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THE WORK AND THE IDEA
Miguel de Beistegui

Editorial Note. The text presented here is the first chapter of  an upcoming book by the author. The editorial board 
would like to thank Professor de Beistegui for allowing us to publish it here; our thanks also go to Robert Sinnerbrink 
for facilitating its publication.

INTRODUCTION

This book attempts to show that it is through the recognition of  what I call the hypersensible, and the work of  
metaphor, that art comes into its own, and is able to twist free of  metaphysical aesthetics, rooted in the ontology 
of  identity and governed by the laws of  imitation.  By “hypersensible” I mean a dimension that escapes the 
classical distinction and the space that stretches between the sensible and the supersensible, matter and form, 
or the image and the original.  In a nutshell, the hypersensible designates the excess of the sensible within the 
sensible, and the genuine matter of  art.  As such, it escapes any straightforward materialism, as well as any form 
of  idealism, or spiritualism.  It could be characterised as hyletics.  For reasons that I will clarify later on, I prefer 
to refer to it as an aesthetics of  metaphor, or a metaphoric. Why metaphor?  Simply because, twisting free of  
its own, deeply entrenched metaphysical interpretation, metaphor can be seen as the image or trope, applicable 
to art in general, which reveals the excess of  the sensible in the sensible, or the way in which any given image is 
virtually more than it actually is.  Metaphor is the aesthetic concept that corresponds to difference as the decisive 
ontological concept.  It is the artistic schema of  difference.  As such, it provides an alternative to the classical 
concept of  mimesis, and to the double imperative of  presence and identity that governs it. 

This thesis, already developed and tested elsewhere in relation to literature,1 is now put to the test in the visual 
arts, and in the work of  Chillida in particular.  The first part of  the book is an attempt to extract the conditions 
of  a way out of  metaphysical aesthetics by working its way through its history and, at the same time, by learning 
to recognise the traces of  the hypersensible, or the breaking points, which traverse that history.  It ends by 
bringing together the concept of  the hypersensible and that of  metaphor. In the second part of  the book, I 
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illustrate this thesis by turning to the work of  the sculptor Eduardo Chillida, a work that has been systematically 
ignored in the English speaking world, despite the fact that a number of  seminal thinkers of  the second half  
of  the 20th century, whether in Continental Europe or South America, recognised its importance very early 
on.  Gaston Bachelard, for example, wrote the text that accompanied Chillida’s first exhibition at the Maeght 
gallery in Paris in 1956.  In 1969, Heidegger dedicated a short but seminal piece to Chillida.2  And whilst not 
technically a philosopher, Octavio Paz, who wrote the catalogue for the Chillida exhibition at the Guggenheim 
museum in New York in 1980, emphasises the philosophical dimension of  the artist’s work, and especially its 
connection with the Presocratics.  Finally, Chillida also engaged in recorded and published conversations with 
philosophers, such as Víctor Gómez Pin.3  Whilst the fact that such eminent thinkers have written about one 
aspect or another of  Chillida’s work, or were inspired to write philosophically as a result of  their encounter with 
the work, should provide sufficient evidence of  its philosophical relevance, my aim is not to offer a systematic 
review, or even a summary, of  their views.  My aim, rather, it is to extract from Chillida’s work what I take it to 
be its philosophical core, and to add an original contribution to a relatively small, but highly significant, group 
of  existing contributions.  Specifically, I want to show how Chillida’s work challenges the classical categories 
of  aesthetics and forces us to create new concepts, which exceed the limits and the space of  Platonic and 
Aristotelian metaphysics.  With Chillida, then, it becomes a matter of  recognising an excess or surplus, which 
doesn’t point to, or broach, another, higher space, but which signals the presence of  an otherwise undisclosed 
space, folded or hidden away in the sensible itself.  It becomes a matter of  recognising how the work of  art is 
one of  abstraction from the sensible and into the hypersensible, of  extraction of  the hypersensible from the 
sensible.  The movement, then, is not from immanence to transcendence, but within immanence itself.  And 
that is the reason why philosophy can no longer be spoken of  as a metaphysics of  art—unless, reverting to its 
etymology, one understands metaphysics as the discourse that comes after and presupposes the sense of  nature 
that art opens up, thus also reversing the order that classical metaphysics itself, up until, and including, Hegel, 
had introduced, and which situated art somewhere between nature and philosophy, or between the (merely) 
sensible and the (purely) spiritual.  In the face of  the hypersensible, and the art that discloses it, philosophy 
transforms itself  into an altogether different type of  aesthetics—one that, were it not for a fear of  hyperbole, 
one could call a hyperaesthetics, thus signalling its connection with the hypersensible and its own overcoming of  
classical aesthetics. 
  

1. AESTHETICS AND METAPHYSICS

A. PLATO

It is Plato who, famously, set the scene for the meaning and value of  the work of  art—a scene that was taken 
up, adapted, and modified throughout the history of  philosophy and aesthetics, before it was finally, radically, 
and irreversibly called into question by Nietzsche.  Despite its many mutations and permutations, the Platonic 
schema remained firmly in place.  From Plato to Hegel, art was thought metaphysically, that is, from within the 
space that Platonic metaphysics opened up, the space that stretches between the sensible and the supersensible.  
From the start, and throughout, it was a question of  identifying the place that art occupies within that space, 
the extent to which and the manner in which art bridges that space, orients one’s own sensibility towards the 
supersensible and the original, or, on the contrary, chains us to the (merely) sensible, to the image.  Let me begin, 
then, by tracing that history—schematically, all too economically—before raising the question of  how, if  at all, 
art can be thought outside that schema.4

Plato’s seminal discussion and denunciation of  art takes place in Book 10 of  the Republic.  Two highly significant 
features of  that discussion need to be mentioned from the start.  Firstly, Socrates envisages the work of  art as a 
specific kind of  image.   Yet because the status of  the image is itself, as we shall see, essentially ambiguous, it is 
essential to establish the sort of  image that the work of  art is, and the relation to the original that characterises 
the work.  Secondly, Plato’s discussion takes place in the context of  a dialogue concerned with the construction 
in logos of  the ideal city, which, as the image or allegory of  the cave at the beginning of  Book 7 suggests, requires 
that each soul liberate itself  from its bondage to images, that is, from its inability to see them as images or shadows, 
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and ascend towards the vision of  the original, in what amounts to a philosophical elevation, or conversion, and a 
political liberation.  It is remarkable that, wanting to warn us against the power of  images, and mistaking images 
for the truth, Plato himself  speaks in images, thus performing the very operation against which he wishes to 
warn us.  This type of  strategy is repeated later on in the Republic when, after his famous denunciation of  poetry, 
Socrates himself  turns into a kind of  poet and tells the story of  Er’s visit to the underworld.  Much is at stake 
in this discussion, then, and most specifically the place and rank of  philosophy and art in relation to truth, and 
the place they ought be given in the ideal city.

The work of  artists—poets and painters—is a matter of  what Plato calls “imitation” (mimēsis).  And it is precisely 
insofar as artists rely on such an imitative technē that, Socrates tells us, they should be banned from the city.  Why 
should there be no place for imitation in the ideal city?  What is the power of  images, such that they can threaten 
the very existence of  the city?  And how can Plato condemn, and indeed ban, the use of  images produced by 
way of  imitation, and at the same time speak through images and stories?  This tension seems to point to an 
essential ambiguity of  the image itself, which has the power to disclose the original, but also to conceal it, and 
deceive us into believing that it is the original.  This ambiguity is actually reflected in a conceptual distinction 
that underpins the discussion of  images that we find not only in the Republic, but also in the Sophist.  Some 
images, Socrates claims in the Sophist, look like the original.  Such images have the ability to draw one’s vision to 
the original and provide an access—albeit limited and insufficient—to the thing as it is in truth.  Those are the 
type of  images that Plato himself  uses, time and again, as an heuristic device to set us on the way to truth, and 
away from mere appearances, or semblances.  As such, they should be clearly distinguished from another kind 
of  image, which the sophist and the artist alike use.  The image in question is not a likeness (eikōn) that allows 
us to see the original, albeit only partially, but a phantom or simulacrum (phantasma) that directs our gaze away 
from the original, and towards the appearance itself, as if  the appearance were the original.  But the appearances 
(phainomena), after which poems and paintings are forged, are themselves only manifestations of  things that are 
in truth, or real beings (onta), and which Plato calls “ideas.”  The images of  the artist only simulate being;5 they 
are nothing (real), no more real than the reflection of  things in a mirror.  Such is the reason why we can refer to 
them as simulacra. 

We should be careful, then, not to confuse the two types of  images or image-making (eidōlopoukē technē), namely, 
likeness-making (eikastikē technē), such as that of  the cabinetmaker, which “produces an image [eikōn] or imitation 
by following the proportions of  the original, of  the paradigm, and by giving the right colour to each part,” and 
mere semblances, which require a technique that Plato characterises as phantastic (phantastikē technē).  Such are 
the images produced by imitation: they are only imitations of  imitations (of  a couch, for example, or a table), 
and thus thrice removed from the original, or the idea, in which the thing is given as such, or self-given.  Once 
in the grip of  such deceiving images, the souls are riveted to non-being, and oblivious of  truth.  But that is 
not all.  Their danger and threat—to truth, and to the possibility of  constructing a city that would be built 
on truth—consists in their ability to present themselves as if they were true, that is, as if  beings were nothing 
other than (their) appearance or look, as if  there was no truth beyond appearance.  And that, Plato claims, is 
the ultimate deception and the source of  all corruption.  As Sallis puts it: “by making images (eidōla) that are far 
removed from the truth, both the painter and the imitative poet produce a bad regime (politeia) in the souls of  
individuals.”6  Since mimetic art is “far removed from truth,” and “associates with the part in us that is remote 
from intelligence,” it is, Socrates concludes, “an inferior thing” that “belongs to the inferior elements of  the 
soul” and engenders “inferior offspring.”7  As such, it has no place in the ideal city. The reversal of  Platonism—
assuming that such a thing is at all possible—would require that, in place of  truth, and even in place of  those 
images produced after the truth, the city, and all the activities carried out in the city, be ruled by those deceiving 
images, which, in the absence of  fixed, self-present and self-identical instances (the Ideas) against which to 
measure them, would be allowed to proliferate and bring about anarchy.  Unless, at the same time, one were 
able to introduce other hierarchies and other criteria of  selection, and produce an altogether different order.
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B. ARISTOTLE

Although Aristotle envisages art, and especially poetry, as a form of  mimesis, he seems to depart quite radically 
from Plato’s own conception, and especially from the idea of  art as illusion and simulacrum.  In Chapter 4 of  
the Poetics, Aristotle emphasises the fact that imitation is “natural to man from childhood” and that he is in fact 
“the most imitative creature in the world.”  Imitation, Aristotle goes on to say, is itself  oriented towards learning: 
man “learns at first by imitation.”8  And since learning is the greatest pleasure achievable for men, imitation 
and, more generally, knowledge through representation, should not be rejected, but embraced.  The reason 
why, Aristotle claims, we are able to delight in works that represent objects which, in the flesh as it were, seem 
to us ugly or inferior, such as “the lowest animals” or “dead bodies,” is because we learn something about 
those things.  By emphasising this immediate and natural connection between learning, or the acquisition of  
knowledge, and mimesis, Aristotle calls into question the radical separation that Plato had established between 
those images produced through mimesis and the original of  which they are the image, and which alone is true.  
Poetry, which is a valuable source of  knowledge for Aristotle, is itself  born of  this natural inclination to imitate, 
and to learn through representation.  For Aristotle, we actually learn through images and, as we shall see in a 
moment, not only through artistic images.  As such, images cannot be reduced to mere phantoms or simulacra.  
They are—or can be—images of  the truth.  With Aristotle, then, a revaluation of  mimetic art takes place, and 
a closer link between art and truth seems to be established.  In fact, Aristotle values imitative art to such an 
extent that he thinks it teaches us more than history, for example, which speaks only of  facts and singular events, 
whereas poetry is oriented towards universals:

The difference between a historian and a poet is this, that one tells what happened and the other what 
might happen.  Hence poetry is more philosophic and serious than history, since its statements are of  
the nature rather of  universals, whereas those of  history are singulars.9

Of  course, the image of  the poet is always singular: he always tells the story of  a specific hero.  And yet, somehow, 
he allows the universal to shine through the particular and is interested in the singular only to the extent that 
it can provide an access to the universal.  The rehabilitation of  images in Aristotle is also a rehabilitation of  
intuition as a legitimate mode of  knowledge and access to truth.

Despite those differences, however, the Platonic schema remains firmly in place, for at least two reasons.  
Firstly, Aristotle clearly states that the delight we take in the representation, and thus the knowledge—albeit 
inadequate—of  the object, requires the prior vision of  the thing.10  In other words, and in a way that goes 
almost without saying, the kind of  learning and pleasure derived from imitation requires the prior vision and 
experience of  the being that is imitated.  It requires a degree—minimal and provisional—of  familiarity with, 
and knowledge of, the object that is represented.  And yet, at the same time, imitation points beyond itself, 
and beyond the object it imitates.  Its raison d’être, and the reason why we delight in its many productions, is to 
extract the universal from the particular, not through rational discourse and dianoetic knowledge, but through 
the production of  images.  But the universal is itself  not actually given, but only intimated, in the particular.  
Only insofar as we already know, and have already “seen,” the universal, can we recognise it in the particular.  
In other words, no matter how pedagogic mimesis might be, no matter how much the beautiful words of  the 
poet set us under way to truth, they are never truth as such.  As Sallis puts it: “one can learn through the image 
only if  it is recognised as an image of  the thing itself.”11  It is this subordination of  poetic mimesis to a prior and 
posterior vision of  the truth that binds the Aristotelian account of  mimesis to the metaphysical axiomatics of  
Plato.

There is, however, a deeper and more implicit affinity between Plato and Aristotle on the question of  mimesis.  
For Aristotle, as for Plato, mimesis is not only, and not primarily, a concept that is specific to art.  Art is essentially 
mimetic, but mimesis exceeds art.  Mimesis, as I’m about to show, is a metaphysical, and specifically onto-
theological concept.  By subsuming art under such a concept, classical aesthetics locks art into a metaphysical 
framework, which itself  requires to be deconstructed if  the question of  art is ever going to be wrested from 
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mimesis.  In the specific case of  Aristotle, mimesis defines the relation between the physical, sublunary, world, 
and divine being.  In fact, imitation of  the divine, and its immobility, accounts for the motion of  the physical 
world itself, and the Heavens in particular, whose elliptical trajectory is the very figure of  eternity, the very 
image or the realisation within the sensible world of  divine perfection.  Divine being is always one, without 
beginning or end, absolutely itself, which means fully actualized, while sublunary or sensible beings, physical 
beings, are always striving after their unity, tending toward a state of  perfection or rest in which they would 
be fully realized. From where do they get this goal (telos), which is the source of  their movement? From where 
does nature derive its becoming? From the fact that, as matter (hulē), as power or potentiality (dunamis) oriented 
towards a form (morphē, eidos), it tends towards pure being, or truth, defined as self-presence and self-identity; 
from the fact that it is drawn irresistibly by a principle of  perfection which is God’s mode of  being or ousia, 
which is to say, pure immobility.  It is precisely to the extent that sensible beings imitate the ousia of  God in their 
own way that they themselves will be able to accede to the dignity of  essence. Between the physical and the 
metaphysical, between sensible being and supersensible beings, there exists a principle of  imitation and desire 
or aspiration. In other words, there is between them a relation like that of  the copy to the model, of  the image 
to the original, which is to say, a relation of  resemblance and identity, even if, by definition, there is still an 
unbridgeable gap or difference between them. This difference is the one that separates the act of  potency, the 
full and already accomplished being that is proper to the Prime Mover, from the being which, in a perpetual 
condition of  realisation, characterises sublunary beings. Ousia means beingness in the sense of  full presence 
(parousia), fully realized potency. Being is above all a synonym for presence, or actuality.  In the sublunary world, 
by way of  contrast, the act is never pure; it is always mixed with potency, and this potency is what constitutes 
the movement of  the world. 

It is in that context that art is itself  understood as mimetic.  Art (technē), Aristotle writes in the Physics, and in a 
way that encompasses useful as well as fine art, “imitates nature”12—not only in the Platonic sense, that is, in 
the sense that it produces likenesses of  natural entities, but also in the sense that, like those entities, and like the 
meta-physical world, it is characterised by the primacy of  form over matter, and by that of  the final cause, which 
governs the process as a whole, including its coming-into-being (genesis).  But art, Aristotle claims in the same 
sentence, also “extends and perfects nature,” as in medicine, or tragedy, by virtue of  the same principle and the 
same primacy, namely, the end telos) or that “towards which” (eis hē, to hou heneka) it tends qua work or natural 
entity.  There is little doubt that, unlike Plato, Aristotle affirms the irreducible materiality and contingency of  
the physical world, and of  human affairs and activities, including artistic.  And yet, the structure of  imitation 
that governs them only confirms the Platonic insight according to which, at the heart of  matter, and of  all 
things natural and produced, there is a driving force and power that is itself  suprasensible, or meta-physical.  
The work of  art, whether in Plato or Aristotle, consists in the sensuous presentation of  an original and ultimately 
intelligible reality; it is thus situated in the space—the space of  metaphysics itself—between the sensible and 
the intelligible, the particular and the universal, the image and the original.  As a result, the role and place of  
the work becomes essentially ambiguous, insofar as it opens up and bridges the space of  metaphysics, but only 
to an extent, and in a way that, ultimately, calls for its own end, its own overcoming, or Aufhebung in another, 
more intelligible or spiritual mode of  presentation.  Philosophy’s recognition of  the power of  art is also, and 
from the start, the recognition of  the limits of  art as production of  images.  This essential ambiguity of  art for 
philosophy, summarised in the concept of  mimesis, remained in place throughout the history of  metaphysics, 
despite German idealism’s claim to have been done with such a concept.
 
C. GERMAN IDEALISM

With the birth of  Romanticism and German idealism, aesthetics seems to break decisively with mimetic art, and 
introduce the typically modern notion of  (self)-creation.  A few examples to illustrate this point should suffice. 

In §47 of  the Critique of  Judgement, Kant famoulsy declares that the artistic genius is “entirely opposed to the 
spirit of  imitation [Nachahmungsgeiste]” precisely to the extent that the genius “gives rules to art,” that is, invents 
or produces a work that redefines the rules of  the artistic game.  A few years later, in his Discourse of  12 
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October 1807 entitled “On the Relation between the Formative Arts and Nature” (ed. Cotta, VII, 289-330), 
Schelling insists that the relation between art and nature is not one of  servile imitation, but consists in the 
reproduction, on the part of  the artist, of  the creative force and life of  Nature.  Contrary to what Winckelmann 
believed, Schelling claims, art isn’t simply a matter of  reproducing forms, and our appreciation of  it isn’t 
reducible to our ability to recognise and admire them.  In and of  themselves, forms lack the force of  life, which 
Schelling calls “spirit,” or “concept.”  Nature itself  is the product of  such a force.  Spirit is the true artist, 
which is at work in nature as well as art: spirit meditates and dreams in the products of  nature.  Nature is itself  
already a poem, which art makes explicit.  In that respect, there is a superiority of  art over nature.  Art is the 
“the world of  ideas entirely open” (V, 631), whereas Nature lacks a voice.  We find something very similar in 
Schopenhauer, for whom the artist, “by recognising in the individual thing its Idea... understands nature’s half-spoken 
words.  He expresses clearly what she merely stammers.”13  He doesn’t imitate nature, but surpasses it.14  Let me 
add, in passing, that whereas the genius is driven by Ideas, which are a matter of  pure perception, imitators and 
mannerists are driven by concepts, which, as abstractions generated by our faculty of  reason, belong not in art, 
but in science.  Schopenhauer does not seek to hide his disdain of  such imitators: “Like parasitic plants, they 
suck their nourishment from the works of  others; and like polyps, take on the colour of  their nourishment.”15  
Hegel’s own condemnation of  mimesis, or Nachahmung, in the Introduction to the Aesthetics is formulated in even 
stronger terms, reminiscent of  Plato’s own.16  Unlike Plato, though, Hegel’s strong condemnation of  mimesis 
goes hand in hand with a revaluation of  the role of  art in relation to truth: if  art were essentially a matter 
of  imitation, it wouldn’t be worth anyone’s time, not even that of  the artist, whose initial pleasure at having 
reproduced the appearance of  an object would almost immediately turn into boredom and dissatisfaction.  
For what is imitation, if  not the doomed effort to repeat (wiederholen) and reproduce identically what is already, 
and more perfectly, given in experience, the superfluous (überflüssige) and vain attempt to depict the flowers, 
landscapes, animals, or human events already there before us in our gardens or in the countryside beyond?  
Hegel mentions, with utter scorn, Zeuxis’ famous painting of  grapes, which was proclaimed a triumph of  
art because doves pecked at them as though they were actual.17  Imitation will only ever provide a one-sided 
appearance (Schein) of  the reality it depicts.  As such, it can never make visible the liveliness (Lebendigkeit) of  real 
life.  It will only ever consists of  an illusion of  reality.  Hegel concludes his criticism by saying that “by mere 
imitation, art cannot stand in competition with nature, and, if  it tries, it looks like a worm trying to crawl after 
an elephant.”18

And yet, despite this condemnation of  mimesis, formulated in the strongest possible terms, the metaphysical 
paradigm that Plato had introduced remains firmly in place, thus forcing and reinstating mimesis at a more 
fundamental level, forcing it even more deeply underground.  In what follows, and by looking at some aspects 
of  Kant’s Critique of  Judgement, Schopenhauer’s The World as Will and Representation, and Hegel’s Aesthetics, I would 
like to suggest the various, fundamental ways in which modern aesthetics, and the philosophy of  art that was 
born in the aftermath of  Kant’s Copernican revolution, remained a metaphysics of  art, and continued to be 
thought within the space broached by Plato and Aristotle—the very space, I will argue, that Chillida’s work 
forces us to abandon, and not simply by virtue of  the fact that it is non-representational, or “abstract.”  Indeed, 
as I will go on to claim, in and of  itself  abstract art is not a sufficient condition for a decisive break with what 
Kant calls the “spirit of  mimesis”—a spirit that will turn out to be the ghost or spectre of  metaphysics itself. 
 
 Kant

The reconfiguration of  mimesis in Kant has its roots in his conception of  the role of  the imagination, and its 
connection with the problem of  (re)presentation, or Darstellung.  Kant calls imagination (Einbildungskraft) the faculty 
that mediates or bridges the space between the sensible and the intelligible.  The role of  the imagination is to 
produce an image for a given concept,19  or an idea.20  At its most general, the question of  the presentation 
(exhibitio) of  concepts or ideas to intuitions is a matter of  what Kant calls “hypotiposis.”  According to whether 
hypotiposis is applied to concepts or ideas, it receives different names:  
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All hypotiposis, as making something sensible, is one of  two kinds: either schematic, where to a concept 
grasped by the understanding the corresponding intuition is given a priori; or symbolic, where to a 
concept which only reason can think, and to which no sensible intuition can be adequate, an intuition 
is attributed with which judgement proceeds in a way merely analogous to that which it observes in 
schematization, i.e, it is merely the rule of  this procedure, not of  the intuition itself, and thus merely 
the form of  the reflection, not the content, which corresponds to the concept.21

Whereas schematism, as the mode of  presentation of  the pure concepts of  the understanding, is direct, the 
mode of  presentation of  the ideas of  pure reason can only be indirect, insofar as no sensible intuition can ever 
correspond to them.  The mode in question can only ever be analogous, or symbolic.  This is how we are able to 
represent a monarchical state ruled in accordance with laws internal to the people as an organic body.  A state 
ruled by a single absolute will, on the other hand, might be represented by a mere machine (like a handmill).  
This, according to Kant, is how the analogy works: “For between a despotic state and a handmill there is, of  
course, no similarity, but there is one between the rule for reflecting on both and their causality.”22  The matter, 
then, is not one of  similarity or resemblance—not one, therefore, of  a straightforward imitation—but of  a 
commonality of  rule applied to two heterogeneous objects.  I cannot emphasise enough this characterisation 
of  the presentation of  ideas as analogy, for the following reasons.  Firstly, and as surprising as this may sound, 
Kant’s conception of  the symbol echoes Aristotle’s conception of  metaphor—a conception which, as I will go 
on to show, presupposes a certain kind of  ontology, and one that, I want to suggest, doesn’t do justice to the 
productive dimension of  poetic and artistic production.  Secondly, and as we shall see in a moment, insofar as 
fine art consists of  the presentation of  ideas through the production of  certain images, art itself  is essentially 
analogical.  In other words, I am suggesting that metaphor, and the specific mode of  artistic presentation it 
involves, is neither schematic nor symbolic, neither mimetic nor analogical, but escapes and exceeds the strict 
metaphysical boundaries within which the question of  presentation, and therefore art, has been thought ever 
since Plato broached the distinction between the sensible and the intelligible.  The notion and practice of  
metaphor, which addresses the presence of  the hypersensible in the sensible, requires that we break free from 
Platonic metaphysics, and think in its place what I call an onto-hetero-logy.23  Were we, however, to retain the 
Kantian vocabulary, and displace it at the same time, we could say that metaphor is the (poetic and artistic) 
schema of  difference, or the presentation of  the hypersensible. 

Let me now turn to Kant’s analysis of  art.  Fine art, we are told in §44 of  the Critique of  Judgement, is a species 
of  the genus “aesthetic art,” which is characterised by the fact that the feeling of  pleasure is its immediate end.  
Fine art differs from merely agreeable art in that in it the latter pleasure is a matter of  sensation, whereas in the 
former it is a matter of  cognition.  In that respect, Kant agrees with Aristotle’s insistence that art is a source of  
learning and knowledge, albeit not its highest form.  And he even agrees with Plato, insofar as he situates the 
discussion of  art and its value in the broader context of  cognition.  Where he departs from Plato and Aristotle, 
however, is in defining the cognition in question not as theoretical, but practical.  This is how §49 of  the Critique 
of  Judgement describes those ideas that Kant calls aesthetic, the potential of  which he sees fully realised in poetry: 

One can call such representations of  the imagination ideas: on the one hand because they at least 
strive toward something lying beyond the bounds of  experience, and thus seek to approximate a 
presentation of  concepts of  reason (of  intellectual ideas), which gives them the appearance of  an 
objective reality; on the other hand, and indeed principally, because no concept can be fully adequate 
to them, as inner intuitions.  The poet ventures to make sensible rational ideas of  invisible beings, the 
kingdom of  the blessed, the kingdom of  hell, eternity, creation, etc., as well as to make that of  which 
there are examples in experience, e.g., death. envy, and all sorts of  vices, as well as love, fame, etc., 
sensible beyond the limits of  experience, with a completeness that goes beyond anything of  which 
there is an example in nature, by means of  an imagination that emulates the precedent of  reason in 
attaining to a maximum; and it is really the art of  poetry in which the faculty of  aesthetic ideas can 
reveal itself  in its full measure.24
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What is this excess that imagination presents by means of  aesthetic ideas? What can be said to exist beyond 
nature and the limits of  experience, the representation of  which is a source of  pleasure, yet not one of  interest?  
It is the idea of  the supersensible as such, that is, the idea of  a world that we can know or intuit, not theoretically, 
but practically, and which signals our end and destiny as free, moral beings.  The moral good, Kant claims, is the 
ultimate end of  humanity.  The sense of  aesthetic ideas, and of  art in general, consists in its own transcendence, 
or its ability to point beyond itself, and towards such an end, in a way that echoes Aristotle’s own claim 
regarding the ethical end of  tragedy, and the cognitive end of  painting.  The beautiful—whether in art or, more 
significantly still, in nature, where it appears as if  it were the end of  nature itself,  albeit one without end, and 
thus as if  it were a work of  art—is thus “the symbol [Symbol] of  the moral good” (§59).  When envisaged from the 
point of  view of  the beautiful, nature and art are essentially symbolic: “through its beautiful forms” (and not its 
many charms,  which are only empirical), Kant tells us, “nature speaks to us figuratively [figürlich]” (§42).  If  the 
pleasure that we experience in the beautiful exceeds that which we experience through our senses, it is precisely 
insofar as the beautiful is the (indirect) presentation of  the intelligible, or the supersensible.  This is the extent to 
which Kant is able to claim, as the title of  §45 indicates, that “beautiful art is an art to the extent that it seems at 
the same time to be nature.”  By that, Kant does not mean that art should resemble or imitate nature (or other 
artists or forms of  art), in what would amount to a vulgar form of  mimesis.  It is only from the point of  view 
of  its form, and not its content, that art seems to be nature.  That point of  view is characterised by a distinctive 
purposiveness—a purposiveness without purpose—that is free not of  rules as such (art, like nature, needs rules), 
but of  arbitrary rules.  In order for art to be recognised as beautiful, its rules must seem to be spontaneous, or 
natural.  Whilst intentional, the purposiveness in the product of  art must seem unintentional, or regarded as 
nature.  In that respect, Kant can be seen to have criticised and neutralised one form of  mimesis—direct, 
superficial and naive—only to replace it with another, which is indirect, analogical, and hidden.

But it is a form of  mimesis that works in both directions.  For if  we admire art as if  it were nature, we also admire 
nature as if  it were art.  We admire both in relation to, or in terms of, the judgement of  the beautiful.  Nature and 
art can be brought together not directly, through a relation of  representation, or imitation, but indirectly, by 
showing how both can be the object of  the same judgement.  It isn’t a matter, therefore, of  art imitating nature, 
or nature imitating art, but of  the conditions under which a feeling of  pleasure can be indicative of  something 
other than either a mere subjective sensation or a concept.  If  it is “universally communicable,”25 whilst not 
rooted in concepts, it is by virtue of  the sensus communis that it postulates—a postulate that is legitimate because 
it emanates from reason from a practical point of  view.  It isn’t by chance that nature evokes art, “but as it were 
intentionally, in accordance with a lawful arrangement and a purposiveness without an end, which latter, since 
we never encounter it externally, we naturally seek within ourselves, and indeed in that which constitutes the 
ultimate ond of  our existence, namely the moral vocation.”26  

If  there is a relation of  imitation, therefore, it is subtle and indirect.  It is not between art and nature, or nature 
and art, but between art and nature as the object of  a judgement of  taste, and of  beauty in particular, on the 
one hand, and the moral good, on the other hand.  The beautiful, then, appears as the bridge between the 
natural order and the ideas and demands of  practical reason, or between the sensible and the supersensible.  
It is precisely as the “symbol of  the morally good” that the beautiful “pleases with a claim to the assent of  
everyone” and that the mind feels “ennobled” and “elevated above the mere ability to feel a pleasure derived 
from sensible impressions.”27  Such is the reason why those who are interested in the beautiful are those “whose 
thinking is either already trained to the good or especially receptive to such training,”28 and why, simultaneously, 
“it is evident that the true propaedeutic for the grounding of  taste is the development of  moral ideas and the 
cultivation of  the moral feeling.”29  Ultimately, taste is a matter of  morality.  Ultimately, the relation of  analogy 
between beauty and the moral good is also, and primarily, a hierarchy, which subordinates the sensible (and the 
faculty of  pleasure) to the supersensible (and the faculty of  desire). 

This Kantian schema—one that, again, has its roots in Plato—is taken up by, amongst others, Schopenhauer 
and Hegel, albeit at the cost of  a series of  transformations and adaptations. 
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 Schopenhauer

In §17 of  The World as Will and Representation, Schopenhauer establishes that science, and especially etiology, 
teaches us how, “according to the law of  cause and effect, this definite condition of  matter produces that other 
condition” and how “for all cases what phenomenon must necessarily appear at this time and in this place.”30  It 
doesn’t explain, however, the essence of  phenomena, or what they are in truth.  And this, Schopenhauer claims 
after Kant (yet in a way that eventually leads to a different conclusion), is something we want and need to know.  
Do we know the world only scientifically, as a phenomenon?  Is the world only our representation, “object for a 
subject?”31  Or is there “something else, something in addition” that defines the inner nature of  things, and that 
we can apprehend from within?  What would such a thing be, and how can we know it?

Schopenhauer’s answer to this question is well known: it is the world not as representation, but as will, that 
constitutes the essence of  living as well as brute matter, and it is through our bodily or incarnate experience 
of  the will that we know the world as thing-in-itself.  Scientific knowledge is, like everything else, an expression 
and an objectification of  the will.  Knowledge is entirely subordinated to “the service of  the will,” to the 
demands and ends of  life, from which it sprang, “as the head from the trunk.”32  But whilst, with the animals, 
“this subjection of  knowledge to the will can never be eliminated,” with human beings it appears occasionally 
and “only as an exception.”33  Music, Schopenhauer goes on to claim in §52, is the artistic medium in which 
the will is expressed freely, independently of  any representation or Ideas, and in a way that would seem to 
mark a decisive break with mimetic art.  And yet, as I will go on to show, whilst envisaging music as a medium 
without representation, Schopenhauer reinscribes it, ever more forcefully, within the Platonic schema of  the 
original and the copy.  Schopenhauer’s discussion of  the other arts, and especially the formative arts, takes place 
in the context of  his analysis of  representation, but considered independently of  the principle of  sufficient 
reason, which governs scientific and philosophical representation.  Following Schopenhauer, then, we need to 
distinguish very clearly between two forms of  representation, and two modalities of  knowledge—one that is 
concerned only with the relation between things, and remains subordinated to the principle of  sufficient reason, 
and one that is concerned with Ideas in the Platonic sense, and is expressed through art.  The rational method, 
which alone is valid and useful in practical life and in science, is of  no value when it becomes a question of  
intimating the world as it is in itself.  The only adequate method for the pursuit of  such knowledge is “the 
method of  genius, which is valid and useful in art alone.”34  Through the contemplation of  Ideas in art, the 
subject reaches a viewpoint that, whilst not exactly that of  the will or thing-in-itself  per se, opens onto it.  In that 
respect, the experience of  art sets us underway to the essence of  the world as will.

Before I turn to Schopenhauer’s analysis of  the visual and poetic arts, let me emphasise the following.  Whilst 
not exactly identifying the Platonic Idea and the Kantian thing-in-itself, Schopenhauer sees the former as the 
most immediate manifestation of  the latter, independent of  the principle of  sufficient reason.  At the outset 
of  Book Three, for example, Schopenhauer hopes that, “after what has been said, there will be no hesitation 
in recognizing again in the definite grades of  the objectification of  that will, which forms the in-itself  of  the 
world, what Plato called the eternal Ideas or unchangeable forms (eidē).”35  The Idea is nothing but the immediate 
objectivity or representation of  the will at a definite grade.  But the thing-in-itself  is the will insofar as it is “not 
yet objectified” and has “not yet become representation.”36  What is specific to Schopenhauer, then, is this 
synthesis of  the Idea and the in-itself  as defining the essence of  the world, or the “truly being” (ontōs on).  In 
bringing the Platonic schema of  the archetype and the copy, or the supersensible and the sensible, back into 
the discussion of  knowledge, Schopenhauer also transgresses the prohibition that Kant himself  had imposed 
on metaphysics.  Naturally, it could be argued that this move is one that Kant himself  had made possible by 
speaking of  aesthetic ideas in the third Critique.  But let us not forget that Kant’s appreciation of  art, and his 
discussion of  aesthetic ideas, were rooted in what he saw as their essential connection with the supersensible 
in a moral sense.  We could say, then, that by returning to Plato, Schopenhauer extends the knowledge of  the 
non-phenomenal world beyond the strict limits that Kant had identified.  At the same time, we could say that, 
through Kant, Schopenhauer rehabilitates art beyond Plato by showing how artistic representations manifest 
Ideas that underpin and exceed the forever fleeting and deceiving world of  individuated phenomena.
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For it is art, Schopenhauer insists, which provides the kind of  knowledge that “tears itself  free from the service 
of  the will” and allows the subject no longer to be merely individual.37  Art is the truly ideal knowledge, outside 
of  the principle of  individuation and the relations that characterise scientific knowledge.  Art is the type of  
knowledge “that considers what continues to exist outside and independently of  all relations, but which alone 
is really essential to the world, the true content of  its phenomena, that which is subject to no change, and 
is therefore known with equal truth for all time.”38  Contrary to what Plato claimed, then, yet in a way that 
remains entirely consistent with the Platonic opposition between being and non-being, art is the way in which 
the subject come to know the world sub specie aertenitatis.  Where science, and especially etiology, is the knowledge 
of  events and relations, art is the contemplation of  eternal forms.  Where science follows endlessly the restless 
and unstable stream of  the phenomenal world, “and can never find an ultimate goal or complete satisfaction,” 
art “plucks the object of  its contemplation from the stream of  the world’s course, and holds it isolated before 
it.”39  But how, exactly, is art able to do precisely what Plato thought it incapable of  doing?  What conception 
of  art must Schopenhauer have in order to see it not as presenting fleeting and deceiving images, copies of  an 
original, but as the original itself, permanent, stable, and self-identical?  By moving from the particular to the 
universal, the part to the whole, and the momentary to the eternal, in what amounts to a metonymic operation: 

This particular thing, which in that stream was an infinitesimal part, becomes for art a representative 
of  the whole, an equivalent of  the infinitely many in space and time.  It therefore pauses at this 
particular thing; it stops the wheel of  time; for it the relations vanish; its object is only the essential, 
the Idea.40

Art is concerned neither with the particular thing as such, the object of  common apprehension, nor with 
the concept of  that thing, the object of  rational thought and science, but with Ideas in Plato’s sense.  Ideas 
in that sense are not grasped through reason, or even ordinary sensations, but through pure perception, which 
Schopenhauer identifies with contemplation.41  Only through such contemplation, “which becomes absorbed 
entirely in the object, are the Ideas comprehended.”42  To this pure type of  perception, this “clear eye of  the 
world,”43 directed towards essences and fixed identities, I will oppose the mixed vision of  art as presentation of  
the hypersensible.  

Far from being incarnate or corporeal, Schopenhauer’s pure perception is an intellectual vision that frees the 
subject from the essentially negative grip of  the will, from the pressures of  desire, fear, and hope, which spring 
from lack, and thus from suffering: 
 

It is the state where, simultaneously and inseparably, the perceived individual thing is raised to the 
idea of  its species, and the knowing individual to the pure subject of  will-less knowing, and now the 
two, as such, no longer stand in the stream of  time and of  all other relations. 44

Such is the reason why Schopenhauer values Dutch still lifes and tranquil landscapes: they calm the will, and 
reveal the pleasure that we can gain by contemplating the most ordinary things, so long as we see them as the 
expression of  an Idea.  Aesthetic pleasure follows only from the forgetting of  oneself  as individual and will, 
as temporal and spatial, and the ability to immerse ourselves in the beauty of  things qua Ideas.  Beyond the 
philosophy of  art, and as I will show in the following chapter, Schopenhauer’s Platonic conception of  art, 
revisited and rehabilitated beyond Plato’s own condemnation of  mimetic art, corresponds indeed to a certain 
view and practice of  modern and contemporary art, and especially abstract art.  There is, I will suggest, a certain 
form of  abstraction that is perfectly compatible with Schopenhauer’s view of  art.  Yet that conception, against 
which Nietzsche fought all his life, is precisely not the one that I want to retain, nor that with which Chillida 
confronts us.  With its emphasis on that “one eye of  the world [das eine Weltauge],”45 on the supersensible and 
the metonymic behind the phenomenal, it leaves no room for the discovery in the sensible of  what I shall 
call the hypersensible, or the conception of  art as the double vision of  metaphor.  Thinking art at the limit of  
metaphysics, and developing an aesthetics freed from any residual Platonism, means acknowledging a different 
sense of  the sensible, and sensation, as well as a different sense of  vision.  Chillida’s specific form of  abstraction, 
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and the relation to the sensible it makes possible, forces thought outside the metaphysical opposition between 
the phenomenal and the ideal, becoming and being, time and eternity, and into the hypersensible.

Schopenhaeur’s discussion of  the various fine arts, from architecture to poetry and tragedy, ends with music.  
Music, he argues, stands apart from all the other artforms, and is the highest amongst them all, in that it “refers 
to the innermost being of  the world and of  our own self ” and affects “man’s innermost nature” absolutely and 
universally: it is “an entirely universal language,” and one, he goes to add immediately, in what amounts to a 
clear distinction between music and all the other arts, “whose distinctness surpasses even that of  the world of  
perception itself.”46  In music, then, it is no longer a matter of  perceiving or contemplating those Ideas that all 
other artforms, in one way or another, present.  Rather, it is a matter of  experiencing the world as will, directly 
and immediately.  All the arts objectify the will indirectly, by means of  the Ideas.  But music doesn’t amount to 
an objectification.  Or if  it does, it is “as immediate an objectification and copy of  the whole will as the world 
itself  is...”47 In fact, Schopenhauer never reaches the point at which he is able to define the sort of  operation 
that music is, or the exact modality of  apprehension that it presupposes.  And this inability, I believe, has to do 
with the Platonic metaphysics—revisited through Kant—with which he operates.  For most remarkable, in his 
analysis, is his claim that, whilst it is no longer possible to recognise in music “the copy, the repetition, of  any 
Idea of  the inner nature of  the world,”48 music remains entirely a matter of  mimesis.  To be sure, music is no 
longer a representation of  the representations (the Ideas) of  the inner nature of  the world.  Yet it is related to 
that world “as the depiction to the thing depicted, as the copy to the original.”49  It is the most likely, the most 
faithful copy, and thus the mode of  expression that brings us closest to the true world: “its imitative reference to 
the world must be very profound, infinitely true...”50 And yet, it is also the most mysterious and obscure relation 
between copy and original.  In fact, it is something of  a paradox.  It establishes music as a representation 
(Vorstellung) of  “that which of  its essence can never be representation,” and as “the copy of  an original that 
can itself  never be directly represented.”51  Since music “transcends” [übergeht] the Ideas, it is independent of  
the phenomenal world, which it ignores entirely.52  Unlike the other arts, music could even exist without the 
phenomenal world.  And yet, as a “copy of  the will itself,”53 it is an image, a phenomenal representation of  some 
kind.  Such is the reason why, ultimately, the relation of  imitation between music and the world is not one that 
can be demonstrated.  It can only be intimated, experienced, by listening to music, and drawn by analogy with 
the other arts’ relation of  imitation to the world as will.

