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Producing Trash: The Labor of Difficult Theory in the 
University 

_Abstract

Scholarship often regards theory as a passive object of human agents: composed by 
an author with an intention, assigned to a student by a teacher for a purpose, and 
used by a student to understand, explain, or predict something. And yet, at some 
point in the academy, depending on the disciplinary context, both students and re-
searchers will encounter ‘difficult’ theory. Such theory is difficult on two levels, in 
that both its content and its form of expression resist straightforward understanding. 
Instead, such theory excels in the production of different forms of knowledge and 
the exploration of new ways of producing knowledge. Encounters with difficult the-
ory frequently produce knowledge that either doesn’t meet the university’s quality 
standards, or that the author simply discards. From the vantage of institutional epis-
temology, there’s something ‘wrong’ with such theory because it doesn’t function, 
yet the university continues to engage with such theory, for its difficulty provides 
cultural capital by means of habitual distinction. Though the university coerces diffi-
cult theory to provide understanding and methodical knowledge, such theory doesn’t 
do what it should do but slows down knowledge production and/or produces unintel-
ligible gibberish: theoretical trash.

1_Introduction

In the university, teachers and students alike constantly produce trash: knowledge, 

represented in formal and informal verbal and written statements, that fails to meet 

the institutional standards of quality. Such knowledge isn’t inherently trashy; rather, it 

is turned into trash. Epistemic content undergoes a process of evaluation against for-

mal (structure, clarity, length, language, and so forth) and substantive criteria (argu-

ment, originality, contribution, etc.); once evaluated—for instance, in a seminar dis-

cussion, or in the grading of a paper—and its areas of failure established, a verdict is 

issued. Whether in the eye roll of a colleague, a teacher’s attempt at verbal correction, 

or the return of a marked paper, the enunciation of the verdict accomplishes an act of 

failing, instantaneously transforming the pending ‘knowledge’ into ‘trash.’1

When I reflect on epistemic trash, I think of a particular piece of my own writing: 

a draft chapter of my dissertation for the SOAS University of London’s Master of Re-

search (MRes) in Politics with Language (Japanese). I titled my (final) dissertation: 

“The German Red Army Faction and the ‘War on Terror.’” In my MRes dissertation, 

I set out to illuminate the reconfiguration of the discourse of the Red Army Faction 

(RAF, a left-wing terrorist group in postwar West-Germany) in the post-9/11 ‘war on 

terror.’ I worked with the tentative thesis that in the ‘war on terror,’ the othering of 
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non-Western Islamist terrorists facilitated a transformation of the RAF from a con-

demnable renegade into a preferable enemy because the RAF’s familiarity now con-

stituted it as an intelligible opponent. 

Until 2017, the intercollegiate SOAS Politics MRes program with Birkbeck Uni-

versity of London was a two-year program that accepted students from different disci-

plinary backgrounds and offered students training in social science methods. Teach-

ing staff at SOAS often emphasized the unique preparation this degree offered for a 

subsequent academic career, reflected in part in the 25,000-word dissertations that 

MRes students  produced (compared to  a more typical  10,000-word limit).  In this 

_Perspective, however, I refer to the recent SOAS guidelines and assessment criteria 

for  such 10,000-word dissertations  in  one-year  Politics  Master’s  programs.  These 

guidelines more closely resemble the requirements of other higher education institu-

tions  across  the  United  Kingdom  (UK).2 In  my  experience,  however,  SOAS  is 

uniquely open towards heterodox methods, as well as methodological and theoretical 

approaches and the study of ‘niche’ empirical phenomena. 

After completing my MRes, I continued under the same supervisors at SOAS to 

pursue a Politics PhD. In my doctoral thesis, for which I am currently working on 

post-viva corrections, I heavily rely on Deleuze’s philosophy of the event. My en-

gagement with such texts has always been encouraged by my supervisors in both my 

MRes and PhD programs, who have always had open minds towards ‘difficult’ the-

ory.

From the perspective of the university,  a discarded draft—like the one for my 

MRes dissertation—doesn’t matter. In my case, only the dissertation that I submitted 

in the end mattered, because this—and not the draft—was graded; this final version 

decided whether I received the degree or didn’t. My draft mattered only as a tool to 

improve my work, to learn from a lesson of failure. 

Allow me to go on a detour to compare the trashness of such drafts with techno-

logical accidents: During a presentation, seemingly without external interference, the 

projector suddenly starts to flicker, rendering the slides illegible, and then turns off al-

together, not showing any slides at all. Here, technology is not only not doing what it 

should do,  but  rather—in the hardware,  or  the hardware/software interface,  doing 

something on its own—technology does what it mustn’t do. This spontaneous and un-

called-for production of such an ‘event,’ an undesirable accident that disturbs the sys-
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tem in whose context it takes place, demonstrates the agency of technology. For the 

presentation, a variety of components had been arranged to facilitate communication 

through the exchange of information; the projector’s malfunctioning, however, slows 

down and then stops the presentation altogether, because one cannot do a slide pre-

sentation without a working projector. 

From the institutional vantage of a place of higher education, the sole epistemic 

value of such an accident exists in its capacity to refine techniques to prevent its re-

currence. Beyond that, this kind of accident ‘in and of itself’ constitutes an irrele-

vance that warrants no inquiry whatsoever. In my technological example, the projec-

tor caused the accident. In the case of my MRes dissertation, my lack of academic ca-

pabilities obviously caused my failure to write a decent draft chapter, which not only 

was not good, but was truly a pain to read. A paper that developed the causal relation-

ship between the absence of my talent for writing and the failed draft would excel in 

telling “us what the world is like.”3 

In a lecture series on Deleuze’s Difference and Repetition, Todd May relates an 

anecdote that points out the epistemic and political problem of such truthful work, 

drawing on this definition of philosophy in Deleuze and Guattari’s What is Philoso-

phy: “Philosophy does not consist in knowing and is not inspired by truth. Rather, it is 

categories like Interesting, Remarkable, or Important that determine success or fail-

ure. Now, this cannot be known before being constructed.”4 May recalls how during a 

presentation of a paper, he was facing critical comments from an audience he de-

scribes as being “convinced that philosophy should be just about the truth.”5 An audi-

ence member suggested: “You can assume all you want that that wall doesn’t exist, 

but if you bang your hand against it, right, you’re gonna find that there’s a truth there. 

