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NITORUDTCION 

I I It 

Affirmative Actions of Power 

I ti IHI<; IMAGE Bf A l[SSON TO YOU. In fact, think of it as an archive, 

but one that records what typical depositories refuse to document. It's called 

Self-Portrait 2000. The piece is a collage by African American philosopher 

and conceptual artist Adrian Piper. It's made up of two columns and a pic

ture residing at the base. The left column is an excerpt of a letter that Piper, 

a professor in the Department of Philosophy, sent to Diana Chapman Walsh, 

president of Wellesley College from 1993 to 2007. Piper's letrcr reads: 

After having spent nine months at the Getty Research lnstiture in an 

environment supportive of my profe~sional interests and respectful of 

the singularity of my professional needs, I am able to see anew Welles

ley's longscanding hostility tO both. l now realize that my inability to 

extend under these circumsrances the record of professional success 

and personal wellbcmg I had established before I arrived here is not 

due to my own failings, moral dereliction, or lack of motivation. It is 

the consequence of the paralyzing and punitive limitations Wellesley has 

repeatedly imposed, since the first year I arrived, on the anti-racism 

work I have done both on and off campus. Having chosen to hire me 

as Welleseley's only cenured black woman purportedly because of my 

high-profile ant1-rac1sm work in both art and philosophy, Wellesley 

has consistently refused me the institutional support necessitated by 

the high level of public visibility at which I am conducting these two 

ca reers. In consequence it has knowingly saboraged both of them, by 

standing by and watching as I get buried in an unending avalanche of 

visibility-related demands that have made it virtually impossible to pro

duce and publish the anti-racism work it purportedly brought me here 

to do. Wellesley has used my public vi~ibihty to enhance its m11lt1cultured 



lower portion of Adrian Piper, Self Portrait 2000, 2000. Scroll-down 
Web site artwork. Copyright Adrian Piper Research Archive Foundation, 
Berlin. Collection of Adrian Piper Research Archive Foundation, Berlin. 
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public image while in reality actively prevenling me from doing the mul

ticultural work it publicly claims to welcome. 1 

fhe other column in the collage is a poem written to God. While the letter 

to Chapman observes the rhetoric and dispassion of a professional, the 

poem claims an emotional tone fit for more artistic genres: 

Hey, God! 

How come 1 get stuck 

with this 

dumb bunch? 

It sucks 
you goofed bad 

on this sad batch, God 

and you know it 

Where do you think 

you're off to? 

You get back to that lab 

right now and 

shake up those test tubes 

one more rime 
Don't you dare 

turn tail and run 

Screw that 
Big Bang ~hit, God 

You fucked up 

big time, 
now you fix it ... i 

At the feet of the two columns lies a picture of a downed airplane. Barely 

distinguishable as a plane, the only clement that saves it from anonymity 

is the word Piper written on the side. Two white men in hard hats inspect 

the wreckage. In the artist's notes for the exhibit, we learn chat the letter 

to Chapman is part of a larger dossier of grievances, including legal doc

uments against Wellesley as well as word of an appendicitis that Piper suf

fered, presumably because of her working conditions. We also learn that 

the felled plane named Piper is the one in which JFK Jr. died and that the 

Piper Aircraft Company-founded by Piper's great-uncle-owns the plane. 
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\'\'1• .in: also informed that Piper's mother was the upstairs maid in Cape 

( od for JfK Sr. during the early 1960s. 

Several histories arc "'archived" in Self-Portrait 2000. There is the his

tory conjured in that decade known as "the sixties," a period noted for its 

historic promise of minority incorporation into social, political, economic, 

and academic realms. Then there is the historical present evoked in the 

title. As Self-Portrait 2000 is bookended by Piper's mother's employment 

in the Kennedy house in the early sixties and the letter to President Chap

man in 2000, it constellates the features of the contemporary American 

academy by connecting them to the c;ocial formations of the sixties and 

seventies. Puc plainly, we might think of the collage as presenting us with 

an arc that traces a line between past promises of recog111tion and present

day catastrophes. Indeed, by using the letter to Chapman Walsh, the poem 

to God, and Piper's portrait of her own wreckage, the collage seems to 

measure the failure of those promises. That failure- "archived" by the 

collage-goes somewhat like this: An academy that was reborn from the 

protests and agitation of the sixties and seventies was supposed to make 

good on its promise to minorities, in general, and to a black woman artist 

and intellectual, in particular. Humanity was supposed to keep faith with 

that promise and with the people of color co whom the promise was made; 

a life-Adrian Piper's-was supposed to land safe!}' and come co intellec· 

tual and institutional fulfillment. How, then, do we explain chic; disfigure

ment that followed a promise and a chain of supposed ro's? 

