The affirmative’s focus on life leads to infinite theoretical violence and extensive material suffering through their “defense” against death
McGowan 13—Todd McGowan, Professor of English at the University of Vermont, Enjoying what we don’t have, EBSCO PUBLISHING, 2013, pp. 227-229) // skohli
The further the project of modernity moves in the direction of life, the more forcefully the specter of fundamentalism will make its presence felt. The exclusive focus on life has the effect of producing eruptions of death. As the life-affirming logic of science and capitalism structures all societies to an increasing extent, the space for the creation of value disappears. Modernity attempts to construct a symbolic space where there is no place for death and the limit that death represents. As opposed to the closed world of traditional society, modernity opens up an infinite universe.14 But this infinite universe is established through the repression of finitude. Explosions of fundamentalist violence represent the return of what modernity’s symbolic structure cannot accommodate. As Lacan puts it in his seminar on psychosis, “Whatever is refused in the symbolic order, in the sense of Verwerfung, reappears in the real.”15 Fundamentalist violence is blowback not simply in response to imperialist aggression, as the leftist common sense would have it. This violence marks the return of what modernity necessarily forecloses.
Historically, the opposition between those who privilege life and those who privilege death has coincided with the opposition between the forces of emancipation and those of conservatism. The emancipatory project works to liberate life from the restrictions that the oppressive and hierarchical social order places on it, while conservatism tries to sustain a life-denying order because it views order as the source of all value. Conservative thinkers defend their abridgement of life’s possibilities in the name of order and civilization. Without the restrictions that we place on life, according to this line of thought, we would lose everything valuable.
Perhaps the greatest literary account of this opposition occurs in Willa Cather’s masterpiece Death Comes for the Archbishop. Cather’s 1927 novel describes the lives of two missionary priests, Father Latour and Father Vaillant, whom the Catholic Church has sent to New Mexico. Though the two are friends, an antagonism develops between them concerning an elaborate church that Latour wants to build. For Vaillant, the money spent on an elaborate cathedral could be better spent feeding the hungry and impoverished people of the region. Latour, who is Vaillant’s superior, ends up having the church constructed despite his friend’s objections, consoling himself with the idea that the building will provide something more important than mere life.
The building will feed the souls of the poor and give them value, even if it implicitly takes literal food from them by diverting the Catholic Church’s funds. The opposition between Latour and Vaillant represents the conflict between death and life. Latour insists on denying life — choosing to build a church rather than feed people — because he sees how the church brings value into the world. Vaillant, in contrast, believes that people must be alive and well fed before they can appreciate the worth that the church gives their lives. It is difficult for the left-leaning reader not to find Vaillant the far more sympathetic figure in the struggle.
The emancipatory project’s promotion of life against death reached its apex in the 1960s. The student radicals of the 1960s fought for peace against war, for sexual exploration against repression, and for liberty of expression against artificial restrictions. At the heart of each of these struggles was a desire to free life from the limits that bourgeois society imposed on it. The Berkeley Free Speech Movement, for instance, sought to affirm the productive chaos of life itself and reject the life-denying restrictions represented by the police, the government, and the ruling class. Even the mode of resistance championed by this movement indicates its kinship with life: members would simply allow themselves to go limp and become figures of bare life when police tried to drag them away. The antiwar movement attacked not just the injustice of the war in Southeast Asia but rather the destructive- ness of war in general. The imperative that one should “make love, not war” expressed a larger philosophical orientation beyond a specific struggle. The opponent was the warring mindset that denied the beauty of pure life.
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