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A n introduction to A lain  
Badiou’s philosophy

A lain Badiou is one of F rance’s foremost living philosophers. 
Y et recognition o f the force and  originality of his work in the 
English-speaking world has been slow to come, perhaps 
because it is difficult to assimilate his w ork w ithin the 
established categories of ‘contem porary  F rench  philosophy’. 
However, such recognition is now gathering  m om entum . No 
fewer th an  six tran sla tio n s o f his m ajo r works, two 
collections o f his essays, and  one m onograph  on his work 
are curren tly  in press.1 T h e  first English-language con­
ference devoted to his work was held in M ay  2002 a t 
Cardiff, a critical in troduction  to his work has appeared, 
and three translations of his works -  Ethics, Deleuze, and  
Manifesto fo r  Philosophy -  are already  on the shelves.2

T he present volum e aims to provide a brief, accessible 
in troduction  to the diversity and  pow er o f B adiou’s thought, 
collecting a series of conference papers and  essays. T he 
opening text sets the scene, giving a polem ical overview of 
the state of philosophy in  relation to the contem porary  
w orld. T he second chap ter gives a general overview, via the 
categories o f ethics and  tru th , o f B ad io u ’s m odel of 
fundam ental change in the dom ains of a rt, love, politics
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Infinite Thought

and  science -  philosophy’s four ‘conditions’. T he following 
chapters present specific applications of his central concep­
tion of philosophy as an  exercise o f though t conditioned by 
such changes in a rt (C hapters 5 and 6 on poetry and 
cinem a), love (C h ap te r 4 on psychoanalysis), politics 
(C hap ter 3) and science. Since B adiou’s work in relation 
to science is m ainly found in the huge tom e L ’Etre et 
I’evenement (Being and Event) we chose to sketch the la tte r’s 
argum ent in the in troduction .3 C hapters 7 and  8 exemplify 
a re tu rn  to one of philosophy’s classical roles: the analytical 
denuncia tion  o f ideology, Badiou attack ing  first the ‘w ar on 
te rro rism ’ and  then  the ‘d ea th  o f com m unism ’. T he 
penultim ate ch ap te r sets ou t B adiou’s doctrine on philoso­
phy in relation to its conditions, and  then the collection 
closes w ith an  interview  with Badiou in w hich he explains 
and  reconsiders some o f his positions.

In  our in troduction  we identify one of the m anners in 
w hich B adiou’s philosophy differs from the contem porary  
French philosophy known as poststructuralism : its trea t­
m ent o f the question o f the subject. We then engage in a 
long, a t times difficult, b u t necessary exegesis o f B adiou’s set 
theo ry  ontology; necessary since it grounds his en tire  
doctrine, and  not particu larly  long in  relation to its m atter; 
Being and Event comprises over 500 pages in  the French 
edition. At every po int we have attem pted  to render the 
technical details in as clear a fashion as possible, yet w ithout 
undue distortion.

I f  the prospective reader wishes to skip over the m ore 
abstruse discussions offered in the in troduction , he or she 
should feel absolutely free to do so — for Badiou is still his 
own best exegete. H e effectively tries to speak to those who 
do not spend their lives in professional institutions, bu t act 
and  think in ways th a t usually exceed or are beneath  notice. 
As B adiou him self pu ts it: ‘Philosophy privileges no 
language, not even the one it is w ritten  in .’

2
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An introduction to Alain Badiou’s philosophy

Badiou’s question

B adiou is ne ith e r a p o ststru c tu ra lis t nor an  ana ly tic  
philosopher, and  for one m ajor reason: there is a question 
w hich drives his thought, especially in his m agnum  opus, 
U E tre et Vevenement. This question is foreign to both 
poststructuralism  and  analytic philosophy -  in  fact no t only 
foreign, b u t unwelcome. I t is this question th a t governs the 
p ecu lia rity  o f B ad io u ’s tra jec to ry  an d  the a tte n d a n t 
difficulties of his thought.

In  the in troduction  to L ’Etre et I’evenement Badiou seizes 
upon  an  exchange betw een Jacques-A lain  M iller and 
Jacques L acan  du rin g  the famous Sem inar X I .4 M iller, 
w ithout blinking, asks Lacan, the grand  theorist of the 
barred  subject, ‘W hat is your ontology?’5 For Badiou this is 
a crucial m om ent, for it reveals a fundam ental difficulty -  
one th a t m any argue L acan  never solved, even w ith his 
loopy 1970s recourses to knot theory. T he difficulty is th a t of 
reconciling a m odern doctrine of the subject (such as th a t of 
psychoanalysis) w ith an  ontology. H ence B adiou’s guiding 
question: How can a modern doctrine o f the subject be reconciled 
with an ontology?

But w hat exactly does Badiou understand  by a ‘m odern 
doctrine of the subject’? Badiou takes it as given th a t in the 
contem porary  w orld the subject can no longer be theorized 
as the self-identical substance th a t underlies change, nor as 
the product of reflection, nor as the correlate of an object.6 
This set of negative definitions is all very fam iliar to a reader 
o f poststructuralism . Surely one could object th a t post­
structuralism  has developed a m odern doctrine of the 
subject?

T he problem  with poststructuralism  is th a t exactly the 
same set of negative definitions serves to delim it its im plicit 
ontology (w hether of desire or difference): there are no self­
iden tical substances, there  are no stable p roducts  o f

3
Ücretsiz PDF Kitap Arsivi - https://rantey.org



Infinite Thought

reflection, and since there are no stable objects there can be 
no correlates of such objects. T hus in poststructuralism  there 
is no distinction between the general field o f ontology and  a 
theory o f the subject; there is no tension betw een the being 
of the subject and being in general.

W here Badiou sees an essential question for m odern 
philosophy, then, poststructuralism  sees nothing. For m any 
this lack of distinction between the being o f the subject and 
the being of everything else would appear to be a virtue; the 
privilege of the ra tional anim al is finally rem oved in favour 
of a less anthropocentric  ontology. T h ere  is, however, a 
price to be paid for lum ping the subject together with 
w h a tev er else is usually  recognized in an  ontology. 
Poststructuralism  typically encounters a num ber of p ro­
blems in its theory of the subject. Funnily  enough, these 
p rob lem s a re  q u ite  c learly  in h erited  from  the  very 
philosophical trad itio n  whose 'd e a th ’ poststructuralism  
gleefully proclaims. T here was enough life left in the corpse 
to pass som ething on -  and w hat it passed on were the two 
fundam ental problem s in the thought of the subject.

T he first problem  is th a t of identity, the second, problem , 
tha t of agehey. T h e  m ind-body  problem  derives for the most 
p a r t from the former, and the free will versus determ inism  
debate from the latter. Poststructuralists have concentrated  
almost exclusively on a critique o f the first problem , arguing 
th a t there is no solution to the problem  o f the identity  of the 
subject because the subject has no substan tial identity: the 
illusion of an underly ing identity  is p roduced  by the very 
representational m echanism  em ployed by  the subject in its 
effort to grasp its own identity. T he same line o f argum ent is 
also applied to the identity  of any entity  thus including the 
subject w ithin the dom ain of a general ontology. For 
example, in his in troduction to a collection of Philippe 
L acoue-L abarthe’s essays, D errida identifies the subject 
with the self-(de)constituting m ovem ent of the text; the
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subject is no thing other than  a perpetual m ovem ent of 
transla tion .7 This brings the subject w ithin the am bit of his 
m uch-m aligned b u t fateful early ontological claim: ‘T here  is 
no outside-text.’ T he consequence of this move, o f this 
m erger of the subject with a general ontology w ithin the 
context of a general critique o f identity  and  representation, 
is the em ergence of a problem  w ith the differentiation of 
subjects. H ow  can  one subject be differentiated  from 
ano th er w ithout recourse to some sort of definable identity?

As for agency  -  ph ilo so p h y ’s second fu n d am en ta l 
problem  in the thought o f the subject -  the consequence 
of poststructuralism ’s alm ost exclusive concentration on the 
first problem  has been th a t the critics o f poststructuralism  
have had an easy pitch: all they have had  to do is to accuse 
the poststructuralists of robbing the subject of agency: if 
there is no self-identical subject, then w hat is the ground for 
autonom ous ra tiona l action? This is w hat lies behind the 
infam ous jibe th a t poststructuralism  leads down a slippery 
slope to apoliticism.

W hen poststructuralists do engage w ith the problem  of 
agency they again  m eet with difficulties, and  again precisely 
because they m erge their theory of the subject with their 
general ontology. For exam ple, in his m iddle period 
F oucault argued tha t networks of disciplinary pow er not 
only reach into the most in tim ate spaces of the subject, but 
actually  produce w hat we call subjects.8 However, Foucault 
also said th a t pow er produces resistance. His problem  then 
becam e th a t of accounting for the source of such resistance. 
I f  the subject -  right down to its most in tim ate desires, 
actions and  thoughts -  is constituted by power, then  how 
can it be the source of independent resistance? For such a 
point of agency to exist, Foucault needs some space w hich 
has not been com pletely constituted by power, or a com plex 
d o c trin e  on the re la tio n sh ip  betw een  resistance and 
independence. However, he has neither. In  his la ter work,
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he deals with this problem  by assigning agency to those 
subjects who resist pow er by m eans of an aesthetic project of 
sell-authoring. Again, the source of such privileged agency -  
why do some subjects shape themselves against the grain 
and  not others? -  is not explained.

W hat does B adiou do w hen faced w ith these two 
fundam ental problem s of iden tity  and agency? First, Badiou 
recognizes a distinction betw een the general dom ain of 
ontology and the theory of the subject. He does not m erge 
the one into the other; ra ther, the tension between the two 
drives his investigations. Second, when it comes to the twro 
problem s, Badiou does the exact opposite to the poststruc- 
turalists: he defers the problem  o f identity, leaving a direct 
trea tm ent of it for the unpublished com panion volum e to 
Being and Event, w'hile he concentrates on the problem  of 
agency.9

For Badiou, the question of agency ds not so m uch a 
question o f how a subject can initiate an action in an  
autonom ous m anner bu t ra th e r how a subject emerges 
through an autonom ous chain of actions w ithin a changing 
situation.^That is, it is_not everyday actions or decisions th a t 
provide evidence of agency for Badiou. I t is ra th e r those 
ex traord inary  decisions and  actions which isolate an actor 
from their context, those actions which show tha t a hum an  
can actually  be a free agent th a t supports new chains of 
actions and reactions. F o r this reason, not every hum an 
being is always a sub ject,/yet some hum an  beings become 
subjects; those who act in fideliijbto  a chance encounter with 
an  event fvhich disrupts the situationXhey find themselves in .11̂

A subject is born of a h um an  being’s decision th a t ■ 
'something they have encountered, w'hicb has happened in 
their situation -  however foreign and abnorm al -  does in 
fact belong to the situation and  thus cannot be overlooked. 
Badiou m arks the disruptive abnorm ality  of such an  event 
by stating th a t w hether it belongs to a situation or not is,
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strictly undecidable on die basis o f established knowledge. 
M oreover, the subject,, as born of a decision, Is not lim ited to 
the recognition of the occurrence of an  event, b u t extends 
into a prolonged investigation, of the consequences of such 
a i| event. This investigation is not a passive, scholarly affair; 
it entails not only the active transform ation o f the situation 
in w hich the event occurs bu t also the active transform ation 
of the h um an  being. T hus in B adiou’s philosophy th ere is no 
such th in g  as a sub ject w ith o u t such a process, of 
subjectivization.

For exam ple, when two people fall in love, their ‘m eeting’ 
— w hether th a t m eeting be their first hours together, or the 
length of their entire courtship -  forms an event for them  in 
relation to which they change their lives. This certainly does 
not m ean th a t their lives are simply going to be the.,better, 
for it; on the contrary , love m ay involve debt, alienated 
friends, and  ru p tu re  w ith one’s family. T he po in t is th a t love 
changes their re la tion  to the w orld irrevocably. T h e  
d u ra tion  of the lovers’ relationship depends upon their 
fidelity to th a t event and how they change according to 
w hat they discover through their love. In the realm  p f  
science the m ost obvious exam ple of an  event is the 
C opernican revolution, the ensuing subjects being those 
scientists who worked w ithin its w-ake contribu ting  to the 
field we now nam e ‘m odern physics’.

T he consequence o f such a definition o f the subject seems 
to be th a t only brillian t scientists, m odern masters, seasoned 
m ilitants and com m itted lovers are adm itted  into the fold. A 
little unfair, perhaps? Is B adiou’s definition of the subject 
exclusive or elitist? O n  the one side, you have hum an  beings, 
no thing m uch distinguishing them  from anim als in their 
pursu it of their in terests, a nd then, on the o ther side, you 

I, the n ew e llte  o f f a i t h f u l T h i s  
has a dangerous ring, and  one could be forgiven for 
com paring it a t first glance to M orm on doctrine. How ever -
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and  this is crucial — there is no predestination in B adiou’s 
account. T here is nothing o ther than  chance encounters 
between p articu la r hum ans and  p articu la r events; and 
subjects may be born out o f such encounters. T here is no 
higher order which prescribes who will encounter an  event 
and decide to act in relation to it. T here  is only chance. 
Furtherm ore, there is no simple distinction between subjects 
and hum ans.11 Some hum ans become subjects, b u t only 
some of the time, and often they break their fidelity to an 
event and thus lose their subjecthood.

Thus, Badiou displaces the problem  o f agency from the 
level of the hum an  to the level of being. T h a t is,, his problem  
is no longer th a t of how an  ind ividual subject initiates a new 
chain of actions, since for him  the subject only emerges in 
the course of such a chain of actions. His problem  is 
accounting for how an existing situation -  given th a t being, 
for Badiou, is no thing other th an  m ultiple situations — can 
be d isrupted and  transform ed by such a chain of actions. 
This displacem ent of the problem  of agency allows Badiou 
to avoid positing some mysterious autonom ous agent w ithin 
each hum an  such as ‘free will’. However, the direct and 
unavoidable consequence of the displacem ent is th a t the 
problem  of agency becomes the ancien t philosophical 
problem  of how the new occurs in being.

I t  is no coincidence th a t B adiou’s question — W hat is the 
com patibility  of a subject w ith a general ontology? — leads 
directly to this venerable philosophical problem , since it is 
this very problem  which also underlies B adiou’s early work, 
Theorie du sujet. l2 In  tha t work, B adiou’s solution was to 
develop a com plex poststructuralist rem odelling of the 
H egelian d ia lec tic  In f ’Etre et I’evenemenl, B adiou’s solution 
is simply to q.sserf thjat ‘events h ap p en ’, events w ithout 
directly  assignable causes w hich d isrup t the o rder of 
established situations. I f  decisions are taken by subjects to 
work out the consequences of such events, new situations
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em erge as a result of their work. Such events do not form 
p a rt o f ‘w hat is’, and  so they do not fall u nder the purview  of 
B adiou’s general ontology. T hus the relation between^ the 
being of the subject and the g en era l dom ain  of B adibu’s. 
ontology is a contingent relationship, w hich hinges on the 
occurrence of an  event.and the decision o f a subject, to act in 
fidelity to th a t event.

W hat, then, is this ‘general dom ain ’ of B adiou’s ontology?

Modern ontology: being as multiple multiplicities

As already m entioned, there are two m ajor traditions tha t 
enjoy a relation to ontology in late tw entieth-century  
philosophy: the analytic trad ition  and  the post-Heidegger- 
ean trad itio n . T he ana ly tic  trad itio n  e ither forecloses 
ontology in favour of epistem ology)or reduces ontology to 
a property  of theories.13 T he post-H eideggerean trad ition  
perpetually  announces the end of fundam ental ontology, 
while basing this p ronouncem ent on its own fundam ental 
ontology o f desire o r difference.

Despite his rejection of their conclusions, Badiou does not 
simply dismiss the claims of these traditions. O n  the contrary , 
Badiou takes his starting  point from both  traditions: the 
concept o f ‘situation’ from W ittgenstein and  the idea of the 
‘ontological difference’ from H eidegger. H e then forges a 
new ontology w ithin  the furnace o f their critiques of 
ontology.

H eidegger form ulates the ontological difference as the 
difference betw een Being and  beings; th a t is, the difference 
betw een individual beings and  the fact of their Being, that 
they are. For Badiou the term  ‘beingsj risks substantialization; 
it is too close to the term  ‘entity!* ‘ex istan t’ or ‘ob ject’. 
Instead, Badiou proposes the term  situation, which he defines 
as a ‘presented m ultiplicity^ or as the ‘place o f taking p lace’ 
(EE, 32). T he term  ‘situation’ is p rior to. any distinction

9
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between substances an d /o r relations a n d ,so  covers- bath . 
S ituations include all those flows, p roperties, aspects, 
concatenations of events, d isparate collective phenom ena, 
bodies, m onstrous and virtual, th a t one m ight w ant to 
exam ine w ithin an ontology. T he concept of ‘situation’ is 
also designed to accom m odate anyth ing  w hich is, regardless 
of its m odality; tha t is, regardless of w hether it is necessary, 
contingent, possible, actual, potential, or v irtual -  a whim, ,a 
superm arket, a work of art, a d ream , a p layground fight, a 
fleet of trucks, a mine, a stock prediction, a gam e of chess, or 
a set of waves.

I f  A ristotle’s fundam ental ontological claim  is ‘T here are 
substances’, then B adiou’s is ‘T here are situations’, or, in 
o ther words, ‘T here  are m ultiple m ultiplicities’. T he key 
difference between B adiou’s claim  and th a t of Aristotle is 
th a t for Aristotle each substance is a unity  th a t belongs to a 
totality  -  the cosmos -  which is itself a unity. For Badiou, 
there is no unified to tality  th a t encompasses these m ultiple 
multiplicities. Furtherm ore, there is no basic or p rim ordial 
unity to these multiplicities.

I t  is these two aspects of his ontology which, according to 
Badiou, guaran tee  its m odernity. For Badiou, the task of 
m odern ontology is to break w ith classical ontology’s 
fundam ental un ity  of being - both in the la tte r’s ind iv iv  
duality  yand hT its totality!? Leibniz expressed this belief of 
classical ontology in the formula: ‘W hat is not a being is not 
a being.,H

H ow ever , breaking with the .classical un ity  of being is no 
simple task for ontology./The problem  is th a t even if there is 
no prim ordial equivalence between unity  and being, for 
Badiou one m ust still recognize, following Lacan, th a t there is 
some oneness -  ‘II y a de l’u n .’ T h a t is, a lthough unity  is not 
prim ordial, there is some kind of effect of unity in the 
’presentation^ o f being.15 B adiou’s solution to this problem  is 
to argue that: situations -^presented m ultiplicities -  do have
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unity, hut such unity is the result pi an operation term ed the 
count-Jor-one).This count is w hat Badiou terms the situation’s 
structure^ A structure determ ines w hat belongs and  does not 
belong to the situation by counting various m ultiplicities as 
elem entfof the situation. An elem ent is a basic un it of a 
situation. A structure thereby generates unity  at the level of 
ear/^element of the situation. Il also generates unity  a t the 
level of the whole s itu a tio n 'h y  unifying the multiplicity, of 
elements. This is a 'T h a tn r  definition of a situation: a 

' situation is a presented m ultiplicity.
W hereas, as we have noted, philosophers have often 

thought of unity as the fundam ental p roperty  of Being, for 
Badiou unity  is the effect^ o f structuration  - and not a 
ground, origin, or end. T he consequence of the unity  of 
situations being the effect of an operation is th a t a m ultiple 
th a t belongs to one situation m ay also belong to another 
s itu a tio n : s itua tions do n o t have m u tu a lly  exclusive 
identities. ......

T he operation of the count-for-ond is not perform ed by 
some agent separate to the m ultiplicity of the situation: in 
classical or even relativist ontologies one can discern such an 
agent, going under the nam es of God, H istory, or Discourse. 
T he distinction betw een a situation and  its structuring  
count-for-one only holds, strictly speaking, w ithin ontology; 
the situation  is no th ing  o th er th an  this operation  of 
‘counting-for-one’.1G I f  a situation is a counting-for-one, 
then Badiou also has a dynam ic definition of a situation. 
O nce he has both  a dynam ic as well as a static-definition of a 
situation - the operation of counting-for-one, and unified 
presented m ultiplicity  -  he is able to jo in  his doctrine of 
m ultip licity  to a rew orking of H eidegger’s ontological 
difference.

Badiou states th a t the ontological difference.stands between 
a situation and the being of th a t situation; as for Heidegger, 
this disjointing, in thought, of situations from their being
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allows ontology to unfold. U nlike H eidegger, however, the 
being of a situation is not som ething th a t only a poetic 
saying can approach: it is, quite simply and banally, the 
situation ‘before’ or ra ther, without the effect of the count- 
for-one; it is the situation as a non-unified or inconsistent 
m ultiplicity. ‘After’ or with the effect of the count-for-one-.-a- 
situation is a unified or consistent m ultiplicity.

In  order to understand  this distinction) between an 
inconsistent m u ltip lic ity . and  a consistent m ultip licity , 
consider the situation of a football team . T he p articu lar 
team  we have in m ind is a rahtfshajckle^'et o f unruly7 players 
each having their own position, strengths and weaknesses; 
all of whom  are united, however undisciplined and chaotic 
their play, by their belonging to the team  ‘T he C ats’.17 
C onsider then the same team  from the po in t of view of its 
being: it is a d isparate m ultiplicity of hum an  bodies, each its 
own m ultiplicity of bones, muscles, nerves, arteries, bile and 
testosterone, each of these sub-elements in ,turn a m ulti­
plicity of cells and so on, which, a t the bare level of their 
bru te existence, have nothing to do w ith th a t unity  term ed 
‘T he C ats’. T h a t is, a t the level of the being of each elem ent 
of the team  there is no thing which inherently  determ ines 
th a t it is an element of this football team . Thus, a t the 
indifferent level of being, the situation term ed ‘T he C ats’ is 
an  inconsistent and non-unified m ultiplicity. G ranted , the 
p roper nam e ‘C ats’ does have a certain  intcrpellative power 
in the A lthusserian sense, bu t it neither resides at nor 
generates the level of being — for Badiou the word neither 
m urders nor creates the thing, it merely assigns the ‘th ing’ -  
a m ultiplicity  — a certain  identity.

In  order to understand  how Badiou m ight equate these 
inconsistent m ultiplicities w ith being, consider stripping 
som ething of all of its properties to the extent th a t even its 
identity  and  unity  are removed. For m any philosophers, 
p arad ing  their com m itm ent to desubstantialization, there

12
Ücretsiz PDF Kitap Arsivi - https://rantey.org



An introduction to Alain Badiou’s philosophy

would be no thing left after such an  operation. However, for 
Badiou, w hat would be left would simply be the being of 
th a t ‘som ething’, and such being could only be described as 
an  ‘inconsistent m ultiplicity^ N ot even ‘formless m a tte r’ 
w ould be acceptable,“since ‘m a tte r’ would have been one of 
the general properties we stripped aw ay from our ‘som e­
th in g ’. B adiou’s ‘inconsistent m ultip licity’ is therefore not to 
be equated  with A ristotelian ‘prim e m a tte r’; its ‘ac tu a l’ 
status is, m oreover, ‘undecidab le’. Precisely because a 
situation provokes the question ‘W hat was there before, )al\ 
situations?’ bu t provides no possible access to this ‘before’ 
th a t is not irrem ediably com prom ised by /lost-situational 
term inology and  operations, it is impossible to speak o f in 
any  direct way. W ith  the though t of .‘inconsistent m ulti-' 
'phcity’," th o u g h t therefore . toucdie^pjxjls own limits;, w hat 
Badiou calls, following L acan, its

I t  is a t this po int th a t we tu rn  to a discussion of B adiou’s 
'use o f set,theory) by m eans of which he gives all this ra ther 
loose m etaphysical talk a solid and  precise basis.

W hy set theory?

Since A ristotle, on tology has been a priv ileged su b ­
discipline of philosophy; otherw ise known as the discourse 
on being. Badiou puts forw ard a radical thesis: if being is 
inconsistent m ultiplicity, then the only suitable discourse for 
talking abou t it is no longer philosophy b u t m athem atics. 
For Badiou, mathematics is ontologyv M athem aticians, u n ­
beknow nst to themselves, do nothing o ther than  continually  
speak of or w rite being. This thesis enables Badiou to 
reform ulate the classical language of ontology being, 
relations, qualities — in m athem atical terms: m ore specifi­
cally, those of .set theory because it is one of the foundational 
disciplines of contem porary  m athem atics; any m athem atical 
proposition can be rew ritten  in the language of set theory.
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In  L ’Etre et I’e'venement, Badiou sets forth two doctrines to 
support his adoption of set theory. T he first, the doctrine on 
inconsistent m ultip licity , is explained in the previous 
section. T he second is the doctrine on the void. Together, 
these doctrines serve to bridge the gap between set theory, 
w ith its infinity of sets, and  B adiou’s m ultiplicities of 
situations.

fa k e  the first doctrine. I f  the being of situations is 
inconsistent m ultiplicity, w hat is required of the language of 
such being? Sim ply th a t this language m ust present m ulti­
plicity as inconsistent, th a t is, as non-unified. T o  fulfil such a 
requirem ent a num ber of conditions m ust be met. First, in 
order to present m ultiplicity w ithout unity, the multiples 
presented in this language cannot be m ultiples of individual 
things of any kind, since this would be to smuggle back in 
precisely w hat is in question the being o f the One. 
C onsequently, these m ultiples m ust also be composed of 
m ultiples themselves composed of m ultiples, and so on. 
Second, ontology cannot present its m ultiples as belonging 
to a universe, to one all-inclusive to tal m ultiple -  for tha t 
w ould be to smuggle back the O ne at a global level. As such, 
ontology’s m ultiples m ust be boundless; they canno t have an  
upper limit. T he th ird  condition is th a t ontology cannot 
determ ine a single concept of m ultiplicity, for th a t would 
also unify its multiplicities and, by so doing, unify being.

Set theory is the formal theory of non-unified m ulti­
plicities. I t  meets each of the three conditions outlined 
above. First., a set is a m ultiple of m ultiples called elements. 
H ow ever, there is no fundam ental difference between 
elements and  sets, since every elem ent of a set is itself a 
set. Second, there is no set of sets; th a t is, there is no ultim ate 
set which includes all the different types o f set found in set 
theory. Such a set would have to thereby include itself, 
which is expressly forbidden, on pain of paradox, by one of 
set theory’s axioms, th a t of foundation .18 In  set theory there
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is an  infinity of infinite types of infinite sets. As for the third 
condition, there is neither definition nor concept of a set in 
set theory. W h at there is in its place is a fundam ental relation 
- ‘belonging’ as well as a series of variables and logical 
operators, and  nine axioms stating how they m ay be used 
together. Sets em erge from operations which follow these 
rules.

T he second doctrine, which Badiou uses to bridge the gap 
betw een set theory’s infinity of sets and  particu la r non- 
ontological situations, is his doctrine on ‘the void’). Like the 
doctrine of inconsistent m ultiplicity, fit is also a doctrine 
abou t the n a tu re  of situations. Badiou argues that, in every 
situation, there is a being of the ‘no th ing ’. He starts by- 
stating th a t w hatever is recognized as ‘som ething’, or as 
existing, in a situation is counted-for-one in, th a t situation 
and  vice versa. By im plication, w hat is notMng'im a situation 
m ust go uncounted. However, it is no t as though there is 
simply nothing in a situation which is uncounted -  bo th  the 
operation 'o f  the count-for-one and the inconsistent multiple 
which exists before the count are, by definition, uncoun­
table. M oreover, both  are necessary to the existence of a 
situation or presentation;, precisely because they constitute a 
situation as a situation theyycannot be presented w ithin the 
situation itself.19 .As necessary but unpresentable, they 
constitute w hat Badiou terms the choth'ihg*- or'fhe '*void’ of 
a situation.

Badiou states th a t this void is the ‘subtractive suture to 
being’ of a situation {EE, 68). T he void is the 'su tu re ' of 
being to presentation because it is the po int through w hich a 
situation comes to be -  the count-for-one -  yet by which 
being -  as inconsistent m ultiplicity  -  is foreclosed from 
presentation. T h e  void is ‘sub tractive’ for two reasons. T he 
first is th a t it is sub tracted  from presentation and, second, it 
does not p artic ipa te  in any of the qualities o f the situation -  
although it is p roper to the situation, it is as if all of the
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particularities o f the situation are rem oved or subtracted  
from it. So, for Badiou, every situation is ultim ately founded 
on a void. This is not H eidegger’s Ab-grund, nor is. i t  some 
theological creation ex nihilo. T he void of a situation is 
simply w hat is not there, b u t w hat is necessary for anyth ing  
to be there.

W hen we tu rn  to set theory, it turns ou t it makes one 
initial existential claim, tha t is, it begins by saying th a t just 
one set exists. This particu la r set is sub tracted  from the 
conditions of every other set in set theory: th a t of having 
elements. This is the null-set, a m ultiple of nothing or of the 
void.20 O n  the sole basis o f this set, using operations 
regulated  by form al axioms, set theory’unfoldk an infinity of 
further sets. Set theory thus weaves its sets out of a ‘void’, 
out of w hat, in any other situation, is the subtractive suture 
to being of th a t situation. In  o ther words, we already know 
th a t ontology connects to o ther situations through being the 
theory of inconsistent m ultiples. In  each and every non- 
ontological situation, its inconsistent m ultiplicity  is a void. 
T he only possible presentation of a ‘void’ in set theory is the 
null-set. Thus, the second way in which set theory connects 
to situations is th a t it constructs its inconsistent m ultiples out 
o f id  presentation of the void, o f the suture to being o f every 
situation .21

So m uch for the general connection between situations and 
set theory’s infinite sets. T here  is also a connection specific to 
each situation: Badiou holds tha t the structure of each 
situation can be w ritten  as a type of set. T h a t is, leaving all 
of a situation’s properties aside and considering only the 
basic relations which hold throughout its m ultiplicity, one 
can schem atize a situation in ontology as a set.

W hat, then, are sets and how are they written?
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Set theory

Sets are m ade up of elements. T he elements of a set have no 
distinguishing quality  save th a t of belonging to it. This is why 
they are referred to simply as variables -  a, p, y -  both  when 
they are elements and w hen they are themselves considered 
as sets. T he relation of belonging is the basic relation of set 
theory: it is w ritten a e P; a belongs to P, or, a is an elem ent 
of the set p. T here is ano ther relation in set theory, term ed 
inclusion, which is based entirely on belonging. Sets have 
‘subsets’, th a t are included in the sets. A subset is a grouping 
o f some o f a set’s elements. Each o f a subset’s elements must 
belong to the initial set. T ake for exam ple the set 8 which 
consists of the elements a, P, y. I t  can be w ritten {a, P, y}. I t 
has various subsets like {a, p} and {P, y}. Each subset can 
itself be given a nam e, indexed to an  a rb itra ry  m ark. For 
exam ple, the la tte r subset (P, y}, m ight be called the subset 
%. Its inclusion in 8 is w ritten /  C 8.

the set 8

elements

X C  8

A set is a unified m ultiplicity: its elements are not indefinite 
and dispersed; one is able to speak of a (single, unified) set. 
Badiou reads a  e P as saying tha t m ultiple a  is ‘counted-lor- 
one’ as an  elem ent of the set P, or the set P is the ‘count-for- 
one’ of all those elements a. Each of those elements a  could
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be counted and grouped  and  subdivided in different 
m anners, resulting in different sets: there is no restriction 
on the num ber of different sets they can belong to. As noted 
above, this is the g reat flexibility of set theory once one 
strips identity  aw ay from m ultiplicity there is no thing to 
prevent a m ultiplicity  from belonging to any num ber of 
o ther multiplicities, nothing, tha t is, save its structure 
(certain types of sets only adm it m ultiples with certain  
structures, b u t m ore on th a t later).

I f  one com pares set theory to classical ontologies, indeed 
even to th a t of Deleuze, its m odernity is im m ediate. I t 
makes no claims concerning the na tu re  of being, nor 
concerning the adequation  of its categories to being. I t 
makes no a ttem pt to anchor its discourse in necessity 
through an appeal to some ground, w hether etymological, 
na tu ra l or historical. I t does not place itself as one linkage 
w ithin a larger unified m achinery such as ‘evolution’ or 
‘com plexity’ or ‘chaos’. I f  there is a grand  philosophical 
claim  in B adiou’s enterprise, it is not m ade within the 
discourse o f set theory  itself b u t ra th e r holds in the 
identification of set theory as ontology. T he basis of set 
theory is sim ply a set of axioms. T he necessity of these 
axioms has been tested ra th e r than  declared insofar as all 
o p era tio n s m ad e  on th e ir basis m ust have logically  
consistent results. These results have been tested through a 
century  of work w ithin set theory. N ine axioms regulate the 
operations and  the existences which weave the tissue of set 
theory’s universe.

For Badiou these axioms constitute a decision in thought, a 
starting  point. T he axioms themselves, of course, are not 
pure historical beginnings since they are the result of a series 
of reform ulations m ade over the first few decades of set 
theory: these reform ulations were designed to prevent the 
occurrence oflog ical inconsistency w ithin the dom ain of set 
theory. R ather, they m ark the beginning of som ething new
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in scientific though t inasm uch as, for exam ple, it was not 
possible to conceive of two different types of infinity, one 
larger th an  the other, before C an to r’s pioneering work in set 
theory.

Set theory itself comes in a num ber o f varieties: for 
exam ple, there are foundational and anti-foundational 
types, with varying num bers and types o f axioms. B adiou’s 
own choice is to plum p for the orthodox version of Zermelo- 
F raenkel set theory, w ith its nine axioms. These are 
generally called: Extensionality, Separation, Power-Set, 
U nion, E m pty Set, Infinity, F oundation , R eplacem ent 
and  Choice. An explanation of all nine o f these axioms 
would exceed the range of this presentation, b u t a quick 
sketch of five of the nine axioms should shed some light on 
how the universe o f set theory unfolds.

T he first concerns iden tity  and difference, the axiom  of 
extension: I f  every elem ent y of a set a  is also an  elem ent of a 
set P and  the inverse is true, then the sets a  and P are 
indistinguishable and therefore identical. Consequently, in 
set theory ontology, the regim e of iden tity  and difference is 
founded  upon  extension, no t quality . T h a t is, every 
difference is localized in a point: for two sets to be different, 
a t least one elem ent of one of the sets m ust not belong to the 
other.

T he next three ‘constructive’ axioms allow the construc­
tion of a new set on the basis of an already existing set. T he 
axiom  of separation states: ‘I f  there exists a set a, then there 
exists a subset p of a, all of whose elements y satisfy the 
form ula F .’ I t  enables a set delined by a form ula to be 
separated out from an initial set. I f  one gives values to the 
variables one could then, for exam ple, separate out the 
subset, P, of all green apples from the set of apples, a  (‘green 
apples’ being the form ula in  this exam ple).

T he power-set axiom  states th a t all of the subsets of an 
initial set grouped together form an o th er set term ed the
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power-set. T ak e  for exam ple the set {o', (3, xl- Its three 
elem ents can  be grouped into the following subsets: {a}, {(3}, 
{x}> {°b P)> ( a > X)i and {p, x), to which m ust be added both 
w hat is term ed the ‘m axim al’ subset {a, P, x}> and, by virtue 
of a rule explained later, the null-set { 0 } .  T he power-set of 
{a, P, X) is thus:

{{a}, {p}, (x}, {a, P}, {a, xl, {P, l ) ,  {», P, xl {011-
I t  is im p o rtan t to note tha t the power-set of any set is always 
dem onstrab ly  larger th an  the initial set. This m eans one can 
always generate  larger sets ou t of any existing set.

T he axiom  of union states th a t all of the elements, 5, of 
the elem ents, y, of an initial set, a, themselves form ano ther 
set P term ed  the union-set. T he new set P is thus the un ion­
set of the in itia l set a, conventionally w ritten [ja. I t  show’s 
th a t sets are hom ogeneously m ultiple w hen decomposed.

All the axioms listed so far presume the existence of a t least 
one set b u t they do not themselves establish the existence of 
sets. T he axiom  of the null-set, on the o ther hand, does. It 
forms set theo ry ’s first ontological com m itm ent. I t  states that 
there exists a null-set, an em pty set to which no elements 
belong -  0 .  This null-set is the initial point o f existence from 
which all the o ther sets of set theory are unfolded using the 
constructive axioms. For example, from 0 ,  by the operations 
p rescribed  by  the axiom  o f the  pow er-set, one can 
dem onstrate the existence of its power-set { 0 } , and then 
by repeating the operation, further sets can be unfolded such 
as { 0 ,  { 0 } }  and { 0 ,  { 0 } ,  { 0 ,  {0}}} . It is just such 
unfolding w hich constitutes the infinity of sets.

Each o f these axioms has profound consequences lor 
philosophical problems, once one allows that set theory is 
ontology. In  order to use set theory to address philosophical 
problem s Badiou makes a distinction betw-’een ontology 
proper, th a t is, the formal language of set theory, and the 
discourse of meta-ontology, tha t is, a translation of set theory’s

20
Ücretsiz PDF Kitap Arsivi - https://rantey.org



An introduction to Alain Badiou’s philosophy

axioms and theorems into philosophical terms. Thus for every 
set-theoretical term, there is an equivalent in the discourse of 
philosophy. For example, a set is spoken of in meta-ontology 
as a ‘multiplicity’, a ‘situation’ or a ‘presentation’.

O ne of the trad itional philosophical problem s to which 
set theory responds is th a t of the relationship between being 
and  language. A ccording to Badiou, this relationship is 
concentrated  in the way set theory ties the existence of sets 
together w ith their definitions. In  one o f the first form ula­
tions of set theory, th a t o f G ottlieb Frege, a set is defined as 
‘the extension of a concept’. This m eans th a t for any well- 
formed form ula in a first order logic which defines a 
concept, a set of elements exists, each of which satisfies the 
form ula.22 T h a t is, there can be no sets, and  thus no thing in 
existence, for which there is no concept: every existing set 
corresponds to a concept. O r, w henever one has a defined 
concept, one can  d irec tly  deduce the existence of a 
corresponding m ultiple. Thus, the relationship between 
language and being is one of exact correspondence.

Flowever, F rege’s definition of sets -  and , by im plication, 
his articu la tion  of the relationship betw een language and 
being -  m et with a problem . In  1902, B ertrand Russell 
discovered a well-formed form ula to which no existent set 
could correspond w ithout in troducing  contrad iction  into set 
theory .23 T he form ula is ‘the set of all sets w hich are not 
m em bers of them selves’. T he contradiction ensues w hen one 
asks w hether the set o f elements which satisfies this form ula 
belongs to itself or not. I f  it does belong to itself then, by 
definition, it docs not, and if it does not belong to itself, then 
it does. This contrad iction  ruins the consistency of the 
form al language in w’hich the form ula is m ade. T he 
consequence of the paradox  is th a t it is not true th a t for 
every well-formed form ula a corresponding m ultiple exists.

In  order to avoid R ussell’s paradox , the axiom  of 
separation was developed. I t  proposes ano ther relationship
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between the existence of m ultiples and well-formed for­
mulas. Frege’s definition of tha t relationship runs as follows:

(3(3; (Va) [F(a) -> (a e (3)J

This proposition reads: ‘T here  exists a set (3 such th a t every 
term  a  which satisfies the form ula F is an elem ent of th a t 
set.’ T he axiom  of separation  on the o ther hand  looks like 
this:

(Va) (3(3) (Vy) [( (y e a) & F(y)) -> (y e (3)].

I t  reads: ‘I f  there exists a set a, then there exists a subset (3 of 
a, all of whose elements y satisfy the form ula F .’ T he 
essential difference betw een F rege’s definition and  the 
axiom of separation is tha t the form er directly proposes an 
existence while the la tte r is conditional upon there already 
being a set in existence, a. T h e  axiom  of separation says tha t 
i f there is a set already in existence, then one can separate out 
one of its subsets, (3, whose elements validate the form ula F. 
Say for exam ple th a t the form ula F is the property  ‘ro tten ’ 
and  one wants to m ake the judgem ent ‘Some apples are 
ro tten .’ V ia the axiom  of separation, from the supposed 
existence of the set of all apples, one could separate out the 
subset of ro tten  apples.

T he relationship between being and language im plied by 
the axiom of separation is therefore not one of an exact fit, 
bu t ra ther one in which language causes ‘a split or division 
in existence’ [EE, 58). T he conclusion Badiou thus draws 
from set theory for the trad itional philosophical problem  of 
the relationship  betw een language and  being is that, 
a lthough language bestows identity  on being, being is in 
excess of language. This is quite clearly a m aterialist thesis 
as befits B adiou’s M arxist heritage. In  m eta-ontological 
terms, the axiom  of separation states th a t an  undefined 
existence m ust always be assumed in any definition of a type 
of m ultiple. In  short, the very conditions of the inscription of
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existence in language require th a t existence be in excess of 
w hat the inscriptions define as existing.

So, w hat is the general result of Badiou’s adoption of set 
theory as the language of being? Q uite simply that it has 
nothing to sav about beings themselves -  this is the province 
of o ther discourses such as physics, an thropology and 
literature. This is one reason why Badiou terms set theory a 
subtractive ontology: it speaks of beings w ithout reference to 
their attributes or their identity; it is as if the beings ontology 
speaks of have had all their qualities subtracted from them. 
As a result, unlike Plato and Aristotle’s ontologies, there is 
neither cosmos nor phenom ena, neither cause nor substance. 
Set theory ontology does not propose a description of ‘the 
furniture of the w orld’, nor does it concern itself with ‘carving 
reality at the jo in ts’. Its own ontological claim simply 
am ounts to saying there is a multiplicity of multiplicities. 
Furtherm ore, set theory ontology is indifferent to the 
existence or non-existence of particu lar situations such as 
‘the w orld’ or ‘you, the reader’: Badiou writes: ‘we are 
attem pting to think m ultiple-presentation regardless o f time 
(which is founded by intervention), and space (which is a 
singular construction, relative to certain types of presenta­
tion)’ (EE,  293). W hat set theory ontology does, in lieu of 
presenting ‘w hat there is’, is present the ontological schemas 
o f any ontological claim; tha t is, it presents the structure of 
w hat any situation says exists.

