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analysing the contradictions found 
in the present; instead of moving to-
wards quasi-objective explanations 
based on a particular experience, 
they should see them as historical 
and relational, the result of a process 
of anticipation of the correct way, 
while, in fact, these explanations are 
abstract prisons of their own design.

Apart from the collectively written 
introduction and conclusion, among 
the individual contributions one 
finds three chapters by individual 
authors where the authors develop 
their own different perspectives. Sla-
voj Žižek criticises two deviations 
from Marxism; namely, object-orient-
ed ontology and new materialism on 
one hand and assemblages on the 
other, arguing that the former con-
tains no subject, something unaccep-
table given the dynamics of late capi-
talism, while the latter, despite being 
seemingly ever more relevant (such 
as when Donald Trump won the US 
presidential elections based on an 
apparently contradictory mix of anti-
tax, anti-elite, anti-capital and anti-
immigrant sentiments), flattens the 
ontology by only looking at the tip of 
the iceberg seen above sea level.

Frank Ruda goes on by, to para-
phrase Badiou, criticising the soph-
ism of post-communist ‘philoso-
phers’ who legitimise the absence of 
alternatives by not recognising the 
difference between the existing prac-
tice and objectivity, while Marx him-
self, instead of rejecting the work of 
the classical economists before him, 
tried to understand capitalism from 
a subjective perspective of actual 
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The context of the reviewed work 
is the slowing down to a halt and ab-
sence of alternative ideas in contem-
porary society, something that calls 
for the humanities and philosophers 
to respond. The successors of Karl 
Marx, a founding father of social cri-
tique that opened new horizons for 
social change, find themselves in a 
crisis today since, while rejecting his 
‘medicine’, even conservatives agree 
with Marx’s diagnosis while point-
ing out the failures of the communist 
states, resorting instead to national-
ism. In other words, having lost its 
progressive dynamism and returning 
to pre-modern ‘barbaric’ forms (like 
building walls and fences to keep ref-
ugees out), the crisis of capitalism has 
deepened the crisis of Marxism.

What the authors propose in 
this setting – in order to respond to 
Marx’s critics and reclaim the right to 
propose ideas – is to read Marx in re-
verse in the sense of reading him first 
and then proceeding back towards 
the work of Georg Wilhelm Friedrich 
Hegel (noting of course, especially 
for Marxists, the usual way is the oth-
er way around). This means, in my 
opinion, that scholars should start by 
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the most welcome critics of such 
work. 

Apart from a certain degree of ec-
lecticism, ambiguity and encrypted 
messages, mixed with wild creativity, 
something interested readers have by 
now become used to in the writings 
of Žižek and his colleagues, it should 
be noted that parts of the work are 
difficult to read for those without an 
education in philosophy (such as the 
author of this review).
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What is possibly more evident 
than presence? Or less questionable? 
Although people are not always fully 
aware of their own or anybody else’s 
presence, any doubts as to wheth-
er they are actually present or not, 
which might appear in the course 
of their everyday life, are immedi-
ately and nonchalantly dismissed by 
strong self-evidence of being always 
radically present within oneself at 
any given moment and frequently 
enough present to others. The pres-
ence of other people and material 
objects surrounding an individual is 

practice and move beyond that. Si-
multaneously, he is critical of the re-
ductionist and abstract operations of 
capitalism, transforming man as a se-
ries of chemical bodily processes into 
a mechanical being. 

Finally, Agon Hamza questions 
the traditional Marxist perspective as 
well as Marx’s view of Hegel as some-
one who rationalised the actual state 
of affairs, namely the European type 
of modern capitalist development 
involving an authoritarian-nationalist 
Prussian regime in response to the 
market pressures and crises of that 
time, which was in fact a similar situ-
ation to that faced nowadays, and ar-
guing that Hegel’s concern with the 
present and the past was to avoid 
speculative abstraction turning into 
its opposite (that is, capitalism into 
fascism and communism into Stalin-
ism).

Interested readers should not 
be misled by the above attempt to 
reconstruct the key messages since 
they might be misunderstood and/or 
are not always easy to follow. From a 
social science perspective, departing 
from the big modernist approaches 
is not new, yet it is also true that, un-
der the guise of the interdisciplinary 
approach, openness and synthetic 
thinking, social science research is 
today ever less aware of some of the 
fundamental assumptions and ever 
more subjected to particular social 
expectations, with both serving to 
reproduce the existing order. In this 
sense, philosophers who take a ver-
tical perspective by linking the most 
abstract with the most concrete are 
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between people, in contrast, have 
greatly increased. Paradoxically, 
while living in a world of intense 
and dense connectivity, our lives 
have become lonelier. While people 
once mainly associated with others 
from their neighbourhood and the 
office via face-to-face conversations, 
today large proportions of them get 
in touch with each other through dif-
ferent social networks like Facebook, 
Twitter and similar technology by 
mobile phone. These alterations to 
our modern community triggered 
by the use of digital communication 
technology are so profound and ex-
tensive that Miller compares them to 
the changes in social structure and 
human behaviour created by the 
shift from rural to urban life in 19th 
century Europe. “Once again”, says 
Miller, “we are asked to live on top of 
each other, but in a new way: a way 
in which crowds us not physically, 
but in terms of the sense of freedom 
we feel we can enjoy while being 
watched all the time” (p. 105). 

