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To Discover


In the first chapter of his book The Conquest of America, Tzvetan Todorov offers a brief account of the discovery and suppression of difference at the beginning of the modern era.  His subject is Columbus, an explorer of the unknown who finds only what he already knew.


Todorov begins with the motive that drives Columbus to undertake his hazardous travels to the New World.  In the matter of motives, of course, the pursuit of gold looms large, and much evidence can be marshaled to support the claim that desire for riches sets Columbus in motion.   Yet, in the end, Todorov rejects this motive, or at least insists that it remains subordinate to another, which is the “universal victory of Christianity” (10).  Columbus and others of his time believed that opening a western route to the orient would make it possible for Christians to “recover the Holy Land and send the Turks reeling back to central Asia” (Morrison 16).  The triumph of Christianity would, of course, require a substantial amount of wealth.   As a goal, it is consistent, therefore, with the pursuit of riches, though it makes that pursuit a means rather than an end in itself.


Though gold and God play a large part in motivating the voyage of discovery, Todorov also discerns another motive, one closer to the spirit of the modern age, as pursuit of the glory of God expresses the spirit of an older time.  This other motive treats discovery not as a means but as an end in itself (13).  Discovery as an end in itself differs essentially from discovery as a route to establish the hegemony of God in the universe.  While the former remains open to possibilities as yet unknown, the latter does not, since to imagine we might discover what is not known is to challenge the word of God, and the order set in place by Him.  Columbus finds himself caught between the two possibilities, which is to say between the traditional and the modern worlds.  


The whole idea of discovery depends on the unknown, without which there is nothing to discover.  The idea of the unknown is also the essential premise of modernity.   Yet Columbus, the most famous of discoverers, cannot accept this idea.  As Todorov points out: “He knows in advance what he will find; the concrete experience is there to reveal a truth already possessed, not to be interrogated according to pre-established rules in order to seek the truth” (17).  To seek the truth means to accept that we do not know it, which Columbus cannot do.  Thus, since Columbus must find the civilizations of the Orient, he makes his crew swear an oath that they will find civilized inhabitants in the New World, and fines those who dare give voice to any doubts on the matter, as if expressing doubt could in itself undermine the discovery of the truths already known (Todorov 22).  For Columbus, doubt is the enemy of truth, an attitude that contrasts sharply with one that would make doubt the starting point for discovering truth.


Columbus goes to his grave convinced that he has discovered islands in proximity to the landmass of Asia, and that his route across the Atlantic offers a western route to the Orient.   Yet, nothing in his four voyages to the New World supports this conclusion.  On the contrary, the people he finds and the total absence of any sign of the civilizations he seeks point him sharply in a different direction.  He is, however, so deeply invested in the idea that he will discover a route to the Orient that he does not consider alternatives.  The rigidity of thinking Columbus displays offers him a way to deal with the substantial risks his voyages pose for him.  Indeed, according to Todorov, “other navigators dared not undertake Columbus’s voyage because they did not possess his certainty” (23).  

Certainty need not be taken as evidence against doubt.  On the contrary, we might consider the degree of certainty a measure of the power of doubt, but of doubt suppressed.   While we can imagine that Columbus knew no doubts, we cannot imagine that he had none.  Rather, he knew his doubts only in the form of their opposite, which is to say as certitude.  Then, we can still consider doubt a primary force in the voyage of discovery, which, as a true voyage of discovery and not a mere search for gold, does not make sense without the unknown, even if that is taken as a mere prelude to the confirmation of what is known.


Still, that Columbus must discover what he already knows tells us something important: that Columbus must seek the known no matter how much he insists that he already knows it.  Columbus makes the known the result of a process that overcomes the unknown, and discovers it as what we already know.  This process is the essential point.  We can consider it a way of coping with doubt, and with the threat Columbus feels doubt poses for him.

The One True Culture

The opposition between known and unknown embedded in the idea of discovery reappears for Columbus in the objects he discovers.  What he discovers, among other things, are people.  What does Columbus make of these people, and how does he relate to them?  Todorov suggests that he discovers them twice, once as humans in his own image, another time as something different from, and therefore less than, human.  Since God made man in His own image, so far as man is the European of Columbus’s time, that European represents God’s image.  Then, those made in that image are human, and those made in other than that image are not, or not fully, human.  


