of Marxism. That is to say, a fundamental connection is established and
created between the two, considering ‘a radicalisation is always indebted to the very thing
it radicalises’ (1993: 95, 115-116).

In discussion with the intellectual and militant Daniel Bensaid, Derrida (2005: 118)
says that, ‘like all people of my generation, without being Marxist, I have naturally been
nurtured by the Marxist heritage and I have tried to say this when it was untimely to do
so. Dedicating his attention to Marx at that precise moment meant a prise de parti (taking
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sides) - thinking with Marx, without being a political intervention is a senseless under-
taking. When he received the invitation from Bernd Magnus and Stephen Cullenberg to
speak at the Colloquium at the University of California, Derrida (2006 [1993]: 63-65)
says that he initially hesitated, and that he only accepted despite how limited were his
competencies in the area — accepting an invitation not to give a philosophical and erudite
speech, but rather so as not to flee a responsibility and to take advantage of an opportunity
to reflect on and share his thoughts about the linked responsibility of spectres.

Derrida’s position is connected to a particular reading of Marxism. There are few
texts from the philosophic tradition, writes Derrida, that are more in need of reading in
the contemporary age than Marx and Engels, especially since those authors themselves
exhorted to bear witness to the historicity and aging of their own theses. Derrida contem-
plates Marx —Marxism - as a duty rather than something already given. He thus asks ‘what
other thinker has ever issued a similar warning in such an explicit fashion, and ‘who has
ever called for the transformation to come of his own theses? [...] And so as to incorporate
in advance, beyond any possible programming, the unpredictability of new knowledge,
new techniques, and new political givens?” (Derrida 2006 [1993]: 14).

As per the classic formulation of Jean-Paul Sartre, this is Marxism as the insuperable
horizon of our age; but only if that horizon involves the multiplicity of Marxisms, their
constant renewal and confrontation with realities, struggles and new capitalist-state de-
velopments. ‘There will be no future without this. Not without Marx, no future without
Marx, without the memory and the inheritance of Marx: in any case of a certain Marx,
of his genius, of at least one of his spirits’ (Derrida 2006 [1993]: 14), so says Derrida,
again insisting on a return to Marx - the multiple and heterogeneous Marx and Marxisms.
That same actuality forces us to confront a living Marx/ism, which in turn means evading
the bureaucratic machinery that prospers when that liveliness grows weak. Paradoxically,
some of the movements and their Marxist formulations placed their faith in the bourgeoi-
sie, in its science and knowledge, to which they added a conception of an external nature
and the corresponding idea of a pristine universal subject.

The struggle necessarily passes through the recognition of these mistaken and sterile
pathways, to develop new (political) inventions. This is Marx’s paradox: inescapable yet
always gathering dust. Derrida formulates this problem by noting that Marxism remains
both indispensable and insufficient, the key being to allow for its transformation accord-
ing to new conditions and the analysis of new economic and political causalities. Constant
openings and transformations, radically critical and auto-critical, revaluations and self-in-
terpretations, therein lies the power of Marxism. There too is the site where ‘the spirit of
the Marxist critique situates itself, not the spirit that one would oppose to its letter, but
the one which supposes the very movement of its letter’ (Derrida 2006 [1993]: 216). The
conference (that occasioned Derrida’s book) posed the question Whither Marxism? For
Derrida, Marx is always part of the conjuncture, where the question is to think the present
with Marxism, in other words, the paths of transformation and understanding of reality
— Marx grasped the new age (proletariat, capitalism) and even better, the embodied, mon-
strous spectre, that always sowed fear.
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Spectres and struggles

Derrida places strong emphasis on the idea of a legacy, connecting that idea to the reading
of Hamlet with which he opens his book and that serves as one of its through lines. To
summon and invoke the vitality of Marx: assuming the legacy means issuing an appeal,
a call. It is a legacy that is transformed so as to ‘assume its most “living” part, which is to
say, paradoxically, that which continues to put back on the drawing board the question of
life, spirit, or the spectral, of life-death beyond the opposition between life and death. This
enterprise concerns more than the so-called Marxists since, for Derrida (2006 [1993: 67,
113), ‘whether they wish it or know it or not, all men and women, all over the earth, are
today to a certain extent the heirs of Marx and Marxism.

