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fore thought out. Read, in the chapter “La Terre i tous promise”
[“The Land Promised to Everybody”], the pages on the rights of the
Palestinians and the fact of Israel: all the changes of lighting that
are triggered by new evenls or vicissitudes happen through resur-
gences of former lights and shades: those of long-gone Blida and
Algeria.

Impossible, as one turns these pages, not to think of Maurice
Merleau-Ponty’s teaching and of what was for him the essential
philosophical task: never to consent to being completely comfort-
able with one’s own presuppositions. Never to let them fall peace-
fully asleep, but also never to believe that a new fact will suffice to
overturn them; never to imagine that one can change them like
arbitrary axioms, remembering that in order to give them the nec-
essary mobility one must have a distant view, but also look at what
is nearby and all around oneself. To be very mindful that everything
one perceives is evident only against a familiar and little-known
horizon, that every certainty is sure only through the support of a
ground that is always unexplored. The most fragile instant has its
roots. In that lesson, there is a whole ethic of sleepless evidence
that does not rule out, far from it, a rigorous economy of the True
and the False; but that is not the whole story.

NOTES
1 Moses Mendelssohn, “Uber die Frage: Was ist Aufkliren?” Berlinsche Monatsshrift, 4.5 (Sept.
1784}, pp. 193-200. Immanuel Kant, “Beantwortung der Frage: Was ist Aufkldrung?” Berlin-

sche Monatsshrift, 4.6 (Dec. 1784), pp. 49104
2 This review of Jean Daniel’s Ere des ruptures (Paris: Grasset, 1979) appeared in Le Nouvel
Observateur in April 197g. [eds.]

USELESS TO REVOLT?*

i i € are ready to die in thousands to make the shah leave,”

Iranians were saying last year. And the Ayatollah these days: “Let
Iran bleed so the revolution will be strong.”

There is a strange echo between these phrases that seem con-
nected. Does the horror of the second condemn the intoxication of
the first?

Revolts belong to history. But, in a certain way, they escape from
it. The impulse by which a single individual, a group, a minority,
or an entire people says, “I will no longer obey,” and throws the
risk of their life in the face of an authority they consider unjust
seems 10 me to be something irreducible. Because no authority is
capable of making it utterly Impossible: Warsaw will always have
its ghetto in revolt and its sewers crowded with rebels. And because
the man who rebels is finally inexplicable; it takes a wrenching-
away that interrupts the flow of history, and its long chains of rea-
sons, for a man to be able, “really,” to prefer the risk of death io
the certainty of having to obey. T

- All'the forms of éstablished or demanded freedom, all the rights

that one asserts, even in regard to the seemingly least important
things, no doubt have a last anchor point there, one more solid and
closer to experience than “natural rights.” If societies persist and
live, that is, if the powers that be are not “utterly absolute,” it is
because, behind all the submissions and coercions, beyond the
threats, the violence, and the intimidations, there is the possibility
of that moment when life can no longer be bought, when the au-
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thorities can no longer do anythingl, and when, facing the galiows
ine s, people revoli. -
ang;f;l:ug:ea:}ilg aftlem thug “outside history” and in hl-stf)ry, bec:ﬁfﬁ
everyone stakes his life, and his death, on t!lB}I' p(-)351b1]1ty, 9nn e
derstands why uprisings have so easily found their ex_pres_sm » and
their drama in religious forms. Promises of t.'!le aﬂerhfel, tl'.:ﬂ:le e
newal, anticipation of the savior or -the i:ng:;e c(:fnt::;u :l:d vgém
i oodness—for centuries a .
:Ezgfe]?;igﬁzefogrm allowed, not an ideological costume but the very
iencing revolts. _
Wa’%‘rh(fneis;r;ethe agge of “revolution.” For two hu1.1dred y_ears ;Inu(si»
idea overshadowed history, organized our Perce-ptlon of tm&e,m nd
polarized people’s hopes. it constituted a glgant}c Efﬁ?I"E 10 omem
ticate revolts within a rational and controllable hlStO.I'y. it gave e
a legitimacy, separated their good forms fI:OIIl 1_:he1r ba:ﬁ ;;'la;ls g
fined the laws of their unfolding; it set their l?nor conditio t, o
jectives, and ways of being carried to completion. Even a. st; u o
the professional revolutionary was defined: By tl}ﬂS repf;tlt'lab mg1 "
volt, people have aspired to make its .truth mamft?st and to b fa
to its real end. A marvelous and formldz?b.le promise. SOI:lhe djmen}:
that the revolt was colonized in Realpolitik. Otpers that t(;l en-
sion of a rational history has been opened to- it. I prefer edE‘But
and rather feverish question that Maxgortl;ll}sug’er once posed:
is this revolution really such a desirable g? )
° ﬂTlllli l:nigma of revolts. For anyone. who did not look fo:i thlet Ouﬂrll(;
derlying reasons” for the movement in Iran was but at_teél tVelm e
way in which it was e:xperient;edil fordanglxno:;; :;rh:r)l ;::lleandowomen
at was going on in the neads 0 !
3:7?11;;11 vtf:ay were grisking their lives, one thing was stnkmgd Tt‘llll;jz-
inscribed their humiliations, their hatred for the regime, a;ll thetr
resolve to overthrow it at the bounds of heaven and _eart s mmi‘
envisioned history that was religious just as much as it was pone,S
cal. They confronted the Pahlavis, in a contest vv:here (;f;:nryzn o
life was on the line, but where it was also a question ot.' e !
sacrifices and promises. So that the famous demons_tratmns, v:l e
played such an important role, could at the same time res;pof on
an effective way to the threat from the army (to the.a eXt;;ld o peal
alyzing it), follow the rhythm of religious cerem-omes, alzlpsied
to a timeless drama in which the secular power is always acc .
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This stariling superimposition produced, in the middle of the twen-
tieth century, a movement strong enough to overthrow an appar-
ently well-armed regime while being close to old dreams that the
West had known in times past, when people atiempted to inscribe
the figures of spirituality on political ground.