Still, it is possible to show how music operates, how it imitates the world as will.  Although Schopenhauer 
doesn’t use the word, we could say, following the classical conception, inherited from Aristotle’s Poetics, that 
music proceeds metaphorically.54  Where the visual and poetic arts operate metonymically, by showing the 
universal through the particular, and sometimes allegorically,55 music seems to operate metaphorically.  The 
most faithful imitation, the most likely copy, is that which, bypassing the world of  Ideas, recreates the world 
analogously.  Music is the artistic analogy of  the will, the pre-representational medium in which the world is 
intimated in its essence.  The “deepest tones of  harmony” are analogous to “the lowest grades of  the will’s 
objectification, inorganic nature, the mass of  the planet.”56  Similarly, the high notes, which seem to detach 
themselves from the deep bass-notes, and the harmony they create, are analogous to the way in which organic 
nature, bodies, organisms, came into existence “through gradual development out of  the mass of  the planet.”57  
Music, then, is not oriented towards specific archetypes, or objectifications, of  the will, but towards the world in 
its unity and consistency, its self-generation and self-objectification, from its brute, inorganic state, to its highest 
expression in the human intellect:

Further, in the whole of  the ripienos that produce the harmony, between the bass and the leading 
voice singing the melody, I recognize the whole gradation of  the Ideas in which the will objectifies 
itself.  Those nearer to the bass are the lower of  those grades, namely the still inorganic bodies 
manifesting themselves, however, in many ways.  Those that are higher represent to me the plant 
and animal worlds.  The definite intervals of  the scale are parallel to the definite grades of  the will’s 
objectification, the definite species in nature... The higher ripienos, running parallel to the animal 
world, move more rapidly, yet without melodious connexion and significant progress... Finally, in 
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the melody, in the high, singing, principal voice, leading the whole and progressing with unrestrained 
freedom, in the uninterrupted signficant connexion of  one thought from beginning to end, and 
expresisng a whole, I recognize the highest grade of  the will’s objectification, the intellectual life and 
endeavour of  man.58

At this point, it becomes clear how Schopenhauer’s revaluation of  art, and of  music in particular, is at once a 
complete reversal of  the Platonic condemnation of  mimetic art, and a radical and powerful re-inscription of  the 
mimetic framework, which he inherits from Plato.  Whilst seeing in music the artform that allows one to break 
with representation, and enter the domain of  truth proper, Schopenhauer continues to think of  our relation 
to truth within the framework of  mimesis: the arts “speak only of  the shadow, but music of  the essence.”59  
Music expresses only the quintessence [das Wesentliche] of  life and of  its events, and never the actual events 
themselves—this or that emotion, passion, or affliction.  This is the extent to which it is a direct copy of  the 
will, and not a copy of  a copy, or a simulacrum.  Music is the noumenon that is closest to the phenomenon,  or 
the metaphysical in the physical.  Ultimately, music and the will are so close that “we could just as well call the 
world embodied music as embodied will.”60  With his remarkable appreciation of  the specificity of  music, and 
of  the manner in which it escapes the Platonic suspicion regarding mimetic art, Schopenhauer tests the limits 
of  metaphysical aesthetics.  Specifically, he establishes a crucial connection between music and truth beyond or, 
better said perhaps, beneath the conception of  truth as representation (whether scientific and rational or artistic 
and perceptual).  As such, he makes possible a connection that, following Nietzsche and certain developments 
within phenomenology, I would like to radicalise.  At the same time, given Schopenhauer’s overall commitment 
to Platonic and Kantian metapysics, the radicalisation in question can only exceed the mimetic schema in which 
he continues to operate.  I shall return to music and the nature of  its relation with the other artforms when 
discussing Chillida, and the aesthetics of  the hypersensible.  It will become a question of  showing how, when no 
longer subordinated to the distinction between the sensible and the supersensible, or the phenomenal world and 
the true world, art breaks with mimesis, and opens up, and onto, the true world of  the hypersensible.

 Hegel

Unlike Plato, and even Aristotle, for whom art is essentially and irreducibly imitative, Hegel, like Schopenhauer, 
sees the meaning and value of  art in its ability to present an image of  the beautiful itself, that is, of  its idea.  In 
order for art to reach its true domain, it must go beyond imitation and present an image of  the truth, or the 
universal, in the particular.  In other words, the philosophical value of  art consists in its ability to present more 
than what is actually given in experience, to transcend the particular in the direction of  its universal truth, or 
idea.  That is the point at which the work of  art is no longer simpy an illusion, or a mere appearance, but a 
sensuous shining of  truth itself.  Against Plato, and with Schopenhauer, Hegel claims that artistic images aren’t 
phantoms or simulacra, far removed from the original, but genuine manifestations of  truth itself, and in fact 
truer than the original.  Aside from those images produced by way of  imitation, an appearance (Schein) is never 
a mere appearance, but always a manifestation of  essence, or spirit.  In other words, appearance is essential to 
essence, and artistic appearance is always more than the merely empirical.  The following passage, in which 
Hegel defends the truth of  art, is worth quoting in full: 

Truth would not be truth if  it did not show itself  and appear [schiene und erschiene], if  it were not truth 
for someone and for itself, as well as for spirit in general too.  Consequently, not pure appearance [das 
Scheinen im allgemeinen] in general, but only the special kind of  appearance in which art gives reality to 
what is inherently true can be the subject of  reproof.  If  in this connection the pure appearance in 
which art brings its conceptions into existence is to be described as deception [Täuschung], this reproof  
first acquires its meaning in comparison with the phenomena [Erscheinungen] of  the external world and 
its immediate materiality, as well as in relation to our own world of  feeling, i.e. the inner world of  sense.  
To both these worlds, in our life of  experience, our own phenomenal life, we are accustomed to 
ascribe the value and name of  actuality, reality, and truth, in contrast to art which lacks such reality 
and truth.  But it is precisely this whole sphere of  the empirical inner and outer world which is not the 
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world of  genuine actuality; on the contrary, we must call it, in a stricter sense than we call art, a pure 
appearance and a harsher deception.  Only beyond the immediacy of  feeling and external objects 
is geuine actuality to be found.  For the truly actual is only that which has being in and for itself, the 
substance of  nature and spirit, which indeed gives itself  presence and existence, but in this existence 
remains in and for itself  and only so is truly actual.  It is precisely the dominion of  these universal 
powers which art emphasises and reveals [erscheinen läßt].61

And yet, one can wonder whether this reversal doesn’t leave the Platonic schema entirely in place, whether it 
constitutes a fundamental reorganisation of  the relation between the particular and the universal, the image 
and the Idea, but one that leaves the dinstinction itself, and the place of  art in relation to it, entirely intact.  Like 
Plato, Hegel situates art within the broader, philosophical question regarding the manifestation or shining of  
truth as the universal, or the Idea, underlying the particular.  The philosophy of  art, Hegel claims, is concerned 
first and foremost with what, in Greater Hippias, Plato calls beauty as such, or the being of  the beautiful (ti pot’ estin 
to kalon),62 and not, in the way that Hippias himself  believes, with particular instances or examples of  beauty.63  
That being said, where Hegel differs from Plato is in recognising the logical necessity of  the particularisation 
and differentiation of  the idea, which gives birth to a variety of  forms and figures of  art, and which in turn need 
to be grasped as necessary instances and moments of  the idea.  The truth doesn’t exist outside its incarnation, 
and art is one such incarnation.  In fact, the incarnation of  truth in art is what we call the beautiful.  

Yet art, according to Hegel, and in a way that remains consistent with the Platonic account, isn’t the highest 
expression of  truth.  Having established the superiority of  the beautiful in art over the beautiful in nature—
since art is a product of  spirit and spirit is superior to nature (“spirit is alone the true”64)—and therefore severed 
the mimetic connection between art and nature, having reversed the order established in the Republic, Hegel 
immediately emphasises the limits of  art in relation to truth.  Art isn’t the highest expression of  truth, precisely 
to the extent that it remains bound to the sensible.  Ultimately, the sensible itself  remains the merely sensible, 
insofar as its philosophical value consists in its ability to point beyond itself  and towards the supersensible, 
towards spirit freed from all sensible limitation.  Religion and philosophy are ultimately truer than art, because 
they alone penetrate the depths of  the supersensible.  The work of  art can satisfy our need for the absolute, and 
quench our thirst for truth, only to an extent, and up to a point.  The truth of  art itself  consists in its own self-
overcoming in a higher, unlimited expression of  the absolute.  The truth of  art lies in art’s ability to transform 
itself  into non-sensuous truth. 
 

2.  AESTHETICS AFTER METAPHYSICS? OR OVERCOMING MIMESIS
 
A. NIETZSCHE

With Nietzsche, the relation between art and truth, or between the sensible and the supersensible, is entirely 
reversed, and displaced.  It’s not simply revised, in a way that, for example, would bring art even closer to truth.  
On the contrary: Nietzsche’s revaluation of  art requires that art and aesthetics be freed from what metaphysics, 
from Plato to Schopenhauer, calls the “true world.”  No longer subordinated to the tyranny and univocity of  
truth, art becomes a refuge from truth (“we possess art lest we perish of  the truth”65) and, at the same time, “the 
highest task and the genuinely metaphysical activity of  this life.”66  “Truth” is nothing but a “fable” and an 
“error”: “We have abolished the true [wahre] world,” Nietzsche famously claims in the section of  Twilight of  
the Idols entitled “How the ‘True World’ finally Became a Fable.”67  With this declaration, Nietzsche moves 
beyond his own initial attempt, carried out in The Birth of  Tragedy, and still marked by Schopenhauer’s dualistic 
worldview, to understand the appearance and plasticity of  the world, which cover over the roaring current of  
the abyss, as an illusion to which we necessarily fall prey.  We are now at a crossroad, between the end of  a 
history, and, possibly, the beginning of  a new dawn.  This intermediate, undecided time, signals Zarathustra’s 
moment:
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(Mid-day; moment of  the shortest shadow; end of  the longest error; zenith of  mankind; INCIPIT 
ZARATHUSTRA)68

Having announced the abolition of  the true world, Nietzsche asks: “what world is left?  The apparent world, 
perhaps?”  To which he responds emphatically: “But no!  with the true world we have also abolished the apparent world!” 

69  The question stands, then: is anything left at all?  When the sensible (aisthēton) is no longer oriented towards, 
and subordinated to, the intelligible (noēton), when the phenomenal world is no longer distinguished from the 
world as it is in-itself, and no longer interpreted within the schematic opposition between true and apparent, 
when it has been liberated from what, up until then, had been its sense, end, and value—then what?  Is there 
another world to which we can return?  A fragment from the Nachlass (probably from 1886) provides us with a 
clue: “The opposition [der Gegensatz] of  a real and an apparent world is lacking here: there is only one world, 
and this is false, cruel, contradictory, seductive, without meaning—A world thus constituted is the real world.”70  
In other words, the world to which we need to return, and which we need to affirm, the only “real” world, is the 
polysemic, polyphonic, and forever changing world of  appearances.  It is the world of  simulacra, which Plato 
sought to neutralise and exclude from the ideal city.  It is simply as a result of  our inability to face and embrace 
it that we feel the urge to create another, higher world of  pure order and absolute being, and declare it the true 
world.  The only truth, however, is sensuous and superficial.  The only reality is that of  the “earth.”  It is to the 
earth, Zarathustra tells us, that we now need to remain true, as the only truth that remains: “I beseech you, 
my brothers, remain true to the earth, and do not believe those who speak to you of  unearthy [überirdischen] hopes! 
Poison-mixers are they, dying ones [Absterbende] and themselves poisoned, of  whom the earth is weary: so let 
them go!”71  It is only at the cost of  such a return to the earth that we will be freed from Man and his nihilistic 
values.  For Man, Nietzsche tell us in the Foreword to Zarathustra, is precisely what needs to be overcome.  Man 
is only “a rope over an abyss,” “fastened between animal and Overman.”72  The Overman alone is the goal 
and the “meaning of  the earth.”  His head is no longer buried “in the sand of  heavenly things; it is “an earthy 
head that creates meaning for the earth.”73  Man must finally become a child, an artist, and create new values 
for this earth, earthly values. The creation of  values presupposes a new innocence, and a lightness, of  which 
contemporary man, the “last man,” is incapable.

But what about art?  What can be its role and, most importantly, its value, now that the distinction between the 
sensible and the intelligible, the apparent and the true, is no longer in place?  By revealing life as a matter for 
the senses, filled with contradictions and competing instincts, not imbued with any a priori direction or meaning, 
not, that is, oriented towards transcendent values and ideas, and not orchestrated from above, art becomes the 
very form of  fidelity to the earth:

In the main, I agree more with the artists than with any philosopher hitherto: they have not lost the 
scent of  life, they have loved things of  “this world”—they have loved their senses.74

Wrested from its subordination to the true world of  ideas and transcendent values, art is affirmed as a fiction, 
a creation—a “lie”—necessary for life: “for all life,” Nietzsche writes in August 1886, “is based on semblance 
[Schein], art, deception, points of  view [Optik], and the necessity of  perspectives and errors.”75  All life is “will 
to power,” that is, perspectival and partial, cruel and selective, as well as seductive.  It is the battleground on 
which conflicting and forever shifting forces, drives and impulses seek to gain the upper hand.  Art then appears 
as life—illusion, deception, and seduction—elevated to the second power, affirmed and willed as such.  “The 
will to appearance, to illusion, to deception, to becoming and change” has replaced the “will to truth” as the 
highest value.   Precisely insofar as art lies, it is worth more than truth.76  As such, art is the most powerful rival 
of, and alternative to, the ascetic ideal, whose hatred and devaluation of  life springs from “the protective and healing 
instincts of  a degenerating life:”77 “[A]rt, in which precisely the lie hallows itself, in which the will to deception has good 
conscience on its side, is much more fundamentally opposed to the ascetic ideal than is science: this was sensed 
instinctively by Plato, this greatest enemy of  art that Europe has yet produced.”78 
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This eruption of  the sensuous, this unleashing of  the sensible, is itself  felt and echoed in Nietzsche’s own style 
and language, as if  language itself  were returned to the earth, wrested from its dry, poisonous subordination to 
the supersensible, freed from the numbness, slumber and apathy of  transcendence, or “spirit:” “Of  all writings, 
I love only that which is written with blood.  Write with blood: and you will discover that blood is spirit.”79  
Nietzsche’s own corpus is written with blood; he is himself  an artist, who forges a multiplicity of  images, 
and echoes the polyphonous song of  the earth.  His images, though, aren’t indicative of  an original, hidden 
presence.  They are not signs of  a reality given independently of  the image.  If  images imitate something, and 
correspond to an original, the original is itself  a shining, unrelated to any thing-in-itself.  

As early as The Birth of  Tragedy, and through the artistic figure of  Apollo, “the shining one,” Nietzsche 
emphasises the role of  art as production and contemplations of  images, without reference to the original, or 
the Ideas, of  which they would be the impoverished or fallen image.  This is how one can interpret the logic of  
imitation that Nietzsche still advocates near the beginning of  The Birth of  Tragedy, and his subsequent definition 
of  art, near the end of  the book, as a “supplement” to nature—a definition that seems to conform to, and yet 
ultimately displaces, the Aristotelian definition of  mimesis.  Having established the Apollonian and its opposite, 
the Dionysian, as the two fundamental artistic drives that “burst forth from nature herself, without the mediation 
of  the human artist;” having, that is, presented nature herself  as an artist, and declared her artistic impulses to be 
satisfied, most immediately and directly, first in dreams, and their extraordinary ability to produce images, and 
then in intoxication, “which seeks to destroy the individual and redeem him by a mystic feeling of  oneness [eine 
mystische Einheitsempfindung],” Nietzsche defines the artist as an ‘imitator’ (‘Nachahmer’) of  nature thus understood.  
Every artist is steeped either in Apollonian dream-inspiration, or in Dionysian intoxication and mystical self-
abnegation, or, remarkably, and uniquely, as in Greek tragedy, in both.  This initial description conforms to 
the classical, Aristotelian, conception of  mimesis, to which, in the same section of  the book, Nietzsche actually 
refers.  It is complicated, however, by a further definition of  art, which Nietzsche introduces towards the end 
of  The Birth of  Tragedy:

… art is not merely imitation of  the reality of  nature but rather a metaphysical supplement [Supplement] 
of  the reality of  nature, placed beside it for its overcoming [Ueberwindung] (KGA III 1: 150/147).

Sallis summarises this apparent tension elegantly by writing the following: “Art is indeed an imitation of  nature, 
yet not merely such, not merely a mimetic double, a fabricated image, that would leave its original simply intact 
and unaffected.”80  There is no doubt that Nietzsche rejects the Platonic conception of  mimesis.  But he does 
seem to endorse the Aristotelian conception, which interprets imitation as the completion and improvement of  
nature.  The question, of  course, is to know why nature would want or need to be overcome through art, and 
why it would require this metaphysical supplement in order to be completed.  The mistake, I believe, which 
Nietzsche himself  rectifies in his later work by stripping it of  its Aristotelian and Schopenhauerian influences, is 
to qualify this supplement of  the reality (Wirklichkeit) of  nature as “metaphysical” and to speak of  nature’s self-
“overcoming.”  Should we choose to retain this vocabulary, a double operation would need to be performed.  
Firstly, and as Nietzsche himself  emphasises from the start, the metaphysical and the overcoming should not be 
interpreted as a transition towards the supersensible, or the thing-in-itself—not, that is, as the repetition of  the 
classical determination of  art between the sensible and the intelligible, but, as I have indicated, as the striving 
that defines life as will to power.  Secondly, the metaphysical supplement is not external to the reality of  nature; 
it is not generated from without.  Rather, it belongs to the sensible itself, and signals the excess of  the sensible 
within the sensible, or the manner in which the reality of  nature exceeds itself  in, and as, the hypersensible.  

Is this excess not the ecstasy, the ‘being outside oneself ’, which Nietzsche recognised in the Dionysian?  Is 
this movement not the Dionysian excess (Uebermaass) that “revealed itself  as truth” and opposed itself  to the 
Apollonian demand “nothing in excess?”81 Should we not finally recognise the pleasure of  art in a certain 
distance from the intelligible as well as the sensible, in the double sense of  a turn away from the intelligible, the 
Idea, and towards the sensible, yet away from the sensible as what is merely given in actuality (die Naturwirklichkeit), 
or present, and towards the excess of  the sensible, which art alone enables us to see?  Aesthetics beyond, or 
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at the limit, of  metaphysics presupposes this double move, or twisting free.  It presupposes the turn of  the 
hypersensible.  But, assuming that art produces images of  such an excess—for let us recall, in passing, that 
Nietzsche credited music alone, as the non-imagistic medium, with the possibility of  expressing it—how could 
we characterise the image in excess of  the metaphysics (of  presence)?  How can we define this turning within 
the sensible, and away from metaphysics? Borrowing a trope from poetics, and allowing it, in turn, and in time, 
to twist free of  the metaphysics that, from the start, oriented it towards presence and identity, let me refer to 
such an image of  excess and ecstasy, of  transport, transgression, and translation, as metaphor.  Let me introduce 
metaphor as the image that opens up the time and space of  art, the time-space of  the hypersensible. 
 
B. PHENOMENOLOGY
 
 Husserl

One may be entitled to believe that phenomenology, with its injunction that philosophy put aside all talk and 
opinion—all representations—and turn to things themselves as they present themselves from themselves, follows in 
Nietzsche’s footsteps by facilitating a much needed return to the sensible.  As a consequence of  phenomenology’s 
insistence that the phenomenal world is the only existing world, and the only legitimate object of  philosophical 
inquiry, one even may feel entitled to claim that it provides the necessary tools and method to develop a non- 
or post-metaphysical aesthetics.  By post-metaphysical aesthetics, I mean one that would not see the work of  
art as the sensuous image or shining of  an ideal content given independently of  the work itself—an aesthetics, 
therefore, that would break once and for all with mimesis as its governing principle.  Is a phenomenological 
approach to aesthetics thus defined at all justified?  

The phenomenological turn takes the form of  an absolute commitment to what Husserl calls “the principle 
of  all principles,” which he formulates thus: “In regard to the principle of  all principles: that every originarily donative 
intuition [Anschauung] is a legitimising source of  knowledge, that everything originarily (so to speak, in its bodily actuality) 
offered to us in ‘intuition’ [‘Intuition’] is to be accepted simply as what it presents itself [sich gibt] as being, but also only within 
the limits in which it there presents itself, no conceivable theory can mislead us.”82  Intuition, then, and especially 
perception, which Husserl saw as its paradigmatic and fullest expression, was to serve as the guiding light 
through the newly born science of  phenomena and experiential contents. By way of  caution, though, let me 
emphasise from the start that Husserl never equated perception with sensation alone.83 Perception is an intuitive 
act, that is, according to Husserl’s own definition, a sense-fulfilling act.  This, in fact, is what distinguishes it from 
the merely sense bestowing—or signifying—act, which refers to an object without presenting it in person or in 
the flesh (leibhaftig).  Intuition, on the other hand, doesn’t merely represent the object, but allows it to be there, 
bodily present as it were.  With the notion of  fulfilment, Husserl was able to extend the reach and legitimacy 
of  perception beyond the merely sensible object, and apply it to ideal objects.  A category, for example, is fully 
and actually present in categorial intuition.  Similarly, an essence is present “in its corporeal identity” in eidetic 
intuition.84  Perception, in other words, is an act that is broader than sensation. That being said, there is no 
doubt that, within this originary givenness, sense perception, that is, perception of  the sensible world, is granted 
a certain privilege: it is in sensation alone that the intention is actually, completely fulfilled, and the object 
bodily given.  This, however, and by virtue of  the determination of  perception as actual, bodily givenness, of  
which sensation is only an exemplary case, does not mean that categories or essences, which in themselves 
aren’t sensible, and therefore real, cannot be said to be perceived in a broader sense: whilst not objects of  sense 
perception, they are indeed given in and as themselves. Let me summarise this point: only in sense perception 
can something be truly and completely given; yet there is an intuition of  the non-sensible also.

Yet, despite its injunction—indeed, as Derrida has shown, because of  the injunction—that we return to the 
things themselves, and direct our gaze away from the supersensible, phenomenology remains committed to 
the Platonic, metaphysical ideal.  By granting intuition, and especially perception, in which bodily actuality, 
or actual, bodily presence, is most clearly visible, a methodological privilege, and turning into the principle of  
all principles, phenomenology restores the metaphysical project in the purity of  its Platonic origin.85  Far from 
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disrupting it, it only displaces it.  For what underlies the Platonic schema and the privilege of  intuition is the drive 
to presence and the pre-understanding of  the being of  all beings as presence and identity.  This fundamental 
trait is one that we saw at work in Aristotle as well.

And yet, it is from within phenomenology itself  that the metaphysical grip begins to give, and the commitment 
to presence and identity begins to loosen.  It is perhaps no coincidence if  the two thinkers within that tradition 
who went the farthest in calling such a privilege into question were also the two thinkers who contributed the 
most towards rethinking the status and significance of  art.  I am thinking of  Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty.  
Where the former twists free of  metaphysics, and metaphysical aesthetics, by rethinking the nature of  the 
connection between art and truth, the latter shakes and reshapes the very foundations of  phenomenology by 
developing an original theory of  vision, which requires a significant departure from Husserl’s own theory of  
perception and intuition.
 
 Merleau-Ponty

Let me begin with Merleau-Ponty.  The influence of  Husserl’s phenomenology on Merleau-Ponty’s thought 
cannot be stressed enough: it was decisive from the start, and remained in force until the very end.  The 
thematic of  perception, which unifies that thought, and which is meant to signal the origin of  subjectivity as 
well as that of  the world, remains incomprehensible without referring to the manner in which Husserl himself  
privileged it.  Following Husserl, Merleau-Ponty sees perception as an act that is broader than sensation, and it is 
only on the basis of  such an expanded conception of  perception that we can understand the “perceptual faith” 
that is spoken of  in The Visible and the Invisible.86  It is synonymous with actual, bodily givenness, and encompasses 
virtually every experience or act, including ideal or categorial.  But Merleau-Ponty also follows Husserl in 
granting sense perception, that is, perception of  the sensible world, a certain privilege within this originary 
givenness; for it is only in sensation that the intention is completely fulfilled and the object is bodily given. 

Merleau-Ponty draws the conclusion of  the primacy of  perception by claiming that perception extends and 
exceeds itself  in something other than itself: it is the “archetype of  the originary encounter” that is “imitated 
and renewed in the encounter with the past, the imaginary, the idea.”87  In what amounts to a genuine reversal 
of  Platonism, the idea, the imaginary, in short, all that is not immediately sensible and that, within Platonism, 
used to fall within the domain and under the authority of  the intelligible, is now envisaged as essentially derived 
from a single origin, namely, the sensible.  Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of  the sensible world puts him 
at odds with the intellectualist or Platonist school, for which the sensible world is only the perversion and 
degradation of  an intelligible reality that is in principle accessible to a purely intellectual intuition.  Rather 
than reiterate the opposition of  the sensible and the intelligible, of  sense perception and intellectual intuition, 
Merleau-Ponty chooses to speak of  the visible and the invisible.  Between the two, there is no longer an 
opposition, or a hierarchy, but a movement of  deepening and extension of  a single structure: the invisible is the 
invisible of the visible itself, and accessible only in and through the visible. Insofar as all experiences are rooted 
in the sensible, it remains, however, that sense perception constitutes the exemplary or archetypal sense of  what is 
bodily given, and not one of  its modalities only.  Perception is essentially sense perception.  At the same time, it 
is irreducible to—and potentially always more than—sense perception.  It is this chiasmic structure, indicative 
of  a new sense of  being beyond the disputes of  idealism and empiricism, which Merleau-Ponty precisely calls 
“the flesh.”  Hopefully, it has become clear why the concept of  the “sensible,” which we find throughout The 
Visible and the Invisible, designates at once a dimension of  the world and the world itself.  Similarly, it is now clear 
why Merleau-Ponty equates the flesh, the perceived (le perçu) and the sensible, even though he now prefers to 
speak of  a “brute” or “wild” being, rather than of  the perceived.88  This is because “to see is always to see more 
than one sees.”89  It is the sensible itself  that transcends itself  in its own sense and not, as Husserl believed, the 
transcendence of  sense that is realised in bodily givenness.  The transcendence in question is no longer vertical 
and supersensible, but horizontal: the sensible overcomes itself  in a movement of  self-deepening, and its “sense” 
is precisely this depth.  Sense is the hidden side, the lining of  the sensible.  I will return to this question regarding 
the self-transcendence of  the sensible and this “more than one sees”—not as sense, though, but as the move 
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internal to the sensible itself, and towards the hypersensible.  

Where Merleau-Ponty departs from Husserl, and progressively introduces a new sense of  being, is in his 
conception of  bodily givenness (Leib).  Instead of  designating the full and total presence of  the object, and thus 
the fulfilment of  an intention that, up until then, had remained empty or only partially fulfilled, Leib signals an 
awakening and an initiation to the world, an experience of  the “there is.”  And because Leib thus understood 
is no longer equated with the full presence of  the object, it does not exclude a dimension of  withdrawal and 
absence.  It is the very meaning and function of  bodily givenness that has undergone a certain transformation: 
where the flesh used to provide an access to the saturated presence of  the phenomenon—envisaged as an object 
of  knowledge and the horizon of  all acts—it now awakens the sensible body to a world and a sense of  being as 
“there is.”  The move, then, is one that takes us away from the “ontology of  the object,” which characterises 
modern metaphysics, including aspects of  Husserlian phenomenology, and classical physics (in the broad sense 
of  the science of  nature of  Descartes, Galileo and Newton), and into an ontology of  the flesh as the proper 
and originary mode of  givenness of  the world, the outline of  a “there is” from within which the very being of  
the human emerges.  Bodily givenness is no longer a function of  an intentional, intuitive act, albeit that of  an 
incarnate consciousness.  If  anything, it is rather the “subject” who is now intended and constituted within the 
world, in what amounts to a reciprocal and co-originary disclosure.  To the reversal of  Platonism previously 
mentioned, and which did not result in a mere empiricism, we must now add the suspension of  all idealist theses, 
including that of  Husserl himself  (for whilst not a matter of  representation, the transcendental consciousness 
remains constitutive).  More fundamentally still, we must note the advance that consists in overcoming the dualist 
ontology of  the sensible and the intelligible, as well as that of  the subject and the object, through an ontological 
monism that is rooted in the notion of  perception and unveils the world as carnal reality, a reality to which I 
myself  belong, a fabric woven with the same threads as those of  my body. 

That is the reality to which art opens, and the soil on which it grows.  Art, and especially the formative arts, 
Merleau-Ponty claims in Eye and Mind, makes visible the “there is,” the “soil of  the sensible world” that we inhabit 
as sensuous, bodily creatures.90  It is, Merleau-Ponty claims, through my body, and especially my eyes, that I am 
in the world, and of the world.  This means that the world of  the human is a visible world, that my eyes orient me 
in the world, organise that world, but only to the extent that, contrary to what, ever since Descartes, modern 
philosophy has affirmed, the world and I are made of  the same, sensible stuff:

A Cartesian can believe that the existing world is not visible, that the only light is that of  the mind, and 
that all vision takes place in God.  A painter cannot grant that our openness to the world is illusory or 
indirect, that what we see is not the world itself, or that the mind [l’esprit] has to do only with its thoughts 
or with another mind.91

I see the world from within the world, as “flesh,” and not through a noetic vision.   My vision is always and 
from the start incarnate.  It is through this incarnate vision that the being of  the human is itself  made visible.  
The human body—which discloses the world and, at the same time, belongs to the world, which is at once 
always, and inescapably, here, “degree zero of  spatiality,”92 and already there, in the midst of  things—inhabits the 
space between seeing and being seen, or touching and being touched.  To say that it inhabits the world means 
that it doesn’t “see” the world as a pure surface, or as extension, but that it experiences and lives it as the fold 
where the world reflects back on itself, and comes to life in a distinctly phenomenological sense, that is, neither 
in a purely material sense—the undeniable importance of  which Merleau-Ponty acknowledges by saying that 
evolution has granted us with eyes, and a sense of  touch, that are directed not exclusively at the world around 
us, but also at ourselves, and this is in such a way that we feel ourselves as we feel the world—nor in a purely 
spiritual sense, as spontaneity and absolute freedom in Sartre’s sense.  Our body extends itself  into the world, 
and the world reflects itself  in our body.  Our world is one of  reciprocal encroachment, reflection and folding, 
rather than depth or, better said perhaps, perspective, which evokes a space in which things are simply behind 
one another.93  As a result, our vision of  the world is only ever partial and limited; yet this incompleteness is 
also the condition of  our access to the world as incarnate and alive: what separates me from the world is also 
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what unites me to the world.  It is this sensible or incomplete being of  the world and of  myself, this reciprocal 
encroachment, which distinguishes vision from thought, and loosens the drive to self-presence and self-identity 
that characterises metaphysics: “Vision is not a certain mode of  thought or self-presence: it is the means by 
which I become absent from myself, and witness the fission of  Being from within...”94 Vision thus understood 
also differs from the way in which, in his early thought, and following Husserl’s principle of  principles, Merleau-
Ponty envisaged perception.  Whilst his earlier attempt to return to the sensible through the problematic of  
perception retained aspects of  Husserl’s intellectualist conception of  intuition, and remained somewhat caught 
up in the very dualism it was trying to overcome, his later thought, rooted in a more radical theory of  vision, 
amounted to a genuine return to the sensible. 

Now, Merleau-Ponty claims, as soon as we see our relation to the world, and our own worldliness, in those 
terms, painting and sculpture come to light in a different way.  And the specific way in which Merleau-Ponty 
understands the significance of  the formative arts would seem to come very close to recognising what I 
call the hypersensible.  Ultimately, however, I believe that what I call the hypersensible and what Merleau-
Ponty describes as the shining of  “a visible elevated to the second power”95 amount to two different ways of  
appreciating the work of  art and of  vision.  What does Merleau-Ponty mean by that expression?  He means 
that painting and sculpture produce an “image” or an “icon” of  the visible—not a phantom or a pale imitation 
of  some visible thing (although, of  course, there might well be some such thing displayed in the work), not a 
“weakened double” or a “trompe-l’œil”96 in the Platonic sense, then, but a doubling or redoubling of  the very 
structure of  the visible itself.  Art produces an image that is more than what is merely present in the visible 
world, without being an intelligible or supersensible reality.  I see more with than without the picture.  I see 
“with” or “according to” the picture, more than I see it.  It is this excess that I should like to emphasise, despite 
the fact that, once again, the excess that I shall want to emphasise will turn out to be of  a different kind.  What 
matters, at this point, is the fact that Merleau-Ponty recognises the operation of  painting as one that brings 
to light, and into the visible, something that is always implicit and at work in the way in which we see and 
experience the world, yet something that remains hidden, or invisible in the world—its visibility: “[P]ainting 
celebrates no other enigma but that of  visibility.”97  From then on, painting and sculpture need no longer be 
seen within the metaphysical context of  the original and the image, or the sensible and the supersensible.  The 
work doesn’t refer to an original already given in experience; it no longer imitates anything: “whether figurative 
or not, the line [of  Matisse, Klee, or Moore] is, in any case, no longer the imitation of  things, or itself  a thing.”98  
Rather, the image that art produces is now seen, in what amounts to a reversal of  the Platonic schema, and of  
the image of  the cave especially, as the image of  the light from which the visible shines—not the light of  Truth, 
or the Good, but of  the sensible itself: “Light, lighting, reflection, shadows, colour,”99 and, more generally, the 
intertwining of  my body in the world and the world in my body.  The invisible that art, and art alone, makes 
visible, is not the reality of  another, higher world, but the invisibility of the visible.  By seeing the picture, it is as 
if  I saw myself  seeing, as if  the picture were an image of  the fact and the manner of  the visibility of  the world, 
of  the “there is” that precedes all beings—of  truth, then, but as clearing.

Despite this achievement, we can wonder the extent to which Merleau-Ponty’s conversion of  the classical 
distinction between the sensible and the intelligible in that of  the visible and the invisible does justice to the sense 
and experience of  the sensible with which art confronts us.  My objection to phenomenological aesthetics—in 
the double sense of  a science of  sensible experience and a discourse on art—does not concern its injunction that 
we return to the things themselves, or to the manner in which the phenomenal world unfolds, but in the belief  in 
intuition, and especially perception, as the origin of  the givenness in question, or the source from which the world 
as such and as a whole springs.  For what phenomenology—at least a certain type of  phenomenology, the type 
that remained faithful to the Husserlian injunction—cannot attend to, so long as it remains a phenomenology 
of  Leibhaftigkeit, is the hypersensible, or the sensible excess within the sensible.  Such an excess, I believe, is a 
matter not of  perception, but of  vision—a vision that is neither the immediate vision of  phenomenological life, 
nor the intellectual vision of  the mind, directed towards sense and essences.  Rather, it is the double vision of  
art itself, distinct in that it involves a process of  creation, and not imitation, yet one that is rooted in the sensible 
itself.  Artistic vision involves a change of  focus, of  how we see, and that change itself  requires the introduction 
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of  what we call style.  If  anything, it requires a certain loosening of  perception, a certain distance from the 
manner in which the world is immediately given.  For, contrary to what Husserl claimed, and as Merleau-Ponty 
rightly emphasises, the givenness is never that of  a disinterested gaze.  Perception is always bound up with life 
in a biological sense, that is, with practical life—a dimension to which Heidegger was very sensitive, but which 
he formulated in existential terms—and this sense of  life that we call survival.  Merleau-Ponty is again right to 
emphasise the fact that my perception, which he also calls “vision,” is indicative of  my power, or my bodily “I 
can.”  It is bound up with a life of  projects and concerns, at once limited and disclosive of  the world.  But the eye 
or the vision of  art, whilst indeed different from that of  the mind, is also different from the incarnate vision of  
my body—a vision, Merleau-Ponty claims, which is generated from within the world and in the midst of  things, 
and yet places them, organises them.  Art, on the other hand, is concerned with the plus-que-vivre, or sur-vie, with 
a loosening of  the grip of  biological life, and the emergence of  the hypersensible.
   
 Heidegger

Let me now turn to Heidegger.  His most decisive anti-Platonic move, and his own reversal of  Platonism, 
consists in establishing an intimate, and indeed essential, connection between art and truth—one that is very 
much at work, albeit only implicitly, in Merleau-Ponty’s own account of  art and vision.  But the connection 
in question required that the essence of  truth be rescued from its classical interpretation as correspondence and 
that the question of  art itself  be no longer thought in terms of  an adequation (homoiōsis, adequatio) between an 
image and an original.  A crucial stage of  that operation is reached in §44 of  Being and Time, where Heidegger 
identifies primordial truth (alētheia) with the disclosedness (Erschlossenheit) of  Dasein, and thus with a meaning 
that is ontologically prior to its metaphysical and epistemological interpretation.  The move towards the essence 
of  truth, which Heidegger eventually equates with the task of  thinking itself, is further enacted in “On the 
Essence of  Truth” (1930) and “Plato’s Doctrine of  Truth” (1931/32, 1940).  Moving away from his own 
interpretation of  truth as existential disclosedness, Heidegger envisages truth as the ongoing (in a way that is 
history- or epoch-making) and irreducible strife between the essence of  truth as un-truth, or concealment, and 
the event of  truth as unconcealment.  It’s in the context of  this reconfiguration of  the question of  truth that 
Heidegger turns to the work of  art, most notably in “The Origin of  the Work of  Art” (1935/36).100  The work 
of  art becomes philosophically relevant—and according to a sense of  philosophy that is precisely no longer 
Platonic, or metaphysical—when it is seen to present the essence of  truth as the strife between concealment and 
unconcealment, when it is itself  seen as a happening of  truth.  To say this is to claim that art remains a matter 
of  (re)presentation, or of  what Kant calls Darstellung (exhibitio).  And yet, what turns out to be of  the utmost 
significance is that the (re)presentation in question exceeds its schematic and symbolic modalities, which Kant 
distinguishes in the Critique of  Judgement, and becomes aletheic instead.  Art, in other words, is a presentation 
(without representation), or a setting-there (Dar-stellen) of  truth itself.  It is not the representation of  something 
in space and time, as something that is now there (da), but, Heidegger claims in the first, shorter version of  the 
lecture, the institution (Stiftung) of  the There (Da) itself.101  It is, Heidegger says, translating the modern thematic 
of  presentation and Darstellung back into the Greek thesis, das Ins-Werk-setzen der Wahrheit, or the setting-into-the-
work of  truth.102

In the work of  art, the happening or presentation of  truth takes the form of  a strife between world and earth.  
Specifically, and in a way that makes the work of  the translator difficult, the Darstellen or “setting” of  truth in the 
work involves the Aufstellen, or “setting-up,” of  a world, and the Herstellen, or “setting-forth” and “pro-duction” 
of  the earth.  In addition to the connection between truth and world, already established in Being and Time, 
but which now needs to be related to the artwork, Heidegger needs to justify the connection between truth 
and earth.  Before we turn to Heidegger’s analysis of  the strife between world and earth, it is of  the utmost 
importance to emphasise that the strife in question does not coincide with the essence of  truth as the original 
strife (Urstreit) between clearing and concealment.  The work of  art itself  presupposes the primordial strife, 
which is not reducible to art.  Art, Heidegger insists, is only one essential way in which truth happens.103  “Earth 
rises up through world and world grounds itself  on the earth only insofar as truth happens as the original strife 
between clearing and concealment.”104 
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The work “opens up” (eröffnet) or “sets up” (aufstellt) a world—for example, the world of  the sacred, the gods, 
and mortals, in the case of  the temple, or the cathedral.  Let me emphasise that Heidegger speaks of  the 
work as opening up or setting up, and not reproducing or representing, a world.  This means that the world 
in question is or is disclosed in and through the work.  The world is itself  not a thing, nor even the sum of  all 
things.  Yet it defines us in our being, more than any actual thing.  Being and Time defines who we are, namely, a 
Dasein, as “being-in-the-world.”  Stones, plants, and animals are worldless.  The latter two are alive, of  course, 
and presuppose an environment and a natural habitat, which sustains them, and in which they evolve.  But 
they don’t have a world in the way that Heidegger understands, that is, as the “openness of  beings.”105  Why?  
Because they don’t relate at the same time to the horizon of  closure from which that openness occurs.  They 
don’t relate to innerwordly things by relating also, as humans do, to the dimension through which “all things 
gain their lingering and hastening, their distance and their proximity, their breadth and their limits.”106  In 
other words, there is always more to human experience than the sheer presence of  things in the world; there is 
also the experience of  the world as such, of  the open region within which things find their place.  There is the 
experience of  the horizon or the limit from which all things become present and come to life—a horizon and a 
limit that is itself  never present as such, at least not as a thing.  There is the experience, and not just the postulate, 
or the philosophical axiom—this is the mystery and the paradox—of  the transcendental x, or horizon, from 
which the actual experience of  innerwordly things—things of  use, things that are merely present, or other 
Dasein—takes place.  It is never an object of  actual experience, in the way that, for example, the hammer in my 
hand, the woman in my arms, or the living tissue under the microscope can themselves be objects of  experience.  
But it is an object of  virtual experience: something that is never actually and fully present, yet always given, as a 
pure possibility.  So long as he identifies the phenomenon of  the world with the existence of  the human being, 
Heidegger takes death—as Dasein’s ownmost and uttermost possibility, never to be outstripped or realised as 
an actuality—to be the transcendental horizon in question.  The horizon of  originary closure that discloses 
the world as such and as a whole is existential.  In relation to this early schema, “The Origin of  the Work of  
Art” introduces a remarkable development—one that, I believe, opens up the possibility of  what I call the 
hypersensible as the distinctive dimension of  art.  For what Heidegger calls world, and which he understands 
the work of  art as opening up, or setting up—and not simply representing, reproducing, or projecting—is no 
longer a feature of  human existence, and not even of  this specific existence that we call the artist, but of  the 
work itself.  But that is not all.  For if  the work of  art has the ability to reveal the world as such and as a whole, 
or the worldliness of  human existence, it is precisely as a result of  another ability, entirely consistent, and yet 
not identical with, the role that death played in the analytic of  Dasein.   The work of  art also brings into play, 
and into a form of  visibility, the transcendental horizon of  the world (time, or history), which simultaneously 
opens up and limits the world, in what amounts to an irreducible tension or stife.  It is as earth that this horizon 
appears in the work.  This decisive move signals the break with any idealist temptation, and the possibility of  a 
history that is material and transcendental.  