The originality of the Derridian reading of Marx is that there the capitalist world is
grasped as an enchanted one, in clear contrast with the ‘objectivist’ or ‘rationalist’ read-
ings. On first glance, Marx (1987 [1867]: 47) says in volume I of Capital, the commodity
appears to be an obvious enough thing, trivial even, but analysing it more closely we see
that it is ‘a very queer thing, abounding in metaphysical subtleties and theological nice-
ties’ Taken as use-value, the mystery goes unnoticed, and the only thing one perceives
is its nature as the fruit of labour, or something to satisfy human needs. However, Marx
continues, hardly does the commodity character come into focus and the thing becomes
‘sensible super-sensible’ That mystery is based on the fact that the commodity reveals to
human beings the social character of their labour ‘as objective characteristics of the prod-
ucts of labour themselves, as the socio-natural properties of these things, providing them
with an image of the social relation mediating between producers and labour as a social
relation between objects, separate from producers (“Through this quid pro quo the prod-
ucts of labour become commodities and natural supernatural or social things’) (Marx
1987 [1867]: 47).

Marx relates this back to the ‘mist-enveloped regions of the religious world, where
human products also appear as autonomous figures endowed with a life of their own.
He proposes the name fetishism for the phenomenon in which human products enter
the world market, a fetishism of the products of labour, i.e. commodities. Value converts
‘every product into a social hieroglyphic’ This is a social relation of production, no matter
if it presents itself in the guise of ‘natural objects with strange social properties’ Marx
(1867: 48-49, 52-53) tries to adopt the commodity’s point of view: ‘Could commodities
themselves speak, they would say: Our use value may be a thing that interests men. It is no
part of us as objects. What, however, does belong to us as objects, is our value. Our natural
intercourse as commodities proves it.

Exchange is decisive, since it is there the value of the products of labour are consum-
mated. Marx appeals to the language of theatre to describe the appearance of commod-
ities as a stage entrance. As Derrida (2006 [1993]: 197) would say: “The autonomy lent
to commodities corresponds to an anthropomorphic projection. The latter inspires the
commodities, it breathes the spirit into them, a human spirit, the spirit of a speech and the
spirit of a will
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Capitalism is the production of phantasms, illusions, simulacra, apparitions. Marx
(quoted in Lowy 1996: 16) grasped capitalism as a ‘a religion of the everyday; describing
capital with the image of ‘a Moloch demanding the whole world as a sacrifice’ and prog-
ress in the form of a ‘monstrous pagan god that only wanted to drink nectar in the skulls
of the dead’ His critique of political economy invokes forms of idolatry such as Baal or
Mammon. Marx appeals to a whole spectral vocabulary - the word spectre already ap-
peared three times in the first paragraphs of the Manifesto — and he describes money ‘in
the figure of appearance or simulacrum, more exactly of the ghost’ (Derrida 2006 [1993]:
55). In Capital, the printing of money by the state is seen as ‘magic of money’ (Marx 1987
[1867]: 64), the state appears as an apparition and exchange-value as ‘a hallucination, a
properly spectral apparition’ (Derrida 2006 [1993]: 56). For Derrida, The German Ideology
constitutes the greatest phantasmagoria in the history of philosophy.

According to Philippe Pignarre and Isabelle Stengers (2011 [2005]: 34), modern con-
cepts fail to capture the true nature of capitalism, since ‘modernity has imprisoned us
in categories that are much too poor, oriented as they are around knowledge, error and
illusion! How then can subjection be combined with liberty? For Pignarre and Stengers,
the capacity to do so ‘is something whose frightening power and the need to cultivate
appropriate means of protection against is known by the most diverse of peoples, except
us moderns. Its name is sorcery. Capitalism is configured to be a magical system without
sorcerers, operating ‘in a world which judges that sorcery is only a simple “belief;” a super-
stition that therefore doesn’t necessitate any adequate means of protection’;a world with
a careful division between those who believe (barbarians, savages) and those who know
(moderns). However, to think that protection is unnecessary is ‘the most frightening na-
ivety’ (Pignarre and Stengers 2011 [2005]: 35, 40). Classic colonialism may no longer exist,
but coloniality is just as present as ever.