In other words, Columbus does not see humanness as a general matter, something we arrive at when we abstract from particular customs and culture; rather, he sees it concretely as something embedded in and inseparable from one particular culture.  But here Columbus encounters a problem.  The natives he meets, because they are physically naked, seem culturally naked as well:  “Physically naked, the Indians are also, to Columbus’s eyes, deprived of all cultural property; they are characterized, in a sense, by the absence of customs, rites, religion” (Todorov 35).  If the Indians are naked, they might not be human, since they lack essential elements in the image of what it is to be human.  Alternatively, they might be a human tabula rasa.  Dress them like Europeans, teach them to speak Spanish, convert them to Christianity, and you make them, or reveal them to be, people, which is just what Columbus and others that follow him attempt to do, with mixed success.  The Indians might be shaped into people much in the way that children are, through proper upbringing, made into persons.  Indeed, Columbus does at times treat them as he might children.   At other times, however, Columbus treats the Indians not as unformed persons, but as non-persons.


Todorov formulates this opposition in the language of assimilation and enslavement.  “Either he conceives the Indians … as human beings altogether, having the same rights as himself; but then he sees them not only as equals but also as identical, and this behavior leads to assimilation, the projection of his own values onto others.  Or else he starts from the difference, but the latter is immediately translated into terms of superiority and inferiority.”  Columbus cannot conceive, however, “the existence of a human substance truly other, something capable of being not merely an imperfect state of oneself” (42).


Yet, the terms superiority and inferiority apply to different instances of the same quality, in this case humanness, while the term “truly other” seems to place Columbus and the people he encounters into different classes altogether.   To treat as inferior recognizes the common humanity of the other, but differently.  In this sense, it acknowledges otherness.   Indeed, domination implies this same recognition, and applies only to those we treat as persons, if unequally so.   Thus, Columbus recognizes others, if not those who are “truly other.”

The Abstract and the Concrete

What does it mean to say that there can be a “human substance truly other?”  For Columbus, to be truly other means to be other than human, as, of course, it does.  So, what we really want to know is not if there can be a human substance truly other.  Rather, what we want to know is how can you be human differently, which is not quite the same question.   And what we also want to know is why Columbus could not conceive of something human, but different in culture, custom, language, dress, and religion from himself.


While to be human and other than human may not be possible, it is possible to be human differently if your concept of what is human can be realized in different concrete forms.  Then, if you cannot conceive different ways of being human, it is because your way of thinking lacks a general concept of humanness.  Clearly, this was the case for Columbus, who equated being human with what we would, appealing to our general concept, treat as one instance or concrete form of humanness.  The problem, then, is that Columbus lacks this general concept.


It is not, however, specifically in the area of what it means to be human that the universal is missing for Columbus.  Rather, as Todorov suggests, Columbus as a rule tends not to think in universals, at least not to the extent that we do today.  Columbus, we are told, reveals a “naïve conception of language” dominated by proper names and the use of words to designate things (29).  Put another way, he has an essentially concrete approach to communication, and therefore, we might add, to thinking.  If he mainly uses words to designate things, it is because he tends to equate the two, which makes, or at least attempts to make, the word as concrete as the thing it designates.  It should not be surprising, then, that he uses the word human not to refer to a general category inclusive of various concrete instances, but as a way to designate only one of those instances.  The problem is not that Columbus is a racist, or that he hates those who are different, though he may.  The problem lies in the way he thinks and not only in the way he thinks about otherness and difference with regard to persons, but as a general matter.  The notion of difference demands access to universals, and his access here is severely limited.


Columbus equates the abstract with the concrete.  This equation of the abstract and the concrete is implied in his use of words as designators.  The idea that words designate things, if taken literally, however, makes the use of words meaningless.  The use of words implies generalization, since, as Hegel points out, the only words we can use if all we intend is to refer to the irreducibly particular are the words this and that, which are themselves completely general (Phenomenology 58-9).  The generalization implied in the use of words also constitutes an act of integration, the bringing together of diverse objects and events under a single heading.  What is an abstract category if not the unity of differences?  It isolates or separates out the element the different particular cases have in common.  The word then designates this element independently of its particular form.   Thus, if words designate anything, it must be the act of abstracting, and the abstraction achieved by it.  