The pages that come after this 4uestion represent attempts to answer 

it. One of the questions that the piece raises is this one: in the context of the 

academy, how are modes of power exercised upon the daily lives of minori

tized subjects and knowledges and how was that exercise prepared for in 

histories that are supposedly no more? One of the things that the piece 

points to in its letter to a college president, its poem to the divinity, and a 

picture of a minoritized life brought down tO ruin is the ways in which 

that life is caught within a new configuration of power, a configuration 

whose climax is preceded by courtship, invitation, and acknowledgment. 

Hence, I choose to read Self-Portrait 2000 as a meditation on this new 

configuration. In it is a complex history of the ways in which technologies 

of power began to work with and through difference in order to manage its 

insurgent possibilities. When Piper writes, for instance, that Wellesley has 

"sabotaged" the antiracist artistic and philosophical work that the college 
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"purportedly" brought her there to do, she engages the very chronology 

1hat this book is interested in-an insurgent articulation of difference begun 
111 che sixties because of and with the U.S. student movements and the sub

M'quent institutionalization of modes of difference and the undertheorized 

t l'drnologies that this institutionalization wrought. 
Despite all that we think we know about difference and power via post

qructuralism, Self-Portrait 2000-read as the archive of the attempts to 

manage the student movements and their outcomes-divulges a story not 

l .tptured in the taken-for-granted analytics of Foucault, Derrida, Lacan, 

Lyotard, or their descendants. Typical poststructuralist and postmarxist 

theorizations leave out the student movements that yielded the interdisci

plinary fields. As thi~ book will illustrate, a theorization that takes seri

ously their historical and discursive impacts is crucial to understanding 

not only the changes within the American academy but also the ideologi

cal and discursive shifts that informed power's clutch on state, capital, and 

!.Ocial life in the post-civil rights world. 

The history of the U.S. ethnic and women's studies protests presents the 

transition from economic, epistemological, and political stability to the pos

sibility for revolutionaq social ruptures and subjectivities. For instance, 

the San Francisco State student strikes of 1969 advocated a "Third World 

revolution" that would displace and provide an alternative to racial in

equality on that campus. That same year, 269 similar protests erupted 

across the country.' At Rutgers, black students took over the main educa

tional building, renaming it "Liberation Hall." At the University of Texas 

at Austin, a student organization called Afro Americans for l~lack Libera

tion "insisted on converting the Lyndon B. Johnson Presidential Library 

to a black studies building and renaming it for Malcolm X. "4 Inspired by 

the black power movement, Chicano students would also form "the United 

Mexican American Students, the Mexican American Student Associa

tion, and MECha, Movimiento F..studiantil Chicano de Aztl:in, while oth

ers in San Antonio founded the Mexican American Youth Organization, 

MAYO. "5 Those students would also begin to demand Chicano studies 

courses and departments. Similarly, in 1969 American Indian activists 

took over Alcatraz Island and claimed it as Indian territory, with hopes of 

building a cultural center and museum.6 And in 1970, the first women's 

studies programs would be established at San Diego Stace University and 

at SUNY-Buffalo. 
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While the state governments in California and Wisconsin called out the 

National Guard on students advocating for ethnic studies, systems of power 
also responded to these protests by attempting to manage that transition, 
in an attempt to prevent economic, epistemological, and political crises 
from achieving revolutions that could redistribute social and material 
relations. Instead, those systems would work to ensure that these crises 
were recomposed back into state, capital, and academy. Whereas modes 
of power once disciplined difference in the universalizing names of canon
icity, nationality, or economy, other operations of power were emerging 

that would discipline through a seemingly alternative regard for difference 
and through a revision of the canon, national identity, and the market. 

This theorization of power converges with and diverges from Foucault's 
own observations, converging with him through an emphasis on the strate
gic nature of power relations. For instance, recall his argument about ' 
power in the first volume of The History of Sexuality, where he argues for 

power's "intentional and nonsubjective" nature.7 According to Foucault, 
whatever intelligibility power relations may possess, it "is not because they 
are the effect of another instance that 'explains' them, but rather because 
they are imbued, through and through, with calculation."8 Elaborating on 
the strategic but nonindividualized character of power, Foucault wrote that 
"there is no power that is exercised without a series of aims and objec
tives. But this does not mean it results from the choice or decision of an 
individual subject. "9 

The Reorder of Things builds on this element of Foucault's theorization 
by looking at how state, capital, and academy saw minority insurgence as 
a site of calculation and strategy, how those institutions began to sec 
minority difference and culture as positivities that could be part of their 
own "series of aims and objectives." As formations increasingly character
ized by the presence of minority difference, state, capital, and academy-in 

different but intersecting ways-began to emerge as hegemonic processes 
that were "especially alert and responsive to the alternatives and opposi
tions which fqucstionedj or lthreatened their] dominance."10 Hence, this 
book looks at the diverse but interlocking ways in which state, capital, 
and academy produced an adaptive hegemony where minority difference 
was concerned. 

