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Foreword

Clayton Crockett

IMBRICATIONS: MALABOU’S OEUVRE

Plasticity at the Dusk of Writing is at once an intellectual autobiography, a highly condensed summa, and an explosive manifesto from one of the most important contemporary philosophers at the height of her intellectual powers. Its brevity belies its significance. Based upon previous books on Hegel, Heidegger, and Derrida, it is also marked, although less explicitly, by her most recent publication in French, Les nouveaux blessés [The New (or Newly) Wounded], which is a reading of Freud from the standpoint of contemporary neurology. Combined with her book What Should We Do with Our Brain?, these works establish Catherine Malabou as an incredibly significant thinker in the wake of French poststructuralism, with the concept of plasticity being her original, signature idea.

Malabou is noted as a student of Jacques Derrida, and her thesis on Hegel, published as The Future of Hegel: Plasticity, Temporality, and Dialectic, forced Derrida to reevaluate his own reading and critique of Hegel in a foreword to this book. Malabou takes her notion of plasticity from Hegel’s description of the subject as plastic in the Phenomenology of Spirit, and she develops a plastic reading of the Hegelian dialectic that involves the stretching and folding of forms of temporality and subjectivity rather than the stereotypical supercessionism that is criticized by postmodern theorists wary of its totalizing operation. According to Malabou, it is Hegel who fully and successfully formulates the modern nature of human subjectivity, and he does this by modeling it upon divine subjectivity. For Hegel, the process of representation (Vorstellung) “seals into one the divine kenosis and the kenosis of the transcendental subject.”1

Hegel helps fashion an understanding of modern subjectivity by reading human subjectivity in the same way that he reads divine subjectivity, as kenotic and self-othering. Hegel reads the Christian Trinity in an unorthodox way, according to which each persona consists of a progressive alienation that is not the manifestation of a lack but “the appearance of a new ontological guise of time.”2 As Malabou explains, divine alienation is a manifestation of temporalization, a linear becoming of an event, the Incarnation, in which “God envisages himself as a moment,” a necessary moment, but also one that must pass.3 Hegel’s speculative reading of Christianity writes plasticity into the heart of the human subject: his kenotic alienation is the same as God’s; he sees himself as a moment of time in which he is a part, a manifestation of temporalization that achieves the fulfillment of his essence in history even as it ends. The plasticity of temporal subjectivity relaunches or drives the dialectic forward and beyond itself even as it cancels itself out as it progresses. Malabou’s strikingly original reading of Hegel helps establish a new, post-postmodern interpretation of Hegel, and it complements that of Slavoj Žižek in Tarrying with the Negative, The Ticklish Subject, and other texts.

Although a student of Derrida, Malabou is not a follower in any way, and she has not shied from critically engaging with Derrida’s own work. In Counter-Path: Traveling with Jacques Derrida, Malabou develops an interpretation of Derrida’s thought by showing how deconstruction ruins standard travelogues or ethnographical accounts of uncharted areas of thought and practice, because his work consists of “a strange and perilous adventure that consists in arriving without deriving.”4 Because Derrida’s thought is constantly arriving on new shores, opening up new ways of thinking, it does not derive, nor does it drift aimlessly or randomly away from a fixed reference point. Arriving rather than drifting would be the aim of deconstruction. Derivation would be derived from an origin, which Derrida’s work consistently calls into question. At the same time, Malabou pushes Derrida’s philosophy, raising provocative questions at the conclusion about whether or not he has fully divorced arriving from deriving: “You mean that derivational drift, even if reversed, even if traversed, even if fallen into catastrophe, does not appear to travel as far as one might think in Derrida’s thinking?”5 Malabou’s essay is interrupted and interspersed with letters and postcards from Derrida, and photographs of him appear through the book.