So, … we have to be after truth.”6 May responded that indeed there’s gonna be a wall 

in  that  case,  but  asked,  “[will]  anything  interesting,  remarkable  or  important 

happen?”7 No, of course it won’t. We all know that there’s a wall and that if you bang 

your hand against it, you’ll feel the wall with your hand. The proposition on the wall 

confirms what was already known before the investigation. Such knowledge affirms 

the identity of the world as it already exists. 

It  is  therefore  not  only epistemologically  boring  but  politically  invested in  the 

maintenance of the world as it is. In other words, a _Perspective that explored how 

my limited talent produced a bad draft would similarly reaffirm the university as it is 

4

https://doi.org/10.22029/oc.2024.1449
http://www.on-culture.org/


On_Culture: The Open Journal for the Study of Culture
Issue 17 (2024): Trash
www.on-culture.org

https://doi.org/10.22029/oc.2024.1449

and,  more importantly,  how the institutional epistemic order explains success and 

failure with reference to talented vs.  inept  and hardworking vs.  lazy dichotomies. 

Since, in this particular draft of a dissertation chapter, I used theory whose formal and 

substantive difficulty exceeded my understanding, I produced semantic gibberish. I 

claim that once one moves away from the incomprehensible meaning of my ‘work’ 

and its  subpar  quality,  such ‘difficult’  theory  seems to  be  doing something here. 

Namely, it quite effectively resists understanding and application, and produces and 

circulates affects. So, I picked this draft because it points to the labor of theory as an-

other reason, besides my lack of academic capabilities, for my epistemic failure. This 

approach facilitates a “perspective through which the world takes on a new signifi-

cance.”8 It disturbs appearances—what we think is going on (failure because of too 

little work and talent)—and informs a different ethics of knowing: attributing failed 

knowledge not to individuals but to an ontological constellation.9

Accordingly, this  _Perspective treats theory—in its investigation of the labor of 

‘difficult’ theory—as an actant. Consider this summary of Bruno Latour’s project of 

Actor-Network-Theory (ANT): “recharting the geography of the social as embedded 

in endless connections amongst ‘actants,’ that is things, people and ideas that shape 

that very geography.”10 ANT’s trajectory of reconceptualizing agency as something 

not solely confined to the human allows me to segue into the sphere of the ideational. 

Previously, ideas had been considered as mere constructs of human subjects and, at 

best, as matter in the form of texts. ANT, instead, reassigns ideas the status of actants 

that relate to other inorganic or organic entities and, thus, affects humans and the 

world. Hence, ideas literally matter.

2_‘Difficult’ Theory

While many theories exhibit ‘difficulty,’ ‘difficult theory’ here refers to continental 

philosophy, particularly a corpus of unintelligible French theory. When I speak of dif-

ficult theory, I don’t mean theory whose content is merely hard to get, such as Mau-

rice Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception. This work poses some difficulty 

as  an object  of  understanding.  It  requires  slow reading,  an engagement  with sec-

ondary literature on phenomenology and Merleau-Ponty, and a familiarity with phi-

losophy. If one wants to understand Merleau-Ponty’s concept of the body and embod-

iment, for instance, as long as one does that work, the Phenomenology of Perception  
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is  manageable.  Similarly,  one  can  turn  Merleau-Ponty’s  phenomenology  into  a 

method by which to study an empirical context or other texts, utilizing a technique of 

reading that re-interprets the phenomenology developed in the text into a practicable 

method. That is certainly not easy to do, but also not impossible. The content of such 

theory is difficult to understand or to apply. 

The theoretical texts that I’m thinking of not only develop complex content, but 

their form introduces additional difficulty. Two quotes illustrate this formal difficulty 

particularly well: 

Roland Barthes, Jacques Lacan, Michel Foucault, and Jacques Derrida—brought 
about a complete change of atmosphere that quickly communicated itself to their 
numerous disciples. In some areas of speculation, traditional French clarity dis-
appeared, to be replaced, in varying degrees, by obliqueness, preciosity, and her-
meticism, as if these were, by definition, more valid modes of operation than lu-
cid, rational statement.11

According to John Weightman, a scholar of French literature, the French tradition 

of (post)-structuralism engages in formal obscurantism: It develops theoretical argu-

ments in obscure language either because the authors lack the capacity to write intelli-

gibly or as a means to add a veneer of sophistication to an otherwise trivial point. 

Commenting on the writing in Lacan’s  Écrits—a collection of texts whose com-

plexity puzzles even those familiar with the notoriously byzantine language of the 

psychoanalyst—Foucault offers a more generous evaluation of the literariness of such 

French theory: “Lacan wanted the obscurity of his Écrits to be the very complexity of 

the subject, and wanted the work necessary to understand it to be a work to be carried 

out on oneself.”12 Foucault doesn’t deny the obscurity of Lacan’s writing in  Écrits. 