In keeping with Foucault, the book eschews an individualized notion 

of power, preferring instead to regard power as a complex and multisited 
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,m;ia l formation. Rather than being embodied in an individual or a group, 
power-Foucault says-is a set of relations in which "the logic is perfectly 

l lt·tir, the aims decipherable, and yet it is often the case that no one is there 
10 have invented them, and few who can be said to have formulated them." ll 
111 this book, the impersonal nature of power is derived from the ways in 
which hegemonic investments in minority difference and culture are distrib
uted across institutional and subjective terrains during and after the period 
of social unrest, terrains such as universities and colleges, corporations, 

'ocial movements, media, and state practices. 
The book also uses the category "power" in the spirit of Foucault's own 

implicit belief that complex situations deserve a name. Even though the 
11ame is ill-fitting, it is the "closest fwel can get to it." 12 Addressing the cat
.u:hrcsis called power, Foucault says, "power establishes," "power invests," 
"power takes hold. " 13 Furthermore, in his description of biopower, he 
writes, "Power would no longer be dealing simply with legal subjects over 

whom the ultimate dominion was death, but with living beings, and the 
mastery it would be able to exercise over them would have to be applied to 
the level of life itself."14 For Foucault, power becomes like a character in 
.1 story, a code name for the "multiplicity of force relations." 15 Like Fou
cault, I use power as shorthand for a plurality of relations, arguing that if 
power is the "name that one attributes to a complex strategical situation in 
n particular society," 16 then power in the age of minority social movements 

becomes the new name for calculating and arranging minority difference. 
While The Reorder of Things attempts to rigorously attend to how 

dominant modes of power in the post-World War II moment utilized 
minority difference, the book does not reduce the "the political and cul
tural initiatives" of the social movements-those grand champions of 
minority culture-to the terms of hegemony. Indeed, as part of its own 
nrchival investigation, the book attempts to unearth those elements of the 

social movements that were antagonistic to the terms of hegemony, giving 
attention to how university and presidential administrations in the sixties 
attempted to beguile minorities with promises of excellence and uplift. Thus, 
as part of its investigation of the changing networks of power, the book 
analyzes how dominant institutions attempted to reduce the initiatives of 

oppositional movements to the terms of hegemony. 
This book diverges from Foucault as it takes racial formations as the 

genealogy of power's investment in various forms of minority difference 
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and culture while extending Foucault's emphasis on the productive-and 

not simply the repressive-capacities of power. From the social movements 

of the fifties and sixties until the present day, networks of power have at

tempted to work through and with minority difference and culture, trying 

to redirect originally insurgent formations and deliver them to the norma

tive ideals and protocols of state, capital, and academy. In this new strategic 

situation, hegemonic power denotes the disembodied and abstract promo

tion of minority representation without fully satisfying the material and 

social redistribution of minoritized subjects, particularly where people of 

color are concerned. One of the central claims of this book, then, is that 

the struggles taking place on college campuses because of the student pro

tests were inspirations for power in that moment, inspiring it to substitute 
redistribution for representation, indeed encouraging us to forget how rad

ical movements promoted the inseparability of the two. 

As such, this book attempts to revise a reigning assumption about the 

academy-that as a social institution, it is always secondary co and deriv

ative of state and capital. Instead, I hope to demonstrate the ways in which 

power enlisted the academy and things academic as conduits for convey

ing unprecedented forms of political economy to state and capital, forms 

that would be based on an abstract-rather than a redistribucive-valori

zation of minority difference and culture. As the book deploys the acad

emy as a way co re-know state and capital as interlocutors with rather 

than determinants of American university life, the book does not look for 

power "in the primary existence of a central point, in a unique sovereignty 

from which secondary and descendant forms would emanate." 1 Instead, 

it discerns relations of power in their most dispersed associations with 

minority difference. As a text that understands oppositional formations as 

both critical and solicitous of power, The Reorder of Things understands 

the institutions that attempt to recycle those formations as contradictory 

ones that harbor the elements of their own negation. 

