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For OpaciLy 

Several years back, if 1 mad e the stmemem, "We de mand the 
rig h t to o pacity," or argued in favor or this, whoeve r I was 
sp c.-:aking to wo uld exclaim indignantly: ·'Now it's back to bar­
barism! How can you communicate with what )'O ll don 't 
unclerstt.trtel?" Rut in 198~, a nd before ve ry d iverse audiences, 
whe n the same demand was formu la£ecl, it arout;ecl new inter­
esL Who knows? lVlaybe, in the meanwhile, tile w picality of 
Ll tc question of diffe rences (the rig h t to diiTc: re tlce) had 
been exha usted. 

T ile ·theory of d ifference is inva luable. It has a llowed us to 
!Struggle against the reductive tho ught p roduced, in genetics 
fo r example, by the pres urn ption of racia l excclle nce or supe­
riori ty. Albert Jacquard CEloge de Ia difference, Editio ns du 
Seuil, 1978) dism an tled the mechanisms of this barbaric 
notion and demonstrated how ridiculous it was to claim a 
''scien tific" basis for them. ( l call the reversal and exaspera­
tion of self barbatic and just as inconceivable as the cruel 
results o f these mechan isms.) T his th eory has also made it 
possible to take in , perhaps, no t their existence but at least 
the rightful entitlement to recognitio n of th e min orities 
swarming thro ughout tl1 e world and th e defe nse:: o f their sta­
tus. (I call "righ tful" the escape far fro m any legitimacy 
anchored silently or resolu te ly in possessio n a11 d conquest. ) 

But. ditference iu;elf can still conf.rive LO r·ed uce th ings to 
the Transpare nt. 

U' we exa m ine the p rocess o f "llltder:;talld ing" people and 
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ick:as fro m tlt c pe rspt::n ive C!l' Weste rn tll o ug lll, we discove r 

th;u it~ ba~ i s is this n ·q ui rem t'l ll [o r tra uspa r<.: II C)'. I n ord er to 

unde rstand and thus accept )'OU, l have to 111 ea sure your 

solid ity wi th the id e a l sca le prc.wicl ing m e with g rou1t ds to 

111al-e cou1pa riso ns a nd, pl'rh a ps, juclg m e lllS. I hav~.: to 
r<"ducc.1 

t\t 'Cc p ting di ffe re n ces dOl', , Of CO\I rS t:, u pse t th e h it.:rarc h y 

or lit is scak. I lllld e rs La ncJ your dill'e rc ncc, or ill Olh er wo rds, 

witho ut c reating a hie rarch). I relate it to my uo rm . I admi t 

)'tl lt lt) ex is tt' IIC'e, with iu my sy~ t c ll t. l c rea te you afre sh . - Bu t 

p e rhaps we 11c e cl w b ri11g a u l' nd to t l1 e ve ry n o tio n of a scale. 
Displace a ll red uctio n . 

t\ gn:e 110 1 tiH.: rt:ly to the right tO d iiTne n c<.: bu t, car rying 

th is fmth e r, agr e e a lso to the rig h t lO opac ity Lhat is not 

e uc losure within a 11 illlpeut·trablc a11t arc h )' hut subsiste n ce 

withi n an ir reduc ib le singnlari ty. Opaci ties Gill coex ist a nd 

co11vc rge, weaving fa brics. To ttn clers l ~tnd th ese truly one 

must locus 011 the textu re of' the weave a nd n o t o n the nature 

o f i ts Ct>mpon e n ts. For the ti me being, perh aps, g ive up rhis 

o ld obsession \\~ th d iscove r ing wha t lil·s a t th e ho tt otn o f 

natu res. Th e re wo uld be sonlcthin g g reat and noble a bout 

ini tia ting suc h a m ovem e nt, rt.ferring no t to Huma ni ty b tt L to 

the e x ult a nt clivc rge iH'e o f lttuna ni lies. Th o ug h t o f sell' and 

thought ur o the r h ere beconk obso lete in t he ir duality Every 

Otht.: r is a c itizen and no lon~er a b a rba rian. What is h e re is 

op(' n , as lllttc lt <L'i this the re. J wou ld he incapabl e of pruj c ct­

iug from o n e to the oth e r. l'his-h e re is th e weave, a nd it 

wt·avt.:s no bo und aries. The ri~h t to o pacity wo uld no t esta b­

lisl t <u1tis1n ; i t would be t.ll e t l:a l fo uudatiou o J' Rd ati on , 111 
frce<lo ms. 