In Marx’s approach to capitalism, the world is ‘bewitched’” (Deleuze and Guattari 1972:
17). The ‘sorcerer hypothesis’ may seem less strange if we consider that Marx’s objective
was to demonstrate the falsity of bourgeois categories, veiled as they were by abstractions,
consensus, free opinion, a world supposedly without slavery where workers are free sell
their labour power, which is remunerated according to a (fair) market price. A system
that in actual fact involves the opposite: less a pseudo-contract — that of your time at
work against your salary — but of a capture “body and soul” Marx’s critique questions the
categories that are taken for normal and rational, like his repudiation of capitalist abstrac-
tions, all of them fictions that ‘bewitch thought’ A critique and practice inspired by Marx’s
example will thus lead to a ‘diagnosis of what paralyses and poisons thinking and renders
us vulnerable to capture’ (Pignarre and Stengers 2011 [2005]: 135, 43).

Capitalism turns out to be a master illusionist, and Marx’s objective becomes then to
make explicit its processes and to show us how to combat it. If capitalism is a bewitched
system, the struggle against it can be seen as a counter-spell, a fight to break the spell.
That being said, how to imagine such a process of ‘spell-unbinding (a process of both
struggle and thought)? By taking critique as the movement towards thinking and feeling
differently, by refusing normality as a weapon against the sorcerer’s advances. If such spir-
its, ghosts and others are present in the analysis of political-economic powers, they also
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arise in struggle-creations. Evidently, Marx did not believe in spells, but the categories he
proposed proved decisive in the disenchantment of the capitalist armoury and its produc-
tion of consensus — his categories remain ‘a protection against the operation of capitalist
capture’ (Pignarre and Stengers 2011 [2005]: 54). As the key instrument, struggle - ‘the
subject of historical cognition is the battling, oppressed class itself, wrote Walter Benjamin
(1999 [1940]: 251) in his ‘On the Concept of History” — creates new relations, new dimen-
sions, opens spaces, tackles new issues (some of which were hitherto prohibited), forges
instruments, bodies and angles from which they may be applied.

Following Derrida, Marx’s thinking was like a conjuring, capable of being grasped as
a conspiracy, mutual commitment, or secret oath, to struggle against all higher powers,
but also as ‘the magical incantation destined to evoke, to bring forth with the voice, to
convoke a charm or a spirit’ (Derrida 2006 [1993]: 50). This particular understanding also
raises the importance of indigenous science and struggles, as evidenced by The Falling Sky:
Words of a Yanomami Shaman by Davi Kopenawa (in collaboration with Bruce Albert
2013): learning from those that have resisted and re-existed for more than five centuries
all the plagues described by Derrida. There, revolution becomes a spell-unbinding. And
in order to implement it, to ritualise it, to resist and protect it, the first step is to learn
from cosmopolitical struggle (where the modern distinction between ‘nature’ and ‘cul-
ture’ was never operative). Kopenawa offers a powerful cosmopolitical critique of what he
calls ‘the people of merchandise’: after consuming ydkodna and entering into a visionary
trance, the shamans are capable of making the acquired xapiripé (image-spirits) descend
and dance, to maintain the flow of life alongside the spirits of the forest (images of the
trees, the leaves, the bejuco, but also the fish, the bees, the turtles, in sum, the population
of that space). (This argument, and its tensions, are further developed in my book Marx
selvagem (2019).)

War and revolutions

In the 25 years since the publication of Specters, we have seen a sharp decline in democrat-
ic possibilities and a strengthening of the ten plagues cited in the book (rampant inequali-
ty, rocketing number of refugees and deportees, indebtedness and social insecurity, weap-
ons of mass destruction and graft). These plagues, at the time of Derrida’s writing, already
belied the apostles of the new world order. Several decades earlier, in the context of the
1968 global revolution, followed by the oil crisis and the subsequent economic crisis, the
dominant classes decided to put a halt to any type of imaginary movement or democratic
practice, opting instead for warfare. This gave way to an era of authoritarian liberalism, a
response to the crisis of governability (Chamayou 2018). A strong state for a ‘free econ-
omy; a state of war with its citizens that, in the North, applies the type of measures once
reserved for the colonies (Harcourt 2018).