Ontological schemas o f  different situations

A lthough set theory ontology does not recognize the infinite 
differentiations o f concrete situations, it does recognize a 
num ber of differences in the structure of situations. This 
allows it to schem atize d ifferen t concrete  situations. 
A ccording to B adiou’s m eta-ontologv, there are three, basic 
structures which are found underp inn ing  every existent
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situa tion . T o  u n d ers tan d  the d iffe ren tia tion  o f these 
structures it is necessary to re tu rn  to the axiom of the 
power-set and its m eta-ontological equivalents.

T he axiom  of the power-set says th a t there is a set of all 
the subsets of an  initial set, term ed the power-set. In  m eta- 
ontological terms, the power-set is the state of a situ.ati.orr. 
This m eans th a t every m ultiple already counted as one, is 
counted again at the level of its sub-m ultiples: the state is 
thus a second count-for-one. O r, according to another of 
B adiou’s m eta-ontological translations, if a set schematiz.es.a, 
presentation, then its power-set schematizes the represen ta­
tion of th a t presen tation .24 T he state is m ade up of all the 
possible regroupings of the elements of a situation; as such it 
is the structure which underlies any representational or 
grouping m echanism  in any situation. W e should note th a t 
as such the term  ‘state’ includes bu t is in no way reducible to 
the position of a governm ent and its adm inistration in a 
political situation.

Badiou distinguishes three types o f situation:! natural, 
historical and heutral. W hat makes them  different at a 
structural level are the types of m ultiple which compose 
them. T here are three types of multiple: normal multiples, 
which are both  presented by the situation ^nd,represented by 
its state (they are counted-for-one tw ice); _mraf?CT/.multiples, 
w'hich are only represented by the state; and singular 
multiples, w'hich only occur a t the level of presentation, 
and wrhich escape the effect of the second count-for-one. <

N a tu ra l situations are defined as having no singular 
m ultiples — all of their multiples are either norm al or 
excrescent, and  each norm al elem ent in tu rn  has norm al 
elements {EE, 146). N eu tral situations are defined as having 
a m ix o f singu lar, n o rm al and  excrescent m u ltip les .25 
H istorical situations are defined by their having at least 
one ‘evental-site’; a sub-type of singular m ultip le.25 In  set 
theory terms, a singular m ultiple is an  elem ent of a set, bu t
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not one of its subsets. Since each of a set’s subsets is m ade 
entirely  of elem ents th a t a lready  belong to the initial set, 
the definition of a singular m ultip le is th a t, first, it is an 
elem ent of an  in itial set, and , second, some o f its own 
elem ents in tu rn  do not belong to the in itia l set. I t  is these 
foreign elem ents which are  responsible for the singularity  
of a singular m ultiple. An evental-site is an  extrem e variety  
of a singular m ultiple: none o f an  evental-site,’s, elem ents 
also belong to the in itia l set. L eaving norm al- situations 
aside, let us tu rn  to exam ples of n a tu ra l and  historical 
situations.

Take, for an  example of a natu ra l situation, the ecosystem 
of a pond. T he m ultiples which it presents include individual 
fish, tadpoles, reeds and stones. Each of these elements is also 
represented a t the level of the state of the situation, which 
Badiou also qualifies as the level o f the knowledges o f a 
situation -  these elements are known elements of the situation. 
Each elem ent of an  ecosystem is also one of the ecosystem’s 
subsets, because each of their elements also belong, in turn, 
to the ecosystem; for example each fish’s eating and breeding 
habits belong to the ecosystem as well as to each fish. These 
elements are thus norm al multiples. I f  one examines such a 
situation, it contains no singular terms: nothing is presented 
which is not also represented. T he test of w hether a situation 
is na tu ra l or no t is w hether there is any elem ent of the 
situation whose content is not also p a rt o f  the situation -  in 
ecology, every elem ent of a system, a t w hatever level of size 
or effect, is interconnected. T he situation of the ecosystem of 
a pond is thus a na tu ra l situation.

Take, by contrast, as an  exam ple of a historical situation, 
a collection of possible answers to the nationalist concern of 
what it is to be Australian. Some of the m ultiples presented in 
this situation w ould be individual stories abou t bronzed 
lifesavers, A nzac soldiers, larrikins, w hinging poms, wow­
sers, convicts, explorers, bushrangers and  squatters. O ne
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would also find Don B radm an and  the E ureka Stockade 
belonging to such a collection. In  the tw enty-first century, 
this s ituation’s elem ents would also com prise individual 
stories abou t the Italian-A ustralians, the Irish-A ustralians, 
the Cliinesc-Australians, the G reek-A ustralians, the T urk- 
ish-Australians, and  so on. At the level o f the state of the 
situation one has subm ultiples such as hedonism , m ateship, 
equality  understood as sameness, the im peratives ‘fair go!’ 
and ‘she’ll be right m ate!’, anti-British sentim ent, distrust of 
au th o rity , the p riv ileg ing  of know -how  over theory , 
Protestantism , and Catholicism , etc.

From  both  socio-economic and  cu ltu ra l perspectives, 
im m igrant groups are both  presented and re-presented. 
T heir con tribu tion  to ‘w hat it is to be A ustra lian ’ is both 
known and  knowable. For this reason we w ould argue th a t 
none o f the presented ‘im m igran t’ m ultiples are singular 
m ultiples. O n the o ther hand, constitutively resistant to 
Anglo-Saxon dream s of assimilation, the m ultiple ‘abori­
ginals’ forms an  evental-site; its contents rem ain unknown. 
O f course, w ithin o ther situations such as cultural, socio­
logical and  bureaucratic  assessments of A ustralia, ‘abori­
g in a ls ’ a re  re -p resen ted . H ow ever, these specia lized  
discourses are not in the position o f furnishing answers to 
the nationalist question ‘W hat is it to be A ustra lian?’ T he 
m ultiple ‘aborig inals’ forms an  evental-site because the 
sovereignty o f A ustralia, the ‘im m igrant n a tio n ’, was founded 
upon the dispossession of indigenous peoples. T heir relation 
to this p a rticu la r piece of land was crucially not recognized 
at the very beginning of this entity term ed ‘A ustra lia’. Any 
representation o f the content of the m ultiple ‘aboriginals’ 
w ith reference to w hat it is to be A ustralian, w ould thus 
cause the unity o f the situation to dissolve -  in a sense, it 
would entail the dissolution o f ‘Australia' itselj. I t  is this 
constitutive irrepresentability a t the h eart of A ustralian n a tio n ­
alism th a t makes it a historical situation.
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Badiou uses this division between n a tu ra l and  historical 
situations to re tu rn  to his basic question: H ow  does the new 
happen  in being? In  our m ythical, pollution-free pond, 
though there m ay be generation after generation of ‘new'’ 
baby fish, no thing really changes: barring  ano ther na tu ra l 
ca tastrophe the ecosystem wall rem ain in a state o f hom e­
ostasis. In  n a tu ra l situations Ecclesiastes’ proverb holds 
true: there is no th ing  new under the sun. In  historical 
situations things are quite different. T o  re tu rn  to our 
exam ple of A ustralian nationalism , the inheren t instability 
of the situation (it harbouring  an  unknow able evental-site in 
its midst) renders it susceptible to wholesale political 
transform ation.

However, the existence of an  evental-site in a situation 
does not g u aran tee  th a t change will occur. For th a t 
som ething extra is required, a ‘.supplement’ as Badiou says, 
w hich is an  event. W e are not talking ab o u t any ord inary  
event here, like a b irthday  or A ustralia beating F rance in 
rugby, bu t ra th e r of a totally  disruptive occurrence which 
has no place in the scheme of things as they curren tly  are. 
W ho will say wrh a t this event has been or will be for 
A ustralian  nationalism  - w’as it the erection by A boriginal 
activists of a tent embassy opposite the N ational P arliam ent 
in 1972? T h e  occu rrence o f an  even t is com pletely  
unpred ic tab le .27 T here is no m eta-situation -  ‘H istory’ — 
which would program m e the occurrence o f events in various 
selected sitqatipns. ..

T he precariousness of historical change extends further: 
not only m ust an  event occur at the evental-site of a 
situation, b u t someone m ust recognize and  nam e th a t event 
as an event whose im plications concern the na tu re  of the 
entire situation. Thus it is qu ite  possible th a t an  event occur 
in a situation b u t th a t nothing changes because nobody 
recognizes the event’s im portance for the situation. This 
initial nam ing of the event as an  event, this decision th a t it
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has transform ational consequences for the entirety  of a 
situation, is w hat Badiou terms an ‘in terven tion’. T he 
intervention is the first m om ent of a process of fundam ental 
change tha t Badiou terms a ‘fidelity’, or a ‘generic tru th  
procedure’. A generic tru th  procedure is basically a praxis 
consisting o f a series o f enquiries into the situation m ade by 
m ilitants who act in fidelity to the event. T he object of these 
enquiries is to work out how to transform  the situation in 
line w ith w hat is revealed by the event’s belonging to the 
situation. For example, w ithin the situation o f a rt in the 
early tw entieth  century, certain  artists launched  an enquiry 
into the na tu re  of sculpture once Picasso’s cubist paintings 
had been recognized as ‘a r t ’. T he procedure m ade up of 
such enquiries is term ed a ‘tru th  procedure’ because it 
unfolds a new multiple: the ‘tru th ’ of the previous situation. 
H ere Badiou draws upon -  and displaces — H eidegger’s 
conception of tru th  as the presentation of being. T he new' 
entity  is a tru th  inasm uch as it presents the multiple-being of 
the previous situation, stripped bare of any predicates, of 
any identity.

For exam ple, take an  a rt critic in the early tw entieth  
century who has ju st recognized th a t a cubist pain ting  can, 
indeed, be called ‘a r t’. I f  he was called upon to m ake a 
predicative definition o f the contem porary  situation o f a rt -  
th a t is, if someone asked him  ‘W hat is a rt? ’ -  he would have 
found it impossible to respond — at th a t very m om ent, for 
him,, the disruptive event we now call ‘cubism ’ was laying 
bare the situation of a r t as a pure m ultiplicity of colours, 
forms, m aterials, proper nam es?wti|les and  spaces with no fixed  
contours fiLn fact, the com m on accusation th a t contem porary  
art is g ratu itous, indeterm inate, and  as such could be 
‘anyth ing  w hatsoever’ w ith a label slapped on it stuck in a 
gallery; this very accusation actually  unknow ingly strikes 
upon the very na tu re  of a new m ultiple: it is ‘anything 
w hatsoever’ w ith regard to established knowledge.
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T o understand  how a new m ultiple -  such as ‘m odern art'
-  can both exist, and be stripped bare o f any predicates (as 
such being globally indescribable or ‘anyth ing  w hatsoever’) 
we m ust tu rn  back to B adiou’s use of set theory.

Generic sets and processes o f  transformation

In  order to think abou t processes of fundam ental change ! 
within his ontology Badiou had  to work out how a m ultiple, 
a set, can be new. I t  is a t this po int th a t Badiou introduces 
the .ceptrepiece^of h^s_wqrk -  w hat he calls ‘the generic’ or 
‘i11 (Ijs\:(;rarifilliLy’. This is a t once an extrem ely difficult 
concept, based on the m ost innovative m athem atica l 
procedures, yet also intuitively graspable. Badiou takes this 
concept from the work o f Paul C ohen, an  A m erican 
m athem atician  who invented the ‘generic’ set in 1963.28

T he first po int to work out is w hat the reference point 
could be within ontology for such novelty. Especially since set 
theory ontology appears to be a static, flat discourse, w ith 
no recognition of the supposed universality of the situations 
o f ‘tim e’ and ‘history’.) T he reference point turns out to be 

'language In  set theory, one can have ‘m odels’ o f set theory 
which are in terpretations th a t flesh out the bare bones of sets 
and  elements by giving values to the variables (such as y = 
green apples in the exam ple used above). A m odel of set 
theory has its own language in w hich various formulas 
express certain  properties such as ‘g reen’. T he m odel itself, 
as a structured  m ultiplicity, can be treated  itself as a set. 
C ohen takes as his starting  point w hat he terms a ‘ground 
m odel’ of set theory. Badiou takes this m odel as the schema 
of a historical situation. Each subset of this m odel satisfies a 
property  which can be expressed in the language used in the 
model. T h a t is, every m ultiple found in the m odel can be 
discerned using the tools o flan g u ag e . A generic set, on the 
o ther hand , is a subset th a t is ‘new ’ insofar as it cannot be
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discerned by tha t language. For every property  that one 
formulates, even the most general such as ‘this apple and 
this apple and  this apple . . t he generic set has at least one 
elem ent w hich does not share th a t property . This makes 
sense intuitively: when someone tries to tell you abou t a new 
experience, w hether it be m eeting a person or seeing a work 
of a rt, they have a lot of trouble describing it accurately 
and, every tim e you try  to help them  by suggesting th a t it 
m ight be a b it like the person x or the film y ,  they say, ‘No, 
no, it’s not like th a t!’ For every property  or concept you 
come up w ith to describe this new thing, there is som ething 
in tha t new thing which does not quite fit. This is all very 
well, bu t having a set which one ‘can ’t quite describe’ 
sounds a bit vague for set theory. T he innovation of Paul 
C ohen’s work lay in his discovery of a m ethod o f describing 
such a m ultiple w ithout betray ing  its indiscernibility.29

But w hat abou t the process of this new m ultiple com ing 
into being? H ow  does a generic set provide the ontological 
schema o f processes of radical change in political, scientific, 
artistic, and am orous situations? Badiou holds th a t the 
ground m odel schematizes an established historical situation 
before an  event arrives. O ne can define a concept of a 
generic subset w ithin such a situation bu t one canno t know 
th a t it exists — precisely because it is one of those ‘excrescent’ 
m ultiples noted above (which are not presented a t the level 
of belonging to a situation). T he generic subset is only 
present a t the level of inclusion, and, unlike all the o ther 
subsets, it cannot be known via its properties. T o  show that 
a generic set actually  exists, Cohen develops a procedure 
whereby one adds it to the existing ground m odel as a type 
of supplem ent, thereby form ing a new set. W ithin  this new 
set, the generic m ultiple will exist a t the level of belonging, 
or in m eta-on to log ica l term s, p resen ta tion . T h e  new 
supplem ented set provides the ontological schem a of a 
historical situation which has undergone wholesale change.
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Furtherm ore, Cohen developed a m ethod of m aking 
finite descriptions of this new supplem ented set using only 
the resources of the initial set. Cohen term ed this procedure 
‘forcing’ and Badiou adopts it as an  ontological m odel of the 
num erous practical enquiries tha t subjects who act in 
fidelity to an  event m ake while they are a ttem pting  to 
bring abou t the change entailed by the event. T h a t is, 
although, say, an  activist working tow ards justice for the 
indigenous peoples in A ustralia will not know w hat overall 
shape justice will take, they will be able to predict certain  of 
its features and  some of their predictions m ay be verified 
early on in the process of change. For exam ple, a p articu lar 
experim ent in public health  practices in indigenous com ­
m unities m ay reveal itself to be p art of the m ovem ent 
tow ards justice due to its sensitivity to issues of self- 
determ ination  and cu ltura l difference.

For Badiou, the actual work w'hich carries out the 
wholesale change of a historical situation -  in his terms, the 
fidelity practised by subjects to an event consists of such 
experiments; finite enquiries into the nature of the event, using 
an  invented idiom to approxim ate w hat is discovered through 
such enquiries. Historically, one can understand this concept 
of fidelity as a remodelling of the M arxist concept of praxis, 
subtracting the latter from the encompassing unities of 
historical determinism, revolutionary theory and the Party 
line. W hat results from such subtractions is a praxis m ade up 
of a hazardous scries of bets, bets on the nature of the situation 
to come. M any of these bets will fall wide of the m ark, but 
those tha t hit the target will help construct the new' situation.

O f  course, Badiou recognizes th a t the num ber of shapes a 
fidelity can take, especially in dom ains as different as art, 
politics, science and love, is infinite; and  further, th a t a 
num ber of different fidelities m ay be developed in the same 
situation to the same event -  for exam ple, both  Pierre 
Boulez and  J o h n  Cage developed their music in fidelity to
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the event of Schoenberg's invention of the twelve-tone series, 
bu t in very different directions. Yet B adiou’s general claim is 
th a t in each case of a fidelity it is a m atte r of the new coming 
into being, and in set theory ontology the only way to 
schematize that process is through Paul C ohen’s concepts of 
the generic set and forcing. Thus, however particu lar -  and 
indeed, however precarious a decolonization process 
within a colonialist political situation, a t the level of the 
structure of its m ultiplicity, it is a generic set. T h e  relation 
this process entertains w ith the established colonialist 
situation is not one of pure exteriority (romanticism ) nor 
of subsum ption (realism), but tha t of indiscernibility. T h a t is, 
none of the categories employed by colonialist discourses 
serve to discern its nature.

Hence the indiscernibility o f a generic tru th  procedure 
grounds both its singularity and its sovereignty, insofar as it 
is subtracted from and thus independent of any known 
entity in the situation, such as ‘parliam entary  dem ocracy’, 
‘m ining interests’, ‘the p ro le ta ria t’, or ‘the native’.

But w ithin the debates around  post-colonialism, the 
rom antics and the realists will always have one last 
objection to an argum ent such as ours: tha t there is an 
exception to the rule, since the categories of one colonialist 
discourse in p a r tic u la r  seem to serve qu ite  well for 
discerning the na tu re  of a decolonization process, the latest 
categories of E uropean  philosophy, those of A lain B adiou’s 
set theory ontology. However, this would be to miss the 
point entirely. O ntology does not discern the nature of any 
situation, m uch less th a t of a p articu lar fidelity. Ontology 
only speaks of the structure of m ultiplicity: it has nothing to 
say about the qualities or identity  of any concrete situation. 
For Badiou such would be the province of other discourses, 
practical or theoretical. This is the first guard against 
imperialism  built into B adiou’s philosophy -  the indifference 
of ontology towards the concrete.
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T h e second g u ard  lies in B ad io u ’s refusal o f any 
transitiv ity  betw een ontology and politics. As a good 
m ate ria lis t, - he recognizes the au to n o m y  o f m a te ria l 
processes and  argues th a t the nam es philosophy comes up 
with to reflect p articu lar political transform ations are not and 
cannot be identical to those nam es th a t arc throw n up by the 
actual process of transform ation w ithin a political situation. 
T he task o f philosophy is not to predict nor determ ine the 
shape of justice, or of m odern art, or even the form a unified 
field theory m ight take. Philosophy’s task is to reflect and 
learn  from those transform ations happen ing  in contem por­
ary  historical situations; to the po in t w here it develops w hat 
Badiou term s a Jspace o f compossibility for all contem porary  
fidelities. T he relationship" Between"philosophy and politics 
— as w ith a rt, science and  love -  is thus one of conditioning 
or dependence. Philosophy is no longer sovereign. It is as if  
philosophy has finally heard  th a t cry addressed to it for 
decades, a cry voiced by so m any artists, scientists, activists 
and lovers whose activities it has deafly appropria ted  from 
on high, the cry ‘S H U T  U P  AN D  LISTEN !!!’

A nd even if B adiou’s conception of philosophy m aintains 
a strict separation betw een the practice of philosophy and 
the diverse practices of a rt, politics, science and love, it does 
have one practical consequence. Q uite  simply, if you w ant 
to do politics, go become an  activist, go decide w hat event 
has happened  in your political situation. I f  you w ant to do 
philosophy, try to think the compossibility of contem porary  
events in each of the four dom ains of a rt, politics, science 
and  love ( and, of course, read all of Being and Event once it’s 
published). Ju s t d on’t confuse the two.

A  note on notes

Following B adiou’s practice, we do not reference texts he 
m entions, trusting the readers’ own curiosity to guide them.
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A dm ittedly, it is a ra th e r ab ru p t gesture. It does not place 
thought under the sign of the dem and for knowledge bu t 
simply u nder th a t of desire.

Notes

1. The following titles by Alain Badiou are currently in press or 
forthcoming: Being and Event, trans. Oliver Feltham (London: 
Continuum  Books, forthcoming); Theoretical Writings, trans. 
and ed. A lberto Toscano and R ay Brassier (London: 
Continuum  Books, 2003); Handbook of Inaesthetics, trans. A. 
Toscano (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2003); St. 
Paul: The Foundation of Universalism, trans. R. Brassier 
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2003); On Beckett, 
ed. and trans. N ina Power and A. Toscano with Bruno 
Bosteels (Manchester: Ciinamen, 2003); The CenturyjLe Stick, 
trans. A. Toscano with responses by A. Toscano and Slavoj 
Zizek (Paris/London: Seuil/Verso, 2003). Badiou’s Abrege de 
Metapolitique (Paris: Seuil, 1998), translated by Jason Barker, 
is forthcoming from Verso. See also Peter Hallward, Subject to 
Truth: An Introduction to the Philosophy of Alain Badiou 
(Minneapolis: University of M innesota Press, forthcoming) 
and P. Hallw ard (ed.), Think Again: Alain Badiou and the Future 
of Philosophy (London: Continuum  Books, forthcoming).

2. See J . Barker, Alain Badiou: A Critical Introduction (London: 
Pluto Press, 2002); A. Badiou, Ethics: An Essay on the 
Understanding of Evil, trans. Peter H allward (London: Verso, 
2001); A. Badiou, (lilies Deleuge: The Clamor of Being, trans. 
Louise Burchill (Minneapolis: University of M innesota Press, 
2000); A. Badiou, Manifesto for Philosophy, trans. Norm an 
M adarasz (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1999).

3. A. Badiou, L’Elre el Vevenement (Paris: Editions clu Seuil, 
1988). All further references will appear as page numbers in 
brackets in the body of the text.

4. Jacques Lacan was a French psychoanalyst famous for his
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fusion of Freud, Saussurean linguistics, structuralist an thro­
pology, French psychiatry  and m athem atics in to  one 
continually evolving and powerful theory of the subject. 
Jacques-Alain Miller subsequently became L acan’s son-in- 
law, executor of his estate, head of one of the largest Lacanian 
schools of psychoanalysis, and one of L acan’s prem ier 
commentators.

5. Ontology is the philosophical discourse defined by Aristotle as 
the science of being qua being. Historically it has treated such 
questions as ‘W hat is being?’ and ‘W hy is there something 
rather than nothing?’

6. For a particularly dense and concentrated elaboration of 
Badiou’s theory of the subject see ‘A finally objectless subject’, 
in the anthology Who Comes After the Subject? ed. Fj. Cadava 
(London: Routledge, 1991).

7. Jacques Derrida, ‘Desistarice’, in Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe. 
Typography, Mimesis, Politics, Philosophy, ed. C. Fynsk (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1989).

8. See, for instance, M . Foucault, PowerjKnowledge: Selected 
Interviews and Other Writings 1972-1977, ed. C. Gordon, trans. 
C. Gordon et al. (New York: Pantheon, 1980).

9. A. Badiou, Logiques des monies (Paris.'^Seuili forthcoming). 
Insofar as Badiou’s concept of a ,generic  multiple, which 
makes up the ‘stuff of his faithful subjects, delivers a rigorous 
definition of singularity, one could argue that the classical 
problem  of the iden tity  of subjects, or th a t of their 
differentiation, is indirectly treated inasmuch as the generic 
multiple is strictly differentiated from every predicate. See 
‘Generic sets and processes of transform ation’, pp. 29 33.

10. ‘Fidelity’, ‘event’, and ‘situation’ are all technical terms of 
Badiou’s ontology and their meaning will be explained in 
what follows; however, the reader’s intuitive sense of these 
words can be trusted to provide an initial approximation.

11. At this point we should note an im portant complication of 
Badiou’s theory of the subject; Badiou also terms ‘subject’ the
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actual individual theorems which make up modern physics. 
Similarly in the domain of art he terms ‘subject’ particular 
musical works rather than their composers. This shift simply 
reinforces his separation between the hum an as an individual 
animal, and the hum an acting as subject, that is asjl .point of 
risk, invention and decision,

12. A. Badiou, Theorie du sujet (Paris: Seuil, 1981).
13. See W illard V. O. Q u in e ,  ‘O ntological re la tiv ity ’, in 

Ontological Relativity and Other Essays (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1969).

14. G. W. Leibniz, ‘Letter to A rnauld April 30 1687’, in 
Philosophical Writings, trans. J . \L  Morris (London: Dent & 
Sons, 1934), 72.

15. According to Badiou this was also K an t’s problem in the first 
critique insofar as the latter did not grant immediate unity 
either to the thing itself or to the sensuous manifold, yet 
attem pted to account for the apparent unity of experience.

16. See the interview included in this volume.
17. We would like to thank our colleague Amelia Smith for this 

example.
18. This axiom was introduced in order to deal with a paradox 

that appeared early in the development of set theory. 
Russell’s paradox emerges on the basis of sets being able to 
be members of themselves. It is more familiar in the paradox 
of the barber who shaves all the men in the village who don’t 
shave themselves: who shaves the barber? We return to this 
paradox below.

19. Students of philosophy may be reminded of the status of 
K an t’s Ding-an-skh and of transcendental apperception in the 
first Critique.

20. In f  rench, l ’ensemble-vide. In Badiou’s text this harmonizes at 
a terminological level with the French for ‘the void of a 
situation’: le vide de la situation.

21. The doctrine on inconsistent multiplicity is prior, in the order 
of argum ent, to the doctrine on the void of situations
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because to accept that set theory’s null-set presents the 
nothing of situations, one must already have accepted that 
sets present the being of situations.

22. A first order logic consists of a series of signs: existential and 
universal quantifiers, variables, properties and logical con­
nectors; disjunction, conjunction, implication, negation and 
equivalence. Properties are never found in the position of 
variables, that is, first order logic does not express properties 
of properties: that is the province of second order logic.

23. See B. Russell, ‘Letter to Frege’, in J . Van Hcijenoort (ed.), 
From Frege to Godel: A Source Book in Mathematical Logic 
(Cambridge, MA: H arvard University Press, 1967), 124.

24. We should note that if this meta-ontological translation is 
legitimate, the superior size and complexity of the power-set, 
with regard to its initial set, has fundam ental consequences 
for the classical philosophical problem of the relationship 
between presentation and representation (and thus for any 
practice based on the critique of representations), as it does 
for the classical political problem of the relation between the 
state and the people.

25. Due to the excess of inclusion over belonging -  the superior 
size of a set’s power-set compared to itself -  every situation 
has excrescent multiples.

26. ‘Evental-sitc’ is a neologism that has been coined in order to 
translate Badiou’s site evenementiel. ‘Event-site’ is not appro­
priate, because it suggests that the site is defined by the 
occurrence of an event, whereas in Badiou’s conception, there 
is no guarantee that an event will occur at a site evenementiel, 
the sole guarantee being that if an event does occur in the 
situation it wall do so at that particular point of the latter 
termed the evental-site.

27. This is precisely how Badiou breaks with historical determ in­
isms.

28. The reference for the mathematicians is P. Cohen, Set Theory 
and the Continuum Hypothesis (New York: W.A. Benjamin, 1966).

37Ücretsiz PDF Kitap Arsivi - https://rantey.org



Infinite Thought

29. See M editations 34- and 35 of L'Etre et Vevenement for a full 
explanation of Cohen’s method.
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CHAPTER 1

Philosophy and desire

This philosophical investigation begins under the b an n er of 
poetry; thus recalling the ancient tie between poetry  and 
philosophy.1

R im baud  employs a strange expression: ‘Ies revoltes 
logiques’, ‘logical revolts’. Philosophy is som ething like a 
‘logical revolt’. Philosophy pits thought against injustice, 
against the defective state of the world and  of life. Y et it pits 
though t against injustice in a m ovem ent w hich conserves 
and defends argum ent and reason, and which ultim ately 
proposes a new logic.

M allarm e states: ‘All though t begets a throw  of the d ice.’ 
I t  seems to me tha t this enigm atic form ula also designates 
philosophy, because philosophy proposes to th ink  the 
universal -  th a t which is true for all th inking -  yet it does 
so on the basis of a com m itm ent in which chance always 
plays a role, a com m itm ent which is also a risk or a wager.

The four-dimensional desire o f  philosophy

These two poetic formulas capt ure the desire o f philosophy, 
for a t base the desire of philosophy implies a dim ension of 
revolt there is no philosophy w ithout the discontent of
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thinking in its confrontation w ith the world as it is. Yet the 
desire of philosophy also includes logic; tha t is, a belief in the 
•power of argum ent and reason. Furtherm ore, the desire of 
(philosophy involves universality, philosophy aHdresses all 
n u m ans as th in king beings since it supposes tha t all hum ans 
think. F inally, philosophy takes risks: tKm M ng~isliIways"a' 
decision 'w hich  supports independent points of view. T he 
desire of philosophy thus has four dimensions: revolt, logic, 
universality and risk.

I think th a t the contem porary  world, our world, the 
world th a t we strive to think and transform , exerts an  
intense pressure upon these four dimensions of the desire of 
philosophy; such th a t all four dimensions, faced by the 
world, find themselves in a difficult and dark  passage in 
which the destiny and even the very existence of philosophy 
is a t stake.

T o begin w ith, as far as the dim ension of revolt is 
concerned, this world, our world, the ‘W estern’ world (with 
as m any inverted com m as as you w ant), does not engage in 
thought as revolt, and for two reasons. First, this world 
already decrees itself free, it presents itself as ‘the free w orld’ 
-  this is the very nam e it gives itself, an ‘isle’ of liberty on a 
p lanet otherw ise reduced to slavery or devastation. Yet, a t 
the same time — and this is the second reason — this world, 
our w orld, standardizes and commercializes the stakes of 
such freedom. I t  subm its them  to m onetary  uniform ity, and 
w ith such success th a t our world no longer has to revolt to 
be free since it guarantees us freedom. However, it does not 
g uaran tee  us the free use of this freedom, since such use is in 
reality  already  coded, orien ta ted  and  channelled by the 
infinite g litter of m erchandise. This is why this world exerts 
an  intense pressure against the very idea th a t thinking can 
be insubordination or revolt.

O u r w orld also exerts a strong pressure on .the dim ension 
of logic; essentially because the world is subm itted to the
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profoundly illogical regime of com m unication. C om m unica­
tion transm its a universe m ade up of disconnected images, 
rem arks, statem ents and com m entaries whose accepted 
principle is incoherence. D ay after day com m unication 
undoes all relations and all principles, in an  untenable 
jux taposition  th a t dissolves every relation between the 
elements it sweeps along in its flow. And w hat is perhaps 
even more distressing is tha t ptass com m unication presents 
the world to us as a spectacle devoid of memory, a spectacle 
in which new images and new remarks cover, erase and 
consign to oblivion the very images and remarks th a t have 
just been shown and said. T he logic which is specifically 
undone there is the logic of time. I t  is these processes of 
com m unication which exert pressure on the resoluteness of 
thinking’s fidelity to logic; proposing to thought in the la tte r’s 
place a type of im aginary dissemination.

As for the universal dim ension of the desire o f philosophy, 
our world is no longer suited to it because the w orld is 
essentially a specialized and fragm entary  world; fragm ented 
in response to the dem ands of the innum erable ram ifications 
o f the technical configuration of things, of the apparatuses of 
p roduction, of the d istribution o f salaries, of the diversity of 
functions and  skills. And the requirem ents of this specializa­
tion and  this fragm entation m ake it difficult to perceive 
w hat m ight be transversal or universal; th a t is, w hat m ight 
be valid for all thinking.

Finally, we have the dim ension of risk. O u r world does not 
favour risky com m itm ents or risky decisions, because it is a 
world in which nobody has the m eans any m ore to subm it 
their existence to the perils of chance. Existence requires 
more and m ore elaborate calculation. Life is d
calculating security, and this obsession w ith c  
V r tw l y- is- c o f t U . u Lu th r^ M alla rm ean h y p o th es is  th a t  
HidUgllt bgge~ts lr throW~5f"ttIe~dIc.e, because in such a world 
TKenTTsffiffiffitrfy 'TDD 'iTUldh risk m a throw of the dice.
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T he desire for philosophy thus encounters four, principal 
obstacles in the world. These are: the reign of m erchandise, 
the reign o f com m u n ica tio n , the  need  for techn ical 
specialization and the necessity for realistic calculations of 
security. How can philosophy take on this challenge? Is 
philosophy capable of such a challenge? T h e  answ er m ust be 
sought in the state of contem porary  philosophy.

The present state of philosophy

W hat are the principal global tendencies in con tem porary  
philosophy if we consider it from a b ird ’s eye p o in t of view?

I think it can be said th a t three principal o rien ta tions can 
be distinguished in philosophy today. These orientations 
correspond, in some m easure, to three geograph ical loca­
tions. I will first nam e and  then describe them . T h e  first can 
be called the herm eneutic orientation, w hich historically 
goes back to G erm an rom anticism . T h e  best-know n names 
a ttached  to this orien ta tion  are H eidegger an d  G adam er, 
and its historical site was originally G erm an. T h e n  there is 
the analytic orientation, originating w ith  the V ien n a  Circle. 
T he principal names connected to it are those o f W ittgen ­
stein and  C arnap . Despite its A ustrian  orig in , it now 
dom inates English and A m erican academ ic philosophy. 
Finally, we have w hat can be called the postm odern 
orientation, which in fact borrows from the o th e r two. It 
is w ithout doubt the most active in F rance, an d  includes 
thinkers as different as Jacques D errida  and Jean -F ranyo is 
F yotard . It is equally very active in Spain, I ta ly  and  F atin  
America.

A herm eneutic orientation, an analy tic  o rien ta tio n , and a 
postm odern orientation: there are, of course, innum erab le  
intersections, m ixtures and networks o f circu lation  between 
the three, bu t together they form the m ost g lobal and 
descriptive geography possible of con tem porary  philosophy.
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W hat then interests us is how each orientation designates or 
identifies philosophy.

T he herm eneutic orien ta tion  assigns philosophy the aim  
of deciphering the m eaning of Being, the m eaning of Being- 
in-the-w orld, and  its central concept is th a t of interpretation. 
T here are statem ents, acts, writings, and configurations 
whose m eaning is obscure, latent, h idden  or forgotten. 
Philosophy m ust be provided with a m ethod of in te rp re ta ­
tion th a t will serve to clarify this obscurity, and bring forth 
from it an  authentic  m eaning, a m eaning which would be a 
figure of our destiny in relation to the destiny o f being itself. 
T he fundam ental opposition for herm eneutic philosophy is 
th a t of the closed and the open. In  w hat is given, in the 
im m ediate world, there is som ething dissim ulated and 
closed. T he aim of in terp re ta tion  is to undo this closure 
and open it up to m eaning. From  this point of view the 
vocation of philosophy is a ‘vocation devoted to the open’. 
This vocation m arks a com bat betw een the w orld of 
philosophy and the world of technique since the la tte r is 
the accom plishm ent of closed nihilism.

T he analytic orien ta tion  holds th^ aim  of philosophy to 
be the strict dem arcation  of those utterances which have 
m eaning and  those which do not. T he aim  is to dem arcate 
w hat can be said and w hat it is impossible or illegitim ate to 
say. T he essential instrum ent of analytic philosophy is the 
logical an d  g ra m m a tica l analysis o f u tte ran ces, and  
ultim ately of the entire language. This time the central 
concept is not in terp re ta tion  bu t the rule. T he task of 
philosophy is to discover those rules th a t ensure an 
agreem ent abou t m eaning. T he fundam ental opposition 
here is between w hat can be regulated and w hat canno t be 
regulated, or w hat conforms to a recognized law  assuring an 
agreem ent abou t m eaning, and w hat eludes all explicit laws, 
thus falling into illusion or discordance. For the analytic 
orien ta tion , the aim  of philosophy is therapeu tic  and
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critical. I t  is a question of curing us of the illusions and the 
aberrations of language th a t divide us, by isolating w hat has 
no m ean in g , an d  by re tu rn in g  to  rules w hich  are 
transparen t to all.

F inally, the postm odern orien ta tion  holds the aim  of 
philosophy to be the deconstruction of the accepted facts of 
our m odern ity . In  p a rticu la r, postm odern  philosophy 
proposes to dissolve the great constructions of the nineteenth 
century to which we rem ain captive -  the idea of the 
historical subject, the idea of progress, the idea of revolution, 
the idea of hum anity  and the ideal of science. Its aim  is to 
show th a t these great constructions are-outdh'fed, th a t we 
live in the m ultiple, th a t there are no great epics of history 
or o f thought; th a t there is an  irreducible p lurality  of 
registers and  languages in thought as in action; registers so 
diverse and heterogeneous tha t no great idea can totalize or 
reconcile them . At base, the objective o f postm odern 
philosophy is to deconstruct the idea of totality  -  to the 
extent th a t philosophy itself finds itself destabilized. Conse­
quently , the postm odern o rien ta tion  activates w hat m ight 
be called mixed practices, de-totalized practices, or im pure 
thinking practices. I t  situates thought on the outskirts, in 
areas th a t cannot be circum scribed. In  particu lar, it installs 
philosophical though t a t the periphery  of art, and  proposes 
an  unto talizab le m ixture of the conceptual m ethod of 
philosophy and the sense-orientated enterprise of art.

The common themes o f  the three orientations o f  philosophy

Do these three orientations -  so sum m arily described -  have 
any th ing  in com m on? Does any th ing  allow us to say that, 
despite this diversity, features can be found which signal a 
unity  of contem porary  philosophy? I would suggest th a t 
there are two principal features th a t the three orientations, 
herm eneutic, analytic and  postm odern, have in common. It
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is these com m on features which signal th a t the three 
orientations of philosophy are all contemporary, and th a t 
however different they m ay be, their destiny is joined: they 
do not simply provide one possible division of thought bu t 
ra th e r provide three expressions of the same dem ands th a t 
our epoch makes on philosophy.

T he first of these features is negative. All three o rien ta­
tions hold th a t we are a t the end of m etaphysics, that 
philosophy is no longer in a position to sustain its locus 
classicus; th a t is, the g reat figure o f the m etaphysical 
proposition. In  a certain  sense, these three orientations 
m ain tain  th a t philosophy is itself situated w ithin the end of 
philosophy, or th a t philosophy is announcing a certain  end 
of itself.

W e can im m ediately give three examples. I t  is clear th a t 
for H eidegger the them e of the end is the cen tral elem ent of 
his thinking. For H eidegger our tim e is characterized  by the 
closure of the history of m etaphysics, and  thus of an  entire 
epoch going back to Plato, an entire epoch of the history of 
being and  thought. This closure is first realized in the 
distress and dereliction of the in junction of technology.

No philosophy could be further from H eidegger’s than  
C a rn a p ’s. Yet C arnap  also announces the end of any 
possibility o f metaphysics because, for him , m etaphysics 
consists of no thing mo,re th an  utterances th a t are non- 
regulated  and  devoid of m eaning. T he aim  of analytic 
therapy  is to cure the m etaphysical sym ptom : th a t is, to cure 
the p a tien t of u tterances whose analysis shows th a t they 
cannot give rise to assent because they are devoid of 
m eaning.

I f  we take Jean-F ranyois L yotard , one of his central 
them es is w hat he calls ‘the end of the g reat narra tives’ -  the 
great narratives of the revolution, of the p ro letariat, and  of 
progress. O nce m ore we have an ‘en d ’; the end o f the great 
narratives being the end o f the g reat configurations of the
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subject and history th a t have been associated with m odern 
metaphysics.

We find then a them e com m on to the three orientations, 
which is the them e of an end, of a draw ing to a close, of an 
accom plishm ent. This them e can be articu la ted  in another 
way: the ideal o f tru th  as it was pu t forth by classical 
philosophy has come to its end. For the idea of tru th  we 
must substitute the idea of the p lurality  of meanings. This 
opposition between the classical ideal of tru th  and the 
m odern them e of the polyvalence of m eaning is, in my 
opinion, an essential opposition. W e m ight say in a 
schem atic , b u t no t inexac t w ay, th a t  co n tem p o ra ry  
philosophy institutes the passage from a tru th -o rien ta ted  
philosophy to a m eaning-orientated  philosophy.

In  each of these three principal orientations, contem por­
ary philosophy puts the category of tru th  on trial, and  with 
it the classical figure of philosophy. T h a t is w hat these three 
orientations have in com m on on the negative side. W hat 
they have in com m on on the positive side -  and this is 
crucial -  is the cen tral place accorded to the question of 
language. T he philosophy of this century has become 
principally  a m editation  on language, on its capacities, its 
rules, and  on w hat it authorizes as far as thought is 
concerned. This is clear in the very definition of the 
orientations 1 have been talking about: the herm eneutic 
orien ta tion , in a certain  sense, always consists o f  the 
in te rp re ta tio n  of speech acts; the ana ly tic  o rien ta tion  
consists o f the confrontation between utterances and  the 
rules w hich govern them ; and the postm odern orientation 
prom otes the idea of a m ultiplicity of sentences, fragments, 
and  forms of discourse in the absence of hom ogeneity. 
Language has thus become the great historical transcen­
den tal of our times.

T o  recap itu la te , con tem porary  philosophy has two 
fundam ental axioms, com m on to all three orientations.
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T he first is th a t the metaphysics of tru th  has become 
impossible. This axiom  is negative. Philosophy can no 
longer pre tend  to be w hat it had  for a long tim e decided to 
be, th a t is, a search for tru th . T he second axiom  is tha t 
language is the crucial site of though t because th a t is where 
the question o f m eaning is a t stake. C onsequently, the 
question of m eaning replaces the classical question of tru th .