From Hegel and Derrida, Malabou turns to a powerful engagement with Heidegger in Le Change Heidegger, published in 2004 in French and not yet translated into English. In this book, Malabou argues that change or transformation lies at the heart of Heidegger’s philosophy and underlies his ontological difference. Being itself is a power of metamorphosis, which is the ability to change form and generate new forms in a manner that is consistent with plasticity. Above all, plasticity concerns form, a mutability of and in form rather than a limit of form or an alternative to form, and Malabou reads plasticity into and against her three major influences: Hegel, Heidegger, and Derrida. As Malabou explains in note 13 of Plasticity at the Dusk of Writing and also in What Should We Do with Our Brain?, plasticity’s etymology is Greek, plassein, which means “to model” or “to mold,” and it traditionally means the capacity to receive form as well as the ability to give form to something. In addition—and this is what provides plasticity with its unique significance in Malabou’s thought—plasticity can mean the power to annihilate form, as in plastic explosives.6 The key is that this power to annihilate form is a power of form itself, an autoplasticity, because this is what allows for the possibility of change and transformation. That is, form is not just a raw material substance that must be worked, reworked, and if necessary destroyed by something else, a transcendent force; form itself gives itself the ability to shape, receive, and blow up forms. And this plasticity is the history of philosophy, and all great philosophers are masters of plasticity.

Plasticity does not function solely within the realm of the history of philosophy. In What Should We Do with Our Brain? Malabou engages contemporary cutting-edge neurology and draws out the significance of neuroplasticity. “Our brain is plastic, and we do not know it,” but this neuroplasticity makes us who we are and gives us the ability to make ourselves and our history.7 If we emphasize the passive receptivity of form too much, we mistake plasticity for flexibility or complete malleability, which accords with contemporary hyper-capitalism and its need for malleable and passive subjects to conform to hierarchical organization. On the other hand, the image of the brain that is emerging is not hierarchical, and plasticity is as much a resistance to change as it is an openness to it. At the conclusion of her short, powerful book, Malabou argues for an “alterglobalism” that is possible if we heed the incredible plasticity revealed by our brains. Without a sufficient theorization of the brain and cognitive sciences, the positivism of “neuroscientific discourse in general exposes itself to ideological risk and offers nothing new to mankind,” but understood in its revolutionary significance, “plasticity, far from producing a mirror image of the world, is the form of another possible world. To produce a consciousness of the brain thus demands that we defend a biological alterglobalism.”8 Here are the political stakes of plasticity, including neuroplasticity, and Malabou draws together discourses that are usually kept apart: the Continental philosophy of Hegel, Heidegger, and Derrida and the neuroscientific discourse of the brain.

What Should We Do with Our Brain? was published in French in 2004, the same year as Le Change Heidegger, and Plasticity at the Dusk of Writing followed in 2005. This book serves to sum up her work up to this point, and even though the neurological aspects of her work are less emphatic, they emerge at the conclusion. Plasticity at the Dusk of Writing, therefore, is an entry point for engaging and assessing Malabou’s philosophy, even though serious readers will then have to turn to other texts to follow her elaborated readings of Hegel, Heidegger, Derrida, and the brain sciences.

Following the publication of Plasticity at the Dusk of Writing, in 2007 Malabou published her reading of Freud in Les Nouveaux Blessés. Les Nouveaux Blessés is important for many reasons, but primarily for the distinction Malabou makes between the psychoanalytic notion of sexuality and the neurological idea of cerebralité, that is, that the understanding of how the brain works changes how we conceive of an event. The cerebral event (Ereignis) radically transforms subjectivity, while the sexual event (Erlebnis) is always assimilated into or appropriated by the subject.9 In Les Nouveaux Blessés, Malabou emphasizes the destructive plasticity represented by brain wounds, whether they are caused by traumas such as post–traumatic stress disorder or diseases such as Alzheimer’s. This destructive ability of brain wounds to profoundly and irrevocably alter the self makes it entirely different from Freudian psychoanalysis, which always incorporates external events into internal, psychic, and sexual processes, whether conscious or unconscious. Neurological discoveries expose the contingency and fragility of identity, which Malabou then draws upon to show how these processes change how we have to think about Freud.

