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pcnt discussing several ofthc isslles raised in the /illlowing pages.

)ne of the most intticate and contested conceptual alliances that the
)criod ofromanticism and idealism has bequeathed contemporary theory
s undouhtt;dly that between "illlmediacy" and 'f llloni lity," It appears to
)ccome an efficient cultural tenet during the latter part ofthe eighteenth
:entury, such as in its grollnding of Adam Smith's paradigmatic
emotivist" concept ofmorality in the TheOlY ifA1ora! Sentiments (1759).
\chieving further momentum in the Neoplatonist and post-Enlighten­
nent thought ofHemsterhuis, Hamann, Herder, and Schiller, the con­
'ept of"immediacy" eventually comes to assume a pivotal function in the
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philosophy oFKant and Fichte as well as in the poetic theories oFNovalis,
Schlegel, and Coleridge. I Jere it serves as the very "grouud" fiJr the
discour:;cs o('epistclllology awl moral theory, that is, as an UIlIIICdi:ltcd,
principled, alld self-collscious subjectivity that, by way of the correlative
notion of"sympathy/' also project itsc1finto political and social theory.'
As such, needless to say, I<immcdiacy" once again assumes a variety of
costumes, appearing as the all to-afFective play of the facllities in Kant's
Critique ofJudg11lCllt, lIamely, as the "fecling" (Gifiih!) that our reflective
judgment recognizes as the condition of possibility for "knowledge in
general"; or it appears as a postulate ofself-production in Fichte, realized
by an agency whose unconsciolls "act" (J),thalldltmg) generates the "feel­
ing of its determinability" (Bestilllmbarkeit) for what is an inevitably
belated "reflection"; or, again, we encounter a morally charged GifUhlin
the work of the quintessentially romantic Novalis (arguably Fiehte's
l110st incisive reader); it is eventually recognized by reflection as a "for­
mative drive" (Formtrieb).2 IIowever varied its inflection, "immediacy"
functions as Ih(~ condition ofpossibility for all knowledge, and thus as the
capstone of the conceptual edifices of early nineteenth-century theory.
Yet as the romantics also acknowledge, with Novalis once again appear­
ing the most probing, "immediacy" as the condition of possibility for
reflection is recuperablc only in alienated formj hence, the archaeological
project of reflexive determination can never entirely account for the
"interest" or "motive" that causes theory to undertake such an archacol­
O&'Y of the subject's t'imlllcdiate" ground. ,I Feeling," he remarks, t'canllot
feel itself.... It can only be observed in reflection-at which point the
spirit of the feeling is lost."3 As an increasingly vertiginous or mesmer­
ized encircling of the undecidable concept of"immediacy," theory con­
stitutes itself as the site of a conflict between an archaeologicill and a
teleological, a forlllal ami a social, kind of knowledge, with both mean­
ings permeating the epistcmic practicc of Bestimmzmg (i.e., dctermina­
tion/desti nation).

Mucll critical tllcory over dlC last tllirty-five years or so has sought to
dismantle this notion, exposing its inherently tautological or, alterna­
tively, foreign-determined quality and, in uncovering its contradictory or
imaginary dimension, contesting the status of"immediacy" as the essential
alld knowable condition of possibility for knowledge.' We may especially
think ofDerrida's critique of the early Husserl's notion ofself-presence,
or of L~G1I1'S linguistic rewriting of Frend. More recently, however,
theory !..IS illcreasillgly aballdolled these relatively abstract forms of
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cconstrLIctiun" in f~lvor ufcontextually ami historically attentive forms
critique. A~cordillg to Abn Lill, this reorientation of dccollstructioll
NilrJ idcologicd criti(!lte and hi:iloril:i.st llIodes of inquiry, as such
:lined to consider the idea(l) ofa "pure" theory as yet another symptom
ideological commitment rather than its curc, has been accompanied
a strong emphasis on theJarlllal-lIIetbodological and (by implication)

)r31 propriety ofcultural analysis. ]n cOllscicntiously disavowing any
tion oftotality, diligently abjuring any ftJrlll ofdiachronic orsynchronic
neralization, and in duly espousing the credo of scholarly "detail" or
;hly limited, localized "fields" of inquiry, a new particularism ofhighly
xialized theoretical discourses has emerged. What tics these discourses
~ether is their latently moral sense ofcritical urgency, a l<sense" that, to
sure, we can only arrive at counterintuitivdy. For 011 the surfolCe, Theory
pears little more than a vague title for a critical practice characterized by
.:.:r-incre;lsillg topical Jiversity and Self-COllsciolis cOllccpt'lal discrimi­
tions, as well as by its ongoing dispersion and reassessment of<lfields"
d Ilapproachcs," by its vindication of overlooked or suppressed tradi­
us, canons, and cultures, and by its scrupulolls search for Uground­
~aking" forms of critique whose restorative efforts unfold under the
plicit theoretical caveat of a duly localized authority.'

