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 Universalism, Particularism, and
 the Question of Identity

 ERNESTO LACLAU

 There is a lot of talk today about social, national, and political identities.
 The "death of the subject," proudly proclaimed everywhere not so long ago,
 has been succeeded by a new and widespread interest in the multiple identities
 proliferating in our contemporary world. These two movements are not, how-
 ever, in such a complete and dramatic contrast as one might first believe. Perhaps
 the death of the Subject has been the precondition of this renewed interest in
 the question of subjectivity. It is perhaps the very impossibility of referring a
 multifarious subjectivity to a transcendental center that concentrates our atten-
 tion on the multiplicity itself. In short, the founding gestures of the 1960s are
 still with us, enabling the political and theoretical explanations in which we are
 today engaged.

 If there was a temporal gap between the theoretically thinkable and the
 actually achieved, it was because a second, more subtle temptation haunted the
 intellectual imaginary of the left: that of replacing the transcendental subject
 with its symmetrical other, of reinscribing the multifarious forms of undomes-
 ticated subjectivities in an objective totality. From this temptation derived a
 concept that enjoyed great currency in our immediate prehistory: that of "sub-
 ject positions." But this, of course, did not transcend the problematic of a
 transcendental subjectivity (that which haunts us as an absence is still very much
 present). "History is a process without a subject." Perhaps-but how do we
 know? Doesn't the very possibility of such an assertion require what it wants to
 avoid? If history as a totality is a possible object of experience, who could be
 the subject of such an experience but the subject of an absolute knowledge?

 Now, if we try to avoid this pitfall, what becomes problematic is the very
 notion of "subject position." What could such a position be but a special location
 within a totality, and what could this totality be but the object of experience of
 an absolute subject? At the very moment when the terrain of absolute subjectivity
 collapses, the possibility of an absolute object collapses as well. There is no real
 alternative between Spinoza and Hegel. But this locates us in a very different
 terrain: one in which the possibility of the subject/object destination results from
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 the impossibility of constituting either of its two terms. I am a subject precisely
 because I cannot be an absolute consciousness, because something constitutively
 alien confronts me. Thus, once objectivism disappeared as an epistemological
 obstacle, it became possible to develop the full implications of the death of the
 Subject. At that point, the latter showed the secret poison that inhabited it, the
 possibility of its second death: the death of the death of the Subject, the re-
 emergence of the subject as a result of its own death; the proliferation of
 concrete finitudes whose limitations are the source of their strength; the real-
 ization that there can be subjects because the gap that the Subject was supposed
 to bridge is actually unbridgeable.
 This is not only abstract speculation; it is a new terrain into which history
 has thrown us: the multiplication of new (and not so new) identities in the
 collapse of the places from which universal subjects once spoke-the explosion
 of ethnic and national identities in Eastern Europe and in the territories of the
 former Soviet Union, the struggles of immigrant groups in Western Europe,
 the new forms of multicultural protest and self-assertion in the United States,
 as well as all the forms of contestation associated with the new social movements.

 Now the question arises: Is this proliferation thinkable just as proliferation-
 i.e., simply in terms of its multiplicity? Is particularism thinkable just as partic-
 ularism, only out of the differential dimension that it asserts? Are the relations
 between universalism and particularism simple relations of mutual exclusion?
 Or, from the opposite angle: Does the alternative between an essentialist objec-
 tivism and a transcendental subjectivism exhaust the range of language games
 that it is possible to play with the universal?

 These are the questions that I want to address in this paper. I will not
 pretend that the place of the questioning does not affect the nature of the
 questions or that the latter do not predetermine the kind of answers to be
 expected. Not all roads lead to Rome. But by confessing the tendentious nature
 of my intervention I am giving you the only freedom in my power to grant:
 that of stepping outside my discourse and rejecting its validity in terms entirely
 incommensurable with freedom. So, in offering you some surfaces of inscription
 for the formulation of questions rather than answers, I am engaging in a power
 struggle for which there is a name: hegemony.