The fla w s  in contemporary philosophy

M y conviction is th a t these two axioms represent a real 
danger for thinking in general and  for philosophy in 
p a rticu la r. I th ink  th a t their developm ent and  their 
infinitely subtle, com plex and b rillian t form ulation, as 
found in con tem porary  philosophy, ren d er philosophy 
incapable o f sustaining the desire w hich is p roper to it in 
the face of the pressure exerted by the contem porary  world. 
These axioms cannot give philosophy the m eans to sustain 
its desire u n d er the q u ad ru p le  form  o f revolt, logic, 
universality and risk.

I f  philosophy is essentially a m editation on language, it 
w ill no t succeed in rem oving  the obstacle th a t the 
specialization and  fragm entation of the w orld opposes to 
universality. T o accept the universe of language as the 
absolute horizon of philosophical though t in fact am ounts to 
accepting the fragm entation and  the illusion of com m u­
nication -  for the tru th  of our w orld is th a t there are as 
m any languages as there are com m unities, activities or kinds 
of knowledge. I agree th a t there is a m ultiplicity  of language 
games. This, howrever, forces philosophy - if it w ants to 
preserve the desire for universality -  to establish itself 
elsewhere than  w ithin this m ultiplicity, so as not to be 
exclusively subord inated  to it. I f  not, philosophy wall 
become w hat in one way it mostly is, an  infinite description 
of the m ultiplicity o flan g u ag e  games.
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O r else, bu t this w ould be even worse, philosophy m ight 
elect one particu la r language, claim ing th a t the la tter is the 
only one tha t can  save it. W e know  w hat this leads to. 
H eidegger explicitly upheld  the thesis of the intrinsic 
philosophical value, first of the G reek language, and then 
of the G erm an language. H e said: ‘Being speaks G reek.’ He 
said th a t the G erm an  language was, in a way, the only 
language in which though t could sustain  the challenge of its 
destiny. And there is an  ineluctable connection between this 
election of a language and  the political position th a t resulted 
in H eidegger’s com m itm ent to G erm an  nationalism  in the 
crim inal form given to it by Nazism.

As for analytic philosophy, it is absolutely clear th a t it 
accords a un ilatera l privilege to scientific language as the 
language in w hich rules are bo th  explicit and  the most 
adequate to the subject of the language. This is clear in the 
way in which sense and non-sense are differentiated by 
presenting the distinction in the guise of a rule, as can be 
seen in m athem atics and  scientific language in general. But 
this privilege is itself philosophically dangerous because it 
leads directly to a contem pt for all sites and spaces which 
rebel against the configuration o f scientific language. And 
the privilege accorded this language isolates a figure of 
ra tionality  th a t is ineluctably accom panied by disdain or 
contem pt or the closing of one’s eyes to the fact th a t even 
today the overw helm ing m ajority  of hum anity  is out of 
reach of such a language.

O n  the o ther hand , if the category of tru th  is ignored, if 
we never confront any th ing  bu t the polyvalence of m eaning, 
then philosophy will never assume the challenge th a t is put 
out to it by a w orld subordinated to the m erchandising of 
m oney and  inform ation. This w orld  is an  anarchy  of more 
or less regulated , m ore or less coded fluxes, w herein money, 
products and  im ages are exchanged. I f  philosophy is to 
sustain its desire in  such a world, it m ust propose a principle
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of in terrup tion . I t m ust be able to propose to thought 
som eth ing  th a t can  in te rru p t this endless regim e of 
circulation. Philosophy m ust exam ine the possibility of a 
po int of in te rru p tio n  -  not because all this m ust be 
in terrup ted  -  bu t because thought at least m ust be able to 
ex tract itself from this circulation and take possession of 
itself once again as som ething o ther th an  an  object of 
circulation. It is obvious th a t such a point of in terrup tion  
can only be an unconditional requirem ent; th a t is, some­
th ing which is subm itted to thought w ith no other condition 
th an  itself and which is neither exchangeable nor capable of 
being pu t into circulation. T h a t there be such a point of 
in terrup tion , th a t there be at least one unconditional 
requirem ent, is, in my opinion, a condition sine qua non for 
the existence of philosophy. In  the absence of such a point, 
all there is is the general circulation of knowledge, inform a­
tion, m erchandise, m oney and  images. In  my opinion, this 
unconditional requirem ent cannot be solely supported  by 
the proposition of the polyvalence of m eaning. I t also needs 
the reconstruction or re-em ergence of the category of tru th .

W e are subjected to the m edia’s inconsistency of images 
and com m entaries. W hat can be opposed to this? I do not 
think th a t anyth ing  can be opposed to it except the patien t 
search for a t least one tru th , and perhaps several; w ithout 
which the essential illogicism of mass com m unication will 
impose its tem poral carnival.

Philosophy also requires th a t we throw  the dice against 
the obsession for security, th a t we in te rru p t the calculus of 
life determ ined by security. But w hat chance has philosophy 
of w inning, except in the nam e of a value th a t w ould ordain 
this risk and  give it a m inim um „of consistency and weight? 
H ere again I believe it is vain to im agine th a t’in  the absence 
of a principle of tru th , one can oppose an  existential gam ble 
to the calculus of life, a gam ble th a t could give rise to 
som ething th a t could be called liberty.
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Given the axioms of contem porary  philosophy, can the 
desire for philosophy be m aintained in the world such as it 
is? C an we m ain ta in  the four dimensions of revolt, logic, 
un iversa lity  an d  risk ag a in st the four co n tem p o rary  
obstacles: m erchandise, com m unication, technical division 
and the obsession with security?

I subm it th a t this cannot be done w ithin the fram ework 
of the herm eneutic, analytic or postm odern orientations of 
philosophy. In  my opinion these orientations are too 
strongly com m itted to the polyvalence of m eaning and the 
p lurality  oflanguages. T here is som ething in them  tha t goes 
too far in reflecting the physiognom y of the world itself. 
T hey are too com patible w ith our world to be able to 
sustain the ru p tu re  or distance th a t philosophy requires.

Towards a new style o f  philosophy

M y position is to break w ith these frameworks of thought, to 
find ano ther philosophical style, a style o ther than th a t of 
in te rp re ta tio n , of logical g ra m m a rian  analysis, or of 
polyvalence and language games -- th a t is, to rediscover a 
foundational style, a decided style, a style in the school of a 
Descartes for example.

Such a position can be supported  by two ideas, both 
sim ple, b u t in m y opin ion  b o th  p re lim in ary  to the 
developm ent of philosophy. T he first idea is th a t language 
is not the absolute horizon of thought. T he great linguistic 
tu rn  o f philosophy, or the absorption o f philosophy into the 
m editation on language, m ust be reversed. In  the Cratylus, 
which is concerned w ith language from beginning to end, 
Plato says, ‘W e philosophers do not take as our point of 
d ep a rtu re  words, b u t things." W h atev er m ay be the 
difficulty or obscurity of this statem ent, I am  for philoso­
p hy’s revivifying the idea th a t it does not take as its point of 
d ep artu re  words, b u t things. Needless to say, it m ust be
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acknowledged th a t a language always constitutes w hat can 
be called the historical m atte r of tru th  and  of philosophy. A 
language always gives w hat I would call the colour of 
philosophy, its tonality, and  its inflexion. All these singular 
figures are proposed to us by language. But I would also 
m ain tain  th a t this is not the essential principle of the 
organization of thought. T h e  principle th a t philosophy 
cannot renounce is th a t of its universal transmissibility, 
w hatever the prescription of style or colour, w hatever its 
connection to such or such a language. Philosophy cannot 
renounce tha t its address is directed to everyone, in principle 
if  not in fact, and  th a t it does not exclude from this address 
linguistic, national, religious or racial com m unities. Philo­
sophy privileges no language, not even the one it is w ritten  
in. Philosophy is not enclosed w ithin the pure formal ideal of 
scientific language. Its n a tu ra l elem ent is language, but, 
w ithin th a t n a tu ra l elem ent, it institutes a universal address.

T he second idea is th a t the singular and  irreducible role 
of philosophy is to establish a fixed point w ithin discourse, a 
point of in terrup tion , a point o f d iscontinuity, an  uncondi­
tional point. O u r world is m arked by its speed: the speed of 
historical change; the speed of technical change; the speed of 
com m unications; of transmissions; and even the speed with 
w hich  h u m an  beings establish  connections w ith  one 
another. This speed exposes us to the danger of a very 
great incoherency. I t  is because things, images and relations 
circulate so quickly th a t we do no t even have the tim e to 
m easure the extent of this incoherency. Speed is the mask ofN 
inconsistency. Philosophy m ust propose a re ta rd a tio n  
process. I t  m uxt^gonstruct a time for thought, which, in 
the face o f m e m  j 11i lcfTrnTTojrpced. will constitute" ajdm gT S ' 
l'tsTnyrh-J-^COnsMeTT±tfe"Singularity o f philosophy; th a t its 

^-^idilafigTs-leisurely, because today revolt requ ires leisureli- 
i^TgncTTTgT~^geeelr^Ttm ~T hihkingrsIovr^ja3^cpn^guerrtl\r  
reDeHiousTTFalone capablFTTTstabTishing the fixed p o in t , '
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w hatever it: m ay he, w hatever its nam e m ay be, which we 
need in order to sustain the desire of philosophy.

At base, it is a question of philosophically reconstructing, 
with a slowness which will insulate us from the speed of the 
world, the category of tru th  -  not as it is passed down to us by 
metaphysics, but rather as we are able to reconstitute it, 
taking into consideration the world as it is. I t is a question ol 
reorganizing philosophy around this reconstruction and 
giving it the time and space th a t are proper to it. This 
supposes th a t philosophy will no longer be in pursuit of the 
world, that it will stop trying to be as rapid as the world, 
because by wanting to be as rapid, philosophy dissolves itself 
at the very heart of its desire, no longer being in a state to 
m aintain its revolt, to reconstitute its logic, to know w hat a 
universal address is, or to take a chance and liberate existence.

7  he world questions philosophy
\

Evidently the problem  is one of knowing if, in the world as it 
is, there is the slightest chance for such an enterprise to 
flourish or be heard , or if w hat is proposed here is yet 
another vain invocation. T here  is no doub t th a t philosophy 
is ill. As ahvays, the problem  is knowing w hether this illness 
is m ortal or not, knowing w hat the diagnostic is, and 
knowing w iiether the proposed rem edy is not in fact, as is 
often the case, exactly w'hat will finish off the patient. T ru th  
is suffering from two illnesses. In  my opinion, it is suffering 
from linguistic relativism , th a t is, its entanglem ent in the 
problem atic o f the  d is p a r i ty 'o f1 m eanings; ’ and  it is also 
suffering from historical pessimism, including abou t itself.

M y hypothesis is th a t a lthough philosophy is ill, it is less 
ill than  it thinks it is, less ill th an  it says it is. O ne of the 
characteristics of contem porary  philosophy is to elaborate 
page after page on its own m ortal illnesses. But you know, 
when it is the patien t who says he is ill, there is always a
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chance th a t it is a t least in p a r t an im aginary  illness. And I 
think th a t this is the case, because the world itself, despite all 
the negative pressures it exerts on the desire of philosophy, 
the world, th a t is the people who live in it and think in it, 
this world, (i,s asking som ething of philosophy. Yet philoso­
phy is too fdohose to respond due to the m orbidity  of its own 
vision o f itself.

Four reasons m ake me believe tha t the world is asking 
som ething of philosophy.

T he first reason is th a t we now know th a t there is no 
chance th a t the hum an  sciences will replace philosophy? 
THe~awareness of this seems to me to be fairly w idespread 
since the h um an  sciences have become the hom e of the 
s ta tis tica l sciences. T h e  h u m an  sciences are thereb y  
themselves caught up in the circulation ofpneaning and its 
polyvalence, because they m easure rates o f circulation! T h a t 
is their purpose. A t base they are in the service of polls, 
election predictions, dem ographic averages, epidem iological 
rates, tastes and distastes, and all th a t certainly makes for 
in te resting  labour. But this statis tica l and  num erical 
inform ation has no th ing  to do w ith w'hat hum anity , nor 
w'hat each absolutely singular being, is about. Everyone 
know's th a t the singular is always, in the final analysis, the 
true centre of any decision w hich counts, and  th a t all tru th  
is first presented in the form of the absolutely singular -  as 
can be seen in scientific invention, artistic creation, political 
innovation or the encounter th a t comprises love. In  every 
place where, in some way', a tru th  is p ronounced on 
existence, it is founded on a singularity'. Averages, statistics, 
sociology, history, dem ography, or polls are not capable of 
teaching us w hat the history of a tru th  is. Philosophy is thus 
required  by the world to be a philosophy of singularity, to 
be capable of pronouncing and thinking the singular, which 
is precisely w hat the general appara tus of hum an  sciences 
does no t have as its vocation. T h a t is the .first reason, -'
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T he second reason is th a t we are witnessing the ru in  of 
the g reat collective enterprises th a t we once im agined 
carried  w ith in  them selves the seeds of em ancipation  and 
tru th . W e know  now th a t there  are no such g rea t 
em ancipato ry  forces, th a t there is neither progress, nor 
p ro le ta ria t, nor any such thing. W e know th a t we are not 
caugh t up  by such forces and  th a t there is no hope lor us of 
sustaining our desire by sim ply incorporating  ourselves 
into such a force, or by being a m em ber of such a force. 
W hat does this m ean? T his m eans th a t each o f us, and  not 
only  the  p h ilo so p h er, knows th a t to d ay , if we are  
confronted w ith  the inhum an , we m ust m ake our own 
decision and  speak in our own nam e. O ne cannot hide 

\behind  any g reat collective configuration, any supposed 
force, any  m etaphysical to ta lity  w hich m ight take a 
position in one’s stead. But in order to take a position in 
one’s own nam e w hen faced w ith the inhum an , a fixed 
point is needed for the decision. An unconditional principle 
is needed to regulate both  the decision and  the assent. This 
is w7h a t everyone calls today  the necessity o f a re tu rn  to 
ethics. But let us no t be m istaken. Philosophically, the 
re tu rn  to ethics necessitates the re tu rn  of an  unconditional 
principle. T here  is a m om ent w hen one m ust be able to say 
th a t this is righ t and th a t is w rong, in light of the evidence 
of the principle. T here  canno t be an infinite regression of 
qu ibb ling  and  calculating. T here  m ust also be u tterances 
of which it can be said they are unconditionally  true. W e 
know very well th a t w hen a position on a given question 
and an agreem ent on th a t position are dem anded , as a last 
resort it is necessary to find a position w hich will be 
unconditionally  true  for everyone. T hus one canno t say 
tha t each of us m ust take a position in  his or her own nam e 
once faced w ith  the  in h u m a n , w ith o u t re -en g ag in g  
philosophy in the dim ension of tru th . And this is required  
by the w orld as it is, and this is required  of philosophy.
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T he th ird  reason is eonneeted to the recent rise of reactive 
or archaic passions; th a t is, the rise o f cultural, religious, 
national and racist passions. TTiese h istorically  observable 
phenom ena have also given birth  to a dem and upon 
philosophy. C onfronted by these passions once again, 
philosophy is urged to speak abou t w here reason lies, for 
these passions are the contem porary  figures of irra tional 
archaism  and they carry  with them  death  and devastation. 
Philosophy is required  to m ake a pronouncem ent about 
contem porary  rationality . W e know th a t this rationality  
cannot be the repetition of classical rationalism , b u t we also 
know th a t we cannot do w ithout it, if we do not w an t to find 
ourselves in a position of extrem e intellectual weakness when 
faced w ith the th rea t of these reactive passions. W e must 
then forge a ra tional philosophy in this sense of the term; 
th a t is, in the sense th a t philosophy m ust reiterate, under the 
conditions of the times, w hat it has already resolved.

T he fourth antb |inal reason is th a t the vyorlcl we live in is a 
vulnerable, precarious world. I t is in no way a W'orld 
stabilized w ithin the unity of its history. W e m ust not allow 
the global acceptance of the themes of liberal economy and 
representative dem ocracy to dissim ulate the fact th a t the 
world the tw entieth century has given birth  to is a violent 
and fragile world. Its m aterial, ideological and intellectual 
foundations arc disparate, disunited and  largely inconsistent. 
This world does not announce the serenity of a linear 
developm ent, but ra th e r a series of d ram atic  crises and 
paradoxical events. T ake two recent examples, the G ulf W ar 
and the fall of bureaucratic socialism. Add to these the war 
in Bosnia and  the R w andan  massacres. But do not be 
mistaken; these events are only the first in a long series. 
Philosophy is required to ensure dun thought .can receive 
and accept the d ram a of the event w ithout anxiety. W e do 
not fundam entally need a philosophy of~ the structure of 
things. W e need a philosophy open to the irreducible
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singularity o f w hat happens, a philosophy th a t can be fed 
and nourished bv /the surprise o f the unexpected. Such a 
philosophy would then be a  philosophy of the event. This too 
is required of philosophy by the world, by die world as it is.

A  new doctrine o f  the subject

W h at is thus dem anded of us by the world is a philosophy of 
singularity, a philosophy of contem porary  rationality , and a 
philosophy of the event. This is a p rogram m e in itself. T o 
accom plish this p rogram m e we m ust go beyond the three 
principal tendencies of philosophy I have described. W e 
need a m ore determ ined and m ore im perative philosophy, 
bu t one th a t is, a t the same time, m ore m odest, m ore rem ote 
from the world and m ore descriptive. A philosophy w hich is 
a ra tional in tertw ining of the singularity of the event and  of 
tru th . A philosophy open to chance, b u t a chance subm itted 
to the law of reason; a philosophy m ain ta in ing  uncondi­
tional principles, unconditional bu t subm itted  to a non- 
theological law.

This will allow us to propose a new doctrine of the subject 
-  and I think this is the essential objective. W e will be able 
to say w hat a subject is in term s other than  those of 
Descartes, K an t or Hegel. This subject will be singular and 
not universal, and  it will be singular because it will always 
be an  event th a t constitutes the subject as a tru th .

In  view of this program m e, it can be said, i t’s true, th a t 
tile metaphysics of tru th  is ru ined and  classical rationalism  is 
insufficient. But in a way the deconstruction o f m etaphysics 
and  the contestation of rationalism  are also insufficient. T he 
world needs philosophy to be re-founded upon the ruins of 
m etaphysics as com bined and  blended w ith the m odern 
criticism  of metaphysics.

I am  convinced, and this is the reason for my optimism , 
th a t the world needs philosophy m ore th an  philosophy
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thinks. Philosophy is ill, it m ight be dying, but I am  sure 
th a t the world (the world, neither a God nor a prophet, bu t 
the world) is saying to philosophy: ‘Get up and walk!’

Note

1. T ranslator’s note: This paper was given in Sydney in 1999. 
Its original title w7as ‘The desire of philosophy and the 
contem porary world’. In French, the phrase ‘le desir de 
philosophic’ is ambiguous as to the syntactic status of 
‘philosophic’. In the objective sense of the genitive, it is 
philosophy which is desired. However, in the subjective sense, 
it can also be said that it is philosophy which desires, or that 
there is a desire which traverses philosophy.
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CHAPTER 2

Philosophy and truth

I t  is lime to kdvance four fundam ental theses on tru th :1

1 R egard ing  the question of tru th , the H eideggerean 
edifice leaves no other solution th an  th a t of the poem.

2 In  order to destroy this edifice and find ano ther solution, 
we canno t reverse the historical process delineated by 
H eidegger himself. O n  the contrary, we m ust assume, 
against the analytic trad ition , th a t the essence of tru th  
rem ains inaccessible if its question is enclosed in the 
narrow  form of the judgem ent or the proposition. Yet, at 
the same time, we cannot allow, Ifeidpgger his m elan­
cholic vision of the loss of the un-veiling.

3 W e m ust Conceive of a tru th  both  as the construction of a 
fidelity to an event, and as the generic potency of a 
transform ation of a dom ain of knowledge.

4 All the categories by which the essence of a tru th  can be 
subm itted  to th o u g h t are negative: undecidability ,

' indi'seernibility, 'the generic not-all {pas-tout), and the 
unnam eable. T he ethic of tru ths resides entirely in the 
m easure taken of this negative, or in o ther words^ in the 
lim itations placed on the potency of tru th  by the hhzards 
of its construction.
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We shall select three references from the H eideggerean 
doctrine of tru th . T he first:

In becoming a property of the proposition, not only does truth 
displaee its locus; it transforms its essence.

This m ust be understood as stating that the entire effect of 
the decline of thought, which is also the decline of being, is 
m anifested in the fact tha t tru th  is presented, a lter Plato, as 
localizable in the proposition. This localization is also a de­
naturing . N othing of the tru th , in its au thentic sense, 
rem ains accessible if we allow tha t the phenom enon of tru th  
occurs in the proposition.

T he context of the second passage is H eidegger's question 
concerning w h a t.th e  m ajor points ol m editation  m ust be if 
one wishes to c a p lu re  tlie distress of E urope in thought. For 
H eidegger, the essential events of this distress arc the flight 
of the gods, the destruction of the earth , the becom ing social 
of m an and the preponderance of the m ediocre. In  this 
passage, H eidegger tells us th a t for such a m editation one 
thing is decisive:

The m utation occurs through the interpretation of spirit as 
intellect, the latter being understood as the simple faculty to 
reason correctly in theoretical and practical considerations, 
and as the estimation of things already presented.

I t  is clear th a t spirit can only be in terpreted  as intellect if  it 
m anipulates tru th  in the form of a proposition. For a 
proposition is effectively the linguistic phenom enon of any 
estim ation of things, insofar as they are things already 
presented. C onsequently, the de-natu ring  of the essence of 
tru th , which localizes it in the p ro position  is^thej condition 
of possibility at the origins of W estern distress.

T he third passage concerns w hat can be said about an 
access to tru th  freed from the form of the proposition. W hat is 
a language that expresses the tru th  otherwise than  in the
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scientific or logical form of the proposition? A language that is 
related, not to things already presented, but to things which 
have not yet arrived? There is no doubt about the answer: 
such a language can be found in the poem. Heidegger writes:

|I n  poetry which is authentic and great, an essential superiority 
S ;,of the spirit reigns over everything which is purely science. A 
j ^superiority in virtue of w hich the poet always speaks as if being 
i (was expressed and called upon for the first time.

Thus, for H eidegger, if the declining destiny of being is to 
de-nature tru th  in the proposition -  if the proposition, 
com m anding the in terp re ta tion  of the spirit as pragm atic 
intellect, governs the ravage o f the earth  then the only real 
recourse lies in the poem. In  turn, the poem is explicitly 
opposed to the m athem atical because, for Heidegger, the 
m athem atical is nothing other than  the transparen t trium ph 
of the propositional form of tru th . W hen the proposition 
reigns, when the intellect reigns, then he says, ‘the Being of 
beings becomes thinkable w ithin the pure thought of the 
m athem atical’.

M y entire argum ent will be to acknowledge that, tru th  
remains unth inkable if we a ttem p t to contain  it w ithin the 
form of the proposition. But tha t furtherm ore, conceiving 
tru th  as a historical process requires neither the thesis o f the 
Platonic decline, nor the a ttribu tion  of a superiority of 
essence for poetry  over the m athem atical, or over any other 
type of tru th  procedure.

O u r epoch is most certainly th a t of a rup tu re  with all that 
Philippe L aeoue-L abarthe has shown to depend on the 
m otif of mimesis. O ne of the forms of this motif, which 
explicitly attaches tru th  to im itation, is the conception of 
tru th  as a relation: a relation o f appropriateness between the 
intellect and the thing intcllccted; a relation of adequation, 
which always supposes, as H eidegger very well perceived, 
tha t tru th  be localizable in the form of a proposition.
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M odern philosophy is a criticism of tru th  as adequation. 
T ru th  is not adequation rei et intellects. T ru th  is not lim ited to 
the form of judgem ent. Hegel shows th a t tru th  is a path. 
H eidegger suggests th a t it is a historical destiny.

I will s ta rt from the following idea: a tru th  is, first o f all, 
som ething new. W hat transmits,' wliat repeats, we shall call 
knowledge. D istinguishing tru th  from knowledge is essential. 
I t  is a distinction th a t is already m ade in the work of K ant: 
the distinction between reason and understanding. I t  is a 
capital distinction for Heidegger: the distinction between 
tru th  -  aletheia ~ and cognition or science -  techne.

II a tru th  is som ething new, w hat is the essential 
philosophical problem  concerning truth? It is the problem  
of .its appearance and  its ‘becom ing’. A tru th  m ust be 
subm itted  to thought, not as a judgem ent, b u t as a process 
in the real.

T h e  schem a you have represents the ‘becom ing’ of a
truth.

Undecid; meahle
Event / Evil

One +

N om ination Forcing

Infinite Fidelitv Finite

61



Infinite Thought

For the process of a tru th  to begin, somet hing m ust h ap p en. 
W hat there already is -  the situation of knowledge as such -  
generates no thing other than  repetition.. For a tru th  yo 
affirm  its ncvvne^, there m ust be a suppljmenf. T h is  
supplem ent is com m itted to chance. It is unpredictable, 
incalculable. I t is beyond w hat is. I call it an  eyejiL-A tru th  
thus appears, in its newness, because an evental supplem ent 
in terrup ts repetition.

Examples: the appearance, w ith Aeschylus, of theatrical 
T ragedy; the irrup tion , with Galileo, of m athem atical 
physics; an am orous encounter which changes a whole life: 
the French R evolution of 1792.

An event is linked to the notion o f the undecidable. T ake 
the statem ent: ‘This event belongs to the situ a tio n / If  it is 
possible to decide, using the rules o f established knowledge, 
w hether this statem ent is true or false, then the .so-called 
event is not an event. Its occurrence would be calculable 
w ithin the situation. N othing w ould perm it us to say: here 
begins a tru th . O n  the basis of the undecidability  of an 
event’s belonging to a situation a wager has to be m ade. This 
is why a tru th  begins with an  axiom o f truth. I t begin.ywith a 
groundless decision -  the decision to say th a t the event has 
taken place.

T he undecidability  of the event induces the..appearance 
of a subject of the event. Such a subject is constituted by an 
u tterance in the form of a wager. This u tterance is as 
follows: ‘This event has taken place, it is som ething which I 
can neither evaluate, nor dem onstrate , b u t to which I shall 
be faithful.’ T o  begin w ith, a subject, is what, fixes an 
undecidable event, because he or she takes the chance of 
deciding upon it.

This decision opens up the infinite procedure of verifica­
tion of the true. This procedure is the exam ination, within 
the situation, of the consequences o f the axiom  th a t decided 
upon the event. Such a procedure is an  exercise of fidelity.
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N othing regulates its course, since the axiom tha t supports it 
has a rb itra ted  outside of any rule of established knowledge. 
T he procedure thus folllows a chance-driven course, a 

Tourse w ithout a concept.
But w hat is a pure choice, a choice w ithout a concept? 

Obviously, it is a choice confronted by two indiscernible 
Jerms. Tw o terms are indiscernible if no effect of language 
allows them  to be distinguished. But if no form ula of 
language discerns two term s in a situation, then it is certain  
th a t the choice of verifying one term  ra th e r th an  the o ther 
will find no support in the objectivity of their difference. 
Such a choice is then an  absolutely pure choice, free from 
any other presupposition than th a t of having to choose, and 
with no indication m arking the proposed terms, the term  
which will allow the verification of the consequences of the 
axiom to commence.

This m eans th a t the subject of a tru th  dem ands the 
indiscernible. T he indiscernible organizes the pure point of 
the Subject in the process of verification. A subject is w hat 
disappears betw een two indiscernibles. A subject is a throw  
of the dice w hich does not abolish  chance, b u t which 
accomplishes chance through the verification of the axiom 
tha t founds it as a subject. W hat was decided concerning the 
undecidable event m ust pass by this term , indiscernible from 
its other. Such is the local act of a tru th ; it consists in a pure 
choice between two indiscernibles. Such an act is thus 
absolutely finite.

For example, the work of Sophocles is a subject for the 
artistic tru th  -  or p rocedure of Creek tragedy, a tru th  
begun by the event of Aeschylus. This work is creation• tha t 
is, a pure choice in w hat, before it, was indiscernible. And it 
is a finite work. However, T ragedy itself, as an artistic tru th , 
continues to infinity. T he work of Sophocles is a finite 
subject of this infinite tru th . In  the sam e way, the scientific 
tru th  decided by Galileo is pursued to infinity. But the laws
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of physics which have been successively invented are finite 
subjects of this tru th .

T he trajectory o f a tru th  begins with an undecidable 
event. I t  finds its act in a finite subject confronted by the 
ind iscern ib le . T h e  course o f verification  of the tru e  
continues; it invests the situation w ith successive choices. 
L ittle by little the contour of a subset of the situation is 
outlined, in which the effects of the evental axiom are 
verified. I t is (dear th a t this subset is infinite, th a t it remains 
interm inable. Yet it is possible to state that, if we suppose its 
term ination, then  such a subset will ineluctably be one that 
no predicate can unify -  an  un totalizable subset, a subset 
th a t can be neither constructed nor nam ed in the language. 
Such subsets , are called generic subsets. W e shall say tha t-a  
tru th , supposed as finished, is generic.

In  contrast, if a succession of pure choices engendered a 
subset which could be unified under a predication, then the 
course of the tru th  would have to have been secretly 
governed by a law, or the indiscernibles wherein the subject 
finds its act would have to have been, in reality, discerned 
by some superior understanding. But no such law exists. 
Invention  and  creation rem ain  incalculable. So the p a th  of 
a tru th  canno t coincide in infinity" with any concept. 
Consequently, the verified terms compose, or ra ther will 
have composed, if we suppose their infinite totalization, a 
generic subset o f the Universe. Indiscernible in its act, or as 
Subject, a tru th  is generic in its result, or in its being. I t  is 
w ithdraw n Irom any unification by a single predicate.

For exam ple, after Galileo, there does not exist a closed 
and unified subset of knowledge th a t we could call 'physics’. 
W hat does exist is an infinite and open set of laws and 
experim ents; and even if wc suppose the com pletion of this 
set, there is no way it could be cap tured  by a single formula 
of language. T here is no law' of physical law's. As such, 'the 
physical’ is a generic set, both  infinite and indistinct -  this is
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w hat the hang of physical tru th  is. In  the same way, after the 
1792 R evolution, there were all sorts of revolutionary 
politics. But there is no single political form ula which 
totalizes these revolutionary politics. T he set called ‘revolu­
tionary politics’ is a generic tru th  of the political. • , \  i

W hat happens is th a t we can always anticipate’ the idea of 
a com pleted generic tru th . T he generic being of a tru th  is 
never presented. A tru th  is uncom pletable. But w hat we can 
know, on a formal level, is tha t a tru th  will always have 
taken place as a generic infinity'. This allows the possible 
fictioning ol the elfects of such a tru th  having-taken-plaec. 
T h a t is, the subject can  make the hypothesis of a Universe 
where this tru th , of which the subject is a local point, will 
have com pleted its generic to talization. I call the an tici­
patory  hypothesis of the generic being of a tru th , a J^rc in ffA  
forcing is the powerful fiction of a completed tru th . S tarting  
w ith such a fiction, I can force new bits of knowledge, 
w ithout even verifying this knowledge.

Thus, Galileo was able to m ake the hypothesis that all 
natu re  can be w ritten  in m athem atical language, which is 
the hypothesis of a complete, physics. O n the basis of this 
an ticipation, he forces his A ristotelian adversary to abandon 
his position. In  the sam e way, someone in love can say, ‘I 
will always love you,' which is the anticipating  hypothesis of 
a tru th  of in tegral love. O n  the basis of this hypothesis, they 
force the o ther to come to know and trea t them  differently.

T he construction of a tru th  is m ade by a choice w ithin the 
indiscernible. I t  is m ade locally, w ithin the finite, But the 

.potency .o f  a. tru th  depends ■ on the .hypo the tical forcing. • 11 

consists in saying: ‘7 / we suppose the generic infinity of a 
tru th  to be com pleted, then such or such a bit of knowledge 
m ust im peratively be transform ed.’

T he problem  is to know w hether such..a potency of
an ticipation is total. I f  we can force all the bits of knowledge 
concerned then we end up with the rom antic problem  of
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absolute love, the scientific problem  of science as integral 
tru th , and the political problem  of totalitarianism . This 
problem  can be expressed simply: can we, from the basis of a 
finite Subject of a tru th , name and force into knowledge all the 
elem ents th a t this tru th  concerns? H ow  far does the 
an ticipating  potency of generic infinity go? M yjansw cr is 
th a t there is always, in any situation, a real p o in t ihatjysisls  
this potency.

I call this point the. unnameablef&f the situation. It is what, 
w ithin the situation, never has a nam e in the eyes of tru th . A 
term  th a t consequently remains unforceable. T his term  fixes 
the lim it of the potency of a tru th . T he unnam eable is wliat 
is excluded from having a proper nam e, and w hat is alone in 
such exclusion. T he unnam eable is then the p roper of the 
proper, so singular in its singularity that it does not even 
tolerate having a proper nam e. T he unnam eable is the point 
where the situation in its most intim ate being is subm itted to 
thought; in the pure presence tha t no knowledge can 
circum scribe. T h e  unnam eab le  is som ething like the 
inexpressible,jKgf c f  ev ery th in g ^  tru th  authorizes to  be said.

For exam ple, the m athem atical consists of pure deduc­
tion. W e always suppose th a t it contains no contradictions. 
But Godel showed tha t it is impossible to dem onstrate, within 
a m athem atica l theory, th a t this very theory is no n ­
contradictory. A m athem atical tru th  thus cannot force the 
non-contradictoriness of m athem atics. W e will say tha t non­
contradiction is the unnameable of the m athem atical. And it is 
clear th a t this unnam eable is the real of the m athem atical; 
for if a m athem atical theory is contradictory, it is destroyed.

Consequently, a reasonable ethic of m athem atics is to not 
wish to force this point; to accept that a m athem atical truth is 
never complete. But this reasonable ethic is difficult to 
m aintain. As can be seen with scientism, or with to talitarian­
ism, there is always a djesiye lor the om nipotence of the True. 
T here lies the root o f  Evil. Evil is the will to nam e at any price.
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Usually it is said th a t Evil is lies, ignorance, or deadly 
stupidity. T he condition of Evil is m uch ra th e r the process of 
a tru th . T here  is Evil only insofar as there is an  axiom  of 
tru th  a t the point o f the undecidable, a path  o f tru th  at the 
point of the indiscernible, an  an ticipation  of being for the 
generic, and the forcing of a nom ination at the point of the
unnam eable. - , ;>*'? 3 r' ' ( • '

I f  the forcing of the unnam eable exclusion is a disaster, 
this is because it affects the entire situation, by pursuing 
singularity itself, whose em blem  is the unnam eable. In  this 
sense, the desire in fietioning to suppress the unnam eable 
frees the destructive capacity  contained in all tru th .

As such the ethic of a tru th  resides entirely in a sort of 
caution as far as its powers are concerned. T he effect of the 
undecidable, of the indiscernible and of the generic, or in 
o ther words, the effect of the event, the subject and the 
tru th , m ust recognize the unnam eable as a limitation pi' its 
path.

Finally, Evil is the desire for ‘E verything-to-be-said .’ T o 
contain Evil, the potency of the T ru e  m ust be measured.

W h at helps us is the rigorous study of die negative 
characters of the path  of tru th :'th e  event is undecidable;. tthe 
subject is linked to the indiscernible;' tru th  itself is generic, 
untotalizable; dnd the halting  point o f its potency is the 
unnam eable. This gives us four negative categories. T he 
philosophical study of these categories is capital. I t can be 
fuelled by each and every  thought event th a t shapes out- 
times.

T he undecidability  of an  event and the suspension of its 
nam e, are both features of politics th a t are particu larly  
active today. I t  is clear for a French m an or w om an tha t the 
events of M ay ’68 continue to com prise an  unattested or 
anonym ous promise. But even the 1792 revolution or the 
Bolshevik revolution o f 1917 rem ain partly  undecided as to 
w hat they prescribe for philosophy.
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T h e  th eo ry  o f indiscernibles is in itself an  en tire  
m ath em atica l theory , from the Galois groups to the 
indiscernibles in  the theory of models. But we can also say 
th a t one of the aim s of contem porary  poetics is to found in 
language a po in t of indiscernibility between prose and 
poetry, or betw een im age and thought.

T he theory o f the generic is at the heart of the ultim ate 
forms of the logic of sets, following upon Paul Cohen's 
theorem . But the m odern politics of em ancipation, delivered 
from the d ialectical scheme of classes and parties, has as its 
aim  a ‘generic’ dem ocracy, a prom otion of the com m on­
place, o f equality  abstracted  from any predicate. And a 
whole field qf prose, such as Samuel Beckett’s, tries, by 
successive subtractions, to designate the naked existence of a 
generic hum anity .

Finally, the unnam cable is the central m otif of the 
though t of the political tha t wishes to subm it Nazism to 
thought; as it is of the poet who explores the limits of the 
force of language; as it is for the m athem atician  who looks 
for the undefinables of a structure; as it is for the person in 
love torm ented  by  w hat love bears of the sexual unnam e- 
able.

Thus the eth ic of truths, relation or un-relation, between 
the construction o f a tru th  and its potency, is tha t by which 
we take the m easure of w hat our times arc capable of, as 
well as w hat o u r times are w orth. Such is, in a word, the 
very task of philosophy.

Note

1. This paper was given in Sydney in 1999. Its original title was 
'The ethic of truths: construction and potency’.
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CHAPTER 3

Philosophy and politics

From  Plato until the present day, there is one word which 
crystallizes the philosopher’s concern in regard  to politics: 
‘justice’.1 T he question th a t the philosopher addresses to 
politics can he form ulated as: C an there be a just politics? 
O r a politics which does justice to thought?

O u r point of d ep artu re  m ust be the following: injustice is 
clear, justice is obscure. Those who have undergone injustice 
provide irrefutable testim ony concerning the former. But 
who can testify for justice? Injustice has its affect: suffering, 
revolt. N othing, however, ^signals, justice: it presents itself 
neither as spectacle nor as sentim ent.

Is our sole issue then th a t of saying th a t justice is merely 
the absence o f injustice? Is justice no th ing  m ore than  the 
em pty neu tra lity  of a double negation? I do not think so. 
N or do I think th a t injustice is to be found on the side of the 
perceptible, or experience, or the subjective, while justice is 
found on the side of the intelligible, or reason, or the 
objective. Injustice is not the im m ediate disorder of th a t for 
which justice would provide an  ideal order.

‘Ju stice’ is a w ord from philosophy; a t least if we leave 
aside, as we m ust, its legal signification, which is entirely- 
devoted to the police and  the jud iciary . Yet this word of
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philosophy is under condition. It is u nder the condition of 
the political. For philosophy knows th a t for the tru ths to 
which it testifies, it is incapable of rendering them  real in the 
world. Even Plato knows th a t while the philosopher would 
p robably  have to be king lor there to be justice, the very 
possibility of such royalty’s existence would not depend 
upon philosophy. I t would depend upon political circum ­
stances; the la tter rem ain irreducible.

W e will term  ‘justice’ the nam e by which a philosophy 
designates the possible tru th  of a political orientation.

T he vast m ajority of em pirical political orientations have 
nothing to do w ith tru th . We know this. T hey organize a 
repulsive m ixture of power and  opinions. T he subjectivity 
that anim ates them  is tha t of the tribe and  the lobby, of 
electoral nihilism and the blind confrontation of com m u­
nities. Philosophy has nothing to say about such politics; for 
philosophy thinks thought alone, whereas these orientations 
present themselves explicitly as unthinking, or as non­
thought. T he only subjective elem ent which is im portan t to 
such orientations is tha t of interest.

Historically speaking, there have been some political 
orientations tha t have had or will have a connection w ith a 
tru th , a tru th  of the collective as such. T hey  are rare 
attem pts, and they are often brief, b u t they alone can act as 
a condition of philosophy’s thinking.

These political sequences are singu larities they do noi 
trace a destiny, nor do they construct a m onum en tal 
history. Philosophy, however, can distinguish a com m on 
feature am ong them . This feature is th a t from the people 
they engage these orientations requ ire  no th ing  b u t their 
strict generic hum anity . In  their principles of action, these 
o rien ta tio n s take no accoun t of the p a r tic u la r ity  of 
interests. T hey  induce a represen ta tion  o f the capacity  ol 
the collective w hich refers its agents to the strictest 
equality .
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W hat docs ‘equality ’ signify here? E quality  means tha t a 
political actor is represented under the sole sign of his or her 
specifically hum an capacity- In terest is riot, a specifically 
hum an  capacity. All living beings protect, their interests as 
an im perative for survival. T he capacity  which is specifically 
hum an is th a t of thought, afTcf~riTntrglTfTs nothing utiref thaar- 
TErrTTDy^v^hfrh -t 1 n r p a t l r o f  a tru th  seizes and traverses the 
hum an anim al.

Therefore, for a political o rientation to be worthy of 
submission to philosophy under the idea ‘justice’, its unique 
general axiom  m ust be: people think, people are capable of 
tru th . W hen Saint-Just defined public consciousness before the 
C onvention in A pril 1794, he was thinking of a strictly 
egalitarian  recognition of the capacity  for tru th : ‘M ay you 
have a public consciousness, for all hearts are equal as to 
sentim ents of good and bad, and this consciousness is m ade 
up of the tendency of the people tow ards the general good.’ 
D uring  an entirely  different political sequence in the 
C ultural R evolution in C hina, the same principle can be 
found: for example, in the sixteen-point decision of 8 August 
1966, ‘Let the masses educate themselves in this g reat 
revolutionary m ovem ent, let them  determ ine themselves the 
distinction between w hat is just and w hat is n o t.’

Thus a political orientation touches upon tru th  provided 
that it is founded upon the egalitarian principle of a capacity 
to discern the just or the good: philosophy understands both 
terms under the sign of a collective’s capacity for truth.