And now wha t th ey te ll m e is . "Yo u calntly pack your po e tics 

into thesc c raters o f' o pac ity a nd cla im to r ise so se n :ucly 

b t')'Olld the prod ig iously <..:l u c id a tiug work tha t til t: v\'cst has 

accom plishe d , but th e re yo tt go t:a lking no nswp about this 

West. " - '·And wl1 at would \ll ll ra th e r I ta lk abo ut a t the 

beginn ing, i l n o tth b tra nspat e 11cy whose a im was to red uce 

I ~)(l 

tts? lk caww, if I don ' t hcgin th e n .:, )'Ott wi ll see n1e COti.S ttll t<'rl 

with the s ul k njabber o J' cltildish refusal, con vulsive a nd pow­
e rless. This is wh e r e I s tart As fo r my id e ntity, l ' ll ta ke care of' 

tha t m yse lf.'' Tlt c re has to be di a lo g ue with the West, wh ic h , 

m oreover is contrad ictor y in itsel l' ( usuall)' this is the argu­

m e nt raised wh e n T ta lk about rt lltures o f' the One); the rolll­
p k nte n tary d iscOUt'S(! o f wl\ocVt'l' Wit II tS lO giw -o 11-ancl-wi til 
Ill liSt be adde d to t h e Wesl. 1:\nd can )' OU n o t see tha t we a rc 

implicated ill its evolutio n? 

~·Icrel )' conside r th e h ypm lw sis o f a C hristia n Europe, con­

vinced or its k br1 timacy, ra llk d toget he r in its recollstiutt ecl 

un ive rsa liL)', l1 aving o nce again , the re fo re, u ·a nsl'or m e cl iLs 

fo rces into a "universal " value-tria n g ula te d with th e tech n o­

logica l strength or the Unite d States a n d tit ~.: fi nancial sover­

e ignty o fj apan- a nd )'O tl will It ave SOtn(! n o tio n of the sile nce 

a nd indifkrc n cc tl ta t fo r the n ex t til'ty years ( if i t is poss ible 

. thus to estimate) s urround the problem s, the cle pe nc kncies 

a nd th e ch aotic sulle r ing!) o f the coun trie s o f the so u th wi th 

n ot hi ng ness. 

And also consider 1 h a t the West itself h~ produced the 

variables to con tradic t its impressive tr~jec rory eve ry time . 

T his· is the way in whicl 1 th e Wt:s t .is tto t nt ono lith ic, a n d t~1i s 

is wh y it is s u re ly necessary tha t it move tmvarcl e ntang le m e nt. 

T h e real q uestio n is whe th e r it will do so in a panic ipa tory 

111 ~\ltn er or if' i ts e n ta ng le m e nt will be based 011 o ld illl p osi­

tio n ·. And even if we sh ould have no illusio ns a ho u t the real­

ilit·s, the ir l'acts a ln .:acly bcgitl to ch a nge simply hy ;tsking th is 

qtt<.:s tion . 

T lte opaque is 1101 the obscll re, tho ugh it is possih lt: fo r it to 

be so a nd be accepte d as s uch. It is tha t wh ic h ca nnot he 

r educed , wlt ich is the m ost pere11nia l g ua ra ntee or participa­

tio tl and courlttr.::n cc. We are far front the opac itics of Myth o r 

T raged y, whose o bs<"tt r i ty was a cco m pan ie d by <..:x clusio ll and 

wh ose transpart: I1 C)' aiutcd a t "grasp in g.'' In tltis versio11 o f 

t1nde rsta11<ling th t: ve rb to gmsjJ co11ta ins the m ovem e 11t o f' 
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hands that grab th e ir surrot tncl ings a nd b ring the lll back LO 

lll<.: l liSdv~,;!). A gcsturt• or l!lll'lusurt: ir llOl appropriation. Let 
our understanding prefer the gesutre of giving-on-and-with 
Lluu o pe ns fi t tally o n tota lity. 