 Let us start by considering the historical forms in which the relationship
 between universality and particularity have been thought. A first approach
 asserts that there is an uncontaminated dividing line between the universal and
 the particular, and that the pole of the universal is entirely graspable by reason.
 In that case there is no possible mediation between universality and particularity:
 the particular can only corrupt the universal. Here we are in the terrain of
 classical ancient philosophy. Either the particular realizes the universal in itself
 (i.e., it eliminates itself as particular and transforms itself in a transparent
 medium through which universality operates) or it negates the universal by
 asserting its particularism (but the latter, as purely irrational, has no entity of
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 its own and thus can only exist as a corruption of being). The obvious question
 concerns the frontier dividing universality and particularity: Is it universal or
 particular? If the latter, universality can only be a particularity that defines itself
 in terms of a limitless exclusion; if the former, the particular itself becomes part
 of the universal, and the dividing line is again blurred. But the very possibility
 of formulating this last question requires us to differentiate the form of univer-
 sality as such from the actual contents with which it is associated. The thought
 of this difference, however, is not available to ancient philosophy.

 The second formulation of the relation between universality and particu-
 larity is related to Christianity. The view of totality exists, but it is God's, not
 ours, so that it is not accessible to human reason. Credo quia absurdum. Thus the
 universal is a mere event in an eschatological succession, only accessible to us
 through revelation. This involves an entirely different conception of the rela-
 tionship between particularity and universality. The dividing line cannot be, as
 in ancient thought, between rationality and irrationality, between a deep and
 superficial layer, but is instead between two series of events: those of a finite
 and contingent succession on the one hand, and those of an eschatological series
 on the other. Since the designs of God are inscrutable, the deep layer cannot
 be a timeless world of rational forms, but a temporal succession of essential
 events that are opaque to human reason. And since each of these universal
 moments must realize itself in a finite reality that has no common measure with
 them, the relation between the two orders must also be opaque and incompre-
 hensible. This type of relation was called incarnation, and its distinctive feature
 is that there is no rational connection whatsoever between the universal and the

 body incarnating it. God is the only and absolute mediator. A subtle logic
 destined to have a profound influence on our intellectual tradition commenced
 in this way: that of the privileged agent of history, whose particular body is the
 expression of a universality transcending it. The modern idea of a universal
 class and the various forms of Eurocentrism are nothing but distant historical
 effects of this logic of incarnation.

 Not entirely so, however, because, at its highest point, modernity also
 attempted to interrupt this logic of incarnation. God, as the absolute source of
 everything existing, was replaced by reason in its function of universal guar-
 antor. But this rational ground has a logic of its own, which is very different
 from that of a divine intervention, for the effects of a rational grounding must
 be fully transparent to human reason. Now this requirement is entirely incom-
 patible with the logic of incarnation: if everything has to be transparent to
 reason, the connection between the universal and the body incarnating it has
 to be transparent too, and hence the incommensurability between the universal
 to be incarnated and the incarnating body has to be eliminated. We have to
 postulate a body that is in and by itself the universal.