However, he evaluates it as a technique of writing that produces texts that resist a 

reading that simply deciphers the meaning and treats the writing as a mere container 

of this meaning.13 From Foucault’s stance, Lacan’s writing forces the reader to de-

velop a spiritual reading. As opposed to the literal meaning of the text, a knowledge 

of pure facts detached from the reader, Foucault speaks of a “spiritual knowledge”14 

of a truth that “the subject as such is not capable of having access to.”15 Rather, the 

subject can only gain such knowledge through a reading that engages in sacrifice: 

“the subject has to undergo a conversion or transformation and therefore his very be-

ing is at stake.”16 Spiritual reading engages in a Durcharbeiten: it works through the 

text in an unpredictable process that operates directly on the self.
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Perhaps a brief aside on my relation to difficult theory: As you might have already 

gathered from the _Perspective so far, we’re in a love-hate relationship, with a strong 

emphasis on the former. This _Perspective, however, explores the latter; it dives into 

my struggle with difficult theory, and, in doing so, excavates a productivity from my 

inarguably bad writing in discarded drafts under the influence of difficult theory. In 

this sense, maybe it can count as an exercise in what Andrew Culp, in his negativist 

and radical re-interpretation of Deleuze, called the practice of “cultivating a ‘hatred 

for this world.’”17 That being said, difficult theory, and especially my ongoing en-

counter with Deleuze, continues to broaden my political and intellectual horizon on a 

daily basis both on a personal and a professional level. Having the opportunity to 

work through this stuff at SOAS with the support of my supervisory committee dur-

ing my PhD has been and still is an incredibly rewarding experience.18 

The tone of this _Perspective reads very differently, then, because it—again with 

Culp—strategically sets aside my belief in the present world or the imperative to find 

reasons for such a belief, based on the assumption that the world as it is (including 

both its terror and beauty) can take care of itself and doesn’t require my stewardship. 

There are two reasons for this. First, anyone reading this _Perspective already knows 

about  the  merits  of  our  universities,  academic  disciplines,  and difficult  theory.  It 

might be true, but it doesn’t get us anywhere interesting. Second, giving in to the of-

ten-unconscious reflex to defend ‘our people and domain,’ to acknowledge what’s 

positive about our institutions and academic disciplines, and to give testimony to our 

good experiences leads to writing that holds back in the justification of what is. Giv-

ing up this need to include opposing arguments for the sake of balance, to attempt a 

truthful account of my real experience, and to add something ‘constructive’ on the 

state of the discipline and institution enables an experimental mode of writing that 

can lead elsewhere.  However,  that doesn’t  imply “a call  to physically destroy the 

world”19 or the university and the academic discipline of politics. Rather, it unburdens 

thought to imagine different action than opposition or agreement.

3_Deleuze

I will introduce Deleuze’s philosophical project here for two reasons. First, Deleuze 

wrote difficult theory. Second, I attempted to engage with his work in my MRes dis-

sertation. While I elaborated on the formal and substantive difficulty of such theory in 
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my previous definition of difficult theory, this discussion didn’t work with a specific 

text. Even though I addressed the ambiguous, playful, and often obscure use of lan-

guage in this corpus, only the reading of the actual material can provide a feel for 

these texts and their style of writing: a difficulty that operates on an affective and ex-

periential  level.  Moreover,  whereas I can make many interesting claims about the 

work of difficult theory, only the study of actually difficult theory in a specific con-

text can show what such theory does and why this matters.

Colebrook summarizes Deleuze’s theoretical project of creating concepts as one 

committed to pragmatic intervention in the ‘real’ world: “a tradition of philosophy 

which challenged and disrupted life, such that new concepts and ideas would result in 

new possibilities for action and practice.”20 Whereas this kind of theory acts pragmati-

cally, it disguises this sober enterprise in a particularly difficult kind of language. On 

the one hand, it makes sense to use a new language (schizoanalysis, rhizome, and as-

semblage—just to name a few Deleuzoguattarian terms) in order to break free from 

the commonsense captured in ordinary language.21 On the other hand, at its worst, the 

theoretical vernacular is unnecessarily inaccessible, unintelligible, and convoluted.

Particularly for my MRes draft, I read Deleuze’s Cinema books to recruit tools to 

carve out a figure of the post-9/11 RAF terrorist from German post-9/11 cinema on 

the RAF. I will present two quotes from the “Beyond the movement-image” chapter 

of Deleuze’s Cinema 2: The Time-Image that I used in the draft of my master’s dis-

sertation here. One introduces the concept of the cliché, the other a different kind of 

image. 

Concerning the former,  the cliché,  Deleuze speaks  about  the processing of  the 

“powerful organization of poverty and oppression” that one really encounters on a 

daily basis whenever, wherever—Deleuze mentions the “volcanic island of poor fish-

ermen”  that  a  Western  tourist  might  see  on  vacation,  and  the  “factory”  and  the 

“school” that almost everyone sees everyday:22 

And we are precisely not without sensory-motor schemata for recognizing such 
things, for putting up with and approving of them and for behaving ourselves 
subsequently, taking into account our situation, our capabilities and our tastes.  
We have schemata for turning away when it is too unpleasant, for prompting res-
ignation when it is terrible and for assimilating when it is too beautiful. It should 
be pointed out here that even metaphors are sensory-motor evasions, and furnish 
us with something to say when we no longer know what do to: they are specific 
schemata of an affective nature. Now this is what a cliche is. A cliche is a sen-
sory-motor image of the thing. As Bergson says, we do not perceive the thing or 
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the image in its entirety, we always perceive less of it, we perceive only what we 
are interested in perceiving, or rather what it is in our interest to perceive, by 
virtue of our economic interests, ideological beliefs and psychological demands. 
We therefore normally perceive only cliches.23

Deleuze repeats the notion of the sensory motor in three different versions here: 

sensory-motor schemata, sensory-motor evasions, and sensory-motor image. Roughly 

put, this link pertains to the observation that a film audience reacts to what happens in 

a movie as if it were real because the brain matches the images to generalized percep-

tions and automatically responds with “learned patterns of motor response.”24 The 

cliché constitutes a technology of concealment that reduces the image to a generalized 

perception, and its meaning to the consequent automatic motor response that habit 

elicits. Though politically troubling images—for example, the poverty that a Western 

tourist on a cruise ship might occasionally encounter—hold the power to paralyze the 

viewer, to question their situation and positionality, the cliché turns the singularity of 

the image into a generalization. For instance, ‘underdevelopment’ might motivate the 

benevolent purchase of souvenir, a pseudo-critical remark about the dangers of glob-

alization, or an affirmation of free trade as a road to ‘progress.’