In order to fashion her original interpretation, Malabou draws upon the most current neurological research and contemporary psychoanalytic works and applies them to a penetrating reading of Freud’s primary texts. She claims that Freud ultimately fails to get beyond the pleasure principle, despite his later intentions, because he always reduces events to internal sexual causes, and he cannot truly envision the possibility of external chance or accidental events. The psychic or sexual event is the appropriation of any event whatsoever into the psyche, and this linkage forms a totality in Freud’s thought. On the other hand, Freud cannot conceive of a cerebral event, one that comes from outside and cannot be mentally connected or assimilated into a subject’s psychic processes. What is interesting and ironic here is the fact that the brain is seen as “internal” in bodily terms, but its wounding or alteration is inassimilable into psychic relationships. Brain wounds so radically alter personality that someone can become someone else, and this is a loss so total that it precludes mourning, except by others.

At the end of the book, Malabou rewrites the Freudian death drive in cerebral or neurological terms. The death drive is beyond love and hate, sadism and masochism, because it is associated with the cerebral event, the destructive annihilation of personality by means of a wounding trauma. The death drive is the augur of a new materialism, a materialism that is completely outside the psychic subject, and the subject is exposed to a vulnerability that she cannot control or assimilate. This materialism refuses the conventional opposition between brain and thought as well as the distinction between the brain and the unconscious. A new materialism is based upon a new philosophy of spirit (esprit) that is plastic because it articulates a cerebral event, cérébralité, based upon the formation and deformation of neuronal connections.10 Although her reading is a critical reading, Malabou does not simply dismiss Freud’s work and significance or claim that neurological research makes it obsolete in a straightforward scientific or positivistic way. By rewriting the death drive from the standpoint of the cerebral event, she forces readers to confront and engage with Freud and post-Freudian, including Lacanian, psychoanalytic thought in a different and important manner.

Therefore, Plasticity at the Dusk of Writing encapsulates readings of Hegel, Heidegger, and Derrida in order to develop a metaphilosophical perspective from which to engage a plastic reading of Freud. Plasticity does not presuppose a static structure but generates structure as a result. Plasticity replaces Derridean writing as a motor scheme by which to think and do philosophy.

At the same time, at the climax of the book Malabou stages a confrontation with Levinas by way of distinguishing her thought from that of Derrida and Derrida’s interpretation of Heidegger. This conflict is a conflict between trace and form. Malabou argues against Levinas’s insistence upon the inconvertibility of trace and form, resisting the Levinasian and Derridean understanding of the trace as a mark of ethical transcendence. Here a number of interpreters have argued for and against the assimilation of Derrida to Levinas.11 The philosophical, ethical, political, and religious implications of the trace’s resistance to form sustain much of the English-language discussions of the significance of Derrida’s work. Malabou strikes at the heart of this issue, insisting that there is no trace apart from form and affirming an “essentially material plasticity.”

IMPLICATIONS: THE DECONSTRUCTION OF CHRISTIANITY

Does Malabou’s essentially materialist plasticity represent a nihilistic and/or atheistic repudiation of the religious, ethical, and political discourses derived from Levinas and Derrida?12 In part, yes. Malabou offers a sharp critique of the trace as the trace of a transcendence that harbors any political, ethical, and/or religious messianism. On the other hand, I argue that her work remains extremely significant for religion, ethics, and politics despite her rejection of messianism. Malabou will address some of these issues in her afterword, but in the second half of this foreword I would like to reflect upon this issue by reading her work in connection with Jean-Luc Nancy and his idea of the deconstruction of Christianity. In his book, Dis-Enclosure: The Deconstruction of Christianity, Nancy articulates an understanding of deconstruction and religion that can be seen as more conventionally messianic and subject to critique, on the one hand, and as more plastic and compatible with Malabou’s plasticity, on the other.

One way to read some of the last writings of Derrida as well as some of the most recent work of Nancy, including Dis-Enclosure and Noli Me Tangere, is to understand the end of deconstruction as the deconstruction of Christianity. That is, after deconstructing Western metaphysics and ontotheology, one sees that the most pervasive, profound, and problematic spirit of what we call the West is named Christianity, and the need for its deconstruction coincides with what has been called “the return of religion” in contemporary society and thought.