With access to the unifying force of abstraction, we can treat the concrete not as an irreducibly particular this or that, but as an instance of the universal, and thus as integrated with other instances under that universal heading.  Now, it becomes possible to conceive our world no longer as a series of disconnected events and things, but as an integrated whole.  This integration of the external world contributes to and expresses an internal integration, which makes our thoughts not disjoint responses to external impressions, but part of the integrated process of thinking, and especially of a subject who thinks, and thereby seeks to integrate himself and his experience of the world.  


The integration of experience can be achieved by uniting difference.  But another strategy aimed at integration is also possible.  Following this strategy, we achieve a sense of unity or wholeness by destroying or purging all but one of the particular instances.  Columbus tends to follow this strategy, which is not unusual for his time.  The integration he seeks to arrive at in this way does not call on abstraction.  On the contrary, thinking abstractly, because it implies and presupposes difference, would defeat his purpose, which is not to bring together differences, but to deny and destroy them.

What Columbus lacks is an abstract or general concept of humanness.  He lacks it not because he desires to enslave and dominate others; rather, he enslaves and dominates those we would refer to as others because he lacks this concept, or more accurately he lacks the capacity to have it.  This suggests how those who insist that, for example, we can “teach tolerance” miss the point, since they would reduce the problem of tolerance to what ideas are in the mind and not to the organization of mental life and the form of thinking that gives expression to it.
  Tolerance cannot be taught to those for whom it has no meaning because it depends on a capacity they do not have.


To have a general concept means to negate the concrete, including our concrete way of being ourselves.  This act of negation poses problems not just for Columbus, but also for many who today celebrate the ideal of difference.   This is because the abstract way of thinking that makes it possible to think about difference is an achievement peculiar to that modernity for which Columbus is a precursor.  The problem is that the negation to which I have referred does not merely negate this or that particular culture; it negates all cultural claims over the individual’s life.  Its corrosive power does not lead to the celebration of cultures, but to the announcement that their days are numbered, an announcement first made over one hundred and fifty years ago:

All fixed fast-frozen relations, with their train of ancient and venerable prejudices and opinions, are swept away, all new-formed ones become antiquated before they can ossify.  All that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned, and man is at last compelled to face with sober senses the real conditions of his life, and his relations with his kind.  (Marx 224)


The end of culture could be understood as the end of a particular type of culture: the form of cultural experience that subsumes the universal into the particular, denying the reality and meaning of alternatives.  Such a culture can only thrive where it lives in isolation from others, or, if it cannot do so, lives to dominate, control, and in the limit destroy alternatives.   In the modern world, only those cultures that can give up their claim to being immediately the universal, the one true way of life, can survive, which is to say that only modern cultures, or cultures made into a shape suitable for modernity, can survive.  This constraint on the form of cultural experience accounts for the sense that modernity constitutes an attack on cultural difference in the name for example of “globalization” or “hegemony.”  Like integration, modernity both tolerates difference and does not.

Tolerance


Integration allows for difference, but also overcomes it.  Because of this, it may be viewed as a threat to, rather than the basis for, tolerance.  Tolerating and integrating difference may not be the same thing, and distinguishing between them can raise important issues.  Here, I will consider tolerance in the sense suggested by the phrase “truly other.”  To accept the other as truly other requires that we give up the impulse to integrate the other into a general category.  Thus, when tolerance means accepting the truly other, it conflicts with our aspiration to integrate, especially to integrate self and other.  There is, however, another sense of the term tolerance, one that encompasses the end associated with integration.   That is, tolerance as an attribute of integration through thinking abstractly differs from the tolerance that dispenses with the moment of integration and abstract thinking implied in it.  I will refer to the latter as tolerance in the narrow sense, or simply tolerance.  This tolerance aims to separate the different instances, and to accept them without consideration of the unity they express.  Tolerance in this sense refuses to acknowledge the unity of differences, seeing in the movement toward that unity a negation of difference, and to that extent a form of intolerance.


Integration, of course, demands more than this because it depends on the existence of a universal of which the particulars are instances.  This universal does not merely sum up common elements in the particular instances, it limits and shapes those instances.  This limiting and shaping also implies a limit to tolerance, which is limited to those differences that follow the rule set by the universal.  Instances that fail to do so are, indeed, truly other in that they are outside the bounds set by the general category.  Thus, if the general category is “human,” then truly other is the non-human, whom we would not treat as a human, and toward which we might be intolerant.