Regarding the latter, another kind of image, Deleuze continues,

But, if our sensory-motor schemata jam or break, then a different type of image 
can  appear:  a  pure  optical-sound image,  the  whole  image without  metaphor, 
brings out the thing in itself, literally, in its excess of horror or beauty, in its rad-
ical or unjustifiable character, because it no longer has to be ‘justified,’ for better 
or for worse… The factory creature gets up, and we can no longer say ‘Well,  
people have to work…’ I thought I was seeing convicts [emphasis in original]: 
the factory is a prison, school is a prison, literally, not metaphorically.25

This abstract description of the pure optical-sound image concentrates on its function 

and  conceptual  ontology  but  lacks  an  empirical  context.  Ronald  Bogue  points  to 

“Rossellini’s Europa 51”26—a movie that the Deleuze quote already teased at with the 

prisoner-worker couplet—as one of Deleuze’s cinematic examples of a pure optical 

image. Bogue summarizes the movie like this: “a wealthy housewife undergoes a se-

ries of purely optical moments as she learns to see the realities of poverty and mis-

ery.”27 For instance, Bogue mentions the scene “when she helps a poor woman by 

taking her place at a factory for a day and gazes with incomprehension at the crowds 

of  workers  and  the  towering  factory,  at  its  massive  rollers,  cavernous  expanses, 

labyrinthine passages and stairways, whirring conveyor belts.”28 This example consti-

tutes a pure optical image because “the housewife becomes a spectator rather than an 
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active participant, someone whose seeing is detached from her doing, and what she 

sees we also see—visions, purely optical situations disconnected from the common-

sense coordinates of their standard usages and practices.”29

For the housewife, the poverty of others witnessed in the factory scene transforms 

the hardship of the working class from something abstract, known, and acceptable, as 

Deleuze points out, into an “intolerable”30 situation: “Deleuze explains that the intol-

erable is not defined by some quantum of suffering, terror or violence, but solely by 

the characters’ inability to react to their situation within the structure of the sensory-

motor schema.”31 The witnessed misery paralyzes the character. She becomes an ob-

server of her own life and can’t automatically respond to this intolerable situation. 

The housewife only knows that she doesn’t know how to react. Similarly, the viewer 

is  reduced to really  seeing  these detached images without habit  turning them into 

something horrible causing their body to automatically “turn away”32 or something 

sad evoking tears. 

Both the concept of the cliché and the pure optical sound-image engage with the 

links  between  the  arrangement  of  moving  images,  the  movie  characters,  and  the 

viewer. Deleuze does philosophy with cinema here. He recruits movies for his “pow-

erful, systematic, and resolutely anti-phenomenological interpretation”33 of Bergson.

4_Difficult Theory in the University System

Deleuze didn’t just randomly bump into the RAF on the street during the post-9/11 

German ‘war on terror.’ Rather, they encountered each other in the context of my dis-

sertation. In this system, Deleuze and other difficult theory operate as one of many 

components. In the facilitation of the performance of the dissertation, such difficult 

theory had a job to do. In order to understand what difficult theory does in this con-

text, one must first attend to its assigned task in the dissertation, and how the system 

enables and restricts what difficult theory can do.

I previously mentioned that the work of difficult theory takes place in an ontologi-

cal context, namely, a set of relations between components that are arranged accord-

ing to a logic. Power constitutes the force that organizes such relations into a system 

and maintains the arrangement as is. For instance, a set of discursive rules exercises 

power within the university in the sense that it determines what propositions one can 

make in the institution, that is, propositions that may be considered false or true but 
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irrefutably belong to the domain of science.34 In the case of dissertations, one might 

immediately think of the assessment criteria that enable the measurement of the qual-

ity of postgraduate work on a qualitative (fail, pass, merit, distinction) and quantita-

tive scale (0–100). However, I am more concerned with the role of theory in such 

written postgraduate work. 

In the Political Thought pathway of the SOAS Politics Master’s, the university ad-

dresses theory as follows:35

The Political Thought pathway offers a new approach to the study of political 
thinking and the ideas that underpin political life. Linked to the SOAS Centre for 
Comparative  Political  Thought,  this  pathway  considers  political  theory  as  it 
emerges from everyday political thought, philosophical texts, and cultural pro-
duction.36

From this institutional perspective, theory constitutes a research object. Dissertations 

in this pathway may investigate the meaning of theory, for instance, by writing about 

the meaning of concept X in the work of author Y, or how a theoretical concept 

changes when it moves from one context to another. Accordingly, the university’s 

epistemic standards demand that student work on difficult theory  should  either pro-

vide a better understanding of the researched text/domain of difficult theory or assist 

the study of other texts or contexts. Such knowledge constitutes what Foucault called 

“the knowledge of intellectual cognition alone,”37 that is, only the facts, their acquisi-

tion, and the knowing of them provide access to truth.38 

Generally, SOAS stipulates the following with regards to a Master’s dissertation in 

politics: “Students are encouraged to take up topics which relate the study of a partic-

ular region to a body of theory.”39 In my dissertation, I used theory to study the (dis)-

continuities in the development of the figure of the RAF terrorist in Germany, em-

ploying theory as a tool to investigate other contexts—to serve explanation, under-

standing, or prediction, for example. I required assistance from theory to provide me 

with conceptual tools—such as Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe’s or Foucault’s 

conceptualization of discourse—and methodological tools—discourse analysis, or a 

Foucauldian genealogy, or history of the present—to study the empirical case. My 

reading of Deleuze for my Master’s dissertation was an attempt to engage with theory 

to attain such conceptual and methodological tools. 