An effect of what has been called postmodernism has been to undermine the singularity of the Enlightenment, the decisive break between European modernity and every other form of human culture. If the uniqueness of modernity is called into question, then there may exist as many continuities as discontinuities between European modernity and what preceded it. Theorists such as Marcel Gauchet have articulated a trajectory that began in ancient Greece and/or ancient Israel, and it is this trajectory that is unique, not the specific Enlightenment articulation of it.13 This trajectory can be understood in a more conventionally modern form as progressive, in a more philosophically sophisticated way as dialectical, or sometimes, in a more authentically postmodern version, following Walter Benjamin, as messianic.

In Specters of Marx, Derrida argues for a messianic spirit of Marxism. According to Derrida, the “formal structure of promise… remains irreducible to any deconstruction.”14 Any emancipatory promise carries along with it a kind of messianic eschatology. This messianic is formal or structural, and constitutes a “messianic without messianism” that is at work in the idea of justice or the idea of democracy.15

On the one hand, there are the historical, determinate messianisms, the so-called Abrahamic religions, and on the other there is this indeterminate promise that also characterizes Marxism as well as any thinking of promise, of hope, of democracy, or of justice. “The messianic appeal belongs properly to a universal structure” that exceeds even the horizon of the biblical religions themselves.16 For Derrida, this “messianic without messianism” opens the religions of the Book up beyond themselves and any conceivable recovery. At the same time, however, this universal messianic structure can be read as providing a sense of the West, an opening beyond the closure of ontotheology and metaphysics. Although Derrida provides tools to deconstruct the opposition between West and non-West, his practical focus upon Western, European thought consolidates a certain structural integrity for this tradition.

This move toward messianicity reflects at least in part a strategy to defend Eurocentrism and Western culture by linking it temporally with its history and cutting off any spatial diffusion or contamination of separate cultures. At its limit, the spirit of Christianity is identified with the spirit of the West, and even if some of its forms are criticized as dangerous, superstitious, fundamentalist, or malevolent, this spirit remains accessible to “us” in the form of time or can be reactualized at this time. And it is here that Malabou’s work insists that we cannot simply possess or receive a purely formless messianicity; that any work, act, or promise must take shape or material form in order to exist; and that, furthermore, this existence extends to the promise itself, which is a plastic form of material form. That is, rather than limiting form to make room for a quasitranscendental trace of justice, goodness, or hope, we have to think form itself in a much more subtle and supple manner.

In ethical and political terms, the West has been constructed again and again, in manifold ways, over against its others. Its main foil has often been Islamic, as Tomoko Masuzawa points out in The Invention of World Religions. As the discipline of world religions was constructed in the late nineteenth century, Islam was linguistically and culturally identified as Semitic, along with Judaism, in contrast to an Aryan European Greek and Asian Sanskrit.17 For much of Christian history, Judaism functioned as an internal Other to complement Islam’s status as external other, and modern anti-Semitism was an attempt to exclude Judaism from the identity of the European Christian West. This attempt failed, although not before culminating in a horrific Holocaust, and Masuzawa also describes how, in response to surging fascism and anti-Semitism, “certain liberal Protestants, Jews, and some Catholics in tow attempted to form a united spiritual front of ‘Judeo-Christian’ tradition.”18

With the Allied victory in World War II, Judaism was successfully integrated into European and Western modernity, leaving Islam as the singular exception. The Eastern religions, of course, functioned to sustain the opposition, and they could serve as objects of romanticized fascination and exoticization. The cold war then provided a screen that masked this interreligious conflict, casting it as a struggle between an alliance of the religious and democratic West against a “Godless” communism. With the collapse of the Soviet Union, Islam has emerged once again as the fundamental “enemy” of the West in many religiopolitical contexts. Mohammed Arkoun, similarly to Masuzawa, critiques this political identity of the West and suggests that a conception of “Mediterranean space” (following Fernand Braudel) could help undo the “fundamental polarity of a substantialised Islam on one hand, and on the other (depending on the side of the divide), an ‘enlightened’ or Satanized West.”19

While the European Enlightenment came to represent a break with a religious past, it also served as a cloak for Protestant Christianity to set itself apart from Judaism and Roman Catholicism. In a postsecularist context, the primary separation shifts from a temporal break between religious and secular to a more spatial break between cultures. Temporality, which in a post-Heideggerian sense is the essence of being, composes the identity of cultures in a historical sense, with Western culture privileged as always, but now the boundary between its religious and nonreligious identities is blurred. The hard, brutal form that religious identity takes today is fundamentalism; the soft, liberal form is messianism.