I t is very im portan t to note tha t ‘equality ’ does not refer 
to anyth ing  objective. I t is not a question of an equality  of 
status, o f incom e, o f function, and  even less o f the 
supposedly egalitarian  dynam ics of contracts or reforms. 
JEquality is subjective. I t is equality  w ith respect to public 
consciousness for S ain t-Jusp  or w ith respect to political mass 
m ovem ent for M ao Tse-tung. Such equality  is in no way a 
social program m e. M oreover, it has no thing to do with the
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social. I t is a political m axim , a prescription. Political 
equality  is not w hat we w ant or plan, it is w hat we declare 
under fire of the event, here and now, as w hat is, and not as 
w hat should be. In  the same way, for philosophy, ‘justice’ 
cannot be a S tate program m e: ‘justice’ is the qualification of 
an  egalitarian  political o rientation in act.

T he difficulty with most doctrines of justiee is tha t they 
seek a definition of justice and then they try to find means 
for its realization. But justice, which is the philosophical 
nam e for the egalitarian  political m axim , cannot be defined. 
For equality  is not an  objective for action, it is an axiom  of 
action. T here is no political o rientation linked to tru th  
which does not possess an affirm ation -  an  affirm ation 
which has neither a guaran tee nor a p roof -  of a universal 
capacity  for political tru th . H ere though t cannot use the 
scholastic m ethod of definitions. I t m ust use a m ethod which 
proceeds via the com prehension of axioms.

‘Justice’ is no thing o thef th an  one of the words by whieh 
a philosophy attem pts to seize the egalitarian  axiom inherent 
in a veritable political sequence. This axiom  is given in 
singular statem ents, characteristic of the sequence, such as 
S ain t-Just’s definition of public consciousness, or M ao ’s 
thesis on the im m anent self-education of the revolutionary 
mass m ovem ent.

Justiee is not a concept as such, entailing a search for its 
more or less approxim ate realizations in the em pirical 
world. R a th er, once justice is'Conceived of as an  operato r of 
cap ture for egalitarian  political orientations -  true political 
orientations — then it defines an effective, axiom atic, and 
im m ediate subjective figure. This is w hat gives ail its depth  
to Sam uel Beckett’s surprising affirm ation in How It Is: ‘In  
any case we are w ithin justice, I ’ve never heard  anyone say 
the con trary .’ T h a t is, ju stice ' - which captures the latent 
axiom of a political subject — necessarily designates not w hat 
m ust be, but w hat is. E ither the egalitarian  axiom  is present
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in political statem ents, or it is not. C onsequently, either wc 
are w ithin justice, or we are not. This also means: either the 
political exists, in the sense th a t philosophy encounters 
thought w ithin it, or it does not. But if it does, and  if we 
relate to it im m anently, then we are w ithin justice.

Any definitional and p rogram m atic  approach to justice 
turns it into a dim ension of the action of the State. But the 
S tate has no thing to do w ith justice, for the S tate is n o t  a, 
subjective and axiom atic figure. T he S tate as such is 
indifferent or hostile to the existence of any political 
orien ta tion  which touches truths, lh e  m odern S tate aims 
solely a t fulfilling certa in  functions, or....at. crafting.-a. 
consensus of opinion.. Its sole subjective dim ension is th a t 
of transform ing economic necessity -  th a t is, the objective 
logic of C apital -  into resignation or resentm ent. This is why 
any program m atic  or S tate definition of justice 'changes the 
la tter into its contrary: justice becomes the harm onization  of 
the in terp lay  of interests. But justice, which is the theoretical 
nam e for an  axiom  ojj equality, necessarily refers to an 
entirely, disinterested subjectivity. .,

In  o ther words, any politics of em ancipation, or any 
politics which imposes an  egalitarian  m axim , is a thought in 
act. T hough t is the specific m ode by which a h u m an  anim al 
is trav e rsed  an d  overcom e by a tru th . In  such a 
subjectivization one goes beyond the limits of interest, such 
th a t the political process itself becom es indifferen t to 

.interests. I t  thus follows, as dem onstrated  by all political 
sequences w hich concern philosophy, th a t the S tate is 
incapable of recognizing anyth ing  appropria te  to it in such 
a process.

T h e  S ta te , in  its being , is in d iffe ren t to  ju stice .
Conversely, any jaolitical o rien ta tion  which is a though t 
in act entail's, m  pr(^ol^orrn»4ts-T ort^~M «l-its-.t#!»arTtyT--. 

■»iw»riouB troub le  f o f  th e lS fa l^  T his j'sjjwhv, political trriflr 
abrays-'flaSlrifesK ''itself in times of tria l and  trouble. I t
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follows th a t justice, far from being a possible category of 
state or social order, is w hat nam es the principles at work 
in ru p tu re  and disorder. Even A ristotle, whose entire goal 
is a fiction of political stability , declares a t the beginning of 
Book 5 of his Politics: tiXooq yap  to I 'aov gr|Touvxeq 
aiaogdtjoUGlV’ w hich can be transla ted  as, ‘G enerally , it 
is the pursuers of equality  who rise in rebellion .’ H owever, 
A risto tle’s conception is still a state conception; his idea of 
equality  is em pirical, objective and  defin itional. T he 
veritab le  philosophical sta tem en t w ould ra th e r be: Poli­
tical statem ents bearing  tru th  rise up in the absence of any 
state or social order. T h e  la ten t ega lita rian  m axim  is 
heterogeneous to the S tate. I t is thus always du rin g  trouble 
and d isorder th a t the subjective im perative o f equality  is 
affirm ed. W hat the philosopher nam es ‘ju stice ’ seizes the 
subjective order of a m axim , found w ithin  the ineluctab le 
d isorder to w hich the S ta te  of interests is exposed by th a t 
very order.

Einally, w hat does m aking a philosophical statem ent on 
justice, here and now, am ount to?

First it is a m atter of knowing which singular political 
orientations to call upon; that is, which ones are w orth our 
trying to seize the thought specific to them  via the resources 
ol the philosophic apparatus — one of whose pieces is the 
w ord ‘justice’.

This is not an  easy job  in today’s confused and chaotic 
w orld, when C apital seems to trium ph  on the basis of its 
own weaknesses, and when what is fuses m iserably w ith what 
can he. Identifying those rare sequences through which a 
political tru th  is constructed, w ithout being discouraged by 
the p ropaganda of capitalistic parliam en ta rian  governm ent, 
is itsell a sustained exercise of thought. Still m ore difficult is 
a ttem pting  -  w ithin the very order of practising politics - to 
be faithful to some egalitarian  axiom, and finding con­
tem porary  statem ents of such.
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Second, it is a m atte r of philosophically seizing the 
political orientations in question, w hether they be of the 
past or the present. T he task is then double:

1 T o  exam ine their statem ents and prescriptions in order 
to uncover the ega litarian  nucleus w hich bears a 
universal signification.

2 T o  transform  the generic category o f ‘ju s tic e ’ by 
subm itting' it to the test of singular statem ents; tha t is, 
to the irreducible specificity of how such statem ents bear 
forth and inscribe the egalitarian  axiom  in action.

Finally, it is a m atter of showing that, thus transform ed, the 
cat egory of justice designates the contem porary  figure of a 
political subject; furtherm ore, showing th a t it is by m eans of 
such a figure th a t philosophy assures, via its own names, the 
inscription of w hat our time is capable of in e te rn ity .,

This political subject has had several names: jjlitiz en ’; for 
example, not in the sense of an  elector or a city councillor, 
but in the sense the French Revolution gives to the word; 
there is also p ro fess io n a l revolutionary’, .> and  ''‘grass-roots 
activist^,’W ithout doubt, we live in a time in which this nam e 
is in suspense, in a time when this subject’s name must be found.

In  o ther words, even if we have a history, with neither 
continuity nor concept, of w hat ‘justice’ has been able to 
designate, we still do not know clearly w hat it designates' 
today. O f course we know in an  abstract sense, because 
‘justice’ always signifies the philosophical capture of a latent 
egalitarian  axiom. But this abstraction is useless. T he 
im perative of philosophy is to seize the event of truths, their 
newness, and their precarious trajectory. It is not the concept 
that philosophy turns towards eternity as the com m unal 
dimension of thought, it is ra ther the singular process of a 
tru th . It is in relation to its own epoch tha t philosophy tries to 
work out w hether the hypothesis of the E ternal R etu rn  can 
be supported w ithout ridicule or scandal.
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Is the current state of political orientations such that 
philosophy can employ the category of justice? Is there not a 
risk here of confusing chalk with cheese, of reproducing the 
vulgar pretension ol governments to render justice? W hen we 
see so m any ‘philosophers' attem pting to appropriate for 
themselves state schemes with as little thought in them  as 
Europe, dem ocracy in the capitalist-parliam entary sense, 
liberty in the sense ol pure opinion, or shameful nationalisms, 
when we see philosophy thus prostrated before the idols of the 
day, then clearly some pessimism is understandable.

But after all, the conditions for the exercise of philosophy 
have always been rigorous. T he words of philosophy are 
always misused and  turned around when these conditions 
are no t observed. T here  have been in tense po litical 
sequences in the tw entieth century. There are faithful 
followers of these sequences. Here or there, in as yet 
incom parable situations, some statem ents envelop, in an 
inflexible and non-subjugated  m anner, the egalitarian  
axiom.

T he collapse of the socialist States has itself a positive 
dim ension. Certainly, it was a pure and simple collapse; no 
political orien ta tion  worthy of the nam e played the smallest 
p a r t in it. And ever since, this political vacuity  has not 
ceased to engender monsters. Yet these terrorist States 
incarnated  the u ltim ate fiction of a justice which had  the 
solidity of a body, of a justice which took the form of a 
governm ental program m e. W hat the collapse did was attest 
to the absurdity  of such a representation. It frees justice and 
equality  from any fictiyc incorporation. I t re turned them  to 
their being, b o th 'v o la ti le ' and obstinate, o f  free rein, of 
thought acting from and in the direction o f a collective 
seized by its tru th . T he collapse of the socialist Stales teaches 
us that the ways of egalitarian  politics do not pass by State 
power, bu t ra th e r by an im m anent subjective d eterm ina­
tion, an axiom  of the collective.
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After all, from Plato and his unfortunate escapade iri 
Sicily up to H eidegger's circum stantial aberrations, passing 
by the passive relationship between Hegel and Napoleon, 
and w ithout forgetting N ietzsche’s m adness o f p re tending 
‘to split the history of the world in tw o’, everything shows 
th a t it is not H istory on a large scale th a t authorizes 
philosophy. I t is ra th e r w hat M allarm e called ‘restrained 
ac tion ’ . . .

 ̂f) > v A • j ■ • ■ ...... >
Let us be m ilitants of restrained action. Let us be, w ithin 
philosophy, those who eternalize the figure of such action.

W e have too often wished that justice would act as the 
foundation for the consistency of the social bond, when it 
can only nam e the most extrem e m om ents of inconsistency; 
for the effect of the egalitarian axiom  is to undo bonds, to 
desocialize thought, and to affirm the rights of the infinite 
and  the im m ortal against finitude, against being-for-death. 
W ithin the subjective dim ension of the declaration  of 
equality, no thing else is o f interest save the universality of 
this declaration, and the active consequences to which it 
gives rise. .. _ , ,

Justice is the philosophical nam e of the inconsistency, for 
the State or society, o f any egalitarian  political orientation. 
H ere we can  rejoin the poem  in its declarative and 
axiom atic vocation, for it is Paul C elan who p robably  gives 
us the most exact im age of w hat we m ust understand  by 
‘justice’:

O n  inconsistencies 
Rest:

two fingers are snapping 
in the abyss, a 
w orld is stirring
in the scratch-sheets, it all depends 
on you
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Keep in m ind the lesson of the poet: in m atters of justice, 
where it is upon inconsistency th a t we m ust lean or rest, it is 
true, as true as a tru th  can be, tha t it all depends on you.

Note

1. This is a modified version of a translation by Thelm a Sowley 
of ‘Philosophic et politique’, which appeared in Radical 
Philosophy 96 (July/August 1999), 29-32.
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CHAPTER 4

Philosophy and psychoanalysis

T here is a psychoanalytic theory .1 T here  is also a psycho­
analytic practice, called the clinic. But w ha t directly 
concerns the philosopher is neither the theory nor the 
practice. W h at concerns the philosopher is knowing w hether 
psychoanalysis is a thinking.

I call thinking the non-dialectical or inseparable unity  of 
a theory and a practice. T o understand  such a unity  the 
simplest, case is tha t of science; in physics there arc theories, 
concepts and m athem atical form ulas and there are also 
technical apparatuses and  experim ents. But physics as a 
thinking does not separate the two. A text by Galileo or 
Einstein circulates between concepts, m athem atics and 
experim ents, and this circulation is the m ovem ent o f a 
unique thinking.

Politics is also a th in k in g ., T ake the g reat political 
thinkers: R obespierre, Sain t-just, Lenin, Che G uevara, 
M ao. T here  you have concepts, theory, and even some 
philosophy. You also have fundam ental writings: directives, 
com m ands and  decisions. These writings are designed to 
concentrate the im m anen t relation between concepts and 
action. Finally you have treatm ents of concrete situations 
and their transform ations. H ere again, thinking circulates
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between theoretical hypotheses, statem ents and singular 
situations; and  this thinking is a unique m ovem ent..)

Psychoanalysis also presents itself as a thinking. In  
L acan ’s case, everything can be found which is also found 
in physics: there are fundam ental theoretical concepts, such 
as the Subject, the Ideal, the signifier, the Name-of-the- 
F ather, etc. T here  are formalized writings such as the 
m atherne for the fantasy, the formulas of sexuation or the 
B orrom ean knot. T here  is the clinical experience -  the cure 
~ which has precise rules, and there is even w hat could be 
called experimental apparatuses; for example, the protocol of 
the pass, invented by Lacan in 1967, and designed to verify 
the existence of an analytic act.2

W hat then becomes interesting for the philosopher is the 
com parison of psychoanalysis with other th ink ings, such as 
science and politics. O f course, as practices, they are 
com pletely different. But that docs not p revent the thinkings 
from having some characteristics in common. W hen is it 
th a t two thinkings have som ething in common? It is when 
the m ovem ent of thinking has the same structure. T h a t is, 
when, within the unity o f the thinking there is the same relation 
betw een the moment o f writing and the moment of tra.nsfornm.tfQP 
or experience.

For exam ple, science and politics are com pletely different 
thinkings. W hy? Because in the science of physics the 
experim ent is an  artificial construction which must, be 
repeatable. M athem atica l writing corresponds to experim ents 
solely when the repetition of an experim ent gives the same 
result. This identity  is inscribed in a m athem atical equation. 
In  politics, however, the relationship between w riting and 
experience is com pletely different. A political situation is 
always singular; it is never repeated. Therefore political 
writings -  directives or com m ands -  are justified inasm uch 
as they inscribe, not a repetition, but, on the contrary , the 
unrepeatable. W hen the content of a political statem ent is a

80



Philosophy and psychoanalysis

repetition, the statem ent is rhetorical and em pty. It does not 
form p art of a thinking. O n  this basis one ra n  distinguish 
between true political activists and .politiciansa 7 rue political 
activists announce an unrepeatab le possibility of a situation 
while a politician makes speeches based on the repetition of 
opinions.  ̂True political activists th ink a singular situation; 
politicians do not think. y

T he result is th a t political thinking is com pletely different 
to scientific thinking. Politics declares an  irreducible and 
unrepeatab le possibility. Science writes dow n a necessity 
and constructs apparatuses for a repetition.

W hat can be said o f psychoanalytic thinking? W hat is 
certain  is th a t in psychoanalysis the experience is not like 
th a t o f science. I t is a clinical experience which concerns a 
singular subject. Obviously one can say th a t no subject is 
ever the repetition  of another. In  psychoanalytic thinking, 
the relation between theoretical w riting  and the clinical 
situation is not established by the artificial construction of a 
repetition. O ne can thus say th a t psychoanalytic thinking 
resembles political thinking .more th an  scientific thinking.

O ne sign o f this resem blance betw een psychoanalysis 
and  politics is the necessity for a collective o rg a n iz a tio n ';^  
knowledge. T h a t o rgan ization  is necessary to poTificsms 
well know n, as is the fact th a t there have always been 
associations o f psychoanalysts. W hy? I t ’s simple: if  the 
concrete situations d ea lt w ith are singular and  u n rep ea t-’ j 
able, you can only \yerify your th ink ing  in a subjective" 
m anner, by transm ission to others. .... . y

In  science there are two verifiable guarantees: the 
guaran tee  of m athem atical dem onstration, which can be 
reconstructed by anyone, and the guaran tee  of experim ents, 
which can be repeated. Scientific thinking is ruled by 
repetition. W h at counts is the possibility of repetition. But 
w hat can be done w hen there is no repetition, neither 
dem onstrative nor experim ental? O ne m ust then show o ther
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people the relation, betw een the -statements, or,,vvri tings- and 
the singular process. O ne m ust rally these others around a 
thinking, by referring to w hat does not repeat itself. An 
organization is thus necessary, in which one can discuss the 
assessment of unrepeatab le experiences. W hat then counts is 
not the possibility of repetition; it is ra ther the possible 
thinking of w hat does not repeat itself. M oreover, one must 
obtain  the subjective agreem ent o f those ,with.. whom_.ane Is 
organized. T hey  m ust recognize tha t .there is indeed a 
th in k ab le  re la tio n  betw een , on the one h a n d , ' you r 
statem ents and writings, and on the o ther handW the 
singularity of the clinic, in the case of psychoanalysis, or of 
action in the case of politics.

But is all this enough to say tha t political thinking and 
psychoanalytic thinking really resemble each other? In  both 
cases there are theoretical statem ents or principles, un ­
repeatable situations, and collective organizations which 
validate the thinking. I believe, however, th a t there rem ains 
a great difference between the two.

In  politics, thinking searches w ithin a situation for a 
possibility that the dominant state o f things does not allow to be seen. 
For example: today, in E urope as elsewhere, the state of 
things is the m arket economy, com petition, the private 
sector, the taste for money, familial comfort, parliam entary  
elections, etc. A genuine political thinking will a ttem pt to 
find a possibility which is not hom ogeneous with this state of 
things. A political thinking will say: here is a collective 
possibility; perhaps it is small and  local, bu t its rule is not 
th a t of the dom inan t rule. And a political thinking will 
form ulate this possibility, practise it, and draw  all of its 
consequences. Political thinking always rup tures with the 
dom inant state of things. In  short, it ruptures with the State. 
And obviously, in order to do such work, one m ust enter into 
the situation, one m ust m eet people and en ter into discussion 
with them; one must exit from one’s proper place. Political
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thinking dem ands a displacement, a jou rn ey  w hich is always, 
dare I say, abnorm al. For exam ple, in M ay ’68 and  after in 
France, when the intellectuals went en masse to work in the 
factories, they em barked upon an absolutely abnorm al 
journey  in relation to the State. In  doing so they created the 
conditions for an en tire ly  new re la tio n  betw een the 
statem ents and the situations of politics.

Does the sam e thing happen in psychoanalysis? Well, the 
first thing one notices is th a t in psychoanalysis it is not the 
analyst who makes the journey  -  it is the analysand. 
M oreover, this journey is fixed. T here is a place -  the 
analyst’s consulting rooms -  there is a couch, and there are 
appointm ents to be kept. T he second difference is tha t one 
m ust pay. This point is im portan t because I am  convinced 
th a t all genuine thinking is free. For example, one does not 
en ter into politics to earn  money, nor does one engage in 
politics to have a position, power, or privilege. Those who 
do so are politicians, bu t politicians do not think. Politics as 
thinking has no other objective th an  thinking; tha t is, no 
other objective th an  the transform ation of unrepeatab le 
situations -  for in a thinking, there is no distinction between 
theory and  practice. Politics is disinterested, exactly like 
science. N ew ton and  E instein’s goal was to resolve the 
problem s o itH ough t and n o th m g ’riTbie. This is also exactly 
fiTe art;~tFTe goal oT great artists is to give their thinking the 
form of a work, and  nothing m ore. T he goal of politics is to 
resolve political problem s, problem s tha t politics poses to 
itself. T he question then arises of w hether psychoanalysis is 
disinterested. Despite everything, yes. F reu d ’s or L acan ’s 
goal is not solely the client’s cure. T h e  goal is to think the 
singularity  of the h um an  subject: the h um an  subject 
confronted on the one side w ith language, and, on the 
other, w ith. sexuality.

But there is a problem  which is still m ore profound. 
Political thinking searches for an  active possibility which is
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not controlled by the S tate or by the blind laws of the 
economy. W hat does psychoanalytic thinking search for? 
W hat does it expect of the Subject? Does it search for an 
absolutely new possibility?

T he Subject who comes into analysis is a suffering subject, 
sulfering from his or her sym ptom . T he stakes of the cure are 
prim arily  that the subject no longer suffers, or suffers less. 
Rut does this involve, as in politics, the invention of a 
possibility? O r ra th e r solely a displacement o f the symptom?

A true politics always situates itself in the faults or the 
impasses of a situat ion’s structure. O f course, psychoanalysis 
also begins w ith disorders and symptoms. But politics 
searches for the most radical consequences ,of such disorders, 
and therefore works against structure: whereas it seems that 
psychoanalysis searches to reduce symptoms. Psychoanalysis 
thus works tow ards a ‘norm al’ functioning of subjective 
structure.

f As such, psychoanalytic th inking aims a t . j h e ^Subject 
accommodating its real. W hereas a political thinking aims at 

ithe exhaustion of a s tructu re’s -  or a S ta te’s ability to 
accom m odate the point of the real worked by th a t political 
thinking. Perhaps w hat separates politics from,, jjsvcho- 
analysis is this relation to the real. For psychoanalysis, the 
relation to the real is always finally inscribed in a structure. 
For politics the relation to the real is always subtracted  from 
the State.

But perhaps all this is simply due to a difference of matter. 
W hat psychoanalysis aims to think is the difference o f the sexes. 
Fhe m ajor thesis of psychoanalysis is: There is no sexual 
relation. W hence a negative figure which can be transform ed 
into scepticism. W’h a t politics aims to think is the difference 
between collective presentation and  S tate representation. Its 
m ajor tlipsis: T here is a possibility of pure presentation. 
W hence an  affirm ative figure which can be transform ed into 
dogm atism .
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T he best solution would be the following: th a t political 
thinking protects itself from dogm atism  by listening to 
psychoanalysis, and  th a t psychoanalytic thinking protects 
itself from scepticism by listening to politics. After all, this is 
w hat L acan  authorizes us to do! In  Seminar X X  he com pares 
the relation L acan -F reu d  to the relation Lenin- M arx, 
whereby recognizing tha t the com parison of two thinkings is 
possible, and furtherm ore, tha t they m ay educate one 
an o th er.3

But where can two different thinkings encounter each 
other? They can only do so in philosophy. T he ultim ate 
solution to our problem , the relation between psycho­
analysis and politics, finally depends upon a philosophical 
choice.

C an  one then a ttem p t a direct com parison of psycho­
analysis and philosophy?

T h e  q uestion  w hich is form ally  com m on to bo th  
ph ilosophy  an d  psychoanalysis is w ith o u t d o u b t the 
question o f tru th . I t  can be phrased as follows: How' does 
a tru th  touch the real? For exam ple, in N ovem ber 1975 
L acan  declares: ‘T ru th  .can  only concern, the re a l,’ I t  is 
clear th a t philosophy and  psychoanalysis have always 
asked themselves: W hat is tru th  such th a t it only concerns 
the real?

Psychoanalysis and contem porary  philosophy have a 
p o in t in com m on: they  do no t th in k  th a t tru th  is 
correspondence or adequation  betw een .. though t and the 
thing. For H eidegger, tru th  is F hr ’Althusser, it is
a ruled production. For myself, it is a process w hich is 
opened by an event and which constructs an  infinite generic 
set. F’or Lacan, it is the depositing of speech in the O ther. 
Thus tru th  is som ething o ther than  a correct relationship 
betw een thought and object. In  fact, for L acan  and lor 
contem porary  philosophy, thought is separated from the 
real. I t has no direct access to, or acquain tance with this
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real. L e t’s say tha t between thought and  the real there  is a 
hole, an  abyss, a void. T he tru th  is first of all the effect of a 
separation, a loss, or a voiding.

For exam ple, for Heidegger, tru th  occurs w ith in  a 
structure of forgetting. T he history of tru th  is th a t o f the 
forgetting of being, f o r  myself, a tru th  commences by an 
event, but this '-.event 1 has always ylisa££eared or been 
abolished; there will never be any knowledge^of it. T he 
event thus forms the real and absentT Suseaff-a tru th . T ot 
Lacan, w hat founds “tru th  is the O th er as a Tiole in 
knowledge. T hus he declares, on 8 M ay 1973: T 'f ie rF iS 'a ' 
hole there and  th a t hole is called the O ther; the O th e r as 
place where speech, through being deposited, founds tru th .’

Philosophy and psychoanalysis elaborate the same ques­
tion: W hat is the thinkable relationship between tru th  and 
the void? T he crux of the problem  is the localization o f the 
void. Philosophy and psychoanalysis agree tha t tru th  is 
separation; tha t the real is irreducible or, as Lacan says, 
unsymbolizable; tha t tru th  is different to knowledge, an d  that 
tru th  thus only occurs under condition of the void. I t could 
be said tha t a t base every theory consists of a localization of 
the void which authorizes tru th , of its placem ent, and o f the 
construction of its algebra and topology.

Thus for Heidegger, the void is thought as a figure o f the 
O pen. I t  is th a t for which poetry  destines language- I t is 
libera tion  from  the violent will of technology w hich 
saturates and destroys our F,arth. In  A lthusser’s work there 
are twro theories of the void. O n the one hand , a s tructu re 
only functions under the condition of an em pty place. This 
is the theory of the causality of lack. O n  the o ther hand , 
philosophy itself uses em pty categories because it is. a pure 
act, an intervention. I t  traces lines of dem arcation  w ithout 
ever knowing any object.

For myself the void is first of all the m athem atical m ark  of 
being qua being, the void-set. I t  is w hat sutures m ath em a­
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tical discourse to pure presentation. Furtherm ore, the void is 
the destiny of any event, since the being of an event is a 
disappearing.

For Lacan, on the o ther hand , the void is not on the side 
of being. This, I think, is a crucial point, of conflict. Let us 
say tha t philosophy localizes the void as condition of tru th  
on the side of being qua being, while psychoanalysis localizes 
the void in the Subject;'for the Subject is w hat disappears in 
the gap between two signifiers. I t is on this basis th a t Lacan 
undertook the critique of philosophy or w hat he calls 
antiphilosophy. Why?

For Lacan, if the void is on the side of being, this m eans 
th a t thought is also on the side of being, because thought is 
precisely the exercise of separation. But on th a t basis one 
w ould say th a t being  itse lf th inks. F o r L acan  the 
fundam ental axiom  of all philosophy is this idea that being 
thinks. I cite: "The supposition th a t being thinks is w hat 
founds the philosophical trad ition  from Parm enides on­
w ards.’ For Lacan, this axiom  is unacceptable. T hought 
m ust be an effect of the Subject, and not a supposition 
concerning being. , X  , . ■

I t  appears th a t conflict is inev itab le . T h e  conflict 
concerns the triangle: Subject, T ru th , Real. T he topology 
of this triangle is different in philosophy and in psycho­
analysis. However, this difference m ust be exam ined in 
detail. I will start with two statem ents by Lacan:

20 M arch  1973: T he ideal of psychoanalysis is "that, on 
the basis of its experience, a knowledge of tru th  can be 
constitu ted’.
15 M ay 1973: T he core of his teaching is tha t ‘there are 
some relations of being tha t cannot be know n'. O r: 'O f 
w hat cannot be dem onstrated , som ething true, however, 
can be said .’
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T here  is a g reat difficulty here, a kind of contradiction. How 
can one obtain  a ‘knowledge of tru th ' if the content of tha t 
tru th  is precisely w hat canno t be known? How can a 
knowledge of the tru th  of the unknow n exist? In  psycho­
analysis, w hat can n o t be know n ends up being the 
knowledge of a tru th . This is clearly because w hat is not 
known consciously is known otherwise. Is it not, quite 
simply, because the unconscious thinks? But th a t the 
unconscious thinks, or, if you like, th a t ‘it th inks’, is this so 
different to the philosophical idea according to which being 
thinks?

In  the end, to localize the void and  tru th , bo th  
philosophy and  psychoanalysis need an axiom concerning 
thought.

T he philosophical axiom: T h ough t m ust be understand- 
, able on the basis of being.

T h e  psychoanalytic axiom: T here  is unconscious thought.

W hat the two have in com m on this time is th a t tru th  is torn 
aw ay from consciousness; the effect of tru th  is thought 
outside conscious and reflexive production. This also m eans 
th a t the void is not tha t of consciousness: it is not S artre ’s 
nothingness.

O ne very im p o rtan t consequence of this localization of 
the void ou tside consciousness is the  im p o r ta n c e -o f  
m athem atics. W hy? Because m athem atics is precisely the 
thinking w hich has nothing to do w ith the experiences of 
consciousness; it is the thinking wffiich has no relation to 
jxaLitff bu t which knots letters and th e u a l  together: a 
thinking faced w ith the void because it obeys the ideal of 
form alization.

In fact, the veritable appara tus for the localization o f the 
void is m athem atics, because in its transmission, it entirely 
empties out w hat separates us from the real. Be tween--t he 
real and  m athem atical form there is nothing. This is why
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L acan writes: 'M athem atical form alization is our goal, our 
ideal. Why? Because it alone is m athem e, tha t is, capable of 
being transm itted  in its en tire ty .’ In the same m anner, I 
posit th a t m athem atics is the science of being cpia being.. And 
thus I would say, like Lacan, th a t m athem atical form aliza­
tion is com patible w ith our discourse,. th e . philosophical 
discourse.

M y proposition is the following: Psychoanalysis and 
philosophy have a com m on border; the ideal of the 
m athem e. T he real terrain  for the exam ination of the 
relation between psychoanalysis and  philosophy is found 
first o f all in m athem atics. T here  is no point in creating 
direct confrontations between the grand  categories we 
share, such as being, the real, the subject, and tru th . R a th er 
w hat should be asked is: how do psychoanalysis and 
philosophy tackle the great constructions of m athem atics 
and  logic?

In  fact, one can construct a list of questions th a t the 
psychoanalyst and the philosopher can discuss together. 
These are strange questions. For example:

Is there a relation between sexuation and  opinions?
Is the philosophical idea of the O ne linked to the fantasy 
of the W om an?
Is the object cause of desire involved in the critical 
exam ination of the limits of truth?
Isn ’t the m ain obstacle to the death  o f God (as Nietzsche, 
m oreover, thought) to be found on the side of feminine 

jouissance (enjoyment) ?
Could there be a philosophical thinking of the becoming- 
analyst, or of the pass?
Is there a logical subject?

But to guide these discussions in an o rdered  m an n er one 
m ust start from m athem atics. T hus, to conclude, I w ould 
say th a t the com m on desire on the basis of w hich
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psychoanalysis and  philosophy can en te r  in to  discussion is 
the desire of the m athem e. It is qu ite  a ra re  desire! T his is 
why the discussion is also q u ite  rarc.

Notes

1. This paper was given in M elbourne in 1999 at the Australian 
Centre of Psychoanalysis. It was originally published in an 
earlier version of the same translation in the Centre’s journal 
Analysis 9 (2000).

2. T ranslator’s note: In French, the word experience signifies both 
experiment and experience. This double signification should 
be kept in mind when either of the two English words occur.

3. J . Lacan, Seminar XX Encore (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1989). 
All translations from Encore by Oliver Feltham  unless noted.
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CHAPTER 5

Philosophy and art

Every philosophical enterprise tu rns hack tow ards its 
tem poral conditions in order to treaL their compossibility 
at a concep tual level.1 This tu rn in g  back is clearly  
discernible in H eidegger’s work, in four different modes.

1 T he support taken from the in tim ate ek-stasis of time, 
from affect, from experience as filtered by the care of a 
question w hich directs its m etam orphosis. This is the 
existential-ontological analysis of Sein und £eil.

2 N ational-socialist politics, practised by H eidegger in a 
m ilitan t fashion as the G erm an occurrence of resolute 
decision and  o f th o u g h t’s engagem ent against the nihilist 
reign of technique, an  engagem ent anchored in the 
categories o f work, soil, com m unity, and the ap p ro p ria ­
tion of the site.

3 T he herm eneutic and  historial re-evaluation o f the 
history of philosophy though t as the destiny of being in 
its coupling to the logos. Such are the brillian t analyses of 
K an t and Hegel, of Nietzsche and Leibniz, and  then the 
lessons taken from the Greeks, singularly from the pre- 
Socratics.
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4 T he great G erm an poems, seized from 1935 on, via the 
course on Hblderlin, as privileged interlocutors for the 
thinker.

This fourth support still survives today despite everything 
that m anaged to affect the three others. Its audience in 
France, including the poets, from R ene C har to M ichel 
Deguy, is the strongest rem aining validation o f H eidegger’s 
success in philosophically touching an  unnoticed point of 
th o u g h t de ta ined  in poetic language . I t  is therefore 
indispensable, for whoever wishes to go beyond H eidegger’s 
philosophical power, to reconsider the couple formed, in this 
philosophy’s terms, by the saying of the poets and  the 
thought of the thinker. T he reform ulation of th a t which 
both joins together and separates the poem and philosophi­
cal discursivity is an im perative which, thanks to Heidegger, 
we are obliged to subm it ourselves to; w hatever the avatars 
of his ‘affair’ m ay be.

I.et us begin by recalling that, for Heidegger, there is an 
original ^ ‘distinction between the two terms. In the pre-
Socratic sending of thought, which is also the destinal
sending of being, the logos is poetic as such. It is the poem
th a t takes ward of thought, as we see in the Poem of
Parm enides, or in the sentences o f H eraclitus.

It is by a kind of axiomatic, contestation of this point that 
I wish to begin the reconstruction o f an  other relation, or non- 
relation, between poetry and philosophy.

W hen Parm enides places his poem  under the invocation 
of the Goddess, and begins with the im age o f an  initiatory 
cavalcade, I think that it is necessary to m ain tain  tha t this is 
not, th a t this is not yet philosophy. For every tru th  that 
accepts its dependence in regard to narra tive  and revelation 
is still detained  in mystery; philosophy exists solely through 
its desire to tear the la tte r’s veil.

1’he poetic form, with Parm enides, is essential; it covers
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w ith its au thority  the m aintenance of discourse in the 
proxim ity of the sacred. However, philosophy can onlv 
begin by a desacralization: it institutes a regime of discourse 
which is its own earthly legitim ation. Philosophy requires 
th a t the profound u tte ran ce’s au thority  be in terrup ted  by 
argum entative secularization.

M oreover it is a t this very point that Parm enides provides 
a sort of pre-com m encem ent o f philosophy: in regard  to the 
question of non-being, he sketches a reasoning by the 
absurd. This la ten t recourse to an autonom ous rule of 
consistency is an in terrup tion , w ithin the poem , of the 
collusion organized bv the poem  betwu-en tru th  and the 
sacred authority  of the im age or story.

I t  is essential to see th a t the support for such an 
in terrup tion  can only be o f the order o f the m athem e, if 
one understands by this the discursive singularities of 
m athem atics. Apagogic reasoning is w ithou t doub t the 
m ost significant m atrix  of an argum entation  th a t does not 
sustain itself on the basis o f any th ing  o ther than  the 
im perative o f consistency, and which turns out to be 
incom patible w ith any legitim ation by narrative, or by the 
in itiated  status of the subject of the enunciation. H ere, the 
m ath em e is th a t  w hich, by causing the  S peaker to 
disappear, by rem oving any mysterious validation from its 
site, exposes a rgum entation  to the test o f its autonom y and 
thus to the critical or dialogic exam ination o f its pertinence.

Philosophy began in Greece because there alone the 
m athem e allowed an in terrup tion  of the sacral exercise of 
validation by narrative (the m ytheine, as I.acoue-L abarthe 
w'ould say). Parm enides nam es the pre-m om ent -  still 
in ternal to the sacred narra tive  and its poetic cap tu re  - of 
this in terrup tion .

I t  is well known th a t P lato nam ed this in terrup tion  
himself, pushing reflection to a po in t of systematic suspicion 
tow ards anyth ing  rem iniscent of the poem. Plato proposes a
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com plete analysis o f the gesture o f in te rru p tio n  th a t 
constitutes the possibility of philosophy:

-  As for the poem ’s im itative capture, its seduction without 
concept, its legitim ation w ithout Id ea , it m ust be 
removed, banned from the space in which philosophy’s 
royalty operates. This is a distressing, in term inable 
rup ture (see Book X  of The Republic), but it is a question 
of the very existence o f philosophy, and not solely of its 
style.

- T he support th a t m athem atics furnishes for the desacra­
lization or depoetization of the tru th  m ust be explicitly 
sanctioned: pedagogically via the crucial place given to 
arithm etic and geom etry in political education, and 
ontologically via their intelligible dignity which provides 
an an techam ber to the ultim ate deploym ents of the 
dialectic.

For Aristotle -  as little a poet as is possible in his technique 
o f exposition (Plato, on the o ther hand , and he recognizes it, 
is a t every' m om ent sensible to the charm  ol w hat he 
excludes) -  the Poem is no longer anything bu t a particu lar 
object proposed to the dispositions of Knowledge; a t the 
same time, m oreover, th a t m athem atics finds itself having 
all the attribu tes of ontological dignity  accorded to it by 
P la to  w ithd raw n . ‘Poetics’ is a reg ional discipline of 
philosophical activity. W ith Aristotle, the foundational 
d eb a te  is finished, and  philosophy, stab ilized  in the 
connection of its parts, no longer turns back dram atically  
upon w hat conditions it.

T hus, from the Greeks om-vards, three possible regimes o f the 
bond between the poem and philosophy have been encountered 
and nam ed.

1 T he first, which we will call Parm enid ian , organizes a 
fusion between the subjective au thority  o f the poem and
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the validity of statem ents held as philosophical. Even 
when ‘m athem atica l’ in terrup tions figure under this 
fusion, they are definitively subord inated  to the sacred 
a u ra  o f u tte ran ce , to its ‘p ro fo u n d ’ value, to its 
enunciative legitimacy. T h e  image, language’s equivo­
cations, and  m etaphor escort and authorize the saying of 
the T rue. A uthenticity  resides in the flesh of language.

2 T he second, which we will call Platonic, organizes a 
distance between the poem and philosophy. T he former is 
held to be separate as an  underm ining fascination, as a 
seduction which is diagonal to the True; the la tter must 
disallow th a t w hat it deals with could be dealt with by 
poetry, in its place. T he effort of uprooting from the 
prestige of poetic m etaphor is such tha t support is 
required, support taken from what, in language, is 
opposed to poetic m etaphor: the literal univocity of 
m athem atics. Philosophy can only establish itself in the 
game of contrasts between the poem and the m athem e, 
both its prim ordial conditions (the poem, whose authority  
it m ust interrupt, and the m athem e, whose dignity' it must 
prom ote). We can also say th a t the Platonic relation to 
the poem is a relation (negative) o f condition, which implies 
other conditions (the m athem e, politics, love).

3 T he third, which we will call A ristotelian, organizes the 
inclusion of the knowledge of the poem w ithin philosophy, 
itself representable as K now ledge of knowledges. T he 
poem  is no longer thought in terms of the d ram a of its 
distance or its in tim ate proxim ity; it is grasped within the 
category o f the object, w ithin w hat, in being defined and 
reflected as such, delimits a regional discipline w ithin 
philosophy. This regionality of the poem  founds w hat 
will be Aesthetics.

We can also say: the three possible relations o f philosophy
(as thought) to the poem  are identifying rivalry, argumentative
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distance and aesthetic regionahty. In the first case, philosophy 
wants the poem ; in the second, it excludes it; and in the 
third, it categorizes it.

In  regard  to this triple disposition, w hat is the essence of 
the process of H eidcggerean thought?

I t  can be schematized as having three components:

1 H eidegger has qu ite  legitim ately re-established the 
autonom ous function o f the thought o f the poem. O r, 
m ore precisely, he has sought to determ ine the place -  a 
place itself w ithdraw n, or undetectable -  from which the 
com m unity of destiny between the conceptions o f the 
thinker and  the saying of the poet can be perceived. It 
could be said tha t this sketch of a com m unity of destiny 
is prim arily  opposed to the third ty'pe of relation, that 
w hich is subsum ed by an aesthetics of inclusion. 
H eidegger has subtracted  the poem  from philosophical 
knowledge, to render it to truth. By doing so, he has 
founded a radical critique of all aesthetics, of any 
regional philosophical determ ination  o f the poem. This 
foundation is established as a pertinen t trait of m oder­
nity (its non-A ristotelian character).

2 H eidegger has shown the limits o f a relation of condition 
th a t illum inates solely the separation o f the poem  and 
philosophical argum ent. In  some sharp  and distictive 
analyses, he has established that, over a long period, 
from H olderlin  onw ards, the poem acts in relay with 
philosophy with regard  to essential themes, principally 
because for this entire period philosophy is captive either 
of the sciences (positivisms) or of politics (M arxisms). 
Philosophy is their captive just as we have said that in 
Parm enides it is still captive of the poem: it does not 
dispose, in regard  to these particu la r conditions of its 
existence, of a sufficient gam e to establish its own law. I 
proposed calling this period the ‘age of poets?2 Let us say
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that, investing this age with novel philosophical means, 
H eidegger showed th a t it was not always possible, nor 
just, to establish distance from the poem  via the Platonic 
procedure  o f banishm ent. Philosophy is som etimes 
obliged to expose itself to the poem in a m ore perilous 
fashion: it m ust think for its own account of the operations 
by which (he poem  sets a date  with a tru th  o f Tim e (for 
the considered period, the principal tru th  poetically pu t 
to work is the destitution of the category of objectivity as 
necessary form of ontological presentation whence the 
poetically crucial charac ter of the them e of Presence; 
even, for exam ple with M allarm e, in its inverted form, 
isolation, or Subtraction).