In reviewing the varied though struchlrally cognate Ilchanncls" on
lich postllIodern "high cultural criticisms" ~Ire currently broadcasting,
an Liu has recently pointed to cultural critique's overriding interest in
:Josing and revaluating (albeit belatedly) the local mechanisms of
Jwer" whose capacity to shape a given "culture" or ('slice" of culture
1ges on the exclusion ofentire population-groups and/or on the often
liscriminatc appropriation ofspecific material and economic interests
it, in turn, the now udominant" culture will obfuscate under the aegis
the aestbctic. \Vherc the "immediacy" of its participants had decep­
dy rendered their culture the correlate ofperccption, a postmodcrn
tique conceives of culture as the eHect of a contextually determined,
Jically aggressive definition. 'This inherently self-blinded, hence l'im_
:::.diate," constitutive efficiency of any culture is commonly referred to
its "ideology," and according to Jerome McGann, it is "a fortiori seen
a body ofillusioll5."6 Extending Liu's aualysis, we may with some legit­
.acy remark on a pew,lSive, self-consciously bebted, and thus principled
iistcnce in currcnt Uhigh cultural crit iLi~IIl" to redeem past cultures
)111 tlle restrictive and exciusion~lIY eCOllOlllics that enabled Ilistorically
,d locally spccific cultural meanings to constitute themselves and to

IUI/1lediacy and Uissuilltjoll LA :US

serve their (at the time 1IIlrcf]ccted) purpose.7 I\.s cOlltcmporary cultural
criticisms reverse the valu;ltioll of"immediacy" and llclllture,'! ofsubjec­
tive agcncy and its Ill:llt.:rial, sociocultural ef1ccts, they appear to reinstale
the originally Hegelian premise that all relations, whether immanent,
semiotic, material, economic, psycilOlogical, etc., are susceptible ofthco­
retical scrutiny precisely on account of their inherently duplicitous ("un­
conscious") structure) a structure that hinges precisely on the dialcctic
bctween the ((immediacy" ofcultural production and the necessarily be­
lated, critical reflection capable ofarticulating the cost/benefit ratio that
shapes and sustains cultural productivity. In situating their objects of
inquiry within a matrix ofimmediacy/reflection, surface/depth, and ide­
ology/critique, contemporary critiques build on a paradigm ofTheory in
which relations arc by definition imbued with moral-evaluative signifi­
cance. B As cultural critique, that is! the ever more complex languages 0/C012­

tempormy theoretical critique have ronstituted andpositioned themselves as
the infi-astructure ifapostmodern. dis-individuated morality.

What may thus br appear a strangely double-barreled focus on moral
theory and cultural critique respectively, constitutes indeed a subject
choseu at once deliberately and, as I hope to show, purposefully. For
besides revealing how any notion of the j(social" is born of the "classic"
encounter between theory and praxis, the IIegelian and post-Hegelian
conception ofmoral theory appears beset by a significant, twofuld crisis.
First, there is the crisis of legitimacy that afTects the traditional concept
of the moral subject, which can be thought alternatively as affective
immediacy or as self-conscious intentionality or as social personality,
depending on whether we follow an cmotivist, decisionist, or pragmatist
model of moral theory.? Secondly, we come to sec-as early as in the
work of Hegel-that the crisis ofmoral theory involves the recognition
of {l general contingency ofvalucs (regardless of whether they arc overtly
moral or not) 012 thcir sustained discursive instantiation or, as Derrida
might put it, 011 their Uiterability.1I In other words, the crisis of moral
theory-which is encompassed by the question concerning how cultural
values are defincd and socially identified-is not one of possibility or
impossibility but ofits delimitation within a general spectrum ofdiscur­
sive practices continnonsly performed and reorganized by the multif.1c­
cted "discipline" ofTheory.

Put differently, my argnlllent here will be that Theory per se consti­
tutes a Illctillanguage, whose principa t motivation it is to redistribute and
reconfigure particular, lI10re or less stringently formalized conceptual



226 _,1 hOfll.1S Pf.1LJ

scts ami suhsets illso(;lr as they arc to IllllClioll as tlie '\limcllsion of
asscS5111Cllt" (J. L. 1\ustill) orwh~lt ever ~l part icuLir iIIllividu;d Of commu­
nity thinks and addresses as the Real or "reality." In actively soliciting our
subscribcrship to aparticular metalanguagc, Theory reveals a motivation
more or less independent ofthe all too conspicuous question concerning
its ontological "truth-value," an issue no longcr thinkable or solvablc as a
separate, pure, and autonomous theoretical problem anyway. And pre­
cisely to the extent that it appears imbedded in a contingent set of
historical, social, and discursive f;lctors (empirical factors that effectively
shape and dctermine the direction and rigor of its transcendent
conceptualizations), the practice of Thcory not only develops a set of
technical rules and norms designcd to govcrn any variety ofsoeiohistorical
inquiries but, in so doing, also exercises an inherently "moral" function in
that it delimits valid/appropriate discursive practices in a given commu­
nity and its institutional conception of acceptable, relevant, and/or pur­
poseful context(s). In its metaliugu,,! distribution of cognitive authority
and accountability, Theory qua praclice prestructures (in the sense of a
hermeneutic "prejudice l

' (Vorhaben) the idea of critiquc as inhercntly
moral, well before particular critical "modes" or ·'approaches" will begin
to "discern" the ethical tensions that inhere in and support discrete so­
ciocultural phenomena. As Michael Oakeshott has remarked, morality
cannot be restricted to a matter of momentous ethical choices made
within a topically preindexcd "field" of moral proLlems, a notion that,
under the title "decisionisIn,JJ defines merely a particular local trend in
current moral theory. Rather, when seen as a matter ofpositioning one­
selfin a continuum ofcomplex and interlacing discourses,

moral conduct is agcnts related to Dill; another in the ackllowlcdgcmcnt
of the authority ofa practice composcd ofconditions which because of
their generality attracts to itself the generic mlme, "practice": morality,
mos. A morality is the ors arliu1ll of conduct, the practice of all prac­
tices; the practice of agency without further spccification. 1o