To Reckon with Kant's Trickery: Materialist Critique and the 
Relocation of the Academy 

The dominant means of approaching the question of the academy has been 

to read it as a derivation of capitalist economic formations. Hence, we talk 

about the academy in terms of the "corporate university," the "neoliberal 
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university," the "knowledge factory," and ~o on. With all that these ex

pressions tell us about the ways in which the academy understands and 

,1r11culates its relationship ro knowledge, students, and faculty, they presume 

11 flow of influence that the student movements seem to contradict. Indeed, 

the diverse social formations that made up the U.S. student movements 

'uggesc that the academy is not simpl} an entity that socializes people into 

the ideologies of political economy. In man} ways, those movements point 

to an institution that socializes state and capital into emergent articula

tions of difference. Framed as ~uch, the antirac1M and feminist movements 

.ind the changes that they inspired in the American academy constitute a 

l11story that compels us to once again think the limits of economic narra

tives in theorizations of power. 

Tn Eyes of the University, Jacques Derrida locates the genealogy of chis 

derivation within Immanuel Kant's The Conflict of the Faculties. Inspired 

hy Kant, Derrida argues that the university has been constituted by a series 

of analogies, a constitution in which "one would treat knowledge a little 

like in industry ... ; professors would be like trustees ... ; together they 

would form a kind of essence or collective scholarly entity that would have 

1ts won autonomy. " 18 The presumed autonomy of the university reaches 

its limit once the university has to transact with the public sphere. As Der

rida states, "When, however, the issue is one of creating public cities of 

wmpetence, or of legitimating knowledge, or of producing the public effects 

of this ideal autonomy then, at that point, the university is no longer 

authorized by itself. It is authorized ... by a nonuniversity instance or 

agency-here, by the Scace-and according to criteria no longer necessar

ily and in the final analysis those of the scientific competence, but those of 

a certain per(ormativity. " 19 Hence, for Derrida, the university must per

form a certain degree of responsibility to students (i.e., "the young") and 

to the interests of the state. Derrida thus seems to reinforce the academy's 

subordinate relationship to the state and civil society. 

While using his analysis of The Conflict of the Faculties to point to the 

university's historic identification with political and economic institutions, 

Derrida fails to unpack the full implications of the university's (and Kane's) 

performance of deference. While the university and Kant may perform an 

unadulterated responsibility to the state and the king of Prussia, that per

formance camouflages its manipulation of the state and the king in a veneer 

of sincere obedience and submission. This tension between sincerity and 



10 Introduction 

manipulation engenders a c;ubtle contradiction within The Conflict of the 

Faculties. For instance, while Kane prominently argues for rhe university's 

role as the vassal of the state, he also theorizes the university as the indoc

trinator of the future agenrs and architects of civil society. In his explana

tion of the "lower faculties" - that is, that division of the faculty that "looks 

::ifter che interests of science"lO-he writes: 

It is absolutely essenti::il that the learned community at the university 
also contain a faculty that is independent of the government's com
mand with regard to its te::ichings; one that, h::iving no command to 
give, is free to evaluate everything, and concerns itself with the interests 
of the sciences, that is, \\ ith rruth: one in which reason 1~ authorized to 
speak publicly. For without a faculty of this kind, the truth would not 
come to light (and th13 would he to the government's own dctrimcnt).21 

Kant's theorization of the lower faculties is deliberately full of ironies. To 

begin with, the lower faculties arc simultaneously subordinate and inde

pendent, impotent and endowed. Throughout the passage and the text, 

one gets the sense chat rhe lower faculties are the model of restraint and 

abstention-a faculty possessing "no command to give." Theorizing the 

lower faculty in chis way was doubtless a reassurance to King Frederick 

William Tl, who was quite nervous about the teachings and arguments of 

Enlightenment enthusiasts.22 To this argument about che lower faculties' 

restraint and impotence, Kant attaches what appears to be a contradictory 
pronouncement-the lower faculties' far-reaching powers of evaluation. 

While the higher faculties can issue commands to its agents-the clerics, 

lawyers, and theologians-the lower faculties ostensibly have no constit

uency to command, but they have an intellectual and cthic::il obligation to 

evaluate. Jn doing so, Kant hides the lower faculties' interpretative and 

evaluative prowess by strategically constructing evaluat ion and interpre

tation as modest and unobtrusive endeavors. As Kant says, '·reason is by 

its nature free and admits of no command to hold something as true (no 

imperative 'Believe!' but only a free 'I believe'). " 2J To ~ubmit to the lower 

faculty is to surrender to truth, and in this surrender there is no subjuga

tion, only freedom. 