3 U nfortunately, w ithin his historial assemblage, and more 
particu larly  in his evaluation of the Greek origin of 
philosophy, H eidegger could not — for w ant o f validating 
the itself orig inary  charac ter of the recourse to the 
m athem c — b u t renege on the judgem ent of in terrup tion , 
and restore, under various and  subtle philosophical 
nam es, the sacral au thority  of the poetic u tterance, and 
the idea tha t the au then tic  lies in the flesh of language. 
T here  is a profound unity  between, on the one hand, the 
recourse to Parm enides and  H eraclitus considered as 
delim iting a site o f  pre-forgetting and the com ing-forth 
of Being, and, on the o ther hand , the heavy and 
fallacious recourse to the sacred in the most contestable 
o f the analyses o f poems, especially the analyses o fT rak l. 
T he H eideggerean m isunderstanding of the true nature 
of the P latonic gesture, a t its core tire m isunderstanding 
o f the m athem atical sense of the Idea (which is precisely 
w hat, de-naturalizing  it, exposes it to the w ithdraw al of 
Being), entails tha t instead of inventing a fourth relation 
between the philosopher and poem, neither fusional, nor 
distanced, nor aesthetic, H eidegger em ptily prophesies a
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reactivation of the Sacred in an indecipherable coupling 
of the saying of poets and the thinking of thinkers.

We will retain  from H eidegger the devaluation of all 
philosophical aesthetics and  the critical lim itation of the 
effects o f the Platonic procedure of exclusion. We will 
contest, on the o ther hand , tha t it is again necessary, under 
conditions th a t would be those of the end of philosophy, to 
suture this end to the poem ’s au thority  w ithout argum ent. 
Philosophy continues, inasm uch as positivisms arc ex­
hausted  and M arxism s eviscerated, bu t also inasm uch as 
poetry  itself, in its contem porary  force, enjoins us to 
discharge it from every identifying rivalry with philosophy, 
and  to undo it from the false couple of the saying of the 
poem  and  the thinking o f the philosopher. For this couple of 
saying and thinking forgetful of the ontological sub trac­
tion inaugurally  inscribed by the m athem e -  is in fact that 
formed by the sermon of the end of philosophy and the 
rom antic m yth o f authenticity .

T h a t philosophy continues liberates the poem, the poem 
as a singular operation of tru th . W hat would be the poem  
after Heidegger, the poem after the age of poets, the post­
rom antic poem? T he poets will tell us, they have already 
told us, because to desuture philosophy and poetry, to leave 
H eidegger behind w ithout retu rn ing  to aesthetics, is also to 
th ink  otherw ise th a t from  w hich the poem  proceeds, 
thinking it in its operating distance, and  not in its myth.

Tw o indications alone:

1 W hen M allarm e writes: ‘T he m om ent of the N otion of 
an object is therefore the m om ent o f the reflection of its 
pu re  present in itself or its p resent p u rity ’, w hat 
program m e does he sketch for the poem , if it is a ttached 
to the production of the Notion? I t  will be a question of 
determ ining by which operations in ternal to language 
one can make a ‘present p u rity ’ arise; tha t is, the
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separation, the isolation, the coldness of th a t w hich is 
only present insofar as it no longer has any presentable 
relation to reality. O ne could m ain tain  th a t poetry  is the 
thought o f the presence of the present. A nd th a t it is 
precisely because of this tha t it is not in rivalry with 
philosophy, which has as its stake the compossibility of 
Tim e, and not pure presence. O nly the poem  accum u­
lates the m eans of thinking outside-place, or beyond all 
place, 'on some vacan t and superior surface’, w hat of the 
present does not let itself be reduced to its reality, but 
sum m ons the eternity  of its presence: ‘A Constellation, 
icy w ith forgetting and desuetude.’ Presence that, far 
from contrad icting  the m athem e, also implies ‘the unique 
num ber th a t cannot be an o th er’.

2 W hen Celan tells us,

W urfscheibe, mit 
V orgesichten besternt, 
w irf dich 
aus d ir hinaus.

w hich can be translated  as,

Cast-disc, with 
Foreseeings bestarred, 
cast yourself 
out your outside.

w hat is the intim acy of this intim ation? I t  can be 
understood in the following m anner: when the situation 
is satu ra ted  by its own norm , when the calculation of 
itself is inscribed there w ithout respite, w hen there is no 
longer a void betw een knowledge and prediction, then 
one m ust be poetically ready for the outside-of-self. For the 
nom ination o f an event -  in the sense in which I speak of 
it, th a t is, an undecidable supplem entation w hich m ust 
be nam ed to occur for a being-faithful, thus for a tru th  -
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this nom ination is always poetic. T o nam e a supplem ent, 
a chance, an incalculable, one must draw  from the void 
of sense, in default of established significations, to the 
peril o flanguagc. O ne must therefore poeticize, and the 
poetic nam e of the event is w hat throws us outside of 
ourselves, through the flam ing ring of predictions.

T he poem  freed from philosophical poeticizing; undoub t­
edly it will have always been these two thoughts, these two 
donations: the presence of the present in the transfixion of 
realities, the nam e of the event in the leap outside calculable 
interests.

Nonetheless, we can and we must, we philosophers, leave 
to the poets the care of the future of poetry  beyond all that 
the herm eneutic concern o f the philosopher pressed upon it. 
O u r singular task is ra th e r to rethink, from the point of 
philosophy, its liaison or its un-liaison with the poem, in 
terms th a t can be neither those of the Platonic banishm ent, 
nor those of the H eideggcrean suture, nor even those of the 
classificatory care of an  Aristotle or a Hegel. W hat is it 
which, in the act of philosophy as in its style of thought, is 
found from the very origin under the condition of the poem, 
a t the same time as under tha t of the m athem e, or politics, 
or love? Such is our question.

T he m oderns, even m ore so, the postm oderns, have 
willingly exposed the w ound which would be inflicted upon 
philosophy by the unique m ode in which poetry, literature, 
art in general, bear witness to our m odernity. T here will 
always have been a challenge laid dow n by art to the 
concept, and it is on the basis of this challenge, this w ound, 
th a t it is necessary to in terp re t the Platonic gesture which 
can only establish the royalty  of the philosopher by 
banishing the poets.

To my m ind, there is nothing in such a gesture that is 
specific to poetry or literature. Plato also has to hold
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philosophical love, philo-sophia, at a distance From real love 
gripped in the malaise of a desire for an object. He also has to 
hold real politics at a distance, th a t of A thenian democracy, 
in order to fashion the philosophical concept of politeia. He 
must equally affirm the distance and the supremacy of the 
dialectic in regard to m athem atical dianoia. Poem, m athem e, 
politics and love at once condition and insult philosophy. 
Condition and insult: that's the way it is.

Philosophy wants to and  m ust establish itself a t this 
sub tractive po in t w here language consecrates itself to 
thought w ithout the prestige and  the m im etic incitem ents 
of the im age, fiction or narrative; w here the principle of 
am orous intensity unbinds itself from the alterity  of the 
object and  sustains itself from the law of the Same; where 
the illum ination of the Principle pacifies the blind violence 
th a t m athem atics assumes in its axioms and its hypotheses: 
where, finally, the collective is represented in its symbol, and 
not in the excessive real of political situations.

Philosophy is under the conditions of art, science, politics 
and love, bu t it is always dam aged, wounded, serrated by 
the evental and singular charac ter of these conditions. 
N othing o f this contingent occurrence pleases it. Why?

T o explain this displeasure of philosophy with regard  to 
the real of its conditions presumes th a t one sets a t the heart 
of its disposition the following, th a t tru th  is distinct from 
sense. I f  philosophy had only to interpret its conditions, if  its 
destiny was herm eneutic, it would be pleased to turn  back 
towards these conditions, and to in term inably  say: such is 
the sense o f w hat happens in  the poetic work, the 
m athem atical theorem , the am orous encounter, the political 
revolution. Philosophy would be the tranqu il aggregate of 
an aesthetics, an  epistemology, an  erotology and a political 
sociology. This is a very old tem ptation , which, when one 
cedes to it, classifies philosophy in a section of w hat Lacan 
calls the discourse of the University.
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Bui ‘philosophy' begins when this aggregate turns ou t to 
be inconsisten t, w hen it is no longer a question  of 
in terpreting  the real procedures where tru th  lies, but of 
founding a unique place in which, under the contem porary 
conditions of these procedures, it m ay be stated how and 
why a tru th  is not a sense, being ra ther a hole in sense. This 
‘how ’ and  this ‘w hy’, founders of a place of thought under 
conditions, are only practicable in the displeasure of a 
refusal of donation and of herm eneutics. T hey  require the 
prim ordial defection of the donation  o f sense, ab-sense, 
abnegation  in regard  to sense. O r ra ther, indecency. They 
require th a t tru th  procedures be subtracted from the evental 
singularity tha t weaves them  in the real, and th a t knots 
them  to sense in the m ode of traversing the latter, of 
hollowing it out. T hey  thus require th a t tru th  procedures be 
disengaged from their subjective escort, includ ing  the 
pleasure of the object delivered there.

As such philosophy will:

Envisage love according to the tru th  alone tha t weaves 
itself upon the Tw o of sexuation, and upon the Two 
quite  simply. But w ithou t the tension of pleasure/ 
displeasure tha t sustains itself from the object of love.

-  Envisage politics as tru th  of the infinity of collective 
situations, as a trea tm ent in truth of this infinity, bu t 
w ithout the enthusiasm  and the sublim ity of these 
situations themselves.

-  Envisage m athem atics as tru th  of m ultiple-being in and 
by the letter, the pow er of literalization, bu t w ithout the 
intellectual beatitude o f the resolved problem .

-  Envisage finally the poem  as tru th  of sensible presence 
deposited in rh y th m  and  im age, b u t w ithou t the 
corporeal cap ta tion  by this rhy thm  and this image.

W hat causes the constitutive displeasure of philosophy with 
regard  to Us conditions, w ith the poem  as with (he others, is
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having to depose, along with sense, w hatever puissance 
(enjoym ent) is determ ined there, at the very point where 
a tru th  occurs as a hole in the knowledges th a t m ake sense.

Being m ore particu larly  a question of the literary  act, 
whose kernel is the poem; w hat is the forever offended and 
recalcitran t procedure o f this deposition?

T he relation is all the more narrow  since philosophy is an 
effect o f language. T h e  literary  is specified for philosophy as 
fiction, as com parison, im age or rhythm , and as narrative. 

T he deposition takes here the figure of a placement. 
C ertainly, philosophy uses fictive incarnations in the 

tex ture of its exposition; hence the characters of P la to ’s 
dialogues, and the staging of their encounters, or the 
conversation of a C hristian philosopher and an im probable 
Chinese philosopher w ith M alcbranche .3 O r the at once 
epic and novelistic singularity o f N ietzsche’s Z arathustra , 
kept so m uch in the fiction of charac ter th a t H eidegger is 
able to ask, in a text w hich is perhaps a little too 
herm eneutic: ‘W ho is N ietzsche’s Z ara th u stra?’

Philosophy uses image, com parison and rhythm . T he 
im age o f the sun serves to expose to the day o f presence tha t 
there is som ething essentially withdrawn in the Idea of the 
Good. A nd who doesn’t know the m arvellous p arag rap h  67 
of Leibniz’s Monadology, filled with cadences and a llite ra­
tions: ‘each portion of m atte r m ay be conceived as a garden 
full o f plants, and  like a pond full offish. But each branch of 
the p lan t, each m em ber of the anim al, each drop of its 
hum ours is again such a garden or such a p o n d ’?

Finally, philosophy uses the narrative, the fable and the 
parab le. T he m yth of Er closes P la to ’s Republic. H egel’s 
philosophy o f H istory is in m any respects the m onum ental 
narra tive  and recitation of those great subjective entities 
th a t are  nam ed  the O rien t, G reece, or R om e. And 
‘Z ara thustra , dying, holds the earth  em braced .’

Nonetheless, these occurrences of the literary as such are
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placed under the jurisdiction of a principle of thought tha t 
they do not constitute. T hey  are localized in points at w hich -  
in order to com plete the establishment of the place in which 
why and how a tru th  hollows sense and escapes in te rp re ta ­
tion is stated one must precisely, th rough a paradox of 
exposition, propose a fable, an im age or a fiction to 
in terp re tation  itself.

Philosophy has subtracted  from the tru th  procedures tha t 
condition it all aura of sense, all trem bling and all pathos, to 
seize truth’s proving o f itself as such. But there is a m om ent 
w here it falls on the rad ical underside of all sense, the void of 
all possible presentation, the hollowing of tru th  as a hole 
without borders. This m om ent is tha t in w hich the void, ab- 
sense -  such as philosophy ineluctably encounters them  at 
the point of tru th ’s proving of itself -  m ust be themselves 
presented and  transm itted.

T he poem  occurs in philosophy when the latter, in its will 
to universal address, in its vocation to m ake the place th a t it 
erects inhabited  by all, falls under the im perative of having 
to propose to sense and to in terpretation the laten t void th a t 
sutures all tru th  to the being of tha t of w hich it is tru th . This 
presentation of the unpresentable void requires the deploy­
m ent w ithin language o f the la tte r’s literary  resources; but 
under the condition th a t it occur at this very point; thus 
under the general jurisdiction of an entirely different style, 
th a t of argum entation , of conceptual liaison, or of the Idea.

T he poem  occurs in philosophy at one o f its points, and  this 
localization is never ruled by a poetic or literary  principle. I t 
depends on the m om ent at which the argum ent places the 
unpresentable, and  where, by a torsion prescribed by the 
argum ent, the nudity  of the operations of the true is only 
transm issible by a re tu rn , always im m oderate, to the 
pleasure of sense, which is always also a pleasure of the 
senses. T he literary  in philosophy is the directed transm is­
sion, the vectoring, th rough  an  effect of sense, of the
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following: the relation of a tru th  to sense is a defective or 
void relation. It is this defection tha t exposes philosophy to 
the im perative of a localized fiction. T he m om ent at which 
the argum entation  fails im itates, am id the power of the 
a rgum ent itself, this, th a t tru th  causes the failure of 
knowledge.

It is hardly astonishing tha t in these conditions the 
greatest known philosophical poem  is th a t of an  au th o r for 
whom  the Void as such is the original principle lor an 
intransigent m aterialism . Evidently Lucretius is the philoso­
pher in question. Lor Lucretius, all tru th  establishes itself' 
from a com bination of marks, from a ra in  of letters, atoms, in 
the pure unpresentable th a t is the void. This philosophy is 
particu larly  subtracted from sense, particu larly  disappoint­
ing for the jouissance of in terpretation . M oreover, it cannot be 
incorporated  into the H eidcggerean schema of metaphysics. 
N othing in it is ontotheological; there is no suprem e being for 
Lucretius, the heaven is void, the gods are indifferent. Is it 
not rem arkable th a t the only thinker who is also an  immense 
poet be precisely the one who causes the H eidcggerean 
historical assemblage to default, the one who takes the 
history of being through a dissem inated m ultiplicity foreign 
to everything th a t H eidegger tells us of metaphysics since 
Plato? Is it not sym ptom atic tha t this singular fusion of poem 
and philosophy, unique in history, be precisely tha t which is 
entirely foreign to the .schema through which Heidegger 
thinks the correlation of the poem and thought? N ever­
theless, it is this m ateria list, n eu ter though t, entirely  
orientated  towards the deposition of the im aginary, hostile 
to any unanalysed effect of presence, which requires, in order 
to expose itself, the prestige of the poem.

Lucretius sustains philosophy by the poem  all the wav 
th rough, for the very reason th a t apparen tly  ought to 
engage him  in a banishm ent of the Platonic type. Because 
his only principle is m aterial dissem ination. Because it
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exposes as place for the proving of the true the most radical 
de-fection o f sacred bonds.

At the beginning of Book 4 of De rerum nntura, which one 
should translate by ‘O f  the real of being-m ultip le’, Lucretius 
undertakes, against P lato if you like, to legitim ate the poem  
as the expository im perative of his philosophy. W hat are his 
argum ents? T here  are principally  three.

First, the book treats, Lucretius says, of an ‘obscure 
th ing’. And the presentation o f this obscurity o f being 
requires light in and  by language, the lum inous verses of the 
poem: "obscura de re tarn lucida pango carmine'.

Next, Lucretius sets him self to disengage spirit from the 
tight bonds of religion. In  order to operate this unbinding, 
this sub traction  from the sense tha t religion continually 
pours out, w hat is necessary is a force of saying, a prestige, 
such as lavished upon us by the graces o f the Muse.

Finally, the bare tru th , an terio r to the occupation o f its 
place, essentially appears sad. T he philosophical place, the 
place o f the occurrence, or the proving ground of the true, 
when seen from a distance, is, for most people, m elancholic. 
This deposition of pleasure m ust be sustained by a super­
num erary  and la teral pleasure, th a t lavished by the finery, 
Lucretius says, o f ‘sweet poetic honey’.

T hus the poem , this time, reopens the entire philosophi­
cal exposition, the entire philosophical address to the 
universal occupation o f its site. I t  docs this under the triple 
injunction o f the m elancholy of tru ths seen from a distance, 
or, says Lucretius, ‘no t yet p ractised’; of the unbinding, or 
subtraction  of sense, th a t obliterates religion; and finally of 
the obscure, whose h ea rt is the unpresentable void, tha t 
occurs w ithin transm ission via the razing light of its glorious 
linguistic body.

However, th a t which, in these injunctions, strictly m ain­
tains the gap between philosophy and poetry remains. 
Because language {la longue) and the charm  of verse are only

106



Philosophy and art

there in the position of supplem ent. They escort the will of the 
transmission. They are thus still and always localized, 
prescribed. T he real law of the discourse remains constructive 
and rational argum ent, such as Lucretius receives from 
Epicurus. Lucretius explains why he has recourse to the 
poem; it is almost an  excuse, and its referent is he to whom 
one addresses oneself, who must be persuaded that the 
sadness of the true seen from a distance changes into the joy of 
being when seen close up. W hen it is a question of Epicurus, 
w hat is required is no longer legitimation, bu t pure and 
simple praise. T he poem must be excused, the argum ent must 
be praised. T he gap remains, essential.

This is because the poem  exposes itself as im perative in 
language, and, in doing so, produces truths. Philosophy does 
not produce any. I t supposes and subtractively distributes 
them  according to their proper regime of separation from 
sense. Philosophy only sum m ons the poem for itself at the 
point a t w hich this separation  m ust expose w hat the 
argum ent, which frames and borders it, can only sustain 
by re tu rn in g  to w ha t m ade it possible: the effective 
singularity of a tru th  procedure, singularity th a t is in the 
bath ing  pool, in the w inding sheet, in the source of sense.

T he poem  is sum m oned by philosophy when the latter- 
m ust also say, in L ucretius’ expression: T voyage through 
unvisited places in the dom ain of the Pieridcs, never before 
trodden. I love to go and draw  w ater from virgin springs.’

T h e  poem  m arks  the  m o m e n t  o f  the e m p ty  page in  which  
the  a rg u m e n t  proceeds, p roceeded , will p roceed. T h is  void, 
this e m p ty  page, is not ‘all is th in k a b le ’. I t  is, on the 
co n tra ry ,  u n d e r  a rigorously c ircum scribed  poetic m ark , the 
m eans  o f  saying, in  philosophy, th a t  a t leasL one t ru th ,  
elsewhere, bu t  real, exists, a n d  d ra w in g  from  this recogni­
tion, aga ins t  the m e lancho ly  o f  those w ho  reg a rd  from afar, 
the  m ost joyful consequences.
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Notes

1. Translator's note: This chapter was published as ‘Le Recours 
philosophique au poeme’, in A. Badiou, Conditions (Paris: 
Seuil, 1992), 99 107. ‘Compossibility' is a term drawn from 
Leibniz, meaning common or shared possibility.

2. I proposed the category of an ‘age of poets’ for the first time in 
my Manifesto for Philosophy (New York: SUNT Press 1999).

3. The obvious reference here is Delcuze and G uattari’s brilliant 
analysis of the ‘conceptual character’ in What is Philosophy?, 
trims. G. Burchell and H. Tomlinson (London: Verso, 1994). 
posterior to the current essay. However, the distance should 
be remarked. In my conception, philosophical thcatralitv 
designates the following: the essence of philosophy (the 
seizure ‘in T ru th ’) is an act. For Deleuze and Guattari, as 
always, everything is referred to movement and description: 
the conceptual character is the nomad on the plane of 
immanence.
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CHAPTER 6

Philosophy and cinema

1 On the notion o f ‘the situation o f  cinema’

There is no ‘objective’ situation o f cinem a. T h a t is, the 
situation of cinem a -  or, the curren t conjuncture of this 
artistic procedure cannot be situated ‘in itself. ‘W hat is 
hap p en in g ’ (the films which are released) does not produce, 
on its own, any sort, of intelligibility. T here  are general 
reasons behind this lack, bu t there arc also reasons linked to 
the singularity of the cinem atographic procedure.

(a) General reasons
T he relation of though t to the cu rren t m om ent in art is one 
of a localized prescription and no t a description. Everything 
depends upon the po int a t which one is subjectively 
situated, and upon the axioms which are used to support 
judgem ents. T he po in t a t which  we choose to situate  
ourselves is called L ’Art du Cinema, which claims a local 
status cptite different to tha t of a simple review: a group of 
thought, possessing an orien ta tion  and particu la r protocols 
for en q u iry .1 I t  possesses two foundational axioms; draw n 
from Denis Levy’s work:
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1 C inem a is capable of being an art, in the precise sense in 
which one can identify, am ong the undividedness of forms 
and subjects, cinema-ideas.

2 This a rt has been traversed by a m ajor rup tu re , between 
its identilicatory, representative and hum anist (‘Holly- 
w oodian’) vocation and a m odernity  which is distanced, 
involving the spectator in an  entirely different m anner.

T he ‘curren t situation of cinem a’ for conjuncture ) can then 
be called the legibility of an indistinct real (films which are 
m ade) on the basis of two axioms. O ne can then produce 
derived propositions, or propositions of the situation. These 
propositions identify the situation, not ‘objectively’, b u t on 
the basis of engagem ents concerning som ething which has 
reco g n izab le  a rtis tic  au to n o m y . T h is is a little  like 
parliam en tary  politics, in a given situation, only being 
identifiable on the basis of the statem ents of the Organisation 
politique.'1

In  w hat follows w hat m ust not be forgotten is th a t it is the 
films of O liveira, of K iarostam i, of S traub , of the early 
W enders, of a certain Pollet, of some G odards, etc., which 
prescribe the conjuncture, or which provide the m easure lor 
derived judgem ents. They are w hat allow us to identify 
everything in the situation which is relatively progressive 
from the standpoin t of a rt, even when this progressivism 
occurs within frameworks or references foreign to w hat U A rt 
du Cinema terms m odernity. T hey also provide the m easure 
of the new, precisely because they were the new. T he new 
does not en ter into a dialectic w ith the old, b u t ra th e r with 
the old new, or the new of the preceding sequence.

(b) Particular reasons
T h e  la tte r  arc a ttach ed  to a thesis w hich has been 
incorporated  into L'Art du Cinema'% doctrine; th a t of the 
essential im purity  of cinema. U p till the present, this thesis
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has signified above all tha t the passage of an  idea in a film 
presupposes a complex sum m oning forth and  displacem ent 
of the o ther arts (theatre, the novel, music, pain ting  
and tha t as such ‘pure cinem a’ does not exist, except in the 
dead-end vision of avan t-garde formalism. This thesis of 
im purity  m ust be expanded: the following principle should 
be proposed; the cinem a is a place of intrinsic indisccrn- 
ibility between art and non-art. No lilm, strictly speaking, is 
controlled by artistic thinking from beginning to end. It 
always bears absolutely im pure elements w ithin it, draw n 
from am bient im agery, from the detritus of o ther arts, and 
from conventions with a lim ited shelf life. Artistic activity 
can only be discerned in a lilm as & process o f purification o f its 
own immanent non-artistic character. This process is never 
com pleted. Even better, if it was com pleted, thereby  
generating the supposed purity  of experim ental cinem a (or 
even certain  radical norm ative statem ents by Bresson on 
‘cinem atographic w riting’), then the artistic capacity  itself, 
or ra th er, its universal address, w ould be suppressed. 
C inem a’s artistic operations are incom pletable purification 
operations, bearin g  on cu rren t n on-a rtis tic  forms, or 
indistinct im agery (R im b au d ’s ‘idiotic pain tings’).

T he result of all this is th a t the dom inan t forms of non-art 
are im m anen t to a rt itself, and m ake up p art of its 
intelligibility. H ence the perm anen t necessity of enquiry  
in to  the d o m in an t form al tendencies w ith in  cu rren t 
p roduction, and o f the identification of circulating, even 
industrial, schemas of the visible and the audible; because it 
is upon the la tte r th a t artistic operations are potentially  
perform ed.

2 Four examples

(a) T he G odard ian  technique of 'd irty  sound’ (inaudible 
phrases, superim position of sounds, parasitical noises,
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etc.) is an attem pt at a form al purification of w hat has 
invaded contem porary  production; th a t is, the constant 
confusion o f music (in its post-rock form!, b ru ta l sounds 
(arms, explosions, cars, planes, etc.) and dialogues 
reduced to their operational ineptness. In  cu rren t 
production, there is an  im position o f sound, or a 
submission to the dem and, characteristic of contem por­
ary youth, for a perm anen t rhythm ic background 
accom panying every activity, even speech or writing: 
this is w hat G odard  transform s into an adu lterated  
m urm ur. By m eans of this operation, w hat G odard does 
is trea t the confusion o f the world as artifice, as 
vo luntary  principle o f the confusion o f thoughts.

(b) 1’he usage of car sequences in K iarostam i or even 
O liveira’s films works on an  overwhelm ing stereotype of 
contem porary  im agery, thanks to which the opening- 
scene of two films out of every three is a car sequence. 
T he operation  consists of m aking an action scene into 
the place of speech, of changing w hat is a sign of speed 
into a sign of slowness, of constraining w hat is an 
exteriority of m ovem ent to become a form of reflexive or 
dialogic interiority.

(c.) Sexual activity, filmed directly  on bodies, forms a m ajor 
p a r t of w hat is au thorized by dom inan t contem porary  
im agery. I t  is opposed to the m etonym y of desire, which 
was one of the key characteristics of classic cinem ato­
graphic a rt, and which aim ed at avoiding the censor by 
sexualizing tiny details. T he artistic problem  is thus: 
w hat usage can be m ade of sexualized nudity  in its 
tendentiouslv full exposition? T he attem pts at purifying 
such m aterial are innum erable; w hether they tu rn  it 
towards speech (in contem porary  French comedy), or 
ritualize it (certain of A ntonioni's sequences), or m ake 
d is tan ced  c ita tio n s of it, or re n d e r it b a n a l by 
incorporating  it into a genre (as Eastwood does in The
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Bridges o f Madison County), or ovcrpornographize it in an 
abstract m anner (G odard at times).

(d) Special effects of any kind, the formalized spectacle of 
destruction, of cataclysm , a sort of L ate R om an Em pire 
consum m ation of m urder, cruelty and catastrophe: 
these are the obvious ingredients of cu rren t cinema. 
T hey are inscribed in a proven trad ition , but there is no 
longer m uch of an a ttem p t to em bed them  in a 
consistent fable with a m oral, indeed religious, vocation. 
T hey derive from a technique of shock and one- 
upm anship, which is related  to the end of an epoch in 
which images were relatively rare and it was difficult to 
obtain them . T he endless discussions abou t the 'virtual" 
and the im age of synthesis refer to no thing other than  
the overabundance and facility of the image, including 
the spectacularly  catastrophic or terrorizing image. 
H ere again, a ttem pts a t purification exist, directed 
towards a stylized inflation, a type of slowed calligraphy 
of general explosion; the grand  m aster evidently being 
Jo h n  Woo.

3 A  thesis and its consequences

O ne can then  form ulate the following principle: A film is 
contemporary, and thus destined fo r  everyone, inasmuch as the 
material whose purification it guarantees is identifiable as belonging 
to the non-art o f its times.

T his is w ha t m akes cinem a, in trinsically  and  not 
em pirically, into a mass art: its in ternal referent is not the 
artistic past of forms, which would suppose an educated 
spectator, but a com m on im agery whose filtering and 
distancing trea tm ent is guaran teed  by potential artistic 
operations. C inem a gathers around  identiliably non-artistic 
m aterials, which are ideological indicators of the epoch. It 
then transmits, potentially, their artistic, purification, w ithin
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the m edium  of an app aren t indiscernibilily between a rt and 
non-art.

W hence, to think the curren t situation of cinem a, a 
num ber of directions for our enquiry:

(a) O f course, wc will m ain tain  the idea th a t the artistic 
operations of m odernity  consist in purifying visible and 
audible m aterials of everything which binds them  to the 
dom ination of representation, identiheation and rea­
lism. But we will add th a t the cu rren t challenge is tha t 
of extending this trea tm ent to everything which binds 
the m aterials to the pure formal consum ption of images 
and sounds, whose privileged operators today are: 
pornographic nudity , the cataclysm ic special effect, 
the intim acy of the couple, social m elodram a, and 
pathological cruelty. For it is only by purifying these 
operators, while recognizing their necessity, th a t one 
gives oneself the chance of encountering a real in 
situation, and thus of assuring the passage, or tire 
visitation, of a new cinem a-idea.

(b) W hat is thus required is knowledge of m aterials in their 
real m ovem ent, and  know-ledge o f the d o m in an t 
tendencies which organize the latter.

(c) C inem atic works m ust be dealt with and hypotheses of 
configuration m ade: this on the basis of the operations ol 
purification and displacem ent of m aterials and their 
operators; operations th rough  which cinem a-ideas will 
occur w hich are effectively contem porary  and which 
have a universal address.

A t this point in time, it is quite probable th a t the basic unit 
of investigation is not so m uch a film in its totality  as some 
m om ents of lilm, m om ents w ithin w hich an  operation  is 
legible. Legibility m eans the following: one grasps, a t the 
sam e time, the subjacent m aterial, which assures that the 
film is contem porary , the protocol of purification, which is
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the artistic index, and the passage ol the idea (or encounter 
with a real), which is the effect of the protocol. In the 
cu rren t phase of transition, w ithin which the weight of n on­
art is crushing (because, and we will come back to this, in 
general, no thing else is opposed to it ap a rt from a formalized 
d is tan ce ), it is necessary to engage in the w ork of 
identification of operations including those occurring within 
films which are globally deficient. In  this work we will not 
be entirely guided by the notion of auteur, because, no doubt, 
nobod \r as yet m aintains a m astered and consistent relation 
to the m utation  of m aterial (what, is it to m ake films when 
every im age is facile?). I f  such a relation em erged, then we 
would have a great mass auteur on our hands, such as 
C haplin  or M urn au , and w ithout a doub t we would have 
such w ithin a determ ined genre born from the situation. Yet 
no thing of the sort is on the horizon, neither in explosive 
neo-thrillers (despite the existence of auteurs o f quality  such 
as W oo or dc Palm a), nor in gore films (despite C raven's 
subtle displacem ents), nor in pornography (Benazeraf has 
not kept any of his promises), nor in social m elodram a 
(despite the efforts of a few English film-makers).

T here  is thus a necessity for an  enquiry into the details, 
guided by the sense of possible situations, by our ‘con- 
sum crist’ visits to the cinem a (to a certain  degree we should 
share in the innocent fairground mass aspect of ‘seeing 
films’), by our instinct, and by the decoding of current 
criticism.

4 Exceptions

O ne should set a p a rt the cases in  w hich, for a certain  
period of tim e, a vast political m odification, a global event, 
au thorized  the d iscredit o f  o rd inary  industria l m aterials 
(let us say H o lly w o o d ian  m a te r ia ls , o r In d ia n , or 
E gyp tian ), and m ade possible an original grasp of the
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evental site. D uring  at least one tem poral sequence, the 
c inem a’s mass dim ension was incom patib le w ith a d irect 
concern  to invent forms in which the real o f a country  
occurs as a problem . This was the case in G erm any, as the 
escort of leftism (Fassbinder, Sehroetcr, W enders . . . ) ,  in 
P ortugal after the 1975 revolution (O liveira, Botelho ... ') , 
and in Iran  after the Islam ic revolution (K iarostam i . . .). 
In  all of these exam ples it is clear th a t w hat cinem a is 
capab le  of touches the country , as a subjective category 
(w hat is it to be from this country?). T here  are cinem a- 
ideas concerning this point, such as its previous invisibility 
is revealed by the event. A n a tio n al cinem a w ith a 
universal address emerges; a national school, recognizable 
in every th ing  up  to its insistence on certain  form al aspects.

5 Formal operators and dominant motifs

Besides national exceptions, the enquiry m ust determ ine the 
situation with regard to conclusive operations practised 
upon a certain  num ber o f dom inan t motifs, m ore or less 
coded within genres. W hat v irtual ideas are at work in these 
operations?

(a) T he visibility of the sexual, or, m ore generally, the m otif 
of erogenous nudity. T he question is th a t of knowing 
w hat this motif, purified, bu t w ithout any possibility of 
a re tu rn  to the classical m etonym ies im posed by 
censorship, can bring to bear concerning the non- 
relation between love and sexuality. O r how can it 
prove an  exception (when first of all it confirms it) to the 
contem porary  subsum ption of love by the functional 
organization o f enjoym ent. W hat degree of visibility can 
be tolerated by w hat one could call the am orous body? 
A simple critical analysis of pornography is only the first 
stage, as can be seen in G odard 's abstract pornographic
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scenes, for exam ple in Sauce qui pent (la vie). As yet no 
conclusive work has been done on this point, and the 
identification o f some attem pted  operations upon this 
m otif w ould be welcome.

A subsidiary question would be th a t of asking oneself 
w hether pornography, X  movies, could become a genre. 
Let us agree th a t w hat is term ed 'genre ' has given rise to 
a rtis tic  en terp rises. O therw ise , one can  speak of 
specialities. Is pornography  necessarily a speciality 
and  not a genre? And if so, why? This is a particu larly  
interesting question w ith regard to the very essence of 
cinem a insofar as it is confronted w ith the full visibility 
of the sexual.

(b) E xtrem e violence, cruelty. This is a complex zone, 
which includes the them e of the to rtu ring  serial killer 
(Seven), and  its h o rro r gore varia tions (Halloween, 
Scream. . .) ’, the violent neo-thriller, certain  films abou t 
the m afia (even Casino contained shots of an  unm ea­
sured cruelty), and films abou t the end of the world 
w ith  various trib a l survivors cu ttin g  each o th e r’s 
throats. I t  is not a m atte r of variations of the horrifying 
film as a genre. T he elem ent of cruelty, the slashing, the 
crushing o f bones, the to rture, prevails over suspense 
and fear. I t  is an  ensemble which actually evokes the 
late R om an  E m pire, because its essential m aterial 
consists of its variations on putting-to-death .

T he point is one of knowing w hether all this could be 
exposed to a tragic trea tm ent. Before judging these 
bloody to rtu ring  images, one m ust rem em ber th a t tales 
of horrendous executions, the variety of m urders, and 
the m onstrosity of actions, were all m ajor elem ents of 
the most refined tragedies. All one has to do is reread 
the tale of H yppo lite’s death  in R acine’s Phaedrus. After 
all, one can hard ly  better the Greek story of A treus and 
Thyestcs, a m ajor narrative com m onplace in tragedy in
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which one sees a father eat his own children. H ere, our 
enquiry is guided by a simple question: do em byronic 
operations exist which announce that all this m aterial 
which acts like an  u rban  m ythology for today -  will be 
in tegra ted  into attem pts a t contem porary  baroque 
tragedy?

(c) T h e  figure of the worker. I t  is well known tha t there has 
recently been a re tu rn , via E ngland , b u t also in 
Am erican docum entaries, of social m elodram a. Even 
in France, all sorts of attem pts, from Reprise to Marius et 
Jeanette, aim a t giving a verdict on a certain  figure of the 
w orker, in  the  m ilieu  o f th e  P C F  o r M ay  ’6 8 .3 
T h e  problem  is then one of knowing w hether cinem a 
can contribu te to the subjective generalization of the 
autonom y of the figure of the worker. For the m om ent 
the cinem a only deals w ith the la tte r’s end, and  as such 
gives rise to nostalgic operations, like those of Brassed
Off-

T he history of this question is very complex, if  one 
thinks sim ultaneously of Modern Times (C haplin), of 
French noir rom anticism  [Le Jour se leve), of the epic 
Soviet films, and  o f the films of the sequence opened by 
’68 {Tout va hien, Oser lutter . . . ) .  T oday  the question 
would be: W hat is the formal operato r which purifies 
this figure’s passage o f all nostalgia, and contributes to 
its installation? T h a t is, to its detachm ent from any social 
objectivity? W h at is a t stake is the very possibility of a 
real encounter o f cinem a and politics; no doub t the 
figure of the worker would have to be the film ’s 
unfigurable real po int m uch as it is sketched, after 
all, in Denis Levy's UEcole de M ai (1979).

(d) T he m illenarian motif. This occurs in the register of 
p lanetary  catastrophes from which some yankee hero 
saves us. T h e  sub jacen t real is g lobalization, the 
hegem ony of one sole superpower, and  also ecological
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ideologies concerning the global village and its survival. 
T he fundam ental im agery is that of the catastrophe, 
and not th a t of salvation. M oreover, this ‘genre’ already 
comes with its own ironic version (see Mars Attacks). T he 
point lies in knowing w hether the m otif of a general 
th rea t can provide the m aterial for an  operation which 
would transm it the idea th a t the world is prey to 
C apital in its unbrid led  form, and by this very fact 
rendered, globally, foreign to the very tru ths th a t it 
detains in its midst. This time it is clear th a t it is the 
possibility of an epic film which is a t stake, b u t of an 
epic whose ‘hero’ is restricted action, tru th  procedures’ 
confidence in themselves.

(e) T h e  petit-bourgeois comedy. H ere we have a highly 
prized m odern variation of the French intim ist trad i­
tion. T he com edy revolves around  a young hysterici/.ed 
w om an, of a certain  vacuity, who is fraught by her 
am orous, social and  even intellectual wanderings. As 
such, this genre is linked to M arivaux  and  M usset, as it 
is to the M arianne of Caprices, and given its clear 
delineation in the work of its founding father, R ohm er. 
Almost all recent French ‘au teu rs’ have been involved 
in this business. I t  is still a m inor genre with regard to 
the A m erican com edy of the 1930s and  40s, which is 
sim ilar in m any respects, term ed by Stanley Cavell the 
comedy' o f ‘rem arriage’.

W hy such m inor inferiority? We should be able to 
respond to this question. For exam ple, it could be said 
th a t the central weakness of these films is that the 
cen tral stakes of the in trigue rem ain undeterm ined. In 
the Am erican films as in M arivaux  there is a decision or 
a declaration at the end of the day. T he com edy of 
uncertain ty  and the double gam e is articu la ted  around 
this fixed point. This is w hat allows M ariv au x ’s prose to 
be sim ultaneously underhand  and extrem ely firm. If
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R ohm er rem ains superior to his descendants, it is 
because am ong his C hristian allusions to grace, he 
occasionally finds som ething which is a t stake. In  Conte 
d’Automne it is obvious th a t the m ain m otif is: ‘H appier 
are the simple of m ind, the grace of love is reserved for 
them .’ N othing of the sort is to be found in the work of a 
Desplechin, a Barbosa or a Jacq u o t. In  the end, this 
genre only gains artistic force when it gives itself, on the 
basis of an  unshakeable confidence in love’s capacities, a 
fixed point, such as required  by all comedies in order to 
tie down their internal wanderings.

Psychoanalysis, m ade m uch use of by current auteurs 
(including the sad W oody Allen), is a dead end, because, 
paradigm atically, it is the place of the interm inable.

W e can no longer symbolize the fixed point by 
m arriage or even rem arriage. No doubt, as R ohm er 
suggests, and  sometimes Techine, it is to be found where 
love encounters ano ther tru th  procedure. I t w ould then 
be necessary to formalize a subjective ex-centring, a 
conversion, a visible distancing, and  finally, a displace­
m ent with regard  to the dom inan t conception, even if 
the la tter serves as initial m aterial, a conception w hich is 
a mix of narcissism and hystericized inertia.

6  Cinema and the other arts

T he generalization of the notion of im purity  m ust not cause 
us to forget th a t it is first o f all an  im purity  with regard  to 
o ther arts. W hat are the contem porary  forms of this 
question?

(a) O n  cinem a and music. T he schema must be draw n up 
on the basis of rhythm . W e will call ‘rh y th m ’ not exactly 
the charac te ristic s  o f the ed iting , b u t a diffused 
tem porality  which fixes, even it it is a m atte r of a
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sequence shot, the tonality of the m ovem ent .'staccato, 
or hurried , or expanded, or slow and majestic, etc. . . 
R hy thm  engages every d em en t of the film, and not only 
the organization of shots and sequences. For example, 
the style of acting or the intensity of the colours 
contribute to rhy thm  just as m uch as the speed of the 
succession of shots. At base, rhythm  is the general 
pulsation of filmic transitions. M usic is a type of 
im m ediate com m entary  upon the latter, often purely 
red u n d an t or em phatic. Yet it is clearly rhythm  which 
ties cinem a to music.

T he tw entieth  century, which, after all, was the 
century o f cinem a, essentially witnessed three types of 
music. First, there was post-rom antic music which 
m ain tained  the artifices of the finishing tonality, such 
as found in M ah ler or T chaikovsky’s sym phonic 
m elancholy , and  w hich continues, via Strauss or 
R achm aninov , righ t through to the curren t day, and 
singularly in cinem a. Second, the great creation of 
Am erican blacks, jazz, w hich has its m ajor artists from 
A rm strong to M onk, bu t to which we m ust also attach, 
in mass, everything which falls under the term  ‘youth 
m usic’, from rock to techno. Finally, there was a 
co n tin u atio n  th rough  ru p tu re  of veritab le  m usical 
creation, which, from Schoenberg to B rian Ferney- 
hough, liquidated tonality  and constructed a universe of 
musical singularities, serial and post-serial.