Deferring, for the time being, a more insistent qucstioningofOakeshott's
conservative and ultimatclyprccipitous identification of"moral conduct"
with "the acknowledgement ofthe altthority ofa practice" (when, in fact,
it might just as conceivably constitute itself as a persistcnt critical challenge
to such an authority),we shall retain his overall crucial identification of
morality as the "practice ofagcncy.u Procecding fromlhc hypothesis that
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morality begets its "subject" through a configuration of particulars and
uiliversals, ami that, thcrcf(lre, it GUillot he restricted to a com;ciotls and

intentional individuality, we shall trace some historical and paradigmatic
links between lIegel and contemporary ordinary-language and
neopragmatist philosophy (in Austin and Oakeshott), links that identifY
t1\e practice ofTheOlY as both inherently discursive and, in virtue of its
metalingual quality, as latently moral. Such a rethinking of the ratio of
theory and discourse is not simply motivated by that ratio's vitiating
impact on the ontologically motivated (moral) idealisms of the early nine­
teenth century but should also caution us against an overly enthusiastic
embracing of the various contemporary, eschatologically '(motivated," if
strenuously localized, theoretical critiques of cultural production.

I

In its effort at recoufiguriug 1I10rai theories from Plato ""d Aristotle
through Erasmus, Leibniz, Ilume, Adam Smith, and K.'Ilt, Hegel's Phe­
1lomenology 0/Spirit devotes" significant and highly condensed chapter
to redefining the question concerning the intelligibility of the social and
the political as one of morality. In positing community and moral order
as the semantic effiets ofprivate and "immediate" or expressive significa­
tions, grouuded in and legitimated by a fimn ofmoral anthorship, Theory
as a metalanguage serves primarily the purpose ofverifying and ground­
ing the integrity and authority of this very relatio1l between individual
(moral) agency and social authority. To do so, Hegel realizes, requires a
more rigorous reassessment of the authenticity, determinability, and
communicability of Kant's affective paradigm of morality, known as the
"feeling of duty" (Pjlichtgejijhl). That is, the grounding of an authentic
and "immediate" self-relation (i.c., a flmoral self-consciousness") condi­
tions its efficiency for the determination of moral (i.e., social and cul­
tural) relations, for which moral self-consciousness is to provide the
essential nucleus.

As is well known, Hegel's Phenomenology posits the speculative pro­
gression ofa "natural consciousness" whose "reflexive determinations" of
its own concept (BcgriJJ) successively "cancel" {ll1ifhebm} its initially em­
pirical positions, and thus "sublate" (ll1ifheben) the discrete individuality
ofconsciousness iI1to tile inclusive and trans-individual authority of"spirie'
(Geist). II COIlsistcnt wilh its paralligmatic dialectic mediation of meaning
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and truth (Mrilll/llg, Wahrhcil), the I'hmolllCllology rcdescribes morality
as a dynamic ;\Ild sclf-trallsfunuillg structllfe of relations, rather than
defining it as a transhistorical, principkd, and lluasi-substantial essence,
meaning, or innate property \vithin individual consciousness. Section C
in part BB of the Phenomenology ofSJ)iril, entitled "Spirit that is certain
ofitself: Morality," thus conccntrates all the vel)' tcnsions between what
appears to be an initial moment of private conviction and the reflexive
recognition of its incompatibility with soci:!l obligation. in short, we are
offered a speculative analysis of the concept of duty.

Initially, Hegel comments, "self-consciousness knows duty to be the
absolute essence .... However, as thus locked up within itself, mar:!l self­
consciousness is not yet posited as C01lSciollJlless. The object is immediate
knowledge, and being thus permeated purely by the self is 1101 an ob­
ject."12 In short, duty must mediate the apparent positivity of its own,
immediate "collvictioll" and the strict negativity of the worldly and sen­
suous "otherness" by which it is opposed. I-Icnce, "moral consciousness
as the simple kno'willg and wi/ling of pure duty is, in the doing of it, ...
brought into relation with the actuality of the complex case" (PS, 369;
PhG, 429). A tension emerges between a consciousness characterized by
a general and formal sense of morality (duty) and another consciousness
informed by the situational and contextual exigencies ofa specific situa­
tion: "TIllIS it is postulatcd that it is another consciousness which ...
contains the equally esscntial relation to 'doing', and to the necessity of
the specific content: since for this other, duties meall specific duties, the
content as such is equally essential as the form which makes the content
a duty" (PS, 370; PhG, 430). For Hegel it is the "immediate" form of the
spirit qua "conscience" that will reconcile the universality of duty as a
postulate directed at all being with tlle situational pragmatics and par­
ticularity of ltdutics," thereby mediating a discursive furtn and a social
content. The need for such reconciliation is more than a merely techni­
cal, philosophical exigcncy, since the ini tial opposition comes down to
one between the transcendental (Duty) and the empirical (duties), that
is, a conflict between two ways (say, orthoJox vs. pragmatic) ofmeaning;
and, as Hegel is well awarc, confl~cts of meaning bccomc, ultimately,
always contlicts ofvalue.