In messianic terms, Christianity as such is a pharmakon, both poison and cure. As a cure, in its originary form as expressed by St. Paul, Christianity provides the opportunity for an opening, a universality or a déclosion, beyond the enclosure that traps Western metaphysics in its snare. According to Nancy, the heart of the Western tradition is a Christian heart, and “the only thing that can be actual is an atheism that contemplates the reality of its Christian origins.”20 If Christianity is co-extensive with the West, and here Nancy agrees with the reading of Marcel Gauchet, then Christianity as such “is in a state of being surpassed,” that is, a state of self-surpassing Christianity.21 The deconstruction of Christianity, then, would be to bring that self-overcoming of Christianity to an end. But would this be the end of Christianity, and if so, would it also be the triumph of Christianity? Nancy reads the essence of Christianity in terms of Heidegger’s notion of the Open, as “an absolute transcendental of opening” that would admit of no closure or closing.22

Is Christianity as such an opening, or does it provide one? Can Christianity be deconstructed, or is it deconstruction itself—and as such undeconstructible? In On Touching—Jean-Luc Nancy, Derrida grapples with the enormity of the task of deconstructing Christianity and cautions Nancy about its possibility:


What Nancy announces today under the title “the Deconstruction of Christianity” will no doubt be the test of a dechristianizing of the world—no doubt as necessary and fatal as it is impossible. Almost by definition, one can only acknowledge this. Only Christianity can do this work, that is, undo it while doing it. Heidegger, too—Heidegger already—has only succeeded in failing at this. Dechristianization will be a Christian victory.23



That is, self-deconstruction would be an essential part of the nature of Christianity from the beginning, and therefore the deconstruction of Christianity would be, in a way, the fulfillment of Christianity and, in this sense, the triumph of Christianity.

Along with the engagement with religious topics and themes in Derrida’s later work, we can ask seriously whether or not deconstruction has always been essentially a religious movement. The deconstruction of Christianity is important partly because it concerns the possibility of deconstruction itself. Deconstruction is Derrida’s translation of Heidegger’s term, Destruktion, into French. Heidegger used a Lutheran term, destructio, which in its original meaning carried an evangelical connotation—to destroy the outer shell in order to liberate the living kernel within.24 Furthermore, Heidegger’s early work in the 1920s, the Phenomenology of Religious Life, which prefigured Being and Time, was based upon a new understanding of Christian temporality, mainly in Saint Paul.25

I contend that Malabou’s notion of plasticity provides important resources with which to think the deconstruction of Christianity. First of all, there is no “pure” essence of Christianity that stands outside of or apart from its appropriation in particular forms. Second, the plasticity of form itself is not inherently or exclusively Christian, although Christianity is also plastic and metamorphic. Malabou helps us think critically about some of the conservative implications of the insistence upon deconstruction’s secret link with Christianity, insofar as it asserts a certain identity and primacy of the West.

In order to think the deconstruction of Christianity in a radical as opposed to a conservative or reactionary way, we need to assert an important difference between deconstruction and all forms of Heideggerian and Lutheran Destruktion. As Derrida avers, “a ‘deconstruction of Christianity,’ if it is ever possible, should therefore begin by untying itself from a Christian tradition of destructio.”26 If this untying or delinking is possible—and perhaps Malabou suspects that it is not—then the difference between the Lutheran and Heideggerian and the Derridean forms of deconstruction has to do with time. Destruktion is linked to the form of linear time paradigmatically elaborated by Hegel. For Derrida, and to a certain extent for Nancy at least at the end of Dis-Enclosure, on the other hand, deconstruction primarily concerns spacing, or a time conceived as spacing, that articulates “the becoming-time of space and the becoming-space of time.”27 To think of time as spacing or of the spacing of time, which is not simply a reduction of time to space, is to see where deconstruction separates itself from Destruktion and ultimately becomes plasticity, following Malabou. That is, the spacing of time that Derrida emphasizes over against Heidegger provides an opening to a more plastic conceptuality, despite Derrida’s own antipathy to form, as Malabou notes in Plasticity at the Dusk of Writing. In fact, part of what troubles Derrida about form may be its spiritual, Platonic opposition to matter, whereas Malabou’s insistence on the materiality of form and her call for a new materialism may help undo such a Platonic provenance of form.