A t the cinem a, we have w atched a massive m ove­
m ent, as yet incom plete (because every neo-classical 
film reclassicizes m usic), from post-rom antic  music to 
post-jazz music. T his accom panies, a t the level of 
rhy thm , a passage from  an emphatic: aesthetic of 
d ila tion  (taken to its extrem e in the openings of 
W esterns, w hich are genuinely  sym phonic) to an 
aesthetic of fragm en tation , whose m atrix , as everyone
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rem arks, is the video clip, a su b -p ro d u c t o f youth- 
music.

T h e  cen tra l p roblem  scorns to be the following: could 
a rh y th m  be invented w hich w ould tie cinem a to the 
real of music as a rt, and no t to the decom posed forms 
of sym phonism  or the dem agogic forms o f youth  music? 
H ow  is it possible th a t cinem a has left aside the en tirety  
of con tem porary  m usical creation? W hy, besides post­
rom anticism  and  post-jazz, isn’t there a cinem a of post­
serial music? Do we no t have here -  it being  a m atter, 
after all, of w hat has been, for a cen tu ry , genuine music 
-  one of the reasons which -  cinem a being  the essential 
mass a rt -  relegates the sole restra ined  action of 
m usical creation to the shadows? W e m ust re tu rn  to 
the few attem pts at filmic and thus rhy thm ic inco r­
p o ra tio n  of the music of o u r times, in S trau b  or 
O liveira 's work, in order to discern the  operations 
w hich m ake a strength  ou t of it, bu t w hich have also 
lim ited it.

(b) O n cinem a and theatre. L ’Art du Cinema has spent a lot 
of time working on this question. In  order to progress 
fu rther the best question to be asked is p robably  the 
following: W hat is a cinem atic ac to r today? This is a 
question which traverses all the o ther questions. Today, 
an A m erican actor is dom inated by the im perative of 
sexual visibility, by confrontation with extrem e violence 
and  by m illen a rian  heroism . H e is an  im m obile 
receptacle for a type of d isin tegrating cosmos. H e alone 
bears the la tte r’s consistency, or w hat rem ains of it. In 
the end, he forms a type of invulnerable body. M ore­
over, this is why the actor is essentially a m an, an 
impassive athlete. W om en are alm ost uniform ly dec­
orative, far more so now th an  in the previous epoch, 
during which they were able to occupy the pernicious 
centre of the narrative. O r, in  the case of neo-comedy,
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wom en are m ere figures from magazines, neurotic prey 
for ‘wom en's problem s’.

We should ask ourselves w hat exactly is going on in 
c inem a’s im purification  of the th ea tre  actor. T he 
reappearance w ithin cinem a of the subtle actor or 
actress th a t is, one who would divert the evidence of the 
im age through their acting, who would keep him  or 
herself in reserve w ith regard  to this evidence, and who 
would poetize it -  such a reappearance would be 
welcome news, and it is news whose traces m ust be 
tracked  dow n (they exist). O bviously  w hat is in 
question in the film m ust allow' the actor to act in such 
a way; this m eans tha t the gap between w hat is shown 
and the subjective fold of such showing m ust rem ain 
measured. Techinc, for exam ple, succeeds in doing just 
this in several sequences. In  any case, w hat is certain is 
tha t one cannot lend support to a subtle actor if one 
incessantly juxtaposes him  or her, as some sort of 
resistant massivily, to a visual and  sonorous harassm ent, 
or, if his or her body and  its gestures is abandoned  to the 
in term inable plasticity of neuroses.

7 A  general hypothesis

A t a com pletely global level, we can fram e the p articu lar 
enquiries which w-e have ju st set ou t by form ulating, a t our 
own risk, the following hypothesis: The moment is one o f neo- 
classicism.

This hypothesis signifies three things:

-  T he strictly m odern subtractive sequence (subtraction of 
the actor and of the narrative construction, prevalence of 
the text, indiscernibility o f fiction and docum entary, 
etc. ) is saturated .
N o new configuration is perceptible qua event.
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W hal we see is an  exasperated and overdraw n version of 
pre-existent schemas, or a m anipulation  to the second 
degree of these schemas, genres included, w hich are cited 
and subm itted to a hystericization of their sources. This 
is w hat can be term ed contem porary  formalism. Its most 
general signature is the m obility of the cam era which 
steps over the notion o f the shot by aim ing to join 
together, in  a single m ovem ent, visible configurations 
w hich are disparate , or classically non-unifiable.

et, against formalism, whose encounter w ith any real is 
nprobable, or exterior (hence the ends o f formalist films, 
rhich most often relapse into sugared realism, as if saying or 
[firming supposed a renunciation of the m ovem ent of form) 
ne can predict an  academ ic reaction, w hich has even 
[ready begun here and there.

W e will term  neo-classical the effort a t an in ternal 
urification of the academ ic reaction and its regim e of 
isihility. T here  is already som ething of this genre in the 
est sequences of The Titanic, or even Brassed Off. I t  is a 
la tter of operations which assume the reactive conjuncture, 
ut which work it on the basis of the satu ra ted  m odern 
:quence. A little like Picasso between the cubist sequence of 
le 1910s, and  the opening, from the 1930s-40s onwards, of 
enuine non-figurative art. H e accepted a certain  re tu rn  to 
ip resen ta tiv e  forms, b u t he w orked them  from  the 
andpo in t of cubism  itself.
O u r last question will be: W hat are the few clues of such 

n effort w orth today? W hat do they promise?

Notes

1. Translator's note: This article originally appeared as ‘Con­
siderations sur l’ctat actuel du cinema', L’Art du Cinema 24 
(M arch 1999). The latter is a review appearing five times a
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year which collects the ongoing work of a num ber of 
researchers. See www.imaginet.fr/secav for their archives.

2. T ranslator’s note: L ’Organisation politique is the activist group 
of which Badiou is a founding member.

3. T ranslator’s note: The PCF is the French Communist Party.
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CHAPTER 7

Philosophy and the ‘death o f  
communism’

Vill the evocation o f dea th  allow us to find an appropria te  
vay o f  nam ing  w hat we have witnessed? Yet are we solely 
vitnesses?1 A nd besides, w ho is this ‘w e’ th a t I am  
nterrogating, and w hat could be said concerning what it 
s? T here  is no longer a ‘w e’, there hasn’t been for a long 
ime. T he ‘w e’ entered into its tw ilight well before the ‘death  
>f com m unism ’. O r ra ther, the dism antlem ent of the Soviet 
3arty-S tate  is nothing m ore th an  the objective crystal- 
ization (because objectivity, or representation, is always the 
itate, or a state, a state of the situation) of the fact th a t a 
erta in  though t of ‘we’ has been inoperative lor m ore than  
w enty years. For it was ‘we com m unists’, as a specification 
idded to ‘we revolutionaries’, w hich in tu rn  gave political 
ind subjective force to the ‘we’ supposed as the u ltim ate 
eferent, the ‘w e’ of class, the ‘we p ro leta rians’, th a t none 
leclared, b u t th a t every ideal com m unity posed prior to 
tself as a historical axiom. O r, in o ther words: We, faithful 
o the event of O ctober T7.

W hen I say ‘we com m unists’, and even m ore so when I 
hink o f Lenin (it is of his though t tha t I think, and not o f his
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precarious statues, even if nobody will ever m ake me say ‘St 
Petersburg’) or of the Russian revolution, I do not think of 
the party, a party  th a t I have always fought, always held for 
w hat it has never ceased to be: the site of a politics which is 
both hesitant and brutal, the site of an  arrogant incapacity. 
Even less so is it a m atter of the U SSR, despotic grey totality, 
reversal of O ctober ’17 into its contrary  (politics under the 
condition o f Lenin, the insurrection in its seizure and its 
catching hold, turned into the police-run blindness of the 
State). T h o u g h t’s decisions and w hat they carry along with 
them  at the level of more or less secret nom inations are 
anterior to institutional figures. Presentation, m ultiplicity 
w ithout concept, is never entirely' grasped within representa­
tion. No, it was not a question of Realizable entities, or 
apparatuses or symbols. T here was som ething a t stake, 
something which had the power of m aking us stand up in 
thought. For it is for thought in general th a t there was no 
o ther conceivable ‘we’ than  that under the banner of 
communism. ‘C om m unism ’ nam ed the effective history- of 
‘we’. I t  was in this m anner that, as an  adolescent, I 
understood S artre’s vulgar maxim: ‘Every anti-com m unist 
is a dog,’ for every anti-com m unist manifested his hatred  of 
‘we’, his determ ination to exist solely w ithin the limits o f self- 
possession -  which is always the possession of a few goods.

T oday  the la ten t universal sta tem en t is th a t every' 
com m unist is a dog. But this is not im p o rtan t -  or ra th e r 
no m ore im portan t than  the historical soiling of a noble 
word, which, after all, is the destiny o f words, especially the 
most noble: to be dragged in blood and  m ud. I t  is not 
im portan t, because the figure of ‘we’ to which this word was 
devoted has been long since abolished. T h e  word no longer 
covered any th ing  other th an  representation, the party , the 
State, the ineluctable usurpation, by the O n e’s deadly lock 
down, of w ha t was for a time the glorious uprise of the 
m ultiple. T he ‘D eath  of com m unism ’ signifies that, in the
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ong term , w hat is dead in presentation the em blem atic 
we’ under which, since O ctober, or since 1793, political 
hought conditioned a philosophy of the com m unity -  must 
ilso die in representation. W hatever no longer has the force 
>f the pure m ultiple can no longer preserve the powers of the 
One. We m ust rejoice in this: it is the m ortality  o f the 
tru c tu ra l capacities of usurpation.

O f course, if required, at the level of the o rder of the State 
of things) there is a ‘dea th  of com m unism ’. But, for 
hought, it is no m ore th an  a second death. O utside the 
state, there am ong the em blem  and the insurrection, 
com m unism ’ had , for a long time, nam ed nothing more 
han  the tom b of a secular ‘we’.

T h a t this death  be a second death  is attested by a 
em arkable fact of opinion, which is nevertheless real: the 
death  of com m unism ’ is rhetorically  deployed alongside the 
break up of the Soviet em pire’. T h a t ‘com m unism ’ thus be 
ied to ‘em pire’ in the destiny of w hat is m ortal proves -  
ince subjectively ‘com m unism ’ nam ed the universal com- 
nunity , the end of class, and thus the contrary  of all em pire 
- tha t this ‘d ea th ’ is only the event-of-dying of w hat is 
ilready dead.

‘E ven t’? Does death  come or arrive in the form of an 
:vent? And w hat is there to say of such a second or 
econdary death? I hold d ea th  to be a fact, an  attestation  of 
relonging subjacent to the neu tra l plasticity of na tu ra l 
reing. E verything dies -  which also m eans no death  is an  
went. D eath  is found on the side of m ultiple being, of its 
neluctable dissociation. D eath  is the re tu rn  o f the m ultiple 
o the void from which it is woven. D eath is under the law of 
he m ultiple (or m athem atical) essence of being qua being, it 
s indifferent to existence. ‘'Homo liber denulla re minus quam de 
norte cogitat,’ decidedly, Spinoza w-as right; there is nothing 
o be thought in death , even if it be the dea th  of an  em pire, 
rther th an  the intrinsic nullity  of being.
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Every event is an  infinite proposition  in the rad ical form 
o f a singu larity  and  a supplem ent. Everyone feels, and  not 
w ithou t anxiety, th a t there is no th ing  proposed to us by the 
cu rren t dislocations. T here  was a Polish event, betw een the 
G dansk strikes (or even earlier, du rin g  the form ation  of the 
K O R , the invention o f an  innovative route betw een workers 
and  intellectuals) and  Ja ru ze lsk i’s coup d ’etat. T h ere  was 
the sketch o f a G erm an event, during  the Leipzig protests. 
Even in R ussia there was the un certa in  a ttem p t on the p a rt 
o f the V orkou ta  m iners. But of tru th  faithful to these 
irrup tions, no th ing , such th a t everything rem ains undecid- 
able. T h en  V alesa, the Pope, H elm ut K ohl, Y e lts in .. .  
W ho w ould dare  in te rp re t these p ro p er nam es in the burst 
or the ligh tn ing  strike of an  evental proposition? W ho 
cou ld  cite one sole u n h e a rd -o f  s ta tem en t, one sole 
nom ination  w ithou t precedent, in the erosion, both  sudden 
and  soft, undivided and  confused, of the despotic form  of 
the P arty -S tate? These years will rem ain  exem plary  for the 
following: th a t an  a b ru p t and com plete transform ation  in a 
s ituation  does no t in any w ay signify th a t the grace of an  
event has occurred. I liked saying w hat we said before, to 
keep our d istance from  these ‘m ovem ents’ so celebrated  by 
opinion: ‘no t every th ing  which moves is re d ’.2 In  the 
serenity  o f the concept, let us say th a t no t every th ing  th a t 
changes is an  event, and  th a t surprise, speed, and  disorder 
can  be m ere sim ulacra o f the event, and  not its prom ise of 
tru th . T he sim ulacra o f the ‘R o m an ian  revo lu tion ’, now 
recognized, also give us a parad igm . In  tru th , w h a t has 
occurred is no th ing  m ore th an  this: w ha t was subjectively 
dead  m ust en ter into the S tate of d ea th , and  finally be 
recognized there  as such.

M oreover, how could the ‘death  of com m unism ’ be the 
nam e of an  event once we rem ark th a t every historical event 
is com m unist, inasm uch as ‘com m unist’ designates the 
trans-tem poral subjectivity of em ancipation?
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T he particular figure constituted in the lineage of O ctober 
T7 o f ‘we com m unists’ has certain ly  been obsolete for a long 
tim e (since when? -  a delicate question, which is not a 
m atte r o f philosophy, but of politics. Politics alone, from the 
point of the prescription th a t opens it up, thinks the lacunary 
periodicity of political subjectivity.3 In  my eyes, in any case, 
it is a t least since M ay ’68 as far as F rance is concerned.) 
However, philosophically, ‘com m unist’ is not reducible to 
the finished sequence during  which parties a ttribu ted  the 
term  to themselves, nor to the sequence during  which the 
idea of a politics of em ancipation was being debated under 
this nam e. For every w ord it seizes, however recent, 
philosophy seeks an  in-tem poral consonance. Philosophy 
exists solely insofar as it extracts concepts from a historical 
pressure w hich w ould g ran t them  nothing other th an  a 
relative sense. W hat does ‘com m unist’ signify in an absolute 
sense? W hat is it th a t philosophy is able to think under this 
nam e (philosophy under the condition of a politics)? 
E galitarian  passion, the Idea of justice, the will to break 
with the compromises of the service of goods, the deposing of 
egotism, the intolerance of oppression, the vow of an end to 
the S tate;4 the absolute pre-em inence of m ultip le-presenta­
tion over representation; the tenacious m ilitant determ ina­
tion, set in m otion by some incalculable event, to m aintain , 
come w hat m ay, the proposition o f a singularity w ithout 
predicate, an  infinity w ithout determ ination  or im m anent 
hierarchy; w hat I term  the generic, which when its 
procedure is political -  provides the ontological concept of 
dem ocracy, or of com m unism , it’s the same thing.■’

This subjective form : philosophy recognizes tha t it has 
always been and will always be a constant escort of the great 
popu lar uprisings, when the la tte r are, precisely, not captive 
and opaque (as is everything shown to us today; n a tional­
isms, the fascination of the m arket, mafiosi and dem agogues, 
all hauled up high on the parliam entary  m ast), bu t in free
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ru p tu re  w ith being-in-situation, or counted-being, which 
would rein them  in. From  Spartacus to M ao (not the M ao 
of the State, w ho also exists, bu t the rebellious extreme, 
com plicated M ao), from the Greek dem ocratic insurrections 
to the w orldw ide decade 1966-76, it is and has been, in this 
sense, a question o f com m unism . I t  will always be a question 
of com m unism , even if the word, soiled, is replaced by some 
o th er d es ig n atio n  of the concep t th a t  it covers, the 
ph ilo soph ical a n d  thus e te rn a l concep t o f rebellious 
subjectivity. I nam ed such, around 1975, the ‘com m unist 
invarian ts’.6 I m ain ta in  the expression, against tha t of the 
‘dea th  of com m unism ’. A nd tha t -  a t the very m om ent in 
which a m onstrous ava tar, literally disastrous (a ‘S tate of 
com m unism ’!) is falling ap a rt -  it thus be a m atte r of the 
following: any event, which is politically foundational of 
tru th , exposes the subject th a t it induces to the eternity  of 
the equal. ‘C om m unism ’, in having nam ed this eternity, 
cannot adequately  serve to nam e a death.

H ere I shall strike up (before the prohibition of eternity 
prepared by any justification of commodities) a chant of 
which I am  the author, a chant ‘after the style of Saint-John 
Perse’ as was said in the grand siecle, ‘after the style of the 
Ancients’.7 W ritten  eighteen years ago, it was then in 
agreem ent with the leading active opinion, th a t of the 
revolutionaries of the period after M ay ’68, and singularly of 
the Maoists. Published twelve years ago, it had already 
begun, again, to smack of heresy. Actually sung on stage 
seven years ago, it had become mysterious, strangely 
obstinate. And today?! As for myself, I have retouched it a 
little (certainly not in repentance of its sense, bu t simply 
because I have less of a taste for Saint-John Perse nowadays. 
Against aesthetic nihilism, I hold th a t convictions and 
com m itm ent are more durable than tastes. Must be.) T o  
these variations in its coincidence with the spirit of the times, 
the chant opposes a measure which is its own, and which
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touches upon, as we shall sec, centuries, millennia. I t is thus 
also (and this is why, even absolutely alone -  which is not the 
case -  I would m urm ur it here) a chant of announcem ent, the 
m ultiple nam e of w hat is always to come.

W ho then spoke of solitude?
Defeated! Legendary defeated!
I call here for your unacceptance.
You: oppressed of backward times, slaves of the sun-sacrifice 
m utilated for the darkness of tombs. M en of great labour sold 
with the earth whose colour they bear. Children exiled by the 
closure of the fields to the service of cotton fabrics and coal. 
For it is enough to wait, and to think: no one accepts, never. 
Spartacus, Jacquou le crocpiant, Thomas Miinzer.
You, vagabonds of the plain, Taipings of the great loess, 
Chartists, Luddites, plotters from the labyrinth of faubourgs, 
Babouvist egalitarians, sans-culottes, communards, spartakists. 
All the people of popular sects and seditious parties, section- 
leaders of the time of the Terror, men of the pike and pitchfork, 
of the barricades and burn t castles.
The crowd of so many others: to have done with wdiat they 
were; discovering in the declaration of their act the latent 
separating thought.
You: sailors throwing their officers to carnivorous fish, Utopians 
of elegiac cities fighting in forest clearings, Quechua miners in 
the Andes greedy for dynamite. And these rebel Africans in 
successive tides amid the colonial stench under the protection of 
God and of shields of panthers. W ithout forgetting he who, all 
alone, took up his hunting rifle, as if for wild boars, and began 
the resistance to the aggressor in the forests of Europe.
For of w hat breaks the circle nothing is lost. No one forgets, 
ever.
Robespierre, Saint-Just, Blanqui, Varlin.
You: deployment in the streets of great processions of every 
kind. Sinister students, girls dem anding the rights of women,
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banners of great clandestine trade unions, old-timers woken to 
the memory of general strikes, veterans of failed coups, workers 
on bikes.
The few-numbered (epochs against the grain): maintainers of 
the exact idea in the basements w’ith hand-run  presses. 
Thinkers of the obsolete and of the to-corne. Sacrificial 
consciences white like the Rose. O r even those, armed with 
long bamboos who made a science out of the skewering of the 
fattest policemen, while all the rest remained obscure to them. 
For, out of a dimensionless liberty, w riting  forms the 
innumerable.
M arx, Engels.
You: haranguers and w'arriors of the peasants’ league, 
cam isard prophets, women of clubs, of assemblies and 
federations, workers and high-school students from grassroots, 
action, triple union and grand alliance committees. Soviets of 
factories and military companies, popular tribunals, grand 
commissions of villagers for the redistribution of land, the 
filling of an irrigation dam , the formation of militia. Revolu­
tionary groups for the control of prices, the execution of 
prevaricators and the surveillance of stocks.
For m editation upon what gathers and multiplies will not rest. 
Nothing is forever disseminated.
Lenin, Trotsky, Rosa Luxembourg, Chou en Lai', M ao Tse- 
tung.
All of you. You judge wffiat is lacking and you examine the 
abolition:
‘W ho speaks of failure? W hat was done and thought was done 
and thought. In its beginning, its time and its caesura. Leave 
the weighing of results to the accountants. For wffiat was at 
stake in our reign was the invention of separation, and not the 
establishment of the weighty office of a duration.
The infinity of situations, wffio then will exhaust them? The 
event in which the dice are cast, wffio then will appease it? 
T rust yourself to your imperative. Turn  yourself away from
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power. T hat you be indifferent to the verdict, and that nothing 
in you ever consents.
To necessity.
T he satisfied, they can pass on. The fearful, they can 
proliferate. It is our intact singularity which has made this 
great hole in the world in which, century after century, the 
semaphore of communism is fixed.’

T he glancing light o f the sem aphore, the illum ination of 
centuries by the ra re  pivoting insurrection of this light; 
would this all be extinct because a m ediocre tyranny  
decided to take it upon itself to announce th a t it was dead? 
This is exactly w hat I do not believe.

Note th a t it is not the uprisen solar masses who decided 
the end of the Party-S tate , the end of the Soviet em pire. T he 
regulating o f this elephant occurred through an in ternal 
disordering, which was both  concerted and yet devoid of 
perspective. T h e  affair to this day has rem ained entirely a 
state affair. No political invention -  or invention o f politics 
has len t any a rticu la tio n  to the c ircum stance.8 T h a t 
thousands of people m arked here or there, in the streets 
and  in a few factories, th a t they were happy w ith w hat was 
happening  was the least th a t they could do! But an  
indication th a t they thought and w anted the experience of 
a novelty w ithout precedent, alas, tha t was not observed. 
And howr could it have been otherwise if it is true, as 
affirmed by all and  sundry, tha t w hat they think and want, 
the people of Russia and H ungary  and Bulgaria, is nothing 
other th an  w hat already exists, and has done for quite a 
w'hile, in our sad countries called, w ho knows why, 
‘W estern’? Such a will can do nothing b u t com fort the 
pre-em inence of the state and constitutional views of these 
processes. Elections and  property  owners, politicians and 
racketeers: is this all they want? I f  so, it is qu ite  reasonable 
to trust the execution of such processes, not to the inventions

134



Philosophy and the ‘ death o f communism’

o f th o u g h t, b u t to specialists in the  m an o eu v re  of 
apparatuses, indeed to the experts of the In terna tional 
M onetary  Fund. As lor a little supplem ent for the soul, the 
Pope is in on the affair. A nd as for a touch of passionate 
excess -  w ithout which the sim ulacrum  of an  event would be 
far too peaceful -  there will be a search am ong history as far 
back as before the w ar of 1914 to find the m eans to cast one 
bestial nationality  against another.

I f  there is no event, it is because w hat is a t stake is the 
history of States, and in no way the history of politics. This 
distinction is crucial. I t  is easy to object th a t the history of 
com m unism  tied the ‘Soviet’ state parad igm  to m ilitan t 
subjectivity, and th a t the d ism antling of one closed down 
the other. I m ain ta in  the opposite thesis: m ilitan t sub­
jectivity, philosophically received in the form of the ‘w e’, 
was obsolete or inactive well before the system of the Party- 
S tate entered into the sequence of its ruin.

W h at exact role did the ‘Soviet parad ise’ play in the 
subjective, th a t is political, constitution of m ilitancy nam ed 
com m unist? I t is a m ajor them e of received opinion th a t it 
played an  im p o rtan t role, and  th a t the ‘revelations’ for 
exam ple, those of Solzhenitsyn -  of state and Stalinist 
infam y bore a fatal blow to ‘u to p ia ’. But this story does not 
stand up, ju st like any story which tries to describe a 
subjectivity (in this case, political) under the categories of 
lies, error and illusion. No real political figure organizes its 
consistency around  the nothingness of a fallacious repre­
sentation, nor has a parad igm  (a State or a norm ) at the 
centre of its determ inations. C ertainly, O ctober T 7 as event 
engages practical fidelities, bu t the though t which cements 
them  together depends on the event as such, and not on its 
state projection. A nd the becoming of these fidelities is 
tribu tary , not to p ropaganda  (servile vision of conscious­
nesses), bu t to situations. T he force of the com m unist 
reference in F rance owes its fate (debatable, but from an
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entirely different po int of view) first of all to the outcom e of 
the First W orld W ar, then to the Popu lar F ront, then to 
antifascism and  the Resistance; and very little to the 
anarchic and  bloody history of the Soviet State. Any 
systematic conjunction w ith the history o f th a t S tate has 
bought itself, not an increase in power, bu t painful weakness 
and difficult crises. In  the sam e m anner, in o rder to create 
his own resource in historicity, M ao thinks not the Russian 
economy bu t the Chinese peasantry  and the struggle against 
the Jap an ese  invasion. A t the level of subjectivity, the 
concrete history of com m unisms (I refer to them  this time in 
their com m on identity, th a t o f parties, groups, m ilitants, 
official or dissident) does no t rely upon the ‘parad isaical’ 
S tate, which serves solely as a random  objectification. At the 
beginning, the most inventive, those wffio a ttuned  the party  
to the essential history o f the place in w’hich its actions took 
place, M ao, T ito , Enver Floxha; all of them  finished by 
breaking with the m atrix  o f the Soviet S tate -  they saw' 
clearly  th a t its ob jectiv ity  d id  no t even serve th e ir 
im m ediate intentions.

How, otherw ise, can one explain th a t this sequential 
com m unism  reached  its g reatest pow er, includ ing  its 
seduction for though t, betw een 1930 and  1960; th a t is, in 
the  very  epoch  in  w h ich  the  S ta lin is t crim es w'ere 
unleashed? A nd th a t it en tered  in to  its tw ilight from 
B rezhnev om vards, an  era o f ‘s tag n atio n ’ in  w-hich people 
were no longer killed, and  in wffiich the physiognom y o f the 
S tate, always a little rep u g n an t, nevertheless bore co m p ar­
ison to th a t of, le t’s say, the U n ited  S tates o f the V ietnam  
W ar, or to th a t of the Brazil of the security guerillas 
(where, app aren tly , a superb  m arket econom y reigns)? 
W h a t exp lanation  is there? T he blindness o f faith? B ut why 
faith  w hen every th ing  is getting  worse, and  the w eakening 
of such faith  when everything is no t as bad? Ignorance, 
th a t useful contingency?
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T here is a hypothesis which is both stronger and simpler: 
it is th a t the political and  thus subjective history of 
com m unisms is essentially divided from their S tate history. 
T h e  crim inal objectivity of the Stalinist S tate is one thing, 
the m ilitan t subjectivity of com m unists is another; the latter 
has its own referents, its own singular developm ent, and its 
own non-objective prescriptions. C rim inal objectivity only 
ever functioned as a general argum ent — it has always 
perfectly functioned for reactionaries, read  Tin tin in the land 
o f the Soviets, a 1929 text — inasm uch as political subjectivity, 
the sequential ‘w e’, was obsolete.

I t is not the revelation of crime, by Solzhenitsyn or 
anyone else, w hich ru ined  the political hypothesis of 
com m unism  (‘com m unism ’ understood here w ithin the 
tw entieth  cen tu ry ’s sequence o f ‘w e’). I t is the dea th  — once 
again, the ancient dea th  — of the hypothesis which allowed 
these ‘revelations’ to have such efficacy. Because if political 
subjectivity has become unable to support, by itself, in 
though t and  in act, the singularity o f its trajectory  (and thus 
also its philosophical connection to em ancipatory  eternity, 
to the invariants), then  there is no longer any other 
reference than  th a t of the State, and  it is true  th a t the 
crim inal charac te r of such and such S tate becomes an 
argum ent w ithout answer.

I t is not because the Stalinist state was crim inal th a t the 
Leninist prescriptions, crystallized in O ctober T 7, ceased to 
expose com m unism  to its eternity  w ith in  tim e (m oreover, 
w hat relation is there between these prescriptions, tha t 
event and  the Stalinist S tate, ap a rt from pure em pirical 
consequence?). It is because there were no longer any 
possible m ilitants of such an exposition, for intrinsic and 
purely  political reasons, th a t the Stalinist S tate once it had 
retroactively becom e the absurd  incarnation  of the Idea — 
functioned as an  unansw erable historical argum ent against 
the Idea itself.
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T his is why the ru in  of the P arty -S ta te  is a process 
im m anen t to the history o f States. I t succum bs to its objective 
solitude, to its subjective aban d o n . I t  succum bs by the 
ab sen tin g  o f politics, an d  s ingu larly  of any  politics 
deserving the nam e ‘com m unist’. T h e  anarch ic  confused 
d ep lo rab le  spectacle  -  b u t necessary and  leg itim a te  
because w ha t is dead  m ust die -  o f this ru in  testifies, not 
to the ‘d e a th  o f co m m u n ism ’, b u t to the im m ense 
consequences o f its lack.

Notes

1. T ranslator’s note: The original text formed the first chapter of 
A. Badiou, D ’un desastre ohscur (Paris: Editions dc l’aube, 
1998), 7-25.

2. T ranslator’s note: In  French the slogan rhymes: ‘T out cc qui 
bouge n ’est pas rouge.’

3. The philosophical statem ent about these questions is limited 
to posing the rarity of politics as generic procedure, its 
discontinuous existence. In my Theorie du sujet (Paris: Seuil, 
1982) 1 formulate this in the following terms: 'Every subject is 
political. This is why there are few subjects, and little 
politics.' The body of philosophical statements concerning 
this point is very complex. It involves the doctrine, founded 
by Sylvain Lazarus, of historical modes of politics.

4. T ranslator’s note: The service of goods ile service des biens) is a 
phrase coined by Lacan to designate political and social 
organization functioning under the register of dem and, rather 
than that of desire. See J . Lacan, Seminar VII: The Ethics of 
Psychoanalysis 1959-60, trans. D. Porter (London: Routledge, 
1992).

5. The generic that is, the status in thought of the infinite 
multiplicity as any multiplicity whatsoever, as the m ateriality of a 
truth -  is the most im portant concept advanced by the 
philosophical propositions of my book ITEtre et Veve.nem.ent
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(Paris: Seuil, 1988) [Being and Event, trans. O. Feltham 
(London: Continuum  Books, forthcoming)].

6. The theory of communist invariants is sketched in my little 
book, w ritten in collaboration with Francois Balmes, De 
Videologic (Paris: Maspero, 1976).

7. This 'chorus of the divisible defeat' is an extract from 
L'Echarpe rouge, rom anopera (Paris: Maspero, 1976). R e­
worked, the ‘rom anopera’ became the libretto of a real opera, 
for which Georges Aperghis composed the music, and which 
was performed at the Lyon opera, at Avignon, then at 
Chaillot, in a staging by Antoine Vitez with sets by Yannis 
Kokkos in 1984. The chorus, over astonishing, complex and 
violent music, was sung by all of the opera’s players, in 
emblematic workers’ outfits. Pierre Vial crossed the stage, 
sheltering from who knows what storm via the effect of an old 
umbrella. He had the air of a survivor, of a tram p of eternal 
insurrections, and he grumbled ‘communism! communism!’ 
in an unforgettable manner.

Once again, the unappeasable pain caused in me by the 
death of Antoine Vitez. The ‘death of communism’, how it 
torm ented him! And yet, how he m anaged to hold onto it 
with his clarity! His text ‘Cc qui nous reste’ [‘W hat remains 
for us’] must be read, from 1990, so close to his death. It is 
included in the precious and loyal collection proposed by 
Daniele Sallenave and Georges Banu, under the title Le theatre 
des idees (Paris: Gallim ard, 1991). I would like to cite the 
eighth statem ent from this text: ‘The crime -  w hat can be 
termed for simplification Stalin’s crime, but it clearly goes 
beyond Stalin -  is that of leaving hope in the hands of the 
irrational, of obscurantists, of demagogues.’ But after the 
execution of the crime, Antoine Vitez, as always, goes straight 
to prescriptions. To what he calls ‘our role’: ‘sarcasm, 
invective and prediction, critique of the current times, 
announce’. In  these few pages I am, I think, a player of 
this ‘role’. There will be m any others.
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8. ‘The invention of politics’ is the title of a book -  the last by 
Moses Finley, the great historian of antiquity. I t is a 
significant reference in the theoretical work of Sylvain 
Lazarus. His com m entary can be read in S. Lazarus, 
L’Anthropologie du mm (Paris: Scuil, 1996).
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CHAPTER 8

Philosophy and the ‘war 
against terrorism’

A M ethod

Faced w ith the destruction  o f New Y ork ’s T w in  Tow ers by 
p lanes whose passengers, like the neo-p ilo ts -  those 
assassinating im postors -  were transform ed in to  incend iary  
projectiles, there was, everyw here, the evidence o f a 
ce rta in  a ffec t.1 F o r those who m ore or less secretly- 
ce lebrated  -  an  extrem ely num erous crow d, hundreds of 
millions o f h u m an  beings, all enemies of the lugubrious 
and  solitary A m erican  superpow er — it w'as nevertheless a 
m a tte r  o f an  unbelievab le mass crim e. ‘A ttack ’ is an  
in ap p ro p ria te  word; it evokes the nihilist bom bings of the 
T sa r’s coaches, or the a ttack  o f Sarajevo -  it has a f in  de 
siecle resonance to it, b u t th a t o f an o th er cen tury . At the 
beginning  o f this m illennium , the evidence of th a t affect 
registers the ex trao rd in ary  com bination  o f violence, calm , 
q u ie t relentlessness, o rg an iza tio n , indifference to fire, 
agony and  destruc tion , w hich was necessary in conditions 
o f such technological sophistication to b ring  ab o u t the 
dea th  of m any  thousands of com m on people and  o rd inary
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workers deep in the h ea rt of a g rea t m etropolis. I t was an 
enorm ous m urder, lengthily  p rem ed ita ted , and  yet silent. 
No one has claim ed responsibility for it. T h a t is w hy one 
could say th a t, form ally speaking, this mass crim e -  w hich 
aim ed, anonym ously  and  w ith  the m ost perfect cruelty , to 
destabilize a ‘n o rm a l’ situation  -  conjures up the fascist 
concept of action. A nd as a consequence, everyw here 
th ro u g h o u t the w orld, and  qu ite  a p a rt from the im m ediate  
position of o n e’s soul -  devasta ted  or complied t -  there was 
a paralysing  stupefaction, a kind o f paroxysm ally  denied 
disbelief: the affect th a t signals a disaster.

Philosophy, of course, m ust take the evidence of this affect 
into account. Nevertheless it is also philosophy’s du ty  to not 
rem ain satisfied with affect. Religion m ay declare its trust in 
the h ea rt’s self-evidences. Art, says Gilles Deleuze, gives 
form to percepts and affects. Philosophy, however, must 
d ep art from the la tter to arrive at the concept -  this is its 
arid  destination no m atte r how traum atic  the point from 
which its research departs, or a construction is undertaken.

As such, a second kind of evidence is proposed to 
philosophical labour; this time not th a t o f an  affect, bu t of a 
nam e, the nam e ‘terrorism ’. 'Phis nom inal evidence (that 
the mass crim e of New York -  signalled by the affect o f the 
disaster -  is a terrorist action) has since played a decisive 
role. By fixing a designated enemy, it has cem ented a world 
coalition, authorized the U N  to declare th a t the US is in a 
state o f ‘legitim ate defence’, and in itiated  the program m ing 
of the targets of vengeance. At a deeper level, the word 
‘terrorism ’ has a triple function:

1. I t  determ ines a subject — this is the subject who is 
targeted by the terrorist act, who is struck, who is 
plunged into m ourning and who m ust lead the vengeful 
riposte. This subject is nam ed either ‘O u r Societies’, or 
‘T he W est’, or ‘T he D em ocracies’ or, even, ‘A m erica’
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bu t the la tte r a t the price, swiftly paid  by the editors, 
th a t ‘we’ are ‘all A m erican’.

2. It supports predicates -  on this occasion terrorism  is 
‘Islam ic’.

3. I t  determ ines a sequence -  the entire curren t sequence is 
from now on considered as ‘the w ar against terrorism ’. 
We are w arned th a t it will be a long war, an  entire 
epoch. In  short, the ‘w ar against Islam ic terrorism ’ takes 
over from the Cold (and H ot: K orea, V ietnam , C uba 
.. .) W ar against com m unism .

T here, once again, philosophy has a duty: if it is to register 
the w idespread evidence o f the word ‘terrorism ’ as an 
im portan t sym ptom , then it m ust exam ine the la tte r’s origin 
and  application.

In  short, there are two rules to  the m ethod. First, 
philosophy is never transitive to affect no m atter how 
widespread the latter m ight be. A crime is a crime, agreed. 
But the consequences of a crime -  even one that, formally, is 
fascistic -  cannot mechanically be other crimes. And this 
designation, ‘crim e’, should also be applied to State crimes, 
including those — innum erable — com m itted by ‘dem ocratic’ 
States. As we well know -  in fact, a t the least since Aeschylus’ 
Oresteia and thus for a long time -- the question is always to 
know' how to reinstate justice in the place o f vengeance.

Second, however com m only held the dom inan t nom ina­
tions m ay be, philosophy cannot accept them  w ithout 
critical exam ination. Philosophy knows th a t in general such 
nom inations are under the control of the powers th a t be and 
their p ropaganda.

As such, we will proceed to a m eticulous exam ination ol 
names. O u r point of d epartu re  will be the central nam e, 
‘terrorism ’. T hen , following upon that, we will subm it the 
trio of the predicate (‘Islam ic’), the subject (‘T he W est’), 
and  the sequence (‘the w ar against terrorism ’) to critique.
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B  Terrorism?

O riginally, a ‘terro rist’ was someone who legitim ated and 
practised T error. I t  was an  objective designation th a t was 
only defam atory  for certa in  political adversaries. For 
example, during  the French R evolution the G ran d  jaco b in s  
of the C om m ittee for Public Safety had  no problem  
dec laring  them selves ‘te rro rists’. T hey  officially m ade 
T erro r p a r t o f daily  business. By th a t they m ean t a 
provisional b u t com plete confusion of political and judicial 
power, justified by exceptional circum stances (civil w'ar and 
w ar), the repressive deploym ent of expeditious measures 
w ithout appeal, and w idespread recourse to the death  
penalty. T erro r was explicitly though t of as a contingent 
necessity (Robespierre was known for his categorical and 
principled opposition to the d ea th  penalty) w hen political 
virtue — tha t is, the republican conviction — was still too 
precarious to assure victory over the enorm ous coalition of 
dom estic and foreign counter-revolutionaries. Saint-Just 
asked -  ‘W h at do they w ant, those w'ho w ant neither terror 
nor virtue?’ l ’he T herm idorians provided the response — 
they w anted  the end of the revolution, the reign of 
corruption, and suffrage for the w ealthy alone.

I t  is rem arkable th a t the w'ord ‘terrorism ’, which clearly 
qualified a particu la r figure of the exercise of S tate powrer, 
has come, little by little, to signify exactly the contrary. 
Indeed, for a long time now the w ord ‘terro rist’ has been 
used by the S tate to designate all violent an d /o r arm ed 
political adversaries, precisely in view' of their non-S iate 
character. As examples we can list the Russian terrorists of 
Narodnaia Volia a t the end of the last century; all those of the 
anarch ist trad ition , including the Bande d Bonnot in France; 
and  the charac te r of Chen, in Man's Fate, who, already, 
incarnated  the decision of the suicide attack  and to which 
M alraux  gave -  w ithout justifying it politically -  a terrible
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grandeur. But the word has finally come to designate -  and 
it is here th a t it takes on a negative connotation -  from the 
position of the dom inant, all those who engage in a com bat, 
using w hatever m eans a t hand , against a given order which 
is judged  to he unacceptable. ‘T errorists’, the anti-N azi 
resistors for Petain  and his militia; ‘terrorists’, the A lgerian 
patrio ts of the N L F for every French governm ent w ithout 
excep tion  betw een  1954 an d  1962; as are also the 
Palestinian fighters for the S tate of Israel, and the Chechens 
for P u tin  and his clique. ‘T errorists’ lastly, for Bush and his 
servile patrio tic  opinion, the nebulous, or a t least extrem ely 
opaque , g roup  o f those w ho a ttac k  and  in crim in ate  
A m ericans’ goods and lives.

I t  m ust be said tha t today, a t the end of its sem antic 
evolution, the w ord ‘terro rist’ is an  intrinsically p ro p ag an ­
d is ts  term . I t  has no neu tra l readability . I t dispenses w ith 
all reasoned exam ination of political situations, of their 
causes and  consequences.

In  fact, it is a term  th a t has become essentially formal. 
‘T erro rist’ no longer designates a political orientation or the 
possibilities of such and  such a situation, bu t ra ther, and 
exclusively, the form of action. And it does so according to 
three criteria. I t is first and foremost — for public opinion 
and  those who a ttem p t to shape it -  a spectacular, non-S tate 
action, which emerges -  reality  or m yth -  from clandestine 
networks. Second, it is a violent action aim ing to kill or 
destroy. Lastly, it is an action which makes no distinction 
between civilians and  non-civilians.