 The full realization of these implications took several centuries. Descartes
 postulated a dualism by which the ideal of a full rationality still refused to
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 become a principle of reorganization of the social and political world. But the
 Enlightenment established a sharp frontier between the past as a realm of
 mistakes and follies and a rational future, which was to be the result of an act
 of absolute institution. A last stage in the advance of this rationalistic hegemony
 came when the gap between the rational and the irrational was closed as a
 necessary moment in the self-development of reason: this was the task of Hegel
 and Marx, who asserted the total transparency, in absolute knowledge, of the
 real to reason. The body of the proletariat was no longer a particular body in
 which a universality external to it had to be incarnated. Rather, it was a body
 in which the distinction between particularity and universality was canceled; as
 a result, the need for any incarnation was eradicated.
 This was the point, however, at which social reality refused to give in to
 universalistic rationalism. For an unsolved problem still remained: the universal
 had found its body, but this was still the body of a particularity-European
 culture of the nineteenth century. So European culture was a particular, yet at
 the same time it was the expression (no longer the incarnation) of universal
 human essence (in the same sense that the Soviet Union was later considered
 the motherland of socialism). Crucial here is that there was no way to distinguish
 between European particularism and the universal functions it was supposed to
 incarnate, given that European universalism had constructed its identity
 through the cancellation of the logic of incarnation and, as a result, of the
 universalization of its own particularism. So European imperialist expansion
 had to be presented in terms of a universal civilizing function, of modernization,
 etc. As a result, the resistances of other cultures were presented not as struggles
 between particular identities and cultures, but as part of an all-embracing,
 epochal struggle between universality and particularisms-the notion of peoples
 without history expressing precisely their incapacity to represent the universal.
 This argument could be conceived in explicit racist terms, as in the various
 forms of social Darwinism, but it could also be given more "progressive" ver-
 sions, as in some sectors of the Second International, by asserting that the
 civilizing mission of Europe would lead to the establishment of a universally
 freed society of planetary dimensions. Thus the logic of incarnation was
 reintroduced-with Europe representing for a certain period universal human
 interests. In the case of Marxism, a similar reintroduction of the logic of incar-
 nation occurred. Between the universal character of the tasks of the working
 class and the particularity of its concrete demands there opened an increasing
 gap, which was filled by the party as representative of the historical interests of
 the proletariat. The gap between class itself and class for itself led to a succession
 of substitutions: the party replaced the class, the autocrat the party, etc. Now
 this familiar migration of the universal through the successive bodies incarnating
 it differed in one crucial respect from Christian incarnation. In the latter a
 supernatural power was responsible both for the advent of the universal event
 and for the body that had to incarnate it. Human beings were on an equal
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 footing vis-a-vis a power that transcended all of them. In the case of a secular
 eschatology, however, as the source of the universal is not internal but external
 to the world, the universal can only manifest itself through the establishment
 of an essential inequality between the objective positions of the social agents.
 Some of them are to be privileged agents of historical change, not as a result
 of a contingent relation of forces, but because they are incarnations of the
 universal. The same type of logic in Eurocentrism established the ontological
 privilege of the proletariat.

 As this ontological privilege is the result of a process that was conceived
 as entirely rational, it is doubled by an epistemological privilege: the point of
 view of the proletariat supersedes the opposition subject/object. In a classless
 society, social relations will finally be transparent. It is true that if the increasing
 simplification of the social structure under capitalism had followed the predic-
 tion of Marx, the consequences of this approach would not have necessarily
 been authoritarian, because the position of the proletariat as bearer of the
 viewpoint of social totality and the position of the vast majority of the population
 would have overlapped. But if the process moved, as it did, in the opposite
 direction, the successive bodies incarnating the viewpoint of the universal class
 had to have an increasingly restricted social base. The vanguard party as con-
 crete particularity had to claim knowledge of the objective meaning of every
 event, and the viewpoint of the other particular social forces had to be dismissed
 as false consciousness. From this point on, the authoritarian turn was unavoid-
 able.