So, what can Deleuze do; what’s his thought good at? Deleuze’s work intends to 

untie the utilitarian enterprise of academia, the application of theory for the purpose 
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of understanding/explaining, that is, representing something better. In my disserta-

tion, the encounter of terrorism and cinema in a real study with Deleuze could have 

unsettled me and transformed me through questions, such as how the terrorist cliché 

within the post-9/11 German image of the Red Army and my subjectivity are en-

twined, and how the pure optical sound-image inside of this cliché can be liberated 

and disrupt this convenient and bourgeois constellation of academic voyeurism. 

The flipside of commanding theory into service constitutes the prohibition. This 

ban is less concerned with knowledge produced in the service of truth that fails to 

meet  the  university’s  criteria  (the  failed  dissertation),  but  rather,  forbids  different 

kinds of knowledge such as Foucault’s spiritual knowledge or the Deleuzian disrup-

tive and creative concepts. In the context of the traditional Western university, such 

‘alternative’ knowledge interferes with the university’s status quo and/or offers differ-

ent ways of arranging knowledge production. Clearly, a university context doesn’t al-

low difficult theory to generate such heterodox techniques of reading, practices of 

pedagogy, and alternative forms of knowledge: In other words, such theory mustn’t 

do what it’s good at. The university, hence, constrains what difficult theory can do.

5_The Resistance of Difficult Theory

I propose that ‘difficult’ theory corrupts the sometimes already-existing capability of 

students to fashion an argument and to drive it home with an analytical narrative sus-

tained by a sequence of structured and comprehensible paragraphs. In order to illus-

trate how theory performs such labor in conjunction with students, I will quote from 

the draft chapter of my Master’s dissertation:

Lacan offers a typology for the Other. The big Other is the symbolic order con-
tained in language. Symbolic means the system composed out of the relation be-
tween sign and signified meaning.  The big Other may be condensed into an 
imagined religious or ideological agent and cause. The big Other is that ‘Third,  
which is always present as the witness.’40 Desires are contained and structured 
through the symbolic order. ‘the subject desires only in so far as it experiences 
the Other itself as desiring’.41 When this order gets ‘subjectivized,’42 Lacan’s 
Other becomes the neighbor—both radically different, unknowable and the self 
encountered as a ‘mirror-double.’43 […] Rella critiques the essentialized reifica-
tion of an Other in relation to the self.44 Such an apolitical escape imagines the 
desires of the own self as an Other, detached from mundane political acts. How-
ever, these desires are constituted by the law that labels them perverse. Freud’s  
Other is not one Other: […]. Other and self co-constitute themselves but are both 
messy in their  constitution and cannot be isolated.45 Neither does the uncon-
scious serve as a place of return. The unconscious emerges together with the 
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conscious.  Therefore,  the  heimlich  [emphasis  added]  and  the  unheimlich  are 
neighbors.46

What’s going on in my draft? What kind of labor does difficult theory perform here? 

Before I can get to this, allow me to briefly return from my dissertation to the projec-

tor.

Although earlier in this _Perspective, I made a philosophical case for the epistemic 

worthiness of my failed draft, my commitment herein to a construction of a different 

university, as opposed to the affirmation of the identity of the existing higher educa-

tion institution, the following discussion of technological agency—specifically the la-

bor of technology—makes a practical case for how one can study accidents, and thus 

guides my investigation of theoretical labor, particularly the resistance and productiv-

ity of difficult theory. 

The projector ceases to do what it should do—enlarge the slides from the screen of 

the  presenter’s  laptop  onto  another  more  public  screen—and  engages  in  what  it 

mustn’t do—interfere with the presentation it is supposed to facilitate. I call this dis-

obedience of orders and sabotage resistance. Such resistance warrants epistemic in-

quiry because it resists power—power thought as an organization of relations dedi-

cated to the sustenance of this formation as is—and therefore belongs not just to the 

vaguely political but to politics. 

Moreover, difficult theory doesn’t act on its own on the receiving academic reader. 

Like the previously mentioned technological events, the labor of theory happens in 

the system of the university. The work of difficult theory in the university occurs in 

an institutionally produced mode of time (e.g. my Master’s dissertation); the univer-

sity constantly demands students and teaching staff to repeat similar performances, 

such as presentations, attendance, term papers, and so forth. This temporality struc-

tures teaching and learning in the institution. For example, all the MRes students had 

to submit a written dissertation at a set deadline. Before the actual writing of the dis-

sertation, however, we had to draw up a proposal and find a supervisor in the depart-

ment. 

Furthermore, I previously addressed how power epistemologically structures the 

university. The conduct of conduct offers another way to think about power in higher 

education: “The exercise of power consists in guiding the possibility of conduct and 

putting in order the possible outcome.”47 SOAS, like other universities, does this in 
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two ways: first, in producing a certain subject (the curious student), and second, in 

implementing an incentivization structure (examination and grading). SOAS brands 

itself as “The World’s University”48 where one can “discover the answers”49 to ques-

tions, such as “Is there a solution to the world’s refugee crisis?”50 SOAS here offi-

cially and publicly declares the production and transfer of knowledge as its purpose. 