This formalism  approaches K a n t’s m oral formalism. This 
is why a ‘m oral philosophy’ specialist like M onique C anto  
believed she could declare th a t the absolute condem nation 
of ‘te rro rist’ actions and  the sym m etrical approval of 
reprisals, including those of Sharon in Palestine, could and 
should precede any exam ination of the situation, and  be 
abstracted  from any concrete political considerations. W hen
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it is a m atte r of ‘terrorism ’, according to this Iron  lacly of a 
new breed, to explain is already to justify. I t is thus 
app ropria te  to punish w ithout delay and w ithout fu rther 
exam ination. H enceforth, ‘terrorism ’ qualifies an  action as 
the form al figure of Evil. M oreover, this is exactly how Bush 
from the very beginning conceived of the deploym ent of 
vengeance: G ood (in concrete, S tate terrorism  directed 
against peasant villages and  the ancient cities of C en tral 
Asia) against Evil (non-State terrorism  directed at ‘W estern’ 
buildings).

I t  is at this point, w here rationality  risks collapsing 
beneath  the im m ensity o f the p ro p a g an d is ts  evidence, th a t 
one m ust be careful w ith the details. In  particu lar, one m ust 
exam ine the effects of the nom inal chain induced by the 
passage from the adjective ‘terro rist’ -  as the form al 
qualification of an  action to the substantive ‘terrorism ’. 
Indeed, such is the m om ent when, insidiously, form becomes 
substance. Three kinds of effect are thereby rendered 
possible: a subject-effect (facing ‘te rro rism ’ is a ‘w e’ 
avenging itself); an  alterity-effect (this ‘terrorism ’ is the 
o ther of Civilization, the ‘Islam ic’ barbarian ) ; and finally, a 
periodization-effect (now commences the long ‘w ar against 
terrorism ’).

C Who is this ‘we’ facing  terrorism?

I t is obvious th a t ‘terrorism ’ is a non-existent substance, an 
em pty nam e. But this void is precious because it can be 
filled. And, first of all, as always, it is filled (as it was for ‘the 
Boche’ or ‘the J e w ’) by th a t wffiich is supposed to be opposed 
to it (the ‘F renchm an’ or the ‘A ryan’). O n  this occasion, 
facing ‘terrorism ’ there is a ‘we’ defending itself. Now, 
outside A m erica -  a nam e sufficient for A m erican im peri­
alist patrio tism  bu t hard ly  so for the anti-terrorist coalition, 
except if ‘we are all A m erican’, which even the com m itted
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anti-terrorists balk a t declaring -  three names have been 
found for this ‘w e’ facing the beast: a perilous but weighty 
nam e, ‘the W est’; a neu tra l nam e, ‘our societies’; and  a 
legitim ating nam e, ‘the dem ocracies’.

In  relation to the first of these nam es, it is regrettab le to 
have to note th a t philosophy com prom ised itself there long 
ago; w hat w ith  The Decline o f the West -  Spengler’s best-seller 
-  a t the end o f the nineteenth  century, and  w ith w hat 
continues now adays in the phrase ‘the end of W estern 
m etaphysics’. T he ‘W estern’ appropria tion  of thought -  
which is no th ing  bu t the intellectual trace of four centuries 
of im perialism  -  resounds right up to and including the 
opposition of the W est (Christian? Jewish?'; to ‘Islam ic 
terrorism ’. A p art from anyth ing  else, let us recall for the 
younger generations that for decades the political use of the 
term  ‘the O cciden t’ was confined to the racist extrem e right, 
to the point of being the nam e of one of its most violent 
groupuscules.2 M oreover, it seems to us tha t the litany of 
colonial atrocities com m itted th roughout the entire world, 
the savagery of the world-scale slaughters, the w'ars of 
national liberation in Asia, the M iddle-E ast and Africa, the 
arm ed revolts in  L atin  Am erica, the universal value of the 
Chinese revolution, and  the febrile sterility of the world in 
w hich we live, is sufficient for those -who see an opposition 
being draw n up between ‘W estern values’ and  ‘T errorism ’ 
to conclude th a t ‘terrorism ’ is a hollow word.

W hen ‘our societies’ are spoken of and  it is declared tha t 
‘terrorism ’ w anted to ‘strike them  in their very h e a rt’ or 
‘destabilize’ them , let us agree th a t w hat is being referred to 
is either still ‘the W est’ bu t in a m ore dem ure fashion, or it is 
a m aterial paradigm ; a certain  state of objective w ealth  
which, in itself, has no kind of value for the philosopher and 
furtherm ore which w ould not be able to ground any kind of 
consistent solidarity- I f  this is not the case, then why docs the 
crim e of New York affect ‘our societies’, while neither the
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millions of A ID S deaths in Africa nor the genocidal disast ers 
in R w an d a  affect them  in any  way? ‘o u r societies’, 
designating in a faintly obscene m anner the com pletely 
relative well-being of some o f the w ealthiest h um an  groups 
(minorities) on the planet, hard ly  m ake for a presentable 
face-off against the supposed substance of terrorism . Even if 
M onique C an to  - her again -  judges th a t it is philosophi­
cally superior and indispensable in the situation to rem ind 
us th a t being very rich is not a m oral fault. Yet, to go 
against the grain  of her form alist zeal, we would only g ran t 
her such a po int after a meticulous and concrete exam ina­
tion of the origins of the wealth in question. For it could well 
be tha t all genuinely considerable w ealth today is entirely, 
and by way of necessity, im plicated in certain  indubitab le 
crimes.

O f  the three nam es for ‘us’ only the th ird , fundam entally  
p ro p ag an d is ts , remains: w hat ‘terrorism ’ targets is the 
‘Dem ocracies’, and  in their heart, th a t exem plary dem oc­
racy which we all know as the E d ited  States of Am erica. As 
any old pa trio t from over there will tell you, ‘it’s a free 
coun try ’, and  those Saudi fanatics, th a t’s w hat they w anted 
to m utilate. ‘T errorism  against dem ocracy’; such is the 
form ula for consensus. I m ean, for the overw helm ing m ajority  
of our contem poraries: here, in this jad ed  ‘dem ocratic’ 
country, France, the sole space for a political inscription of 
the mass crim e of New' Y ork is the one outlined by th a t 
form ula. I t is this form ula which has neutralized reactions 
and generated  general support, albeit a little plaintive, for 
the A m erican war. F inally, it has been conceded that, in 
any  case, if  the dem ocracies are attacked  by terrorism  then, 
in view of their excellence, they have the righ t to avenge 
themselves. W h at rem ains to be known is against whom  
these legitim ate reprisals are to be carried out.
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D  ‘ T errorism substance  and predicates

At this po int let us in troduce a precise philosophical 
proposition: every substantialization of a formal adjective 
requires a d o m in an t pred icate. I f  one goes from  the 
adjective ‘terro rist’, w hich qualifies an  action by its form, 
to ‘terrorism ’, which is an  em pty substantive, one cannot 
hope to ‘fill’ such a void by its adversary alone (The West, 
D em ocracy, etc.). I t  is also necessary to  endow it w ith a 
predicate (just as it was necessary around  1914, for all 
in tents and purposes, th a t the Boche be bestial and -  
con trary  to the reflective and C artesian F renchm an -  
delivered over to obscure and  instinctive forces, while 
a round  1933 the Jew  had  to be cosm opolitan and abstract -  
contrary  to the A ryan, tied to blood and soil. T oday, the 
supposed substantial support called ‘terrorism ’ only has 
being inasm uch as it receives the predicate ‘Islam ic’.

W hat exactly is the value of this predicate? O ne m ight be 
satisfied by saying that it has already been corrupted by its 
function, which is to furnish this ‘Terrorism ’ with a semblance 
of historical colour. T aken on its own it comes down to the 
observation that religion has been subjected to political 
instrum entalization; another ancient ‘W estern’ story, the wily 
alliances between the State and the C hurch do not date from 
yesterday. In  any case, the conjunction of religion and all 
kinds of political processes, some extremely violent, is not a 
particularity of Islam. Think of religion -  Catholicism in 
Poland for example -  and the im portant role it played in the 
resistance against com m unism; whenever th a t occurred 
religion was congratulated by the ‘dem ocratic’ states.

In  the case a t hand , th a t of Bin L aden  if, however, it 
really concerns him , wiiich nobody up to this d ate  has been 
able to prove w hat is certain  is tha t the point of departu re  
is a series o f ex traord inary  com plex m anoeuvres in relation 
to the m anna of oilfields in Saudi A rabia and th a t the
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character is, after all, a good Am erican: someone for whom  
w hat m atters is w ealth and power, and  for whom  the means 
are of less concern. Such are his rivals also, his com rades in 
power in the region. As far as m aking terro r reign in the 
nam e o f p u re  h ard -lin e  Islam ic fundam en talism , the 
sovereigns o f Saudi A rabia know w hat they’re doing, yet 
to my knowledge not a single no tab le dem ocrat has ever 
asked for an arm ada  of B-52s to go and  wipe them  out. It 
m ust be strongly suspected, then, th a t for these dem ocrats 
there is both ‘Islam ic terrorism ’ and ‘islamic T erro rism ’. T he 
first, supported  by the Am ericans and by way of conse­
quence a friend to ‘our societies’, is to be, if not adm ired, 
then at least tolerated: tu rn  a blind eye and  keep going. T he 
second, w hich m anaged to strike ‘us’ by m eans o f its devious 
calculations: stigm atize it and  bom b it into annihilation! In  
the final analysis, it is a m atter of knowing how one is 
situated w ith regard  to access to oil.

In  passing, let us underline W agner’s prophetic virtue 
when, in his trilogy, he staged the curse attached  to the 
R h in e’s gold. Indeed, it is one of the g reat m odern curses to 
have the equivalent o f th a t gold in one’s subsoil. South 
A frica’s diam onds, Bolivia’s tin-m etal, the precious stones of 
the Congo and  Sierra Leone, the oil in the M iddle East and 
the Congo -  as m any regions or countries p u t to fire and the 
sword, become the stakes of rapacious and cynical calcula­
tions, because the p lanetary  adm inistration of their m ineral 
resources necessarily escapes them . Let us note in passing 
tha t it does not seem as i f ‘O u r Societies’, our parad igm atic  
‘D em ocracies’, as for w hat concerns them , d raw  the least 
consequence from these atrocious disasters. In  any case, if 
like the god W otan Bin L aden speaks a t length, and 
som ewhat confusedly, of destiny and  religion, it seems tha t 
his business is ra th e r th a t of knowing how to seize some 
black gold such as to inherit th a t N ibelungen collection, the 
G ulf petro leum  m onarchies.
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I t is w orth rem arking th a t the political instrum entaliza- 
tion of religion has in tu rn  been persistently instrum enta- 
lized by the U nited  States themselves. T his has been one of 
the great constants of their politics for decades. Fearing 
Soviet influence, they fought everything th a t even mildly 
resem bled secular politics in the A rab  world. W hether 
Nasser in Egypt, or de Baas in Iraq , or in Syria, the U nited  
States did not get involved except to create m ore and more 
serious problem s for these leaders, while on the o ther hand  
they supported w ithout fail the re trograde fanatics of Saudi 
A rabia, K uw ait and Pakistan. In  Indonesia they lent a 
helping han d  to the eradication of a progressive pro-th ird- 
world regime by encouraging a Saint B artholom ew  of 
com m unists, or of alleged com m unists, bringing abou t the 
dea th  of five thousand. In  Palestine everyone knows tha t 
from the very beginning the Israeli services considered the 
developm ent o f H am as to be an excellent thing; against the 
F atah  hegem ony, whose slogan, as you m ay recall, was for a 
secular dem ocratic Palestine, and w hich included a num ber 
o f Christians in its ranks. Finally, the T aliban i themselves 
are a jo in t creature of the A m ericans and  the Pakistanis, set 
in  place against any takeover of power in K abu l by groups 
which were potential allies of either the Russians, the 
Chinese, or the Iranians. T aken  in  their entirety  these 
m anoeuvres disqualify  the relevance of the p red ica te  
‘Islam ic’ w hen it is a m atte r of designating the ‘terrorist’ 
enemies of the U nited  States.

Let us note the singular status of w hat we can call the 
in s tru m en ta liza tio n  o f an  in stru m en ta liza tio n . In  the 
M iddle East or elsewhere, certain  cliques of politicians 
instrum entalize religion in order to facilitate their projects 
(in fact: in order to take over pow er from other ageing or 
discredited cliques of politicians). A m erican governm ents 
regularly  a ttem p t to instrum entalize th a t in strum entaliza­
tion, w ith a view to m ain tain ing  control over this or th a t
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situation. But the in strum entalization  of an instrum entali- 
zation is a delicate m echanism . I t  is exposed to bru tal 
deviations. In  this m anner, the U nited  States (and the 
French who were very active at the time) instrum entalized 
S addam  Hussein, who instrum entalized  the opposition 
between the Sunnites and  the Shiites against his Iran ian  
neighbours. T he goal of the ‘W estern ’ powers was to derail 
the Iran ian  revolution, while S addam  Hussein’s goal was to 
set him self up as a g reat regional power. T he result: a 
terrifying w ar on the scale o f the w ar of 1914-18, hundreds 
of thousands dead, the consolidation of the Iran ian  regime, 
and  S addam  Hussein becom ing an  uncontrollable creature, 
then a ‘terro rist’ enemy. Inasm uch  as the same story has 
reoccurred w ith the T aliban i, we propose to all States the 
following m axim: ‘Be extrem ely careful when instrum enta- 
lizing an in stru m en ta liza tio n ,’ especially one including 
religion, a subjective sustenance th a t does not let itself be 
easily m anipu lated  by cruel and  u n d erh an d  politicians.

W h at the predicate ‘Islam ic’ actually  does is dissim ulate 
a num ber of unappetiz ing  (state) political operations, tha t 
are im p o rtan t to keep from public atten tion , behind ‘cu ltu ra l’ 
categories whose subjective resources can be quite easily 
activated. In  F rance, it is very easy to aw aken an anti-A rab 
zeal for a thousand reasons, w hether in the vu lgar and post­
colonialist form given to it by the extrem e right, or in the 
m ore historical and  ‘e th ica l’ form  given to it by the Zionist 
or feminist intellectual petit-bourgeoisie. T hus we will see 
some rejoicing tha t K ab u l is being bom barded  to ‘liberate 
Afghani w om en’, others saying to themselves th a t Israel can 
always procure some benefits from  the situation, while a 
th ird  lot will think th a t a m assacre o f ‘Bougnouls’3 is always 
a good thing. N one of all this has anything to do w ith the 
crim e of New' York, neither in  the la tte r’s causes, nor in its 
form, nor in its real effects. But all of them , validating the 
syntagm  ‘Islam ic terrorism ’, rally  behind the llag of the
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vengeful crusade, a crusade of various enthusiasm s, and 
especially of innum erable apathies.

T he philosophical lesson is thus the following: when a 
predicate is a ttrib u ted  to a formal substance (as is the case 
w ith  any  d eriv a tio n  of a substan tive  from  a form al 
adjective) it has no other consistency th an  th a t of giving 
an ostensible content to th a t form. In  ‘Islam ic terrorism ’, 
the predicate ‘Islam ic’ has no o ther function except th a t of 
supplying an  ap p a ren t content to the w ord ‘terrorism ’ 
which is itself devoid of all content (in this instance, 
political). W hat is a t stake is an  artificial historicization 
w hich leaves w hat really happened (the crim e of New-’ York) 
unthought. This does not p rohibit, bu t ra th e r com m ands 
th a t w hat originates in th a t un though t — in the nam e of the 
inconsistent term  designating it (‘Islam ic terrorism ’) — be a 
sort o f  trompe Poeil history o f  the period which has ju st 
opened.

E  W hat ‘war’ against terrorism?

W hat is coming, our leaders tell us, is the ‘w ar of the 
dem ocracies against Islam ic terrorism ’; a long and difficult 
period.

But why a ‘w ar’? Ju s t as w ith ‘terrorism ’ and ‘Islam ic’ 
this w ord is extrem ely problem atic in relation to the 
situation. W hat we will m ain tain  here is th a t ‘w ar’ is the 
sym m etrical term  — it is also entirely formal — to the very 
vague ‘terrorism ’.

I t  is im p o rtan t to register th a t the usage of the term  ‘w ar’ 
(im m ediately em ployed by high Am erican officials in their 
declarations, and  then by their governm ental and opinion­
m aking servants) is som ething new. Previously, when 
governm ents declared th a t their du ty  was ‘to eradicate 
terrorism ’, they wrere careful not to speak of war. Indeed, 
how does one declare w ar upon a few delinquent civilians or
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a bunch of fanatical bom bers or upon a group of anarchists? 
T he word ‘w ar’ is far too dignified; moreover, it has been 
assigned far too exclusively to conflicts between states for 
such usage. Even during  the endless and  very violent 
colonial w ar against the A lgerian patriots, which mobilized 
hundreds o f thousands o f soldiers, French governm ents from 
M itte rand  to De Gaulle always spoke o f ‘m ain tain ing  o rder’ 
and o f ‘pacification’. Even today, using the same m ethods as 
the French in Algeria forty years ago in order to settle 
accounts w ith C hechen nationalists (systematic torture, 
in ternm en t cam ps, destruction of villages, rape) Putin  
carefully avoids saying th a t there is, strictly speaking, a 
war. I t is an immense police operation, wherein, to employ 
his own expression, ‘we will go looking for the terrorists right 
into the sewers’ and so on. In  sum, governm ents have 
opposed repression to terrorism , generally using the most 
violent and abject of means, bu t always w ithin the symbolic 
register of policing.

W hy then, in the case th a t concerns us here, is it a m atter 
of war, including, or even especially, a t the level of the 
symbolic register? T he crim e of New York, like all crime, 
calls for police m obilization in order to track down and 
judge its authors or its financial backers. W ithou t doubt, in 
doing so, the m odern ‘services’ will use fear and extrem ely 
unethical m ethods. But war?

M y thesis is th a t the A m erican im perial power, in the 
formal representation it makes of itself, has w ar as the 
privileged, indeed unique, form of the attestation  of its 
existence. M oreover, one can observe today th a t the 
powerful subjective un ity  th a t carries the Am ericans aw ay 
in their desire for vengeance and wrar is im m ediately 
constructed around the flag and the army.

T he U nited  States has become a hegemonic pow er in and 
through wrar: from the civil war, said to be tha t of Secession 
(the first m odern w ar due to its industrial m eans and the
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num ber of deaths); then the two W orld W ars; and finally 
the u n in te rru p te d  series o f local w ars and  m ilita ry  
interventions of all kinds since the K orean  W ar up until 
the present ransacking of A fghanistan, passing via Lebanon, 
the Bay of Pigs, V ietnam , Libya, P anam a, Barbados, the 
G u lf W ar, and  Serbia, no t to m ention their persistent 
support for Israel in its endless w ar against the Palestinians. 
O f course, one will hasten to add  th a t the USA won the day 
in the Cold W ar against the U SSR  on the terrain  of m ilitary 
rivalry (R eagan’s S tar W ars project pushed the Russians to 
throw  in the towel) and  in tend  to do the same thing against 
C hina, hoping to discourage any project of g reat m agnitude 
by the im position of an  exhausting arm am en t race (this is 
the only sense possessed by the pharaonic anti-missile shield 
p ro jec t).

This should rem ind us, in these times of economic 
obsession, th a t power continues to be, in the last instance, 
m ilitary. Even the U SSR, however run-dow n it was, 
inasm uch as it was considered as an  im p o rtan t m ilitary 
pow er (and above all by the A m ericans), it continued to co­
direct the world. T oday  the USA has the m onopoly over 
aggressive protection via enorm ous forces of destruction, 
and it does not hesitate to use them . T he consequences are 
evident, including (notably) the idea th a t the A m erican 
people has o f itself and of w hat m ust be done. Let us hope 
th a t the E uropeans -  and  the Chinese -  d raw  the obvious 
lesson from the situation: those who do no t watch carefully 
over th e ir a rm ed  forces are p rom ised  n o th in g , save 
servitude.

Being forged in this fashion am id the continual barbarity  
of w ar — leaving aside the genocide of the Ind ians and  the 
im portation  o f tens of millions of black slaves — the USA 
quite natu ra lly  considers th a t the only riposte w orthy of 
them  is a spectacular staging of power. T he p articu lar 
adversary chosen m atters very little, in fact, and can  be
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entirely disconnected from the initial crime. T he pure 
capacity  to destroy this or tha t will do the job , even if the 
la tter ends up being a few7 thousand poor devils or a 
phan tom  ‘governm ent’. In  the end, any  w ar is suitable, as 
long as the appearance of victory is overwhelm ing.

W h at we have here (and w'ill also have if the USA 
continues in Somalia and  in Iraq , etc.) is w’ar as the abstract 
form o f a theatrical cap tu re o f an adversary (‘terrorism ’) 
which in its essence is vague and elusive. T he w ar against 
nothing: save against w hat is itself removed from any war.

F  Parenthesis on ‘anti-Americanism’

C ertain  ‘intellectuals’ have judged  the m om ent ripe to 
stigm atize the com pulsive an ti-A m erican ism  to w hich 
French intellectuals are occasional victims. I t is well known 
th a t in this type of polemic, those whom  the journalist- 
intellectuals call ‘French intellectuals’ are the o ther journalist- 
intellectuals w7ho d on’t share their position. As a result, the 
m ore the word ‘in te llec tu a l’ is em phasized the m ore 
intellectuality  itself is absent. I t  is a requirem ent of this 
debate th a t each cam p declares itself to be persecuted and  in 
the m inority, a t least insofar as it is com posed solely of 
veterans who can be seen every day on television, and w'hose 
countenance o r loquaciousness one cannot help bu t adm ire 
if one picks up a m agazine. W e have thus been treated  to 
the spectacle of Jacques Ju illa rd  and  B ernard-H enri Levy, 
two particu larly  copious editorialists, presenting themselves 
as the solitary dispensers of justice, w orn down by7 d in t ol 
their good fight for liberty  and m odernity  against the 
enslaving, archaic, and repulsive horde of French intellec­
tuals.

T he central argum ent o f these heroes of the fraternal 
alliance w ith  the A m erican  bom bers am ounts to the 
following: th a t to be against the U SA  in this affair, as in
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m any others, is to be against freedom. I t  is as simple as that. 
B ernard H enri-Levy, who is never p articu la r abou t details, 
states th a t anti-A m ericanism  is fascistic. As for Ju llia rd  
literally in his own tw ilight by d in t of having been righ t all 
along -  his axiom  is th a t ‘French intellectuals’ do not like 
freedom.

We could be satisfied in saying th a t an  orien ta tion  of 
thought, for the sole reason th a t B ernard-H enri Levy has 
declared it fascist, a t the very least deserves to be considered 
w ith atten tion . W e would hasten to add th a t if ‘freedom ’ is 
th a t of politically and intellectually resem bling Jacques 
Ju illa rd , then it is assuredly better not to be free.

But w hat we will say is this: if  there exists one unique 
great im perial power which is always convinced th a t its 
most b ru ta l interests coincide w ith the Good; if it is true th a t 
every year the USA spends m ore on their m ilitary budget 
th an  Russia, C hina, France, E ngland and G erm any p u t 
together; and  if th a t N ation-S tate, devoted to m ilitary 
excess, has no public idol o ther th an  w ealth, no allies other 
th an  servants, and no view of o ther peoples ap a rt from an 
indifferent, com m ercial, and cynical one; then the basic 
freedom  of States, peoples and individuals consists in doing 
everything and  thinking everything in order to escape, as 
m uch as possible, from the com m andm ents, interventions 
and interference of th a t im perial power.

‘A nti-A m ericanism ’ is meaningless. T he A m erican people 
have brough t hum anity  adm irab le inventions in all orders 
of experience. But today there canno t be the least political 
liberty  or independence o f m ind, w ithout a constant and 
unrelenting struggle against the imperium of the USA.

O ne can, of course, have as one’s sole am bition to be 
considered by the m asters in W ashington as their most 
zealous servant. I t seems sometimes as if  T ony B lair dream s 
of a posthum ous repose for his O ld England; th a t of 
becom ing the 51st state of the U nion. H e is rem iniscent of
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those vassal ‘K ings’ of R om e, whose pusillan im ity  is 
depicted in certain  of Corneille’s tragedies: ‘Ah! D on’t pu t 
me on had terms w ith the [R om an] R epublic!’ says Prusias, 
B ithynie’s Petain, to Nicom ede, the po tential resistance 
fighter. L e t’s take the liberty of siding w ith Nicom ede and 
considering th a t the inevitable condition of our freedom  is 
th a t of being a t odds, seriously a t odds, with Am erican 
‘dem ocracy’, just like Corneille’s hero with the R om an 
‘R epublic’. At odds, one m ight say, ‘till d ea th ’. For the 
A m erican superpow er is nothing but the deadly guaran tee 
of the obscene accum ulation of w ealth. T he Am erican arm y 
is the instrum ent of the R ace of ‘W estern’ lords against the 
w retched o f the entire planet.

G The disjunctive synthesis o f  two nihilisms

We can now' re tu rn  to our po int of departure: philosophy 
facing the event. We have reached the im p o rtan t critical 
stage which is th a t of the destitu tion of terms. O f  the 
consensual statem ent ‘the w'ar o f the Democracies against 
Islam ic T erro rism ’ m ore or less no thing intelligible remains.

W hat, then, is our own formula? Joyfully borrow ing a 
concept from Gilles Deleuze we shall say: W hat is testified to 
by the crim e of New York and  the following battles is the 
disjunctive synthesis o f two nihilisms.

L et’s clarify this aphorism .
T here  is a synthesis, because, to our m ind, the principal 

actors in this m atte r belong to the same species. Yes, Bin 
Laden, or w hoever financed the crime, despite being on one 
side, and the foundations of the A m erican superpow er on 
the other; these two belong to the same world, th a t — 
nihilistic -  of money, of blind power, of cynical rivalry, of 
the h idden  gold of prim ary  resources, of to tal scorn for 
peoples’ everyday lives, and  of the arrogance of a self­
certitude based on the void. And m oral and religious
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platitudes p lated  onto all that: on both  sides Good, Evil, and 
God serve as rhetorical ornam ents to jousts of financial 
ferocity and to schemes for hegemonic power.

T here is a disjunction in tha t it is inevitably through the 
form of crim e th a t these actors seek and find each other. 
W hether the crime is the private, secretly m achinated  and 
suicidal crim e of New York, or w hether it is th a t of K abul, 
K an d ah ar, and elsewhere -  a State crim e reinforced with 
anaesthetized m achines bringing dea th  to others and  ‘zero 
d ea th ’ to one’s own.

T he mass crim e was the exact inverse of the im perial 
b ru tality . I t  was sown to the la tter like an  inner lining, and 
its personnel, real or borrowed (Bin Laden, the T aliban , 
etc.), came directly from the cookhouses of the Am erican 
hegemony; it had  been educated and  financed by the latter, 
its only desire was to have a preferable place in the la tte r’s 
system. In  sueh a configuration religion is nothing b u t a 
dem agogic vocabulary w orth neither m ore nor less th an  the 
fascist’s populist ‘an ti-cap ita lism ’ slogans in the Thirties. 
O ne speaks for the ‘d isinherited’ M uslims, bu t w ants to 
become a billionaire Saudi A rabian , th a t is, an  A m erican, 
ju st as one claim ed to be the m outhpiece of the ‘G erm an 
W orker’ solely in order to become the devoted table 
com panion of arm s m erchants. W ith Bush, one has G od at 
one’s side, along w ith the Good, D em ocracy, and  also 
A m erica (it’s the sam e thing) for tracking dow n Evil — but 
in reality  it is a m atte r of rem inding all those disobedient 
im perial creatures tha t they will be reduced to ashes if they 
even think abou t underm ining the M aster. I f  no t them , then 
their parents. D am n it, i t ’s the aerial vendetta! A nd if not 
their parents, then the accursed villains with w hom  they 
live. And if not them  then  their hosts, no m atter, any 
unfortunates vaguely resem bling them  will do! As the 
Defence Secretary, Rum sfeld, declared, w ith the frank 
speech of an  im perialist on the hun t, it is a m atte r of killing

159



Infinite Thought

as m any people as possible. I t m ust be said th a t some of 
those suave A m erican professors lent him  a helping hand  in 
asking w hether or not, considering the circum stances, it 
w ouldn’t be useful to use to rtu re  -  to which some even more 
refined A m erican professors objected tha t it w ould be in all 
respects p referab le to expedite the suspects to allied 
countries in which to rtu re  was an  official m ethod. U pon 
the latest news, we hear th a t they are being rounded  up, 
drugged and chained for transporta tion  to the thousands of 
cells hastily constructed in a base at G uan tanam o: on the 
island of C uba, le t’s appreciate the irony.

In  the same way as the crim e o f New York, A m erica’s 
w ar is unconnected to any law  or righ t and is indifferent to 
any project. O n both sides, it is a m atte r of striking blindly 
to dem onstrate one’s strike capacity. W hat is a t stake are 
bloody and  nihilistic games of pow er w ithout purpose and 
w ithout tru th .

All the formal traits of the crim e of New York indicate its 
nihilistic character: the sacralization of death; the absolute 
indifference to the victims; the transform ation of oneself and 
others into instrum ents . . .  b u t no th ing  speaks louder than  
the silence, the terrible silence of the authors and  planners of 
this crime. For w ith affirm ative, liberating, non-nihilistic. 
political violence no t only is responsibility always claimed, 
bu t its essence is found in claim ing responsibility. In  1941, 
when the first resistance fighters killed a G erm an officer or 
blew up a pylon, it was solely in order to be able to say 'i t ’s 
us, the Resistance! Resistance exists and will continue to 
strike back!’ T he tract, saying who did w hat, however 
perilous it m ight be, m ust accom pany the act. Violence is a 
Tchad. T here  is none of th a t today. T he act rem ains 
unnam ed  and anonym ous ju st like the culprits. T here lies 
the infallible sign of a type of fascist nihilism.

O pposite it we find an o th er nihilism  for which an old 
nam e is appropria te , ‘C ap ita l’. Das Kapilal: nihilist in its
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extensive form, the m arket having become worldwide; 
nihilist in its fetishization o f the formalism o f com m unica­
tion; and nihilist in its extrem e political poverty, th a t is to 
say, in the absence of any project o ther th an  its perpetuation  
-  the perpetuation  of hegem ony for the Am ericans and of 
vassalage, m ade as com fortable as possible, for the others.

At the level o f structure, this nihilism could be called the 
nihilism of virtual equality. In  one respect, the governments 
which are its servants organize monstrous inequalities, even 
in relation to life itself. I f  you are born in Africa you will 
probably live for around 30 years, whereas the figure is 80 if 
you are born in France. Such is the ‘dem ocratic’ con­
tem porary world. But a t the same time (and this is w hat 
keeps the dem ocratic fiction itself alive in the people’s hearts 
and minds) there is an  egalitarian dogm atism, th a t of an 
equality in their placem ent in front of commodities. T he 
sam e product is offered everywhere. A rm ed w ith this 
universal commercial offer, contem porary ‘dem ocracy’ can 
forge a subject from such abstract equality: the consumer; the 
one who, in his or her virtuality opposite the commodity, is 
ostensibly identical to any other in his or her abstract 
hum anity  as buying power. M an  as shopping. As m an (or 
woman) the consumer is the same as everyone else insofar as 
he or she looks at the same window display (that he or she has 
less money than  others, and  thus unequal buying power, is a 
secondary and contingent m atter, and anyhow, it’s no one’s 
fault save perhaps their own, if  we look closely). T he 
principle is th a t anyone who is able to buy -  as a m atter of 
right -  anything being sold is the equal of anyone else.

However, as we all know, this equality  is nothing but 
frustration and resentm ent. It is clearly the only equality  
th a t ‘W estern’ governm ents and  billionaire ‘terrorists’ can 
conjointly lay claim to.

At the level of circum stance, capitalist nihilism  has 
arrived at a stage of the non-existence of any world. Yes,
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today there is no world, there is no thing bu t a group of 
singular disconnected situations. T here  is no world simply 
because the m ajority of the p lan e t’s inhab itan ts today do 
not even receive the gift of a nam e, of a simple nam e. W hen 
there was class society, p ro le ta rian  parties (or those 
presum ed to be such), the U SSR, the national wars of 
liberation, etc., no m atter which peasant in no m atte r w hat 
region — just as no m atte r which worker in no m atte r w hat 
town -  could receive a political nam e. T h a t is not to say that 
their m ateria l situation was better, certainly not, nor tha t 
tha t world was excellent. But symbolic positions existed, and 
tha t world was a world. T oday, outside of the grand  and 
petty  bourgeoisie of the im perial cities, who proclaim  
themselves to be ‘civilization’, you have nothing ap a rt from 
the anonym ous and excluded. ‘E xcluded’ is the sole nam e 
for those who have no nam e, just as ‘m ark e t’ is the nam e o f a 
world which is no t a world. In  term s of the real, outside of 
the unrem itting  undertakings of those who keep thought 
alive, including political thinking, w ithin a few singular 
situations, you have nothing ap a rt from the A m erican arm y.

H  To conclude: philosophy?

I f  the situation is as we say it is the disjunctive synthesis of 
two nihilisms -  then, as can be seen, it is form idable. It 
announces the repetition o f disaster.

From  this m om ent on, the task of philosophy is to 
welcome everything into though t which m aintains itself 
outside th a t synthesis. Everything which affirm atively seizes 
a po int o f the real and  raises it to the sy'mbol will be taken 
by philosophy as a condition of its own becoming.

But to do th a t philosophy m ust break w ith w hatever leads 
it in to  the circuits of nihilism, w ith everything th a t restrains 
and obliterates the power of the affirmative. I t  m ust go 
beyond  the  n ih ilistic  m o tif  o f th e  'en d  of W estern
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m etaphysics’. M ore generally, it m ust detach  itself from the 
K an tian  heritage, from the perpetual exam ination of limits, 
the critical obsession, and the narrow  form of judgem ent. 
For one single thought has an  im m ensity far beyond any 
judgem ent.

In a word: it is essential to break w ith the om nipresent 
m otif of finitude. Its origins both  critical and  herm eneutical, 
as well regarded  by the phenom enologists as by the 
positivists, the m otif of finitude is the discrete form via 
which thought yields in advance, accepting the modest role 
it is enjoined to play, in all circum stances, by contem porary  
nihilism in all its ferocity.

T he du ty  of philosophy is thus clear: to rationally  
reconstitute the reserve of the affirm ative infinity th a t every 
liberating project requires. Philosophy does not have, and 
has never had at its own disposal the effective figures o f 
em ancipation. That is the prim ordial task of w hat is 
concentrated  in political doing-thinking. Instead philosophy 
is like the attic where, in difficult times, one accum ulates 
resources, lines up  tools, and sharpens knives. Philosophy is 
exactly th a t w hich proposes an  am ple stock of m eans to 
o ther forms of thought. This time, it is on the side of 
affirm ation and infinity th a t philosophy m ust select and 
accum ulate its resources, its tools and its knives.

Notes

1. T ranslator’s note: The first version of this paper was given at 
the Ecole Normale Superieure on 26 O ctober 2001. We 
would like to acknowledge Steven C orcoran’s translation, 
published in the journal Theory and Event, which was used as a 
base for the current translation. The original title was 
‘Philosophical considerations of some recent facts’.

2. T ransla to r’s note: In  English the French Occidentale is 
translated  by Western, but although the la tte r clearly
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designates the developed world, it does not resound as 
strongly with the second religious (Christian and Jewish) 
sense of the former. Thus, in anglophone countries it makes 
little sense to call a political group ‘The Western P arty’, while 
in France during the 1960s and '70s, as Badiou recalls, 
T O ccidcnt’ was the name of an extreme right-wing p a r ty .. .

3. T ranslator’s note: ‘Bougnoul’ is a racist term which is 
employed in France to designate North-Africans or Arabs.
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CHAPTER 9

The definition o f  philosophy

Philosophy is prescribed by several co n d itio n s 'th a t are the 
types of tru th  procedures, or generic procedures.1 These 
types are  science (more precisely, the m athem e), a r t  (more 
precisely, the poem ), politics (more precisely, politics j n  
in teriority  or the politics of em ancipation) and..'.,love (more 
precisely, the p rocedure th a t makes tru th  ou t of the 
disjunction o fsexuated  positions).

Philosophy is the place of thought where bo th  the ‘there 
a re ’ [il y  a] of tru ths and  their compOssibility is stated. In  
order to do this, philosophy sets up  an operating category, 
T ru th , which opens up an active void w ithin thought. I,his 
void is located according to the inverse o f a succession' (the 
style of argum entative esypo^sition) and the beyond of a limit 
(the style o f persuasive, or subjectivizing, exposition). 
Philosophy, as discourse, thus organizes the superposition 
of a fiction of knowing and a fiction of art.

In  the vo id  opened Jay the g ap  or in terval pf_t]ieae_ivm. 
flctionings, philosophy seizesiru th a i JThis seizure is its actUBy 
this act, philosophy declares tha t there are truths, and 
ensures th a t thought is seized by this ‘there a re’. T he seizure 
by the act attests to the unity  of thought.
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Fiction of knowing, philosophy im itates the m athem e. 
Fiction of a rt, it im itates the poem. Intensity  of an  act, it is 
like a love w ithout object. Addressed to all such tha t all m ay 
be w ithin the seizure of the existence of truths, it is like a 
political strategy w ithout the stakes of power.

V ia this quadruple discursive imitation, philosophy knots 
the system of its conditions into itself. This is the reason why a 
philosophy is homogenous to its epoch’s stylistics. Nonetheless, 
this perm anent contem poraneity orients itself not towards 
empirical time, but towards w hat Plato calls ‘the_always of 
tim e’, towards the intem poral essence of time that philosophy 
names eternity.' T he philosophical seizure of truths exposes 
them  to eternity; one could say, with Nietzsche, to the eternity 
of their return. This eternal exposition is all the more real in 
that the truths are seized in the extreme urgency and extreme 
precariousness of their temporal trajectory.

T he act of seizure, such as an  eternity  orientates it, .tea'rs 
truths from the straightjacket of sense; it separates them from 
the law' of the world. Philosophy is subtractive, in th a t J t  

-makes a hole in sense, or in terrup ts -  such th a t the tru ths
 ̂ m ay all be said together -  the circu la tion ..o f sense.
Philosophy is a senseless, act; yet, in that, it is rational. ,■ 

Philosophy is never an  in terp re ta tion  of experience. I t  is 
the act of T ru th  in regard  to truths. And this act, which, 
according to the law of the world, is unproductive (it does 
not produce even one tru th ), places a subject w ithout 
object, open solely to the tru ths th a t pass in its seizing.

\ Let us call (religion’.! every th ing  w hich supposes a 
con tinu ity  between tru ths and  the circulation o f sense. 
Philosophy, then, against all herm eneutics, th a t is, against 
the religious law o f sense, sets ou t compossible truths oriTtlieLj 
basis of the void. I t  thus subtracts thought from) every 
presupppsition of a ..Presence.

T he subtractive' operations by which philosophy seizes 
these tru ths ‘outside sense’ come under four moduli ties'. The
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undecidable, w hich relates to the event (a_truth. is .u p t, .it 
j i r r n js ) : indiscernible^ which relates tp freedpm  (the
'trajectory of a tru th  is not constrained, 'bu t lfa^t3pusjj-^}ie 
generic, w hich relates to being (the being of a tru th  is an 
infinite set sub tracted  from every p red icate  of knowledge); 
an d 'th e  unnam eable, which relates to the Good (forcing the 
nom ination of an  unnam eable engenders d isaster).

T he schem a of connection of the four subtractive figures 
(undecidab le , ind iscern ib le , generic and  unnam eable) 
specifies a philosophical doctrine of the T ru th . This schema 
lays ou t the ihoturln of the void on the b asis of which truths 
me.seized^
, Evqry philosophical process is polarized by a specific 
adversary , fh‘e sophystt T h e  sophist is ex ternally  (or 
discursively) indiscernible from the philosopher, since his 
operation also combines fictions o f knowledge and fictions of 
art. Subjectively, the two are opposed, because the sophist’s 
linguistic strategy aims at doing w ithout any positive 
assertion concerning truths. In  this sense, we can also define 
philosophy as the act by which indiscernible discourses are 
nevertheless opposed, or ra ther as w hat separates itself from 
its double. Philosophy is always the breaking of a mirror. 
This m irror is the surface of language, upon which the sophist 
places everything which philosophy deals with in its act. I f  
the philosopher would contem plate'him self upon this surface 
alone, then he will see his double, the sophist, emerge there, 
and thereby he could take the latter for himself.

This relation to the sophist exposes philosophy internally 
to a tem ptation  whose effect is to divide it again. Because the 
desire to finish with the sophist once and for all impedes the 
seizure o f truths: ‘once and for all’ inevitably means that 
T ru th  annuls the chance of tru ths, and  th a t philosophy 
wrongfully declares itself productive of truths. T hrough such 
a declaration  being-true ends up in the position of stand-in 
for the act of T ru th .

167



Infinite Thought

A triple effect of the sacred, of ecstasy and terror thereby 
corrupts the philosophical operation, and can lead it from 
the aporetic void th a t sustains its act to crim in a l j prescrip- 
tions... By w hich philosophy induces ' every disaster m 
thought.

T he ethics of philosophy, w hich wards off disaster, 
consists entirely in a constant reserve w ith regard  to its 
sophistic double, a reserve which allows philosophy to 
remove itself from the tem ptation  of dividing itself (accord­
ing to the couple void/substance) in order to deal with its 
original foundational duplicity (sophist/philosopher).

T he history of philosophy is the history of its ethics: a 
succession of violent gestures via which philosophy has 
w ithdraw n itself from its disastrous reduplication. O r rather: 
philosophy in  its_ history .is., no thing m ore th a n a desuh- 
stantialization of the T ru th , w.hich..is,also the a uto-liberation 
of its act.