The suppression of the universal implied in tolerance suggests that the strategy pursued by those who demand tolerance has much in common with the strategy pursued by Columbus, notwithstanding their apparently opposite goals.  To be sure, tolerance insists on the multiplicity of particulars, whereas Columbus insists that there can be only one.  Nonetheless, tolerance, like the attitude adopted by Columbus, insists not only on the priority of the particular over the universal, but on the replacement of the latter by the former.


The unity with which we are specifically concerned here is the one captured by the concept “human.”   As it is used, this concept is subject to varying interpretations.  For our purposes, two are of special importance.  First, we can consider human a natural category that refers to qualities of a species.  This usage is typical, for example, of “human rights” discourse, which attributes rights to all those who are born human, and does so from the moment of their birth.  The alternative is to consider the universal category to which the term human alludes a status attained by, or conferred on, those who are human by merit of a specific development and depending on their taking on a specific position in society.  To distinguish this usage, we can refer to this attainment as personhood.  Being a person, unlike being human, entails achieving a special status vis-à-vis others who are persons, a status secured in its recognition by others (Hegel, Right; Mauss).


While the first option would seem to provide the greatest protection from the sorts of abuses we find Columbus and those who follow him committing, this turns out not to be the case.  The first option may not provide such protection because there is nothing in the universal “human” that excludes domination, or even allows us to develop a meaningful concept of domination.  To speak of domination, or enslavement, or exploitation, we must have a notion of the deprivation of status or right.  But to enslave a human does not make him any less a member of the species to which the term human refers.  Thus, the universal “human” is indifferent to the matter of abuse, and in that sense tolerant of it.  To speak of the problem to which the term tolerance is meant to direct our attention, we must turn from the unity invoked by the term human to that invoked by a concept such as personhood. 


To be included in the class of persons, we must have a capacity not required for inclusion in the class of humans, which is the capacity to recognize and respect the personhood, and therefore the rights, of others.   So far as this capacity exists for Columbus, it exists in the form of his ability to distinguish those who recognize the spiritual essence from those who do not.  For Columbus, this spiritual essence is belief in and devotion to God (the one true God), so that those without the capacity to recognize this God are not persons, though they may be physically human beings, a distinction not so well developed for Columbus as it is for us.  That this distinction is not well developed for Columbus follows from the absence in his thinking of a natural or physical category of human being.  Indeed, to apply such a category to humans would be to equate them with creatures not formed in the image of God, which would reduce God to the level of those creatures.  Then, to protect the concept of God, Columbus must not draw the distinction between human and person, from which it follows that, for him, those who are not fully persons are not fully human either.


For Columbus, persons are those with the capacity to believe in God, and devote themselves to Him.  Proximity to God, which is determined by purity of faith, determines whether, and to what degree, we are to be treated as human, or as incorporating the spiritual essence of humanness.   Those who do not believe in God, or do not believe in Columbus’s God, are, to that extent, less than human and deserving of lesser regard.  By making belief the criterion of humanness, Columbus clearly places the matter in the sphere not of nature but of spirit; and by making belief the criterion, Columbus also assures that thinking, especially abstract thinking, is the enemy of man’s spiritual aspirations.  When the capacity to recognize personhood is a matter of belief, the category of the person must be a concrete category, one that emerges when we replace the general with the particular.  Holding on to this concrete category narrows what it could mean to be a person to those ways of living consistent with the concrete, already given, qualities identifiable as human.  This leads, in turn, to denigration of, fear of, and ultimately the need to control or destroy, alternatives.


The real alternative to this construction is not appeal to a natural category of the human species, since, as I have suggested, there is nothing in doing so that can establish any ethical exclusion of abuse.  Rather, the real alternative is to consider the concept of person or self more abstractly, which means to move from belief to thinking.  Doing so calls on a special capacity, which is the capacity to think abstractly about the self, a capacity I have elsewhere referred to as the capacity for ethical conduct (Levine).  This capacity is well developed neither in Columbus nor in those he encounters during his voyages to the New World.  The absence, or the low level of development, of this capacity will not be surprising once we realize that it depends on the capacity for abstract thinking already considered.  The capacity for ethical conduct is the capacity not to tolerate difference, but to see sameness (identity) in difference, to recognize self in other.  To do so requires recognition that self is a general category, and not the way we designate a specific concrete experience.