We can see the contradictory and surreptitious articulation of the lower 

faculties in Kant's theorization of that ideal that comes to characterize this 
division-truth: 
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But a department of this kind, coo, must be established at a university; 
in ocher words, a univers1ry must have a faculty of philosophy. lrs func
tion in relation to the three higher faculties [medicine, law, and theol
ogy] is to control them and, in this way, be useful to them, since truth 
(che essencial and first condition of learning in general) is the main 
rhing, whereas the utility the higher faculties promise the government 
is of secondary importance.24 

111 keeping with the contradicrory nature of the lower faculties, to be con

t rolled by the lower faculties and regulated by the truth-a control and reg

ul.ttion that Kant must conceal- represents the horizon of what is useful and 

dfecrive for the higher faculties and for government. This control and regu

Lwon will allow the higher faculties to produce students who are themselves 

so regulated, students who will go on to become the officials and agents of 

state and civil society and who will proceed to "create a lasting influence on 

the people." Contrary tO the idea that the lower faculties internalize the ele

ments of a preexistent and fully formed state, the lower faculties internalize 

the interests of government only after they have articulated those interests for 

rhe state and its constituents. Contrary to the presumption that the academy 

is a mere reflection and derivation of state and ci\'il society, Kant suggests 

here that the academy-as the laboratory that produces truth and political 

economy's relation to it-is a primary articulator of state and civil society. 

The student movements of the sixties and seventies represent both a por

tion and a disruption of this genealogy. They point roan academic moment 

that helped to rearciculate the nature of state and capita l, a moment in 

which truth as the ideal of the university and the mediator of state and civil 

society was joined by difference in general, and minoritized difference in 

particular. Moreover, the academy became the "training ground" for state 

and capital's engagement with minority difference as a site of representa

tion and meaning. 

A historical and theoretical reconsideration of the interdisciplinary fields 

means displacing the economic and its thesis that the academy is a mere 

reflection or derivation of political economy. In terms of this narrative of 

reflection and derivation, we are the inheritors of a philosopher's deception, 

the children of a ruse. The extent to which we accept the academy and things 

academic as the designs of the economic is the measure of our dependence 

on this trick secured through a rhetoric of impotence and remove. 



12 Introduction 

The modern Western academy was created as the repository and guar

antor of national culture as well as a cultivator and innovator of political 

economy. As such, the academy is an archive of sorts, whose technologies

or so the theory goes-are constantly refined to acquire the latest innovation. 

As an archiving institution, the academy is-to use Derrida's description 

of the archive- "institutive and conservative. Revolutionary and traditional. 

An eco-nomic archive in this double sense: it keeps, it puts in reserve, it 

saves, but in an unnatural fashion, that is to say in making the law {nomos) 

or in making people respect the law."25 The academy has always been an 

eco-nomic domain; that is, it has simultaneously determined who gets 

admitted while establishing the rules for membership and participation. 

In the context of the post-World War II United States, the American 

academy can be read as a record of the shifts and contradictions of polit

ical economy. Indeed, with the admission of women and people of color 

into predominantly white academic settings, the eco-nomic character of 

the American academy did not simply vanish. The academy would begin 

to put, keep in reserve, and save minoritized subjects and knowledges in 

an archival fashion, that is, by devising ways to make those subjects and 

knowledges respect power and its "laws." Put differently, the ethnic and 

women's studies movements applied pressures on the archival conventions 

of the academy in an effort to stretch those conventions so that previously 

excluded subjects might enjoy membership. But it also meant that those 

subjects would fall under new and revised laws. As a distinct archival 

economy, the American academy would help inform the archival agendas 

of state and capital-how best to institute new peoples, new knowledges, 

and cultures and at the same time discipline and exclude those subjects 

according to a new order. 

This was the moment in which power would hone its own archival econ

omy, producing formulas for the incorporation rather than the absolute 

repudiation of difference, all the while refining and perfecting its practices 

of exclusion and regulation. This is the time when power would restyle its 

archival propensities by dreaming up ways to affirm difference and keep 

it in hand. Ethnic studies and women's studies movements were the proto

typical resources of incorporative and archival systems of power that re

invented themselves because of civil rights and liberation movements of 

the fifties, sixties, and seventies. Part of the signature achievements of these 

affirmative modes of power was to make the pursuit of recognition and 
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l1·g1timacy into formidable horizons of pleasure, insinuating themselves into 

1.1d1cal politics, trying to convince insurgents that "your dreams are also 

1111 ne. " 