Hence, what Hegel now refers to as "this self of conscience" or a
"third self' is also characterized as "moral self-consciousness having at­
tained its truth" (PS, 384-85; PhG, 445-46). To speeity that which
authenticates :lIlU authorizes this "truth l1 of cOIl:-icicIlCC, however, is to
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perform a paradigmatic shift from the interiority of an individuated
(sclf-)eollsciousncss (irrespective nf whether its COil tent be duty as form
or duties as content) to the disti lH.:t ivcly modern ana mediated concept of
"personality." As I Iegel observes, "lTjhe totalityor actuality which shows
itself to be the truth of the ethical world is the self of the person; its
existence ennsists in its beillg ackllowledged by others." In other words,
uconscicncc is the common clement ofthe two seIf-consciousncsses, and
this element is the substance in which the deed has an enduring rea/ily,
the moment ofLeing recognized and ackn01vlcdgcd by others" (PS, 384,
388; PhG, 445, 450). Moral authority, that is, emerges at, indeed is
constitutive of, the very intersection between theory and practice, tran­
scendence and empiricity, cognition and ideology. In view of this inher­
ently bilateral structurc, which Inundates that it be "recognized" as moral
authority as well as "acknowledged" as moral authority, we must now
determine how and to what extent morality will evolve as a discernible
and phenomenal (i.e" cultural) moment by integrating its potentially
opposed aspects within or, rather, as a discursive-linguistic practice.

With unfailing concentration I-Jegcl thus points out how "here again,
then, we sce language as the existence of Spirit. Lanb'Uage is self-con­
sciousness cxistingftrothers, self-consciousness which as such is immedi­
ately pres"'I, and as this self-consciousness is universal" (PS, 395; PhG,
458). When recognized as the very infrastructure for the construction
and manifestation of moral authority, language must shoulder the bur­
den of proving the truth and "sincerity" of the speaker's collective and
morally authoritative "spirit" for others. Whereas "moral consciousness"
had presented itself as "still dumb, shut up with itself within its inner
life," Hegel now asserts that "language ... emerges as the middle term,
mediating betwecn independent and acknowledged sclf-consciousncsscs;
and the existent se/I is immediately universal acknowledgmcnt." TIle
social dimension of this inward paradigm of the "ethical spirit" emerges
into full view with Hegel's qualification of it as "law and simple com­
mand" (PS, 396; PhG, 458-59)13 Thus, in keeping with Hegel's anti­
formalist dialectic ofmoral consciousness, language emerges as a more or
less explicitly performative praxis rather than as a referential form (to
retain an ultimately untenable distinction for the sake ofargument here)."
That is, rather than signifying or representing moral meanings, it instan­
tiates or enacts social values as and Ihrollgh a more or less defincd lan­
guage. In short, it is the 1!isibly enacted competence within any given
discourse per se, and not merely the topical and referential emulation 01
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the pllt:ltivl: COllcl:ptllal stock of generic and tClditional morality (e.g.,

cOlls(il:llce, good/evil, dUly, etc.) that ullderwrites lhe morality of allY

verbal agent. As I legel puts it,

[T]he content of the language of conscience is the seIJthat knows itself
as cssential being. This alone is what it declarcs, and this declaration is
the true actuality {wahrc IVirf.:./ichJ:.ei'Joftile <Jct, alld the validating [dm
Gelfen} ofthe action. ConsciollsllCSS declares its conviction; it is in this
conviction alone that the action is a dut)'; also it is valid as duty solely
through the conviction being tleclared. For univcrsal self-consciousncss
is free from the specific action that merely is; what is valid for that self
consciousness is not the action as ex'istencc, but the conviction that it is
a duty; and this is made actual in language. (PS, 396; PbG, 459)

Mor;dity, which for I Icgclnow involves transfigurillg the putative j'im­

mediacy" of an indiviJual conscicncc into a social force, hingcs on the
felicitous performance or emulation ofa Blorc or less UscttlcdU discursive

practicc. Viewed as such, morality is characterized by three crucial fea­
tures: (1) its discursive nlOJc of appearance is llCleSSmy, since it alone
insures the existence ofmoral authority "JOr ullivcrsal acknowledgment";
(2) rhe sincerity of moral speech is strictly an effect (though, obviously,
"effect" can no longer be correlatcd with :lny dimension ofintentionality
or interiority whatever) ofa speaker's performative competence in emulating
the rhetorical and generic c01JvclltiollS or, morally speaking, the rules and
norms of such speech; and thus (3) the social efficiency (universality) of
moral speech proves to be contingent on the felicity of its performance
rather than on the intentionality of the "subject lJ of utterance.

\Vhat rcnders I legel's argumcnt so volatile, yet also productive, is its

recognition of the undecidable causality between an inward moral con­
viction and "its" socially visible, disCllfsive appearancc. T'he pcrformative
and strictly discursive phenomcilality of the moral subject denies '·con­
science" and "conviction" any axiotogical or temporal priority over their
discursive appearance. To thus redescribe morality as social and discur­
sive practice rather than as an inward presence ("conviction") is tanta­

mount to rethinking the very idea ofdiscursive practice itself. For we can
now situate morality strictly in the jjcustom" (Lat., mos) that sustains the

practice of any Jiscoursc whatsoever, which :lIllOlIll'-S to a stmc,tural

rather than topical conception that ililplicitly suspends the traclitional,
emotivist paradigm of morality as the signification or expressioll of a
putative j'irnmediacy" (i.e., the interiority of moral self-consciousness
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qua duty). Alternatively, we lIlay provisioually redescribe lIlorality as a
r1lctorical illtcractiOlI witll a soci:ll- :llld forcign-dclerlllincd COIltillllll1ll

of form- and gcnre-bascll practices or conventions of mcmlillg. Un­

doubtedly, though, it is prceisely this alienation [El1lii'lSSenmgl of con­
science into discourse that alarms Hegel; for it now appears that the
sincerity and authority of moral conscience arc irreducibly and precari­
ously the ejji:cts of its universal linguistic pcrformativity as j'dedaration"
[Alissprechenj. Eager to reign in the deviant (i.e., undecidable) causaliry
betwecn the spirit and its word, Hegel now confronts the question as to
l'whcthcr the assurancc of acting from a conviction ofJuty is true" with

categorical directness, namely, by deelaring the very question inherently
illegitimate:

Whether the assurance of acting from a conviction of duty is true,
whether what is donc is actua Ily a dllty-these questions or doubts
have no meaning when adllrcsscd to conscience. To ask whether the
assurance would bc truc would presuppose that the inncr intcntion is
different from the one put forward, i,e., that what the individual self
wills, CUll be separated from duty, from the will of the univcrsal and
pure consciousness; the latter would be put into words, but the former
would be strictly the true motive of action. But this distinction be­
tween the universal consciousness and the individual self is just what
has been superseded, and the supersession ofit is conscience. The selfs
immediate knowing that is cerlain ofitsclf is law and duty. Its intcn­
tion, through being its intention, is what is light; all that is required is
that it should know this, and should state its conviction that its know­
ing and willing arc right. The declaration ofassurance in itself rids the
form of its particularity. It thereby acknowledges the mccssaty tmiver­
sf/lify o./rhc Jell (l'S, 396-97; l'hG, 459-60)

On the surface, tile passage secms ullsettlingly circular in its logic, repeat­
edly proposing the outcollle ("the necessary universality of the self') as that
which, in the embryonic f{)fIn of -an immediate belief, is said to have gov­
erned the discursive act Cdeclaration") whereby a Ucollviction" is surrep­

titiously transllluted into something self-affirming or self-privileging
(i.e., Ijassurance").15 Yet, aside from such post hoc reasoning-which

adumbrates the much larger problematic ofwhat Ilegel calls "determi­
nate ncgation"-the passage is not merely outrageous but also curiously

suggestivc. For liege! has effectively begull to dissociate the question or
morality-itself by !lOW all but coterminous with that concerning the
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effective or felicitous instantiatioll of coli science qua "declaralioll"~

frolll the traditional true/false npposit"'Oll. The latter, he notes, presumes
an extr.t1inguistic criterion ofvLTiJlcatioll (Eli th, illtentionality, etc.) whose
intrinsically subjective ana particular status would render it incommen­
surable with the "necessary universality ofself." Yet this analysis ofcon­
science not only calls into question the conccpt oC'cxprcssivity" that has
been proposed as an cncompassing paradigm for r-Icgcl's thought, but it
positively identifies morality as an ideational effcct of a verbal agent's
performance within a preestablished and convention:ll structure of
"iterable" discursive formsY' If'\lcclaration" is the semiotic and/or rhe­
torical infrastructurc in virtlle ofwhich "conscience" can appear, we should
also note that the appearance of"conscience"~itsclfthe sublation of the
oppositions between individuality and collectivity, between duties and
Duty, between duty and law, etc.-requires the disappearance of that
infrastructure itself I? That is, the felicity of the "Jeclaration" of con­
science, which involves its '/acknowledgment" as social authority, proves
contingent upon the inculcation of community-specific conventions of
meaning whose Uiterability" instantiates moral force not in a proposi­
tional, deictic, or tbetic sense but as a structurat and thus inherently
"invisible" event; it must be aform (e.g., the time-honored affiliation of
the idea of morality with the scmiosis of spontaneity):

It is in/hefOrm of/he ac/ that the univt.:rsaJity lies. 1t is this form which
is to be established as actual: it is the se!fwhich as such is actual in
language, which declares itself to be the truth, and just by doing so ...
is acknowledged by [all other sdves)." (PS, 397; PhG, 460)

Erich Tugendhat thus remarks quite cOllc'lscly that '/ill addressing the
question of how the consciouslH.:ss rclation is cOllstituted, we Illust thor­
oughly abandon the idea of taking our bearing from any sort of inner
perception." Once the latter notion has been surrendered, it becomes
apparent that rIegel "is referring to socia-anthropological structures, not
ontological structures,"18

II

I Iegel's significant conjugation or a lIotion ofliflJrIll" with his indisput­

:lhly performative conceptioll of moral "sclf--dlx:laration" calls lip rather
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similar paradoxes within rdated twentieth-ccntury theory. For arguably
thc,conccpt of'/form" would seem nothing short of an~lthcma to that of
the performative. Alier all, isn't John L. Austin's self~irony, inllo'W '1'0
Do Things 'With Words, precisely the result of that book's progressive
recognition of the impossibility ofany formal determination ofperform­
ative (illocutionary) meaning? And isn't the gradual collapse ofconstative
into performative, of locution into illoclltion, the result of a radically
contextual paradigm of meaning according to which <lit is essential to
realize that 'true' and 'false' ... [stand] only for a general dimension of
being a right or proper thing to say as opposed to the wrong thing, in
these circumstances, to this audience, for these purposes, and with these
intentions" (llTW, 145)?19 Before pursuing the central conflict between
perfannative and formalist conceptions of meaning-staged in such lucid
terms by Hegel's Phenomenology-we should note, also so as to motivate
the connection between Ilcgcl's moral theory and morc recent theories
of the performative, that Austin's eontextualist model of meaning-as­
sueeess-or-failure already hints at a fundamental moral force subtending
discourse in general. 'T'hus the constative true/false dyad becomes assim­
ilated to the performative successful/unsuccessful opposition, only to be
redescribed, for any genuinely specific contextual situation, as that ofthe
((proper" or Uwrong" thing to say.