The central dilemma in a sociolog-
ical point of view concerns how our 
society should deal with this second 
social transformation: do we want 
to change our recently developed 
digital society back to a moral com-
munity again? What was impossible 
in the not so distant ‘good old times’ 
can now become a game of cruel re-
ality. A tiny moment of inattention 
or inconsiderate frankness on social 
networks can literally ruin some-
one’s life or reduce their chances of 
recuperating social capital as a mem-
ber of some other community. The 

in some sense even a stronger fact 
for that individual. Others’ existence, 
and thus evidence of their presence, 
is revealed beyond any reasonable 
scepticism to somebody through 
their bodily senses. One only needs 
his or her sight, smell, hear, touch or 
taste to realise others’ flashy bodies 
and their presence are real. Our pres-
ence is manifested to both each other 
and ourselves through bodies where-
by the existence of a body indicates 
our actual presence to ourselves and 
to others as well.

Yet, the human condition of be-
ing present can only be in a transpar-
ent self-explanatory state when ex-
perienced directly, whereas when it 
becomes the subject of thought and 
human curiosity things soon become 
fairly complicated. The state of pres-
ence can be the subject of many play-
ful and meaningful processes in soci-
ety, politics and culture. Miller’s book 
on human presence in contemporary 
culture points out one, but very inter-
esting and highly relevant aspect of 
human presence; namely, the ways its 
condition is seriously limited and put 
aside, if not even endangered, by the 
development of modern communica-
tional technology. It is the nature of 
communication that has significantly 
changed in the last few decades upon 
the introduction of personal comput-
ers, the Internet and mobile phones. 
While geographical distances among 
people are now ‘shorter’ and thus in 
some dimensions of human life al-
most insignificant (e-mail communi-
cation, for instance, can be fast with 
instant effects), the social distances 
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of self. The body is still considered an 
obstacle in realisation of oneself, so 
in the best case the body should be 
re-formed or in the worst case ‘anni-
hilated’ because it is or in the near fu-
ture will become obsolete. However, 
any separation from the human body 
can only occur analytically or cogni-
tively – there needs to be a mecha-
nism to make such an operation at 
all possible. Digital technology fits 
this purpose ‘like a glove’. The initial 
enthusiasm over the Internet, for in-
stance, builds on its disembodiment 
and can thus function as a desirable 
model of social, political and cultural 
utopia. Due to the supposed lack of 
presence of the body, the Internet is 
much more subject-centred and tran-
scendental compared to one’s en-
counter with the material and bodily 
world, while the data shared by it is 
considered permanent and ubiqui-
tous.

I must admit that I find Miller’s at-
tempt to resuscitate the importance 
of presence for the further ‘develop-
ment’ of modern society very appeal-
ing. It is not only that the situation 
currently cries out for a new moral 
order, a situation too often abused 
by different extremist groups, but the 
way Miller speaks about the body in 
relation to presence implies the vital 
position of the body in the process of 
any social change. “The main prob-
lem here” says the author, “is a lack 
of awareness of our own and others 
presence in the world through these 
technologies and thus the inabil-
ity to make proper judgements about 
the consequences of our actions in 

case of Justine Sacco, whose insen-
sitive tweet about AIDS stereotypes 
grabbed public attention all over the 
word within just 11 hours or the ex-
ample of digital images of Rehtaeh 
Parsons, who had committed suicide 
after first being sexually assaulted 
and following a year of online bully-
ing, reappeared on the Internet as an 
advertisement for the lonechat.com 
dating website can occur because 
new digital communication technol-
ogy impacts people’s (digital) iden-
tity globally, not only locally. On top 
of that, digital technology enables 
the personal information to be ef-
fectively informatisation, commodi-
fication, depersonalisation, decon-
textualisation and dematerialisation. 
This change came so quickly that 
life without modern communication 
technology almost literally vanished 
overnight. We need to use the new 
technology in private life to com-
municate with family members, we 
require it in the office to work with 
colleagues and clients, we need it for 
exchanging thoughts with friends 
and acquaintances, and so on. Digi-
tal communication technology is 
becoming the ultimate omnipres-
ent media for communication in the 
modern world. 

Miller states the reasons for the 
mess we are currently in partly stem 
from the common and still popular 
understanding of the body–mind re-
lationship. The alleged separation of 
mind and body which is, of course, a 
completely wrong and obsolete view 
of the relationship, is responsible for 
the modern platonic understanding 
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the promise of the return of hot and 
sunny days. Whether Miller’s book 
on the issues relating to presence in 
modern society is an intelligent and 
profound ‘swift’ that heralds ‘spring’ 
for our own moral system has yet to 
be determined but, for a start, it cer-
tainly brings us some warm hope. 

online context” (p. 6). And I like the 
form of this publication. Miller’s trea-
tise is published in the SAGE “Swifts” 
collection, one that was already pub-
lished some 40 years ago, but SAGE 
has now decided to revive it. Just 
like a swift, which has gone away 
for the long, cold winter, bringing 