By excavating the social movements, we may be able to chart the emer

g1·11ce of this new kind of archival economy that transformed academic, 

political, economic, and social life from the late sixties and beyond. More

over, focusing on the social movements and the denominations of inter

d1~ciplinary forms that emerged from them might allow us to produce a 

rnunterarchive detailing the ways in which power worked through the 

" recognition" of minoritized histories, cultures, and experiences and how 

power used that "recognition" to resecure its status. The histories of inter

disciplinary engagements with forms of difference represent a conflicted 

.ind contradictory negotiation with this horizon of power. Seen this way, 

we must entrust the interdisciplines with a new charge, that of assessing 

power's archival techniques and maneuvers. As Self-Portrait 2000 suggests, 

the involution of marginal differences and the development of the inter

disciplines, broadly conceived, denoted the elaboration of power rather 

than the confirmation that our "liberty" had been secured. \Y/e must make 

it our business to critically deploy those modes of difference that have 

become part of power's trick and devise ways to use them otherwise. 
The influence that the student movements had on institutional life within 

the United States points to a need to assess the streams of the academy 

within political economy. If state and particularly capital needed the acad

emy to reorient their sensibilities toward the affirmation of difference

that is, to complete the constitutional project of the United States and 

begin to resolve the contradictions of social exclusion-then it also meant 

that the academy became the laboratory for the revalorization of modes 

of difference. 

This changing set of representations, the institutions that organized 

themselves around that set, and the modes of power that were compelled 

by and productive of those transformations are what we are calling the 

interdisciplines. The interdisciplines were an ensemble of institutions and 

techniques that offered positivities to populations and constituencies that 

had been denied institutional claims to agency. Hence, the interdisciplines 

connoted a new form of biopower organized around the affirmation, recog

nition, and legitimacy of minoritized life. To offset their possibility for future 

ruptures, power made legitimacy and recognition into grand enticements. 
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111 d11111g ,11, lhl'Y would become power's newest techniques for the taking 

111 difkn•tH.l'. What the students often offered as radical critiques of insti-

1111 io11;1I belonging would be turned into various institutions' confirmation. 

As a critique of institutional belonging, Self-Portrait 2000 grapples with 

the potential malignancies of recognition. Indeed, the collage narrates a 

transition-that is, the shift from the figure of Western man as the basis 

of agency and representation to that of minoritized cultures, subjects, and 

differences as contenders in the quest for acceptance, nonnativity and law

fulness. But through its substitution of a plane crash for an actual portrait 

of Piper, the piece refuses any humanist celebration of Man's minoritized 

replacements. Never giving us a picture of minoritized people or one of 

Piper, the piece withholds the visage of the very figures that the moment 

and the collage were supposed to represent. In Self-Portrait 2000, the insti

tutiona I and artistic forms that are supposedly best equipped for represent

ing people in general, and minoritized people in particular-the state, the 

academy, the portrait- arc utterly incapable of representing those subjects 

and can offer only a wrecked depiction instead. Tn doing so, Self-Portrait 
2000 refuses the affirmations that constitute minority nationalisms. 

We might contrast the absence of a biographical image in Self-Portrait 
2000 with revolutionary and cultural nationalisms' presumption that they 

can make institutional, state, and administrative forms in their own image. 

lndeed, we can think of various cultural and revolutionary nationalist proj

ects as attempts to stamp their own visages upon institutional contexts. 

Such attempts are not idiosyncratic or insignificant but conventional and 

definitive for minority nationalisms. In the context of the sixties and sev

enties, such attempts were not only expressed in terms of the fabled take

over of the state form but in terms of epistemological, administrative, and 

institutional reflection as well-ostensibly launched by the actual takeover 

of academic buildings and the erection of departments, centers, and pro

grams. The triumphant and anticolonial slogan of "Massa day done" ap

plied, then, not only to the state but to other modern institutions as well, 

particularly the academy. 

Self-Portrait 2000 refutes this fable of reflection that posits dominant 

institutions as potential mirrors for minority culture and difference. Instead, 

the collage seems to suggest that institutions-if mirrors at all-are ones that 

can offer only dim likenesses. In this way, we might read Self-Portrait 2000 
as a rebuttal co the boasts of institutions, that in their archival capacities 
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they can adequately reflect minoritizcd culnires and differences. We may 

H<> even further and say that Self-Portrait 2000 exhibits and expresses the 

aitical possibilities of minority cultural forms, particularly in post-civil 

rights moments. By "critical possibilities" I mean the potential of those 

rnltural forms to offer accounts of institutional modes-not simply the 

disfranchisements and betrayals of institutions, but also the rules of inclu

'ion and the anatomies of recognition and legitimacy; not simply how we 

.ue entrapped, but also how we might achieve provisional forms of free

dom and insurgency. 

As a critical formation, powerful strains of women-of-color feminism 

have historically offered a critical suspicion to bourgeois, cultural, and rev

olutionary nationalist desires for recognition and institutional legitimacy. 