Let me highlight a few features of  Heidegger’s account of  earth.  Firstly, earth points to the irreducible 
materiality of  the work—that is, to the fact that the work is necessarily made up (hergestellt) of  some material and 
that, contrary to what happens in equipment, the materiality of  the work comes forth and shines through in the 
work, as if  for the first time: “The rock comes to bear and to rest and so first becomes rock; the metal comes 
to glitter and shimmer, the colors to shine, the sounds to ring, the word to speak.”107  Far from emphasising the 
work’s connection with the supersensible, and with its ideal content, Heidegger emphasises the work’s ability 
to make matter itself  visible, yet in a way that resists its appropriation for practical, and even more specifically 
technological, use: in the case of  equipment and practical life, matter is simply “used up” and “disappears 
into usefulness.”108  This is a remarkable development with respect to the analytic of  existence developed in 
Being and Time.  But for a single passage, in which Heidegger envisages the possibility of  a relation to the 
forces of  nature that is not one of  practical concern (Besorgen), but of  poetic rapture, the materiality of  the 
world is never thematised in Being and Time.109  It is a development that opens up the possibility of  an aesthetic 
materialism through the creation of  a concept of  matter (hyle) that is no longer thought in combination with, 
nor subordinated to, the classical concepts of  idea (idea, eidos) and form (morphē).  It opens up that possibility by 
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insisting that, in the work of  art, there is an excess of  materiality, or earth, over function, or world.  Something 
remains in the work, and it is that remainder that we are drawn to, and into.  It is this remainder—in excess of  our 
practical relation to the world, and our theoretical representation of  it—that we actually see, according to a type 
of  vision, and a sense of  the visible that Heidegger leaves unthematised and that, [following Merleau-Ponty’s 
own initiative,] I will try to thematise fully and rigorously in due course.  For the time being, and recalling some 
of  the phenomenological distinctions introduced earlier on, let me simply emphasise that the seeing in question 
is not a matter of  sense perception or eidetic intuition.  It is a matter of  a sense of  vision that is specific to art.

What the artwork enables us to see and feel, then, is the irreducibility of  being, or truth, to the disclosedness 
of  world.  Naturally, the work opens up the world; it “sets it up” or “brings it about” (aufstellt).  But it also, and 
simultaneously, “sets forth” or “brings out” (herstellt) the earth.  Paradoxically—or so it would seem—this setting 
forth or bringing out of  earth in its materiality is a presentation of  that which resists presentation, representation, 
and usability.  It is a presentation of  that which can only be seen, and resists any attempt at translating into sense 
or use.  Earth is what resists representation, and especially the techno-scientific objectification of  nature.  The 
stone of  the temple, for example, “presses downward and manifests its heaviness.  But while this heaviness 
weighs down on us, at the same time it denies us any penetration into it.”110  The earth opens up or, better 
said perhaps, intimates a dimension that we can experience, yet which we cannot penetrate.  If  we attempt 
such penetration, by smashing the rocks for example, or weighing them, the earth withdraws and escapes us.  
Similarly, if  we try to understand the colors on a canvas in terms of  oscillations and waves, the work itself  
vanishes:  “Color shines and wants only to shine.”111  In and as earth, matter is pure surface, pure shining—a 
shining without depth or height.  Its depth is its surface, its stubborn superficiality, which offers no hold or grasp.  
Earth is the Ungraspable, the Unforceable.  Following Plato’s definition, yet depriving the Platonic schema 
of  its ideal paradigm, Heidegger calls the shining that is set into the work “the beautiful:” “Beauty is one way in 
which truth as unconcealment comes to presence.”112  But the shining in question—beauty—is no longer a semblance, a 
phantom, or even just an image of  truth.  It is the coming into presence or, as Heidegger says, the happening or 
event of  truth proper, of  the essence of  truth.  

But what is the essence of  truth?  And what is earth’s connection with such an essence?  By contrast with the 
scientific—or, for that matter, the metaphysical—representation, what becomes visible, what shines forth in the 
work, is the self-seclusion and withdrawal of  earth itself—in other words, its resistance to being used and used 
up entirely in the world, its irreducibility to the two fundamental modalities of  presence that, in Being and Time, 
Heidegger associated with the worldhood of  Dasein, namely, readiness-to-hand (Zuhandenheit) and presence-at-
hand (Vorhandenheit).  In “The Origin of  the Work of  Art,” the earth appears as the necessary counter-tendency 
to the self-opening or disclosedness of  world: it is the self-sheltering and concealing, from which the world itself  
emerges: “World is grounded on earth, and earth rises up through world.”113  Yet the world, as the self-opening, 
or the primordial drive to disclosedness, tolerates nothing closed and always seeks to bring earth into the open, 
to crack this mystery open, to have done with closure.  Light, pure light is what world wants.  World is the 
metaphysical drive or impulse, the drive to truth understood as presence and clearing.  It is the Promethean 
force behind Platonism, the quest for knowledge, and the mastery of  nature.114  But the earth resists this drive 
to presence and mastery: as the sheltering and concealing, it “tends always to draw the world into itself  and 
to keep it there.”115  Orpheus and Lethe could be seen as the divinities of  the earth thus understood.116  The 
more we penetrate the earth, the more it withdraws into its own essence, which is the essence of  truth.  But 
this essence isn’t a matter of  depth, or interiority: it is through its surface, its absolute superficiality that earth 
escapes the grip of  world.  It’s the world that believes in depth and wants to go deep into the earth, when the 
earth only wants to flee and float, shine and shimmer.  Our modern history has to a large extent been that of  
what the French call the mondialisation of  earth, culminating in this particular “set-up” that Heidegger calls 
the Gestell.  But the paradox, and the “danger,” is that by wanting to reduce earth to world, and colonise the 
source that belongs only to itself, we have only cut ourselves off  from the origin, turned away from the essence 
of  truth in the name of  truth, concealed originary concealment, and become oblivious to our own essence or 
transcendental horizon.  In the work, however, the strife between world and earth appears as strife, that is, as 
the irreducible and constitutive force of  history itself.  
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In this remarkable development, Heidegger enacts a return of  the work to the sensible itself, or, better said 
perhaps, to the hypersensible as the dimension that is in excess of  the sensible as a mere object of  intuition, or 
perception, and yet entirely unlike the supersensible.  Through such a development, a new artistic materialism 
becomes possible.  It is such a materialism that I want to retain, and radicalise, emphasising all the while the 
fact that, through the work, material earth shines through.  If  the work amounts to a shining, it is not of  the 
Idea, but of  the earth itself.  It isn’t a shining that refers to anything outside itself.  It is devoid of  any intentional 
structure.  It is shining as such.
  
C. DELEUZE

To try and define more precisely what I mean by the hypersensible, and draw further its connection with the 
earth, let me now turn to the thought of  Gilles Deleuze, and his work on Bacon in particular.117  What follows 
also serves as a transition towards the question of  metaphor, which I will develop in the next part of  the book.

In a plateau of  A Thousand Plateaus entitled “Geology of  Morals,” Deleuze and Guattari envisage the Earth from 
at least two different perspectives, which can help us understand how and why, in turn, Deleuze approaches 
Bacon.118  They introduce their thoughts on the Earth via a conceptual character named  “Professor Challenger.”  
The Professor begins by explaining that the Earth, which is a body “permeated by unformed, unstable matters, 
by flows in all directions, by free intensities or nomadic singularities, by mad or transitory particles,” is actually 
and at the same time subjected to a very different phenomenon, “beneficial in many respects and regrettable in 
many others: stratification.”119  The process in question is also described as “inevitable:” one cannot escape it.  It 
is “beneficial” because it provides life and matter with a minimum of  structure and stability.  It is “regrettable,” 
though, insofar as something, some of  that original intensity, is always lost, or forgotten, in the process.  It is 
that intensive and free state which, according to Deleuze, philosophy and art seek to regain and bring to life 
through the creation of  concepts and aesthetic affects.  The existential or, better said perhaps, vital problem 
that Deleuze faced from the very beginning was the following: how can we—as thinking, feeling, and sensing 
beings—generate the conditions under which those very intensities, which tend to cancel themselves out in 
extensities, can be brought back to life, and into life?  How can we affirm difference beyond its own tendency to 
negate itself  in identity?  How can our concepts, affects, and percepts wrest themselves from fixed identities—
essences and clichés—and experience the world of  intensities?  This is how Deleuze and Guattari describe the 
process of  stratification of  the earth:

[Strata] consisted of  giving form to matters, of  imprisoning intensities or locking singularitites into 
systems of  resonance and redundancy, of  producing upon the body of  the earth molecules large and 
small and organizing them into molar aggregates.  Strata were acts of  capture, they were like “black 
holes” or occlusions striving to seize whatever came within their reach.  They operated by coding 
and territorialisation upon the earth; they proceeded simultaneously by code and by territoriality.120

Elsewhere, and especially in connection with his interpretation of  Spinoza, Deleuze refers to it as expression: 
nature, or God, expresses its own essence in attributes and modes.121  Similarly, matter expresses itself  in forms and 
individuals.  Although stratification is a notion borrowed from geology, it applies to various natural phenomena, 
such as organisms.  Such is the reason why Deleuze also speaks of  organisation as the process that generates 
organisms and organs.  But the point is that the organism doesn’t exhaust the body, or the earth: it is only a 
stratum on what, following Artaud, Deleuze calls the “body without organs:” the earth, or the body without 
organs, constantly eludes this process of  stratification; it is constantly caught up in processes of  destratification, 
decoding, and deterritorialization.122  In other words, “there is no reason to think that all matter is confined to 
the physico-chemical strata: there exists a submolecular, unformed Matter.”123  Were we to relate this back to 
the Heideggerian distinction between world and earth, introduced earlier on, we could say that world, and the 
way in which it unfolds organically, practically, or historically, doesn’t exhaust the material reality of  the earth.  
Naturally, such a distinction between world and earth could be maintained only at the cost of  a materialisation 
of  the world itself, and by extending the notion of  world to all living—and even non-living—things.  In any 
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event, the material processes that Deleuze defines as “expression,” “stratification” and organisation” define 
the Earth from a certain point of  view, and only up to a point.  They aren’t “the earth’s last word.”124  For the 
earth is also—above all, in fact, and primarily—a “body without organs,” or a “plane of  immanence,” that 
is, to quote Deleuze and Guattari again, a surface “permeated by unformed, unstable matters, by flows in all 
directions, by free intensities or nomadic singularities, by mad or transitory particles.”125  The matter in question 
here exists in a free state: it consists of  relatively unformed and unstructured energy flows, from which strata 
and aggregates emerge.  It isn’t yet organised, differentiated into structures and substances.  But it isn’t dead 
matter either.  On the contrary: “The body without organs is not a dead body but a living body all the more 
alive and teeming once it has blown apart the organism and its organisation.”126  As a result, “dismantling the 
organism has never meant killing,” whether oneself  or anything, “but rather opening the body to connections 
that presuppose an entire assemblage, circuits, conjunctions, levels and thresholds, passages and distributions of  
intensity…”127 There is a life—Life itself—that is anorganic, and that coincides with the BwO.  Life understood 
in that way, or what Deleuze and Guattari also call Primary Matter, is the universal body that is not yet formed, 
or stratified, and the set of  submolecular and even subatomic particles, of  pure intensities and free, prephysical 
and prevital singularities that flow on such a body.

The Deleuzian distinction between the organic and the anorganic, or the stratified and the free, also corresponds 
to that between two types of  space—“striated” or “metric” and “smooth.”  The same body can be both at the 
same time.  Take, the sea, for example.  On one level, Deleuze and Guattari tell us, as a pure, flowing surface, 
the sea is the archetype of  a smooth space.  Yet “it was the first to encounter the demands of  increasingly strict 
striation.”128  Maritime space was striated as a function of  two astronomical and geographical gains: bearings, 
obtained by a set of  calculations based on exact observation of  the stars and the sun; and the map, which 
intertwines meridians and parallels, longitudes and latitudes, plotting regions known and unknown onto a grid.  
Slowly, and beginning in the 15th century, the striated progressively took hold, turning an intensive, directional, 
non-metric multiplicity into an extensive, dimensional, metric multiplicity.  More recently, however, it is as if  
the sea had regained some of  its smoothness, but only through the perpetual motion of  the strategic submarine, 
which outflanks all gridding and invents a neonomadism in the service of  a war machine still more disturbing 
than the States, which reconstitute it at the limit of  their striation.  All of  this shows that, whilst absolutely 
distinguishable in principle (de jure), smooth space and striated space are in fact always intertwined: “smooth 
space is constantly being translated, transversed into a striated space; striated space is constantly being reversed, 
returned to a smooth space.”129  Smooth space is filled by events or haecceities, whereas striated space is filled 
with formed and perceived things.  Smooth space is a space of  affects, whereas striated space is a space of  
measures and properties.  Smooth space is intensive (Spatium) rather than extensive (Extensio): a Body without 
Organs, as opposed to an organism and a plane of  organisation.  What one perceives (or feels) in a smooth space 
are intensities: wind and noise, sonorous and tactile qualities, the creaking of  ice and the song of  the sand, as in 
the desert, steppe or ice.  In the absence of  fixed points, characteristic of  the striated space, “the navigator of  the 
desert relies on the ‘song of  the sands’ and other shifting sets of  relationships (haecceities)—as the mariner relies 
on the differential tastes of  the sea.”130 It is through affect, not representation, that one navigates such spaces.  
Striated space, on the contrary, is overdetermined (“canopied”) by the sky as measure and by the measurable 
visual qualities deriving from it, whether at sea or in the desert.

How does all of  this apply to art, and more specifically to the hypersensible?  Let me try and address this 
question by turning to Deleuze’s work on Bacon.  Art, according to Deleuze, is a creative activity that is oriented 
towards the free intensities of  the earth, or the body without organs—those very intensities that natural, and 
all too often “cultural,” processes trap into fixed entities.  Bacon, however, like Cézanne, aims to extract the 
flows and intensities, the forces and energies hidden within things, without dissolving into formlessness.  The 
mere dissolution of  form, as evidenced in the fluid chaos of  traits, the explosion of  stains and patches, the 
proliferation of  lines that no longer delimit anything, the appearance of  lumps, smears or blisters, which much 
of  contemporary art has privileged, is an altogether too brutal plunge into chaos, into pure matter, and the 
manifestation of  an anarchic, unstable life.  In a way, a residual and minimal form can be a safeguard against 
the threat of  total chaos, and one that stops the line of  becoming from turning into a line of  death.  It is not 
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brute, amorphous matter that Bacon aims to depict.  Nor is it simply organic life: 

I never look at a painting, hardly.  If  I go to the National Gallery and I look at one of  the great 
paintings that excite me there, it’s not so much the painting that excites me as that the painting 
unlocks all kinds of  valves of  sensation within me which return me to life more violently.131 

 
We saw how the space that Deleuze characterises as smooth—and of  which Bacon’s paintings would be an 
example—is filled with events or haecceities, and not forms, substances, or properties.  What one perceives (or 
rather feels) in a smooth space, we said, are intensities: sonorous and tactile qualities.  Smooth space is a space 
of  affects (or, to use Bacon’s own word, sensations), and not representations.  Such would be the fundamental aim 
of  art, then—at least that proposed by Bacon and endorsed by Deleuze: to return us, artist and viewers alike, to 
the life contained and somehow solidified in the world of  forms, to free the vital forces and flows contained in 
the most familiar and (apparently) most inanimate things, to produce images that aren’t representations, images 
of  a model, or even mere images.  Only if  art brings us closer to life, only if  the life to which we return as a 
result of  art has gained in intensity, is such a detour worthwhile.  But the life that art brings us back to is not the 
organic life of  perception, the life of  what we call lived experience (Erlebnis, le vécu).  Rather, the life that is set free in 
painting is the life that is trapped and covered up in the organised body; it is the anorganic or dis-organised life 
of the hypersensible.  In formulating this demand that art return us to life more violently, Bacon achieves in painting 
the task that Rimbaud—and Artaud after him—had ascribed to poetry, namely, “to arrive at the unknown 
through the disjunction of  all the senses” (le dérèglement de tous les sens).132  In a very similar spirit, Artaud prefers 
to speak of  “a kind of  constant loss [déperdition] of  the normal level of  reality.”133

Let me now return to Bacon’s paintings, and to the bodies they depict.  The vast majority of  Bacon’s bodies 
seem to undergo a radical transformation of  their ordinary shape and situation.  Specifically, they give the 
impression of  being in the process of  disorganising themselves entirely, that is, of  emptying themselves of  
their own organicity: in a scream or a smile, in excrementing, vomiting or spilling blood, through the mouth 
or the anus, through the erasing of  the eyes or a general fluidification of  the body, they seem to be undergoing 
something like an escape from organicity.  How could there not be a violence attached to that movement?  How 
could it not appear as monstrous to our own perception?  The violence that we find in Bacon’s paintings is not, 
as Deleuze insists, linked to “the representation of  something horrible”—that very representation which, by 
virtue of  its universal character as a representation, Aristotle valued as an instrument of  knowledge, despite the 
unpleasant nature of  its subject.  Rather, the violence in question can be attributed to “the action of  forces upon 
the body” or the “intensive fact of  the body.”  It is the violence of  a body returned to the forces and tensions that 
its own organisation and organic life have managed to tame and control.134  The body that’s painted no longer 
has any organs, that is, parts that work together in order to guarantee the day to day functioning of  the body.  All 
it has are levels and thresholds.  Like an egg, it has axes and vectors, zones, movements and dynamic tendencies, 
with respect to which forms—those very forms, the Theory of  Form tells us, which life needs in its day to day 
dealings with the world—are only contingent or accessory.  Organs are now fragments, which Bacon isolates and 
allows to communicate with something entirely different, to produce a hitherto unimaginable assemblage and 
reveal the presence of  another, virtual life that cuts across the life of  the organised body.  Not analogically, that 
is, as a result of  some resemblance, or even some mental association, but metaphorically, as a result of  a line of  
life, an intensive flow that does not follow the lines and bifurcations of  the organised body, but that of  the body 
without organs.  It is this type of  subterranean communication, which allows fragments to communicate with 
one another, in what never amounts to an organic totality, but a juxtaposition or construction of  fragments, it 
is this work of  moles, visible only to those who no longer perceive, but can finally see, which I characterise as 
metaphorical.  I will return to this question later on.

With Bacon, painting can no longer be envisaged as an organic totality; it has become a collection of  fragments. 
As a result, Bacon’s paintings can seem somewhat artificial.  But, paradoxically, it is precisely this artificiality 
that Bacon claims for painting, if  it is to break with habits and clichés, and produce the sensation he is after: 
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For instance, in a painting I’m trying to do of  a beach and a wave breaking on it, I feel that the only 
possibility of  doing it will be to put the beach and the wave on a kind of  structure which will show 
them so that you take them out of  their position, as it were, and re-make the wave and a piece of  the 
beach in a very artificial structure… I just hope that this painting, no matter how artificial it is, will be 
like a wave breaking on a seashore.135  

Only in this “oblique” manner can it hope to achieve the desired effect.  Otherwise, it’s “just one more picture 
of  a sea and a seashore.”136  What will make it something different?  

Only if  I can take it far enough away from being another picture, if  I can elevate, as it were, the shore 
and the wave—almost cut it out as a fragment and elevate it within the whole picture so that it looks 
so artificial and yet so much more real than if  it were a painting of  the sea breaking on the shore.137  

By being elevated to the position of  a fragment, by being extracted from its organic totality, its ordinary 
environment, the wave attains a level of  intensity and a reality otherwise unsuspected.  It is now a pure wave, a 
pure sensation, like the small patch of  yellow wall from Vermeer’ painting or the “piece” from Vinteuil’s sonata 
in Proust’s novel, like the contact of  fresh grass on Rimbaud’s feet in the poem Sensation, or like the patch of  
grass in another painting called “landscape 1978”.  It’s just a bit of  grass, Bacon claims, but with remarkable 
movement, and looking like fur, encased in the typical glass cube, and from which Bacon is able to extract a 
pure sensation.  The production of  this sensation, the realisation of  this intensity is entirely a function of  its 
seemingly artificial creation.  Proust claimed that if  God had created things by naming them, the artist recreates 
them by naming them differently.  Every creation is a re-creation, and this is the reason why realism in art is of  
no value.  Bacon formulates this idea in his own words:
 

In one of  his letters Van Gogh speaks of  the need to makes changes in reality, which become lies that 
are truer than the literal truth.  This is the only possible way the painter can bring back the intensity 
of  the reality which he is trying to capture.  I believe that reality in art is profoundly artificial and that 
it has to be re-created.138

  
More remarkably, Bacon insists that in painting those fragments (grass, water, faces, etc.) he is trying to capture 
their “essence” or their “energy.”139  Essence is nothing spiritual, but a material force or an energy emanating 
from a thing or a person.  It is this “abbreviation into intensity”140 that Bacon has sought—and managed—to 
produce.

There is no doubt that Bacon’s figures retain some degree of  resemblance with their model.  At the same 
time, however, resemblance is clearly not what Bacon’s paintings are about. The logic of  sensation is not 
predicated on resemblance, that is, on the possibility of  recognising a model—an original—in the copy. It is a 
misunderstanding to believe that art aims to reproduce the outline or the familiar appearance of  its “model,” 
and to believe, therefore, in the presence of  something like a model, if  by model we understand that which needs 
to be reproduced identically.  Far from being something self-evident, the model is a question and a problem 
for the painter, an enigma, even, and one that he sets out to solve by painting it, one that can be addressed by 
way of  painting only.  Speaking again of  his portraits, and of  those of  Michel Leiris in particular, Bacon says: 

I really wanted these portraits of  Michel to look like him: there’s no point in doing a portrait of  
somebody if  you’re not going to make it look like him.141 

 
Painting must record the world it depicts.  It aspires to be “real” or “factual.” And yet, 

of  those two paintings of  Michel Leiris, the one I did which is less literally like him is in fact more 
poignantly like him.  What is curious about that particular one of  Michel is that it does look more 
like him and yet, if  you think about Michael’s head, it’s rather globular, in fact, and this is long and 
narrow.  So that one doesn’t know what makes one thing seem more real than another.142  
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Bacon is expressing a paradox and a mystery.  A paradox: by looking less (objectively) like Michel Leiris the 
portrait manages to look more like him (without referring to the manner in which the subject—the painter—
perceives him).  A mystery: what is it that allows us to recognise more reality (I would say more truth) in the 
painting than in the original?  The solution to both problems, I believe, lies in the process and reality of  
deformation, similar to what I call metaphor, insofar as it too involves a displacement and a transposition. 
In order to look like Michel Leiris, or like any model, the painting must deform them: “I’m always hoping to 
deform people into appearance; I can’t paint them literally.”143 Or again: “What I want to do is to distort the 
thing far beyond the appearance, but in the distortion to bring it back to a recording of  appearance.”144  It is 
as if, by choosing to deform its subjects, rather than reproduce their familiar traits and contours, Bacon were 
able to bring out a quality or state of  the subject that is not immediately apparent, yet truer or more essential 
to him or her.  What is deformed in the painting is the habitual, familiar outline of  the model.  But this is 
the outline that art is precisely seeking to move beyond.  Why?  Because it is the line of  ordinary perception, 
the form that emerges from our practical, everyday dealings with the world, and which the Theory of  Form, 
which was so central to Merleau-Ponty’s own phenomenology of  perception, designates as the good form.  It 
is a misunderstanding to act as if  the painting were a recording of  a perception of  the model.  In “recording” 
the model, the artist aims to bypass perception.  For we perceive objects and forms which, far from being the 
reality and truth of  that object, only indicate what we normally retain from it, out of  need and habit.  And 
it is perception thus understood that creates all the clichés and ready-made images that art must overcome in 
order to arrive at a pure sensation of  its subject. By deforming his subjects, Bacon tells us very clearly that he 
isn’t interested in representing them, that is, in reproducing the form of  their appearance.  It’s precisely the form 
in which the subject normally appears that’s the problem. He who sets out to paint grass, a wave, or a peach, 
for example, will be overwhelmed from the very start by the forms of  the peach: a peach is something soft, like 
a baby’s skin, sweet and juicy, like the summer itself, etc.  The painter will have to move beyond those clichés 
and avoid those forms in order to arrive at the genuine force and intensity of  the peach, in order to paint the 
peach as if  for the first time.  The operation of  de-formation is precisely this twisting free of  form, this distortion 
through which something else—the plane of  sensation—is liberated.

Deformation is the dislocation of  form, that is, the transition from the plane of  form to another plane of  reality 
(and not into another form), one that is not dominated by perception and habitual recognition, but by sensation 
and recognition of  a different kind.  This is the reason why, having said that his art aims to record reality, Bacon 
also claims that art aspires to be “deeply suggestive or deeply unlocking of  areas of  sensation other than simple 
illustration of  the object that you set out to do.”145  Speaking of  the head I was alluding to a moment ago, Bacon 
tells David Sylvester that it amounts to “an attempt to bring the figurative thing up onto the nervous system 
more violently and more poignantly.”146  The violent shock that we experience in the face of  Bacon’s paintings 
is at bottom a function of  it’s ability to provoke our nervous system directly, to deal with affects and sensations 
in their raw state, without the mediation of  a stable form, of  perception, imagination, or intellection. Elsewhere, 
prompted to define the difference between an illustrational and non-illustrational form, he says: “Well, I think 
that the difference is that an illustrational form tells you through the intelligence immediately what the form is 
about, whereas a non-illustrational form works first upon sensation and then slowly leaks back into the fact.”147  
This—the plane of  sensation—is where art takes place for Bacon.  To a large extent, then, form is in the way 
of  what Bacon tries to capture and record in his paintings, that is, a raw state of  being that affects us, a set of  
sensations that simmer beneath the superficial nature of  form. It is as if, by wanting to see beyond the form, 
Bacon wanted to bring us down to another level of  reality, truer than that of  organised life, in which everything 
has its place and every point of  view is an overview.  Sensation, Bacon insists, is what takes place in the passage 
from one “order” or “level” to another.  Such is the reason why sensation requires deformations.  It is precisely 
insofar as abstract as well as figurative painting remain on the same level—the level of  form and of  the brain—
that they cannot isolate a figure and get to the level of  sensation.  To be sure, they can produce transformations, 
that is, modifications of  form, or the passage from one form to another, assuming all along that form is the 
only true aim of  art.  But they cannot arrive at a deformation of  the body.  All transformations take place on a 
single plane, that of  form, whereas deformation marks the passage from one plane to another, from the final, 
organised body to the a-formal and intensive world of  intensive forces.  
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As a pictorial strategy, deformation is an invitation to see, but to see differently.  It’s all a question of  what is meant 
by seeing.  Following Worringer and Riegl, Deleuze distinguishes between an optical and an haptic vision, that is, 
between a vision of  distance and one of  proximity.  If  Bacon’s canvas can be said to call for an haptic vision, it 
also represents a radicalisation of  that vision, insofar as it wants to translate vision immediately into sensation, 
without any detour of  narrative, interpretation, imagination, intellection, or even perception.  Consequently, 
it becomes matter of  “seeing” the raw meat or the carcass in a crucifixion, the scream or the smile as such in 
the mouth, etc. It is not pain that the scream suggests, but the scream itself; not the self-contentment that the 
smile reveals, but the pure smile.  Bacon does not aim to paint the face, its history, its past and present, and the 
narrative that every face tells, but the head, this chunk of  meat in which the body is gathered—a fragment. The 
face, Deleuze writes, “is a structured, spatial organisation that conceals [recouvre] the head, whereas the head is 
dependent upon the body.”148  The head is a striated space, a set of  coordinates, which we read all too easily—
an invitation to recognise, understand and interpret.  Remarkably, in Bacon’s portraits, and by contrast with 
traditional portraiture, our gaze is not directed towards the gaze of  the subject, to which we naturally turn as to 
the clue that will reveal its most intimate secrets, its inner life, its story.  In his paintings of  figures or portraits, the 
eyes are often closed (as in Study for portrait II and III, after the life mask of  William Blake), as if  forbidding this 
privileged way into the life of  the subject, the life of  the soul.  Sometimes, the eyes are erased (as in some of  the 
portraits of  George Dyer), or in the process of  being erased (as in Three studies for portrait of  Lucian Freud, 1966).  
At other times, they are distorted to the point of  monstrosity (Pope nº II, 1960, for example, is cross-eyed), as if  
suggesting a total lack of  something like an inner life: there is nothing to be retrieved, interpreted or read, no 
story to extract, no depth. Bacon’s Figures do not want to tell a story.  They have nothing to say, quite literally: 

I mean people can interpret things as they want.  I don’t even interpret very much what I do.  By 
saying that, don’t think that I think that I’m inspired, but I work and what I do I may like the look 
of, but I don’t try to interpret it.  After all, I’m not really trying to say anything, I’m trying to do 
something.149 

What those paintings want to do, however, is liberate the forces of  life that representation—illustration and 
narration—always leave to one side, the very forces of  life that do not indicate the particular life of  this or 
that subject, the lived content which this or that visible form expresses, and which the art of  portraiture has 
traditionally taken upon itself  to represent, but the impersonal and preindividual forces and facts that are 
enveloped in the form: the carcass in the crucifixion, the scream in the pope’s face, etc.  It is perhaps no 
coincidence that Bacon chooses the most iconic, immediately recognisable images and narratives to extract 
from them something that is entirely surprising and unfamiliar, and which we can nonetheless recognise—
according to an operation of  recognition that is quite distinct from that based on mere resemblance—as 
somehow there from the start, at once enveloped in them and exceeding them.  Thus, the familiar scene 
of  the crucifixion becomes the scene of  something else altogether, as opposed to yet another representation 
of  the same narrative.  The reproduction of  Velasquez’ representation of  Pope Innocent X is no longer a 
representation of  representation, nor a picture in praise and recognition of  a great master, but the presentation 
of  a vital potential contained in the original, and now set free, liberated from its familiar, recognisable form.  It 
is no longer a question of  representing and imitating the world, of  juxtaposing forms and weaving narratives, 
nor even of  introducing a variation in a classical theme, but of  extracting and presenting the flows that operate 
beneath the surface of  things, of  tearing subjects and objects apart, allowing their content to spill out and adopt 
a different material configuration. There is only surface, and transversal movement.  There is no longer a form 
emerging from a background, no longer a foreground and a background, a surface and a depth.  The great 
fields of  colour surrounding Bacon’s figures rarely suggest something like an environment, a background that 
would allow us to reconstruct something like a coherent narrative, a “scene”, whether already familiar or to be 
filled in by our imagination.  What there is, though, is a force of  becoming, visible in the head itself  (and not in 
the face, which is already coded, mapped, known). There is a becoming animal, a becoming ape, for example (as 
in Study of  nude with figure in a mirror, 1969), in the same way that there is a becoming human of  the baboon (as 
in Study of  a baboon, 1953), the mouth of  which we find again in two different studies after Velasquez’ portrait of  
Innocent X from 1949 and 1953.  It would be a grave mistake, therefore, to think of  the process of  deformation, 
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and of  the lines of  becoming, in terms of  a transformation.  For the movement of  deformation is not from one 
form to another, but from the organised, stable body to the disorganised, fragmented body (or what, following 
Lyotard, Deleuze calls the Figure).150  It is a movement that signals a shift from perception, imagination and 
intellection to sensation.  To the idealism of  transformation (and perception), Deleuze opposes the realism of  
deformation (and sensation).  To the aesthetics of  imitation, and its deep connection with the metaphysics of  
the sensible and the suprasensible, we wish to oppose the aesthetics of  the hypersensible.  If, ultimately, I wish 
to retain the notion of  the hypersensible to define the realm that is proper to art, it is because it seems more 
complete than that of  sensation.  Sensation names one side or aspect of  the hypersensible, the side that, for lack 
of  a better word, and with Kant’s conception of  the aesthetic in mind, I would call subjective.  By that, I mean the 
side of  the artist and the viewer, the side with which we feel or sense.  But the other side of  art and of  aesthetic 
experience is that of  the sensible itself—of  what, following a certain tradition, I have called the earth, and which 
names matter in its free state, beyond or, better said perhaps, beneath perception. 

3. TRANSITION TO CHILLIDA, AND THE AESTHETICS OF METAPHOR
 
What if  the work of  art were not an image or a manifestation, in the sense of  a sensuous representation, of  
an original—whether that original be itself  a sensuous, singular being, present to our perception in its bodily 
actuality (leibhaftig), or a non-sensuous reality, an idea—but something that would be present only in and through 
the work, something that otherwise would remain invisible?  What if, contrary to the Platonic demand that the 
work be oriented towards the full presence and self-identity of  the thing—a demand that remained operative 
throughout the history of  aesthetics, albeit as the goal that the work could never achieve qua work—the work 
were oriented towards a different modality of  presence, and precisely away from anything like the identity or 
self-showing of  the thing?  What if, far from directing us towards the eidetic core, the identity, or the full presence 
of  the thing, the work of  art were the presentation of  that aspect of  a thing by which it escapes from itself  and 
joins another, that force or power by which it becomes something else?  Wouldn’t there be beauty too in the vision 
of  otherwise hidden connections, in seeing not the thing itself, whether as body or idea, but the opposite, namely, 
one or many other things, virtually contained within it, and liberated through the work, in what would amount 
to a diffraction and an opening up of  the thing?  Wouldn’t the freeing of  such a virtual world not amount to 
a genuine reversal of  Platonism, and a radical displacement of  mimesis?  For the aim of  the work, its purpose 
and end, would be precisely to reveal the many worlds contained within one given thing, the many faces and 
voices folded within it.  The work would free up the differences trapped within the identity of  essence, and 
oppose the unity—and beauty—of  fragmentation or, better said perhaps, diffraction, to that of  totality.  Insofar 
as it would not be oriented towards a pre-given original, such a presentation would amount to more than just a 
shining—a manifestation and a falsification—of  truth.  It would amount to a creation and an invention. [With 
respect to phenomenology, and the rigorous analysis of  perception and intuition it puts forward, my claim is 
that the artistic image is not a matter of  perception, but of  vision, and that artistic vision—that of  the artist as 
well as the viewer—requires in fact a suspension of  perception, or, better said perhaps, a spliting, doubling or 
de-coupling of  perception.]

As such, the image would also cease to be allegorical, and become metaphorical.  It is remarkable how, in the 
history of  aesthetics, metaphor has been systematically downplayed in relation to allegory, or even metonymy, 
as I began to show in relation to Schopenhauer.  [Having said that, we can imagine—as Kant himself  doesn’t 
say anymore—that all the figures and tropes of  art (allegory, metonymy, metaphor, etc.), insofar as they are 
concerned with the beautiful, partake of  the symbolic, and remain subordinated to the Platonic axiomatics, 
which envisages the production of  images only in relation to the supersensible.]

Beyond Kant, who conceived of  knowledge as either theoretical or practical, and with Schopenhauer, yet up to 
a point only, the question I would like to ask is whether there might be such a thing as aesthetic knowledge—a 
knowledge that would be specific to art, and thus resist its orientation towards the supersensible.  In other words, 
can it make any sense to speak of  aesthetic ideas as sensible ideas, and to conceive of  art in terms of  an excess, 
but one that would itself  be sensible?  Is there an excess of  the sensible within nature itself, an excess which, far 
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from wresting us from nature, and broaching the supersensible, would bring us back to nature?  This excess, I 
want to argue, is precisely what the operation of  metaphor reveals.  Metaphor, I want to argue, is not symbolic, 
or analogical, in the Kantian sense.  It is not, to use Proust’s formulation, a matter of  technique, but of  vision.  It 
is the gift and the training that allows one to see the work differently.  What does difference mean in this context?  
It means an ability to see nature according to its differences, not its identities, and to see differences not as species 
of  a common genus, but as free differences.  It signals, in what amounts to a different sense of  vision, the ability 
to see two (or more) things at once, in a vision that is no longer convergent and monoscopic, that is, oriented 
towards the practical goals of  life and the theoretical contemplation of  things in their essence, but divergent 
and stereoscopic.  It proceeds by way of  doubling nature, or holding together that which is ordinarily—and for 
practical or theoretical reasons—held apart.  In and through the work of  metaphor, the world is present to us 
in a way that cannot be apprehended differently, though other means.  And yet, it is present to us as the world 
itself, and not as a world that exists only in fancy.  Metaphor allows hitherto unsuspected connections to emerge 
from within the depths of  the world.  This is how Marcel in the Recherche is able to say that the aim of  art 
is to describe “nature as it is, poetically.”  By that, he doesn’t mean that science, for example, doesn’t describe 
nature as it is.  Rather, he means that we should take seriously the possibility of  a knowledge of  nature that is 
essentially and irreducibly poetic, or aesthetic.  And metaphor, not the symbolic, is the operation by which this 
type of  knowledge takes place.  It breaks with the transcendence of  analogy and introduces the immanence of  
differential univocity in the aesthetic.  It also breaks with the logic of  mimesis that remained in place throughout 
the history of  aesthetics, and its transformation in Kant, Schopenhauer, and Hegel.
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Jouissance de Proust and Immanence and Philosophy: Deleuze. 