The Infidel


How do we account for Columbus’s failure to think in general concepts, but instead to equate them with their particular instantiations?  An answer to this question is, I think, embedded in the need Columbus has to engage in the act of discovery.  For him, it is not enough simply to deny that there is anything beyond the revealed text, the world as God created it, it is also necessary to discover that the unknown is not.  If Columbus were settled with the knowledge of what he would find on his journey, then, aside from the matter of bringing gold from the New World, he would have no reason to make the trip.  That he does have reason to make the trip not only to find gold, but also to engage in exploration, indicates that the knowledge he assumes he has of what he will find is not a settled matter.  It is not simply true, but must be made so.  “He knew the truth, but he could not rest until it was proved, until the word became flesh” (Morison 11).

In this connection, it is worth recalling that while Columbus does not live in the modern world, neither does he live in a world of one culture, one religion, one way of life.  Indeed, as we have seen, the vision of the Holy Land in the hands of the infidel has much to do with why he undertakes his voyages of discovery.  And, even closer to home, there is the problem of Jews to consider.  Just as Columbus sets sail on his first voyage west, thousands of Jewish refugees are being expelled from Spain.  Columbus’s attitude toward these internal others is no more tolerant than his attitude will be toward the external others he encounters in the New World (Morison 37-8).  Indeed, in some respects he is less tolerant toward the infidel than he is toward the Indians, whom he does not see as against his God, though they sometimes become obstacles in the path of his mission for God.  Yet, we may still consider how the presence of the other in the Old World drives Columbus to undertake his voyage of “discovery” in the New.  


So far as he is driven by the need to deal not with an external but with an internal other, the problem is not only to internalize what is outside, but to externalize what is within.  The activity is, then, one driven by a problem about boundaries.  He internalizes what is foreign (assimilates the Indian), and externalizes what is alien within (expels the infidel).  Were the two moments of this process successful, the result would be a single, homogeneous reality: a world ruled by one God, and a people all of whom recognize that one God and live their lives in accordance with His laws.  There would then be both the love of God and God’s love for His people.  In this world, what has been torn asunder would be made whole, what has been divided against itself would be integrated.  Understood in this way, Columbus’s voyages of discovery represent a metaphor for an effort to achieve a feeling of wholeness through a particular kind of integration.


If Columbus travels to integrate his world, he travels because his world is divided.  Division in the world represents externally an internal division, first within his homeland, and ultimately within himself.  Then, through exploration, discovery, assimilation and/or subjugation, Columbus acts out an internal drama in which the external other is a representation of and container for an internal other.  The premise of the voyage to the New World is an alien presence within the Old World and within the explorer himself.  What is this alien presence?


The information we have strongly suggests an answer to this question, which is that the alien is the infidel.  What stands in the way of integration is the presence of those who do not believe, who doubt the truth of Columbus’s God.  The unbeliever is the Jew or the Turk, and soon the “Indian” discovered in the New World.  But this only considers the matter culturally and does not take account of the mirroring of psychic experience that culture is shaped to provide.  That is, the alien presence in the homeland offers a metaphor for an alien presence in the psyche of those for whom this is the homeland.  Cleansing the homeland, then, is a way of cleansing the inner world, or the one is taken as a surrogate for the other. 


If this is the case, then the expulsion of the alien from the homeland, and from the Holy Land, which is the spiritual center of the Homeland also now torn apart from it, expresses an expulsion of the psychically internal alien.  What is this alien part of the self that Columbus attempts to deal with by undertaking his voyages of discovery?  If the homeland and the inner world mirror one another, then the answer must also be that the alien internal object that must be expelled and controlled is, as it is for the homeland, the unbeliever or infidel.  The internal infidel is Columbus’s own doubt, even his refusal to believe.  After all, as I have already suggested, if Columbus had no doubt, he would also have nothing to prove, and no reason to leave home in the first place.  Columbus travels to dispel doubt, or, more precisely, to prove that he is without doubt.

The Grandiose Self


Columbus’s effort to dispel all doubt only indicates the power doubt has over him.  In the first instance, of course, this is doubt about God, and about his design of the world.  We may also, however, consider Columbus’s refusal to doubt God an effort on his part to deal with doubt he has about himself.  Then, so far as Columbus travels to prove that he is faithful to his God, he also travels to secure faith in himself.  He has, then, a personal goal that parallels his religious mission.  