Indeed, women-of-color feminists have often theorized minority nation

alisms not as formations insulated from state nationalism but as ironically 

entwined with its ideologies and discourses. Plainly put, such interven

tions have sought to discern the institutional models at play in minority 

nationalisms. 

In a similar gesture, Jacques Derrida offers a reading of cultural forms 

as records and articulators of institutional practices and logics. Again, in 

Eyes of the University, he writes: 

with students and the research community, in every operation we pursue 
together (a reading, an interpretation, the construction of a theoretical 

model, the rhetoric of an argumentation, the treatment of historical 
material, and even a mathemacical formaltzacion), we posit or acknowl

edge that an institutional concept is at play, a type of contract signed, 
an image of the ideal seminar constructed, a socius implied, repeated, 
or displaced, invented, transformed, threatened, or destroyed. An insti
tution is not merely a few walls or some outer structures surrounding, 
protecting, guaranteeing, or restricting the freedom of our work; it is 
also and already the structure of our interpretation.26 

Here Derrida points to the fact that institutions arc not simply things that 

are embodied externally in the form of buildings and paperwork. Institu

tions arc also modes of interpretation chat are embodied materially, discur

sively, and subjectively, modes offering visions of community and communal 

engagement. Commenting on the interpretative and textual aspects of 

institutions, Derrida goes on to say that 
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[the] intcrprerntion of a theorem, poem, or philosopheme, or theolo
geme ii. only produced by simultaneously proposing an institutional 
model, either by consolidating an existing one that enables the interpre

tation, or by constituting a new one in accordance with this incerpre 
cation. Declared or clandestine, this proposal calls for the politics of a 
communiry of interpreters gathered around this text, and at the same 
time of a global society, a civil society with or without a State, a veri
table regime enabling the inscription of that community.27 

Derrida's argument about the simultaneity of institution-building and 

hermcncutical practices accurately suggests the place of interpretation and 

textuality in institutional struggle. Institutions are the outcome and loca

tions of imagined communities, with interpretative modes representing 

the brick and mortar of those imaginations. 

The ethnic and women's movements moved to the heart of this rela

tionship between institutionality and textuality. Indeed, the admission of 

women a11d people of color into predominantly white universities and col

leges forced new modes of interpretation and new institutional visions 

within the American academy. At the same time, the student movements 

and student demands had to negotiate with and appeal to prevailing insti

tutional structures. The student movements of the sixties and seventies 

constituted and inspired interpretative communities that would propose 

institutional models that were both disruptive and recuperative of exic;ting 

institutions. In sum, the relationship between institutionality and textu

ality accounted for a constitutive contradiction within the student move

ments-their simultaneous estrangement from and appeals to institutional 

power. 

We can actually situate Self-Portrait 2000 within this critical geneal

ogy.Self-Portrait 2000 tries to delineate the overlapping institutional mod

els that have come to characterize the post-civil rights moment. The collage 

asks us to rethink the presumption that the major institutions of civil soci

ety-the academy, the state, and capital -have fostered institutional con

cept!> that protect and shelter minoritized differences and cultures. Lt asks 

us to consider how those differences and cultures have been archived in 

power's newest arrangement and how they have attempted to close critical 

universes established in the name of new formations around race, gender, 

and sexuality. 
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1\, a piece that worries over the relationship between the institutional 

111.! the interpretative and how it bears on minoritized lives, Self-Portrait 
.lOllO actually bears the properties of minority culcural forms and practices 

111 >;rncral. As the genealogical issue of those contradictions that inhered 

w11hin the student movements, minoritized cultural forms and practices 

11' pn:senc both an aspiration to and estrangement from processes of 

trt hivizarion, institutionalilation, and profcssionalization. Indeed, chis book 

lltt·mpts to provide a theorization of minority cultural forms and prac-

11~l'' as expressions of complex relationships between institutionality and 

tt··..tuality in the post-civil rights moment. 

We need a critical itinerary that can outline and interrogate the consti-

1 unve contradictions of minoritized formation~ in the years after the sixties 

,ocial movements, contradictions that have to do with the simultaneous 

identifications with and antagonisms to the institutional embodiments of 

power, a deconstructive meditation that can assess power's calculus as one 

that both estranges and entices. We also need analytic models that will 
help us imagine ways to maneuver taken-for-granted contradictions so 

that their economies are not constantly tilted toward identification but 

move in the direction of disidentification and on to more sustained em

bodiments of oppositionality. 