Derrida’s spacing of time, which in the work of Gilles Deleuze becomes a time-image, involves the multiplication or proliferation of forms of temporalization in noncoincident moments. This proliferation, this branching, this plasticity of time understood as spacing, stretches beyond the horizon of Christianity and modern philosophy, offering new possibilities for configuring God and humanity, male and female, animality and machine. The spacing of temporality is becoming a brain, and brain is the incarnation of time in a body.

Here we could sketch three forms of time:

 

(1) The first is circular time, time as eternal return. Every circle presupposes a center, around which everything rotates. The absolute center is the unmoved mover, God as that around which everything turns. In a more particular sense, the form that time takes is its receptacle, khōra, which is a relatively more passive configuration of form.

(2) The second form of time is the line, as discussed above. Linear time is active in that it seizes itself in consciousness as a moment but can be grasped only in its passing. Linear time is paradigmatically Christian and is given its modern expression as the form of human subjectivity by Hegel, as Malabou’s The Future of Hegel shows.

(3) Finally, time is plasticity itself, absolute plasticity. Here is time in its explosive capacity, understood as spacing (Derrida), as time-image (Deleuze), or as dis-enclosure (Nancy). The form of plastic time is bifurcation, which leads to a fractalizing of temporalization, an unfathomable involution. Here the proliferation of multiple forms of temporality exceeds the ability of a subject to seize them as moment and construct a linear sequentiality. The ability to function as a brain depends upon the ability to set up parallel networks, loosely connected inference systems that do not run through a central processor or programmer. There is no ghost or god in the machine; the machine is not just a machine, however, but an adaptive system of such incredible complexity that it generates new forms of complexity, or additional layers of plasticity.

 

The plasticity of the brain is so radical that we create our brains, and making a brain is not simply a mechanical or even an organic process. We think that our brains make us, forgetting that we also make our brains and never glimpsing the possibility of becoming-brain, that is, a pure time-image, a “little bit of time in its pure state,” as Deleuze says.28 In What Should We Do with Our Brain?, Malabou writes, “The plasticity of time is inscribed in the brain.”29 Brain cells are both differential and transdifferential. In terms of stem cells, these cells possess the capacity to differentiate themselves into additional cells of the same kind of tissue and the ability to develop into cells of other types of tissue. Specifically, plasticity within the brain names the ability of stem cells—neurons or glial cells—to shift or modulate between one and the other, between self-differentiation and transdifferentiation.30 Plasticity refers to the incredible resilience of form of adult brain cells, not only infant or fetus stem cells. Furthermore, this plasticity of modulation extends beyond our solely physiological account of the brain and into the initial representation of the self, or “proto-Self,” which is unconscious, and finally into the conscious self. Plasticity indicates the productive giving of cellular and mental forms, the reception of form in and on the body and mind, and ultimately the annihilation of form, the dying of neurons that is required in order to generate a self or the forgetting of experiences that is necessary in order to continue to have an identity.

The difficulty is that we can think this absolute or pure form of time in terms of messianicity (Benjamin, Levinas, Derrida) and as plasticity (Derrida, Deleuze, Malabou). Here is the confrontation, the payoff, the stakes of the confrontation over the deconstruction of Christianity. So long as time is understood as literally formless, it inevitably takes the form of the messianic, which is a pure force, even if it is thought as a weak force rather than a strong force, a messianism. Plasticity allows the necessary form to be thought as giving, taking, and destruction of form, in a branching that is creative rather than simply responsive or passive.