MIGUEL DE BEISTEGUI

NOTES

1. Miguel de Beistegui, Jouissance de Proust. Pour une esthétique de la métaphore (La Versanne: encre marine, 2007).
2. M. Heidegger, Die Kunst und der Raum (St Gallen: Erker Verlag, 1969). The text was illustrated with 7 litho-collages from 
Chillida.  The artist and the philosopher had met in 1968 and Heidegger was impressed enough by what he saw and heard to 
devote a specific text to sculpture and the question of  space—an articulation that he had hitherto ignored.
3. Elogio del horizonte. Conversaciones con Eduardo Chillida, edited by Susana Chillida (Barcelona: Ediciones Destino, 2003), 105-
119.
4. Much of  this discussion is informed by, and thus indebted to, John Sallis’ work, which I have extended in parts and nuanced 
in others.  I want to make clear from the start, however, that what I call the hypersensible, and the question of  metaphor that 
I attach to it, whilst perhaps finding echoes in Sallis’ work, cannot be taken to express his views.
5. Plato, Republic, 596d-e
6. J. Sallis, Force of  Imagination, 51.
7. Plato, Republic, 603b.
8. Aristotle, Poetics, 1448b5-8.
9. Aristotle, Poetics, 1451b2-3.
10. Aristotle, Poetics, 1448b17.
11. J. Sallis, Double Truth, 177.
12. Physics, II, viii, 199a15-17.
13. A. Schopenhauer, Die Welt als Wille und Vorstellung (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1986), Band I, 313.  Translated by E. 
F. G. Payne, The World as Will and Representation (New York: Dover Publications, 1969), Volume I, 222.  Henceforth WWV I, 
followed by German and English pagination.
14. WWV I: 313/222.
15. See A. Schopenhauer, WWV I: 331/235. 
16. G. W. F. Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1970), 64-67.  The lectures, edited by Eva 
Moldenhauer and Karl Markus Michel, are based on the so-called Hotho second edition (1842), which was itself  put together 
on the basis of  Hegel’s notebooks and several sets of  student notes from various lecture courses (1823, 1826, and 1828-29).  
More recently, Anne-Marie Gethmann-Siefert released an annotated version of  the 1823 lectures, still based on Hotho’s 
original edition, but historically more reliable than the synthesis carried out by Hotho:  see G. W. F. Hegel, Vorlesungen. 
Ausgewählte und Manuskripte, Band 2: Vorlesungen über die Philosophie der Kunst (Hamburg: Felix Meiner Verlag, 1998).  The English 
translation in two volumes, due to T. M. Knox, is based on the 1842 edition: Hegel’s Aesthetics. Lectures on Fine Art (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1975).  Henceforth Ästhetik, followed by German and English page numbers.
17. Ästhetik I: 66/42.
18. Ästhetik I: 66/43.
19. I. Kant, Kritik der Reinen Vernunft (Stuttgart: Reclam, 1966), A 140/B 180. 
20. Kant’s gesammelte Schriften, Herausgegeben von der Königlich Preußischen Akademie der Wissenschaften.  Band V.  Erste Abtheilung: 
Werke, Fünfter Band: Kritik der Praktischen Vernunft, Kritik der Urtheilskraft.  Berlin: Georg Reichmer, 1908 (first edition), 1913 
(second edition), §59.  Critique of  the Power of  Judgement (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), edited by Paul Guyer, 
translated by Paul Guyer and Eric Matthews.  Henceforth KU, 5, followed by German and English pagination.
21. KU, 5: 351/225.
22. KU, 5: 352/226.  My emphasis.
23. See M. de Beistegui, Truth and Genesis: Philosophy as Differential Ontology (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2005).
24. KU, 5: 314/192-92.
25. KU, 5: 306/185.
26. KU, 5: 301/181.
27. KU, 5: 353/227.
28. KU, 5:301/180.
29. KU, 3: 536/230.
30. A. Schopenhauer, WWV I: 154/97.
31. A. Schopenhauer, WWV I: 245/169.
32. A. Schopenhauer, WWV I: 255/177.
33. A. Schopenhauer, WWV I: 255/177.
34. A. Schopenhauer, WWV I: 265/185.
35. A. Schopenhauer, WWV I: 246/170.
36. A. Schopenhauer, WWV I: 252/174.
37. A. Schopenhauer, WWV I: 256/178.
38. A. Schopenhauer, WWV I: 265/184.



THE	WORK	AND	THE	IDEA	 	 	 	

39. A. Schopenhauer, WWV I: 265/185.
40. A. Schopenhauer, WWV I,: 265/185.
41. “Genius,” Schopenhauer writes, “is the capacity to remain in a state of  pure perception, to lose oneself  in perception...” 
(WWV I: 266/185).
42. A. Schopenhauer, WWV I: 266/185.
43. A. Schopenhauer, WWV I: 266/186.
44. A. Schopenhauer, WWV I: 281-82/197.
45. A. Schopenhauer, WWV I: 282/198.
46. A. Schopenhauer, WWV I: 357/256.
47. A. Schopenhauer, WWV I: 359/257.
48. A. Schopenhauer, WWV I: 357/256.
49. A. Schopenhauer, WWV I: 358/256.
50. A. Schopenhauer, WWV I: 358/256.
51. A. Schopenhauer, WWV I: 358/257.
52. A. Schopenhauer, WWV I: 359/257.
53. A. Schopenhauer, WWV I: 359/257.
54. As I have already shown in connection with Proust, and will argue again in this book, metaphor itself  needs to be wrested 
from imitation, analogy and, more generally, ousiology, in order to see its differential and aletheic potential released.  It is only 
by wresting aesthetics from metaphysics that metaphor can be seen in a more productive light.  It is a matter of  going beyond 
Schopenhauer, of  pushing metaphor beyond analogy, that is, of  no longer referring “our” world to another, which would be 
the world as such, the “thing in itself.” 
55. A. Schopenhauer, WWV I: §§ 38, 50.
56. A. Schopenhauer, WWV I: 360/258.
57. A. Schopenhauer, WWV I: 360/258.
58. A. Schopenhauer, WWV I: 360-62, 258-59.
59. A. Schopenhauer, WWV I: 359/257.
60. A. Schopenhauer, WWV I: 366/262-63.
61. Ästhetik I: 21/8.
62. Plato, Greater Hippias, 295a.
63. Plato, Greater Hippias, 286d-287d.
64. Ästhetik I: 2/15.
65. F. Nietzsche, Der Wille zur Macht, selected and arranged by Peter Gast with the aid of  Elisabeth Förster Nietzsche (Stuttgart: 
Kröner, 1996), 554.  Translated by Walter Kaufmann and R. J. Hollingdale as The Will to Power (New York: Random House, 
1968), 435.  Henceforth WM, followed by German and English page numbers.
66. F. Nietzsche, Die Geburt der Tragödie, Kritische Gesamtausgabe, edited by Giorgio Colli and Mazzino Montinari, Volume III 1 
(Berlin/New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1972), 20.  Translated by Walter Kaufmann as The Birth of  Tragedy (London: Penguin 
Books, 1967), 31. Henceforth KGA, followed by volume and page number in German and English.
67. F. Nietzsche, KGA VI 3: 75.  Translated by R. J., Hollingdale as Twilight of  the Idols, (London: Penguin Books, 1968), 50.
68. F. Nietzsche, KGA VI.3: 75/51.
69. F. Nietzsche, KGA VI.3: 75/51.
70. F. Nietzsche, WP: 575-76/451.
71. F. Nietzsche, KGA VI 1: 9.  Trans. R. J. Hollingdale, Thus Spoke Zarathustra (London: Penguin Books, 1969), 42.
72. F. Nietzsche, KGA VI 1: 10/43.
73. F. Nietzsche, KGA VI 1: 33/60.
74. F. Nietzsche, WP: 552/434.
75. F. Nietzsche, KGA III 1: 12/23.
76. F. Nietzsche, WP: 576/451.
77. F. Nietzsche, KGA VI 2: 384.  Translated, with notes, by Maudemarie Clark and Alan J. Swensen as On the Genealogy of  
Morality (Indianapolis/Cambridge: Hackett, 1998), 86.
78. F. Nietzsche, KGA VI 2: 420/111.
79. F. Nietzsche, KGA VI 1: 44/67.
80. John Sallis, Crossings.  Nietzsche and the Space of  Tragedy (Chicago: The University of  Chicago Press, 1991), 41.
81. KGA III 1: 36-37/46.
82. Husserl, Ideen zu einer reinen Phänomenologie und phänomenologischen Philosophie, Erstes Buch, Husserliana 3, ed. Walter Biemel 
(The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1950), 42.  I am here following J. Sallis’ elegant translation in Force of  Imagination, 39.
83. See R. Barbaras, “Le dédoublement de l’originaire,” Le Tournant de l’expérience (Paris: Vrin, 1998), pp. 81-94.
84. E. Husserl, Gesammelte Werke (Husserliana) (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1984),  Band XIX/2, Logische Untersuchungen, 



MIGUEL DE BEISTEGUI

VI, § 45, A 614/B142; Gesammelte Werke (Husserliana) (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1976), Band III/1, Ideen zu einer reinen 
Phänomenologie und Phänomenologischen Philosophie, I, Allgemeine Einführung in die reine Phänomenologie, § 24, 43-44.
85. Jacques Derrida, La voix et le phénomène (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1967), 3.
86. Le visible et l’invisible (Paris: Gallimard, 1964), p. 209; trans. Alphonso Lingis, The Visible and the Invisible (Evanston: 
Northwestern University Press, 1968), p. 158.  Henceforth V.I., followed by French and English pagination.
87. V. I., 210/158.
88. V.I., 209/158.
89. V.I., 300/247.
90. M. Merleau-Ponty, L’Œil et l’Esprit (Paris: Gallimard, 1964), 12.
91. M. Merleau-Ponty, L’Œil et l’Esprit, 83.
92. M. Merleau-Ponty, L’Œil et l’Esprit, 59.
93. M. Merleau-Ponty, L’Œil et l’Esprit, 46; and again, 65, where Merleau-Ponty uses the word “depth” to designate the 
encroachment or reflection of  the visible world, and no longer the organisation of  an idealised space.
94. M. Merleau-Ponty, L’Œil et l’Esprit, 81.
95. M. Merleau-Ponty, L’Œil et l’Esprit, 22.
96. M. Merleau-Ponty, L’Œil et l’Esprit, 22.
97. M. Merleau-Ponty, L’Œil et l’Esprit, 27.
98. M. Merleau-Ponty, L’Œil et l’Esprit, 76.
99. M. Merleau-Ponty, L’Œil et l’Esprit, 29.
100. M. Heidegger, “Der Ursprung des Kunstwerkes,” Holzwege (Frankfurt am Main: Vittorio Klostermann, 1950), 1-72; 
edited and translated by Julian Young and Kenneth Haynes, “The Origin of  the Work of  Art,” Off  the Beaten Track (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2002), 1-56.  Henceforth OWA, followed by German and English pagination.
101. The earlier version of  the lecture was delivered at the Kunstwissenschaftliche Gesellschaft of  Freiburg im Breisgau on 13 
November 1935.  It was published in 1987 as a pirated, bilingual edition, by Emmanuel Martineau, who had obtained a typed 
copy of  the handwritten manuscript from Jean Beaufret.  The official first draft of  “On The Origin of  the Work of  Art” was 
published in Heidegger Studies, Volume 5, (Berlin: Duncker & Humblot, 1989), 7-22.
102. In the Appendix to “The Origin of  the Work of  Art,” Heidegger explains that setzen and stellen are to be understood 
in the Greek sense of  thesis, that is, as bringing something hither into unconcealment, bringing it forth among what is present, 
allowing it to lie forth and find its place, and not, as became the case later on, “placing” or “representing” something, in 
the sense of  summoning it before the “I” as subject (68/53).  This, in a nutshell, is the difference between the Stellen that 
characterises the work of  art as Her- and Auftstellen and the Darstellen of  the Kantian subject.
103. M. Heidegger, OWA, 48/37.
104. M. Heidegger, OWA, 41/32.
105. M. Heidegger, OWA, 30/23.
106. M. Heidegger, OWA, 30/23.
107. M. Heidegger, OWA, 31/24.
108. M. Heidegger, OWA, 31/24.
109. See M. Heidegger, Sein und Zeit (Max Niemeyer Verlag: Tübingen, 1927), 70.
110. M. Heidegger, OWA, 31/24.
111. M. Heidegger, OWA, 32/25.
112. M. Heidegger, OWA, 42/32.
113. M. Heidegger, OWA, 34/26.
114. According to Hesiod, Prometheus stole the secret of  fire from the gods, so as to better the life of  men.  According to 
Aeschylus (Prometheus Bound, 445-506) and Plato (Protagoras, 320-322), Prometheus brought human beings the benefits of  
technology and civilisation.
115. M. Heidegger, OWA, 34/26.
116. A detailed and convincing account of  the structuring opposition between Prometheus and Orpheus can be found 
in Pierre Hadot, Le voile d’Isis (Paris: Gallimard, 2004), 110-112, and Parts V and VI.  Whilst the Promethean attitude is 
characterised by audacity, a curiosity that knows no bounds, the will to power in the face of  adversity, and the search for what 
is useful, the Orphic attitude is characterised by a certain respect and restraint in the face of  nature and its mysteries, and, 
of  course, by a relation to the unknown depths of  the earth.  There is, Hadot claims, considerable evidence that links the 
mysteries of  Eleusis with the Orphic tradition.  If  Orpheus is also seen as penetrating the mysteries of  nature, it is not through 
violence and will, but melody, rythm, and harmony.  Unsurprisingly, many poets and writers, from Ronsard to Rilke and 
Blanchot, see Orpheus as the voice of  art itself, and by that we need to understand the voice of  the Night that never becomes 
Day, the light of  earth, so radically distinct from that of  the world.  As for Lethe, it also stands for the hidden presence of  earth 
beneath the forces of  the world.  In an article entiled “Mythical aspects of  Memory and Time,” in Mythe et pensée chez les Grecs 
(Paris: Éditions de la découverte, 1994), 117 ff., Jean-Pierre Vernant evokes the cult of  Lethe at the oracle of  Trophonios at 



THE	WORK	AND	THE	IDEA	 	 	 	

Lebadeia.  It was associated with Mnemosune, and together they formed a couple of  complementary religious powers.  At the 
place of  the oracle, in what was known as Trophonios’ cave, a descent into Hades was simulated.  Before entering the cave, 
the person consulting the oracle was brought before two springs called Lethe and Mnemosune.  Drinking from the first, he would 
forget everything about his human life.  He would then enter the domain of  the Night.  By drinking from the second, he was 
supposed to remember everything that he had seen and heard in the other world (which, in the current context, I interpret as 
the earth).  What is relevant, here, is the extent to which one needed to forget, and transform oneself, in order to enter that 
other domain of  experience.
117. Gilles Deleuze, Francis Bacon: Logique de la sensation (Paris: Éditions de la différence, 1981).  Trans. Smith, D.,  Francis Bacon: 
the Logic of  Sensation (London: Continuum, 2003).  Henceforth FB, followed by French and English page numbers.
118. Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Capitalisme et schizophrénie tome 2: Mille Plateaux (Paris: Les Éditions de Minuit, 1980).  
Trans. Massumi, B., A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (London: The Athlone Press, 1988).  Henceforth ATP, 
followed by French and English page numbers.
119. ATP, 53-54/40.
120. ATP, 54/40.  Translation modified.
121. Spinoza et le problème de l’expression (Paris: Les Éditions de Minuit, 1969).  Trans. Joughin, M., Expressionism in Philosophy: 
Spinoza (New York: Zone Books, 1990).
122. ATP, 54/40.  Translation modified.
123. ATP, 628/503.
124. ATP, 55/41.
125. ATP, 54/40.
126. ATP, 43/30.
127. ATP, 197-198/159-160.
128. ATP, 598/478.
129. ATP, 593/474.
130. Mark Bonta and John Protevi, Deleuze and Geophilosophy (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2004), 76.
131. David Sylvester, Interviews with Francis Bacon (London: Thames&Hudson, Revised edition1980), 141.  Henceforth 
Interviews, followed by page number.
132. The famous letter to Paul Demeny from 15 May 1871 (Lettres de la vie littéraire d’Arthur Rimbaud [Paris: L’imaginaire 
Gallimard, 1990], p. 45), known as the lettre du voyant, can never be quoted enough.  It is the purest expression of  the artistic 
life, that is, of  the life that calls on (and for) another organisation of  the senses, of  the body and the world.  It is matter of  
seeing, but of  seeing differently, from the disorganisation of  the senses.  The body without organs—at least the organs insofar 
as they work together in perception, with a view to a practical goal and according to an organic necessity—alone can “see” 
in that way.  The artistic life is no longer bound to life by action: “Poetry will no longer lend its rhythm to action, it will be 
ahead [La Poésie ne rythmera plus l’action: elle sera en avant]” (p. 49).  In that respect, the seeing of  the Poet is also a foreseeing, a 
seeing that oversteps the limits of  ordinary, practical perception.  Two days prior to his letter to Demeny, Rimbaud had sent 
a letter to Georges Izambard, in which he first formulated his manifesto.  It is from this first version that I quoted: “I want 
to be a poet, and I am working myself  to make myself  a seer…” (p. 38).  And what are we to say of  the short poem entitled 
“Sensation” (in Œuvres poétiques [Paris: Garnier Flammarion, 1964], p. 28) other than that it echoes in words the ambition 
that Bacon set for painting?
133. Artaud, “Le pèse-nerfs,” Œuvres (Paris: Quarto Gallimard, 2004), 161.
134. FB, 34/45-46
135. Interviews, 148.
136. Interviews, 148.
137. Interviews, 148.  My emphasis.
138. Interviews, 172.
139. Interviews, 168 and 175, respectively.
140. Interviews, 176.
141. Interviews, 146.
142. Interviews, 146.
143. Interviews, 146.
144. Interviews, 40.
145. Interviews, 56.
146. Interviews, 12.
147. Interviews, 56.
148. FB,19 /20.
149. Interviews, 198.
150. Lyotard, Jean-François.  Discours, Figure (Paris: Klincksieck, 1971).



PARRHESIA	 	 	 	 	 	 					NUMBER	11	•	2011	•	35-43

WHAT MEDIUM CAN MEAN
Jacques Rancière

Translated by Steven Corcoran1

I will present some remarks here on the use of  the notion of  medium in art theory and the light cast on this 
notion by the case of  photography. The notion of  medium is in fact much more complex than it appears at 
first. Theorizations of  medium as the crucial element of  artistic modernity bring two apparently opposite senses 
of  the word into play. First, we understand the word ‘medium’ as ‘that which holds between’: between an idea 
and its realization, between a thing and its reproduction. The medium thus appears as an intermediary, as the 
means to an end or the agent of  an operation. Now, modernist theorization makes ‘fidelity to the medium’ into 
the very principle of  art, inverting the perspective. This medium to whose specificity one must be faithful is no 
longer simply the instrument of  art. It becomes the specific materiality defining its essence. This is certainly 
the case in the Greenbergian definition of  painting as that which is faithful to its own medium—the two-
dimensional surface and the coloured pigment—and thereby delivered from the servile tasks of  representation. 
The medium, then, is no longer the means to an end. It is properly speaking that which prescribes this end. 
But the thesis which identifies the essence of  art with the law of  its medium can be read in two opposite senses. 
On the one hand, it says that art is art when it is freed from the tasks of  mimesis, when it becomes simply 
the execution of  its own idea in its own specific material. This is the statement that is usually remembered. 
But the thesis can also be stood on its head as follows: art is art when the constraints of  the material and the 
instrument free it from itself, free it from the will to make art. The separation of  art from mimesis, then, is also 
a separation of technē from itself: the separation of technē as the execution of  an idea, or implementation of  a type 
of  knowledge, from technē as the law of  the material and instrument, as the law of  that which does not pertain 
to art. 

The thesis about the medium thus states two things simultaneously: the first is that art is art when it is only art; 
the second is that art is art when it is not only art. These two contradictory propositions can be synthesized in 
the following way: art is art insofar as it is possible that what is art is simultaneously not art. It is art when its 
productions belong to a sensory milieu in which the distinction is blurred between that which is and that which 
is not art. In short, the ‘means’ [le moyen] is also a means to achieve something other than its own end. It is also 
the means of  participating in the configuration of  a specific milieu. The tension between the medium as neutral 
means and the medium as specific substance, between the medium as instrument of  realization of  an idea of  art 
and the medium as that which resists both idea and art resolves to a third term, a third idea, namely the medium 
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as milieu: the milieu in which the performances of  a determined artistic arrangement come to be inscribed, but 
also the milieu that these performances themselves contribute to configuring.  Suspending art from the law of  
the medium amounts to postulating the recovery of  both milieus. It amounts to postulating a law of  adequation 
between, on the one hand, artistic performances that are ‘true to their medium’ and, on the other, a new milieu 
of  experience, a new technical world that is simultaneously a new sensory world and a new social world. 

Within this view, photography plays a privileged role. The photographic apparatus is, on the one hand, the 
pure instrument, the automaton at the service of  any will, and in particular at the service of  art insofar as it is 
the realization of  a will to create art. But it is also the instrument which, by itself, executes the previous task of  
art, namely representation and so delivers the one who employs it from the concern to create art and from the 
pretention of  being an artist. It is the technology of  mimesis: and further still is often invoked as being the very 
technology that liberates art from mimesis, but also the one that liberates mimesis from art, that enables things to 
have themselves seen, freed from the codes of  representation, from coded relations between visible forms and 
the production of  meaning-effects. Walter Benjamin and Jean Epstein alike celebrated this machine-operated 
liberation—whether photographic or cinematographic—that gives access to a truth or an unconscious of  the 
visible. If  photography, which is the matter that concerns us here, is par excellence the medium that gives access 
to a new sensory milieu, then the photographer as artist who is ‘faithful to his medium’ is the one who captures 
this new sensory milieu, who inscribes the performances of  his camera in its configuration. As Jean Epstein went 
on to say, the camera is the veridical artist. But the role of  this veridical artist can be understood in two ways, as 
can the relation between its artistic power and its veridicality. On the one hand, the camera is the artist, because 
it produces a kind of  writing, and more precisely because it has an impersonal power in it—the light—which 
writes. The sensory milieu, then, is one in which light and movement constitute a new writing. Yet, on the other 
hand, it is a veridical artist insofar as it does not write anything, insofar as all it yields is a document, pieces of  
information, just as machines yields them to men who work on machines and are instrumentalized by them, to 
men who must learn from them a new way of  being but also domesticate them for their own use. 

The first idea is perhaps illustrated by an exhibition which took place in 2005 and marked the move of  the Centre 
National de la Photographie in Paris to its new location at Jeu de Paume. The exhibition was called Eblouissement. 
Spectators were able to see, in one and the same room, the following: Charcot’s clinical photographs of  
the ill, a picture from the Cabinet of  Doctor Caligari, Man Ray’s solarizations, a double exposure by Maurice 
Tabard, a photogramme by Raoul Haussmann, photographs by Brassai, a ‘decomposition’ and a ‘moire’ 
by Eric Rondepierre and photographs of  the Serpentine Dance by Loïe Fuller. So it exhibited nothing but 
photographs, but photographs of  very different natures and statuses: photographs taken with or without 
camera, documentary photographs and artistic photographs, simple and elaborate photographs, and possibly 
extracts taken from other supports. This seemingly heteroclite collection was unified by a specific idea of  the 
photographic medium: the photographs gathered together in it all attested to the discovery of  another sensible 
world, to the world of  captured movement and of  light which writes itself, a world that machines had discovered 
inside the world of  ordinary everyday experience; an interior of  the sensible, but also the new lived world 
of  movement and electricity; a world where there is continuity between the light of  the street lamps and the 
flash of  Brassai’s camera as it discovers the hieroglyphs of  dreams on walls. It is this identity between a new 
physis and a new lived world that is composed by gathering together Loïe Fuller’s luminous dance, Brassaï’s 
nocturnal fairytales and Man Ray’s rayograms or solarizations. The photographic medium is the means of  
recording this new world of  machines but also of  contributing to its formation: a world of  technology, but 
one where all technologies are indifferenciated: a calligramme by Apollinaire or a painting by Boccioni would 
have been equally at place in it. Indeed, the idea of  the medium clearly exceeds the idea of  the apparatus. And 
there is no doubt that rather than speak of  medium, it would be better to speak here of  mediality, understood 
as the relation between three things: an idea of  medium, an idea of  art and an idea of  the sensorium within 
which this technological apparatus carries out the performances of  art. The mediality envisaged here implies 
the immediate unity between the power of  an organon and that of  a sensorium. Photography—including in its 
cameraless forms—and cinema are the arts of  this new sensible world where light and movement are directly 
and simultaneously both experimented upon and experimenters: a world of  intensities and speeds where matter 
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is spiritualized into a luminous and driving force and where thought and dream have the same solidity as 
the matter that is instrumentalized. The medium as milieu in fact absorbs the medium as instrument. The 
apparatus—photographic or other—creates a new sensory world inasmuch as it denies its own specificity within 
a world of  generalized experimentation. This indifferenciation, this de-technologization of  technology, is the 
fundamental operation at stake in the names of  various schools: simultaneism, futurism, surrealism and others.

In clear opposition to this view there is another way of  thinking both the role of  artist-machines and the relation 
between technological medium and sensible milieu. What, according to this other way, the technological 
instrument produces are not the epiphanies of  a new sensible world, but instead documents, traces and signs that 
have to be observed, read, interpreted and utilized. Benjamin, in particular, takes this position in his Little History 
of  Photography and in The Work of  Art in the Age of  its Technical Reproducibility. This unfortunate reproducibility, of  
which, paradoxically, Benjamin spoke very little, has been laden with tons of  commentaries, and its counterpart, 
the aura, has been laden with tons more. It was thus forgotten that the core of  the demonstration bears not on 
the effects of  serial reproduction, but instead on the decomposition of  unity, on its fragmentation into a series of  
operations, operations which have the value of  tests, of  inquires into reality. For Benjamin, the important thing 
is not that the photographs of  Atget or Sanders are infinitely reproducible. The essential thing is that they are 
products of  the machine age, the age of  mass existence and the man of  the masses; and, moreover, that these 
products are also ways of  training contemporaries how to decipher this new lived world and orient themselves 
in it. Here again, but from another perspective, the privilege of  technology is linked to an indifferentiation of  
technologies: cinema first and foremost consists in a series of  ‘tests’ into our world; Atget’s photos are signs 
to be interpreted; and Sander’s collections are ‘exercise books’ to be taught to combatants engaged in social 
struggles for the purpose of  identifying allies and adversaries. The products of  reproductive technologies are 
thus the means of  a new education in the sensible, the educational instruments of  a new class of  experts in art, 
in the art of  interpreting signs and documents. It is for this reason that Benjamin makes a declaration about 
photography’s insufficiency and its need for a legend by which to interpret it. And also about the status of  arts of  
mechanical reproducibility being no different to that of  Brecht’s epic theatre—theatre which is simultaneously 
a school and a parliament, where one must learn by playing, observing, discussing. It is necessary that the men 
who work on the machines of  mass production and who live amidst their products learn to seize the means and 
products of  mass technology. It is a matter of  forming, in the heart of  this global sensorium called mass being, 
the particular sensorium of  the men of  the masses able to read social signs and appropriate mass production 
for themselves. 

I have quickly mentioned these two views of  photography’s ‘milieu’ in order to present the thesis that I wish to 
defend: namely, that the idea of  the medium’s specificity is always an idea of  mediality. It is a way of  linking 
three things: a technological apparatus, an idea of  art and the formation of  a specific sensible milieu. These 
materials and instruments of  art, invoked in the name of  the medium, are in effect always more than materials 
and instruments. In fact they are endowed with the aesthetic function of  establishing one mode of  sensible 
presentation instead of  another. As thought, the medium is always simultaneously a conception both of  art and 
of  the sensorium that it contributes to forming. In this way, that flat surface staked out by Greenberg is much 
more than a way of  negating the illusions of  three-dimensionality. It proclaims the elimination of  times gone-
bye when new art was identified with limitless sensible experimentation; it proposes another link, a remote link 
between the production of  art forms and that of  forms for a new lived world. In this sense, the ‘law of  medium’ 
is much less a rupture than it is a particular form, a form seized by the twofold requirement that constitutes 
the aesthetic regime of  art: that aesthetic experience involves autonomy and that art is always simultaneously 
something other than art.

On this basis, it is possible to analyze the variant ways of  thinking the medium as forms of  transformation of  
that twofold requirement. I would like to do this by considering two analyses of  the photographic medium that 
have marked the understanding of  photography over the last quarter of  a century and which are also two ways 
to settle photography’s accounts with the idea of  a new common world. 
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The first is illustrated by Barthes’ arguments in Camera Lucida, in which he introduces a well-determined idea 
of  medium: this idea involves an identity between technological materiality and sensoriality. This identity can 
be explained in three points: first, photography’s technological materiality is the negation of  art. Photography 
is not art; it is no skill involving the mind or hand. It does not strike us as being the realization of  an artist’s 
performance. Secondly, however, this negation of  art also negates the idea of  any specific performance of  
technology. It is inscribed by way of  contrast to what is usually meant by the ‘negation of  art’, which is to 
say the trivialization engendered by multiple reproductions or the prosaization which commands a view of  
photographic productions as being simple documents about reality. Barthes’s arguments turn the camera itself  
into a milieu, one through which the singularity of  a body is projected towards me, happens to reach me, and 
even to injure me. For him, the photographic operation is a medium transport. In some sense it refers back to 
the idea that light writes and to the revelation of  the new sensible world behind it, an idea from the age in which 
spiritists saw in photography a means for communicating with spirits. It is the having-been of  the body which 
itself  comes to form an impression on a sensitive plate and, from there, strike us without mediation. This second 
thesis, which obviously dates from before the digital age, is articulated with a third: the milieu of  reproduction, 
for Barthes, is the exact contrary of  what it was in avant-garde views, namely a common world, a world of  
trivialization of  signs and collective experimentation. Technology, on the contrary, is absorbed in an essence of  
the sensible, the sensible as absolute singularity. 

But there are two ways to understand this singularity. In a first sense, to be singular is to be incomparable 
or unrelatable with anything else; it is to have no meaning. It is therefore said that there is no reason why 
photography appeals to the gaze and engenders affect, or rather that it does so by virtue of  this very absence 
of  reason. This is summed up in the famous opposition between the studium and the punctum: in contrast to the 
photo that provides information and demands an interpretation stands Lewis Hine’s two retarded infants, the 
small boy with his Danton collar and the girl with a tiny bandage on her finger. Barthes’ pointing up these 
two details obviously amounts to evacuating the photo’s social and political context, that is, the activity of  
a photographer who systematically used his camera to explore sites of  exploitation and imprisonment, of  a 
witness whose pictures summon the appreciation of  Benjamin’s new experts of  the mass age. The Danton collar 
makes it possible to parry all that, to settle accounts silently with this mediality, which ties appreciation of  the 
photographic performance to a new ‘expertise’; in other words, the experimentation with a new sensible world. 
The only sensible world to which the photo attests is the relation of  absolute singularity between the spectacle 
and the absolute singularity of  the gaze. Avedon’s photograph of  the old slave presents us with a similar case, 
but here the procedure is inverted: no detail diverts us away from a socio-political reading. On the contrary, 
the photographed subject’s mask bespeaks nothing other than the slave’s condition. But the effect is the same: 
it is slavery in person as historical singularity which is given, in its entirey, by the singularity of  a single face. 
Decreeing that slavery is present in person, before our eyes, between our hands, in fact amounts to effacing the 
singularity of  other photographs which speak to us of  what has transpired between the abolition of  slavery 
and our present, such as, for example, the John Vachon photograph that only shows us the sign Colored nailed 
very high to the trunk of  a pine, alongside what is probably the object pertaining to its discrimination, namely 
a tap. Concentrating the ‘having-been’ of  slavery into a single face is one way to settle accounts with the great 
number of  forms that racial discrimination takes on in sensory existence. In the name of  fully transmitting a 
phenomenon in its past as a whole, it amounts to cancelling out the form of  collective experience called history, 
which had previously served as a support for interpreting images and for practices with images. The opposition 
between the punctum and the studium makes it possible to clear away this tradition of  practice with and on images. 
But there is no achieving this suppression without remainder. Singular distortions happen to enter, in return, 
into the use of  both notions. 

The best example of  this is provided by a photograph of  a young man in a cell. The young man is beautiful, 
Barthes tells us, but such is the studium. The punctum is: he is going to die. The problem is that this punctum is not 
localizable on the body with which we are presented. It is not an event of  the image, only an external piece of  
knowledge that is not visible on the photograph unless we already aware that it is of  Lewis Payne, sentenced 
to death in 1865 for attempting to murder the American Secretary of  State. The punctum, in its supposed 
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immediateness, is in fact constituted by the conjunction of  two things: on the one hand, a knowledge about the 
history of  a figure; and, on the other, the very texture of  the photograph, its colouration, is indicative of  the 
fact that it is an old photo from the past, a photo of  someone who, in any case, is already dead as we view it.

So ‘singularity’ takes on another meaning entirely. More than incomparable being, what constitutes it is the 
fact of  having been there, therefore of  no longer being there. The singularity of  photography, then, is that 
of  the Latin imago, of  the effigy of  the dead, which with Barthes, becomes the effigy of  death. Photography 
becomes a messenger of  the beyond. And this determination falls back on the medium relation alone, which 
produces the real affect of  the photograph: in the case of  Lewis Payne, not the knowledge that he will die, 
but on the contrary a non-knowledge. At first sight, we do not know who he is, why he gazes in this way. And 
even if  we know who this young man is, we are still unable to know the thinking that animates this gaze, which 
expresses neither fear nor revolt, neither resignation nor repentance. Similarly, we are unaware of  what the 
photographer was thinking, and whether it was at his request that the detainee is seated on the border of  light 
and shadow, his gaze turned intensely toward the camera. When all is said and done, the affect of  this photo 
comes from the impossibility of  establishing any determinate relationship between the modality of  this gaze and 
the imminence of  death, between the present of  the way in which it affects us and the age of  the photograph, 
between singularity and anonymity. The ‘having-been’ in fact decomposes into a plurality of  relations whose 
indefinite relation renders, for us, the aesthetic quality of  photography. Now, Barthes folds this plurality down 
onto the sole image of  death. Death becomes a name for the Unique and is the medium power of  photography 
because it is the pure relation of  that which is to that which no longer is, a power on which that dimension of  
collective sensible experience referred to as history came crashing down. 

The second way of  understanding the law of  the medium that I mentioned above, leads to another form of  
reduction. On the face of  it, however, this way is the exact opposite of  Barthes’ view. It maintains in effect 
that the medium is an instrument, a means of  reproduction and nothing else. The artist who uses it does 
so specifically as such, which is to say he utilizes its resources qua apparatus, without pretending to turn it 
into a milieu or a sensorium. This thesis defines an idea of  photography which is encapsulated in the title of  
an exhibition and accompanying publication, edited by Jean-François Chevrier and James Lingwood: Another 
Objectivity. Their text redefined the specificity of  the photographic medium as its ‘ontological poverty’, as the 
absence of  any strong ontological consistency required for the medium to become a milieu. The photographic 
apparatus, on this view, is a means of  providing objective and reproducible information about what is placed 
before the lens. So seen, the essence of  the medium condemns two other uses of  photographs: the virtuous use 
based on ‘subjective availability and visual equality’ and which associates the apparatuses ability for immediate 
reception with the artist’s ability to grasp the visual event, which marks his mastery; and the emotional use that 
puts affect in the place of  information, as in ‘humanist photography’. 

This twin prohibition, ascribed to the medium, is enough to show that this idea of  objectivity is itself  also an idea 
of  art, a way of  defining the adequation between the essence of  photography and that of  artistic ‘modernity’. 
Only the problem is that there is more than one idea of  modernity. And the idea of  photographic objectivity 
oscillates between two ideas of  its own specificity, which themselves also amount to two ideas of  modernity. 

On the one hand, the specificity of  the medium is assimilated to its reproducibility. To be faithful to the medium 
is then to be faithful to its multiplicating essence. But it is hardly an easy matter to discern the specific quality held 
by an image due to its being reproducible. It is indeed even less so insofar as the very existence of  photography 
makes every image infinitely multipliable and comes to us massively in the form of  copies. The same holds, 
from this viewpoint, for the young English noble painted by Holbein as for the Italian apprentice photographed 
by Paul Strand. With Chevrier and Lingwood, too, this multiplicating essence is displaced from the idea of  
multiplying a one to that of  the multiple unit. Reproducibility thus becomes seriality. Whence the exemplarity 
of  Becher’s works, which comprise series like August Sander’s. The problem, however, is that Sander’s series 
constituted typologies. For Benjamin their value involved the formation of  physiognomist meaning. These series 
of  German social types were means of  identification and struggle, enabling the combatants to know who they 
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had before them and to get used to the reverse. Obviously no such service is to be expected from the Bechers’ 
series of  water towers and disused industrial sites. Benjamin’s critique would actually have no difficulty in 
trapping these series in its purview: the photos of  factories say nothing about the social relations manifest 
in them. The interest of  the series therefore cannot reside in what it is they have us understand about social 
relations. It consists essentially in the ethical virtue that is granted to the multiple as such, insofar as it parries the 
conjuring tricks of  the one and the aura, of  the unique instant and ecstatic contemplation. This principle is a 
purely negative one, just as with Barthes, even if  its meaning is the exact inverse. Its artistic ‘positivity’ therefore 
comes from a second way of  thinking about the medium’s ‘objectivity’. Chevrier and Lingwood capture this 
way with the single notion of  ‘form-tableau’, as exemplified by Jeff  Wall’s luminous backlit photographs. But 
what relation can we conceive between these great scenes in the form of  history tableaus, and the rectangles 
which make the sight of  the Bechers’ blast furnaces resemble teaching boards? None, perhaps, except for the 
Greenbergian idea of  the surface which encloses the artist’s performance and prohibits it from going out of  itself, 
from showing empathy for its subject or from taking itself  as a form of  social experimentation. In this sense, the 
Bechers’ abandoned industrial sites are a way to ward off  the dreams of  artists—those engineers and builders 
of  factories in the age of  Peter Behrens—just like Barthes’ fascination for the Danton collar served to repress 
the engagement of  photographer Lewis Hine alongside those doomed to factory work or to living in hospices. 
Here the ‘essence’ of  the medium is once again a way of  settling accounts with the period in which the medium 
was conceived as the organon of  a new collective world. The only thing being that this settling of  accounts is 
more complex in case of  the Bechers’ and the theoreticians of  ‘objective photography’: the expulsion of  the 
constructivist dream also amounts to an assertion of  fidelity to the values linked to the industrial universe and to 
worker struggles; the sobriety of  the documentary gaze which repels humanist pathos, the formal principles of  
frontality, of  uniform framing and presentation-in-series serving to link scientific objectivity with the effacement 
of  artistic subjectivity. 

It remains that what this objectivist bias fundamentally presents us with is an absence: instead of  classes and 
social types, it presents disused edifices. It is possible to interpret the photographing of  absence in two ways: 
first, as a way of  showing the programmed departure of  the world of  industry and workers; but also as a way 
of  playing on the aesthetic affect of  disuse which takes us back to Barthes’ ‘having-been’. This tension of  the 
‘objectivist’ idea of  the medium is even more palpable in a series made by a follower of  the Bechers, Frank 
Breuer. Here I am thinking chiefly of  his series of  containers presented, along with those of  warehouses and 
logos, at the Rencontres photographiques d’Arles in 2005. His medium format prints were presented in the transept of  
a former church. Seen from afar they looked like abstract paintings or reproductions of  minimalist sculptures. 
By drawing closer, however, these rectangles of  colour on a white background could be seen to be containers 
piled up on a large deserted space. The impact of  the series obviously dwells in the tension between this 
minimalism and the meaning it conceals. These containers were to be, or to have been, filled with merchandise 
and unloaded in Anvers or Rotterdam, products that were probably produced in a faraway country, perhaps 
one in the Asian South East, by faceless workers. In short, then, the containers were filled with the absence of  
these workers, an absence which also is that of  every worker occupied with unloading containers and, more 
distantly, of  the European workers replaced by those distant workers.

The medium’s ‘objectivity’, then, conceals a determinate aesthetic relation between opacity and transparency, 
between the containers as brute presence of  pure coloured forms and containers as representatives of  the 
‘mystery’ of  the commodity, that is, of  the way in which it absorbs human labour and conceals its mutations. It 
consists in the relation of  a presence to an absence, in the twofold relation of  a visible form to a signification and 
to an absence of  meaning. The idea of  ‘ontological poverty’, then, must be carried through till the end. It does 
not mean that photography’s lot would be its ‘poverty in being’ as that which determines its artistic possibilities. 
It means, conversely, that it falls under no law of  specific ontological consistency that would be linked to the 
specificity of  its technological apparatus, that it therefore take part in ideas of  art which are part of  a history 
that is in excess of  it. We can understand this through an analogy with Eisenstein’s analyses on cinematographic 
montage. His analyses show us how montage accomplishes something than other arts have either dreamt of  
or else realized with their own means, for example, painting in Serov’s portrait of  the actress Yermolova: the 
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motionless image of  painting must translate, in the artist’s portrait posing before the painter, the energy of  
the actress in action. The painter accomplishes this by including, thanks to the mirrors and trimmings in the 
room, several different framings for the parts of  his body, several ‘shots’ in a single one. Cinema makes explicit, 
thanks to the technique of  montage, a power of  signification in time that painting approaches through the 
fragmentation of  its space. Photography authorizes an achievement of  the same order by realizing, conversely, 
a power of  motionlessness by which literature strove to suspend the movement of  its phrases or a power of  
the involuntary that painting has to recreate through the artifice of  the distribution of  dashes. Photography’s 
‘poverty’ permits it, in short, to effectuate this inclusion of  non-art, which literature and painting were obliged 
to mime using artistic means. 

This can be illustrated by a photograph that is situated in the interval between Barthes’ ‘having-been’ and the 
objectivity of  the Becher school. This photograph, by Walker Evans, presents a detail in a kitchen on a farm 
in Alabama. First, then, it performs a documentary function, a function it took on as part of  the major inquiry 
that had been commissioned by the Farm Security Administration. However, something more is going on in 
the photo, something that goes beyond our merely being informed about a situation of  misery: a kitchen with 
neither sideboard nor dresser, tinplate cutlery in a makeshift rack, a thin lopsided wooden plank nailed across 
a wooden wall made of  disjointed and worm-eaten boards. What retains our attention is a certain aesthetic 
disposition marked by unevenness: the parallels are not parallel, the cutlery is haphazardly arranged, and the 
objects on the plank up high (which functions as a shelf) are dissymmetrically placed. This dysfunctionality 
composes a harmonious dissymmetry whose cause remains uncertain: is it an effect of  chance, of  the fact that 
things just happened to be arranged in this way before the lens? Is it an effect of  the photographer’s gaze, of  
his choosing a frame honed in on a detail, thereby transforming a completely random or simply functional 
arrangement into an artistic quality? Or else is it the aesthetic taste of  one of  the premises’ inhabitants, creating 
art with the available means by hammering in a nail or placing a tin here rather than there? It may be that the 
photographer had wanted to show the misery of  the farmers. It may be that he simply photographed with he 
found before him without any particular intention, and that his photo thus benefitted from the beauty of  the 
random. It may be that he took pleasure in seeing in it a quasi-abstract minimalist canvas or that he wanted, 
conversely, to underline a certain beauty of  the functional: the sobriety both of  the horizontal plank and the rack 
in fact can satisfy an aesthetics of  design, one that is fond of  simple and raw material and the arts of  living and 
doing that simple people pass down from generation to generation. The photograph’s aesthetic quality resides 
in short in a perfect equilibrium, a perfect indecision between the two forms of  beauty that Kant distinguished: 
the beauty which adheres to a form adapted to its function and the free beauty of  finality without end. 

