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Derrida writes in Specters of Marx of a world at the end of history that is haunted by what it
excludes.  A world  that  detaches  its  logical  form  from  its  historical  content.  A world  that
proclaims triumph in the midst of struggle, victory in the midst of defeat. A world that is ever so
sure that it is the best possible—except for all of the others that might come to be. “End of this
parenthesis.”1 

For Derrida, the very fact of a word like “socialism” marks the loss or absence of an original
One, of the sense of a unitary Being containing socialism and non-socialism and so on. Jonathan
Culler explains:

If a cave man is successfully to inaugurate language by making a special grunt
signify “food,” we must suppose that the grunt is already distinguished from other
grunts and that the world has already been divided into the categories “food” and
“non-food.”2

Derick  Varn  makes  the  same  point  in  reverse  when  he  says  that  when  you  argue  that
something  should  not  be  normalized,  “you  are  probably  realizing  it  has  already  been
normalized.” In each case,  you only need a word for something once that something is worth
having a word for. The sign is premised by a gap within and underneath social reality itself, a
gap between one thing deferred as another: “difference as detour.”3

For the classical political economists, man’s encounter with the natural world was literally
essential to the human condition. To work on one’s own property was to infuse it with one’s own
human essence. Locke: “Whatsoever then he removes out of the State that Nature hath provided,
and left it in, he hath mixed his Labour with, and joined to it something that is his own.”4 Mill:
“The objects supplied by nature are only instrumental to human wants after having undergone
some degree of transformation by human exertion.”5 Improvements or “trade fixtures” were held
at common law to be the property of the tenant, not the landowner,6 because every human subject
had “by the original grant of the creator a right to pursue and take any fowl or insect of the air,
any fish or inhabitant of the waters, and any beast or reptile of the field.”7

An extraordinary, even a frightening power indeed. The human being is unique among all
known forms of life in this regard. Marcuse, at his most Heideggerian: 

If man can make the species of every be-ing into his object, the general essence of
every be-ing can become objective for  him; he can have every be-ing as that
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which it is in its essence. It is for this reason[…] that he can relate freely to every
be-ing.  He  is  not  limited  to  the  particular,  actual  state  of  the  be-ing  and  his
immediate relationship to it,  but he can take the be-ing as it  is in its  essence
beyond its  immediate,  particular,  actual  state.  He can recognize and grasp the
possibilities  contained  in  every  be-ing[…]  Man  cannot  simply  accept  the
objective world or merely come to terms with it; he must appropriate it. He has to
transform the objects of this world into organs of his life, which is manifested in
and through them.8

It is for this reason that Marx politicizes what Hegel presents as a philosophical problem: the
alienation of the subject from the object, of the human subject from the objects that actually exist
in the world. According to the capitalist social relation, one’s own essence is taken and whisked
away as soon as it  is  worked into the widget  on the factory line.  The worker  is  artificially
separated from the fruits of their own labor—from the very essence of the human being as a
“species-being,” as a member of this extraordinary category of “human subject.”

Socialism  is—has  never  been  anything  more  than—the  resolution  of  this  originary  gap
between the human subject and its essence, of the “return of man to himself as a social (i.e.,
human) being.”9 It is not, as Derrida argues, a messianic hope that one day this might happen, if
only we remain faithful and resist the temptation of the capitalist world order and whatnot. It is
the real-world phenomenon by which this resolution is actually happening.

We are haunted by our own ghosts.

We will face them sooner or later. 

For the owl of Minerva flies only in the night.
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