Prospective students at SOAS should want to obtain knowledge. On the other hand, 

SOAS requires MSc Politics and International Relations students to obtain 120 credits 

in instructional course modules, and to write a “10,000 word dissertation worth 60 

credits.”51 These regulations produce students focused on passing (possibly with good 

grades) to obtain a degree that qualifies them for research or the job market. 

I (supposedly, primarily) went to SOAS to learn more about the world, due to my 

innate curiosity; at the same time, I had to write a certain number of words for my 

dissertation in a limited amount of time. The examination regulations incentivized me 

to write a dissertation whose content fit their specifications, so that the dissertation 

passed  and  obtained  the  respective  credits  (and  degree),  ideally  receiving  a  high 

grade. However, the theory that I read didn’t help me with that task. Rather, the po-

tential of Deleuze and psychoanalytic theory to produce another kind of knowledge 

and different ways of knowing carried me away from the scope of my Master’s dis-

sertation and particularly from the previously agreed-upon research question/hypothe-

sis, research area, and purpose of study. Obviously, you can write a Politics disserta-

tion at SOAS (and under the guidance of my supervisor) drawing on Deleuze and 

psychoanalytic theory, and you can also obtain a high mark with such a dissertation. 

Difficult theory, like Deleuze or psychoanalysis, often does not explicitly engage with 

politics and displays a tendency towards complication that frequently doesn’t give 

clear answers to the questions it explores. I argue that the connection between such 

primary texts and a particular kind of politics postgraduate student (one prone to de-

tours already without obscure theory) can interfere with the student’s task to come up 

with a precise research question and to write a dissertation examining that very ques-

tion.

Deleuze’s theory, for instance, didn’t really suit such a confined application to a 

research object (the figure of the RAF terrorist in post-9/11 German discourse)—a re-

lation ultimately defined by representation (what is that figure and how did it change 

in  the  ‘war  on  terror’)—ideally  resulting  in  a  catchy conclusion  that  would  have 
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added both to real world politics and the scholarly debate on terrorism. Clearly, nei-

ther  the  concepts  of  the  cliché  and  the  pure  optical  sound-image,  nor  Deleuze’s 

project of an anti-phenomenology, could assist my essentially descriptive task of how 

post-9/11 German movies on the RAF represent the RAF. Rather, such theory with its 

incomprehensible concepts and writing impeded instead of aided not only my under-

standing of Deleuze, but also of the scholarly debate on terrorism and the political 

phenomenon of terrorism, my analysis of the movies and post-9/11 discourse on the 

RAF, my development of an argument and analytical narrative, and my contribution 

to the study of terrorism. I read, and read, and didn’t understand a thing. I progressed 

too slowly. 

The substantive and formal difficulty of such theory resists academic readings to 

acquire an understanding of the texts as much as readings that want to apply the writ-

ing to study other contexts. Anyone who has ever engaged with difficult theory as a 

student or as a researcher has experienced this resistance: how it slows down one’s 

reading and writing or stops it altogether. Accordingly, this theoretical corpus neither 

constitutes a suitable research object nor offers a method to produce knowledge.

6_Difficult Theory as a Means of Cultural Distinction

From such an institutional point of view, the university’s preoccupation with this kind 

of theory doesn’t make much sense. Deleuze and psychoanalytic theory weren’t cut 

out to help me with my task. I shouldn’t have asked for their help. So why did I go 

there anyway?

From  an  unjustifiably  simplified  Bourdieusian  perspective,  the  academy’s 

fetishization of such impenetrable texts produces cultural capital that allows the few 

in the know to distinguish themselves by speaking, writing, and behaving differently 

from the ‘unknowing many’; and the university thereby maintains the current distri-

bution of cultural capital. Crudely put, the same kids who will piss off their univer-

sity-educated parents with their pseudo-radical gibberish will use these tools to main-

tain their class privileges and resources, and to secure their bourgeois identity. The 

cultural capital lens provides one very plausible explanation for the strong attraction 

of a certain kind of student (myself included) to difficult theory. I didn’t read Deleuze 

to write my dissertation but to distinguish myself. 
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To  sustain  the  current  social  order  and  distribution  of  cultural  capital  among 

classes, the university should engage with difficult theory. On the other hand, to pro-

duce knowledge in the form of understanding or methods, higher education  should 

avoid this resistive corpus. And so, the institution throws punch after punch on its 

theoretical prisoner to make it deliver the institutionally exploitable knowledge that it 

can never offer, for its form prevents it. Inevitably, the university’s coercion of diffi-

cult theory to do that very thing that it cannot do well results in the texts’ constant re-

sistance to producing proper knowledge about or with them. Certainly, not all aca-

demic disciplines, but parts of the humanities and social sciences have maneuvered 

themselves into and are stuck in this vicious cycle. Since difficult theory can do more 

than what it’s forced to do and permitted to do, this _Perspective is interested in the 

labor in which the excessive capacities of difficult theory engage in such restrictive 

circumstances.

7_The Productivity of Difficult Theory 

Returning briefly to the projector: In the case of distortion, the projector resists, but it 

also does more than that. Namely, the projector no longer simply represents the slides 

on the screen of the presenter’s laptop. Instead, the projector scrambles the slides into 

an illegible image. Apparently, the projector can do more than what it was designed 

for, because it now—all of a sudden—carries out a new function of differentiation. 

This aesthetic labor of the projector offers another logic of arrangement that permits 

the components of the presentation system to engage in functions that differ from 

what they should do and what they were built for. This unpredictable performance of 

excessive productivity is what I call creation: a machine in everyday language desig-

nates a technological tool designed to fulfill a purpose and that always functions just 

like that when ordered.52 Creativity warrants epistemic inquiry because a machine 

built to do the same suddenly does something different and new in lieu of a command 

to do so. 

