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globalisation with Helder De Schutter, which
I'm very excited about because that has always
been my main research focus. I'm already thor-
oughly enjoying my first lectures. Last but not
least, I am co-teaching a research seminar in
political philosophy with a focus on the not-
mative debates on basic income; a very stimu-
lating seminar given the topic, the insights from
my co-professors and guest speakers, and the
quality of the students.

What's your first impression of life in Leuven?

It’s a lovely city and the old town and the little
squares are stunning, What I find particularly
attractive about it s that it’s really lively. Maybe
not on a Sunday (laughs) but during the week

Interview with Nidesh Lawtoo

By Niki Hadikoesoemo

Ar the 5Eginning of the current
academic year, Nidesh Lawtoo
joined the Institute of Philosophy
as well as the Faculty of Arts at
KU Lewven. He is the Principle
Investigator of Homo Mime-
ticus: Theory and Criticism
(HOM), a research project for
which be received the ERC' Starting Gran, and which is
presented under the wmbrella of Horizon 2020. He
earned bis PhD) in Comparative Literature and Critical
Theory from the Undversity of Washington, Seattle, in
2009, was maitre assistant in the Fnglish Department at
the University of Lausanne, and Visiting Scholar in the
Humanities Center at fobns Hopkins University.

You are in charge of the research project "Homo Mimeticus:
Heory and Criticism” (I{OIVI), which is funded By the
ERC (European Research Council). Could you tell us

what the project is about?

the public squares, streets and restaurants are
full of people. So theres this vibrant social
fabric, but at the same time it doesat come
with the noise and the environmental pollution
of the metropolis. In that way it's the best of
both wotlds, Moreover, academically, it is nice
to be around stimulating and intellectually
challenging people from all over the world. The
vicinity of the town to Brussels is also very
exciting when you are a political philosopher.
In the short time I've been here, 've already had
some encounters with members of the European
Parliament. You can simply hop on a train and
have a coffee; that is a great opportunity. And
who knows, maybe it will fead to some path-

ways for public engagement.

Simply put, it's about imitation. The HOM
project’s general hypothesis is that mimesis,
understood not only as representation but as a
human tendency to tmitate others is, paradoxi-
Ca.uy, at the heart of what makes humans an
original species. Mimesis is cructal for artistic
creation, of course, but there is a growing
awareness that it also plays a key role in subject
formation, communication, and Iearning (think
of sports or language, for instance); and recent
discoveries in the neurosciences are currently
confirming the ancient realization that we are,
indeed, very mimetic creatures. To cast light on
this protean phenomencn, then, the HOM
project adopts a perspectival approach to mi-
mesis located at the intersection of literary
studies, continental philosophy and film stud-
ies, More specifically, it looks at modern writ-
ers who foreground theatricality and performa-
tivity such as Oscar Wilde, continental philoso-
phers who have been attentive to the affective

and behavioural side of mimesis (Nietzsche,
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Georges Bataille, Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe,
René Girard, among others), as well as contem-
porary science fiction films that show the im-
pact of digital simulations on subject forma-
tion. It’s a broad interdisciplinary project but,

luckily, I have 5 years and a team to work with!

Interdisciplinarity seems to be a distinctive feature of your
own wriring as well. How do you view the interconnec-

tion between disciplines?

Interdisciplinarity and mimesis go hand in
hand. It’s a concept central to a number of dis-
ciplines, perhaps because humans imitate in
different ways: artists are said to 1mitate nature,
and this view of mimesis as representation is
central to both literature and philosophy. But
then, as psychologists point out, newborns
imitate parents, students imitate teachers, and
even though we might tend to downplay i,
mimetic tendencies remain central for adule
and social life more generally. Think of crowd
behaviour, for instance, or fashion, tastes in
music, food, even desires - are they really so
original? And if so why do they change so
radically across cultures? This is something
crowd psychologists, sociologists, and anthro-
pologists work on. So, it's actually the problem
I focus on that calls for an interdisciplinary
approach.

Bur, speaking of interdisciplinarity, I should
perhaps also say something about my intellec-
tual trajectory to explain how I started working
on mimesis from different perspectives. After a
degree in Lettres at the University of Lausanne,
I continued my studies with a PhD in
Comparative Literature at the University of
Washington, in Seattle. One of the characteris-
tics of Comparative Literature in the US is that
it has been, historically, very receptive of conti-
nental philosophy. A number of philosophers,
especially French ones, in the wake of structur-
alism and post-structuralism in the 1970s and

1980s ended up teaching in the US. I am think-

ing of Jacques Derrida and Michel Foucault, of
course, but others followed, Philippe Lacoue-
Labarthe, Jean-Luc Nancy, and Mikkel Borch-
Jacobsen;, who was my advisor, for instance.
Anyway, since in the US philosophy tends to be
predominantly analytic, these continental phi-
losophers found a more receptive audience in
literature departments. And so, they turned
Comparative Literature into a blend of phi-
losophy and literature.