To subscribe to Austin's familiar shorthand definition of perform­
ativcs as statements where uthe uttering of the words is, indeed, usually
a, or even the, leading incident in the performance of the act," such as
betting, christening, exchanging marriage vows, promising, etc." (lfT/V,
8), is to recognize, minimally, that in an iltocutionary act meanings arc
not so much generated as they are enlisted, cited, or used.'o And when
contextual ami conventional cOllstraints arc said to have replaced a fi")r­
mal grammatical paradigm of mC~lIlillg, a related casualty will be the
concept ofa self-present, '/immediate" intentionality, a category repe:lt­
cdly ironized in IIow to 1)0 Things with W07·ds :llmost from the 5t:lrt:
" I "A' I" d b I ,. I' !sure y, . ustlll remar <.s, wor s Inllst e spa <-en serIoUS y ant so as to
be taken 'seriously'.

nut we are apt to have a feeling Ibat their beingseriolls consists in their
being uttered as (merely) the outvvard or visible sign, for convenience
or other record or for information. ofan inward and spiritual act: from
which it is but a short step to go on to believe or to assume without
realizing Ihllt fiJr Illany purposes the ou tward utterance is a description,
true or)fllrc, of the occurrcnce of ,lit.: inward pcrformance.. , , It is
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gratifying to observe ... how excess ofprofullJity, or ralher solemnity,
at o/lce pavcs the way for illllllor;dily. For one who says "promising is
not IIlcrelya m;lttcrofultcrillg words! It is an inward alld spiritual ael"

is apt to appear as a solid moralist st:lnding out against a generation of
superficial theorizers: we sec him as he sees himself, surveying the
invisible depths ofethical space, with all the distinction ofa specialist
in the sui gencris. Yet he provides J I)Tpolitus with a let-out-, the biga­
mist wilh an excuse for his "I do" and tbe welsher with a defence for his
"I bet." Accuracy and mor:llity alike are on the side of the plain saying
that our word is our bond. (IiTIV, 9-10P1

These remarks certainly seem to dispel Dcrrida's insistent yet misguided
critique that "performativc mcaning onCe more bccomcs the communica­
tion of all intentional meaning" or that I"lntention rcmains the organizing
center" ofthe illocutiOluryoperation.22 As proved to be the case with l-Iegcl's
thesis on lIloral "declaratioll, I. Austin's notion of a subjective interiority-­
whether we are to think it as Ilimmcdiacy" or 11intentionality"-can only be
thought as the correlale ofdisCllIJive self-enaclmenl. Belonging to the order of
llappearance" (Erschei11lmg), the semiolinguistic nature of I-Iege1's moral
"personality" is fully contingent on wh',lt Austin c<llls "uptake," thus
proving an effect of social interpretation rather than private volition.

Yet in thus characterizing the phenomena!ily of (moral) meaning
within a neh"/Ork of contextual and conventional constraints, Austin
suddenly adopts an unchar<lcteristically hesit<lnt, reduplicative phr<lsing,
referring to uwords ... spoken Iseriollsly' and so as to be takell lseriously'"
(italics added). Along with the performative jimclioll of an illoeutionary
act there emerges the need for renewed consideration of the formal
structure of that act, qua locution in general. Derrida first raised the issue
when insisting on a «general and systematic eLlboration of the structure
oflocution which avoids the endless alternation ofeSSCnce and accidcnt"
(SEC, 324).

Aside from all the questions posed hy the very llistoricall y seJilllenteu
notion of"convention," we must notice here: (l) that to consider only
the conventionality that forms the circumstance of the statement, its
contextual surroundings, and not a cenain intrinsic conventionality of
that which constitutes the locution itself, that is, everytlling that might
quickly be summarized under the problematic he:l(ling of the flarbi­
trariness of the sign"; ... Ritual is Ilot an eventuality, but, as itcrability,
is a structural characterist"lc of every marie" " . Is Ilot what Austin
excludes as anomalOlls, exceptional, "lIoll-serious," that is, citatioll (Oil
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tlte stage, in a poem, or ill a solil0'luy), lhe detcrmiJlcu modification of
a general citationality-or rather, a general iterability-wilhout which
there would lIot even hL: a "successful" performative? (SEC, 323-24;
325)

We cannot rehearse ,lilY further the contentious aftermath of Austin's
argument by a host ofvery disparately motivated readers." Wh<lt Derrid<l
successfully and, for our purposes significantly, remarks, however, is the
need to consider the perceivedjimna!qU<lli ty of the utterance itself as the
exclusive resource for the inculcation of its situational or contextual im­
pact and effect. It is In the l'fonn" or Iistructure" ofa Jocution-bywhich

we <lre to understand both its grammatical qU<llity as well as more overtly
contingent matters, such as intonation, diction, tone, choice of medium
and/or channel ofcommunication, etc.-that its social function (and, in
virtue of that function, a certain assessment ofUcontext") can constitute
itselfmaterially. Austin himself, we recall, refers to this issue as usecuring
the uptake" ofa statement (HTW. 117; 139). Hence his contention "that
what we have to study is not the sentence but the issuing of <In utterance
in a speech-situation" (llTW, 139) may require some modification. For
we have now reason to understand theftrnJ of that utterance itself as the
principal index ofhow a given agency has come to interpret that IIspeech­
situation," that is, ho'w it wishes to enter into a nexus of discourse­
patterns and discourse-constraints whose (inherently moral)ftrce may be
defined along an often nnspecified <lm<llgamation ofeconomic, gendered,
ethnic, and religious parameters.24 In short, it is the speech act's affirma­
tion/modification ofa locutionary form and thus the interpretive assess­
ment ofdiscursive IIpropriety" that intimates the IImorality" ofthe speaker.
Once ag'ilin, it is to be stressed that by II morality" we are not primarily
conccrncd with the Ellniliar dilemmas and exemplary motifs of formal
ethics. Rather, morality inheres in the irredncibly discursive and thus
social "attitude" (no longer a "pure" psychological concept) ofthe speaker,
that is, his or hcr willingness to conform to, alter, disrupt, or challenge,
ctc., the currently relevant udimcllsion of assessment-how the words
stand in respect ofsatisf.'lctoriness to the facts, events, situations, &C. to
which they refer" (HTW, 149) or, as we should qll<lli/)', "are (interpre­
tively) taken to be referring to."