This personal goal takes a specific form, which is to transform himself from a mere man into the “Admiral of the Ocean Sea,” a result written into his contract with Queen Isabella.  Not only will he discover new lands, he will discover a new self.  The importance of this goal for Columbus is clearly indicated by the rigidity of his attachment to it.  When political machinations and competition with other explorers erode his claim and he is offered something less than he contracted for, he rejects it.  As a result of his unwillingness to compromise, he ends up with much less than he might have had.  As Samuel Morison suggests, “Columbus would have been well advised to settle for a reasonable dignity and security, such as a castle, a pension, and a ducal title….  But he was not a man to give anything up” (161).  Ultimately, what he is unwilling to compromise is the image of the self his voyages are meant to make real.  In this respect, his voyages are part of a narcissistic journey whose goal is the creation or realization of a grandiose self.  The rigidity of his attachment to that goal explains his inability to compromise. 

Columbus imagines himself on a mission from God (Morison 80).  That he does so already suggests the presence of a grandiose self.  This grandiose self exists in, and depends on, a connection with the most grandiose of all selves: the one true God.   Thus, devotion to God is devotion to the grandiose self placed outside and made into an object of worship.   By securing the dominion of God and freeing the world from doubt about the one true God, Columbus also secures his own grandiose self because, ultimately, the two are the same, since God is the external container for Columbus’s grandiose self.  

But just as the degree of his certainty expresses the intensity of his doubt, so the rigidity of his attachment to the goal of creating a grandiose self expresses the depth of contempt in which he holds the self he has.  The more contemptible the self we have, the more grandiose the fantasy self needed to compensate for it.  Here, again, the struggle engages an internal infidel, now in the form not of doubts about God, but of doubts about the worthiness of the self.   As we have seen, however, doubts about God are ultimately doubts about the self.  For Columbus, these doubts must not be known; so they must be turned into their opposite: certainty.  Doubts about the self, like those about the world outside, must not be known; so he must disavow the self that has them.

Where there is a grandiose self, we must expect to find another self, which is the denigrated self.  And, just as the grandiose self must be made to replace the denigrated self, so the denigrated self must find a home.  The emergence of the grandiose self means banishment of the other self.  But while the other self must be banished, it cannot be sent too far away.  We must know where it is so we can be sure it is not within, but outside.  We must know it outside our selves.  Securing this knowledge requires that the denigrated self be found by us and kept close at hand.  It must, by our actions, be secured in its external container.  It must, that is, be projected onto others who are subject to our control.


While the others used for this purpose may be the infidels, even those who believe in God can be enlisted in service of the need to project the denigrated self outside.  They can be used to establish rank, and the difference between superior and inferior.  Such differences are vitally important to Columbus, who hopes his voyages will establish him as a special sort of human, which is to say a person of standing, which he can only be, of course, in relation to those who lack his standing.  Success for Columbus implies that he stands in special favor with God, indeed that God has chosen him to do His work.  This special standing with God naturally translates into a special standing among men.  Again, proximity or distance from God determines status among men.  Ultimately, it is the depth of belief in, and obedience to, God that measures proximity to God and establishes that special standing with God that secures the reality of the grandiose self in the community of men.  For this to work, there must be others not so fortunate, others about whom we might say, “There, but for the grace of God go I.”

Subjectivity


The alien, both internal and external, is the self that refuses to know what must be true.  In ourselves, it is the part of us that refuses to believe, and that therefore has no faith.  Refusing to believe is, however, the starting point for thinking, since so long as we continue to believe we have no need for thinking, which begins where belief ends.  Put another way, belief is the imposition of order on our inner worlds from outside, while thinking is our own internal process of imposing order and meaning on our world.  Thus, the alien part of ourselves, our internal infidel, is the part that thinks.   

The distinction between belief and thinking lies in the source of what we know, whether that is internal or external.  Placing the source of our thoughts outside our selves places our agency or subjectivity outside.  We can only think so far as we can integrate or contain the thinking part of ourselves (our subjectivity), but this is not possible when doing so poses a danger to us.  To cope with this danger, we split off our subjectivity and project it into an outside container.  The result is that we give up the possibility of integrating difference, which is to say of thinking abstractly, in favor of the pursuit of the unity that results from the destruction of difference.  What is the danger that provokes this radical response?  