Before our gaze there henceforth lies neither simple, objective information about a situation nor the wound of  
this has been. The photo does not say whether or not it is art, whether it represents poverty or a play of  straight 
lines and diagonals, of  weights and counterweights, of  order and disorder. It says nothing about what was in 
the mind of  the person that arranged the boards and cutlery, or about what the photographer had wanted 
to achieve. This game of  multiplied gaps provides an exemplary illustrations of  what Kant designated with 
the name ‘aesthetic idea’: ‘that representation of  the imagination which induces much thought, yet without 
the possibility of  any definite thought whatever, i.e., concept, being adequate to it’. The aesthetic idea is that 
indeterminate idea which links together the two processes left disjointed by the destruction of  the mimetic 
order: the intentional production of  art which pursues an end and the sensible experience of  beauty as finality 
without end. Photography is exemplarily an art of  aesthetic ideas because it is exemplarily an art capable of  
enabling non-art to realize art by dispossessing it. 

I do not want to draw any general conclusions from these rapid reflections for the point of  validating or 
invalidating the thesis that serves as the argument for this encounter: that of  a ‘technological turn’ of  aesthetics. 
But I do think some questions can be drawn from them that serve to clarify what is at stake in this issue. What 
is at stake obviously is first of  all to know what is being referred to as technology. This name in fact designates 
at least five things. First of  all, an ability to produce specific operation; in the second place, the general model 
of  rationality in terms of  means and ends; third, the ability of  an apparatus to substitute operations for human 
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acts; fourth, the form of  extension of  this substitution, the way in which it works to seize the operations of  the 
hand, the gaze, the brain; and lastly, the lived world correlative to this set of  substitutions. To talk of  technology, 
to ascribe it such and such an effect, moment or turn actually consists in effectuating a certain number of  
displacements between these levels, which it is too simplistic to reduce to some essence or global project such 
as Heidegger’s ‘standing-reserve’ of  beings. Also at stake is the way in which one conceives of  the technicality 
of  art, the relation of  what we practice, perceive and think as being art with the effectuation of  specific forms 
of  knowledge in aid of  specific ends. By the ‘technological turn’ of  art and aesthetics can be understood the 
multiplication of  apparatuses that themselves perform the work of  the hand, gaze or artist brain. But there are 
three ways to think through this multiplication and its art-effect. 

First of  all, it is possible to conceive it as the multiplication of  instruments ‘on call’, enabling art to be free of  
its ends, alone with its materials and instruments. This thesis is called modernist (but not without misuse of  
the term, since there are several modernisms and this type was rather a modernism of  tomorrow). This thesis 
stumbles upon an old Hegelian objection: the one who is alone with his materials and instruments has no reason 
to make this rather than that. The response to the objection, exemplarily furnished by Adorno, requires that 
the material be furnished with a specific will, that is, when all is said and done, that the autonomy of  art be 
presented with a technological destiny, which is achieved by postulating an impetus, immanent to this materiality, 
which challenges the simple instrumental model.

The second way involves conceiving the technological turn of  art as the capture of  its operations in the power 
of  a new sensible world – the world of  machines, of  energy, of  electricity, and then later of  information and 
communication. Technology then appears as the global process in which the specificity of  art is dissolved. It in 
fact annuls its pretention to be more than a technology, more than a way of  modifying the energies of  the world, 
or than an instrumental practice of  recording things and mobilizing energies. It realizes art by suppressing it, 
by turning its forms into forms of  life. It is this view, properly speaking, that merits being qualified as modernist. 
But, as we saw, this modernism has two major versions. The first absorbs the manifestations of  art in the vast 
ensemble of  intensities, speeds and dynamisms which make up the new sensible world. The second turns these 
manifestations into documents about this world or into instruments to interpret it and orient oneself  in it. This 
is the version that today is reduced to the platitude of  demystification whereby the illusory differences of  art are 
referred back to the generality of  forms of  technology and the commodity. 

But there is yet a third way to conceive the effect produced by the multiplication of  apparatuses. Accordingly, the 
multiplication of  instruments is seen less as serving the ends of  the arts than it is as the end of  means by which 
different technologies are indifferenciated and lend themselves to realizing an idea of  art as despecification. 
This indifferentiation, however, does not signify the suppression of  art in a world of  collective energy carrying 
out the telos of  technology. Instead, it implies a neutralization authorizing transfers between the ends, means 
and materials of  different arts, the creation of  a specific milieu of  experience which is not determined either 
by the ends of  art or by those of  technology, but which is organized according to new intersections between 
arts and technologies, as well as between art and what is not art. The multiplication of  apparatuses contributes, 
then, to creating zones of  neutralization wherein technologies are indifferentiated and exchange their effects, 
where their products present a multiplicity of  gazes and readings, of  zones of  transfer between modes of  
approaching objects, of  the functioning of  images and of  the attribution of  meanings. In this way, mediality 
can be conceived as that which escapes every teleology of  the imperious end or of  the means which consumes 
the end, as that which renews neither an idea of  the sovereignty of  art, nor one of  the dissolution of  art in the 
world of  technology.

JACQUES RANCIÈRE is Emeritus Professor of  the Université de Paris (St. Denis), and the author 
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1. This article was originally published in Revue Appareil, No. 1 (2008), and the editors would like to thank the journal and 
above all Professor Rancière for allowing us to publish this translation, which was made possible with support from the Aus-
tralasian Society of  Continental Philosophy.
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VULNERABILITY AND THE PASSING OF CHILDHOOD IN 
BILL HENSON: INNOCENCE IN THE AGE OF MECHANICAL 
REPRODUCTION1 

Joanne Faulkner

In May 2008 the Australian art community was delivered a shock when one of  its luminaries, photographer 
Bill Henson, received popular attention for all the wrong reasons. The opening night of  his exhibition at the 
Roslyn Oxley9 gallery, in Sydney’s cosmopolitan suburb of  Paddington, was cancelled, and works seized by the 
NSW police force due to a complaint by child-protection activist, Hetty Johnson. The complaint was leveled 
particularly at the event’s invitation to friends of  the gallery, which used an image of  a naked adolescent girl. 
The exhibition had also received adverse coverage from Sydney Morning Herald columnist Miranda Devine, who 
wrote in the name of  ‘innocent childhood’ that: 

The effort over many decades by various groups—artists, perverts, academics, libertarians, the 
media and advertising industries, respectable corporations and the porn industry—to smash taboos 
of  previous generations and define down community standards, has successfully eroded the special 
protection once afforded childhood.2

Thus the boundaries of  conflict were drawn: boundaries that echo similar controversies in the US and Britain, 
pitting the apparently competing concerns for the protection of  children against the freedom of  artistic 
expression.3 On one side, Henson was portrayed as an exploiter of  children, and representative of  a leisure class 
that flouts community morality. On the other, he was heralded as an artist of  first merit, whose work is above 
the scrutiny of  tabloid-reading philistines.4 The divided nature of  the discussion meant that a middle ground 
was difficult to occupy. The child-protection camp was allowed to lay claim to the feelings of  uncertainty and 
vulnerability many viewers experienced regarding Henson’s images. The heated public discourse surrounding 
the Henson exhibition was organised in terms of  the ‘sexualisation of  children’ debate that had been fomenting 
in the popular media, largely under the direction of  opinion leaders such as Devine.5 Because of  this over-
determination of  the lines of  argument and of  allegiance under the rubric of  child sexualisation, an opportunity 
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was missed to critically reflect upon such feelings of  ambivalence about Henson’s photographs—and what they 
tell us about the work ideals of  childhood innocence do for adult formations of  identity and desire.

Meanwhile, in their failure to address the discomfort provoked by Henson’s work—and insistence upon 
the autonomy of  art—his supporters pushed art to the margins, as an elite and esoteric field closed to most 
Australians.6 Needless to say, this strategy did not engender public sympathy for Henson. The newly elected 
Prime Minister Rudd had his finger to the pulse of  public sentiment when on breakfast television he called the 
most controversial photograph, of  a nude thirteen-year-old girl, “revolting.”7 The NSW Department of  Public 
Prosecutions locked down the exhibition, with a view to building a case of  child pornography against Henson. 
And only after the Office of  Film and Literature Classification had rated even the most provocative work as 
‘PG,’8 was it announced that no charges would be laid. It’s fair to say that this ‘encounter’ between the artist, 
the child protection activist, the Australian public and the NSW police force generated more heat than light. 
The debate burned hotly and died out quickly, leaving those involved singed and shy of  the public arena. The 
encounter was no encounter: once hostilities had run their course, art buffs returned to being aloof, and an 
indignant public to ‘knowing what they like.’ No space of  exchange was produced, and each party was none the 
wiser about the other’s point of  view.

This paper will attempt to salvage an encounter between the concern for children’s vulnerability evoked by the 
Henson controversy, and the critical and ethical dimensions of  his work that were obscured by the moralism and 
“child politics”9 of  its public reception. This encounter is framed by Walter Benjamin’s seminal essay ‘The Work 
of  Art in the Age of  Mechanical Reproduction.’ Benjamin’s reflections in this piece speak to multiple aspects 
of  the Henson affair. For instance, to what extent is an artwork political—even (and perhaps especially) where 
it is perceived to be outside of  politics (as either ‘purely’ aesthetic, or ‘purely’ concerning children’s welfare)? 
What significance for the reception of  the work’s subject is borne by the fact that it was a photograph—and so 
already assumes a critical, or at least complicated, relation to ‘art’? How should we interpret anxiety regarding 
the uncontrolled proliferation of  the image, experienced by Henson’s detractors and supporters alike? What is 
the viewer’s responsibility when interpreting an artwork such as Untitled (#30)—the photograph of  the girl that 
proved so provocative? How might we take better account of  the vulnerability that the work represents? And 
finally, how could a more ethical critical engagement with Henson’s work take place? An engagement, that is, 
that opens rather than closes down the potential significances and experiences emerging from the work? Let’s 
begin with the work, before turning to Benjamin’s critical apparatus through which we might make better sense 
of  its cultural, aesthetic and political import.

 I

Bill Henson was photographing children long before the Roslyn Oxley9 incident. He is especially interested 
in adolescence, and the anxiety and ambiguity of  those years during which individuals negotiate the difficult 
passage between childhood and adulthood. This is reflected in an interview with Henson, where he states:

The reason I like working with teenagers is because they represent a kind of  breach between the 
dimensions that people cross through. The classical root of  the word “adolescence” means to grow 
towards something. I am fascinated with that interval, that sort of  highly ambiguous and uncertain 
period where you have an exponential growth of  experience and knowledge, but also a kind of  
tenuous grasp on the certainties of  adult life.10 

Adolescence presents many challenges related to identity and desire, and such challenges are exacerbated by 
adults’ often-ambivalent attitudes towards teenagers—tinged as they are with disappointment about the passing 
of  childhood.11 Adolescents enter a difficult and murky territory not only on account of  the exigencies of  
their own corporeal or psychological experience, but also because of  cultural feedback they receive about 
what it means to be an adolescent. They bear the brunt of  a social overinvestment in the notion of  childhood 
innocence, and the danger adolescence represents signals a cultural ambivalence about our own becoming-
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adult. Adults mourn the child in the teenager, and also feel threatened by the paradoxical combination of  
passion, volatility and insouciance that adolescence represents.

A sympathetic viewing of  Henson’s body of  work reveals his sensitivity to the vulnerability that attends being 
a teenager. His photography plays with light and shade, capturing the ‘twilight’ of  childhood and the obscurity 
of  the experience of  being on the “cusp of  adulthood.”12 The locations in which he shoots conjure what has 
been described as “the secluded gloom of  urban wastelands, barren landscapes, and ‘spellbinding, haunted 
spaces.’”13 These are the kinds of  spaces adolescents like, and often the only places they are tolerated in groups. 
In “intervals in the landscape, the no man’s land between one thing and another thing … like the vacant lot 
between the shopping mall and the petrol station,” Henson states in an interview, is where teenagers “naturally 
go to muck around.” 

Kids naturally gravitate toward that sort of  interval in the landscape. I suppose, as we grow older, all 
those places sort of  become a bit of  a lost domain.14

Because Henson so ably depicts the vulnerability of  being-adolescent, his work is unsettling. Especially for 
parents, Henson’s images recruit their myriad feelings for their teenage children, including a sense of  their own 
vulnerability. Through his use of  telephoto lenses, Henson captures the parent’s thwarted, tender protectiveness, 
exercised from afar—as if  they were voyeurs rather than parents, because their children no longer want them 
near. This parenting-at-a-distance Henson so aptly represents magnifies the sense of  fragility we feel towards 
the subjects of  his work.

The image that attracted most attention in 2008 is, however, peculiarly coy compared with his earlier work on 
adolescence, which has a sexy, raw, almost post-apocalyptic aesthetic. David Marr, I think rightly, conjectures 
that the sight of  transitional breasts is what so unnerved its viewers:15 

Without breasts or with full breasts this image would … have caused less fuss … But these were 
budding breasts, rarely seen and almost never celebrated. In our culture budding breasts are 
extraordinarily private.16

The meaning attached to the model’s breast ‘buds’ is that this is a transitory, and so vulnerable, moment of  
her life. She is in the ambiguous zone of  ‘no-longer-not-yet’ that is hidden from view in our culture because, 
following Mary Douglas, it resists easy classification.17 Early adolescence is an “extraordinarily private” time—
lived behind closed bedroom and bathroom doors—partly because during this time one metamorphoses from 
child to adult, and must come to terms with what that means. But perhaps more acutely in terms of  the public 
reaction, the budding breast is private because adults prefer not to dwell upon the passing of  childhood. The 
budding breast refers obliquely to a budding sexuality, and the stirrings of  a desire that adults cannot control.18

Crucially, this vulnerability belongs to the artwork as well as its subjects. And the ‘Henson affair’ demonstrates 
the liability to misunderstanding such subtle and profound works suffer out of  their ‘proper’ context. Yet the 
first removal from context borne by the image was at the hands of  the artist himself, who insisted the invitation 
for the Roslyn Oxley9 opening should feature his most context-sensitive and potentially incendiary image. 
This depiction of  such a fragile moment within an ambiguous and culturally loaded adolescence was too 
combustible to be routinely circulated via Australia Post to its recipients. The anxiety provoked by the image 
was perhaps caused in equal measure by its subject matter and the profanity of  the mode of  its transmission. 
Picking up the Henson image with the morning mail, many well versed in the codes that govern art literacy felt 
unsettled by it. In their homes and workplaces, without the frame of  reference given by the gallery wall, they 
were uncertain how to interpret the work.19 The invitation reduced the image to the same level as other items of  
mail, such as an advertising catalogue or fashion magazine: to be consumed with one’s morning coffee. It had, 
in short, lost the ‘aura’ that separates art from that more banal commercial image. Henson’s use of  Untitled (#30) 
was not only felt as an onslaught upon the value of  childhood, then, but also revealed the vulnerability of  art to 
its own exposure. A consideration of  Walter Benjamin’s essay on art may assist these reflections.
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 II

Benjamin wrote his touchstone analysis of  the meaning of  art in 1936, at a time when art had been newly 
deployed to mass political movements. The essay thinks through the connection between the material conditions 
of  a work’s production and distribution, and the social transformations and relationships its reception allows. 
Yet Benjamin was also responding to a high culture anxiety about the ‘vulgarisation’ of  art by the turn to 
photography and film and a perceived need to protect art’s integrity and autonomy from mass culture, as well 
as his own concern about the Nazis’ manipulative use of  film for the purposes of  propaganda. For Benjamin, 
art technologies organise collective modes of  perception—the manner in which a community experiences and 
evaluates its world, and potentialities for socio-political change—and for this reason they are already political.20 
By virtue of  their inherent reproducibility and speed of  development, then, photography and film were for 
Benjamin the most revolutionary art forms. In opening the image up to a broader reception, photography 
proliferates the social contexts and meanings available to interpret the work. Yet more than this, Benjamin 
argues that technologies of  mass reproduction alter fundamentally what art can do: under these conditions, 
art is no longer harnessed to tradition—to the magical and esoteric realm of  the monastery, court, or cave 
wall. With the invention of  lithography, photography, and film, the nature of  art shifts from that of  being tied 
to a cult meaning, “imbedded in the fabric of  tradition.”21 These new technologies not only allow the work to 
proliferate, Benjamin argues, but even demand its mass distribution: through material imperatives (the investment 
in the ‘template,’ or film) that make economic sense only on a mass scale.

Because of  its mass appeal, however, photography signals for Benjamin the destruction of  what he calls 
art’s ‘aura’: its connection to a material and social history, or tradition, through which it gleans its ineffable 
uniqueness.22 As George Markus suggests, for Benjamin this aura “is not an immanent quality of  this object but 
a particular experiential relation of  the subject to it, a form of  its apperception.”23 By means of  this relation, 
aura bestows upon the art object a sense of  distance and otherworldliness that nevertheless also provokes a 
feeling of  presence. The ‘distance’ through which the work’s aura had held us in its thrall, however, is closed by 
technologies of  mechanical reproduction—enabling each to bring the image near: “to get hold of  the object… 
by way of  its likeness.”24 The photographic work is transitory and egalitarian where the painting was unique 
and permanent. The painting’s aura was commensurate with its being hidden from the many, its meaning and 
value bound up with the ritualistic practices and conventions guarding access to it. Today the public exhibition 
of  the work in galleries and museums attempts to produce aura and distance through its own set of  ritualistic 
restrictions: the respectful hush, the opening hours, the boundaries that oblige spectators to keep back from the 
work, the ubiquity of  security guards who signal that art is valuable, and police the limits of  our interaction 
with it. But despite this creation of  ‘artificial scarcity,’ faith in art-for-art’s-sake, and celebrations of  artistic 
genius, these are only funereal monuments to art’s aura: the value of  art is already hollowed out, leveled by the 
market, and haunted by the question of  authenticity. We now experience art differently because, for Benjamin, 
its context has shifted from esoteric cult to public exhibition and from auratic to spectacular. In the wake of  
new technologies, aura would seem to be but the fetish of  a would-be aristocracy (and public suspicion against 
residual elitism in the world of  art may, indeed, be well founded).

Technologies of  mass reproduction undo the value of  art, but in so doing bring it into a new use, with new 
potentialities. Art is liquidated in order to prepare for what Benjamin calls its “exposed resurrection.”25 Yet 
importantly, such a resurrection implies risk as well as possibility. On the one hand, it enables a distraction of  
affect from ‘the political’ that verges towards fascism. Benjamin had rightly feared that aesthetic reifications of  
tradition—‘kitsch’ objects and ideals mobilised in film—would effectively assist the Nazi party to commandeer 
all sense of  community in Germany.26 Technology destabilises tradition, and both ‘ends’ of  the cultural 
spectrum resist this move: emissaries of  ‘high culture’ make melancholic appeal to an ‘aura’ only discovered at 
the moment of  its disappearance; and ‘low culture’ invents kitsch—ornaments and household knick-knacks that 
crudely and sentimentally represent an older order. As Goebbels was aware, kitsch is more successful than art 
pour l’art in recruiting a nostalgia for tradition: it takes up the new technology ironically—holding in suspension 
the juxtaposition between new technology and old art forms—and thus is able to harness sentiment to a radical, 
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yet backward-looking, politics.

On the other hand, for Benjamin, art’s “exposed resurrection” through new technologies promises a more 
democratic mode of  critical cultural engagement than had been afforded by previous modes of  creativity. He 
held film especially to have the potential to explode undemocratic propensities of  more traditional forms such 
as painting, which tends to individualise and separate subjects from one another—received as it is in quiet 
and solitary contemplation. The invention of  film, conversely, enabled a communal experience of  art to take 
place, unlimited by class or cultural propriety. In so doing, film and photography brought to bear a cultural 
unconscious, revealing moments of  everyday life that traditional art forms could not disclose.27 The democratic 
event immanent to technologies of  mass reproduction, then, involved the interpretation, or critique, of  film 
and photography. The role of  the critic is to bring into the sphere of  public cultural analysis structures, values, 
and ways of  life that would otherwise persist beyond the reach of  consciousness.28 Aesthetic practice is thus 
inherently political, for Benjamin, and how the community responds to new technologies will continue to shape 
its political potentialities.

These dangers and possibilities brought about, according to Benjamin, by art’s mass reception bear upon the 
Henson controversy in unexpected ways. For a great part of  the tension that emerged in relation to the work 
was the ease of  its distribution on the Internet—which is not only the newest mass technology, but is also 
widely viewed as precipitating the erosion of  tradition and community (significantly, through an emphasis 
on the dangers it apparently poses to children).29 First, pundits, police and politicians whipped up alarm that 
Henson’s photograph could be so readily accessed by paedophiles—from the gallery’s website, and later after 
its proliferation on news sites.30 Next, Henson’s defenders countered that it was the moral panic itself  that 
generated the salacious buzz about the image, as well as its ubiquitous Internet presence.31 Yet beneath this 
discussion was a deeper anxiety, shared by all vocal parties, about the proper context of  the work. Both anti- and 
pro-Henson camps engaged in attempts to circumscribe its meaning, and to limit its interpretation: While the 
moralisers attempted to use the law to classify the image as pornographic, framing the photograph as such with 
black bars and pixilation;32 the more artistically informed were anxious to restrict viewing of  the photograph to 
gallery spaces, with the auratic proxies that signal the work’s sublimity, or distance from the everyday. 

The former uses art politically, but by concealing the image’s political significance within a moralising appeal to 
the sanctity of  childhood. The latter attempts to remove the work from the political arena altogether, and thus 
retreats to the refuge of  ‘art for art’s sake.’

To realise the full political potential of  the work’s open distribution, we may need to return to the status of  the 
work as photographic art. For Benjamin, by destroying the distance through which art once procured its auratic 
value, photography also gives rise to an investment in everydayness through which a cult of  domesticity is 
created. I quote at length from “A Short History of  Photography”:

Finally … the ranks of  the professional photographer were invaded on all sides by businessmen, and 
when subsequently the practice of  touching up the negative became widespread (the bad painter’s 
revenge on photography), a sharp decline in taste set in. This was the period of  the thick photograph 
album. Its favoured location was the most chill part of  the house, on pier or pedestal tables in the 
drawing-room. Leatherbound, embossed with metal mounts, it sported upon its gold-rimmed, 
fingerthick pages absurdly draped or laced figures—uncle Alex and Aunt Riekchen, Trudchen when 
she was little, Father in his first term at university—and finally, to crown the shame, ourselves: as 
drawing-room Tyroleans, yodeling and waving hats against a background of  painted snow peaks or 
as spruce sailors, leaning one leg straight, the other bent, as is proper, against a polished door-jamb. 
The accessories of  such portraits, the pedestals, the balustrades and diminutive oval tables still recall 
the time when, due to the long exposure, the subject required supports in order to remain still. If  at 
the beginning one made do with headrests or kneesupports, other accessories soon followed, such as were 
to be found in famous paintings and which therefore had to be artistic.33
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Once the preserve of  the sacred, technologies of  mass reproduction turned art’s attention to the lives of  
ordinary people, not only saturating their environments with miniatures of  the great works, but also through the 
depiction of  quotidian subjects and scenes, arranged in citation of  the exotic or exalted world to which art was 
once attached. Through this turn, the most ordinary life of  the masses attracts a cult value, through kitsch: the 
marrying together of  the old and new, the cheap and the priceless, the useful and its surplus value. In particular, 
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the dispersal of  art within the domicile produced the pampered, 
sentimentalised child as the centre of  the bourgeois household, and a trinket of  middle-class sensibility. The 
child was imbued with an aesthetic, kitsch significance still evident in contemporary representations of  children: 
in advertising and entertainment media, greetings cards, and popular prints. Through the domestication of  art, 
then, the child has become the site of  both cultic value, and cultural crisis.

The destinies of  art and of  childhood innocence cross paths through photography. And the Henson affair 
discloses what is at stake in this fateful encounter.

 III

The appeal some of  Henson’s defenders make to the autonomy of  art appears curious, because this autonomy, 
according to Benjamin, is precisely what the materiality of  photography undoes.  As we have seen, Benjamin 
was critical of  attempts to preserve art’s autonomy against the threat of  new technologies. Indeed, as Winifried 
Menninghaus writes,

For Benjamin there can no longer be any question of  art being ‘autonomous.’ Ever since it ceased 
to be faster and more advanced than the technical devices in everyday use, art finds itself  in the 
increasingly precarious situation of  having to react to technological developments.34

It is interesting, in this context, that arguments for the auratic quality of  Henson’s work refer to the ‘old-tech’ 
materiality of  its production: that he works with gelatin film, and with photochemicals that, in the digital age, 
are sometimes difficult to procure. Given that, for Benjamin, aura is only apprehended at the point of  its 
disappearance, it seems relevant that a nostalgia for techniques presently on the wane should give rise to a sense 
of  aura. This would be to trivialise the experience of  aura for these critics, however. Perhaps more germane to 
this experience is Greg Hainge’s observation that, in his work, Henson “retains the processual nature of  the fix 
and the temporality of  the image,”35 thus undoing the presumed ‘indexicality’ of  photography: the assumption 
a focus on technology engenders, that the work is a simple re-presentation of  its object, completed within the 
shutter-speed fraction of  time it takes light to hit film.36 Hainge emphasises the process by which Henson creates 
his work, and the artistry that takes place in the darkroom as decisions and interpretations emerge from a range 
of  possible destinies of  any given work.37 Henson’s work is precisely not reproducible, then, as the method of  
its fabrication endows it with a uniqueness and distance. This process connects Henson’s work to a deeper 
temporality grounded in artistic practice that, we could add, Benjamin might call ‘tradition.’

The new technology that Henson encountered—and with which, according to Benjamin, he is obliged as an 
artist to keep pace—is the internet, which controlled the destiny of  his work’s public reception more surely than 
the subtle agitations that brought the image into its smoky aura. Through that medium the image (in contrast 
to ‘the work’) was reproducible, and indeed seemed unlimitedly so. And through the distribution of  the image 
engendered by the internet, it became patently political. To seek refuge in artistic autonomy would be to miss an 
opportunity: for, Henson’s work does speak to a more general issue of  the representation of  children, the place 
of  such representation in our cultural reality in general, and our anxieties pertaining to it.

Likewise, Miranda Devine and others protesting against the image insisted upon the autonomy of  childhood, 
and a curious aura and otherworldliness of  the ‘child,’ who must be protected from the adult economy, adult 
desire, and the representation that drives both. By notionally (but not actually) elevating childhood beyond 
political concerns, and treating it as a cult, Devine exalts childhood beyond the sphere of  ordinary life. Bill 
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Henson’s exhibition happened to take place in the midst of  heated debate in the Australian media over the 
perceived ‘sexualisation’ of  children in advertising, and so was filed under that rubric.38 For this reason Henson 
was compared with corporations who profit from children’s exploitation: children ought to be represented only 
according to distinct parameters, was the claim. And the political effects of  those parameters themselves—the 
kitsch representation of  children as pure, passive, and pet-like—remain unexamined. This aesthetic autonomy 
accorded to childhood limits the political autonomy of  actual children (whose opinions about Henson’s 
photographs were never solicited).39 The reduction of  childhood to idyllic innocence, and of  children’s interests 
to a need of  protection, serves to fetishise their vulnerability. Children’s liability to harm and adults’ ability to 
protect them become prized cultural traits in the name of  ‘innocence.’ And in turn, the fetishisation of  children’s 
vulnerability enables adults to repudiate their own, as fears and anxieties associated with contemporary life 
(health, money, work, relationships) are projected onto children. 

What’s interesting about Untitled (#30) is the way it stages the multiple vulnerabilities at stake in present debates 
about the representation of  children, adults relation of  desire to them, and the social role of  art. The image is a 
powerful site of  critique, enacting not only the passing of  childhood in its subject, but also a crisis in the cultural 
value of  childhood, and a renegotiation of  the value of  art.

In approaching this critical nexus let’s begin with childhood, which owes its premium cultural value at least in 
part to the invention of  technologies of  mechanical reproduction. In replacing religious and courtly traditions, 
the middle-class proxy for aura has been the domestic sphere of  enjoyment—a space that is both adorned with 
and celebrated through new art forms. Childhood epitomises this hallowed sphere, and so is a choice subject 
for contemporary practices of  representation (photography, film and television). The rise of  genre art in the 
late eighteenth century signals the first investments of  cultural value into an aesthetic of  innocent childhood. 
Paintings such as Thomas Gainsborough’s ‘The Blue Boy’ (1770) and Joshua Reynolds’s ‘Portrait of  Penelope 
Boothby’ (1788) first represent an ineffable something about the child as ‘child,’ and so we gain access to this 
‘childhood’ by means of  the work of  art. The popular appeal of  genre painting led to further developments. 
As Benjamin acutely observes, in the interest of  cost effectiveness, cheap manufacturing processes such as 
lithography led to the easy mass production of  images, and there was an economic interest in doing so.40 It 
is also significant that lithography chiefly mobilised scenes of  domesticity to the purpose of  advertising. The 
popular Pears Soap advertisements that extended from the late nineteenth to early twentieth centuries, for 
instance, relied chiefly on descriptions of  children, observed as if  in secret, safely ensconced in the privacy 
of  the bathroom. Not only did we buy the soap, we were also sold the idea of  what our domesticity should 
look like; and these images now adorn the walls of  middle-class bathrooms (thus closing the circuit between 
the representation of  the home and the selling of  products).41 We can then observe a connection between the 
materiality of  mass art-production, the cultivation of  bourgeois art-appreciation, and the development of  mass 
markets. It is a course that makes its way through the figure of  childhood.

Those debates about mass media’s exploitation of  children in which Henson was embroiled in 2008 indicate a 
mounting queasiness about the relationship between representation, childhood, money, and desire. ‘New media’ 
of  Benjamin’s time, such as lithography, photography and film, may have produced the cult value of  childhood, 
but they also increasingly undermine such value. Because these technologies reproduced such apparently 
‘truthful’ images of  children so effortlessly, a historically situated ideal of  childhood was naturalised. We came 
to believe in a rarefied existence of  childhood, or the autonomy of  childhood from everyday life. The better 
to approximate art’s lost aura, childhood was enclosed within a limited context and placed at a distance from 
all things political. Images of  children in advertising now appear vulgar and exploitative as disenchantment 
with late capitalism—and the exploitation upon which it is built—is increasingly patent. Advertisements are 
losing their ‘reality effect,’ and so confront us with contemporary childhood’s abject origin. Within the field 
of  representation childhood has become a volatile article: For the child is supposed to connect the household 
to an aura of  tradition and virtue, but also signifies the destruction of  aura through the cultural elevation of  
(mundane) middle-class family life. Childhood innocence is seen to be vulnerable in this context because it 
stands in for a value its very existence destroys. It is, in Freud’s terms, a fetish: an illusion that substitutes for a 
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lack. And as such childhood is an unstable ideal.42

Henson’s Untitled (#30) confronts the viewer with the child’s vulnerability so starkly that they are forced to 
countenance their own fetishistic desire for innocent childhood. What they find in this ‘showground mirror,’ 
however, is the spectre of  the paedophile, understood as a reified and radicalised portion of  a more ordinary 
adult desire for the ideal of  childhood.43 Henson refers to and critiques the conventions of  presenting childhood 
innocence as a lure for adult desire: conventions first forged in art, but refined in the earliest, most earnest forms 
of  advertising. The ambivalence and experience of  discomfort provoked by the photograph should prompt 
reflection on the presumed ‘naturalness’ of  these conventions, as well as their precariousness. For the difference 
between a well executed, ‘iconic’ image of  innocent childhood and an image prone to charges of  pornography is 
slight. What separates Bill Henson from Anne Geddes, for instance, is the absence or presence of  sentimentality. 
Geddes’s photographs are what Benjamin referred to as ‘kitsch’: they prolong a relationship with outmoded 
values and traditions that Henson’s images liquidise, and allow us to critique. Geddes’s images of  children are 
kitsch because they tap into our most “threadbare and timeworn” notions about children. The images she 
provides contain unconscious, dream-like remnants of  these comfortable, slumbering thoughts. “[W]hich side 
does an object turn toward dreams?,” Benjamin writes in “Dream Kitsch,” and responds, “It is the side worn 
through by habit and patched with cheap maxims. The side which things turn toward the dream is kitsch.”44

Kitsch provides a cheap sense of  tradition, and of  communal belonging, which can be manipulated easily 
for political gain. It allows us to remain unconscious of  the fantasy, or dream, that organises material (and 
political) relations. The sentimentality of  Geddes’s dream-kitsch sugarcoats vulnerability, framing the child in 
the trimmings of  adult supervision. Geddes reassures us of  the presence of  the ‘good’ adult, by surrounding 
the naked child with citations of  nursery rhymes or fairytales—thus embedding them in adult fantasies of  
childhood. The spectator of  the Geddes image is then allowed to enjoy the sensuousness of  the child’s body 
with impunity, because it is mediated by symbols of  innocence. Desire for the child—which is organised by 
this fairytale fantasy—is permitted by this dream-like arrangement of  children in flowerpots, bunny suits, or 
their tenuous placement (like Thumbelina) upon a giant leaf. We are not supposed to inquire into the material 
conditions of  these photographs: how, for instance, these children were persuaded to sit still, or sleep, or stay 
awake.

Conversely, the naked child in Henson’s photograph embarrasses adults’ desire for children, by waking us from 
the dream Geddes exemplifies. If  one feels watched by disapproving others while viewing Untitled (#30), it is 
because the image is not assimilated to the innocence cult. It permits the viewer no place to hide, and does not 
finesse the desire for youth and beauty. Adam Geczy provides a way into understanding the unsettling effect of  
Henson’s untitled image:

(good) art is always attempting to be ‘real.’ This real is frequently not immediately recognisable 
because it is not a literal or sanctioned transposition of  what occurs. Paradoxically, this real is a 
metaphor that actualises and divulges the essence of  its referent. It can be confrontingly hideous, 
distorted, or so complex as to be embodied in what we glean from an abstract form. In the process art 
has always assumed the role of  challenging assumed norms of  beauty.45

The ‘real’ Geczy describes concerns a critical relation Henson’s image establishes to the fantasy of  childhood 
innocence. The “hideous” aspect of  the photograph reveals the structure of  desire through which a more 
quotidian ‘reality’ is established. Thus, it addresses itself  to the social imaginary—or dream—through which 
our perceptions are ordered. Because Henson’s image reveals the viewer’s obscure identification with the 
paedophile—the dream vexed to nightmare of  a desire for the child, in which we invest a sense of  ‘community’—
the photograph forces either a violent repudiation (Rudd’s “revolting!”), or critical contemplation of  the entire 
field of  childhood innocence. Untitled (#30) wakes us in fright from a fantasy, and an aesthetic, that not only 
fashions contemporary experience, but also enables a political use of  the figure of  the child. The photograph 
brings to issue our everyday use of  children, and thereby breaks the illusion that structures contemporary 
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configurations of  desire.

For this reason Henson’s photograph should also prompt a reconsideration of  the public role of  art. Whatever 
violence the furor over Henson’s exhibition may have done to its intended reception, the reproduction of  the 
photograph in the print and electronic media opened it to audiences that otherwise would never have seen it. 
The redeployment of  Henson’s art work to this new media gave it a new life, and a second flight, which would 
have been denied it were the photograph confined to the auratic sphere of  the gallery (where viewers were less 
likely to have felt its unsettling effects). And although this destiny of  the work was unexpected, it was also, at 
the outset, ‘authorised’ by Henson, who exposed that work for the purpose of  advertising his exhibition. With 
this wider distribution, the meaning of  the work was also dispersed and rendered out of  control, no longer 
contained by standard practices of  exhibition. As Walter Benjamin continues to show us, however, art is no 
longer an arcane practice, but is meaningful insofar as it can be criticised. 

Notwithstanding Henson’s undoubted artistry—and his use of  what are now outdated technologies—the very 
medium of  his work places it within a trajectory that had already participated in a challenge to traditional ideas 
about art. Its distribution over the Internet compounded this anxiety about art’s ‘vocation.’ Yet the photograph 
also engages a critical relation to the fantasy of  childhood innocence, by revealing its uncanny, horrifying aspect: 
the desire through which the perceived ‘reality’ of  childhood is established. Those who most desire ‘innocence,’ 
conceived as a fetishised vulnerability, are likely to be extremely confronted by what the photograph reveals 
about this desire. Depicting as it does the passing of  childhood, the photograph continues to unsettle the viewer, 
and to challenge their own attachment to the idea that children should remain free of  political interest and 
desire, even when it is their own. The dream from which Untitled (#30) awakens its public concerns the illusion 
that childhood innocence is not itself  already political. Henson’s work reveals that art is political, just as beauty 
and morality are political. And through contemplation of  art images such as Henson’s, we can begin to imagine 
what a childhood that thwarts our received aesthetic of  innocence might look like.
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THE TOPOLOGY OF BEING
Sean Ryan

To offer a word on the topic of  the title of  this paper is a manifestly circular undertaking. Yet how seldom do 
interpretations of  Heidegger appear to learn from the topology of  Heidegger’s own considered style—from the 
essay, from that which ventures forward yet holds back.

For no matter how necessary it might be that we read Heidegger carefully, that we follow his writings to the letter, 
we should keep in mind that the veneer of  comparative criticism and the apparatus of  philology with which so 
much philosophical interpretation seems compelled to present itself  is a manifestation of  the metaphysics or 
technics of  research, and answers to the demand that philosophical thinking find its support and justification in 
grounding or guiding statements, in the logoi of  metaphysical or technical-scientific thinking. Whatever we may 
have to say about Heidegger’s topology, the topos of  our own interpretation, faced with that same demand, always 
risks reverting to a meta-topo-logic of  the essence of  place, or else collapsing into philology—into biography, 
chronology, doxography—a twofold danger seemingly averted only by a well-intentioned faith in our own 
hermeneutical openness to the meaning of  Heidegger’s text.

Criticism and scholarship alone cannot ask where Heidegger’s thinking is to be found, where it comes from and 
where it goes—they remain closed off, in other words, from its topology. For the topos of  a way of  thinking is 
decided not on its own terms but only in relation to another way, to one that would follow it, though to do so is 
neither to assimilate its content nor to practise its method. To follow a way is rather to encounter it in one’s own 
way. But that means that one who would follow the way of  another ought have some sense of  where it is that 
such an encounter might take place. And if  philosophical interpretation is not simply to happen but also to have 
some sense of  its own situation, of  its openness to a possible encounter with Heidegger, then another relation 
to and experience of  language is needed, a relation other than trust in the well-foundedness or effectiveness of  
propositions.

The following is the exposition of  a series of  propositions. That difference, between proposition and exposition, 
between saying forth and thinking back—a difference that opens the possibility for the metaphysical and 
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technical positing of  being—is itself, I suggest, the topology of  being. The propositions that are here proposed 
may be understood as presenting Heidegger’s topology. Yet not one of  the propositions is to be found in 
Heidegger’s works, nor is their interpretation justified with reference to or quotation from his writings, and so 
the whole, from the point of  view of  scholarly propriety, can only have the appearance of  a string of  groundless 
assertions.

◊

PROPOSITION 1. TOPOLOGY IS THE LOGOS OF TOPOS

Topology is a saying and thinking of  the place of  being. But it is not an ontology of  place, a discourse on the 
being of  place. Topology is not the grounding of  a concept or an experience of  place in a series of  explanatory 
and justificatory statements. On the contrary, it is language—by language I mean the interrelation of  saying 
and thinking—which first opens a place. The saying and thinking of  being is the event of  place—granting to 
the word in italics its properly enigmatic character.

We need one day to heed Heidegger’s critique of  logic and let go of  the metaphysical understanding of  
language as logos—as the statement that grounds and gives measure, as the utterance and communication of  
thought—an understanding that nevertheless continues to determine the style of  philosophical statements, 
including those that claim to concur with Heidegger’s critique of  logic. And we need more than ever to be alert 
to the strictly cybernetic demand that calls for the provision of  technical-scientific information, for recourse to 
a mode of  language whose purpose is to control the field of  inquiry, to forestall questioning with the supply of  
an answer, to install its truths to the greatest effect. Neither is simply or primarily a possible way of  writing and 
thinking about place. Each is nothing less than the opening of  a place in and through language. The first is the 
traversal of  a difference toward the otherworldliness of  a presentation that would give grounds. The second is 
the reversal of  the same difference toward the unearthliness of  a manifest yet unacknowledged devastation of  
our relation to the demonstrative word.