 This story seems to be leading to an inevitable conclusion: the chasm
 between the universal and the particular is unbridgeable. This statement is the
 same as saying that the universal is no more than a particular that has become
 dominant-that there is no way of reaching a reconciled society. And, in actual
 fact, the spectacle of the social and political struggles in the 1990s confronts us
 with a proliferation of particularisms, while the point of view of universality is
 increasingly put aside as an old-fashioned totalitarian dream. I want to argue,
 however, that an appeal to pure particularism is no solution to the problems we
 are facing in contemporary societies. The assertion of pure particularism, in-
 dependent of any content and of any appeal to a universality, is a self-defeating
 enterprise. For if it is the only accepted normative principle, it confronts us
 with an unsolvable paradox. I can defend the right of sexual, racial, and national
 minorities in the name of particularism, but if particularism is the only valid
 principle, I have to accept also the rights to self-determination of all kinds of
 reactionary groups involved in antisocial practices. Moreover, as the demands
 of various groups will necessarily clash with each other, we have to appeal to
 some more general principles-if not some kind of preestablished harmony-
 in order to regulate such clashes. In actual fact, there is no particularism that
 does not appeal to such principles in the construction of its own identity. These
 principles may be progressive-such as the right of peoples to self-
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 determination-or reactionary-such as social Darwinism or the right to
 Lebensraum-but they are always there, and for essential reasons.
 There is a second and perhaps more important reason why pure partic-
 ularism is self-defeating. Let us accept, for the sake of argument, the above-
 mentioned preestablished harmony as possible. In that case, the various partic-
 ularisms would not be in antagonistic relation, but would coexist in a coherent
 whole. This hypothesis shows why the argument for pure particularism is ulti-
 mately inconsistent. For if each identity is in a differential, nonantagonistic
 relation to all other identities, then the identity in question is purely differential
 and relative: it presupposes not only the presence of all the other identities but
 also the total ground that constitutes the differences as differences. Even worse,
 we know very well that the relations between groups are constituted as relations
 of power-i.e., that each group is not only different from the others but that,
 in many cases, each constitutes such difference on the basis of the exclusion
 and subordination. Now, if a particularity asserts itself as mere particularity, in
 a purely differential relation with other particularities, it is sanctioning the status
 quo in power relations between the groups. This is exactly the notion of "sep-
 arate developments" as formulated in apartheid: only the differential aspect is
 stressed, while the relations of power on which the latter is based are systemat-
 ically ignored.
 This last example is important. Coming from a discursive universe-South
 African apartheid-opposite that of the new particularisms, it nonetheless re-
 veals the same ambiguities in the construction of difference, and it thus suggests
 a way to understand a generally disregarded dimension of the relationship
 between particularism and universalism. The basic point is this: I cannot assert
 a differential identity without distinguishing it from a context, but in the process
 I am asserting the context as well. The opposite is also true: I cannot destroy a
 context without also destroying the identity of the particular subject who carries
 out the destruction. It is a well-known historical fact that an oppositional force
 whose identity is constructed within a certain system of power is bound up with
 that system; it may prevent the full constitution of identity, but, at the same
 time, it is its condition of existence. And any victory against the system also
 destabilizes the identity of the victorious force.
 An important corollary of this argument is that, if a fully achieved differ-
 ence eliminates the antagonistic dimension as constitutive of identity, the pos-
 sibility of maintaining this dimension depends on the very failure of the full
 constitution of a differential identity. It is here that the "universal" enters into
 the scene. Let us suppose, for instance, that we are dealing with the constitution
 of the identity of an ethnic minority. As we said earlier, this differential identity
 can be fully achieved only within a context-e.g., a nation or state context-
 and the price to be paid for total victory within that context is total integration to
 it. If, on the contrary, total integration does not occur, it is because that identity
 is not fully achieved: there remain unsatisfied demands concerning access to
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 education, to employment, to consumer goods, etc. But these demands cannot
 be made in terms of difference; rather, they must be made on the basis of some
 universal principles that the ethnic minority shares with the rest of the com-
 munity: the right to have access to good schools, to live a decent life, to partic-
 ipate in the public space of citizenship, etc.