One answer to this question directs our attention to the individual’s original object, normally the mother, and to the vicissitudes of the process of adaptation between mother and infant (Winnicott).  When the mother adapts to the infant’s need, satisfying that need in a rhythm dictated by the infant and not in accordance with her own, the infant develops the fantasy of control over the source of gratification, the fantasy that the desire for it brings it into existence.  According to Winnicott, this fantasy is the starting point for creativity.  Creativity is the term Winnicott uses to refer to that quality of human experience referred to above as subjectivity: the quality of being the subject of thinking and acting, of having the self exert dominion over its inner world and, to an important degree, over its interactions with the world outside.  To be creative is to be the source or origin.  Then, the adaptation of mother to infant encourages the infant to develop the sense of his or her self as the origin of the connection with the mother and of the gratification that connection provides.  This sense of the self as origin can later develop into the condition we refer to as subjectivity.

When, by contrast, the mother does not adapt to the infant’s need, the development just referred to cannot proceed.  The fantasy that the infant creates its world, which is the point of origin of creativity, does not develop.  In its place, the infant realizes that satisfaction of its want depends on the conduct of an external subject acting in accordance not with the infant’s need, but with her own.  For the infant to press his or her need on the object behaving in this way does not create gratification, but provokes anger, punishment, and further neglect.  Thus, the infant’s effort to imagine itself the creative center of its world doesn’t work, and, worse still, threatens its survival.  To secure the connection with the object on which the infant depends, and over which it cannot imagine itself exerting omnipotent control, the infant pursues an alternative and opposite strategy to creativity, which Winnicott terms compliance: the suspension of subjectivity in favor of adaptation to the environment.

This strategy leaves the infant with a new problem, which is what to do with its nascent subjectivity, now clearly a threat to connection with the desired object.  We can imagine several options.  But, if we assume that the infant cannot live and develop without some connection with its subjectivity, then those options narrow to those that allow the infant to form such a connection without endangering its attachment to the desired object.  To do this means to place subjectivity into an external container with which a connection can be established.  This container must be safe in the sense that subjectivity placed there does not endanger the connection with the object.

As it turns out, the infant already has a strategy to accomplish this end, which is its strategy of compliance.  Compliance means shifting our subjectivity from self to other, then securing a relationship of dependence on the other that sustains a connection with our now alienated or projected subjectivity.   Our subjectivity is now safely contained outside ourselves, but not wholly lost to us, since we can still act in accordance with it by being compliant. 

The problem with this outcome is that the compliant self is also a devalued self.  In alienating subjectivity to the other, we lose what is of value in our selves, which is our subjectivity.  Thus, compliance implies and expresses a profound loss of self-worth.   To compensate for this loss, we pursue a special connection to an external self that contains what we have lost.  This special connection constitutes for us a grandiose self, but only in and through our relation of dependence on the external container for our subjectivity.  As we have seen in the case of Columbus, the grandiose self is an obedient self, one that exists not in and for itself, but only for others, in Columbus’s case, for the Other. 

The loss of our internal feeling of self-worth makes us dependent on how others judge us.  This dependence on external evaluation combined with the intensity of our self-denigration makes us unable to tolerate any doubt about our worth, since doubt lines up with what we know but cannot know is true: that our selves have little value.   The result is the rigidity we observe in Columbus, who cannot compromise on the realization of his grandiose self without destroying it.

The Good Object


In placing our subjectivity outside, we become dependent on the object that now contains it.  Gratification of desire is now contingent on that object’s attitude toward us, which is the attitude our own subjectivity has toward us.  So far as our end remains gratification, and so far as we consider its ability to gratify the mark of the good object, the strategy of compliance depends on the goodness of subjectivity’s external container.  If that container is not good, then our strategy places us in the most precarious position.  We cannot retrieve our subjectivity without risking loss of connection with the object and thus of the prospect of gratification.  But, if the object is not good, we cannot secure gratification by alienating our subjectivity to it.  Establishing and maintaining the goodness of the object then becomes a necessary element in the strategy of compliance.