Years of censorship and persecution, a political class kept under

tutelage, parties outlawed, revolutionary groups decimated: where

~else but in religion could support be found for the disarray, then
the rebellion, of a population traumatized by “development,” “re-
form,” “urbanization,” and all the other failures of the regime?
True. But should one have expecled the religious element to
quickly move aside in favor of forces that were more real and ide-
ologies that were less “archaic”? Undoubtedly not, and for several
reasons.

First there was the rapid success of the movement, reconfirming
it in the form it had just taken. There was the institutional solidity
of a clergy whose sway over the population was strong, and whose
political ambitions were vigorous. There was the whole context of
the Islamic movement: with the sirategic positions it occupies, the
economic keys which Muslim countries hold, and its own expan-
sionary force over two continents, it constitutes an intense and
complex reality all around Iran. With the resuit that the imaginary
contents of the revolt did not dissipate in the broad daylight of the
revolution. They were immediately transposed to a political scene
that seemed fully prepared to receive them but was actually of a
completely different nature. This scene contained a blend of the
most important and the most atrocious elements: the formidable
hope of making Islam into a great civilization once again, and forms
of virulent xenophobia; global stakes and regional rivalries. Along
with the problem of imperialisms and the subjugation of women,
and so on.

The Iranian movement did not come under that “law” of revo-
lutions which brings to visibility, so it would seem, the tyranny lurk-
ing within them, beneath the blind enthusiasm. What constituted
the most internal and the most intensely experienced part of the
uprising bore directly on an overloaded political chesshoard. But
this contact was not an identity. The spirituality which had meaning
for those who went to their deaths has no common measure with
the bloody government of an integrist clergy. The Iranian clerics
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want to authenticate their regime by using the significations that
the uprising had. People here reason no differently when they dis-
credit the fact of the uprising because today there is a governunent
of mullahs. In both cases, there is “fear.” Fear of what happened in
Iran last autumn, something the world had not produced an ex-
ample of for a long time.

Hence, precisely, the need to grasp what is irreducible in such a
movement—and deeply threatening for any despotism, whether
that of yesterday or that of today.

To be sure, there is no shame in changing one’s opinion; but
there is no reason to say one has changed it when today one is
against severed hands, having yesterday been against the tortures
of the Savak.

No one has the right to say, “Revolt for me; the final liberation
of all men depends on it.” But I am not in agreement with anyone
who would say, “It is useless for you to revoli; il is always going to
b& the same thing.” One does not dictate to those who risk their
lives facing a power. Is one right to revolt, or not? Let us leave the
question open. People do revolt; that is a fact. And that is how sub-
jectivity (not that of great men, but thai of anyone) is brought into
history, breathing life into it. A convict risks his life to protest unjust
punishments; a madman can no longer bear being confined and
humiliated; a people refuses the regime that oppresses it. That
doesn’t make the first innocent, doesn’t cure the second, and
doesn’t ensure for the third the tomorrow it was promised. More-
over, no one is obliged te support them. No one is obliged to find
that these confused voices sing better than the others and speak the
truth itself. It is enough that they exist and that they have against
them everything that is dead set on shutting them up for there to
be a sense in listening to them and in seeing what they mean to
say. A question of ethics? Perhaps. A question of reality, without a
doubt. All the disenchantments of history won’t alter the fact of the
matter: it is because there are such voices that the time of human
beings does not have the form of evolution but that of “history,”
precisely.

This is inseparable from another principle: the power that one
man exerts over another is always perilous. I am not saying that
power, by nature, is evil; I am saying that power, with its*mecha-
nisms, is infinite (which does not mean that it is omnipotent, quite
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the contrary). The rules that exist to limit it can never be stringent
enough; the universal principles for dispossessing it of all the oc-
casions it seizes are never sufficiently rigorous. Against power one
must always set inviolable laws and unrestricted rights.

These days, intellectuals don’t have a very good “press.” I believe
1 can employ that word in a rather precise sense. This is not the
moment to say that one is not an intellectual; besides, I would just
provoke a smile. I am an intellectual. If I were asked for my con-
ception of what I do, the strategist being the man who says, “What
difference does a particular death, a particular cry, a particular re-
volt make compared to the great general necessity, and, on the
other hand, what difference does a general principle make in the
particular situation where we are?”, well, I would have to say that
it is immaterial to me whether the strategist is a politician, a his-
torian, a revolutionary, a follower of the shah or of the ayatollah;
my theoretical ethic is opposite to theirs. It is “antistrategic™; to be
respectful when a singularity revolts, intransigent as soon as power

~ violates the universal. A simple choice, a difficult job: for one must

at the same time look closely, a bit beneath history, ai whalt cleaves
it and stirs it, and keep watch, a bii behind politics, over what must
unconditionally limit it. After all, that is my work; I am not the first
or the only one to do it. But that is what I chose.

NOTES
* This statement appeared in Le Monde in May 1979. [eds.]
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