PROPOSITION 2. THE TOPOS IS THE COUNTRY WHERE AN ENCOUNTER 
OF COUNTERPARTS TAKES PLACE

It is important that this word be translated literally. That country (Gegend) is no essentially hospitable region, 
no idyllic countryside. The countering of  the country is the opening of  a rift; it is the differing of  the earthly 
and the unearthly, a difference that is not identical with the distinction of  the worldly and the otherworldly. 
The latter distinction is a measured transition from non-being to being. The former difference is the sudden 
and measureless event of  the one or the other, or the persistent confusion of  the one and the other, and there 
are no grounds on which we might decide, for example, whether we continue to follow the paths of  habitual 
thoughtlessness about being or whether we have finally come to that place where we can think for ourselves.

And the counterparts (Gegenden) of  that country—those whose parts, in the sense of  places, are counter to one 
another—do not conform to a typological distinction of  the human and the divine. The latter are not types 
of  individuals but the contrary ways essential to the event of  encounter, an encounter (Begegnung) that has 
the character of  a correspondence. Though each is essentially different, and indeed self-differentiating, that 
difference is in turn sheltered in and by each of  the two, which is why humanity can mistake its servitude for 
freedom or may aspire to replace the departed gods.

PROPOSITION 3. THE COUNTRY OF THAT ENCOUNTER IS LANGUAGE

Our essence is echein logon, to hold to language, to be its interpreters. Of  course it is true that all experience is 
interpretive and all experience eventuates in and through language. But to interpret is, in different ways, the 
particular vocation of  the poet and the thinker, which means that the vocation of  humanity is at once poetic 
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and thoughtful. Poetizing and thinking: these are not particular professions or talents but the preeminent ways 
in which humanity responds to its place; as such they are ways in which it dwells outside the commonplace. The 
poetic calling is to be a sign, to show what needs to be shown. The thoughtful calling is in turn to let such signs 
be read, to let show itself  what needs to be shown. Thinking alone is incapable of  deciding what needs to be 
thought, it needs some indication of  what is worthy of  thought, which is borne by the poetic statement. Yet to 
say poetically what is worthy of  thought is not yet to think through it.

And neither the poetic nor the thoughtful vocation, nor even both in concert, can decide for itself  what needs 
to be shown. For interpretation to take place another is needed, one whose essence is essentially other, one who 
might give a sign, who might look in upon the mundane and point out what is worthy of  thought. What is also 
called for, in other words, is a god.

PROPOSITION 4. THE ESSENCE OF LANGUAGE IS THE DIFFERENCE OF 
SAYING AND THINKING

Saying precedes and enables thinking; it says what needs to be thought. Thinking follows saying; it tries to 
think what needs to be thought in what has already been said. Saying, as poetizing, as creativity per se, is an 
establishing. It establishes poietically where it is that humanity might reside. Thinking, as a thinking back to the 
difference—the crisis—which calls it forth, to its essential difference from saying, is as such necessarily criticism, 
which is to say, deconstruction, echte Kritik. It critically distinguishes another way of  dwelling, one other than 
that of  established habitude.

Of  course saying forth and thinking back are not distinct events. All saying is in some measure thoughtful 
and all thinking is always also a saying. Yet saying is essentially older than thinking, which is why it precedes 
thinking historically. Muthos, the telling statement, the saying of  what needs thinking, is older than and originally 
indistinguishable from logos, the grounding statement, the subjugation and arraignment of  saying by thinking. 
Indeed, axiomatic logic is itself  a poetizing—for what is an axiōma originally and literally if  not a telling 
statement?—and the recent suggestion that Heidegger sutures philosophy to poetry is not only blind to its own 
poietic and mythic condition, it misses what is essential here, that a suture is the joining of  a rift.

PROPOSITION 5. THE INSTANCE OF LANGUAGE IS THE SIGN

Yet a sign is not a signification, the reference of  a sensible signifier to its supersensible concept. Not only is our 
comprehension of  the meaning of  a signifier incapable of  deciding the thought-worthiness of  what it signifies, 
that thought-worthiness has already been decided whenever its meaning has been pointed out to us. Nor can 
any logical measure assure us that our preoccupation with the analysis of  meaning in any given instance is not 
expended in the pursuit of  what is unworthy of  thought. Logic, we might say, never gets the hint. 

The instancy (Inständigkeit) of  the sign is not the particular occurrence of  a general feature of  language, of  
denotation, but a singular need or demand, in each case the same though never identical, which relates not 
to an extrinsic reality but to language itself. The instance of  the sign is a sign that its interpretation is wanting.

A sign is an instance of  the freedom of  language, which frees us to think what it wants to say precisely by falling 
silent. It is not a sign for something else, for a meaning that might explain it, and so there can be no concept of  a 
sign as such, in which we might discover the essence of  language and the basic character of  words. To interpret 
a sign is always to to release a definite word from the thoughtless circulation of  everyday talk and to suggest 
what that word—what the word ‘country’ for example—might still have to say.

But thoughtful interpretation can have no recourse to the telling image either, to that which poetizing establishes 
in imagination. Indeed the metaphysics of  language is itself  essentially a poetizing, the establishment of  meaning 
on the basis of  the idea or Bild, and the apparently radical discovery of  the abstractions of  formal-mathematical 
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language is simply the exchange of  one type of  grounding presentation for another, of  the physical image 
for the geometrical. For what are the ways of  syllogistic or dialectical thinking if  not their conformity to a 
geometrical image? Yet the way of  thought itself  is the interminable yet not unrewarding search for the word 
without image.

All that remains to thinking, to the extent that it is free both of  metaphysical ground-positing and of  poietic 
world-creation, is the verb and the letter of  language, is what its words literally say. The truth of  language, in 
other words, lies in etymology. But thoughtful etymology is not a concern with what a word is supposed either 
originally or correctly to signify. That preconception itself  arises from the metaphysics of  language, from the 
assumption that words comprise a linguistic form and a conceptual content, for which etymology is merely the 
interpretation of  the historical word on the basis of  its syntactic and semantic morphology. Etymology: this 
is just the attempt to think through the historical withdrawal of  sense, to think through the obfuscation and 
depletion of  language in its everyday or technical-metaphysical usage.

PROPOSITION 6. THE TOPOS OF SAYING AND THINKING IS FOURFOLD, 
BUT THAT FOURFOLD IS IN EACH CASE DIFFERENT

The fourfold of  poetizing saying is that familiar to us from the reading of  Hölderlin. Saying strives with the 
concealing familiarity of  what has already been said, in order that it might openly say what needs to be said, and 
it counters the self-manifestation or self-refusal of  a sign that would point out what needs to be said with the self-
defining interpretation of  that sign. To the topology of  Sein und Zeit, to the thesis that a world (and a fortiori the 
world of  a text) is a relational totality of  significance, we must add that the difference in which a world comes to 
be is in part the openness of  the worldly horizon to the manifestation or absence of  a sign, including such signs 
that might be given but not read, which might withdraw from the totality of  worldly significance. 

The fourfold of  thinking, on the other hand, is obtained not from Hölderlin but from Heraclitus, and it is a 
crisis that is first thought through by Nietzsche. Thinking is called upon to decide not only whether its task is to 
interpret or to dictate such signs, to decide whether or not it may presume to aspire to divinity, but also whether 
it freely acquiesces to the originality and unavoidability of  the differing of  saying and thinking, to the essential 
umasterability in thought of  what has been said, or whether it is destined to remain enslaved not merely by 
familiar significations but by a relationship to saying, and so by a philosophy of  language, which exhausts itself  
in the attempted mastery of  significance.

PROPOSITION 7. THE WANT OF A SIGN IS ITSELF A SIGN

But that most unearthly sign, the sign that a sign is wanting, is from the beginning mistaken for the mere 
absence of  a sign, and every fundamentalism, including those that arise from philosophy itself, is an arrogation 
to humanity of  what was essentially divine, namely the dictation of  what needs to be thought. Not only is the 
refusal of  a sign itself  a sign, of  the passing by or passing away of  the divinities, it is even the first thing that is 
said philosophically, but also the last thing to be though through. The manifest refusal of  a sign (the so-called 
death of  god) is the original rupture of  poetry and philosophy, and onto-theo-logic, which confuses want and 
absence, which brings the unearthly presence of  the withheld sign to earth in the form of  the axiom, is the still 
poietic and not yet thoughtful interpretation that has yet to think its own origin—that has yet to think through 
the openness of  that refusal, of  the falling silent of  language.

If  the statement of  that refusal is the inception of  philosophy, the decision that it poses for thought is the end 
of  philosophy. That decision concerns whether the fourfold topos that sustains thinking might finally be heeded 
or whether it is destined to collapse into the twofold of  hubristic diktat and enslavement to the onto-theo-cratic 
demand for mastery. For what happens when the refusal of  a sign prevails but goes unthought is not widespread 
ignorance, the disintegration of  significance into blind intuitions and empty concepts, but something quite 
the opposite, namely the dedication of  reason to the increasingly thoughtless project of  the arrangement and 
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security of  what is well-known.

PROPOSITION 8. THE RELATIVE UNTIMELINESS OF SAYING AND 
THINKING IS THE EVENT OF HISTORY

To say—but that also means to create, to administer, to love, to experiment, indeed to pursue any other career 
opportunity that might emerge from the current metaphysical economy—is to venture forth, to go ahead, and 
it is to do so to a degree thoughtlessly, just because creative saying opens the possibility for ways of  thinking that 
it itself  cannot recollect. To think—to perceive, to criticize, to question—on the other hand, is destined always 
to be too late, to no longer have the words that originally called it forth, since thinking may begin only when 
saying falls silent.

And if  the difference of  saying and thinking is essentially historical, then to try to think through Heidegger’s 
topology is itself  an historical act, however modest. Every act of  thought is an epoch of  being, even the most 
humble. So to follow Heidegger’s statements about the topology of  being, if  we are also to be mindful of  our 
own situation, is to give neither an unhistorical phenomenological interpretation of  being in the world nor an 
historiological and philological account of  what Heidegger might or ought to have said and thought. To think 
historically is to acknowledge that one’s own thinking is essentially groundless yet not without precedent. To 
avoid historiography and comparative critique is to bear in mind that genuine critique, exposition, is not the 
dismantling of  the position of  another thinker but the attempt to free oneself  for what needs to be thought; it is 
the exposure of  one’s own enduring thoughtlessness in the face of  what demands thinking.

And though we are of  course responsible for our statements, for our activity and creativity as such, our 
thinking, on the other hand, is neither our possession nor our achievement. Though they must answer for it, 
the inescapable fate of  the creator, in the end, is to be disowned by their creation. But not even that possibility 
is available to the thinker, who is never more than the caretaker of  thought.

PROPOSITION 9. TOPOLOGY IS A THINKING BACK FROM THE END

The way through the country of  language goes back to and through its inception, it tries to think more originally 
than hitherto. Thinking may only think back; its experience of  its situation is other than that of  saying, which 
must speak forth. Because thinking essentially turns back from its end in a return to its inception, because it 
tries to heed the event of  its emergence from and collapse into thoughtlessness, and concedes the possibility 
that it itself  might err in thoughtless confusion about its own situation, the topology of  being is an eschatology. 
But that is just to say that thinking is genuine critique, that its vocation is to respond decisively to the crisis that 
sustains it, a critique that nevertheless must also grant that there is no measure that might decide whether it too 
still thinks, whether it alone finally thinks.

Of  course to think back is not a reversal to and repetition of  the thinking of  an earlier epoch. To think back 
from the end of  philosophy, which means to try to think its inception in a more original way, is even finally to 
allow thinking its due, if  it is the case that philosophy has so far remained oblivious to its own poietic essence. 
To think back to the inception, to what is said but unthought in it, is even the only way of  allowing thinking a 
future.

PROPOSITION 10. THE TOPOLOGY OF BEING IS THE TAUTOLOGY OF 
BEING

What remains true of  phenomenology, which we should understand not as a particular school of  thought but 
as the perceptive critique of  what presents itself  to thought and so the way of  thinking of  philosophy as such, 
is that the matter of  thought is the matter itself  (die Sache selbst). The matter is the selfsame matter (to exploit the 
original homology of  ‘self ’ and ‘same’), to auto. It is the very matter, the matter of  veritas—sometimes the Latin 
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makes Heidegger’s point more plainly than does the Greek. It is, in a word, it-itself !

The selfsame is not the self-identical, because self-identity is a basic (though of  course disputed) trait of  the 
being of  beings, whereas to auto (Parmenides), to pragma auto (Plato), first allows being to come to light as the 
matter of  philosophy. For Parmenides, it is the selfsameness of  ‘being to-be’ (eon emmenai); for Plato, it is the 
selfsameness of  ‘being most in being’ (ontōs on). But it is also that which allows saying and thinking to correspond 
with the instancy of  being—with presence presencing, with the selfsame matter such that it demands to be said 
and thought.

But then the selfsame is precisely the difference itself. It is the so-called ontological and metaphysical difference 
of  being and beings, but it is also the critical and historical difference that allows the crisis of  saying and 
thinking to come to pass. It is the ‘topic’ of  philosophy, to recover a word from the province of  rhetoric, where 
it has languished since Aristotle. If  the topology of  being is the said but unthought difference that sustains the 
logic of  truth (alētheia), if  it is the open clearing (Lichtung) of  self-concealing sheltering, then the tautology of  
being is the said—with the word auto, which is why ‘authenticity’ will always be the most suitable translation of  
Eigentlichkeit—but unthought event (Ereignis) of  that matter, of  it-itself  in its self-withholding. And if  Heidegger’s 
topology is essentially also a tautology, then we need to free ourselves of  the tendency to think the topology 
of  being from the aesthetics and metaphysics and even poetics of  time-space. The derivation goes rather the 
other way, from the unthought correlation of  Lichtung and Ereignis, a correlation not thought through even by 
Heidegger himself.

◊

Heidegger’s own topology follows the way of  an essay, and the style of  the essay is that of  restraint. Style is 
not to be confused with the concept of  form—the essay is not to be distinguished from the aphorism, the 
dialogue, the treatise, the research paper. Style is rather, to speak topologically, the mode (the mood) of  a way 
of  thought; it is, to speak tautologically, the way of  thought itself, its self-presence. The style of  restraint is the 
thoughtful acknowledgment that all thinking is essentially also a saying, and the precedence of  saying before 
thinking confronts thought with the inevitability of  its own end, as something merely said, with the necessity, in 
Heidegger’s own words, that it will be understood differently than it thought it understood itself. Restraint is the 
acceptance that every attempt to dictate terms, in say the commanding form of  a decalogue, simply opens up 
the opportunity for the critical interpretation of  those terms.

Thinking, which thinks back to the difference of  what has already been said and what has not yet been 
thought—to its origin in silence—nevertheless must also speak forth. But to speak forth is to speak poietically, 
to establish a world, which in essence means to interpret the divine. If  Heidegger’s style is self-consciously one 
of  restraint, if  moreover it has the appearance of  a passage through solitude outside all community of  thought, 
is that not because it aspires once more to prophesy? Yet to speak forth may also mean to speak openly, indeed 
to speak openly of  the open itself. The style of  such a way of  thinking is not prophetic but parrhesic, for if  one 
wants to speak openly of  the silent origin of  language, one must also seek forgiveness for so doing, because in 
speak openly of  the open one seemingly closes it off. But then what is the topology of  being if  not the apology 
of  language?

SEAN RYAN is affiliated with the University of  Melbourne, RMIT University, and the Melbourne 
School of  Continental Philosophy. He is currently completing a book-length work on Heidegger’s 
interpretation of  Nietzsche.
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MAIMON AND DELEUZE: THE VIEWPOINT OF INTERNAL 
GENESIS AND THE CONCEPT OF DIFFERENTIALS 

Daniela Voss

INTRODUCTION

The philosopher Salomon Maimon (1753-1800), a contemporary of  Immanuel Kant and one of  his greatest 
critics, is undoubtedly one of  those philosophers whose place in history has almost been forgotten. This is 
all the more surprising, since Maimon was a very active figure on the philosophical scene during his day. He 
wrote several books, commentaries and journal articles developing his own philosophy (which Maimon himself  
described as a ‘coalition system’ of  Leibnizian, Humean and Kantian views1), and kept up correspondence with 
prominent scholars such as Ben David, Reinhold and not least Kant himself. Although Kant never responded 
to Maimon’s numerous letters (apart from a short note in which he affirms having read the manuscript of  
Maimon’s Essay on Transcendental Philosophy2), he acknowledges the “excellence” of  Maimon’s Essay in a letter to 
his friend Marcus Herz, and admits “not only that none of  my opponents has understood me and the principle 
question as well as Mr Maimon, but also that only a few people possess such an acute mind for such profound 
investigations [as he does].”3 Fichte, who can be regarded as Maimon’s main philosophical heir, confessed in a 
letter to Reinhold his limitless respect for Maimon’s talents and warned that future generations would ridicule 
them for not having appreciated Maimon’s accomplishments.4 We are left to speculate why it is that Maimon’s 
philosophical work was and still is marginalized in philosophical discourse. One reason might be the prevalent 
anti-Semitism in his time. Given his social background as an Eastern European Jew born into an impoverished 
family and his unusual career as a self-taught philosopher, Maimon had to face many prejudices.5 A further 
reason for being unduly neglected might be the intricacy and obscurity of  his philosophical thought, which 
at least in part resulted from his unusual style of  writing. As Gideon Freudenthal points out, Maimon was 
educated in the Talmudic tradition and was used to writing commentaries, a genre which essentially differs from 
the systematic form of  philosophical discourse common in the western world.6 Samuel Atlas suggests that the 
grandeur and splendor of  Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel and their metaphysical systems simply overshadowed 
Maimon’s philosophical investigations.7 For these and maybe other reasons, Maimon has not received 
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appropriate attention until this day. Significantly, the first English translation of  Maimon’s major work Essay on 
Transcendental Philosophy appeared only in March 2010.8 

One of  the few philosophers who did recognize Maimon’s achievements is the French philosopher Gilles Deleuze. 
Why is it that Deleuze takes interest in Salomon Maimon, in particular, the Essay on Transcendental Philosophy? 
Without doubt, Maimon had a crucial impact on Deleuze, although Deleuze never discusses him at great 
length. (In fact, Deleuze devotes only a few pages to him in his masterpiece Difference and Repetition.) Nevertheless, 
Maimon’s name is explicitly mentioned in many of  Deleuze’s books, essays and seminars,9 and Maimonian 
thoughts can be traced throughout Deleuze’s work. Deleuze deems Maimon a “great, great philosopher”10, 
who managed “to pass from a transcendental philosophy to a genetic one”.11 He praises “Maimon’s genius” 
for having realized “how inadequate the point of  view of  conditioning is for a transcendental philosophy.”12 
Maimon rejected the Kantian viewpoint of  external conditioning between concepts and intuitions, and offered a 
model of  internal genesis based on his concept of  ‘differentials’, which he defined as ‘ideas of  understanding’. 
Although Deleuze by no means simply adopts the philosophical solution that committed Maimon to a form of  
rational dogmatism he does assume the Maimonian notion of  genetic and differential ideas. In Deleuze’s own 
philosophical project, differential ideas account for the production of  the real (sensible qualities between real 
objects, and space and time as extensive quantities), and for the genesis of  the act of  thinking within thought. In 
this sense, Maimonian ideas are fundamental for Deleuze’s ‘transcendental empiricism’, and, if  we may say so, 
his ‘noology’. Yet there hardly exists any scholarship on the Maimon-Deleuze nexus. In the last two years, two 
book chapters by Graham Jones and Daniel Smith have appeared, and Levi R. Bryant and Christian Kerslake 
touch the subject in their monographs on Deleuze and Kant.13 

This article will focus on (1) Maimon’s criticism of  Kant (a critique of  the viewpoint of  external conditioning 
and the demand for an internal genesis), and (2) the concept of  reciprocally determined ‘differentials of  
consciousness’, which Maimon invented on the basis of  the mathematical model of  infinitesimals such as dx 
and dy. The last section (3) will indicate the way in which Deleuze develops the Maimonian approach into a 
theory of  a differential unconscious swarming with problematic, differential ideas.14

1. MAIMON’S DEMAND FOR A GENETIC METHOD

Maimon’s reformulation of  Kantian transcendental philosophy does not aim at dismantling transcendental 
philosophy. He rather uses Leibnizian elements in order to amend critical philosophy by eliminating its 
weaknesses. Maimon seeks to overcome the Kantian dualities between understanding and sensibility, concept 
and intuition, form and matter. Naturally, Kant himself  could not approve of  this project, which undermines 
his basic tenet of  the heterogeneity of  the two sources of  human knowledge, i.e. receptive sensibility and active 
understanding, a tenet by which he basically intended to ward off  dogmatic idealism from his transcendental 
idealism. In The Critique of  Pure Reason Kant attacked Leibniz for treating sensibility and understanding as a 
single cognitive faculty that is distinguished only in terms of  the clarity of  the representation.15 Leibniz, he said, 
“conceded to sensibility no kind of  intuition of  its own, but rather sought everything in the understanding, 
even the empirical representation of  objects, and left nothing for the senses but the contemptible occupation 
of  confusing and upsetting the representations of  the former” (A 276/B 332). Thus, sensibility, for Leibniz, 
is just an inferior confused mode of  cognition and not a special source of  representations (A 271/B 326). 
Consequently, Leibniz allowed only conceptual differences between things. While for Kant space and time 
are irreducible forms of  sensible intuition, Leibniz defined them as “outer” relations that have their ground 
in something absolutely internal (A 285/B 341). This means that space and time must be reducible to inner 
conceptual determinations, contained in the concepts of  purely intelligible things. These intelligible things, or 
things in themselves are entirely thought without any schema of  sensibility (A 286/B 342). Only a sort of  non-
sensible or intellectual intuition, that is, “an entirely different intuition and an entirely different understanding 
than our own” (A 287/B 344) can have this immediate access to things in themselves. Although Kant does not 
state it explicitly at this point, he refers to the notion of  an intuitive intellect, which does not require ‘schemata’ 
or ‘sensible images’ of  space and time in order to represent objects. Instead, an intuitive intellect entertains a 
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direct relationship with objects, in the sense that the very act of  intuiting produces them at the same time (B 
139; B 145). 

After having read the Essay on Transcendental Philosophy, Kant responded to Maimon’s criticism with the accusation 
that Maimon assumed precisely such an intuitive intellect as “the originator [Urheber] not only of  sensible forms 
but also of  their matter, i.e. of  objects”.16 For Kant, the idea of  an intuitive intellect is absurd, “since we are 
acquainted with no sort of  intuition other than our own sensible one and no other sort of  concepts than the 
categories” (A 287/B 343). Kant insists that our human understanding is discursive and not intuitive. It relies on 
something given in the senses, that is, a spatio-temporal manifold of  intuition to which it can relate its categories. 
If  we abstracted from sensibility, that is, the manner through which objects are given to us, then our concepts of  
understanding would have no relation at all to any type of  object. “[W]ithout the data of  sensibility they would 
be merely subjective forms of  the unity of  the understanding, but without any object” (A 287/B 343). For Kant, 
understanding and sensibility are two entirely different sources of  representation, “which could judge about 
things with objective validity only in conjunction” (A 271/B 327). Therefore, a special act of  synthesis is required 
through which a manifold of  intuition is united in accordance with the a priori representation of  an object 
in general. In Kant, this transcendental synthesis of  apperception is the supreme principle of  all use of  our 
understanding. For Maimon, on the contrary, the conjunction of  form and matter, or concept and intuition in 
an a priori synthesis remains incomprehensible, given that they stem from completely heterogeneous faculties. 
His skeptical challenge can be summarized in his doubts about Kant’s solution to the question ‘quid juris?’: By 
what right do a priori concepts apply to something given in intuition? 

Kant addresses this problem in the Transcendental Deduction, as well as in his chapter on the Schematism of  the pure 
concepts of  the understanding. He tries to prove not only the objective validity of  the categories, that is, their 
being necessary conditions for the possibility of  objects in general, but also their objective reality.17 That is to 
say, Kant not only makes the hypothetical claim: “if  anything is to be an object of  experience for us, then it must 
conform to the a priori concepts of  understanding”, but he also seems to suggest the factual reality of  synthetic 
judgments a priori with regard to mathematics and pure physics. In Maimon’s terms: Kantian transcendental 
philosophy not only claims to think logical objects or an “object in general” in accordance with the a priori 
concepts of  the understanding, but also to recognize these concepts in empirical objects through ‘schemata’ or 
spatio-temporal marks of  the object (Maimon, 435). 

Maimon’s rejoinder is very complex. He pursues several lines of  attack. In a first approach he doubts that the 
Kantian categories can be applied to empirical intuition, that is, to something given to the senses. Derived from 
mere logical principles, categories can hold only for thought objects or ‘objects in general’. Thus, transcendental 
philosophy as conceived by Kant is nothing more than an instance of  formal thought, which deals with mere 
logical and empty forms. Kant provides only the epistemological ground (Erkenntnisgrund) or nominal definition 
of  a possible object of  experience, but he does not give a real ground (Realgrund) or sufficient reason for its 
existence in real experience. That is to say, Kant has to prove at least the possibility of  the objective reality of  
the categories.18 

It should be noted that Maimon does not simply deny the fact of  synthetic a priori judgments, for instance, in 
natural science. Such a skeptical objection would not have a great impact on Kant’s transcendental philosophy, 
since factual claims about the objective reality of  the categories have only an explicative, not a demonstrative 
value. Maimon’s objection goes much further: he questions the transcendental possibility of  applying synthetic 
judgments a priori to intuition. That is to say, he calls into question that the categories are capable of  determining 
intuition.19 Given the objective validity of  the categories as necessary conditions for possible experience, Kant 
needs to show that they are also necessary conditions of  real experience. He has to prove that the manifold of  
sensible intuition can be united according to the transcendental conditions of  its unity, that is to say, that there is 
a harmonious accord between the empirical synthesis of  the manifold and the general form of  objectivity. For, 
it could very well be the case that the understanding never had the opportunity for making use of  its a priori 
concepts. As Kant himself  concedes: 
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“[A]ppearances could after all be so constituted that the understanding would not find them in accord 
with the conditions of  its unity, and everything would then lie in such confusion that, e.g., in the 
succession of  appearances nothing would offer itself  that would furnish a rule of  synthesis and thus 
correspond to the concept of  cause and effect, so that this concept would therefore be entirely empty, 
nugatory, and without significance” (A 90/B 123).

In his chapter on Schematism, Kant introduces the transcendental schema of  time in order to mediate between 
the given in sensibility and the a priori concepts of  the understanding. Time as pure intuition is “a third 
thing” or “mediating representation” (A 138/B 177) that is at once homogeneous with a priori concepts and 
intuition. The argument that Kant puts forward can be compared with the structure of  a traditional Aristotelian 
syllogism as Henry Allison suggests. A syllogism is composed of  a major premise that expresses a universal 
claim, followed by a minor premise that limits the major premise. Similarly, the synthesis of  experience applies 
universal categories to intuition, limited by transcendental schemata. The transcendental schema is capable of  
serving as a ‘middle term’ because it shares with categories the feature of  being formal and a priori, and at the 
same time belongs to intuition as its form.20 Thus, for Kant, the question ‘quid juris?’ appears to be solved: A 
priori concepts do not apply to empirical intuition directly but only through the mediation of  pure intuition. 
But for Maimon, on the contrary, the question ‘quid juris’ arises again: “How can an a priori concept apply to an 
intuition, even to an a priori intuition?”21 The crux of  the matter is the notion of  pure intuition, and in particular, 
the notion of  a synthesis of  pure intuition, which is required in order for synthetic a priori judgments to relate 
concepts to pure intuition. Maimon argues that such a synthesis of  pure intuition is either impossible or, in any case, it 
cannot fulfill the function that it is supposed to have.22 

Let us first look at Kant’s notion of  pure intuition, i.e. space and time. As Henry Allison suggests, we must 
actually distinguish three ‘senses’ of  pure intuition.23 Kant himself  distinguishes space and time as ‘forms of  
intuition’ and as ‘formal intuition’ (B 161, n.1). As ‘forms of  intuition’ space and time signify the a priori 
subjective condition or manner of  intuiting. Human beings have no other means than to intuit what is given to 
them spatially or temporally. Space and time thus belong as a priori or innate forms to our subjective disposition 
of  intuiting. But, Kant argues, space and time also have a pure matter of  their own which is logically independent 
and irreducible to either concepts or empirical intuition. As Allison puts it, a formal intuition is a determinate 
intuitive representation of  certain ‘formal’ (universal and necessary) features of  objects qua intuited. Kant 
claims that through a method of  abstraction, it is possible to isolate and have access to the formal properties 
of  an object given in intuition. One needs to remove from the representation of  an object everything, which 
the understanding thinks about it through its concepts, as well as all sensory content of  empirical intuition. 
What remains is formal intuition, that is, the extensive magnitude (extension and figure) of  the determinate, 
represented object.24 Henry Allison further mentions another sense of  space and time, namely as “the essential 
structure, of  that which is intuited.”25 For instance, in the Transcendental Aesthetic Kant presents space as a single, 
all-encompassing, infinite and a priori intuition, which can neither be identified with our subjective manner 
of  intuiting, nor with the a priori representation of  a determined extensive magnitude (formal intuition). The 
definition of  a single, infinite space is perhaps reminiscent of  Newton’s absolute conception of  space as a sort of  
invisible, extended container independent of  the actual things in it. But Kant did not seem to conceive of  space 
as a real substance, rather, as Allison argues, as a ‘pre-intuited’ framework or essential structure presupposed 
by the mind for the representation of  any determinate region or configuration of  space.26 Maimon’s argument 
against Kant relies to some extent on Leibniz’s argument against Newton’s absolute conception of  space. So 
it remains to be seen if  Maimon still succeeds in refuting Kant, when we assume Allison’s interpretation of  
space as an essential framework or structure which is ‘pre-intuited’, i.e., which is not itself  actually intuited as 
an object.27

In unison with Leibniz, Maimon denies that space can be represented separately from any content as an 
absolute, continuous and homogeneous whole.28 Absolute space, absolute movement, and the like are fictions 
or imaginary beings (ens imaginarium) produced by the faculty of  imagination, which imagines something as 
absolute, although it exists only in relation to something else (Maimon, 19). According to Maimon, we can 
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only imagine such a thing as an empty uniform space, because we unconsciously relate it to differentiated 
sensible representations, for instance, a manifold of  distinct objects. He provides the following example:29 a 
river can be imagined as a continuous and homogeneous body of  water whose parts are indistinguishable. 
Yet, Maimon insists that we can only represent it to ourselves as such, because we refer the water to distinct 
objects on the riverbank. If  there were no distinct objects, the parts of  the river would be indistinguishable. 
According to Leibniz, this means that these parts or points are identical, since there is nothing to distinguish 
them qualitatively or quantitatively (Leibniz’s principle of  the identity of  indiscernibles). Hence, the supposed 
extensive magnitude of  the continuous and homogeneous field would collapse and shrink to nothing.30 The 
representation of  space as a continuous and homogeneous whole “lacks the diversity that is required to see 
things apart from one another”.31 Now, if  we take on Allison’s interpretation of  Kant assuming that the single 
infinite space can in no way be represented as an object but is a ‘pre-intuited’ framework or structure, can we 
still uphold Maimon’s argument? Yes, I think so. Maimon’s example of  the river implies that it is impossible to 
distinguish and identify ‘parts’ of  an indeterminate, continuous and homogeneous whole, be it space or time.32 
But Kant does assume a pure manifold of  space and of  time, which can be synthesized to determinate and 
measurable extensive magnitudes (cf. A 77/B 103). In fact, the assumption of  a pure synthesis of  space or time, 
resulting in the unity of  this manifold (that is, formal intuition), is crucial for Kant’s purpose in the Transcendental 
Deduction. By means of  formal intuition, Kant wants to explain how it is possible that a priori concepts relate 
to a posteriori intuitions.33 But how are we supposed to conceive a pure synthesis of  homogeneous spatial or 
temporal parts, which are indeed indistinguishable? The notion of  formal intuition (allegedly being the result 
of  a pure synthesis) looks suspiciously inconsistent. As Maimon argues, a synthesis always means ‘unity of  
difference’,34 and as such every synthesis presupposes a manifold or diversity to be unified in a whole. In other 
words, every synthesis requires difference.35 A synthesis of  pure, homogeneous spatial or temporal parts is a fiction 
just as the representation of  an empty uniform space or time. Kant models the pure synthesis of  space and 
time on an empirical synthesis of  already spatially or temporally differentiated representations (for instance, the 
synthesis of  a particular triangle from three given lines). He misses the point that a synthesis of  a pure spatial or 
temporal manifold in one (formal) intuition is indeed impossible.

But let us assume for a moment that a synthesis of  pure intuition is somehow possible. Kant admits that synthesis 
in general proceeds obscurely: “Synthesis in general is … the mere effect of  the imagination, of  a blind though 
indispensable function of  the soul, without which we would have no cognition at all, but of  which we are seldom 
even conscious” (A 78/B 103). Suppose that the transcendental faculty of  imagination is capable (albeit in an 
obscure manner) to perform a synthesis of  pure intuition. For Maimon, this is not a solution to the problem: 
the unity of  a pure spatial or temporal manifold (i.e. formal intuition) would be given to the understanding but 
not produced by it (Maimon, 20). Kant says that the unity, which belongs to formal intuition, is the product 
of  a pure synthesis of  apprehension, which belongs neither to the senses, nor to the understanding. In fact, 
the unity of  space and time “precedes all concepts” (B 161). Formal intuition is the product of  a synthesizing 
activity of  the imagination, which is performed only in agreement with the categories, that is, in agreement with the 
synthesis of  apperception (i.e. the synthesis of  the understanding). Thus, it remains “to bring this synthesis to 
concepts [which] is a function that pertains to the understanding” (A 78/B 103). Hence, it seems as if  the pure 
synthesis of  the spatio-temporal manifold is given to the understanding qua synthesis, that is, as a product of  
the imagination, before the understanding has intervened at all. Maimon criticizes that inasmuch as formal 
intuition is still conceived as given, the synthesis of  pure concepts and intuition remains incomprehensible. The 
legitimacy or truth of  the application of  pure concepts to intuition has not been shown.36 Thus, Maimon cannot 
agree with Kant’s solution to the problem ‘quid juris?’. Kant tries to fill the gap between thought concepts and 
given intuition by the intermediary of  formal intuition. But formal intuition cannot fulfill the function that Kant 
ascribes to it. 

Does this critique of  formal intuition (i.e., a unity of  a pure manifold of  homogeneous spatial or temporal parts) 
compel Maimon to reject the possibility of  geometry and mathematical natural science? Both sciences depend 
upon the possibility to determine measurable spaces and times, and both claim a pure a priori status (that is 
to say, they allegedly abstract from sensory content, for instance, the blackness of  a line). Although Maimon 
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calls the possibility of  formal intuition into question, this does not mean that he would deny the possibility of  
geometry or mathematical natural science. On the contrary, Maimon confers on these sciences the status of  
‘real thought’, that is, a creative thought, which generates real objects or new determinations of  objects. For 
this reason, Maimon demands a new conception of  synthesis, according to which synthesis is essentially genetic 
instead of  merely conditioning. In contrast to Kant’s view, “the understanding does not subject something given 
a posteriori to its a priori rules; rather it lets it arise (läßt entstehen) in accordance with these rules (which I believe is 
the only way to answer the question quid juris? in a wholly satisfactory way)” (Maimon, 82).

Maimon agrees with Kant that the task of  synthesis is to bring necessary unity into a manifold. This means, 
however, that the synthesis—if  it is to be an objective, i.e. necessary synthesis and not merely an arbitrary 
one—needs to have an objective ground. With Kant we have seen that he assumes a synthesis (the pure synthesis 
of  apprehension), which is already given to the understanding but not produced by it. The Kantian synthesis 
of  apprehension acquires its objectivity, that is, its objective significance or relation to an object, when it is 
brought under concepts (synthesis of  apperception). This relation is one of  subsumption or conditioning: the 
understanding subjects the productivity of  the imagination to its a priori rules. Maimon, on the other hand, 
demands that the understanding itself  produces the synthesis according to an objective ground (Maimon, 20-
1).37 In Maimon’s view, the question that Kant fails to solve is: How can the understanding subject something 
merely given but not thought to its power (to its rules) that is not in its power? (Maimon, 63). “This question 
would not come up if  our understanding could produce objects out of  itself  according to its prescribed rules 
or conditions without needing to be given something from elsewhere” (Maimon, 63). That means, both parts 
of  the synthesis must equally be thought. Concepts and intuition, form and matter must equally arise through an 
internal genesis from the understanding. 

2. DIFFERENTIALS OF CONSCIOUSNESS

Maimon’s strategy for solving the problem ‘quid juris?’ is to reduce everything given to thought relations. He 
draws the leading idea from the mathematical model of  differential calculus in its very early phase. Between 
Leibniz, Newton and their followers, there was no consensus of  how to interpret the ontological status of  
differentials (such as dx and dy)—are they ‘infinitely small quantities smaller than any given quantity’, ‘evanescent 
quantities’, ‘qualitative zeros’, ‘differences on the point of  vanishing’, or ‘momentary increments or decrements 
of  a flowing quantity’?38 But nonetheless, differentials provided a convenient means to determine, for instance, 
the slope of  a tangent to a curve at a single point, or the rate of  change of  a body in motion. Maimon was 
particularly intrigued by the fact that differentials cannot be given in intuition, yet their ratio dy/dx equals z. 
Leibniz defined the term z as the gradient of  the tangent to a curve at a single point. Thus, while z has a value, 
which can be represented in intuition, the differential elements of  the ratio dy/dx cannot be intuited. With 
respect to intuition differentials are equal to nothing (Maimon, 32). Interpreting this peculiar characteristic 
of  differentials and their reciprocal relation, Maimon states that differentials are the genetic elements, out 
of  which space, as extensive magnitude, is generated. He conceives differentials as “intensive magnitude (the 
quality of  the quantum)”, while “extensive quantities are the integral of  intensive magnitude” (Maimon, 394-5; 
122). Hence, for Maimon space and time as extensive quantities can be dissolved into intensive magnitude, that 
is, a manifold of  distinct, reciprocally determined ‘differentials’ which can entirely be thought. On the basis 
of  this mathematical model, Maimon develops the philosophical-metaphysical concept of  ‘differentials’, by 
means of  which he will explain not only the generation of  extensive quantities, but also of  sensible intuitions 
given to our consciousness. For Maimon, differentials are “the infinitely small of  every sensible intuition and 
of  its forms, which provides the matter (Stoff) to explain the way that objects arise” (Maimon, 82). The crucial 
point is that differentials and their reciprocal relations precede any cognition of  objects and even constitute it (cf. 
Maimon, 168-9; 190; 192). In this way Maimon seeks to eliminate the Kantian ‘sensation’, that is, anything 
given to our consciousness through causal affection. The givenness of  sensation always indicates a referential 
relation to something ‘outside’ consciousness. Maimon argues that we have no right to posit the origin of  
sensation outside of  us. Instead, he intends to give a purely immanent account according to which matter and 
form, intuition and concept arise from the same source. He therefore assumes (at least as an idea) an infinite 
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understanding, which is the source of  matter and form alike. The infinite understanding is essentially the same 
as our finite understanding, which is to say that the finite and the infinite understanding only differ in degree. 
There is continuity between them, a passage from the finite to the infinite (Maimon, 64-5). According to this 
immanent account of  cognition, sensation itself  needs to be regarded as a synthesis, generated from thought 
relations between differentials, which have to be located in a pre- or subconscious realm (Maimon 205). Thus, 
differentials are not only the genetic elements of  extension, but also the subconscious genetic elements of  
conscious intuitions, in short, ‘differentials of  consciousness’.39

By means of  his theory of  differentials, Maimon provides a solution to the question ‘quid juris?’, “because the 
pure concepts of  the understanding or categories are never directly related to intuitions, but only to their 
elements, and these are ideas of  reason concerning the way these intuitions arise” (Maimon, 355). Unfortunately, 
Maimon fails to exercise care in distinguishing clearly between ‘ideas of  reason’ and ‘ideas of  understanding’. 
Sometimes Maimon calls differentials ‘ideas of  reason’ (Maimon, 32; 355); but most of  the time he refers to 
differentials as ‘ideas of  understanding’. However, he dedicates a whole chapter to the end of  opposing ideas 
of  reason and ideas of  understanding, from where it becomes clear that differentials—since they provide the 
material completeness of  a concept and not its formal totality—have to be interpreted as ideas of  understanding 
(Maimon, chap. 3). The ambiguity in Maimon’s expression might have to do with the fact that the Kantian 
conception of  ‘noumenon’ as an ‘idea of  reason’ clearly serves as an inspiration. Maimon likes to refer to 
differentials as noumena (Maimon, 32), as limits or limiting concepts (Maimon, 186; 194; 349),40 but in contrast to 
Kant, Maimonian noumena never refer to transcendent objects or things in themselves. Maimon puts his solution 
to the question ‘quid juris?’ in the following way:

“… I prove only the possibility that they [the categories] are objectively valid of  the limits of  objects 
of  experience (which are determined as objects by reason in relation to their corresponding intuitions), 
not [that they are valid] of  objects of  experience (which are determined in intuition). As a result, the 
question, quid juris? must fall aside (in as much as pure concepts are applied to ideas). So things can stand 
in this relation to one another; but whether they do so in fact is still in question” (Maimon, 186-7).