Michael Oakeshott's neopragmatist discussion ofmorality may help
to clarify hawaII discursive practice is invariably imbued with a continu­
ously operative, latent moral "motivation," and how an explicitly Iitheo_

retical" cngagcmcllt of discursive practice (no matter what the theory ill
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question is a theory of) mCl"cly rcnders this circulllstancc lIIorc visihle.

"lVlofi1litYl" accorJing to Oakcshott,

is like 311 3rt in having to be learned, in bcing learned better by some
than by others, in allowing for almost endless opportunity for indi­
vidual style, and in which virtuosity and mastery ;He distinguishable;
and it is like a language in being all instrument ofundcrstanding and a
medium ofintcrcoursc, in having a vocabulary and syntax of its own,
and in being spoken well or ill. (OlIC, 62)

Similar to I legel and Austin, Oakeshott readily acknowledges the unde­
cidability ofinward "conscience" and social "declaration" or, as he puts it,
between "the compunctions of "virtuous" self-enactmcnt and those of
moral self-disclosure" (OIlG, 76). The futility ofill$isting on any rigor­
ous and transcendental distinction in this regard is explained by the
obvious fact that the vocabularies of either position coalesce into l'a
single language" (OllG, 77)." In arguing that morality is "a language
spokcn well or ill on every occasion of human intercourse," Oakeshott
also affirms that discursive practice is moral not mcrely in a topical,
thematic, and incidental sense but, on the contrary, is being Ilperformed"
at all times l'in" saying anythitlg whose locutionaty form discernibly links
that utterance to a community and its perceived Illogic of sense." I-Ience
morality constitutes "neither a system ofgeneral principles nor a code of
rules, but a vernacular language," and "what has to be learned in moral
education is ... how to speak the language intelligently" (OHG, 78-79).
Oakeshott proceeds to characterize the inherently moral energy that
informs discursive practice with an indeed appropriate mixture oflucid­

ity and eloquence:

Evcry such \'~rnacular of moral converse ... emerges as a ritual of
utterance and response, a continuously extcmporized dance whose par­
tic.ipants are alive to one another's movements and to the ground upon
which they tread.... [It] is responsive to the aspirations of those who
speak it and it is amplified in the pia libcrtaJ of its conscientious users.
It is never fixed or flllisheJ, but (like other languages) it hm a settled
characler in terms ofwhich it responds to the linguistic inventions, the
enterprises, the fortuncs, the waywardncss, thc ccnsoriousness, and
sometimes the ridicule of those who spc'lk it. Although a moral lan­
f,'1.lagc may obtrude mlcs ;\l1llllutics, these arc not targcts to be aimed
,it but 110daldmsi/ics ojsclltimmt to which an a~ent who is (am iliar with
the lallb'1.lagc and 'who ackl1o'W/I'f(~es jlJ (/uthority recognizes him:df to
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bc incitc<1 to Sllbscrillc. Leilrnillg to speak a language ofsdf-en;lCtlllcllt
is Imming bow to JU/JJO"i/Je to itJ inlimaliom oJ"·vir'"c". (OIle, 63--64,
75; italics mine)

What Oakeshott points to wilen he speaks of the "settled character" and
those unooal densities ofsentiments" ano llintimations of'virtuc'" can be
identifled, I think, as precisely those formal features of the vernacular
that have been ofconcern to us from the outset. And yet, the genteel and
serene confidcnce with which morality is being reconceived as linguistic
practice shrouds the underlying, conservative ideology ("an agent who is
hllniliar with the language and acknowledges its authority") according to
which agency is conflated with acceptance into a linguistic community
that, in turu, Oakeshott can think as a priori olle language only. A dia­
metric reversal ofI-Icgel's categorical identification ofmoral llconviction"
with its uneccssarily universal" other, "conscience," has taken place; for
Oakeshott has essentially transferred the attribute of"immediacy" from
its traditional site C'consciousncss lt

) unto language. The self-sameness or
homogeneity oflla moral language" has bccome paradigmatic, thus exil­
ing the possibility ofall differeuce from language itself.lfdiffercnce were
to assert itself effectively, we arc to conclude, Oakeshott would simply
consider it as another hngu'Jge.

Nevertheless, with due qualification, what remains of relevance to
both Theory in general and specific forms ofcultural critique, is precisely
Oakeshott's intimation of the social, regulative cHiciency oClform" and,
indeed, of specific discursive "genrcs." Moral authority, according to
Oakeshott, arises out of a felicitous rhetorical practice that configures
generic features and situational demands." Hence it does not express
and signify inward meanings but constitutes the emergence ofan utter­
ance into an assemblage of generically fixed and predecided meanings.
Thus, rather than becoming the fetish ofessentialist affirmation or decon­
structionist critique, the timc-Ilonored concept oClimmediacy" emerges
as a socialforce instantiated by the vernacular practice of discourse. The
meanings ofsuch practice will vary depending on the speaker's interpre­
tive assessment ofwhat wnuld be the most appropriate formal relation to
(or self-enactment <within) the discursive conventions and constraints
assumed to be "at stake," all the while understanding such "propriety"
strictly as the l'subjcctivc" and contingent interpretive ratio ofonce again
"subjective" interest and communal constraint, ofverbal (and, by impli­
cation, political) illlilgin:ltioll and discursive precept, respectively. To be
stlre, these llcrmcllcutic prcdecisions, which ill turn may obtain at varying
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levels ofawareness, ell I be SUI)jcclcd to some inlcq,retive and llletalingual
commentary that, in tllrn, 111:1)' seck I() dcterminc what prompted us to
participate ill a given discourse ill this or tlmt way. This latter kind of