Where should we locate Nancy’s deconstruction of Christianity in relation to this alternative? In Dis-Enclosure, he provides resources to think the deconstruction of Christianity both as messianic destruction, which never comes to an end so long as the West continues, and as spacing, or, more precisely, in terms of plasticity. Nancy says that the éclosion or “eclosure” (burgeoning or expansion) of the world gives way to a déclosion, “dis-enclosure” (opening up, unclosing). Eclosure is the expansion but also the enclosing of space, and he associates this fundamental expansion with Columbus and European modernity. The discovery of America represents “a world in the process of eclosing in the world, and even more, in the process, if I may say so, of eclosing the world within it and around it.”31 We could think about this in terms of Deleuze and Guattari’s language of deterritorialization and reterritorialization. Eclosure is the deterritorialization that allows for reterritorialization, or enclosure of space. But déclosion or dis-enclosure is an absolute deterritorialization that cannot be reterritorialized.

Déclosion is an absolute opening because it concerns “the process of spatialization itself.”32 Déclosion thought in terms of absolute opening and absolute spacing can be read differently than a simple messianic temporality. The distinction seems to depend upon an understanding of time. So long as one thinks time in relation to its end—the end of metaphysics, the end of the West, the end of Christianity, the end of time itself—it is thoroughly messianic and inherently Christian. And furthermore, deconstruction has shown that this end never arrives; it is infinitely and indefinitely deferred, and we live off of the messianic power that forever takes time to its end.

On the other hand, if time is thought as spacing and as birthing or hatching, this is a plastic understanding of time that is, I suggest, nonmessianic. It brings nothing to an end. Messianism is fundamentally about ending, and in a sense the entire structure of Christian and Western thought is obsessed with death. For Derrida, as for any thinker responsible to the enormity of the Western tradition, whether one is trying to reform, transform, or renew it, the world wears and weighs upon a thinker. This is an enormous and extraordinary burden, and Derrida experiences the death in and of the West as mourning. I do not want to trivialize this mourning or this responsibility. At the same time, quoting from a novel by Margaret Atwood: “they think I should be filled with death, I should be in mourning. But nothing has died, everything is alive, everything is waiting to become alive.”33

What is happening now according to Nancy is that “another life, another respiration, another weight, and another humanity is in the process of emerging.”34 In order to think the stakes of such a transformation, we have to think the eclosure or opening up of the world more radically: “no longer an eclosure against the background of a given world, or even against that of a given creator, but the eclosure of eclosure itself and the spacing of space itself.”35 A general dis-enclosure of opening/ closure opens up in a way that becomes plasticity as Malabou theorizes it. Nancy touches upon the destructive capacity of dis-enclosure in a way that accords with Malabou’s emphasis upon the explosive character of plasticity. He writes, “dis-enclosure confers upon eclosure a character that is close to explosion, and spacing confines it to a conflagration.”36 Plasticity or dis-enclosure concerns this explosive opening that ends Christianity and the West differently than does messianicity.

A task to which a radical theological thinking that is responsive to the death of God and the absence of any pure transcendence can contribute is to help create a new brain for our species, one based upon Malabou’s insight into the plasticity of material form. This is also an urgent political task, following Malabou’s call for an “alterglobalism,” because it insists upon the co-implication of religion and politics. A radical political theology refuses the stultifying choice of liberal versus conservative in both theological and political terms.37 A radically materialist theology wagers upon this world, as in “the world is everything that is the case” (Wittgenstein), and works to articulate a new materialism that would be responsive to Malabou’s insights.

Here theology would remain, as Bergson claims, “a machine for making gods,” but these gods would be plastic gods, and the theological machine would be a brain. Derrida writes, in his essay “Faith and Knowledge,” that “it is there that the possibility of religion persists: the religious bond (scrupulous, respectful, modest, reticent, inhibited) between the value of life, its absolute ‘dignity,’ and the theological machine, the ‘machine for making gods.’”38 Nancy’s deconstruction of Christianity can be read as messianic, as an attempt to “save” the West by associating it with the radical self-surpassing of the tradition, or alternatively as plastic, as the opening of opening itself, the “eclosure of eclosure itself and the spacing of space itself.”39 Is it possible to render a decision given those alternatives, and would any such decision not be theological in the sense of an ultimate concern as understood by Tillich? Ultimate concern itself concerns metamorphosis, the change that beings can effect in terms of the conditions of their existence. Radical theology, then, concerns the possibility of choosing or, using a term of Alain Badiou’s, of forcing a plastic reading of the deconstruction of Christianity.
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