It’s in this context, then, at the University of
Washington, while moving back and forth be-
tween literary and philosophical texts that I
realised there were continuities between the
psychoanalytic notion of identification and the
ancient philosophical concept of mumésis.
Working with Mikkel Borch-Jacobsen, a spe-
cialist of psychoanalysis trained as a philoso-
pher in France, I realized 1 could develop a
project on mimesis located between literature,
phidosophy, and psychoanalysis, which then
eventually became The Phantom of the Ego (The
Phantom of the Ego: Modernism and the Mimetic
Unconscious, Bast Lansing: Michigan State
University Press, 2013). That was actually the
starting point for my interests in interdisciplin-
arity that still inform the Homo Mimeticus proj-

ect.

What do yoit think the dgﬁ‘ermr cfisnplines you mentioned
can learn from each other? Is there something specific about
the method of philosophy and about the method of com-
parative literature that you find particularly fruitful re-
garding the pmblematic of mimesis?

Yes, each discipline casts a different light on
this chameleon conceprt. I work within an inter-
disciplinary frame, but I do respect disciplinary
traditions. Philosophy is actually crucial be-
cause mimesis was first defined by Plato and
Aristotle - they provide a conceptual frame that
traverses the history of philosophy and reaches
into the present. But since their competing ac-

counts of mimesis concern primarily poetry,




1o  THE LEUVEN PHILOSOPHY NEWSLETTER, VOLUME 25, 2017-2018

mimesis is also central to literature, and more
generally, the arts. Since it's a concept that
emerges from the encounter between these two
disciplines, my sense is that there is something
to learn from both perspectives.

As for the specificity of each method, per-
haps the arts tend to emphasize the aesthetic
and affective component of mimests, while
philosophy often stresses its conceptual and
ontological implications, but the distinction is
far from clear-cut and depending on the author,
there are signtficant points of encounter. D. H.
Lawrence, for instance, one of writers that in-
terests me, says somewhere that philosophy
without literature is just dry concepts, and if
you read literature without philosophy you
only have hysterical emotions. He exaggerates,
but his point that we have to “marry” the two
is well-taken. And with the birth of the social
sciences in the 19 century, disciplines like psy-
chology, sociology, and anthropology can help
us foreground mimetic tendencies that operate
at the individual, intersubjective, and collective
level. My inclination, then, is to adopt a per-
spectival approach to mimesis and use different
disciplines to supplement each other. And so,
to come back to your question, it's again the
problem of mimests and the authors I work on
that encourage this kind of interdisciplinary

dialogue.

You also mentioned that you would like to invite the neu-
rosciences into the conversation as well How do you see
that scientific domain being incorporated into the dialogue

you briefly sketched out?

When I started working on mimesis I wasn' all
that interested in the neurosciences. It's only
relatively late, while working on The Phantom of
the Fgo, that I realized that authors like Nietzsche
and Joseph Conrad, Gabriel Tarde, Georges
Bataille and others were very attentive to mir-
roring bodily reactions like yawning, laughter,

or mimicry which happen automatically, below

the threshold of consciousness, and were in
this sense un-conscious. I called this the “mi-
metic unconscious.” It's only when I was wrap-
ping up the book that I realized that neurosci-
entists in the 19gos discovered motor neurons
(neurons responsible for movement) in the
brain of monkeys first and then humans as
well, which are actually activated not only when
we ourselves move but also when we see a
movement, say a gesture or a facial expression.

Have you ever noticed an unconscious ten-
dency to yawn, smile, or laugh at the sight of
someone else doing so? There you go - your
mirror neurons are firing. It’s that kind of pat-
allel with the authors I was studying that led
me to engage with the neurosciences. It's not
that the neurosciences came first, and then [
decided to map a neurological or cognitive
theory onto literary and philosophical texts. I
was interested in mimetic phenomena described
in literary and philosophical texts that hap-
pened to anticipate what is now discussed
under the rubric of mirror neurons. Sometimes

the humanities come first. ..

Are there any phenomena in contemporary culture that
could exemplify this ‘unconscious mimicry”? It seems that
this inclination is not only constitutive of the formation of
the self but also of a community as a whole. Is this some-

thinig you register around you?