If Columbus’s travels constitute his attempt to offer proof of his belief, they can be considered part of a strategy of compliance.  Indeed, they can be considered an effort on his part to maintain the good object by maintaining, or reestablishing, God’s dominion in the world.  Assuming that the world outside is a container for externalized elements of an internal conflict, then we can consider the voyages of discovery the external shape of a solution to an internal problem: securing the goodness of the internal good object and its dominion in the inner world.  The internal good object is the faithful self.  And just as we wish for an external object that is wholly good, we seek an identification of our selves with the internal good object; we wish to be the faithful self.  In other words, we wish to be pure in our faith in, and obedience to, the good object.  To do this, we must get rid of the internal bad object, which means to rid ourselves of doubt.  We accomplish this goal by projecting the internal infidel onto a convenient container in the external world, which is the unbeliever: the Turk, the Jew, the Indian.  We then attempt to make that object good by the strategy of conversion; or we exile it from our homeland; or, we attempt to control it, for example by enslavement. This is the effort considered above to dispel doubt, and destroy the internal infidel.


Superiority and inferiority apply where persons bear different relationships toward the good object.  Superiority follows identification with the good object; inferiority follows and is proportional to distance from that object, a distance that, in the limit, means rejection of and opposition to that object and to any identification with it.  Domination means control of the danger posed by those who are not identified with the good object, and therefore doubt that it is good.  We must control them so that we can protect the good object, and secure its goodness and the goodness of its world.  But, we must also control them because doing so constitutes control over our own doubt.

The critical, and therefore negative, quality of the doubting self appears to us as an attack on our faith, which can alone keep us whole.   When the unfaithful self is projected onto external objects, the aggression we attribute to it becomes their aggression directed at us, their desire to destroy our faith.  We must now mobilize aggression to protect ourselves against the infidel, notwithstanding the fact that the threat he poses is the threat of connection with our own split off and disavowed faithless selves.  Since the infidel’s rejection of the good object is also our own, the aggression we attribute to him is also our own aggression projected outside and experienced as a threat to us.  The critical, and therefore negative, quality of our doubting self appears to us as an attack on our faith.  We must now mobilize aggression to protect ourselves against the infidel, whose threat to us is the threat of connection with split off and disavowed parts of our selves.  That is, the aggression mobilized against the infidel is deployed for the purpose of maintaining separation from our own doubt.  When aggression is mobilized to prevent integration, it turns toward hate.


Hate differs from other forms of aggression in that while, for the latter, the object is to protect an integrated self from an external danger, for the former the object is to prevent integration of the self.   Aggression and hate then have opposite objectives, one to protect, the other to prevent, integration.  Since thinking integrates the unfaithful self, while belief seeks to disavow it, belief fosters hate.  We will find hatred wherever we find belief, and no matter what the specific doctrine that commands belief.  Thus, even where the content of that doctrine is tolerance of difference, so far as tolerance is considered something about which it is not possible to have doubt, tolerance itself fosters hate.  Because abstract thinking is the enemy of belief, the connection between hatred and belief implies a connection between hate and flight from the abstract to the concrete.  Hatred follows from the equation of the abstract with the concrete, which makes difference a danger to the good object.

Conclusion


Psychically, the struggle of thinking against belief is the struggle of the hope to unite with what is the source of all that is good (God) against the loss of hope.  Uniting with the source of what is good means alienating subjectivity to that source by being obedient to it.  Obedience replaces thinking with belief, and achieves integration not by seeing the universal as the unity of differences, but by eliminating all particulars except one, thus subsuming the universal into the particular.  Hope for the good object means having faith in it; and, to achieve faith, we must have no doubt and see no difference.

Loss of hope may mean despair and a sense that life is not worth living.  When it does, to avoid losing hope we redouble our effort to secure the dominion of the good object in the world, and our obedience to it.  But, loss of hope may have another meaning (Potamianou 59).  It may mean giving up the prospect that we might be pure of faith and worthy of merger with the altogether good object.  Giving up this prospect may lead not to despair, but to acceptance of doubt and difference, and of the implication that our good is not the good, and, therefore, that, in lives other than ours, it is not good.  The struggle between these alternatives is the struggle of modernity against tradition, of man against God, of reason against belief.
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� So far as teaching tolerance is part of a strategy to exert external control over what others think, it depends upon and reinforces the strategy of compliance considered below.  Because it demands and reinforces that strategy, teaching tolerance is an attack on tolerance so far as tolerance is linked to thinking abstractly, as has been suggested here.
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