discourse is precisely what we cOllllllonty refer to and engage in unJer
the tide of"T'heory," and its critically reflcctive supersession of the "im­
mediacy" that produces significations in culture with talk abollt that
culture intimates in striking manner the coinherencc of analytic (ab­
stract) conduct and eschatological motivation. At issue, for'I'heory, is
not merely the performativity of gestures, acts, pronouncements, and
works that instantiate (i.e., affinn/altcr) a certain vision of culture but
also the blind spot missed in those acts, that omission or lack of aware­
ness that causes these acts to appear, upon retrospect, necessarily'linfe­
licitous."

What Hegel's and Austin's reflections suggest and share, then, is
that Theory can transcend thc "immediacy" of ;\ culture's and/or indi­
vidual's self-blinded productivity of"meanings" only at the expense ofa
progressively stricter self-idcntification as a nnique (i.e., abstract) discur­
sivcftrm. By now, ofcourse, we also recognize how and for what reasons
the notions ofform and genre are so inextricably intcrwoven with social
and moral "interest" and why it would seem precipitous to dismiss the
concept ofform as but a misguided, aggregationa! paradigm ofmeaning
as conscious "immanence." As Michael Oakeshott notes,

Rules. duties. and the like (moral principles and dogmas) arc, then,
passages of stringency in a moral practice. But they should not bc
thought of as strands of some exceptional!y tough material woven into
the otherwise flimsy fabric of moral association, constituents not only
of notable strength but also of independent authority; conservators of
the integrity of a Illowl practice. Hathcr, they ;Irc 10 he recognized as
demi/ieJ obtruded by the /emiom a/a Jpokm language o/moral in/ereozlric,
nodal points at which a practice turns upon itself in a vortiginous
movement and becomes stcaJicr in ceasing to be aJvcnt\lrous. Thcy
may help to keep a practice in shape, but they do not give it its shape.
They are abstractions which derive their authority from the practice
itself as a spoken language in which they appear as passages of some­
what exaggerated emphasis. (OlIC, 67-68)

Again, one mnst wonder whether Oakeshotr's qualifications of "nales,
duties, and the like" as l'passagcs of somcwhat exaggerated emphasis"
docs 1I0t, in fact, intimate a cOlltiguous t'rajcctory leading from focmal
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recurrence to speculation about the 'lindcpendcnt authority" of forms to
conservatism ("ccasing to he adventurolls") ~lIld, finally, to coercion and
repression ("to hclp to keel' a practice in shape"). The flaw in Oakesholt's
argument lies in the self-evident ways in which a certain scnse of moral
practice, of moral valuc and, corrcsponding to these, of social and cul­
tural organization is alreaJy in place before his otherwise luciJ exposi­
tion of discursive practice begins to be enacted.

Keeping these scrions problems of his argument in mind, we can
nevertheless (and perhaps all the more elearly) identifY how, more di­
rectly than either I Iegcl or Anstin, Oakcshott has corne to identifY the
social ejjiciellCY ifloClltiollalYform-here ch:tracterized with perhaps de­
ceptive generality as "passages ofstringency"-that shows illocutions of
all sorts (those of the theorist included) to "secure uptake" and thus
convert the putative inwardness and "immediacy" of conceptual labor
into social authority. I-Ienee the performative enactment of1immediacy"
as mora! agency and its reflective critique in the idiom ofTheory reveal
the concepts oflocutionary form and performative function to collabo­
rate in insuring the social/moral efficacy of discursive practice, rather
than appearing as incompatible in theory. Hegel and the more recent
analyses of the performative thus compel us to recognize a significant
and indelibly stnactural, "moml" dimension in Theory, a dimension that
manifests itself as soon as Theory becomes "critical" by directing its
reflective energy at the precarious "immediacy" of cultural productioll
while simultaneously refining (ifnot sublimating) its social interestedness
qua reflective transcendcncc, that is, by cultivating, with varying inten­
sity, its moral authority unJer the auspices ofan expressly specialized and
ctnblematically IIrigorous" form.

Notcs

1. Oil the connection between "i mmediOlcy" as ~ pIlrportedly natural and authori­
tative sensibility and its extension into a social norm qua "symp:ltlJy," see Lucinda Cole,
"'Anti'-Feminist Sympathies: The Politics of Relationship in Smith, Wollsronecraft,
and Moore:' EL1J58 (1990): 107-40.

2. For Kant, see Critiqueof}lIdg111t1lt, trans.]. I- I. Bernard (New York: Macmillan,
1951), "Introduction:' Jl XXXVJlJff. and § 29, Jl 114-31; for Fichte, sec Sri,nee oj
Kno7.vh:d..r:e, trans. Peter IIeath andJohn L. Lachs (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts,
1970). 189ff. and his contemporaneous essay fragments. "Von den Pflichten des Gdehrten"
(On the duties of the scholar), G,'wmtnmgah,', cd. Heinhard Lauth and Ihns Jacoh
(Stuttgart: Fromallll, ]%.1-). II. 3:21)HI1:. Still the most incisive :uulysis of the statllS of