At this point I need to explain what ltHr:an by this tOLa lit )' l 

have ll)acl<..: so much n oise abott l. l t is the idea itsdf'oftotalit)', 
as expressed so superl>ly in \\'estern thought, that is threat­
ened with immobility. We ha\C' s uggested that Relation is an 
op en to tality evolving upon itse lf. T hatmeaus tha t, tltu ugln 

of in this rnatnt e t~ it is the princ iple of unity thm we subtract 
from this idea. Tn Relation th ~ whole is not the finali ty of itS 

pans: fo r mu ltiplicity in to ta lity is tota ll)' dive rs ity. Let us say 
this again , opaquely: the icka o f' totali ty a lo n e is an o bstacle 
to totality. 

We have a lready articulated the poe tic fo rce. 'vVe see it as 

radiant-replacing the absorbing conn:pt of unity; it is the 

opacit} nr t ltt,; div~.;rse animating the imagined transparency 
of Relatiou. The imagi na ry d oes n o t hear with it the coe rc ive 

recpti rent c ttts nf idea . It pre t'tg u res rca li L)', without d e te nltin­
ing it a priori. 

The though t of opacity d ism:tets m e fi'o m absolme tru t hs 

wltose g·uardian I mig h t belkve myself' to be. Far from cor­
tu.:ring m e with in futility and inactivity, oy making me sensi­

tive tO the litlli ts of C.:Vt.: r)' m etl10d , it re (ati\~ZCS every possibil­

it}' ol' eve ry action withiu 111e . Whethe r this consists o f 
spreading overarching general ideas or hanging on to the 

('(JJl<'l'eLe, the law or l ~tcts. the precision or d e tails, or 

sacril icing (;Om e appare ntly less i111 ponant ti1ing in th e nam e 

or efticacy, the thought of opacity saves 111e from unequivocal 
courses a nd irreversible choices. 

As far as tn y identi[y is concerned , I will t·a ke care of it 

tn )'Scl f. That is, I sha ll n ot all"w it to bc('ome cornered itt any 

e~sc.:nce; I shall also pay attent ion lO tlOl mixing it into a ny 
antalgatn . Ra ther, it docs no t d isturb nH: to a('ce pL thatllt ere 

an: places whl:re nty iclen ti l)' is obsc m e to nw, and the l'act 

that it amc.w:s mt does not mean 1 n :lintptish il. l lutnan 

h t.·havio rs arc l'rac ta l in nature. II' we become conscio us or 
thb and give up tr}'ing to reduce such beh aviors to the obvi­
o usness of a transparency, t his will, perhaps, COII(ribme 10 

liglt t e n it~g tltdr load , as eve ry iu clividual begins 110 L grasping 
his own motivations, taking hilllselfapan in this manner. The 
rt1lt: or actio n (\vhat is called e thics o r else the ideal or just 
logic·a l rela tion) woltl d gaitl g ro 111 td- as an o bvio us l'an- hy 
not being mixed into rhe 'preconceived transparen cy of uni­

versal models. The rule of every action, incliviclual o r com­

m unity, WO!IIcl gain gm ttnd hy pe r fec ling itse lf throug h the 

experience nr Rebtion. 1t is th e netwo rk rhat expresses rhe 

cthirs. Every moral docu·inc is a utopia. llm this morality 
wquld on!)' bec9mt: n utopia if Relatio n itse lf ltad SLII\k imo 
an absolute cxcess ivcn c::s~ of Chaos. The wager is that Chaos 

is nrder and disorder, excessiveness wi th till absolute , f'ate 

and evolutio n . 