If you start paying attention it’s difficult not to
notice unconscious mimicry in everyday life,
both individually and collectively. I mentioned
yawning, facial expressions, emotions, but
maybe the clearest manifestation of the mi-
metic unconscious can be seen in children. I'm
a father of two, 5 and 7 years-old, and like all
children they are master imitators! That’s how
they learn. To give you a concrete example,
since we have moved repeatedly - from
Switzerland, to the US, to Germany - I saw
how impressive their mimetic faculty is with

respect to language acquisition, for instance.

After a few months in an African-American

5 school in Baltimore, my son picked up not only

English but a specific African-American ca-
dence, slang, and tonality! And he did so to fit
into a new community. We all did that at some
point. But language is only one example. The
stories children read, the movies they watch, the
stars or heroes they identify with, the video-
games they play, etc. have an enormous impact
on subject formation and in generating indi-
vidual and communal patterns of behaviour.
This is something which Plato was already at-
tentive to, Fe worried abour the kind of stories
we tell children because he was aware that
models shape the character not only of children
but also of adults and the entire community -
perhaps now hed be worrying less about
Homer and more about movies, videogames,

and the Internet!

The exampfes you pive suggest that there is a positive but
also a potentially negasive side to mimicry. Are there cer-
tain tendencies tocfay, politimﬂy or cu[mmfiy, that you
find specifically troubling?

That’s a very good question. The concept of
mimesis is double-faced in the sense that it
triggers both positive and negative effects de-
pending on the models we imitate. As Plato
was the first to notice mimesis works both as a
poison and as a remedy, what he calls a pharma-
kon - Derrida wrote brilliantly about it.

The poisonous, or as I call it, pathological
side is particularly troublesome for political
reasons. Let me give you a concrete example.
When 1 was preparing the ERC application, I
was based in the US, and I was following quite
closely Donald Trump at a time when people
were not yet taking him seriously. I was atten-
tive to him because 1 had studied crowd phe-
nomena in the context of fascism before. I had
read figures like Gustave Le Bon and Gabriel
Tazde who, at the turn of the century, noticed

that people in the crowd are mimetic in the
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sense that they tend to copy or to be affected
by, as if by contagion, each othet’s emotions,
which, in turn, are modelled on the emotions
triggered by prestigious leaders. Authoritarian
leaders, as we saw in the 1920s and 30s, worked
on this mimetic register to arouse the crowds. I
was wozried about Trump’s mimetic rhetoric
because he reminded me of those leaders. This
is true for the content of his speeches (his rac-
tsm, nationalism, etc.) but also for his imper-
sonations, body language, mimicry, shouts, and
repetitions, which indeed spread contagiously,
and thus mimetically, through the crowd of
supporters - something were witnessing in
Europe as well. I am not saying that this uncon-
scious mimesis always works for everybody; 1
am just saying that it’s tremendously effective
and needs to be taken seriously. That’s some-

thing I am wotking on at the moment.

You initiated, together with Roland Breewr and Julia
Jansen, a so-called ‘trans-centre’, an interdisciplinary
seminar where you invite researchers, PhDD students, and
professors with a variety of baa@gmamfs to discuss the
problem of mimesis. Are there any other activities that you

would like to OTPAMiZE ifl the coming yea'rs?

I'm grateful to Roland and Julia, as well as to
Ortwin de Graef and Tom Toremans from
Arts, for joining me in this collaborative adven-
ture. It's a pleasure to see students and col-
leagues from different disciplines working to-
gether, talking across boundaries. 1 see the
HOM project as a kind of link that allows
these transdisciplinary communications to take
place. New ideas often emerge when people
with different backgrounds sit in the same
room, read the same texts and discuss them
from different angles. The HOM seminar is off
to a good start; we intend to continue it for the
duration of the grant, and to use it as a plat-
form to tnwvite guest speakers from other uni-
versities as well. Meanwhile, I have also been

assembling my research team, which includes
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you, and Dr. Daniel Velez, a postdoc working
at the crossroads of musicology and philoso-
phy who will be joining us in September 2013,
from Rutgers University. And a number of ex-
cellent candidates I couldn't include are cur-
rently applying for FWO fellowships to work
on mimesis as well. In addition to teaching
courses refated to mimesis, inviting speakers
and organizing workshops, at the end of the

roject, we'll plan an interdisciplinary confer-
proj P P 4

ence that brings together
researchers from philoso-
phy and literature, but also
from the social sciences,
film studies, and the neuro-
sciences in order to open
up new perspectives on the

current becoming of Home

European Resaarch Councl|

mimeticus.
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Interview with Ernst Wolff

By Broos Delanocte

Leaving one university for another .-
is obviously not an easy decision.
You leave an (intellectual) envi-
romment that is familiar for one

that is (morz or less) unknown. -
When this change implies moving
to anotber coOuntry or even, ds wias g
the case for you, to another conti-

nent, no doubt this adjustment is even bigger. I guess vou
were prepared for some of the differences you would en-
counter (1 hope, for instance, that you were prepared for
less beautiful weather), but there must be differences that
surprised you or that you did not anticipate. Could you

give an example of such an unforeseen difference?