Similarly, difficult theory forced to provide a method, understanding, an undergrad 

term paper, content for a seminar, a presentation, a paper, or a piece of graduate writ-

ing doesn’t just resist. It also creates: It produces trash. We’ve all seen it either in our  

own work or in that of others. When prompted, whether in a discussion or presenta-

tion, the poor souls in the lure of difficult theory—or the unlucky ones on whom the 
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academy forces it—start to waffle: things are suddenly vaguely discursive, and isn’t 

this somehow lacking, like in Lacan, you know?

The buck, unfortunately, doesn’t stop here, though: Difficult theory also produces 

very ‘bad’ writing, that is, work that neither meets the author’s nor the audience’s—

not to mention the institution’s—standards of clarity, argument, structure, coherence, 

and originality. For an example of such writing, we can simply return to the excerpt 

from the draft of my dissertation, only now paying attention to my supervisor’s com-

ments on it.53 My supervisor responded to my efforts to work with psychoanalytic 

theory in a politics dissertation with this (very apt) feedback: “This page is an exam-

ple of too many opaque quotes, insufficient clear writing and a lack of an analytical 

narrative.  Why am I  reading this?”54 My supervisor’s  succinct  comments  put  the 

vacuity of my ‘use’ of theory in a nutshell: I’m lining up quotes and list definitions in 

an attempt to explain the Lacanian conceptualization of the Other here; it’s utterly un-

clear what the analytical purchase of all of this is and where it’s headed; the passage 

from the draft lacks an argument, a structure, and a story that relays the absent argu-

ment convincingly. And so, it’s not working: The draft reads more like notes than a 

draft chapter. Moreover, what’s noticeable is my frantic search for a good definition 

that finally tells me what the Other is, so that I can get this dissertation over with. On 

the other hand, in my attraction to difficult theory, I’m clearly looking for these an-

swers  in  the  wrong  places.  Essentially,  I’m  reading  literature  that  doesn’t  offer 

straightforward definitions like a dictionary here. And so difficult theory rewarded me 

with this pile of garbage.

Lastly, the example of the draft chapter for my MRes chapter already illustrates 

that difficult  theory doesn’t  merely produce more words:  My supervisor read this 

draft chapter to provide comments on drafty material.  Let’s think about that for a 

minute: to me, a draft is writing that’s not perfect yet, but is indicative of the final  

product, and that one submits to a supervisor or editor because one can’t get any fur-

ther on their own. Commenting on such a draft allows a supervisor to assist a student 

to make it past the final stretch: to turn a first discussion of interesting ideas into a 

convincing text. What I handed in, alas, wasn’t a draft. It was a set of vague notes on 

theory that I found interesting and loosely pertained to my dissertation clunkily forced 

into full sentences.
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While reading the ‘draft’—or more specifically, this passage from the draft—my 

supervisor did not just find plenty of formal and substantive mistakes, but he also 

asked himself why he was reading this. This question can indicate a general lack of 

meaningfulness in his reading experience and/or scrutinize the meaning of this pas-

sage in the overall context of my dissertation. Concerning the former, the question in-

vites me to explain to my supervisor what I wanted to do here.55 With respect to the 

latter, the comment questions the meaningfulness of this passage in the context of my 

dissertation. That is, the question asks how these detached musings on the psychoana-

lytic conceptualization of the Other contribute to my investigation of the changing 

discourse on the RAF in post-9/11 Germany. In other words, what’s the point of this? 

Accordingly, my supervisor’s comment doesn’t just point out the formal and substan-

tive flaws in my writing, but also reports his reaction to my writing back to me: a re-

action that my writing generated in him. The interface between difficult theory and 

the delusional author (here: the MRes student Paul) affects an audience (in this case 

my pitiable supervisor) that must comment on the theoretical junk that this interface 

produced.

But as discussed beforehand, theoretical garbage frustrates not only supervisors: I

—who deliberately chose to work with difficult theory—was fully aware whilst I was 

writing this draft that although I was getting words on the page, they just didn’t cut it. 

This frustrated me a great deal and similarly I didn’t enjoy reading my supervisor’s 

comments (mainly because I knew that they were spot on, and I wanted to do well). 

My theoretical junk thus disappointed me when it finally arrived—the long ‘morning-

after’ of difficult theory. Likewise, difficult theory negatively affects teachers who 

need to grade such written work as much as an audience in a lecture or seminar who 

must listen to the theoretically dropped ball and can’t just leave.

Permitting myself the essayistic luxury of making broad claims based merely on 

(fragments  of)  my own experience  and the  occasional  chat  with  friends  and col-

leagues, I argue that one can’t read the set of difficult theory in French theory that I 

discuss here without experiencing some frustration, due to its formal obscurity and as 

part of coming to terms with its often-indecipherable content. In other words, I render 

frustration as that which Foucault earlier articulated as the sacrifice, cost, or price that 

a subject in pursuit of spiritual knowledge must pay; only that in this _Perspective the 

price  refers  to  the  Durcharbeiten—the  working  through  difficult  theory—that 
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painfully etches a transformation onto the body of the reader of unintelligible theory. 

In the form of primary texts, but more often mediated by the inept writing of confused 

students and early-career researchers, difficult theory, thus, resists and frustrates any-

one exposed to it within and beyond the university system. This, of course, includes 

the students who must engage with such theory in their coursework, or researchers 

who need to react to the work of colleagues who are under the influence of difficult 

theory. However, one might also think of the partners, friends, and family in the pe-

riphery of the university who are suffering from the unintelligible and annoying gib-

berish of those under difficult theory’s spell.

