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Abstract

There are two common conceptions of
ethnicity. One takes ethnic bonding as a
positive feeling of cultural belonging, a
ground upon which to rally subalterns, an
enabling source of drives toward resistance
and decolonization. The other view, endlessly
rehearsed by western commentators in recent
years, imputes a tendency toward self-
enclosure and exclusiveness to ethnicity,
associating it with hatred toward the
culturally unassimilated and therefore with
wars, conflicts, and other forms of collective
violence. Most domestic studies in this area
are macroscopic, adopting sociological or
geopolitical perspectives. The present project
proposes to consider relevant issues under the
illumination of cultural theory to bring out the
collective psychical processes involved in
collective violence and to account for their
significance for cultural politics. Thus we
propose to take theories of trauma and
violence as starting points, using the dual
disposition of the traumatic subject (split
between destitution and absolutization) to
extend Walter Benjamin’s account of violence
and to explain, in a new way, the distinction
between two kinds of violence (pure violence
and mythic violence). Next we cite Emst
Bloch’s account of utopia to establish
violence as an inverse form of utopia and to
indicate that when violence is “traumatized”
(split/preserved in a separate, unsymbolizable
psychic space), it will remain external to
concrete power and particularistic interest and
become abstract and “pure.” Such virtualized
violence is connected to concrete violence,



but, being blindly open to all, also grounds
self-binding as a way to avoid excessive
outbreaks of violence. This should be the
principle of radical democracy. At the same
time, our findings confirm Slavoj Zizek’s
thesis that the Cartesian cogifo cannot be
abolished but should be rearticulated as a
destitute subject, absolute in separation. The
implication is that the disavowal of closed
subjectivity is not an effective way to deal
with ethnic violence. Better hope should be
sought in the radical abstraction of cultural
particularity and its psychic separation from
concrete content, which allows closure to
serve as the foundation of openness.

Keywords: ethnicity, identification, cultural
identity, violence, utopia
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