I moved to Leuven with my wife, the French-
speaking writer Luce Thoumin, and our two
children in August. One of the first things that
always strikes me when I come to Furope, is the
incredible stability and the slowness with which
changes take place here. Don't forget that South
Africa is a country in which it is difficult to

really feel at home. It is a country that is con-

tinuously changing. Since I was born, there has
been a constant revolution going on, that st
hasn’t come to an end. However, I see advan-
tages in both the European stability and the
South African alteration. The situation in
South Africa offers an intellectual environment
that is both stimulating and emotionally de-
manding. In Europe, on the other hand, I find
the tranquility that is needed for theoretical
philosophy. Here, you don't have to give im-
mediate answers to every little crisis. I also find
it striking that Flanders is quite homogeneous.
It sometimes reminds me of South Africa when
I was young. It is a one»«language envIronment,
where it is clear who belongs, and who doesn'.
There is a muting homogeneity, in spite of the
many foreigners. At least, that's my first tmpres-
sion.

Regarding teaching, there are also large dif-
ferences. Historically, one of the major prob-
lems in South Africa is that students come to
university unprepared. The apartheid state was
not capable of giving education to black stu-

dents, and mneither has the new democratic
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government. As a professor in South Africa, I
felt the pedagogical duty to smooth away this
injustice as much as I could. Being a critic of
culture, you can criticize the situation in my
country, but once youre confronted with stu-
dents, it is your responsibility to make a differ-
ence. I started to consider my teaching more
and more as a political act. This is different in
Flanders. I'm still searching for the proper rela-
tion to students, but the level at which you can

start is incomparable.

When did you decide to study philosophy? What was the
immediate cause, or what led you to #7 Was it a well-

considered choice?

I studied engineering sciences first, for about
half a year. Then I switched to the Faculty of
Arts, where I was first confronted with philoso-
phy. I was convinced very quickly that this was

something for me.

After your training at the University of Pretoria and the
Randse Afrikaanse Universiteit (now the University of
Jobannesburg), you cbtained a PhDD at the Sorbonne on the
topic of politics and language in the philosophy of Levinas.
To what extent did the context in which You grew up have
an impact on your philosophical thinking and on your

interest in philosophy?

I was lucky to have had a good training at the
University of Johannesburg. I wrote my mas-
ters thesis under the supervision of Johan
Snyman, a specialist of the Frankfurter Schule. It
was there that I came into contact with the
social-critical capacity of philosophy. My plan
was to continue my education in France and to
broaden my philosophical background. I ob-
tained an advanced masters’ degree there, with
a thesis on Levinas and Nietzsche called Vie
quotidienne et vie ordinaire’ (‘Daily life and
ordinary life"). After that, I wrote a PhD pro-
posal on Levinas and Adorno. The idea was
that these philosophers would give me the tools

needed to criticize our “Western philosophy’

and the cultural background of metaphysics. In
the end, I dropped Adorno and my PhD be-
came a PhD on Levinas, When I look back at
tt, Levinas was in fact not the best choice, since
the philosophical register he uses to treat his
problems is different from my own philosophi-
cal register. What remains from my study of
Levinas is a bunch of nasty questions about the
relation between ethics and politics. These are
the questions I've elaborated in my second
book ‘Political Responsibility for a Globalised
World'. 1 consider that book as the closure of
my study of Levinas, Once I was appointed at
The University of Pretoria, I focused — almost
as an act of resistance against the philosophy of
being and the other than being — on the phi-
losophy of technology. Slowly I came to realize
that I wanted to write a philosophy in the set-
vice of cultural diversity. I combined these two
problems in a philosophical-anthropological
study of the technicity of human action. This

is the issue I'm still concerned with today.

Is this what brought you to the philosophy of Paul

Riroeur?

First, I don't consider myself as a Ricoeurian.
But the philosophy of Ricoeur, for me, is the
framework within which T can focus on the
questions we just spoke about. When T first
started my research on the relationship between
man and technics, I wanted to use Ricoeur’s
textual hermeneutics to interpret this relation-
ship. But, slowly, I realized that this project of
the hermeneutics of technics wasn't the right
approach. So ty research started to concen-
trate more and more on a social theory of the
technical dimension of action, So my research
got a social-philosophical orientation, with a
strong political dimension. It is an anthropo-
logical project that is inextricably bound up
with the ethical question of the good life.
Ethics and technics, for me, stand in a dialecti-

cal relationship. My interest does not lie in the