This traveling of negative affects shows that difficult theory relates to components 

other than simply the author of theoretical trash and the explicit recipient of such 

garbage. Rather, due to the relationality of the university system, the affects of diffi-

cult theory can circulate within the university system and its periphery, across the re-

lays between the constitutive components of the university system. While the system 

and its constituents operate as such media for the productivity of difficult theory, the 

context cannot be reduced to a channel and recipient of the labor of difficult theory. 

Instead, the ontological constellation, in which difficult theory is embedded, facili-

tates its functions of resistance and creativity in the first place. In other words, while 

one can study the work of difficult theory detached from its context, only the ambiva-

lence between the institutional logic of the maintenance of the current distribution of 

cultural capital (the pull towards difficult theory) and the insistence on meaningful 

and methodical knowledge (the push away from difficult theory and its restriction) 

empirically conditions what difficult theory can actually do in this situation. A study 

of the labor of difficult theory in the university system, hence, concerns as much the 

performance of difficult theory as the ontological constellation that facilitates difficult 

theory’s production of trash. 

8_Conclusion

This methodological proposition suggests that in order to intervene in the university, 

one doesn’t need to look elsewhere. Instead, one should look into one’s own process 

of knowledge production. First, think about your work: Where do you just not make 

any progress? Second, open your own epistemic dustbin: Where do you keep on pro-

ducing knowledge that doesn’t satisfy your own standards and/or those of the institu-
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tion? Moreover,  what do you read,  what do you study, where and when are you, 

whom are you with, when you face resistance in your epistemic practices or produce 

garbage? What does the resistance of difficult theory do to you when it slows you 

down? And what’s going on in these dismissed drafts, failed presentations, and unin-

telligible  proposals? What  effects  does your epistemic trash have on yourself  and 

your environment? 

Typically, such analyses serve the purpose of improving one’s knowledge produc-

tion according to the university’s quality standards. This project of neoliberal self-im-

provement continues to  attribute  epistemic failure solely to  researchers:  ‘You just 

don’t have the talent; you didn’t take the necessary time; you didn’t read enough; you 

work too slowly…’ Consider this study of the project of psychoanalysis:

We are criticizing psychoanalysis for having used Oedipal enunciation to make 
patients believe they would produce individual, personal statements, and would 
finally speak in their own name. […] But there is no question of that in psycho-
analysis: at the very moment the subject is persuaded that he or she will be utter-
ing the most individual of statements, he or she is deprived of all basis for enun-
ciation.56

Psychoanalysis, from this perspective, consists in the coercion of clients to speak the 

truth about themselves and to detach these confessions of personal secrets from the 

system that forces them out of the clients and interprets them according to the psycho-

analytic model of development: “Talk as he might about wolves, howl as he might 

like a  wolf,  Freud does  not  even listen;  he  glances  at  his  dog and answers,  ‘It’s 

daddy.’”57 

Before I move on to the university, I would like to remind readers that these are 

not universal and generalizable principles by any means but merely essayistic mus-

ings, based on partial aspects of my personal experience as a postgraduate and PhD 

student. I largely experience SOAS and certain traditions, fields, and branches within 

the academic discipline of politics and international relations as places that encourage 

the engagement with difficult theory and welcome such curiosity. Here, however, I 

discuss how my personal predisposition, habits, and class in contact with difficult the-

ory in the context of higher education in the academic discipline of politics often led 

(and frequently still lead) me into unpleasant conundrums. Namely, I was aware that I 

wasn’t doing good and interesting work, but, at the same time, was so libidinally in-
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vested in difficult theory that I couldn’t let go, even to at least move on to intelligible 

and pertinent secondary literature. 

Keeping the above in mind, a few remarks on the university: Researchers are in 

pain if the pace and quality of their work doesn’t match institutional standards, be-

cause almost everyone who’s not tenured is under financial pressure, threatened by 

job insecurity, and, hence, needs to publish their work. While the university blames 

these struggling researchers for their epistemic failure, such researchers also internal-

ize  this  guilt  and discipline  themselves,  thereby containing  a  system under  strain 

within their subjectivity. In other words, researchers say, ‘Yes, I did this. I failed. I 

need to improve. Thank you, Sir University.’ Researchers thereby accept the blame 

and sign the failed piece as their work. More importantly, they also affirm the concep-

tion of research as a fundamentally individual enterprise, where either you make it or 

you don’t. Whatever happens, though, it’s on you. Furthermore, acceptance and inter-

nalization of failure contains the resistance and creativity of difficult theory in one’s 

subjectivity, even though an ontological constellation facilitates this work. In other 

words, the researcher’s subjectivity blocks the labor of difficult theory and shields the 

university from its impact—to the detriment of the researcher and the benefit of the 

institution. 

Ontological analysis, on the other hand, allows researchers to think of their epis-

temic practices as an ontological constellation speaking through them. Such an under-

standing enables researchers to think differently about working within the university, 

that is, not to contain difficult theory’s resistance and creativity but to operate as a re-

lay that channels them onto the institution. This means not to reassess ‘bad’ writing as 

‘good.’ Neither does such thinking advocate against improving one’s writing. Rather, 

it calls to do something with that untapped reservoir of trash that we all carry with us.  

Perhaps, in the future, we may want to consider letting the university take care of its 

own junk. The next time that you don’t move according to schedule, or you didn’t 

‘make it’ in some other way, you might not want to repress this and move on quickly 

but embrace this resistance and junk as just as worthy of your dedicated and serious 

attention as what you originally wanted to do. Undoing the university doesn’t just 

happen somewhere ‘far away.’ Nor does it only happen through institutional work; 

grand gestures, radical declarations, and noble sentiments do not suffice. It can occur 

very quietly on an almost subterranean level in the here and now: when you stop and 
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consider where you invest in the university and reaffirm its truth, and whether you 

couldn’t do that differently.
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