Obituary Michel Freitag (1935-2009)

Michel Freitag, a great, but unrecognized social theorist of the second twentieth century, died of a sudden heart attack in Montreal at the age of 73. Built like a woodcutter, the man fell like a tree, leaving a whole generation of fine dialecticians he had trained without mentor. The news of his death spread instantaneously across Québec, confirming belatedly that (like Charles Taylor, his Anglophone counterpart in Montreal) he had been recognized all along as one of Canada’s prominent intellectuals. 
Born in Switzerland in 1935, Freitag went to Paris in the 1960´s. Under the supervision of Alain Touraine, he started writing a Ph.D. on economic theories of development in Africa. After a detour via Algeria and extended traveling through South Asia and the Middle East, he arrived in Montreal in 1970, joining ex-colleagues from Touraine´s labo in the newly founded sociology department of the Université de Québec à Montreal (better known by its acronym UQAM) from which he retired in 2001. Working at the margins of the institution, more at home in the countryside than in high society, he nevertheless succeeded in gathering a strong group of young sociologists and philosophers of high caliber around his ideas. He also animated a monthly seminar at UQAM and founded in 1981 the journal Société (some 30 issues).
Well versed in classical theoretical traditions, both sociological and philosophical, Freitag´s dialectical sociology is both impressive and demanding. What strikes the reader immediately is the systematic nature of his work. His sociology is part of a larger unified framework that integrates ontology, epistemology, philosophical anthropology and civilizational analysis into a coherent vision of the world. Inspired by Kojève’s reconstruction of Hegel, Freitag has developed a monumental social theory that foregrounds the symbolic mediations that constitute society as a meaningful totality and analyzes its transformations through the ages – from primitive and traditional societies to modern and postmodern ones. Like Levi-Strauss, Freitag is obsessed with the relation between nature, culture and society; like Weber, he wants to reorganize his vast knowledge of civilizations into a universal developmental history; and like the Frankfurt School, his ontology of the present is animated by a radical critique of the dehumanizing tendencies of globalization.   
Dialectique et société is Freitag´s magnum opus. Published in two volumes in 1986, its depth, scope and reach are comparable to Giddens´s Constitution of Society, Habermas´s Theory of Communicative Action and Luhmann´s Social Systems. Thematically and theoretically, it is part of the ‘new theoretical movement of the eighties’ – but written in French and published outside of France, it did not have the impact it would undoubtedly have had if Freitag had stayed in Paris. The original project of Dialectique et Société comprised five volumes, only two of which have been published so far (a revised version of the first volume and the third volume will be published soon). In the first volume, the Swiss born sociologist presents a general theory of symbolic practice. Its basic idea is that practice is always already and inevitably caught in a web of symbolic representations and significations that functions as an a priori and transcendental order of determination that regulates and unifies the practices, which in turn reproduce society. By introducing culture as a virtual totality that a priori forms, informs and regulates the symbolic practices that produce and reproduce society, Freitag has successfully forged a dialectical connection between the regulation of practices and the reproduction of society. This ‘double dialectic’ between agency and structure forms the starting point of the developmental theory of the modes of formal reproduction of society that is presented in the second volume. Analyzed in a historical and diachronic perspective, the idealtypical description of a society that is conceived as a community of language reappears now, formally, as the first mode of reproduction of society, the ‘symbolic-cultural’ one, which, “sublated”, will be succeeded in modernity by the “political-institutional” one and, subverted and tendentially abolished, in post-modernity by the “decisional-operational” one. 

Freitag´s vision of postmodernity remains rather bleak and totalizing, akin to the one of the Frankfurt School. The ‘totally administered world’ may now look more like a Luhmannian world-system that is out of control, the diagnosis eerily echoes Horkheimer and Adorno’s: end of society, end of culture, end of subjectivity, end of history. Sympathizing with ecological and anti-utilitarian critiques of capitalism, he unrelentingly denounces America, capitalist chrematistics, technocratic education and postmodern totalitarianism. Convinced that the world would soon destroy itself – lest humanity decides to revert to a simpler, autarchic lifestyle – he became increasingly negative and radical. When I last saw him in Montreal in September, he argued in earnest that to save the world we needed a ‘global war cabinet’ that would drastically restrain consumption, ban publicity and prohibit stock markets. 

Although Michel was in good shape – cutting trees in the forest, repairing cars, producing his own wine - he knew that his time was up. Having finished a major book on globalization (L´impasse de la globalization. Une histoire sociologique et philosophique du capitalisme) and another one on the genealogy of liberalism (L’abîme de la liberté, forthcoming), he started working frenetically on a major revision of Dialectique et société. When he brought the manuscript of the first volume to the publisher, he felt relieved: “C´est mon testament”, he said. Although he suffered from the fact that his work had been largely ignored outside of Québec, he was confident that its time would come. It will come and, hopefully, the coming publication of a book in English with some of his best articles will help to establish his reputation as one of the great thinkers of our age, comparable perhaps to Habermas or Luhmann.

The two volumes of Dialectiques et société, as well as some other texts by Freitag can be freely  downloaded at the site “Les Classiques des Sciences Sociales” http://classiques.uqac.ca/contemporains/freitag_michel/freitag_michel.html