Note

1. This paper appears in the collection, A. Badiou, Conditions 
(Paris: Seuil, 1992), 79 -82.
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CHAPTER 10

Ontology and politics

An interview with Alain Badiou

O F : C an  you elaborate your concept of structure, given that 
you identify it as the operato r of the count-for-one of a 
situation?1

AB: T h e  problem  is how a m ultiplicity becomes consistent.' 
T here are two responses to this question: first, a t the level of 

.p resen ta tion  Tmd, second, at the level of.representation.; 
S tructure is the nam e I give to the com bination of the two 

levels, presentation and representation. S tructure is not the 
same th ing  as the state of a situation because the state of the 
situation is only the second level, the level of representation. 
S tructu re includes the first level of presentation, belonging, 
and the second level also - the state, the second count-for- 
one. S tructure, I think, has two determ inations and not one 
determ ination. T h e  first is the level of presentation, which 
only designates th a t some sort o f m ultiplicity  is in the 
situation. T he second level, the state, of inclusion, designates 
th a t m ultiplicity is not co rrup ted  by the void. S tructure 
consists o f both levels.
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OF: C an one ask w hat counts-for-one a situation? Does it 
m ake sense to ask w hat performs the operation  of the count- 
for-one of the situation? Is there an  agent?

AB: T he operation is the situation itself. T he operation is 
not d istinct from the  m ultiplicity  in itself. T here is no 
presentation of m ultiplicity and the operation. T he opera­
tion is the same thing as the presentation. I t  is possible that 
this term inology is not very good and I have to change it, 
because the real problem  is the variation  between being and 
being-there. I t ’s a problem  of the localization of being and 
not only a problem  of structure or of the count-for-one. In 
the work in progress, the term inology is reworked, though 
the count-for-one rem ains a p a rt o f my th inking.2 But the 
true problem  is the question of the localization of being, 
and , which requires the in troduction  of o ther concepts than  
presentation, representation and so on.

O F: I t appears to be the privilege of the situation of 
ontology th a t the registers o f unity  and  identity  are clearly 
separated. Are they necessarily lused in your account of the 
structures o f non-ontological situations?

AB: I d o n ’t think there is a t this point a privilege of the 
situation [of ontology] because in every situation in thinking 
the problem  of un ity  and of iden tity  are indiscernible. I 
have to elaborate  the question o f identity  from the question 
of the unity  of the m ultiplicity it’s the same thing. T he 
unity  of the m ultiplicity is the ontological identity. And this 
po int is true  in the ontological situation, m athem atics, 
because one set is the identity  of a m ultiplicity, bu t it’s the 
same thing in o ther situations because I d on’t concern 
m yself w ith qualita tive identity.

OF: H ow  can non-ontological situations be dilferentiated if 
not on the basis of some universal language into which they 
are all translated?
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AB. T he difference betw een situations is a m atte r of 
experience. W e have to distinguish situations from the point 
of view of tru th ' -  an  anonym ous situation -  and  situations 
from the po in t of view o f knowledge. From  the po in t of view 
of knowledge, the situations are different on the basis of 
experiences and the encyclopaedia o f knowledge. I nam e 
this sort of difference ‘predicative difference’, and  there are 
predicative differences between situations. This is not very 
different to the fact that, I d on ’t know, a horse is no t a cat. 
In  a situation there is always a d istribution of predicates 
which establish this sort of difference. From  the poin t of 
view of tru th , situations are seized in their being and  the 
difference becomes ontological difference. H ere we have to 
think tha t the m ultiplicity of the situation is not the same as 
ano ther m ultiplicity. T he set is not the same. T h e  type of 
infinity is not the sam e b u t all these considerations are only 
p racticab le from the point of view’ of the process of the tru th , 
and  not from the po in t of view' of the encyclopaedia of 
knowledge.

JC : I t ’s clear th a t these points of view’ are very different - 
the poin t of view of knowledge w hich is obviously in a 
situation, names, predicates, cats, horses, etc., and  the point 
of view’ o f tru th , which is not predicative, indiscernible in a 
situation, etc. A tru th , for you, is universal. And since tru th  
is rare, it doesn’t always happen: not every situation is 
truthful. Ts then the inverse possible, th a t in a situation 
everyone has access to knowledge?

AB: In  a situation the access to knowledge is different for 
different people, for different beings. But my thesis is th a t in a 
situation there is always an encyclopaedia of knowledge which 
is the same for everybody. But the access to this knowledge is 
very different. We can speak in M arxist terms, we can say that 
in a situation there is an ideological dispositif [apparatus] 
which is dom inant -  in the end it’s the same thing.
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JC : W ould you say M arxism  talks about encyclopaedic 
knowledges but doesn’t talk ab o u t the truth?

AB: No, no I think th a t in M arxism , the category of 
M arxism  designates the same thing th a t I designate by the 
dispositif of the encyclopaedia of knowledge. But in M arxism  
also there is a series of truths, which is different from 
ideology.

GB: C an I ask a related  question? This is a very naive 
question. How can you avoid decisionism? And, if I could 
explain that, I rem em ber in George Lukacs, History and Class 
Consciousness, he says, ‘Decisions, real decisions, precede the 
facts,’ bu t from the point of view of M arxism  he can 
understand  the entirety  of bourgeois knowledge and  super­
sede it. As you recall the standing point of totality  is one tha t 
is both  ontological and takes in the entirety  of bourgeois 
knowledge. So, after the decision is m ade, there is a basis for 
knowing th a t you have taken the righ t decision and a basis 
for discussion w ith o ther people who are not yet M arxists. 
W ould you agree with Lukacs? O nce the decision is m ade is 
there a basis for knowing th a t you have m ade the right 
decision?

AB: I think there is no decisionism a t all in my philosophy. 
T here  is a com plete m isreading on this point. L yotard  said 
th a t I was an  absolute decisionist, a sort of new C arl 
Schm itt. But I think there’s some confusion here because, 
after all, the crucial question is the event and the event is not 
the result of a decision. T he difficulty is tha t in UEtre et 
I’evenement, I say th a t the nam e of the event is the m atter of a 
pure decision and 1 have to change th a t point. I t ’s not very 
good term inology, the term inology o f the nom ination. 1 now 
think th a t the event has consequences, objective conse­
quences and  logical consequences. These consequences are 
separated  by the event. T he effect of the event is a profound
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transform ation of the logic of the situation and th a t is not 
an  effect of decision. T he decision is uniquely to be faithful 
to the transform ation. So, you can have a discussion with 
o ther people abou t the logical consequences of being or not 
being faithful [to the event]. W hat the consequences are in 
and abou t the situation involves a ra tional discussion, and 
this is not so different from the M arxist conception in which 
you can say th a t practice is a mix of decision and theoretical 
control of decisions. In  the curren t form of my work I d o n ’t 
a ttrib u te  the decision to the nam e of the event, bu t to the 
event directly and, finally, to the logical consequences of the 
event. This is p a rt of a transform ation of my concept of the 
subject. I t  is not exactly the same as in L ’Etre et I’e've'nement. 
So, I am  not a decisionist a t all .. . now.

O F: T here are some questions related  to this discussion. In  
IJElre el I’evenement, you say: ‘In  the same situation, and for 
the same event, different criteria [of connection] could exist 
which define different fidelities.’3 H ow  w ould a local contest 
betw een two generic procedures be anyth ing  o ther th an  a 
contest of pow er and  interpretations? From  a perspective 
im m anent to a historical situation, w hat w ould m ark  a 
generic procedure as genuinely generic? You have said a 
non-generic au th o rita rian  or theological position would fuse 
tru th  and  sense -  could you explain by example?

AB: I t  is necessary to recognize th a t no th ing  attests tha t a 
generic procedure is au thentically  generic. O n  this point I 
have the same conception of tru th  as Spinoza. T ru th  is an 
index sui. T ru th  is the p roo f of itself. T here is no external 
guarantee. So, the genericity of the procedure of tru th  is 
effective in the process itself. This po int is very im portan t 
because m ajor philosophical differences are linked to it. For 
very different th inkers -  H eidegger, L acan , Spinoza, 
Deleuze, myself -  there is a conviction th a t tru th  has no 
guaran tee , and  for o ther analy tical philosophers it is
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necessary for tru th  to have guarantees in thought and 
judgem ent. I t is the principal split today.

O F: So, say I ’m faithful to an event and engaged in a 
generic procedure and  there are some other people who 
think they are in the sam e historical situation and  who are 
faithful to the event in another generic procedure. How 
would we judge each other or is there just conflict?

AB: T here  is no abstract answer to th a t sort of problem . It is 
a m atte r of the concrete situation. I f  I am  faithful to a 
political event, after M ay ’68 on the one hand , and on the 
o ther hand  I am  in love w ith a w om an, well, th a t’s my 
situation. T here is no abstract possibility for grasping this 
sort of situation. T here  is no problem  at all in fact. T he 
situation is always traversed by different generic procedures 
at different levels which concern different situations, an 
infinity of m ultiplicities and so on. T h a t is the concrete 
analysis of the situation. I t is not an ontological problem .

O F: I f  a generic procedure is the tru th  of a situation do 
generic procedures traverse m ore than  one situation?

AB: Tw o generic procedures are never actually  in the same 
situation of reference because they are tru ths of their 
situations. But a concrete situation is no t exactly the 
ontological scheme of the situation. A concrete situation is 
an  in terp lay  of different situations in the ontological sense of 
the term . O ntology is not by itself the thinking of a concrete 
situation. O ntology is a situation, the ontological situation 
w hich is the  s itu a tio n  o f th ink ing , an d  finally , the 
m athem atical situation. W e can think a p a r t of the concrete 
situation from the ontological schema. W e can say, there is a 
m ultiplicity, it is infinite and so on. But there is a concrete 
analysis w hich is not ontological a t all. O ntology is not 
H egel’s absolute knowledge!
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JC : I f  th a t’s the case then  there are no subjects, in your 
sense, w orking w ithin a situation. T o  explain that, is there a 
super-C hristian  subject w ithin the religious situation? For 
exam ple, i t ’s not an  individual person who is a subject in 
your sense, because they enter into the process of becoming a 
subject. Is there one ‘iibcr-subject’ or ‘u ltra-sub ject’ th a t we 
can consider ‘C hristian ’ th a t’s still faithful to the event of 
Christ? A subject w hich has lasted over 2000 years and 
which is th a t subject in its very slow vanishing (in our terms) 
-  bu t in your terms? C an  you consider the subject in these 
terms?

AB: I d o n ’t think so. T here  is no super subject. A subject is a 
subject of a definite situation, the O ccidental situation from 
the R om an  Em pire and  so on. T here  is a particu larity  of thE 
situation and the subject is a p articu la r subject._jThe 
philosophical category of the subject has very d ifferent. 
rhfer-en^-IrrThe situ ado 11 of political organization there can 
bFIf'STrfiject, in ano ther situatiorT there is a^uhjelTf yiOove- 

—“which is dificrefi'tTi'n subject^
V s  airothci-U im ^'and-se-tnirSortliere is great complexi.ty-i»- 
.the category..Qf^uhlSrasH~fKe sem antics o f this_cjU.escuxis. 
very di\yerg£.___

O F: A related  question. In  Theorie du sujet you em brace 
H einer M uller’s m axim : ‘For som ething to come, som ething 
m ust go’, and say th a t destruction is a necessary p a rtn e r of 
creation. Y et in L ’Etre et Uevenement, you change your 
position and  say th a t any violence arises from the state o f the 
situation  and  is no t a necessary p a r t of the generic 
procedure. W hy the change?

AB: I think th a t in Theorie du sujet destruction is a  dialectical 
concept. D estruction signifies th a t a p a r t o f the situation  can 
be destroyed for the new, for the event. I t is sometimes 
necessary. I d on ’t say in L ’Etre et I’evenement th a t destruction
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is always a bad thing. It can be necessary to destroy 
som ething for the newness of the event. But I d o n ’t think it 
is a necessary p a rt of the newness. Because I think the 
newness is a supplem entation and not a destruction. I t is 
som ething which happens, som ething which comes, and  this 
point is the crucial point. I t is possible th a t for the becom ing 
of the newness som ething has to be destroyed bu t it is not 
the essence, the being, the kernel of the process. I t can just 
be a consequence. In  Theorie du sujet I though t th a t 
negativity was creative in itself and I d o n ’t think tha t 
now. I think th a t creativity  is a sort of affirm ation and  no t a 
sort of negation.

JC : C an you then think if, say, destruction and the event are 
independent of each other, destruction m ay or m ay not be 
p art of th a t event, bu t in a sense destruction m ay be an 
essential p a rt of an event? Sometimes destruction will be p art 
of an  event; can you be faithful to the consequences o f that 
destruction? For exam ple, in the F rench  R evo lu tion , 
following all the consequences of the T erro r m ay have been 
legitim ate and  ethical.

AB: I t is always possible th a t destruction takes place 
am ongst the consequences of an  event. You can ’t always 
avoid destruction. I t ’s a p a r t of the particu larity  of a d v e n t ,  
the re la tion  betw een d estru c tio n  and  affirm ation . In  
political events this relation is very difficult to th ink and 
control. In  political events and  generic processes the 
violence is always there because m any people d o n ’t like 
newness. T he transform ation o f the situation is always 
against some people rich m en, m en in power. In  political 
tru th  the relation between, on the one hand , destruction 
and  violence, and on the o ther hand , affirm ation and 
supplem entation, is a com plex relation. I think th a t in 
Theorie du sujet, political tru th  was parad igm atic  for me. 
W hen I w rote ‘destruction is necessary’, it was because

176



political tru th  was the point. But if we take another 
parad igm  it appears th a t destruction is a p articu la rity  of the 
consequences of the political event bu t not an  in ternal 
characteristic of the process of tru th  in itself.

O F: In  L ’Etre et I’e'venement you say: ‘T he heterogeneity  of 
language games is a t the base of the diversity o f situations. 
Being is unfolded in m ultiple ways because its unfolding is 
only presented in the m ultiple o f languages’ (321-2). W hat 
m ust be added  to this to distinguish it from w hat you 
precisely characterize as the ontology of ‘idealinguistery’ 
(linguistic idealism)?

AB: Yes, yes, it is a sort of citation of W ittgenstein, a sort of 
strange beast between W ittgenstein and  me. T h e  text is not 
very good. T he idea is simple. T he idea is th a t being in a 
situation, you have predicative diversity in the encyclopae­
d ia  o f knowledge and the difference betw een parts of a 
situation is always seized by predicative difference; the 
language of the situation  is the m edium  of knowledge. From  
the point of view of knowledge, it is the source of difference. 
But finally the true differences are the differences of the sets 
themselves, of the multiplicities. So the text is only saying 
th a t in the knowledge of the situation we have an access to 
differences by the m edium  of language, by the m edium  of 
predicates. So difference in  know ledge is p red icative. 
N aturally , it is not my thinking th a t language constitutes 
differences. T here  is an  access via language to difference in 
knowledge — first po int — b u t language doesn’t constitute the 
ontological differences, no t a t all. A nd w hen we have the 
capacity  of having  the poin t of viewr of tru th  wre understand  
th a t the differences which are ontological differences are 
absolutely distinct from predicative differences. ‘Idealin- 
guistery’, linguistic idealism , on the o ther hand , consists in 
thinking th a t language constitutes differences. From  my 
point of view this is to fuse knowledge and  tru th . W e always
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have to separate tru th  from knowledge or, in M arx ’s 
language, tru th  from ideology, or in P la to ’s language, tru th  
from doxa, to have an  access to the real and when we d o n ’t 
separate tru th  from knowledge we do n ’t have access to the 
real and then we have the possibility of declaring that 
language constitutes differences. But the key point is the 
difference between knowledge and  tru th , and I have to insist 
tha t this is the crucial point o f philosophical discussion 
today. 1 am  m ore and m ore convinced of this.

O F: T o  re tu rn  to ontological schemas. W hat says th a t a 
particu lar situation has a certain  ontological schema? W hat 
criteria can be used to judge this given th a t all non- 
ontological qualities of the situation have been subtracted 
when it is w ritten  in ontology? T h a t is, we know how to 
proceed from non-ontological situations to the situation of 
ontology -  abstraction, sub traction  -  bu t how can the 
ontological difference be traversed in the o ther direction (in 
a positive m anner)?

AB: I t ’s the same problem! T here is just one question, and it 
is, ‘W hat is the difference between different situations?’ I 
think it is the question -  for you! T he m om ent of thinking 
from concrete situations is by subtraction and abstraction and 
the question is how are we going [can we go] in the other 
direction, from ontology to concrete situations. But I think we 
d on’t have to go in the o ther direction. W e have a concrete 
situation. W e can think the ontological structure of tha t 
situation. W e can! I t  is very difficult sometimes, bu t we can. 
So we can think about infinite m ultiplicity, something about 
the natu ra l multiplicity, som ething about the historical 
character of the situation, something about the evental site 
and so on. T here is an  ontological schema of the situation. 
W ith this schema we can understand the situation. T he 
crucial point is, are we able to understand the situation from 
the point of view of tru th  or only from the point of viewr of
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knowledge? If  we can understand the situation from the point 
of view of tru th  then there is a process of tru th  which is 
irreducible to the ontological categories. Because when the 
subject is constituted in the concrete developm ent of a truth, 
he or she experiences the situation, directly, and tha t sort of 
experience has nothing to do with ontology. W hen we are in 
a political light, or in love, or in a concrete artistic creation 
we are not in the ontological situation.

DR: Are you saying then th a t it is impossible to understand 
a situ a tio n  ontologically  w ith o u t p rio r experience or 
knowledge of the ontological essence of a situation?

AB: M y conviction is th a t everybody w’ho is engaged in 
faithfulness in the relation to an event has an  understanding  
of the situation. So it is not a prerequisite to have prior 
knowdedge. Prior knowledge is always necessary to u nder­
stand the being, the ontological schem a o f the situation, the 
m athem atical categories and so on, because we have to work 
for th a t sort of understanding; terrible work! But from the 
point of view- of singular tru th  we have an  access from the 
event itself and not from preconstitu ted  knowdedge. T he 
tru th  creates the understanding  of the process of tru th  and 
the subject is this sort of understanding. So, the tru th  needs 
no thing other th an  itself. I t ’s very im portan t. T he tru th  is 
not a question of knowledge; it is the de/ectionpt knowledge. 
This is the reason why the people who defend knowledge are 
against events: the subject which is constituted w ithin a 
tru th , in a way, has no need of knowledge. Such a subject is 
a transform ation of knowledge, a com plete transform ation 
of knowdedge.

GB: W hat happens when the real event lies in the future — 
Lenin in 1917? Could you explain your understand ing  of 
Lenin in 1917? Because you can say th a t Lenin wTas faithful 
before the Russian Revolution, to 1905.
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AB: Lenin explained th a t he was faithful to the C om m une of 
Paris. T here is always an  event for faithfulness and  we know 
tha t when the Russian Revolution lasted longer than  the 
Paris Com m une, Lenin danced on the snow'! T he constitu­
tion of Lenin as a subjective revolutionary depends on the 
fact that, in contrast to T rotsky and others, he was not 
faithful to M arxism  -  he w'as a M arxist, na tu ra lly  -  bu t he 
was not faithful to M arxism , he was faithful to the French 
R evolution and the Paris C om m une it’s ano ther thing. I t ’s 
a very im p o rtan t po in t and  it is the same question. 
Knowdedge is im p o rta n t, b u t the faith fu lness w hich 
constitutes the subject the revolutionary subject, the 
political subject -  is not m ade of knowdedge bu t m ade of 
o ther things th an  knowdedge. In  the case of Lenin it is very 
interesting. O n  the one hand , Lenin was in the m iddle of the 
people who were M arxists in the first years of the tw entieth 
cen tury  yet, on the o ther hand , he refers system atically to 
events and  not exclusively to the doctrine or theory.

AL: You seem to situate the question of the event as a 
historical phenom enon and I was rem inded when you were 
speaking of L acan ’s com m ent in Encore where he com pares 
L enin’s relation to M arx  w ith his own in relation to Freud. 
I t ’s interesting to think abou t the relation of fidelity and 
tru th  not so m uch in relation to a political o r cu ltura l event 
bu t to an  event in thought itself. Is th a t som ething you 
would consider?

AB: Y es. T he case of L acan  is very clear. L acan  says tha t the 
A m erican psychoanalysis was not faithful to F reud and tha t 
his faithfulness is a faithfulness to F reud, not F reud as a 
person, not even as a theory, b u t as an  event in thinking, of 
universal thinking. L acan  though t th a t the m ajority  of 
psychoanalysts had  forgotten th a t event. So there are events 
in thinking, I agree with you. T here is an exam ple which is 
very clear for me. Ju s t before the R enaissance Greek
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m athem atics were forgotten, especially the writings of 
A rchim edes. I t  is very su rprising  to see th a t G reek 
m athem atics in the R enaissance and in the first years of 
the 1 700s were constituted as a faithfulness to Archim edes — 
after a long obscurity since the text had  existed bu t nobody 
could read it. T he R enaissance was the capacity  to be 
faithful in reading to these absolutely forgotten and obscure 
writings.

OF: In  L ’Etre et I’evenement you argue th a t historicity is 
constituted by events and  generic procedures. You also talk 
o f the m odern epochal decision as to the infinity of being. 
How-’ exactly w ould you distance yourself from H eidegger’s 
history of being?

AB: I f  history is constituted by events and generic tru ths 
there is no unified history, there is no th ing  like ‘H istory’. 
T here are historical sequences, a m ultiplicity  of historical 
sequences. I f  I say, for exam ple, th a t there is a sequence 
after Galileo, of m odern physics, then I think the event of 
the creation o f m odern m athem atical physics opens a 
sequence of the thinking or understand ing  of N ature. T h a t 
sort of thing has no thing to do with the H eideggerean 
conviction of a m onum ental history of being from the 
Greeks until the present day  w ith its sequences of the 
forgetting of being, metaphysics, nihilism and so on. I think 
it is necessary to speak of historicity and  not of a History. I 
think there is a profound historicity of tru th , which is quite 
natu ra l, since tru th  is a process and not a donation. But 
there is not a H istory o f being or a H istory o f tru th ; ra ther 
there are histories of tru ths, of the m ultiplicity of truths. So, 
I am  neither H egelian, nor Heideggerean! Because the 
com m on feature of H egel and H eidegger’s though t is 
precisely th a t of thinking there is a H istory o f being and 
thought.
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OF: W hy do you say all or alm ost all situations are infinite 
when set theory does not say th a t all sets are infinite? How 
do you move from saying the m odern decision th a t being is 
infinite to: (1) there is an  infinity of situations, and then to 
(2) every situation is infinite?

AB: W hen I say th a t all situations are infinite, it’s an  axiom. 
It is impossible to deduce this point. I t  is an  axiom atic 
conviction, a m odern conviction. I think it is better to think 
th a t all situations are infinite. I t is better for thinking to say 
th a t situations are infinite. Because we come after a long 
philosophical period in which the them e of finitude and the 
conviction th a t all situations are finite was dom inant, and 
we are suffering the effects of th a t sort of conviction. For 
example, for a long time, M arxism  itself had  the conviction 
th a t all situations could be reduced to finite param eters: 
two-class struggle, dom inan t ideology, im perialism  versus 
socialism and  so on. T oday, w ith a g reat deal of caution, we 
m ust d raw  as a conclusion a sort of ethics of thinking from 
th a t history. T he ethics of thinking today is to say th a t it is 
better to think th a t all situations are  infinite, th a t it is very 
difficult to reduce a situation to finite param eters. I t  is a 
conviction. I t  is not a deduction. N aturally , from the point 
of view of the strictest ontology, there is no necessity to say 
th a t all situations are infinite, because finite multiplicities 
exist. But the question is not there, the question is not purely 
objective. In  pure objectivity it is always possible to say 
there are finite situations. In  fact, a lot o f philosophers say 
precisely that, th a t situations are finite. Such is the them e of 
the essential finitude of the hum an being. I think it is 
necessary to work against tha t kind of conviction. T he 
consequences of the fact that situations are infinite -  we don’t 
know them  very well. I t  is a new axiom. I t  constitutes a 
rup ture to say th a t situations are infinite and th a t hum an life 
is infinite and tha t we are infinite. It is a new' axiom and we
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have to explore its consequences. It is more interesting and 
more attuned  to the necessity of the times than  declaring that 
we are finite and all is finite, we are m ortal beings, being for 
death and so on. W e are being-for-the-infinite.

LM : So your m athem atics supports that, th a t’s w hat you’re 
saying?

AB: Yes. A bsolutely. I f  my onto logy  is linked w ith 
m athem atics, as you know, the them e of infinity is most 
im portan t in tha t link. Because m athem atics is the only 
ra tional thinking of infinity. T he story of infinity has been 
m arked by theological thinking for a long, long time. W e 
m ust liberate this category from the theological conception, 
and  m athem atics is the unique m eans for doing so. W e m ust 
think the infinity of the situations w ithout the theological 
conception. I t  is possible only today, now-’, for us, with 
m athem atics and  this is why I often say one philosophical 
task is to be faithful to C antor. This faithfulness to C an tor is 
not yet accom plished.

OF: O ne classic question for a philosopher. D oesn’t any 
ontology have to include an account o f its applicability  to 
non-on to log ical situations? F or exam ple, d oesn ’t any 
ontology have to a ttem p t to explain w'hy science w-’orks?

AL: I t  is related  to why you think m athem atics is the answer 
to this question of infinity.

AB: T here  are two different questions. T h e  first question is: 
Is ontology able or not to explain science and the functions 
of science? T he second question is: W hy is m athem atics 
necessary in ontology itself? I t is not the same question.

OF: No. Ju s t one question, because for Andrew  m athe­
matics is a science itself. D oesn’t any ontology have to 
a ttem p t to explain why science functions, for exam ple, why 
we can send m an to the m oon and  back?
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AB: Yes. T h e  difficulty in my conception is th a t ontology 
has to explain  why science operates b u t ontology is 
m athem atics, so m athem atics has to explain how m ath e­
m atics operates and it is a real problem , a real problem . A 
large p a rt of L ’Elre et I’evenement tries to explain with the 
m eans of m athem atics why m athem atics is ontology. As a 
m atte r of fact it is its task. We m ust say for exam ple, if being 
is inconsistent m ultiplicity  the consequence o f this thesis is 
th a t ontology is necessarily a sort of set theory, a consistent 
theory o f inconsistent m ultiplicity. We have a com plex 
relation between ontology and  science, in iny case ontology 
and m athem atics, in the case of K an t between ontology and 
physics. T here  is a com plex relation betw een ontology and 
science because there is an ontological status of science itself. 
So philosophical categories are app ropria te  for thinking the 
relation between science as science and  science as an  
ontological enterprise. This question has been a p a r t of 
philosophy since the Greeks; it is not particu la r to my 
philosophy. O ne p a r t o f philosophy is to organize discussion 
betw een science and  science. In  P lato we can say th a t there 
is a discussion between G reek m athem atics and Greek 
m athem atics, a philosophical discussion between the m ath e­
m atics of the working m athem aticians and  m athem atics as 
p a rt of thinking being itself. In  L ’Etre et I’evenement the same 
thing occurs. T here  is a philosophical discussion between set 
theory as a m athem atical creation and set theory as an 
ontological thinking. Science doesn’t organize th a t discus­
sion. This is the reason why- philosophy is necessary. Science 
d o esn ’t inc lude  an  ev a lu a tio n  o f its d o u b le  n a tu re . 
Philosophy is able to organize the discussion between 
science and science or to think the double n a tu re  of science, 
m athem atics or physics, or biology (which is the case for 
Aristotle). A large p a rt of A ristotle’s work is devoted to a 
discussion between biology and the science o f the being of 
living beings. This is also the case w ith Bergson, who m ounts
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a philosophical discussion between the theory oflife and the 
theory o f life. I t  is a very im p o rtan t point. T here  is no 
intrinsic relation between science and  philosophy. Philoso­
phy is not an in terp re ta tion  of science. Philosophy is the 
m ethod for organizing the discussion betw een science and 
science, science on the side of specific p roduction and science 
as a p a r t of the thinking of being qua being.

OF: A question on m odality. In  your article on W ittgenstein 
there is a passage on the relation  betw een being and the 
law's o f existence, the ‘m ondanite du  m onde’ [the w orldhood 
of the world]. W hat is it that, regulates the fact th a t there are 
certain  situations w hich exist? T he question is: W hat will be 
the role of m odality  in your new work? Are you developing 
ano ther logic of m odality  or ano ther m odal ontology?

AB: I t  is a terrible question. T he question is m ore complex 
th an  anyth ing  I have ever w ritten! No, b u t I understand  it 
very W'ell. In  m y philosophy there are twfo instances of 
contingency and so o f m odality. First in a situation there is 
no reason for the existence of th a t situation. I am  not 
Leibnizean. I d on ’t think there is a principle of sufficient 
reason. T here  is an  irreducible contingency to a situation 
because, on the one hand , there is no intrinsic in terior m ark 
of the necessity of the situation. O n  the o ther hand , the 
event itself is m arked by contingency. T here  is a double 
contingency of tru th : the contingency of the situation of 
which it is the tru th , and the contingency o f the event of 
which the tru th  is the process of consequences. T he ontology 
of tru th , the thinking of the being of the tru th , is a theory of 
m odality. In  the work in progress, the second book of L ’Etre 
et I’evenement, which I am  going to publish one day, I have to 
explain th a t the process o f tru th  is no t necessary bu t 
contingent. T he consequences o f such contingency lor the 
concept of tru th  will then  have to be explained because in 
the philosophical trad ition  tru th  is always linked to necessity
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and  not to contingency. This question is a logical question 
because tru th , in my conviction, is a transform ation -  not of 
the being of a situation, because its being rem ains the same -  
bu t o f the logic o f the situation. A tru th  is a transform ation 
of the articu la tion  of the m ultiplicity of the situation -  its 
logic -  and this transform ation is linked to contingency, 
both of the event and of the situation. A tru th  doesn’t 
express a necessity o f the situation . I t  expresses the 
contingency of the situation, the sort of contingency which 
is linked to the central ontological void of the situation. All 
of a s ituation’s characteristics are affected by the transfor­
m ation of its logic. I t is thus necessary to explain w hat a 
logical transform ation is when you move from one logic to 
ano ther logic. This m ovem ent from a logic to ano ther logic 
is the real effect of tru th  procedures. I t  is only possible to 
understand  this m ovem ent if  we have a solid conception of 
the logic of a situation. T he logic of a situation is different to 
its being. W e have to think not only m ultiplicity bu t also 
m ultiplicity here -  not sein, b u t da-sein. T he logic is of the da, 
of here, of localization. Localization requires a sort of 
transcendental conception of the situation. I can dem on­
strate th a t the logic of the situation is a sort of m odal logic. 
I t ’s between classical logic -  because being in itself is 
classical, set theory is classical -  b u t the logic of the 
situation, of the localized m ultiplicity, th a t sort of logic is 
betw een classical logic and  intuitionist logic. This is a 
technical question, bu t not so technical th a t it is impossible 
to explain!

JC : I f  th a t’s the case and  you have to think th a t tru th  in the 
classical sense is alw ays necessary, then  in  classical 
philosophy there’s no dispute possible abou t the force of 
the tru th  the tru th  is m aybe pure force. I t ’s necessary, it’s 
unavoidable. However, if tru th  is contingent, then you are 
left with the question of the force of a tru th  in a situation
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and the differences between a big event and a little event, in 
terms of force. Is there then a possible m eta-logical, or m eta- 
ontological way to talk abou t the contingency of the force of 
an  event?

AB: T he distinction between events is always a distinction 
between the consequences of events because an event in itself 
is always a perfect weakness. I t is such because the being of 
an  event is to d isap p ea r; the being  o f an  event is 
d isappearing . T h e  event is n o th in g  -  ju s t a sort of 
illum ination but the consequences of an event w ithin a 
situation are always very different and it is true  th a t there 
are m ajor consequences, long sequences of tru th , or brief 
sequences. T here are a large variety of truths. T he m eans for 
in terp re ting  this sort of difference is the transform ation of 
the logical apparatus of the situation. I t  is possible in my 
elaboration of this question, to evaluate the difference 
betw een  a large tran sfo rm a tio n  and  a w eak logical 
transform ation. I t  is perfectly possible.

JC : Is it also a qualita tive difference? Are there different 
beings of the tru th  of different events? C an, then, if you are 
talking abou t a transform ation in the logic of situations, and 
each situation has a tru th  and there is a being of th a t tru th , 
m aybe you can talk abou t big or small events and  these are 
quan tita tive  differences? Are there qualitative differences in 
the being of tru ths of different situations?

AB: It is possible to treat tha t sort of difference as qualitative 
difference because they concern the appearance of the 
situation. T he second book of L ’Etre el Vevenement — which 
doesn’t exist a t all! - treats appearance, which is the nam e for 
the logical constitution of the situation. In  this book I 
transform  the concept o f situation which in L ’Etre et Vevenement 
is only thought from the point of view of pure multiplicity: 
this gives an ontological conception of situation. In  the
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second book there is the same ontological conception of the 
situation  bu t 1 have to explain th a t the situation  is not only 
a m ultip licity  b u t also a m ultip licity -here -  sein-da -  a 
localized m ultip licity , and not localized from  the po int of 
view o f to tality  because there is no such to tality . T here  is a 
characteristic o f m ultip licity  w hich is th a t of being here, 
and  it is necessarily in te rn a l to the situation: such is the 
ap p earin g  o f the situation  o r its logical constitu tion, i t ’s the 
same thing. So when we say th a t the consequences of an 
event are significant, we are saying the logical transfo rm a­
tion o f the situation  can be evaluated  from the situation  
itself as an  im p o rtan t transfo rm ation  and the norm  o f th a t 
sort o f eva lua tion  is in th a t s ituation  itself, no t outside it. 
Im p o rtan t or u n im p o rtan t can be said from  inside the 
situation.

R H : This follows on from Ju s tin ’s question and from the 
exam ple of Lenin. I f  there’s a fidelity or faithfulness to the 
event, surely unfaithfulness to the event can always be 
faithfulness to ano ther event? W hich is also a question 
related  to the ontological difference.

AB: Unfaithfulness for me is always w hat happens to a 
faithfulness. Unfaithfulness is only som ething th inkable from 
the po int of view of already having faithfulness .. .

IV : T h ere ’s no unfaithfulness as such, you always have to 
have first faithfulness and then you get unfaithfulness. You 
can ’t be unfaithful as such.

AB: I f  in a situation somebody doesn’t care abou t the event 
a t all it is not, in m y words, unfaithfulness, it is indifference 
and  indifference is always a form of reaction to the cventyTn 
my cu rren t elaboration I 'n a m e th i s  position The reactive 
subject. T he reactive subject is the subject who says the 
event is no t im p o rta n t and  so on, b u t th a t is no t 
unfaithfulness, it is a sort of indifference. Unfaithfulness is
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when a subject is constitu ted  by faithfulness bu t tha t 
faithfulness disappears.

IV : H e renounces his fidelity, a sort of treason.

AB: Yes, unfaithfulness is renunciation.

R H : Is th a t faithfulness to ano ther event?

IV : No.

AB: I th ink it is not a faithfulness to ano ther event.

R H : So renunciation  is n o t an  event?

IV: No. I am  very sorry.

O F: T hree  m ore questions. First, Louis has a question about 
the Holocaust.

LM : You wrote a t the beginning of the Manifesto th a t , 
certain  contem porary  philosophers are perhaps conceited in 
their persistent response to the question of the Holocaust. 
M y question is: H ow  shall we view your response to that? 
C an we indeed suggest, or view your response, as perhaps a 
conceited response as well, in th a t you would wrish -  not 
necessarily incorrectly, b u t perhaps incorrectly  to move on 
or to a ttem p t to move on, a ‘new philosophy’? You wrote 
th a t a round  1989. H ow  would you view th a t now, the 
question of the conceitedness of those French philosophers?

AB: T he difficulty of the problem  is th a t the question ol 
Auschwitz and the Holocaust is in my opinion a profound 
political question which has not yet been clarified. In  my 
opinion the philosophical discourse about it is a substitute for 
the lack of a political treatm ent o f the question. M any 
philosophers have said th a t after Auschwitz it is impossible to 
philosophize or that great philosophy has crashed and  so on. 
But I think this is not the true problem . T he true problem  is 
that for complex reasons there has been no political treatm ent
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of the question of w hat happened in die Nazi period. W hen I 
say tha t it is necessary to take one step further. I w ant to say 
two different things. T he first one is that it is not possible for 
philosophy to have, about the question of Auschwitz, the 
Holocaust and the Nazi period, a better discourse th an  other 
thinkings. I t is a political question; we are obliged to assign 
this question to historical and political thinking. Philosophy is 
able to elaborate some categories about the Holocaust, 
naturally , and in my Ethics I try to do something about that, 
but it is not the crucial point. T he crucial point today is w hat 
is, after Auschwitz, after the crash of the socialist state and  so 
on, w hat is a political task? Is there or is there not a politics of 
em ancipation? Are we all buried in the capitalist period 
forever?! T he second point is th a t I d o n ’t think it is 
acceptable to say th a t because of the history of the century 
philosophy is impossible or absolutely consum m ated. So 
when I say ‘one step further’ it is simply a m anner of saying I 
don’t believe in the discourse of the end, the end of 
philosophy and so on. Because I prefer affirm ation to 
negation, I prefer to talk of trying to m ake a step ra ther 
than always saying philosophy is bad, or impossible, and  as 
such paralysing philosophy.

OF: T o finish we have two questions on love.

AL: This is a question tha t came from some passages in the 
Manifesto w here you discuss Lacan and his contribution to 
the philosophical use of love. You say in those passages 
alm ost th a t L acan  was a theorist of love despite himself. I t ’s 
interesting to consider th a t first o f all, b u t second o f all to 
consider w hat Lacan though t he was, a theoretician of 
desire and the unconscious. I w ondered why you singled 
out, why you take love from L acan  ra th e r th an  the 
F reud ian  subversion, the unconscious.

AB: I ex tract love from Lacan because I think love from
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Plato onw ards is a specific condition of philosophy. I 
understand  perfectly th a t L acan  is a theoretician  of desire 
and o f the unconscious, and  the field of psychoanalysis. But 
there are also m any texts and interventions abou t love in 
L acan ’s work: and  I th ink th a t the situation of the L acan ian  
text abou t love is com plex, com plete with form al con tra­
dictions; it is very interesting . . .  I was ju st saying that, as 
philosophers, we have to, if we w ant, assume the experience 
of love as a condition o f philosophy. P lato says the same 
thing in the Symposium. T o  do this, we have to assume the 
L acan ian  hypotheses concerning love, which are very 
com plex and  very new. L acan ’s conception of love is not 
the sam e as th a t o f Freud. N a tu rally  it is the same thing 
with desire and the unconsciousness b u t wdth love, it’s not at 
all the same thing. L acan  distinguishes love and  desire in 
philosophical terms because he says th a t love is connected 
with being and  desire is connected with the object, i t’s not 
exactly the same thing. This is why, I think, th a t all 
philosophers who assum e th a t love is a condition  of 
philosophy have to sustain the experience o f the L acanian 
text on love.

O F: Last question. Ju stin , it’s yours abou t faithfulness, you 
know, isn’t faithfulness itself an  act of love . . .  ?

AB: {To Justin) You d o n ’t know your own question?

JC : I can barely rem em ber m y own nam e . . .  I t ’s m ore to do 
w ith the question o f fidelity and  its possible identity  with 
love. For you it seems abso lu te ly  crucia l th a t  love, 
m athem atics, politics, they’re absolutely separate, abso­
lutely heterogeneous, they d o n ’t interm ingle w ith each other 
in any  w’ay, yet in ‘W h a t is love?’ there are two sexuated 
positions, there’s m an w'ho m etaphorizes, and w om an who 
knots the four truth-processes together. Insofar as these are a 
knotting  — th a t is, in fidelity to an  event of love a w om an
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knots all of these -  is one not in love when one is faithful to a 
political event?

AB: T he problem  is the problem  of the connection between 
the different procedures. I t  is a problem  which is very 
interesting and complex. For instance, there are some 
similarities between politics and love, and I dem onstrate this 
with technical concepts, num ericity and the unnam eable and 
so on; a singular connection between artistic creation and 
political thought also, and also a connection between love 
and science because love and science are the two procedures 
which don’t know th a t they are procedures, in fact. I t  is not 
the same with artistic creation. W e know perfectly th a t it is a 
procedure of tru th  in rivalry with science. I t is not the same, 
naturally , for the other conditions. It is necessary to elaborate 
a general theory of the connections of the knots between 
different procedures bu t the difficult point is to have criteria 
for such an evaluation: however, it is possible once you have 
categories for the different steps of the procedures. I am 
working on this point. T here are some texts in Conditions. T he 
crucial concepts are the concept of the num ericity  of the 
procedure and  the concepts of the connection of the 
procedure w ith the event, the undecidable, the indiscern­
ible, the unnam eable, and the na tu re  of the stopping point 
of the procedure. W ith  all of these categories it is possible 
and necessary to have a thinking o f the different connections 
between different procedures o f truths. As you rem ark, there 
is some connection between politics and  love, it’s an old 
story because, for exam ple, all the French tragedies, R acine, 
Corneille, speak abou t the link betw een love and politics, a 
perfect example. In  Lacan, for exam ple, we find some 
connection, very interesting, betw een love and science. T he 
link between politics and artistic creation is very elaborate, 
for example, in the work of Deleuze. I t ’s a very interesting 
field.
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Notes

1. This interview took place on 8 September 1999, at the 
University of M elbourne. The discussion was in English. 
Participants in the interview- included aside from Badiou 
himself -  Isabelle Vodoz, Geoff Boucher, Justin  Clemens, 
R alph Humphries, Oliver Feltharn, Andrew' Lewis, Louis 
Magee and Dan Ross. Insofar as the questioners could be 
identified from the tape-recording, their initials appear in the 
body of the text. Aside from m inor gram m atical emendations, 
the transcript of the interview has been reproduced here in its 
entirety.

2. E ditor’s note: Badiou was referring to the companion volume 
to L’Etre et I’e've'nement, whose current title stands as Logiques des 
mondes (Logics of worlds), forthcoming from Editions du 
Seuil.

3. Alain Badiou, L’Etre et I’evenement (Paris: Seuil, 1988), 258-9.
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