Hence Maimon claims to have proven the objective validity of  the categories in their application to ideas of  
understanding (i.e., the differentials of  objects of  experience). He has also shown the possibility of  the objective 
reality of  the categories. In some places, Maimon even seems to be convinced of  their objective reality:

“Just as in higher mathematics we produce the relations of  different magnitudes themselves from 
their differentials, so the understanding (admittedly in an obscure way) produces the real relations 
of  qualities themselves from the real relations of  their differentials. So, if  we judge that fire melts 
wax, then this judgment does not relate to fire and wax as objects of  intuition, but to their elements, 
which the understanding thinks in the relation of  cause and effect to one another. Namely, I hold that 
the understanding not only has a capacity to think universal relations between determined objects of  
intuition, but also to determine objects by means of  relations.” (Maimon, 355-6).

Maimon’s theory of  differentials presupposes an unconscious and obscure activity of  the understanding (in 
a way similar to Kant’s presupposition of  a blind and unconscious activity of  imagination). Differentials are 
below the threshold of  consciousness. They form a kind of  primitive consciousness, which falls outside the order 
of  representation. The genetic differential elements are defined as ‘presentations’ (Darstellungen); they do not 
represent anything, for in order to represent something they would need to be synthesized to the unity of  
an object. In fact we can make out a series of  degrees of  consciousness.41 The consciousness familiar to us is a 
consciousness of  representation, in which things are represented as objects of  experience. However, our conscious 
representations only amount to the reproduction of  a part of  the synthesis (Maimon, 349). As Maimon says, 
“we start in the middle with our cognition of  things and finish in the middle again” (Maimon, 350). Therefore, 
the consciousness of  representation is incomplete. It lies in the middle between two limits or limiting ideas: 
primitive consciousness and the consciousness of  a complete synthesis. The consciousness of  a complete synthesis 
is the superior limit of  our conscious representations, which can never be attained, because of  the infinity that 
it involves. The consciousness of  a complete synthesis possesses the complete concept of  an object, that is, it 
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knows its relation to all possible objects.42 Maimon’s idea of  an infinite intellect is reminiscent of  Leibniz and 
his idea of  a divine intellect, which knows the complete concept of  an individual substance. However, Maimon 
does not conceive a divine or infinite intellect external to our human intellect. Instead, our human intellect is 
continuous with the infinite intellect. Only in this way can he give a truly internal, genetic account of  our 
cognitive faculties and free them from the presupposition of  an external harmony between them. 

3. DELEUZE ON MAIMON

Maimon’s solution to the question ‘quid juris?’ consists in filling the gap between given intuition and pure concepts, 
by dissolving the given into reciprocally determined differentials which are entirely thought. Everything is 
thought, nothing is given. Surely, the very thinking of  the differentials, which produces real objects, takes place 
only subconsciously from the point of  view of  our limited understanding. It seems that the original differential 
production must therefore be assigned to the unconscious activity of  an infinite understanding. 

Now a certain difficulty arises which in a way repeats the initial problem on the level of  the infinite understanding. 
The conflict between the given and pure thought appears again. There is a “minimum of  given (minimum de 
donné)”43 even in the infinite understanding, namely precisely the differential rule of  production itself. In other 
words, the processes of  differentiation cannot be reduced to pure thought. If  pure thought proceeds according 
to the principle of  reciprocal determination, if  it is the nexus between differentials, there always remains a 
residue of  something given. One is compelled to introduce a ‘given’, an ‘ens reale’, which is irreducible to the 
pure thought of  the infinite understanding. Maimon recognizes this difficulty, but seeks to resolve it “in the same 
way as with a finite understanding”:

“The given intuited by an infinite understanding is either an objectum reale, signifying something present in 
the infinite understanding, but not thought by it (this does not contradict its infinity, because this consists 
only in the ability to think everything that is thinkable and the given is by its nature not thinkable); or 
the given is a mere idea of  the relation of  the concepts to something outside it, which in itself  is merely 
a modification of  the understanding. In the latter case the actuality would not consist in something 
outside the understanding, but merely in this relation.” (Maimon, 251)

Maimon’s response seems far from satisfying. What he suggests is that both can be the case: First, there can 
be something given to the infinite understanding (though it cannot have been given from outside). Second, 
this given can be conceived in analogy to an empirical representation consisting in the relation of  a concept 
to some external object. However, as Maimon has explained elsewhere, the relation to something outside is 
illusionary, since a representation is nothing but an internal modification of  the understanding. “This ‘outside 
us’ signifies something in whose representations we are not conscious of  any spontaneity, i.e. something that 
(with respect to our consciousness) is purely passive and not active in us” (Maimon, 203). The problem with 
transposing this ‘solution’ to the infinite understanding is that with the acceptance of  something given to the 
infinite understanding, we have reintroduced an unintelligible and “occult quality”.44 Maimon’s insistence that 
this ‘unthought’ in thought does not contradict the infinity of  the infinite understanding, appears rather lame. 
Maimon’s ‘solution’ is prone to serious criticism, which is presented by Martial Guéroult from a Fichtean 
perspective. For a Fichtean, the claim that there is something given to thought, which cannot be brought 
to consciousness, is “dogmatic and contradictory”.45 There are two main reasons why our consciousness 
of  representations can principally never shed light on the original differential production. First, bringing 
differentials into our consciousness of  representation would mean destroying their definition as ‘presentations’, 
i.e. something that neither represents anything nor can be represented. Second, if  we define consciousness as a 
pure for-itself, that is, not only as a consciousness-of-something but also as a lucid, transparent self-consciousness, 
there can be nothing unthought in it. This given residue would instantly dissolve by virtue of  the capacity 
of  consciousness to penetrate itself  (capacity of  auto-penetration).46 Consequently, if  one follows this line of  
argument, the manifold of  differentials could only be outside consciousness, located in a non-consciousness. This 
position would imply a separation of  the conditions of  knowledge (forms of  thought and the sensible given) 



MAIMON AND DELEUZE     

from the conditions of  existence (differentials or rules of  production). In other words, the reason for knowing 
would be distinct from the reason for being. As a consequence of  this distinction, the immanence of  the subject 
of  cognition would be undermined, since the constitutive elements of  knowledge, i.e. the differentials, would 
be an extrinsic reality located in an objectified infinite understanding. The subject would actually be posterior to 
the reality of  which it seeks to gain knowledge.47 The claim of  immanence could not be a change for the better. 
It seems that the infinite understanding is qualitatively distinct from the subject of  cognition, separated by the 
limitation of  our cognitive faculty. If  we follow this argument to its ultimate consequence, Maimon would have 
only reinforced the Kantian dogmatism of  the thing-in-itself: the occult character, which in Kant inhabited the 
thing-in-itself, would range over the whole of  empirical experience.48 

Jules Vuillemin, who endorses this line of  argument, sees the linchpin of  Maimon’s reasoning in “the refusal 
to assign a full self-consciousness (conscience de soi) to consciousness. […] Consciousness is still conceived outside 
self-consciousness and thus the whole of  philosophy has become impossible, because truth escapes cognition.”49

Deleuze, however, defends Maimon against this criticism. He claims that the unconscious nature of  differential 
Ideas has been misunderstood.50 It is a mistake to believe that “the unconscious of  a pure thought must be 
realized in an infinite understanding” (DR 193). It is equally mistaken to make “the differentials […] to mere 
fictions unless they acquire the status of  a fully actual reality in that infinite understanding” (DR 193). The 
alternative between mere fictions and actual reality in an infinite understanding is simply false.51 Instead, 
Deleuze will assign to differentials the ontological status of  virtual Ideas. According to his definition of  virtuality, 
which he largely takes from Marcel Proust, Ideas are real but not actual, ideal but not abstract (DR 208). For 
Deleuze, differential Ideas are elements of  a differential unconscious, which is immanent in finite thought.52

Against the objection, that Maimon’s ‘unthought in thought’ is self-contradictory, Deleuze responds that the 
‘unthought in thought’ only seems contradictory, if  we attribute the unconscious Ideas to one exclusive faculty—
be it understanding or reason—which is constitutive for our acquisition of  knowledge. That is to say, it does 
not matter if  we consider differentials as Ideas of  understanding or Ideas of  reason, as long as understanding 
or reason is still defined as a faculty that constitutes a common sense. Briefly, according to Deleuze, the model of  
common sense presupposes the harmonious accord of  all the faculties under the legislation of  one supreme 
faculty. Under this condition, it is natural that such a faculty, which legislates over the empirical exercise of  our 
cognitive powers, “cannot tolerate the presence within itself  of  a kernel on which the empirical exercise of  
the conjoint faculties would break” (DR 193). The model of  common sense does not allow for something that 
escapes its power of  representation. 

Yet, it is incomprehensible only from the point of  view of  a common sense that thought should find something 
that it cannot think. In fact, it is precisely the occult quality of  differential Ideas of  being simultaneously the 
unthinkable and that which must be thought (DR 192), which pushes our faculties to their limits and liberates 
thought from the constraint of  common sense. Deleuze argues that Ideas are the paradoxical or problematic 
element, which is capable of  carrying the faculties to a disjoint transcendent exercise. “It is a question, therefore, 
not of  a common sense but, on the contrary, of  a ‘para-sense’ (in the sense that paradox is also the contrary of  
good sense)” (DR 194). 

Deleuze insists that differential Ideas are not the exclusive object of  one particular faculty, neither of  
understanding or reason, nor any other. Instead, Ideas occur throughout the faculties and concern them all 
(DR 193). For instance, the violence with which a sensible Idea affects sensibility is communicated to another 
faculty; it carries the faculty of  imagination to its own limit, which in turn animates thought to transgress the 
constraints imposed by the logic of  representation. In fact, Deleuze finds a model for this paradoxical exercise 
of  the faculties in the Kantian account of  the experience of  the beautiful and the sublime in Kant’s Critique of  
the Faculty of  Judgment.

“Ideas must be called ‘differentials’ of  thought, or the ‘Unconscious’ of  pure thought” (DR 194). Although 
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Ideas concern all faculties, they are, for Deleuze, particularly important for the faculty of  thought: “thought 
thinks only on the basis of  an unconscious” (DR 199). Deleuze agrees with Maimon on the characterization 
of  Ideas as unconscious, sub-representative elements. Yet he does not follow Maimon in locating them within 
understanding and extending the understanding to infinity. Instead, he develops the notion of  a differential 
unconscious present within the finite self.53 It is important to grasp that this differential unconscious is not a 
realm enclosed within the identity of  the subject. It is rather a fracture or rift, swarming with ideas, which cannot 
be filled (DR 169-70). As Deleuze remarks, “the mistake of  dogmatism is always to fill that which separates” 
(DR 170). Maimon envisages a continuity between sensibility and understanding as well as between the finite 
and the infinite understanding. By contrast, Deleuze holds firm to the distinction between the faculties. Instead 
of  seeking a principle of  identity, in order to guarantee their harmonious accord, Deleuze affirms difference as 
the principle that “reunites” (DR 170) qua difference. In order to restore difference in thought, Deleuze argues, 
we have to introduce a fissure or crack in the thinking subject. The harmonious accord of  the faculties must 
be suspended. The relation among the cognitive faculties is rather one of  dissension, a ‘discordant accord’. 
The genetic elements, which set our faculties into motion and push them to their utmost limits, effectively 
disrupting the harmonious accord of  the faculties and the order of  representation, are precisely the differential 
and problematic ideas. However, Maimon’s differentials of  consciousness cannot fulfill this function, as long 
as they remain engulfed in an overall identity, the understanding, whose principle task is still to produce unity 
through its conceptual rules. As Deleuze remarks in his discussion on Leibniz: The danger is that representation 
conquers difference; that difference, even the infinitely small, is united in an infinite analytic identity. This would 
mean nothing more than “allowing the identical to rule over infinity itself ” (DR 264).

Thus, it is perhaps not surprising that Deleuze finally returns to Kant, who in a “furtive and explosive moment 
which is not even continued by Kant, much less by post-Kantianism” (DR 58), split the subject by the pure 
and empty form of  time, thereby distinguishing between the ‘I think’ and the empirical subject. Deleuze argues 
that the ‘I think’ is already ‘an other’ in thought—as in Rimbaud’s famous formula “The I is an Other”—it 
is the unthought in thought, the nonself  in the finite self. Although Kant tried to resurrect the identity of  the 
subject in a new form—the original-synthetic unity of  apperception—Deleuze acknowledges that “for a brief  
moment we enter into that schizophrenia in principle which characterizes the highest power of  thought, and 
opens Being directly on to difference, despite all the mediations, all the reconciliations, of  the concept” (DR 58).
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PAUL REDDING’S CONTINENTAL IDEALISM (AND DELEUZE’S 
CONTINUATION OF THE IDEALIST TRADITION) 
Sean Bowden

I came to Paul Redding’s 2009 work, Continental Idealism: Leibniz to Nietzsche, by a slightly circuitous route.1 In fact, 
it was in response to a problem I encountered while working on Gilles Deleuze’s The Logic of  Sense. The problem 
was this: I found myself  treating Deleuze as an idealist, which struck me as odd, since Deleuze is normally 
thought of  as an empiricist, a vitalist, or even a materialist. So I turned to Redding’s recently published work as 
a means of  clarifying my understanding of  idealism, and to sort out the nature of  some of  the claims I wanted 
to make with respect to Deleuze. In what follows, I will outline several of  what appear to me to be Redding’s 
major claims in Continental Idealism. I will then summarize the way in which Deleuze can be thought of  as an 
idealist, in Redding’s sense.

In helping myself  to understand Deleuze’s apparent idealism, I had two reasons for turning to Professor 
Redding’s work. First of  all, having been fortunate enough to be one of  his undergraduate students at the 
University of  Sydney, I was well aware of  both his impeccable scholarship and the exemplary clarity of  his 
work. Secondly, Redding traces the history of  continental idealism back to Leibniz, and Leibniz, I believe, is 
one of  the major sources of  Deleuze’s own brand of  idealism.2

However, once I began to engage with Continental Idealism, I also became aware of  a third advantage I could 
draw from this work. This concerns the way in which Continental Idealism fits into Redding’s larger project of  
establishing a relation between the history of  idealism and contemporary Anglo-American philosophy.3 Indeed, 
Redding’s account of  this relation seemed to me to parallel the one I was just beginning to see, and hope to 
pursue in the future, between Deleuze’s early work and the work of  neo-pragmatists such as Donald Davidson, 
Richard Rorty and Robert Brandom.

As Redding notes elsewhere, Robert Brandom argues that his approach to semantics has roots in the tradition 
of  Kant and Hegel. But now, as Redding observes, if  “this claim is true it casts the relation of  analytic 
philosophy to the idealist tradition in a whole new light, and to understand how it could be true would require 
considerable re-writing of  the standard accounts of  both idealism and analytic philosophy.”4 It appears, then, 



PAUL REDDING’S CONTINENTAL IDEALISM     

that Continental Idealism is, at least in part, precisely this attempt to re-write the history of  idealism in such a way 
that its compatibility with certain aspects of  contemporary Anglo-American philosophy can be brought out. In 
particular, it seems to me that Redding emphasises two major points in this regard.

First of  all, continental idealism is characterized by objective idealism (or idealism about form) as opposed to 
subjective idealism (or idealism about matter).5 Now, it is crucial to Redding’s project to make this distinction 
between objective and subjective idealism. For if  it is the case that Analytic philosophy began with Russell’s and 
Moore’s explicit rejection of  “British idealism,” this British idealism should not be confused, as it often is, with 
Kant’s “transcendental idealism,” or with the objective and absolute idealisms of  post-Kantian philosophers 
such as Fichte, Schelling and Hegel. Indeed, it appears that what Russell and Moore identified and rejected 
as idealism has more in common with Bishop Berkeley’s “immaterialism” than it does with the tradition of  
German idealism analysed by Redding.

In fact, following Redding, continental idealism finds its real origin in the philosophy of  Leibniz and not 
Berkeley. Berkeley, of  course, was a subjective idealist and an idealist about matter. He reduced matter to ideas 
subjectively conceived, and made these depend in turn on the mind of  God as the ultimate underlying reality 
or substance. External reality, for Berkeley, is only the inside of  the divine mind. And this is why Redding argues 
that Berkeley is best described as a “spiritual realist” rather than an idealist.6

Leibniz, on the contrary, was a realist about matter, but an idealist about the spatio-temporal form of  material 
“objects.”7 With regard to matter, Leibniz made two claims. The first claim is that there is no matter which is not 
the body of  some soul or mind, that is to say, of  extensionless “monads,” which are internally characterized by 
their changing perceptions or representations of  bodies. The second claim is that there are monads “everywhere” 
in matter, all of  whose perceptions are held in divinely ordained and harmonious relations.8 With regard to the 
spatio-temporal form of  material bodies, then, Leibniz argued that the very ideas of  space and time were mere 
abstractions from the relations of  coexistence or succession between the representations making up the contents 
of  particular minds or monads, which is to say that spatio-temporal form is ideal.9 But all technical details aside, 
what is important to note here is that the very different approaches of  Berkeley and Leibniz to matter and form 
mark a crucial distinction which should not be obscured. Indeed, for Redding, the idealist tradition from Kant 
to Hegel, despite its varied developments, is essentially characterized by an opposition to the kind of  Berkeleian 
“immaterialism” rejected by Moore and Russell, and by a commitment only to the ideality or mind-dependence 
of  the form of  the representation of  objects, a commitment first found in Leibniz.

The second point which Redding makes in order to bring idealism closer to contemporary Anglo-American 
philosophy is that the brand of  idealism which finds its source in Kantian philosophy must be understood 
as “strong transcendental idealism,” as opposed to the “weak transcendental idealism” which we find in 
standard readings of  Kant in Anglo-American philosophy. In other words, instead of  treating Kant as a sceptic 
with respect to the project of  metaphysics thought of  as a knowledge of  “things-in-themselves” (this is weak 
transcendental idealism), Kant must be understood as conceiving of  metaphysics as a science of  what reason 
produces out of  its own activity.10 In other words, following Redding, for Kant, the objects of  traditional 
metaphysics are mind-dependent: whilst they are not known as such, they are understood from the point of  view of  
pure, conceptually articulated thought. And as such, as Ideas of  reason, these “objects” have an essential role 
to play in practical reason. In short, from the point of  view of  strong transcendental idealism, metaphysics, for 
Kant, is reconceived from within a practical point of  view.

There are two consequences of  understanding Kant in this way. First of  all, it allows us to correctly understand 
the relation of  post-Kantian philosophy to Kant. For, following Redding’s detailed analyses, the development 
of  idealism is precisely a development of  Kant’s program of  strong transcendental idealism. But secondly, if  I 
understand Professor Redding’s larger project correctly, it allows us to relate the tradition of  continental idealism 
as a whole to certain developments in Anglo-American philosophy. Indeed, as Redding notes in the “Postscript” 
to his Continental Idealism, but also elsewhere, a number of  debates and developments in contemporary analytic 
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philosophy turn, quite precisely, on the question of  the relation between, and even inseparability of, theoretical 
and practical reason, or again, on the question of  the intersubjective and normative ground of  the relation 
between representations and the objects represented.11

But quite apart from this attempt to read the history of  continental idealism in such a way as to underscore 
its compatibility with contemporary Anglo-American philosophy, Redding’s 2009 publication can be read 
in its entirety as a book about continental idealism. On the one hand, it is an extremely clear and attentive 
reconstruction of  the history of  idealism. On the other hand, from one representative of  continental idealism 
to another, Redding demonstrates the persistence of  certain structural features by means of  which we can 
recognize continental idealism. These features of  idealism include: the affirmation of  the “ideality” of  spatio-
temporal and conceptual “form”; a conception of  the “perspectival” nature of  perceptual knowledge; a certain 
“rational reconciliationism” of  conflicting stances or orientations towards the world; the assertion of  idealism 
over perceptual realism; a prioritizing of  concepts and inferences over sense experience; and a holistic and 
organicist view of  knowledge and the cosmos.12

In fact, as I mentioned at the outset, it was just these structural features of  continental idealism which helped me 
clarify the way in which I was beginning to understand Deleuze, in his The Logic of  Sense, as an idealist. Deleuze’s 
idealism in this text, it appears to me, can be summarized in four points.

First of  all, it must be said that Deleuze’s idealism in The Logic of  Sense is part and parcel of  his philosophy 
of  events. In this text, Deleuze argues that events are what determine “things” in general, that is, worldly 
individuals, persons and general concepts. Relations between events or processes make the “thing” what it is, 
whatever it is. As human beings, we talk about events using language. We come to know things through the way 
we combine and order their constitutive events. We try to discover law-like relations between events, and we 
develop concepts which spell out what structure or combination of  events must characterize a particular thing 
in order for it to be a thing of  a certain general type.13

The second point to be made is that this process of  combining and ordering events is itself  an ongoing event 
which is coextensive with the working of  what Deleuze calls a “problem” or “problematic Idea.” Such a 
problem is best described as a complex and shifting “virtual” structure of  relations between events, wherein 
events at different levels and of  different types are said to determine each other to determine things in general, 
and without reference to some given substance which could fix this structure from the outside. Now, what is 
important here is that the problematic Idea also has an essential relation to our linguistic practices. As Deleuze 
argues, his concept of  the problematic Idea establishes the conditions under which the relation between the 
sense and the truth of  a proposition bearing on events, along with the event-determined object which realizes 
this truth, can be internally generated within sense itself. For Deleuze, every true denoting proposition expresses 
a sense, but this sense will itself  be determined in relation to a problematic Idea for which related series of  true 
propositions will collectively function as elements of  response or cases of  solution.14

The third point to be made with regard to Deleuze’s idealism is that the virtual relations between events 
which are constitutive of  problematic Ideas are determined or “actualized” in practice in an intersubjective 
context. This actualization gives rise to event-determined individuals, persons and general concepts. Initially, 
individuals and persons are held to be determined within a common world insofar as there is a convergent 
or law-like relation between the particular events which can be truly predicated of  them. But what is more, 
insofar as one person’s point of  view may always diverge from another’s with regard to the events making 
up a world, a knowledge of  worldly individuals must ultimately depend on what Deleuze calls a “disjunctive 
synthesis” of  these divergent points of  view. This synthesis, however, will only be able to be carried out under 
two conditions: on the one hand, relations between the particular events characterizing worldly individuals 
must be determined; and, on the other hand, these relations must come to be embodied in shared concepts of  
increasing and decreasing generality, which worldly individuals will be said to exemplify, precisely insofar as they 
are individuals belonging to the same world.15
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Finally, to say that events are combined and ordered in an intersubjective and linguistic context is not to say that 
events are ultimately reducible to a pre-given language or conceptual scheme, or to a transcendental subject 
understood as ultimately determinant. Rather, for Deleuze, both language and the subject are themselves event-
determined things within the problematic Idea. In short, the subject comes to be identified, and to identify itself, 
as being caught up in the process of  combining and ordering events in intersubjective discourse, only insofar as 
the events which characterize it in its social, psychological and linguistic relations can be determined to be of  
a socially appropriate type. And language is determined by the way in which the speech-events of  this subject, 
come both to make sense of, and be made sense of  by, the speech-events of  all the other subjects implicated in 
the concrete actualization of  the virtual relations constitutive of  the problematic Idea.16

In this way, then, Deleuze’s problematic Idea is not only constituted by relations between series of  events of  
different orders (physical, biological, social, psychological, linguistic, etc.), it is also the “evental-determination” 
of  those events making up the “lives” of  things in general. It is the event which we human-beings collectively 
bring about in discourse, but also the event which ultimately determines us as the corporeal, social, speaking 
and knowing “things” we are.

In line with several of  Professor Redding’s structural features of  idealism, therefore, it can be seen that Deleuze 
argues for the ideality of  spatio-temporal and conceptual form, that is, in terms of  the actualization of  virtual 
problematic Ideas. It can also be seen how Deleuze argues for the perspectival nature of  perceptual knowledge, that 
is, insofar as the determination of  knowledge and the known is a matter of  “disjunctive syntheses” or “points 
of  view on other (divergent) points of  view.” Thirdly, it can be seen that Deleuze prioritizes ideal sense over 
any direct or naïve perceptual realism. And finally, it can been seen how Deleuze argues for a holistic view of  
knowledge and the cosmos. Indeed, for Deleuze, in the absence of  any given substance to which the play of  
events can be reduced, we must think the unity of  all the events which constitute us and our world entirely within 
the problematic Idea.

It is in light of  these features of  his philosophy, then, that I understand Deleuze, unfashionably perhaps, as an 
idealist in Redding’s sense, and as continuing in his own way the tradition of  continental idealism.

SEAN BOWDEN is a Research Fellow in the Philosophy Program at La Trobe University. He is the 
author of  The Priority of  Events: Deleuze’s Logic of  Sense (Edinburgh University Press, forthcoming) and 
the co-editor of  Badiou and Philosophy (Edinburgh University Press, forthcoming).
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5. Redding, Continental Idealism, 2.
6. Redding, Continental Idealism, 17.
7. Redding follows the work of  Daniel Garber and Justin Smith on this point. See Redding, Continental Idealism, 182.
8. See, for example, G.W. Leibniz, “The Principles of  Nature and Grace, Based on Reason” Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz: 
Philosophical Papers and Letters. Trans. and Ed. Leroy E. Loemker. Dordrecht: Reidel, 1969, §§1-4.
9. The most complete discussion of  this point is to be found in the Leibniz-Clarke correspondence. See “The Controversy 
between Leibniz and Clarke, 1715-1716” Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz: Philosophical Papers and Letters. Trans. and Ed. Leroy E. 
Loemker. Dordrecht: Reidel, 1969, 675-721.
10. Redding, Continental Idealism, 46-47.
11. See Redding, Continental Idealism, 175-179. See, more generally, Redding, Analytic Philosophy and the Return of  Hegelian Thought 
and “The Possibility of  German Idealism after Analytic Philosophy.”
12. See Redding, Continental Idealism, 3-5.
13. On this, see Gilles Deleuze, The Logic of  Sense. Trans. Mark Lester with Charles Stivale. Ed. Constantin V. Boundas. New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1990, 109-120.
14. See Deleuze, The Logic of  Sense, 50-57 and 120-123.
15. With particular reference to the concept of  the “person” as an “object = x,” see Deleuze, The Logic of  Sense, 109-120 and 
171-178. I examine a number of  these points in detail in “Deleuze’s Neo-Leibnizianism”.
16. Deleuze develops these points in a vocabulary derived from Freud, Klein and Lacan. See generally, The Logic of  Sense, 
186-249.
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HEGEL’S METAPHYSICS AS HERMENEUTICS  
Jean-Philippe Deranty

Hegel’s Hermeneutics, Paul Redding’s first book, was a major contribution to contemporary Hegel studies. The 
book developed a non-metaphysical reading of  Hegel and an interpretation of  the recognition thematic that 
were as original as they were substantive. In the following, I will attempt to retrace succinctly the two major 
threads of  Redding’s reading: the interpretation of  recognition as a hermeneutic scheme and the emphasis of  
Hegel’s reliance on “immanentist” arguments. I will then ask three sets of  questions to Paul Redding, which 
follow on from what I perceive to be some of  the most striking implications of  his Hegel interpretation.

Recent, non-metaphysical readings of  Hegel, and of  the post-Kantian idealists more generally, operate on 
the basis of  a simple, common-sense assumption: those philosophers immediately writing in the wake of  
Kant unanimously and consistently understood their own work as pursuing the theoretical revolution brought 
about by their great predecessor. Of  course, they all thought that Kant’s proposal required correcting or 
complementing in some crucial aspects, if  only in terms of  presentation (Fichte’s initial position). But they 
all professed to follow in his footsteps in their understanding of  what philosophical inquiry was to achieve. 
How, then, could the successors of  Kant return to the kind of  naive metaphysical realism that the master 
had debunked in his first Critique, as traditional interpretations and critics alike accuse them of  doing? The 
implication of  this simple assumption is therefore that somehow, however difficult the task might be in regards 
to the often baroque and mystical-sounding texts of  the post-Kantian idealists, one has to attempt to read them 
from the perspective of  the great Kantian discovery, which marks the beginning of  modern philosophy: namely, 
that the aim of  philosophy is not to describe the world as seen from God’s perspective, but to reconstruct 
the conditions underpinning the validity of  knowledge claims. The “absolute” in this tradition therefore does 
not indicate some fundamental layer or origin of  truth somehow revealed to the philosopher’s unique and 
superior knowledge. Rather, it points to the full unity of  subject and object already assumed in Kant’s idealism, 
that is, the moment where the knowledge about objects provided by science, and the knowledge about this 
knowledge, articulated by philosophy, co-incide.  Such a coincidence is nothing mysterious since in both forms 
of  knowledge, it is the same faculty, reason, that is at play. 



JEAN-PHILLIPE DERANTY

Hegel’s Hermeneutics is an outstanding example of  these modern approaches.  The book begins by reconstructing 
the substantial significance of  Kant’s “Copernican revolution”. According to this fundamental metaphor, which 
captures the spirit of  the idealist revolution, philosophy no longer attempts to uncover some given fact upon 
which knowledge would be founded (facts of  consciousness, empirical data, or fundamental ontological truths 
seen in intellectual intuition). Rather, philosophy now describes the possibility of  knowledge in terms of  the 
conditions through which knowledge claims are achieved. The Copernican scientist is able to explain why 
the Sun appears to revolve around the Earth, by providing a higher order explanation which accounts for the 
emergence of  the first, apparent knowledge claim, and which therefore relativises and denaturalises it. This 
simple image is an apt picture of  what post-Kantian philosophy sets out to achieve: to describe different, and 
increasingly complex, modes of  categorical articulation, which account for the different modes of  knowledge 
(perceptual, aesthetic, mathematical, physical, chemical, and so on), and the different modes of  objectivity 
studied by the sciences (qualitative, physical, social, and so on).

The most important and most difficult challenge for this kind of  transcendental inquiry concerns the nature 
of  the points of  view from which knowledge claims are constructed. If  all epistemic claims can be in principle 
relativised from some higher epistemic perspective, which explains them by showing the conditions under which 
they emerge, the key question concerns the nature of  the highest point, if  there is one, to avoid infinite regress. 
Classical metaphysics, based as it was on theological assumptions, had an easy answer to this. But what about 
a transcendental philosophy which only wants to appeal to structures of  reason? It is the varying responses to 
this question, which distinguish between the different models of  post-Kantian idealist philosophy. In Kant, 
famously, this perspective is defined as a “transcendental consciousness”, the pure, universal form of  perceptual 
and categorical synthesis, shared by all knowers. And the link between reality itself  and the knowledge achieved 
via the pure categories of  perception and thought secured regulatively through the idea of  a thinkable yet 
unknowable “thing in itself ”.

The thinkers who immediately followed Kant each devised their own alternative models of  the transcendental 
point of  view and of  the fit between knowledge and reality. Redding’s original proposal is that Hegel developed 
his answer to the two central questions of  post-Kantian philosophy by drawing on a conceptual scheme that 
was hermeneutic in spirit.  Accordingly, as in the classical Copernican move, the “deduction” (the explanation 
of  the possibility) of  an epistemic position is arrived at by doubling the initial perspective on an object with 
a second, external perspective, from the point of  view of  which the first perspective can be explained and 
evaluated. In Hegel’s solution, however, this second perspective is one that is external to the first yet situated 
on the same ontological level. This solution is summarised in particularly clear fashion in a passage dedicated 
to the method used in the Phenomenology of  Spirit: “It is by the intermediary of  another, opposed consciousness 
that any one consciousness can get a double bearing onto objects, grasping them from its own particular point 
of  view while simultaneously conceiving them as existing independently of  this point of  view” (111). Whilst in 
Kant finite consciousness meets its truth in the opposition to transcendental consciousness, for Hegel it is within 
finite consciousness itself  that the evaluative encounter with universality occurs. This encounter, however, which 
triggers different dialectical “experiences of  consciousness”, requires the intervention of  the other.

This solution makes recognition central. On this reading, recognition is the process whereby agents, by 
identifying an external perspective onto the world as a valid intentional one, are able to engage in a decentering 
of  their own claims. Recognition makes it possible for claims that are first “in themselves” to be reflected upon 
“for themselves”. The subject is able to confront the subjectivity, or particularity, of  his/her epistemic position 
with an external perspective, thereby correcting the partiality of  the initial position, and achieving a higher 
degree of  universality. Recognition therefore, on Paul Redding’s interpretation, is indeed a central notion in 
Hegel, but primordially an epistemological one.

Furthermore, Redding argues that this hermeneutic, intersubjectivistic correction of  Kant’s solipsistic 
transcendental subject is closely related to an “immanentist” model, which aims to get rid of  the “thing in 
itself ” hypothesis. Taking seriously Kant’s fundamental idealist claim about the unity of  subject and object, 
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requires that one consider reality simply as the totality of  perspectives onto it. This thought, well articulated in 
the pantheistic tradition, Redding argues, is given a rationalistic twist by Hegel, in his revision of  transcendental 
philosophy. Accordingly, instead of  setting up an ontological divide between the categorical and the real, Hegel 
is committed to the idea that there is nothing outside the circle of  all the different modes in which forms of  
objectivity and modes of  rationality are reciprocally interrelated. Once again, however, this remains strictly 
within the boundaries of  the Copernican move, that is, without any return to some naïve metaphysical realism. 
Instead, this immanentist solution thinks of  itself  as the only one that is true to the Copernican revolution, in 
rejecting any dualistic opposition of  reality and the knowledge of  it. 

There is not the space here to explicate the many, rich ways that make Redding’s hermeneutic and immanentist 
reading of  Hegel an important and original contribution within the field of  contemporary Hegel studies. I will 
only list three of  the most salient traits, which will then allow me to formulate three questions, inviting Paul to 
reflect on the logic and implications of  his initial Hegel interpretation.

A first important feature I would like to emphasise is the original meaning of  recognition in Paul Redding’s 
analysis. Paul’s reading is unique amongst the most significant interpretations of  the last two decades in making 
Hegelian recognition an intrinsically epistemological notion, indeed in seeing in it Hegel’s core conceptual 
innovation within the post-Kantian debates about the exact nature of  the transcendental point of  view and 
the definition of  idealism. This is linked directly, as was succinctly remarked above, to the tight link Redding 
establishes between Hegel’s concept of  recognition and his embrace of  a hermeneutic model. Other readings 
of  Hegelian recognition, either note the epistemological/metaphysical dimension of  the category, but interpret 
it in theological terms (Theunissen, Williams); or emphasise only the normative role of  the notion, even when 
they share a post-metaphysical concern and insist on the critical (post-Kantian) dimensions of  Hegel’s project 
(Pippin, Pinkard). One would like to hear from Redding himself  how he situates his reading of  Hegel amongst 
other significant readings. In a number of  footnotes in Hegel’s Hermeneutics, he distances himself  from Pinkard’s 
influential reading of  the Phenomenology. It would be illuminating to hear more about systematic differences with 
other key contemporary readers of  Hegel and how the epistemological interpretation of  recognition differs 
from the others. 

The centrality of  recognition, understood as Hegel’s key epistemological and metaphysical innovation, leads 
to an original interpretation of  the Science of  Logic. The thread of  this interpretation is Hegel’s effort gradually 
to “whittle away” immediacy and dualistic schemes within conceptions of  thought: for instance, notions of  
judgement defined in isolation from other judgements, or different types of  opposition postulated between 
premises and consequences of  thought processes. In every case, it is a matter of  showing the interrelatedness 
of  seemingly self-standing elements of  thought. The truth of  the judgement, as a result, turns out to be the 
syllogism. A new image of  thought emerges: “Neither judgements nor inferences can be found that can root 
the process of  reasoning in some immediately intuited certainty. In place of  a linear form of  reasoning from 
well-grounded premises, thought will be faced with a circle” (153). The culmination of  this constant increase in 
“mediation” is the “concrete syllogism of  necessity”, a figure of  thought in which all immediacy has disappeared, 
including the opposition between the form and the object of  thought. This syllogism, Redding argues, is in fact 
“the concrete and pragmatic recognitively circular context within which finite thinking subjects necessarily exist” 
(157). Being “recognitively circular”, this figure of  thought realises the hermeneutic taking-other-perspectives-
into account. But it also realises the immanentist levelling of  ontological realities: “It is the circle within which 
the circularity of  formal reasoning can be redeemed, a circle in which both the thinking subject and the thought 
object are included such that there can be no idea of  some absolute place outside the circle, the place for any 
transcendent subject whose reasoning and knowledge can stand as an ideal against which all finite reason and 
knowledge is skeptically judged” (ibid.).

One of  the most striking consequences of  this reading of  the Logic is that it enables Redding to propound a 
“non-metaphysical” interpretation of  the book, which however takes seriously all the passages in which Hegel 
discusses “objective” structures of  the world itself, notably those passages in the Logic’s third book dedicated to 
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mechanistic, chemical and organic processes. This can be related to the positive assessment earlier in Hegel’s 
Hermeneutics of  the Schellingian texts of  the early Hegel and indeed of  Schelling’s early attempts at combining 
the Kantian spirit of  the transcendental with explorations in the philosophy of  nature. Such positive retrieval 
of  the “natural-philosophy” passages in Hegel is quite striking because the vast majority of  “non-metaphysical” 
readers baulk at such passages. Pippin’s motto, that we should “abandon the Philosophy of  Nature”, is highly 
representative in this respect. The question that arises is the following: Paul Redding has written tantalising 
interpretations of  all aspects of  Hegel’s work, including, recently, his philosophy of  religion. How would the 
hermeneutic/immanentist interpretation approach the Philosophy of  Nature? What might we expect to learn 
from that side of  the system from the perspective Redding’s interpretation of  Hegel’s overall project? Was 
Redding’s second book, dedicated to the logic of  affect and the relationships between body and mind from the 
perspective of  the German idealists a way of  concretely exploring these issues? 

Finally, Redding’s “non-metaphysical” reading of  the Logic also enables him to take seriously Hegel’s recurrent 
claim that his Philosophy of  Right was constructed on the back of  his speculative logic. Once again, this a unique 
feat as most contemporary interpreters steer well clear of  the Logic in attempting to make the “objective spirit” 
part of  the system relevant for contemporary social and political theory. In his book, Redding explicitly contrasts 
his own reading of  the 1820 book with a classical representative of  this strand of  modern interpretation, Allen 
Wood’s Hegel’s Ethical Thought. It would be fascinating to hear Redding’s thoughts on other appropriations of  
Hegel’s social and political theory, which dismiss its speculative underpinning, notably Honneth’s theory of  
recognition.

 JEAN-PHILLIPE DERANTY is a lecturer in Philosophy at Macquarie University. He is the author  
 of  numerous books, most recently Beyond Communication. Axel Honneth’s Theory of  Recognition, and, with  
 Nick Smith, the forthcoming New Philosophies of  Labour.
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NATURAL IMPURITIES IN SPIRIT? HEGELIANISM BETWEEN 
KANT AND HOBBES
Heikki Ikäheimo

Recognition is certainly the hot Hegelian topic today and Paul Redding is among the finest authors on it in the 
world. But what exactly is ‘recognition’ (Anerkennung)? Is there some unique phenomenon called ‘recognition’ that 
all of  the recent debates in political philosophy, Hegel-scholarship and neo-Hegelian theoretical and practical 
philosophy are about, or could it be that different authors are talking about, at least partly, different things? 

On the one hand, according to a view widespread in political philosophy today, recognition seems to be some 
social or psychological good that individuals and groups need and yearn, and sometimes struggle to get, from 
each other. On the other hand, according to neo-Hegelian philosophers like Redding, recognition is an ontological 
phenomenon thanks to which we are the kinds of  beings that we are in the first place—not mere animals, but 
‘spiritual beings’, to speak Hegelian. It seems related to this difference in views that in political philosophy the 
focus is usually on the significance of  receiving recognition from others, or on being an object of  recognition, 
whereas at least Redding’s focus has been more on the significance of  recognizing others, or on being a subject 
of  recognition.

So here is my first question. What would be interesting to know is how Redding conceives of  recognition in the 
sense in which he talks about it—as constitutive of  what we are—to be related to recognition in the sense in 
which people in political philosophy tend to talk about it—as a good among other goods (even if  perhaps a very 
important one) that individuals and groups need, desire, claim and struggle to get from each other? Is what the 
explicit or implicit hopes and demands for recognition in the political arena—say, by ethnic, sexual and other 
minority groups—seem to be about the same thing as what Redding calls ‘recognition’? Or to put it simply, is 
the thing called ‘recognition’ that beings like us, according to the debates in political philosophy, need and desire 
from each other the same thing as the thing called ‘recognition’ that makes us the kinds of  beings we are in the 
first place? Or if  these are different issues, are there any interesting connections between them?
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Now, if  one then takes a look at Paul Redding’s distinctive profile within the group of  Hegel-scholars and 
neo-Hegelian philosophers who interpret recognition in Hegel as an ontological issue—as something that 
distinguishes us from mere animals—he stands out in quite an interesting way. Other prominent members of  
this group such as Robert Pippin and Terry Pinkard (and, at least until quite recently, Robert Brandom1) have 
tended to emphasize the discontinuity between nature and spirit, or, animality and spirit. In Pippin and Pinkard 
this is to a large extent motivated by their opposition to various kinds of  attempts at naturalization of  the mind, 
intentionality, normativity etc. so popular in contemporary Anglophone philosophy, and reflects their generally 
Kantian, dualistic philosophical outlook. For Pippin and Pinkard ‘spirit’ is Hegel’s name for “the normative”, 
i.e. the space of  norms and reasons, and it is something that stands in stark contrast with nature. How nature 
and spirit relate to each other, how the latter could ever emerge out of  the former, or how a bunch of  hairy 
animals could ever develop into beings like us who administer their life with collectively self-authorized norms, 
are not issues they have shown much interest in pursuing. Whereas Pippin and Pinkard are happy with what 
they see as Hegel’s socialization and historization of  spirit, or “the normative” that is, it is their worry about any hint 
of  its naturalization that apparently inhibits them from saying much about anything about nature or animality in 
general or in us in particular.