We need to retain and elaborate an awareness of the contradictory 

nature of modes of difference as a way to c;imultaneously appreciate and 

evaluate our radical vulnerability and as a means of imagining strategics 

of intervention. Oppositional critiques of difference run the risk of a total

izing depiction of power's relationship to difference. Such a risk demands 

that we theorize the institutionalization of minority difference away from 

what philosopher Jacques Rancicre calls "the space of consensus" within 

various schools of critical thought. Defining rhis "space of consensus," he 

writes: "there is a whole school of so-called critical thought and art that, 

despite its oppositional rhetoric, is entirely integrated within the space of 

consensus. I'm thinking of all those works that pretend to reveal to us the 

omnipotence of market flows, the reign of the spectacle, the pornography 

of power. "28 Accordingly, consensus assumes a policing quality once it abol

ishes "dissensus," that "political process that resists juridical li tigation 

and creates a fissure in the sensible order by confronting the established 

framework of perception, thought, and action with the 'inadmissible."'29 

Noting the ways in which critical formations arc vulnerable to becoming 
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disciplinary apparatuses, he argues that "[by] abolishing dissensus and plac

ing a ban on political subjectivization, consensus reduces politics to the 
police." 10 

Critiques of the university that presume the derivative nature of the 

academy from the economy implicitly and unconsciously place a ban on 

modes of difference as sites of political subjectivization. They become spaces 

of consensus as they dismiss minority culture and minority difference as 

formations completely overwhelmed and determined by commodity cu l

ture, whether within or outside the academy. Such stances disqualify minor

ity difference and minority culture as potential sites of dissensus with the 

potential to create fissures and to make room for the inadmissible. 

Given the flexibility of minority difference, ours must be an ongoing 

experimentation with the ruptural possibilities of modes of difference. The 

Reorder of Things is, therefore, a provocation to not only evaluate the vul

nerabilities of sixties social movements and the interdisciplinary formations 

that they inspired but also "develop modes of analyses which ... are capa

ble of discerning, in good faith, the finite but significant openness of many 

actual initiatives and contributions. "31 Such an investigation requires thnt 

we find ways to slip away from the archival maneuvers of power/knowl

edge, recognizing that power's archival advance is ever encroaching. The 

context of power/knowledge might be the occasion for interdisciplinarity's 

revival rather than its demise. The possibility for a generative inquiry into 

institutionality lies in the interrogation of those relationships between te.x

tuality and institutionality and what they reveal abouc the co-constitutive 

anatomies of institutional belonging and minoritized subject formations. As 

a letter frames a plane crash, so the academic frames our social predicament. 

In doing so, che collage suggests the means by which minority difference 

is brought into regimes of representation and fundamentally reconstitutes 

them. This examination is the business of a critical interdisciplinarity. 

So, this is what inspires me to tell you not to forsake this image and 

the lessons that it bears. Some will see this picture and become like that 

Watcher who "turns his eyes away in resignation" as his dreams arc 

mocked to death by power and institutions, his cynicism validated by his 

experience of the facts. Others-not beholden to any breed of positiv

ism-will take its cautions to mind and heart, crofting deeds and working 

up visions that arc in the institution but not of it, knowing that the dream 

is still the truth. 

O N E 
OEN 
EON 
NO 

The Birth of the lnterdisciplines 

11 WF THINK OF THE ARClllVL not simply as an inscicucion but as a social 

l1111nacion, we might say that the United Stntes is the archival nation par 

l'Xlcllence. In Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression, Derrida argues that 

tlw word archive is derived from the Greek arkheion, which was under

'tood to be the residence of "those who commanded. " 1 The archive was 

till' house where official documents-no matter their heterogeneity-were 

filed and entrusted to speak and impose the law.2 As archives provided 

homes for chose documents, they placed them under certain jurisdictions, 

not only consigning them to prescribed areas but also gathering them 

under certain sets of meanings. Thus, in the archive a diverse assemblage 

of documents were coordinated so that they might articulate an ideal unity. 

Whatever diversity those documents possessed, whatever secrets they might 

lOntain would have to be managed so that the ideal of the archive would 

be preserved rather than ruined;1 archives represented the places to put 

those documents and the regimes that would discipline chem. 

As an archival entity, the United States is simultaneously the fabled 

home that promises to put different peoples in their rightfu l places and the 

infamous regime that disciplines in the name of freedom. As such, it em

bodies the quintessential properties of all archives. Indeed, the motto "e 

pluribus unum" (one out of many) expresses, as literary scholar W. C. Har

ris observes, both the identity and che experiment of the U.S. nation-state, 

an experiment that harks back to Greek philosophical thought, one that 

attempts to resolve the imperative of unity with the reality of heterogeneity. 

For Harris, this experiment finds unprecedented momentum in the social, 

cultural, and political contexts of the nineteenth-century United States, a 

momentum that gains footing and speed in those documents that first made 