That the entire world is facing these dilemmas (granted, with different intensities)
only serves to reinforce the actuality of internationalism - the bonds of solidarity and col-
lective political creations among the different peoples of the world. Today’s insurrections,
erupting in every corner of the globe, communicated and mutually influenced (Graeber
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2013; Butler 2015), are these possibly an expression of the democracy-to-come of which
Derrida speaks (a clear contrast with democracy celebrated by the existing powers)? A
democracy inseparable from justice, as the Franco-Algerian philosopher is at pains to
emphasise. Would this be a spectral democracy? Spectres de Marx pays homage to South
African communist militant Chris Hani, assassinated for his political activity. As the tes-
timony of Débora Maria da Silva, founder of Maes de Maio (an organisation of mothers
of youths murdered by the Brazilian state), indicates: they want to kill us, but they don't
know that our dead are also fighting by our side. Débora was stricken by the murder of her
son Rogério, a victim of Brazil’s Military Police, that she nearly died of grief. One night,
while lying meekly in a hospital bed, her son appeared to her and heaved her out of bed
and towards life. Débora thought that she may have been hallucinating, but the following
day while she was bathing, she felt a pain. Looking at her arms, she saw the marks where
her son had clutched her and raised her out of bed (Caramante 2016). Today, Débora and
her comrades remind us and invoke: they have the power, but we have the potentia.
Derrida’s Spectre would also become the inspiration for a play, Karl Marx Théatre In-
édit, which premiered in Paris in March 1997. On the occasion, Derrida (1997) made a po-
litical statement protesting against the disgraceful law codifying ‘délit d’hospitalité (crime
of hospitality), which allowed for authorities to investigate, convict and even incarcerate
those who give shelter to foreigners whose status was deemed illegal. Derrida’s response
and appeal: unconditional hospitality in the face of the police state (Derrida 2003: 127).
This issue would have been familiar to Marx - a wretch, immigrant, living underground
the better part of his life: a Marrano Marx (Derrida 1999). The refugee, from a family of
rabbis (on his mother’s and father’s sides), living at the borders of nations and religions,
seeking to grasp the new fluxes of a dynamic reality while calling on the collective messiah
of communism, driven by an active knowledge that followed in a long lineage of non-Jew-
ish Jews Spinoza/Heine/Rosa Luxemburg/Trotsky/Freud (Deutscher 2017 [1958]). This
too is a decisive dimension that Derrida (2006 [1993]: 211) considers essential in Marx, an
indelible mark of his legacy: the ‘always revolutionary’ messianic dimension. Conjuring
as a plea issued by the voices and actions of those no longer present, but still latent —the
spectral communism and democracy-to-come. The long promised creative rebellion, the
smile of the spectre (Negri 1999), the joy of a creative, ethical and aesthetic potentia.
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Specters of Marx in the Deviation from Deconstruction, or How Not to
Do Justice to Marx?

Dirce Eleonora Nigro Solis

More than two decades have passed since the publication of Specters of Marx: The State of
the Debt, the Work of Mourning and the New International, effectively 27 years in 2020, the
expanded fruit of two conferences Derrida gave at the University of Riverside, California,
in 1993, on the subject. ‘Whither Marxism?, ‘Where does Marxism go?’

Derrida’s speech was devoted to South African Chris Hani, indefatigable at that time
in the fight against apartheid and murdered as a ‘communist’ ten days earlier. The Fran-
co-Algerian thinker, as is customary to him, by the posture of deconstruction, considering
the Colloquium theme, that is, discussing the meaning and fate of Marx and Marxism in
the present world, he accepts the provocation contained in the theme ‘Whither Marxism?,
considering the possible game between whither and wither (to extinguish, to die) of the
same sound but of different spelling, which produces a new meaning for the expression
‘Wither marxism?”: i.e., Does Marxism perish?