l thus am ·~ble to conceive of' the opacit)' of the nthet· for me, 

wit hout re p roach for m y opacity for hi m. 1o reel in solida rity 
witlt him or to IHtil d with him or to like whaL he docs, it is not 

necessary for m e to grasp h im. lt is not necessary to try to 
.become the o ihe r (to hccm tte o ther) nor to ''make" hi m in 

Ill)' image. These prqjects of trausJHutation-with n ut nn:l~tn­
psych osis-have resulted From the worst pretension s and the 

g-realt:Sl or tnagmtttitltities o n th e part n l'\l\1est. They desc ribe 

tlte f·~tte ol' Victor ~ega le n. 
The d eath of Segalen is not just a physiological outcome. 

We recall h is conllcling, i11 the last days of his li f<.:, aboulthe 

sloven liness o r h is body, wh ose illn ess h e was unable to d iag­
nose and whose decline he was u nable lO cont rot. o doubt 

it will be k ttowu, with a list ol' his symptoms and the he lp of 

tnedica l prog ress, what be died of. And no do ubt Lh e peo ple 
;ti'OUI1cl hilll COUld Sa)' he died Of SOIIIC SOI'l of' generalized 

cottSl1111ption. But I mysell'hc.:l icve that he d ied ofthe o pacity 
' of' tl1 e Othe r, o (' com ing I ~H.: e t.o f~1e<.: with the iut possihilit y of 

;tc·cot nplislting the transnHHation that he dreanu·d of. 
Like eVn)' European of his d ay, he was marked wi tit a sub-

1 9~ 



~ l alllia l , even if unconscio u);, dose o f ethnocentrism. But he 
was a lso possessed , mo re t h~11 1 auy or h is co n te mpora ries, by 
this a bsolute and incom p let e..: geu cros it)' th at drove him to 
realize hin~~elf..eJ.s.e\>:he.rc. 1 k o;;urfe-H~(\. {t tYtrc ·lii•s accrrrsed' ···· 
rontradic rio n. Unable l o kn ow rh:::n a transfer into rrans­

parc..:ncy ran coun rcr to his prujt:ct a nd that, on rile cou traq', 

respec t for mmual forms of o paci.ty wou ld have accont plished 

it, he was hero ically consumed itt the im possibil ity oJ' be ing 
O ther. Dc..:;Hh is the outcome nf rh c opacities, and this is why 
Llt t: idea of clearh tH~ver leavn us. 

O n •h e mher hand, if <lit op<~ci ty is the basis for a Legitimacy, 
this would be the sign of il'> hm'ing enrered imo a politica l 
din~t.:nsion. A fornudable prospect, less dangerous pe rhaps 
rhan the erring ways to \~hid1 so many ce rt..a inLies and so 
man}' clear, so-called luc id truths have led. T he excesses of 
these poli tical assura nces would fortuna tely be com aincd by 

tile sense noLthat evet)'thing is fULil e b ur that there arc lim iL'i 
10 absolute trurh . How can one poim out these limits with o lll 
lapsing into skepticism or paral)•sis? How can one reconcile 
the hard line inhc:rem in au\· politics and th e question ing 
esscmial w any relation? 0111)' b)' u nderstanding tha t it is 
impossible to reduce anyon~:. no m a Lter who, to a truth he 

wollld not have gen era ted n11 h is own. Tha t is, within the 

opacity of his Lime and place. Plato 's c ity is for Plato, H egel's ..,. 
\'isio11 is f'or Hegel, the griot\ town is for the griot. Noth i11g 
prohibits our seeing th em in con fl uen ce, without confus ing 
them in some magrna or red ttc ing th em to each oLlter. This 

:;ame opacity is a lso th e Ioree that drives every commutrity: 
th e th ing that would bring us wgc ther forever. and make us 

penna ncntly distincti\'e. \\'idespread consent w specific 
opac it ies is rhe most s t raightfon,~.l rd equivalent o f nonbar­
harisnt. 

We clamor to r Lhe righ t ro opacity for everyone. 