 This means that the universal is part of my identity insofar as I am
 penetrated by a constitutive lack-that is, insofar as my differential identity has
 failed in its process of constitution. The universal emerges out of the particular
 not as some principle underlying and explaining it, but as an incomplete horizon
 suturing a dislocated particular identity. This points to a way of conceiving the
 relation between the universal and the particular that is different from those
 already discussed. In the case of the logic of incarnation, the universal and the
 particular were fully constituted but totally separated identities connected only
 by a divine intervention impenetrable to human reason. In the case of secular-
 ized eschatologies, the particular had to be eliminated entirely: the universal
 class was conceived as the cancellation of all differences. In the case of extreme

 particularism, there was no universal body-though as the ensemble of non-
 antagonistic particularities reconstructs the notion of social totality, the classical
 notion of the universal is not at all put into question. (A universal conceived as
 a homogeneous space differentiated by its internal articulations and a system
 of differences constituting a unified ensemble are exactly the same.) Now a
 third alternative emerges: the universal is the symbol of a missing fullness, and
 the particular exists only in the contradictory movement of asserting a differ-
 ential identity and simultaneously canceling it through its subsumption into a
 nondifferential medium.

 I do not have space to explore the various theoretical dimensions of this
 alternative, but I want to derive three important political conclusions from it.
 First, the construction of differential identities on the basis of total closure is

 not a viable or progressive political alternative. It would be a reactionary policy,
 for instance, in contemporary Western Europe, for immigrants from Northern
 Africa or Jamaica to refuse to participate in Western European institutions on
 the basis that their cultural identity is different and that European institutions
 are not their concern. In this way, all forms of subordination and exclusion
 would be consolidated under the excuse of maintaining pure identities. The
 logic of apartheid is not only a discourse of dominant groups; it can also
 permeate the identities of the oppressed. The democratic process can be deep-
 ened and expanded if it is made accountable to the demands of a large section
 of the population-minorities, ethnic groups, etc.-traditionally excluded from
 it. In this sense, liberal democratic theory must be deconstructed. Originally
 conceived for far more homogeneous societies, this theory was based on all
 kinds of unexpressed assumptions that no longer pertain. Present social and
 political struggles can help us move in the direction of new democratic practices
 and a new democratic theory that are fully adapted to the present circumstances.
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 That political participation can lead to political and social integration is certainly
 true, but political and cultural segregationism can produce exactly the same
 result. In any case, the decline of the integrationist abilities of the Western states
 makes political conformism a rather unlikely outcome.

 A second conclusion is that the unresolved tension between universalism

 and particularism allows a movement away from Western Eurocentrism,
 through what we could call a systematic decentering of the West. As we have
 seen, Eurocentrism was the result of a discourse that did not differentiate
 between the universal values that the West was advocating and the concrete
 historical actors that were incarnating them. Now, however, we can separate
 these two aspects. If the social struggles of new social actors show that the
 concrete practices of our society restrict the universalism of our political ideals
 to limited sectors of the population, it becomes possible to retain the universal
 dimension while widening the spheres of its application-which, in turn, will
 redefine the concrete contents of such a universality. Through this process,
 universalism as a horizon is expanded at the same time as its necessary attach-
 ment to any particular content is broken. The opposite policy-that of rejecting
 universalism in toto as the particular content of the West-can only lead to a
 political blind alley.

 This description leaves us, however, with an apparent paradox. The con-
 clusion seems to be that universality is incommensurable with any particularity
 yet cannot exist apart from the particular. How is this relation possible? This
 paradox cannot be solved, but its insolubility is the very precondition of de-
 mocracy. The solution of the paradox would imply that a particular body had
 been found that was the true body of the universal. But in that case, the universal
 would have found its necessary location, and democracy would be impossible.
 If democracy is possible, it is because the universal does not have any necessary
 body, any necessary content. Instead, different groups compete to give their
 particular aims a temporary function of universal representation. Society gen-
 erates a whole vocabulary of empty signifiers whose temporary signifieds are
 the result of political competition. It is this final failure of society to constitute
 itself as society-which is the same thing as the failure of constituting difference
 as difference-that makes the distance between the universal and the particular
 unbridgeable, and, as a result, burdens concrete social agents with that impos-
 sible task that makes democratic interaction achievable.
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