However, I will not deal here with the critique of the themes that Derrida develops in
Specters. For Marxist specialists, perhaps, this question posed to Derrida, who has always
been said to be non-Marxist, has never been effective in the sense of thinking about the
destination of Marxian proposals and Marxism itself in its practice. But then, at that mo-
ment after the fall of the Berlin Wall, Derrida already has the full perception of it. Hence
the pertinence of his observations at the time of Specters of Marx conferences. And even
more: To read Derrida and his Specters, one must understand that he is not offering a read-
ing method for Marxian writings or Marxism, he is rather highlighting where and how in
Marxian and Marxist texts, there may be a deconstruction, an unsuspected, unexpected
or not previously defined displacement. Deconstruction is an event that moves in the
displacement of the logocentric pairs, in the deviation from the privilege of logos, of the
totalizing notions, of the epistemological, scientific or philosophical postures that have as
their objective a predicted or estimated purpose. Derrida speaks another language than
that of logocentrism. So, to get into the Derridean spirit one must keep in mind that he
does not board on the posture of totalizing or finalizing criticism.

As he himself once said in an interview for the newspaper Nouvel Observateur, Spec-
ters is an ‘insurrection’: look, for example, at some terms or expressions he has already
used in the chapter titles: Injunctions of Marx’; ‘Conjuring—Marxism’; *..Double Bar-
ricade (Impure ‘impure impure history of ghosts’)” (parodying St. Max of The German
Ideology); ‘Apparition of the Inapparent, etc., where he parades spectrality from phenom-
enological incursions into the texts of Marx and Max Stirner. There is a whole spectrology
to be considered there.

Specter' is for Derrida a notion perfectly in tune with the ambivalence and aporetic
dimension of discourses and texts, so dear to deconstruction. In short, it is neither in-
telligible nor sensitive, neither dead nor alive, and like the quasi-concepts® explored by
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the author, the specter is capable of resisting the hierarchical conceptual oppositions of
philosophy.

The specter appears in many Marxian lines, but we all know it is not the primary
concern of Marx and Engels, nor in The Communist Manifesto (where it is present at its
very beginning, in the exhortation for the transformation of the bourgeois world: Ein
Gespenst geht um Europa- das Gespenst des Kommunismus — A spectre is hauting Europe,
the spectre of Communism (see Marx and Engels 1969 [1848])).* In Capital, the specters
are used not as rhetorical figures, not simply to speak of phantasmagorical ideas, but as
political or political-economic denunciation of bourgeois society and capitalist material
production (commodity fetishism, commodity circulation, etc.). The phantasmagoria of
the resurrection of the dead and the history of repetition appears in The Eighteenth Bru-
maire of Louis Bonaparte. In The German Ideology, Marx and Engels evoke ghosts and
specters in criticism of German ideologues (Feuerbach, Bruno Bauer, Max Stirner etc), in
order to free philosophical-political analysis from the ghosts. In The German Ideology, the
denunciation of the specters arises in Marx’s discussion in ‘St. Max’ about the phantasma-
goria of human productions, of the human essence, of the unique and its own, concerning
The Ego and Its Own of Max Stirner. For Marx, the discard of specters, ghosts, or ghostly
situations is necessary for the effective modification of reality, of concrete, of material
production, and is secondary to the main Marxian arguments against bourgeois society
and capitalism.

Derrida, however, will be rightly interested in this situation of deviation from the
Marxian text, making the question of spectrality the main thread of his Specters of Marx
and arguing that perhaps Marx cannot get rid of ghosts as easily as he thinks is possible.
This deviant posture, always being in the deviation allowing that which is simply sup-
plementary, or even secondary, to have a prominent place in the discussion, is one of
the characteristics of deconstructive thinking. A thought that is not, therefore, tied to
hierarchies.*

More specifically Derrida will insist on the spectrality present in the Western world,
in addition to specters to which Marx refers in The Communist Manifesto, The German
Ideology, Capital or The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte. It is in this scenario of
‘phantasmality’ that the discussion of the specters appears in Marx, in his relation to Max
Stirner, and as a deconstructive concern in Derrida. Derrida’s sharp eye will highlight
them, putting Western society as heiress to some extent from these specters or from spec-
trality. Marx’s speech, therefore, is full of 