In contrast—and I wonder if  this is related to the fact that he also has a degree in medicine—Redding has 
shown a keen interest in the animal side in humans, or in those aspects of  our being that we share with the 
‘non-spiritual’ sentient and self-moving life-forms. For one thing, already in Hegel’s Hermeneutics2 Redding was 
a sharp-sighted and highly original interpreter of  the particular animal phenomenon that in Hegel’s account 
precedes recognition—namely desire (Begierde). On his reading consciousness (Bewusstsein) in Hegel stands 
more or less for what ‘intentionality’ stands for philosophers nowadays, starting from early twentieth century 
phenomenology.3 Importantly, desire is a primitive, animal form of  consciousness or intentionality. One detail 
that I find especially interesting in Redding’s interpretation of  desire in Hegel is the connection that he draws 
between desire and the first part of  Hegel’s logic, the Logic of  Being that is. Any form or mode of  consciousness 
in Hegel is a particular mode of  subject-object-relationship, or a particular way in which something is given as 
an object for a subject. What is specific about desire as a mode of  object-relation is that in it the object is, for the 
subject, identical with some particular quality. What is still lacking is thus a differentiation, or Urteil, between things 
and their qualities or properties, which would be a determination of  objects according to logical structures 
belonging to the Logic of  Essence.4

This means that for a subject whose consciousness is immersed in, or cannot transcend, what Hegel calls desire, 
there are no subsistent objects that could survive a change of  their qualities or properties. Furthermore, the 
qualities in light of  which the desiring animal subject sees objects in the world, and with which objects for it 
are identical, are determined by the subject’s physiological constitution and needs. To put it briefly, anything 
can be for a desire-driven subject only if  it is, for it, immediately desirable, or (as we can easily continue Hegel’s 
thought) immediately repellent.5

This single-minded, solipsist form of  consciousness immersed in immediate practical preoccupation with 
immediately given objects—lacking any capacity to abstract from what pressing bodily needs determine as 
relevant—is then, in Redding’s interpretation of  Hegel, completely revolutionized in recognition. Recognition 
is or involves an acknowledgement of  other intentionalities or other intentional subjects in the world, and—to 
make a long and complicated story very short—through it comes about a general mode of  intentionality that 
embodies an acknowledgement of  perspectivity. Perspectivity is inbuilt in this general mode distinguishing 
‘spiritual’ from merely animal subjects both in the sense that the spiritual subject grasps itself  as one subject 
among many subjects, and in the sense that it grasps the determinations or qualities in light of  which it sees 
objects at any given time as a selection among many possible qualities in light of  which they can be seen (and 
thus associated with other objects).6 In short, what is at stake in recognition is the coming about of  the kind of  
socialized subjectivity aware of  perspectivity that is defining of  human persons.
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My second question is this: What, if  anything, remains of  the immediacy of  desire, or immediacy more 
generally, in the socialized form of  consciousness or subjectivity in Redding’s view? As far as I can see, he does 
not pursue this question in Hegel’s Hermeneutics. Interestingly however, his second book, The Logic of  Affect, is all 
about the bodily, physiological, or animal immediacy in the constitution of  human subjectivity. In comparison 
to Redding’s discussion of  desire in Hegel’s Hermeneutics, The Logic of  Affect does involve a refocusing however. 
Whereas desire, on Redding’s interpretation of  Hegel, is a primitive form of  intentionality, in The Logic of  Affect 
Redding focuses on the pre- or sub-intentional levels of  subjectivity, on the affective or somatic self-givenness of  the 
subject, especially in the practical dimension of  emotions, and feelings of  pleasure and displeasure.

The Logic of  Affect is not primarily a book about Hegel, but on the one hand an argument for the importance of  
avoiding an exclusively cognitivist approach to emotions and subjectivity more generally, and on the other hand 
an archaeological investigation of  the origins of  the alternative somatist or affectivist approach to emotions 
and subjectivity in 19th century German philosophy and medicine. As in his third book Analytic Philosophy and the 
Return of  Hegelian Thought,7 also in The Logic of  Affect Redding makes a very powerful case for the claim that there 
is a much less radical break than is usually thought between the German idealists and subsequent movements 
of  thought that were thought to put German Idealism to sleep for ever. In The Logic of  Affect Redding argues that 
both William James and Sigmund Freud were influenced by streams of  thought in Germany and in Britain that 
lead back to German Idealism—especially to Schelling’s philosophy of  nature—and that the German idealists 
were in many ways much closer to modern psychology than the usual stereotypes allow for.

To return to my theme, towards the end of  this fascinating book Redding makes an intriguing proposal that 
seems to involve an answer to my second question, and I wonder whether this is actually an answer Redding 
endorses, or endorsed at the time of  writing the book. Referring to Freud and the psychologist Silvan Tompkins, 
Redding writes (after several chapters of  intricate historical and systematic discussion of  the inevitability of  
accounting for the somatic and the affective in any serious account of  subjectivity) the following: “The having of  
affects cannot be grounded on reason because reasoning relies on the strictly irrational rewards and punishments 
provided by the affect system itself.”8 In Redding’s view affective rewards and punishments, or in other words, 
the feelings of  pleasure and displeasure are thus necessary moving or motivating elements in humans even 
as full-fledged persons. Yet, they are indeterminate and in order to play determinate roles within mental life 
they have to be incorporated in “representations” of  the world, or in other words given an object-directed 
intentional form.9

Even if  Redding does not discuss it at this point, this seems to relate closely to the themes of  desire and 
recognition in his earlier book. Hegel, in his Anthropology, gives the feelings of  pleasure and displeasure an 
important role in that they mediate between, on the one hand, the outer sensations given in the outer senses, 
and, on the other hand, the organism’s inner states.10 To cut again a long story short, desirable objects are 
those that arouse sensations of  pleasure in the desiring subject. Here the association of  (pre- or sub-intentional) 
bodily sensations of  pleasure and displeasure with determinate objects in representations (i.e. in states with the 
intentional subject-object-form) apparently takes place instinctually. To achieve any capacity to orient in a space 
of  reasons in which one can grasp objects as also independent of  their instinctually salient qualities, the subject 
has to become a socialized subject and in the Hegelian account this requires relations of  recognition where 
other subjects are acknowledged and accepted as independent perspectives on objects. This centrally involves 
developing the capacity to defer, or resist, the innersubjective pulls and pushes of  pleasure and displeasure 
associated with objects as actually moving one to action (or better, behaviour) with regard to these objects. This 
is what is apparently at issue in the Hegelian Aufhebung of  mere desire-orientation through the check by, and 
recognition of, irreducibly other subjects.

My third question is this: Assuming that the affects of  pleasure and displeasure are necessary for motivation, 
what role do they play in the acts or attitudes of  recognition? One way to go here might be to say that whereas 
recognizing others involves displeasure,11 being recognized by others involves pleasure, and one cannot have 
the second without the first. Probably there are other ways as well to grasp the roles of  pleasure and displeasure 
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in recognition, but whichever way one goes there is a worry. If  it is true that pleasure and displeasure are 
necessary moving or motivating ingredients in anything humans do even as full-fledged persons—which is what I 
understand Redding to be saying in The Logic of  Affect—then it seems that the immediacy of  animal motivation 
is, in fact, not overcome in recognition. Moreover, since recognition itself is something humans do, and thus, 
following Redding’s suggestion, driven by immediate affects, it is difficult to see how it could even in principle 
effectuate the kind of  abstraction or emancipation from natural immediacy it is supposed to.
 
One option that comes to mind would be to understand recognition as a process where subjectivities driven 
by desires and aversions become mediated by the desires and aversions that other subjects are driven by. Thus, 
pure solipsism would be overcome. Yet, the result of  such mediation would seem to be at best some kind of  
interlocking system of  desires and fears, not a sublation of  or emancipation from them. Whereas this might well 
be an accurate picture of  the life of  social non-human animals, spelling out Hegel’s idea of  the state of  mutual 
recognition in terms of  it would seem to make Hegel some kind of  an elaborate Hobbes. (One can imagine 
the cynicism that would result from applying such a broadly Hobbesian view of  recognition in the analysis 
of  claims, desires and struggles for recognition in the political realm—assuming of  course that this is not a 
completely different theme, which is what my first question was about.)

One way to construe what I am asking here is the following. Are philosophers of  recognition locked in a dilemma 
of  either having to let nature into recognition and thereby undermining its emancipatory significance (for surely 
emancipation is at least as much about overcoming as it is about remembering or acknowledging nature in us), 
or having to act as if  there were no problem, by simply avoiding too much talk about nature in us, in recognition, 
or in Hegel’s view of  us and recognition?12 Or is this—either naturalizing recognition, or talking about it as if it 
were unproblematically purified of  any natural taint—perhaps a false dilemma, or a misrepresentation of  what 
the stakes really are in conceiving recognition as making us more than merely natural beings?

HEIKKI IKÄHEIMO is a Research Fellow at Macquarie University. He has published Self-
Consciousness and Intersubjectivity, and is the co-editor (with Arto Laitinen) of  Recognition and Social Ontology 
and Dimensions of  Personhood.
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NOTES

1. For a while Brandom seemed to be drawing a very rough divide between the realms of  nature and spirit—lumping the 
rusting of  chunks of  iron and the behaviour of  animals such as parrots together in the former realm as examples of  “natural 
responses” to environment (see Robert Brandom, Articulating Reasons: An Introduction to Inferentialism. Cambridge MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2000, 48), and insulating the human “conceptual responses” embedded in intersubjective practices of  
norm-administration from nature (thus arousing worries in McDowell and others of  “frictionless spinning”). However, more 
recently (see Robert Brandom, ‘The Structure of  Desire and Recognition: Self-consciousness and self-constitution’, Philosophy 
and Social Criticism, vol 33, no 1, 127-150; reprinted in Heikki Ikäheimo & Arto Laitinen, Recognition and Social Ontology. Leiden: 
Brill, forthcoming) Brandom has started, as it were, crossing the divide from the side of  nature—and arguably in a way that 
involves a degree of  naturalization of  the realm of  spirit that could scarcely be acceptable for the more unambiguously 
Kantian neo-Hegelians.
2. Paul Redding, Hegel’s Hermeneutics. Ithaca N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1996.
3. Ibid., 77.
4. Ibid., 105. The connection with the Logic of  Being is made more explicit in Paul Redding, The Logic of  Affect. Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1999, 141-143, but if  I am right the idea is there already in the earlier book.
5. Redding, Hegel’s Hermeneutics, 105.
6. See ibid., 11-17, 102-103, 110-118.
7. Paul Redding, Analytic Philosophy and the Return of  Hegelian Thought. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007
8. Redding, The Logic of  Affect, 157.
9. Idem.
10. G. W. F. Hegel, Hegel’s Philosophy of  Subjective Spirit, ed. M. J. Petry. Dordrecht: Reidel, 1978-9, Volume I, 163, 177; volume 
III, 243.
11. Recognizing other subjects as independent centres of  intentionality and thereby giving up the sovereignty of  one’s own 
perspective is, it would seem, not a pleasurable experience. It is not in Hegel’s story of  the lord and the bondsman (or slave), 
and it is not always in real life either (especially thinking of  the pain and potential trauma of  separation in early childhood). 
In Hegel’s story of  the “struggle of  recognition” it seems to be exactly the violence or shock of  the non-reducibility of  the 
other subject to one’s solipsistic viewpoint that decentres the immediate desire-driven mode of  consciousness, and makes it 
conscious of  its perspective as one among many.
12. Pinkard seems to make a rhetorical volte-face from a Kantian Hegel who is quietist about nature to a version of  Hegel 
who appears very much like an elaborate version of  Hobbes, when he conceives of  freedom as standing in a relation “of  
being both ‘master’ and ‘slave’ to another agent (who also stands in that relation to oneself)” (Terry Pinkard, German Philosophy 
1760-1860: The Legacy of  Idealism. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002, 283.) This makes it seem as if  mutual 
recognition is a matter of  mutual fear and the natural end of  survival (since clearly the slave is bound by fear for his life), and 
thereby reducible to natural motives—something that looks like a parody of  the Kant-Hegelian idea of  freedom as government 
by collectively self-authorized norms. This is certainly not a construal of  his position that Pinkard would be happy with, but 
the problem is that, in avoiding thematizing the question about the role of  naturality in recognition itself. a Kantian-Hegelian 
position easily ends up being conceptually so vague that it does not have the means to discern when nature (and Hobbes) has 
in fact slipped in. Robert Pippin’s resoluteness in saying as little as possible about the psychological processes and capacities 
involved in recognition (see his Hegel’s Practical Philosophy, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2008, especially chapters 
2, 5 and 7) makes me wonder whether he is eventually on any safer grounds on this issue. I am asking how Redding—as a 
Hegelian who certainly does not avoid talking about nature and psychology—sees the options here.
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HEGEL, ANALYTIC PHILOSOPHY AND THE RETURN OF 
METAPHYISCS 

Simon Lumsden

At issue in Paul Redding’s 2007 work, Analytic Philosophy and the Return of  Hegelian Thought, and in a number 
of  related papers that he has published since then is a very ambitious project: that analytic philosophy has to 
take a Hegelian turn if  it is to resolve its own ongoing systemic problems. Since it was published, the book has 
had a considerable impact, such as an author-meets-critic session at the Pacific division of  the APA in 2008 
with Robert Brandom giving a long, generous, and very positive response. There have also been other panels 
on this work at other meetings of  the APA since then. Paul’s research on the need for analytic philosophy to 
take its idealist turn, and his examination of  McDowell and Brandom has continued to promote debate and 
interest amongst a cross-section of  philosophers. I am personally indebted to Paul: since the publication of  this 
book whenever my more analytically-trained colleagues have asked me, “Why do these perfectly respectable 
philosophers – Brandom and McDowell – have an interest in Hegel?” I am now spared having to give a brief  
summary of  the animating problems of  post-Kantian idealism and explaining how these connect to McDowell 
and Brandom’s thought. Now all have to do is direct them to Paul’s writings on this issue.

As Redding sees it, the only way to overcome the intractable problems in analytic philosophy that Sellars and 
others had pointed out, but from which they could not escape, is for analytic philosophy to make a Hegelian 
turn. For this reason the neo-Hegelian thought of  John McDowell and Robert Brandom is the way forward 
for analytic philosophy, since they both recognise that a core problem with the defining traditions of  analytic 
philosophy has its roots in the response to Kant’s Critical Philosophy and they also think, in their own distinctive 
ways, the only correct response is a Sellarsian-Hegelian one. How successful they are in achieving this is not 
something I am capable of  commenting on.

The neo-Hegelianism of  two of  analytic philosophy’s leading contemporary figures is one of  the great ironies 
in the history of  philosophy. The creation myth of  the analytic tradition is that its identity is taken to have been 
forged in opposition to the murky depths of  Hegel’s thought. Its diverse and rich internal developments since 
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then has of  course long since abandoned any preoccupation with its fall from Teutonic idealism, nevertheless 
the spectre of  Hegelianism has never been completely exorcised. The principle of  non-contradiction, the 
general abhorrence of  the woolly language of  post-Kantian idealism as well as the whole cluster of  objections 
that Russell raises against Hegel and the British idealists do still permeate analytic self-understanding.

In Analytic Philosophy and the Return of  Hegelian Thought, and in a number recent essays1 that further explore  
the relation of  Hegel and the neo-Hegelian thought of  Brandom and McDowell to analytic philosophy, Paul 
demonstrates that this creation myth had already been undermined by the analytic tradition itself. Post-Kantian 
problems had been explicitly present in that tradition in the writings of  Frege, Wittgenstein and Sellars, all 
of  whom have been central in structuring subsequent debate in this tradition. In effect Paul argues there is a 
Hegelian way of  confronting problems in analytic philosophy that has always been there, though it is not until 
McDowell and Brandom that the insufficiencies in Frege, Wittgenstein and even Sellars himself  were drawn out 
in such a way as to show the necessity of  the Hegelian turn. So what is this problem?

Kant had attempted to resolve the opposition between empiricism and rationalism by positing receptivity and 
spontaneity as distinct roles in a unified cognition. The way Kant divided cognition into its receptive and 
spontaneous arms still, Hegel argued, betrayed Kant’s awe of  the object. The way he conceived the concept-
intuition relation, presupposed a “sensuous reality”,2 that is, a separate nature that is given cognitive significance 
through discursivity. In short, for Hegel, the way Kant frames the concept-intuition relation still presupposes the 
separateness of  mind and world. This is why Hegel in the introduction to the Science of  Logic asserts that Ancient 
metaphysics is superior to Kant’s approach as its claims for thinking are also claims for the truth of  objects, not 
just our thinking of  them. The traditional metaphysical approach presented Hegel as overcoming the problem 
of  the thing-in-itself  and the dualism of  mind and world, which seemed to result from the Kant’s formulation 
of  the concept-intuition distinction, by advocating a spirit-monism that is knowable in itself. 

The initial transition from understanding Hegel’s thought as a reversion to dogmatic metaphysics was set in 
motion by Klaus Hartmann.3 Hartmann was instrumental in conceiving Hegel’s project as a continuation of  
Kant’s critical tradition. Hartmann took Kant’s philosophical legacy to be formulated in the following way: 
human reason does not have to appeal to a transcendent domain of  objects, norms or categories in order to 
justify an action. In Hegel’s terminology, thought must be ‘self-determining’, or reason must be ‘self-grounding’. 
Since the late 1980s, revisionist interpreters of  Hegel in the English-speaking world have followed Hartmann in 
arguing that his thought should be understood as a continuation of  the Kantian critical project understood in 
this way. Reason must be regarded as reflectively setting the norms for its own operations. This self-grounding 
rationality dispelled the idea that the key notions of  Hegel’s project (Spirit, reason, the Idea, the Concept) 
could be understood as the expression of  a quasi-divine intelligence. Why this way of  interpreting Hegel was 
described as non-metaphysical was easy to see both in relation to previous Hegel scholarship and in the standard 
understanding of  metaphysics which took itself  to be concerned with what most “fundamentally exists” (being 
and substance), that is, there is some given way in which the world independently exists that philosophical 
reflection is able to grasp.

Paul’s recent work has eschewed the non-metaphysical term and resurrected a “metaphysical ambition,” but it 
is a radically qualified sense of  metaphysics, indeed it is a thoroughly Hegelian revival of  the term. Following 
on from Sellars, McDowell and Brandom, we can see the necessity for this. Thought is not representational in 
the sense of  it reflecting “an independently determinate realm of  objects” but neither can be it an independent 
realm of  thought determinations, which is how Hartman had taken Hegel’s categories to be. Hartmann’s 
category approach fails to avoid the accusation of  “spinning frictionlessly in the void”. As Paul argues, in order 
to avoid a dualism of  being on the side and categories of  thought on the other, “we must be able somehow to 
think these two realms as one.” 4 Kant, at least to his idealist successors, had thought he was unable to achieve 
this. Whatever Hegel means by ‘the Absolute’, it is clear at least that it is the term meant to capture just such 
a position. This had been Schelling’s project as well. How then to bridge the gulf  between thought and being 
without reinstating pre-Kantian metaphysics?
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The usual story that is told about the way Hegel resolves the residual problems in the Critical Philosophy is 
that he corrects Fichte’s and Schelling’s inadequate attempts to bridge those problems, Schelling giving a more 
objective resolution to the problem and Fichte a more subjective resolution. Paul argues that Hegel overcomes 
this mind-world dualism by appropriating an Aristotelian idea. On the face of  it, this would seem an odd 
strategy to correct deficiencies in the Critical Philosophy since, conventionally understood, Aristotle’s thought is 
the archetype of  precisely that style of  metaphysics against which the Critical Philosophy defines itself, namely 
a divine substance. In Paul’s reading, however, Aristotle’s metaphysics provides the corrective to the deficiencies 
in Kant’s Critical Philosophy as well as  in the attempts by Fichte and Schelling to resolve those deficiencies. 
The Aristotle that Hegel appeals to is not concerned with how the would is, in some definitive sense, but rather 
his is a metaphysics that is concerned to describe reason’s self-production. What reason produces for itself, in 
the confines of  spirit, is a self-correcting movement in which contradictory claims about objects are resolved 
into more adequate claims. This conceptual self-correction changes how we come to see the world. Critically 
there is no fact of  the matter that is outside this sphere of  conceptual contestation to which we can appeal to 
correct our view; all we have is this rational contestation. This conceptual self-correction establishes the logical 
structure for the categories of  being. 

Hegel also recognised in Aristotle’s God an ancient precursor to the Fichtean self-positing subject. He sees 
Aristotle’s own account of  the energeia of  the divine as expressing the type of  determinate negativity that Hegel 
appropriated from Fichte as the defining feature of  subjectivity. Hegel extends this Fichtean-Aristotelianism 
such that the negative and the norms it creates are mediated through a socially and collectively constituted set 
of  recognitive relations and institutions which we can, in modernity at least and under a revamped notion of  
the Christian God, collectively identify as our own. This self-correcting normativity, with no outside that can be 
appealed to for a God’s-eye perspective against which our claims and commitments could be judged, is Hegel’s 
account of  objectivity. The contradictions, transitions and competition between competing claims describes just 
how the world is for self-reflective creatures like us. Just how the Schellingian insights into nature that clearly 
influenced Hegel view of  the Absolute are transformed into this metaphysical picture is difficult to see on this 
narrative; perhaps part of  the argument here is that Schelling’s role for the natural is usurped by the Fichtean-
Aristotelianism by which Paul takes Hegel to correct the Critical Philosophy and allow the reconnection of  
mind and world. 

Both McDowell and Brandom have done more than any other figures in Anglo-American philosophy in recent 
years to connect Continental philosophy, at least in its German variation, back into a unified philosophical 
project. Certainly they have been far more successful than Rorty in presenting these traditions as concerned 
with a common philosophical enterprise. The reason for this success, unlike Rorty, and no doubt for reasons 
internal to analytic philosophy, is that they have focused their attention on probably the defining moment in 
modern philosophy — the reception of  Kant’s Critical Philosophy. The work of  McDowell and Brandom and 
now Paul’s book has allowed the beginning of  the realignment of  German idealism and analytic philosophy. 
Although it is probably not until the first Schelling scholar receives a research professorship at the RSSS at the 
ANU or an endowed chair at Princeton that we will be able to say that this division is officially over!

The problem with the mythology of  the origin of  analytic philosophy, particularly in a philosophical approach 
with minimal interest in history (either its own or any other) – is that it can easily create a new myth-defining 
moment for itself. Indeed that has already happened; the debate has moved on from a positioning of  itself  
against Hegel and neo-Hegelianism to a broader methodological orientation which positions its claims, form, 
and scope against those of  this post-Hegelian European tradition.  This allows a very easy migration of  
‘whipping boy’ status from idealist Teutonic murkiness to French post-structuralist irrationality. One of  the 
great benefits of  Paul’s book, by refocusing on the reception of  Kant’s Critical Philosophy, and in particular 
the receptivity/spontaneity distinction, is that it opens up a genuine path for discussion between figures like 
Deleuze and analytic philosophy precisely because engaging with this distinction is central to understanding 
the emergence of  post-structuralism. While it is unlikely that Anglo-American philosophy would ever take a 
Deleuzian turn, at least some kind of  conversation is possible now since there is a commonality of  interest in 
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their confrontation of  the problems that plague Kant’s thought.

SIMON LUMSDEN is a Senior Lecturer at the University of  New South Wales. He has published 
widely on German Idealism, phenomenology and poststructuralism, and is currently completing a 
manuscript on the development of  self-consciousness in German Idealism and the critique of  the 
subject in Heidegger and poststructuralism.
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REPLIES TO DERANTY, IKÄHEIMO, LUMSDEN AND 
BOWDEN
Paul Redding

First, I want to say how grateful I am to Jean-Philippe Deranty, Heikki Ikahaimo, Simon Lumsden and Sean 
Bowden for giving me the privilege and benefit of  their carefully considered views on the direction taken by my 
work on Hegel and idealism. I also wish to thank Andrew Benjamin for having suggested a session at the 2009 
ASCP annual conference at which versions of  these reflections and replies were first aired, as well as to Robert 
Sinnerbrink, chair of  the ASCP executive committee, and to Jon Roffe and the editorial board of  Parrhesia, for 
seeing this project through. 

As Jean-Philippe suggests in his sketch of  my account of  Hegel’s concept of  recognition, Hegel doesn’t think of  
self-reflection as basically achieved by “stepping back” and viewing one’s ideas from a type of  metaperspective. 
Rather, self-consciousness comes primarily via engagement with another, differently located subject. (If  I had 
a badge slogan for this, it might read “Other, not Meta”.) While at a theoretical level I’ve held to a dialogical 
model of  philosophizing for a considerable time, it is in contexts such as these that one gets a deeper sense 
of  just how dependent on dialogical engagement any thinking actually is. There is too much in what my 
four interlocutors have said to respond adequately here to all points, but I’ll try to pick up on what strike me 
as important issues. I’ll reply to each in turn, but each reply will address issues that overflow the boundaries 
between separating them. 

JEAN-PHILIPPE DERANTY (ON HEGEL’S HERMENEUTICS)

Jean-Philippe asks how my recognition-focused account of  Hegel relates to others within the larger group of  
recent broadly revisionist readings of  Hegel. This is something I have naturally thought a lot about, but about 
which I still find difficult to be specific. Here is an attempt.

The first reading of  Hegel in the English-language literature to go down this path in a systematic way was, 
as far as I’m aware, that of  Robert Williams.1 While Williams’s reading was fundamentally from within a 
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phenomenological framework, and was focused on Hegel’s practical philosophy (and, as Jean-Philippe mentions, 
had definite theological dimensions), in Hegel’s Hermeneutics I tended to draw on both hermeneutic considerations 
and ideas from analytic epistemology. Besides this, I also attempted to apply the concept of  recognition more 
widely, suggesting its applicability to Hegel’s logical concerns, and not just his social philosophy. In certain ways, 
here my approach was closer to the sorts of  ideas found in the “non-metaphysical” account of  Robert Pippin 
and Terry Pinkard, by which I had been deeply influenced.2 The proximity of  my recognition-based approach 
to their approaches probably also had much to do with a shared interest in emerging pragmatist and anti-realist 
strands within analytic philosophy, and the relations of  these strands to Hegel.3 

There is much with which I am in agreement in the approaches of  Pippin and Pinkard, and I see myself  
as generally in that camp, but possibly one thing that has come to separate my own approach has been an 
increasing tendency on my part to be more comfortable (or perhaps, less uncomfortable) with the language of  
a type of  “idealist” metaphysics. This had been somewhat obscured in Hegel’s Hermeneutics by the dominant 
epistemological register, but as Heikki points out in his piece, there was nevertheless, also a strongly ontological 
significance given there to recognition. In short, I portrayed human agents as “recognition-dependent” entities. 
Qua self-conscious and intentional being, capable in some way of  rational thought and free activity, I am an 
entity dependent on existence within actual patterns of  reciprocally recognitive activity. Considered outside of  
that context, I simply take myself  to be just a natural being of  sorts, an organism. Recognition dependence is 
a version of  “mind-dependence”, and to this extent the picture I advocate of  human subjects is an idealist one.

I must admit that I have never seen this aspect of  idealism as “metaphysically” worrisome, nor as being at odds 
with an otherwise broadly (non-reductionist) naturalistic view of  being human. I don’t see this form of  idealism 
as in any way committed to anything like immaterial substances a la Berkeley’s “immaterialist” metaphysics; 
rather, I have tended to see any worries here as generated from some (to me, unwarranted) naturalistic metaphysical 
assumptions. To this extent, “idealism”, as I understand it, is close to common sense: after all, on reflection we 
seem to standardly grant a kind of  mind-dependent status to certain arrays of  everyday entities (BHP Billiton, 
for example), properties (e.g., that of  being a prime minister), and relations (e.g., that of  being married to). I think of  
these things, properties and relations as the components of  what Anscombe called “institutional” (as opposed 
to “brute”) facts. For instance, a news item in today’s paper concerns a former prime minister with an inflamed 
gall-bladder. Having an inflamed gall-bladder is, I take it, as “brute” a fact as you can get—that is, is a fact about 
a natural entity considered as such. But while one can have an inflamed gall-bladder without this fact being 
recognized by anybody, its hard to see how one could be a prime minister in a way that is entirely independent 
of  the recognition of  others in an analogous way. 

On my reading, Hegel simply spreads this type of  “mind-dependent” status wider than many would. As noted, 
a thing like myself  qua rational and free subject would (along with BHP, but not gall bladders) be included 
in the list of  recognition-dependent things, and along with such entities Hegel would include, I think, the 
objects towards which the intentional states of  beings like myself  are directed.4 So in general, I see the idealist 
movement, following Kant, as tending to treat as mind-dependent the array of  traditionally metaphysical objects 
that had before him been treated as “real” in the sense of  having the “there anyway” status a naturalist would 
give to natural entities.5 In short, Hegel treats the traditional subject matter of  philosophy (rather than natural 
science) as recognition-dependent. In Hegel’s rhetoric, such entities, properties, relations and so on, are treated 
as “spiritual [geistig]”, not natural. 

In this sense, I see idealism as having something in common with those contemporary forms of  naturalism which 
also don’t give to the traditional objects of  “metaphysics” the real “there anyway” status of  what populates 
the universe according to natural science.6 But, rather than just dismiss the objects of  traditional metaphysical 
approaches, or reduce them somehow to natural entities in the way of  a reductionist naturalism, idealism 
reinterprets them, assigning them a mind-dependent status. This in turn opens up a space for investigating them 
in a systematic way. My feeling is that “non-metaphysical” Hegelians have been generally happier to talk about 
the normativity or rule-governedness of  practices and about the “norms” governing those practices, and so on, 
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rather than talk directly in this way about mind-dependent objects, properties or relations. This may come 
from a worry about being taken to be doing “metaphysics” in the old, outmoded fashion, but whatever the 
motivation this gives their Hegelianism a more Kantian flavour than it might otherwise have. Nevertheless, I 
still tend to think of  the difference of  my approach as one of  emphasis. The sense of  metaphysics in the idealist 
metaphysics I attribute to Hegel is not the sense rejected by the “non-metaphysical” approach.

In Hegel’s Hermeneutics I think I was likewise anxious to distance Hegel from “metaphysical” thought taken 
in the old pre-Kantian sense, and that this was expressed in the predominantly “epistemological” register in 
which recognition is discussed there. But besides the more “ontological” aspect of  recognition-dependent 
subjects, there I was also happier, as both Jean-Philippe and Heikki note, to treat the sort of  “Schellingian” or 
“nature-philosophical” features of  Hegel’s thought than has generally been the case with the more Kant-Fichte 
orientation of  the non-metaphysical account. I think this fits in with my idea about a realm of  recognition-
dependent, but otherwise objective features of  reality that I allude to above. But besides thinking that such talk is 
“metaphysically” unobjectionable, I also see a danger coming from another direction—that of  the assimilation 
of  Hegelian idealism to what in the analytic world is generally thought of  as a type of  pragmatist “anti-realism”. 
In relation to this I have been influenced by John McDowell’s criticisms of  the anti-realist tendencies of  those, 
such as Rorty, who share his enthusiasm for Sellars.7 For McDowell, the danger facing a rejection of  realism is 
the subjectivism of  thinking of  the basic features of  the world as mere projections of  “facts about us”. Thus he sees 
Hegel’s idealism as rejecting any such “subjective idealism” by achieving what he refers to as an “equipoise” 
between mind and world, an equipoise which ascribes directional priority to neither side.8 

Although I worry about some aspects of  McDowell’s approach to these matters, I think the “equipoise” idea a 
very useful way of  thinking about Hegel’s idealism. An exclusive focus on the idea of  our behaviour as normative 
or “rule-following”, as in the approach of  Robert Brandom, can make it sound as if the objects I want to think 
of  as “ideal” are mind-dependent in a much stronger sense than I want—mere projections of  our cognitively 
relevant intentional practices that could be described in a language which itself  involves no commitment to the 
formal objects engaged by those practices. In contrast, as expressed with the “equipoise” idea, I want to think 
of  ideal objects as having a certain independence from us,9 perhaps one might even talk of  such objects as having 
causal properties which are only expressed in the context of  our normative practices and not in the natural 
world.10 For example, this is how I think Hegel conceives of  the ontological status of  “right” within the logically 
based system of  “right” that he explores in The Philosophy of  Right. While there is no sense in which the world 
would contain “rights” were there no recognizers around to recognize certain things as bearing those rights, the 
complex system of  rights can nevertheless be considered as somehow objective and having a logic of  its own, 
and not as a mere reflection of  what “we” happen think about rights. 

As Jean-Philippe’s last two questions—about the role of  nature-philosophical aspects of  Hegel in my account 
and the relation of  my account of  recognition to the well-known approach to recognition in the work of  Axel 
Honneth—overlap with questions raised by Heikki, I’ll try to answer them together in the following section. 

HEIKKI IKAHEIMO (ON THE LOGIC OF AFFECT)

As Heikki points out, the nature-philosophical aspect of  recognition comes out more focally in my second 
book where I tried to trace connections between idealism as I understand it and works of  what might be best 
called “philosophical psychology” from the later nineteenth and early twentieth century, predominantly those 
of  William James and Sigmund Freud. Here I was not arguing for any direct historical influence of  Hegel, 
although there were clearly a strong influences of  Schellingian nature-philosophy from the early nineteenth 
century on aspects of  medical scientific thought as it developed during that century. What I tried to suggest, 
was that James and Freud had both inherited a form of  Spinozist “psycho-physical parallelism” that had been 
transmitted by Schelling’s influence on medical thought about the mind, but that each had been led to modify 
it in trying to account for features of  human intentionality, and that as modified their approaches had distinctly 
“Hegelian” features. Moreover, such features are recognizable in the work of  a number of  more contemporary 
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theorists of  emotion and affect, although not usually understood in this way. 

One thing I tried to do in The Logic of  Affect was to develop ideas in relation to the first of  the two particular 
realms of  Sittlichkeit that Hegel separates in Philosophy of  Right—the family and civil society—that I had treated in 
Hegel’s Hermeneutics in terms of  their characteristically different forms of  recognition. Hegel thinks of  the family 
as fundamentally bound together by a generally affect-laden intentional attitude, “love”, and so I took the 
fundamental form of  recognition here to be typically expressed in emotional expressions directed towards one’s 
intimates. In contrast, the subject of  civil society is individuated as a “person” and recognized as an abstract bearer 
of  “rights”—fundamentally rights with respect to access and use of  objects of  needs and desires. This approach 
thus involved a further exploration of  the “ontological” conception of  recognition present in the earlier book. 
Different sides of  our subjective existence, I suggested in Hegel’s Hermeneutics, are given recognizable expression 
in these different contexts. My suggestion there was that a thinker like Adam Smith, who, by treating the 
subjects as found (and formed) within civil society as “natural”, had, from an Hegelian point of  view, confused 
a “spiritual” entity with a natural one, and had thereby hypostatized one dimension of  human subjectivity over 
others, resulting in a very one-sided philosophical anthropology. 

Both Heikki and Jean-Philippe, invoking the work of  Axel Honneth, raise the question of  the role of  “recognition” 
as a type of  struggled for good within the public sphere, a good which can be withheld from individuals and groups, 
with attendant damage and injustice. I have certainly always admired Honneth’s work, and have been keenly 
interested in the way it has been developed by Jean-Philippe, Heikki and others. More specifically, I have 
considered the introduction of  the theme of  recognition into the political sphere in this way to be a great 
advance, providing a framework for the discussion of  forms of  injustice and damage which are otherwise 
difficult to pin down. Furthermore, I have never seen this development as incompatible with my approach, 
but as simply as the investigation of  a different side of  Hegel’s idea. While I have stressed the importance of  
Hegel’s differentiation of  the spheres of  immediate and mediated recognition—the family and civil society—
and tried to relate these to characteristic features of  the type of  rationality and freedom of  subjects formed 
in such contexts, I have tried to avoid the idea that each sphere rigidly instantiates one form of  recognition, 
and one form alone. Features of  the familial form appear for Hegel in civil society, and of  course individuals 
within families can feel and behave as the bearers of  abstract “property rights” vis a vis each other. But Hegel’s 
way of  thinking of  these different spheres in terms of  the predominance of  one of  the two forms (“immediate” 
and “mediate”) of  recognition has seemed to me to be tremendously insightful, and as constituting a powerful 
criticism of  the sort of  “possessive individualist” approach to subjectivity and sociality that results from the 
tendency to naturalize and hypostatize the civil sphere after the manner of  Smith. Thus the approach to 
recognition championed by Honneth seems to me to further the investigation of  the sorts of  pathologies of  civil 
society that Hegel first sketches in the Philosophy of  Right and that, in many ways, were the starting points for my 
thinking about these issues. 

Heikki raises a worry about my approach—about my treating the expression of  pleasurable and displeasurable 
affects among subjects as aspects of  a subject-shaping recognitive processes—but I tend to think that it rests on 
a misunderstanding. As he points out, for Hegel it is recognition that allows the “Aufhebung of  mere desire-
orientation”, however, “if  it is true that pleasure and displeasure are necessary moving or motivating ingredients 
in anything humans do even as full-fledged persons” as I suggest, “then it seems that the immediacy of  animal 
motivation is, in fact, not overcome in recognition”. 

First, I’m not sure that Hegel’s idea of  the “Aufhebung of  mere desire-orientation” need imply the “overcoming” 
of  “the immediacy of  animal motivation” in the sense that Heikki’s worry seems to suggest. One aspect of  
Hegel’s critique of  Kant that I have always found powerful is his critique is Kant’s tendency to polarize or 
dichotomize acting on the basis of  “inclination” and acting on the basis of  that the moral law. It was something 
of  this critique that I was trying to capture by appealing to the role of  affective pleasures and displeasures in 
human interaction, pleasures and displeasures that seem to me, moreover, to function very differently to the 
pleasures and displeasures that are bound up with desire and its satisfaction and frustration.11 In The Logic of  
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Affect I looked at the difference between the pleasures of  affects and those of  desire-satisfaction in the work of  
the American psychologist Silvan Tomkins, who, among other things, studied the dynamics of  smiling between 
mothers and infants. Tomkins thought the response of  smiling to be accompanied by pleasurable affects, and 
that in turn smiling responses are elicited in subjects by the smiles of  others, this generating a type of  “felicté à 
deux” that he likened to the mutually pleasurable dynamics of  sexual intercourse. Here I generalized to a wider 
range of  affective expressions the hint in Hegel’s treatment of  sex as involving a type of  mutual recognition 
between lovers, a view that Hegel effectively opposed to Kant’s implied account of  sex as a type of  economic 
transaction for the satisfaction of  individual desires.

Heikki is right, I think, that the giving of  recognition can be, in its affective dimensions, unpleasurable in contrast 
to the receiving of  it. (Without the pain of  “unrequited love”, there would be no country music!) But construing 
pleasure and unpleasure in this way sounds like such forms of  affective recognition are being transposed to 
the “economic” realm, the realm of  civil society. And while recognition can be treated as a type of  good to be 
desired and understood as something like feelings of  self-worth that one is owed, looking at the role of  affects in 
mediating recognitive processes in the context of  interaction with intimates gives, I believe, a different picture. 
Here we find forms of  recognition in which the giving can be as equally pleasurable as the receiving. Of  course one 
can be naively Pollyannaish about the familial realm, and life there can often be far from all joy and light. The 
withholding of  affections can be crippling within a system in which, in contrast to the economic sphere, access to 
the goods at issue cannot be earned,12 but I think of  Hegel’s separation of  the dynamics of  the familial and civil 
realms, and his insistence on the necessity of  “immediate” forms of  recognition associated with the former as 
insightful. Thus I read him as an acute diagnostician of  the pathologies that can arise when subjects are denied 
the forms of  recognition beyond those formal ones recognized as needing protection within the framework of  
liberalism. 

SIMON LUMSDEN (ON ANALYTIC PHILOSOPHY AND THE RETURN OF 
HEGELIAN THOUGHT)

In his comments on my third book Simon very helpfully brings out the themes that, somewhat to my own 
surprise, emerged during the writing. While starting out to write a very affirmative account of  the approach 
of  the analytic neo-Hegelianism of  Robert Brandom and John McDowell, I found myself  digging in my heels 
concerning their apparent willingness to abandon a very traditionalist Aristotelian strand of  thought within 
Hegel. With the help of  hindsight, and Jean-Philippe’s and Heikki’s comments on the earlier work, I can see 
now that I shouldn’t have been so surprised, and that to some extent I had wanted to preserve a certain sort of  
traditional metaphysics within the generally “non-metaphysical” approach that Simon helpfully traces through 
back to the work of  Hartmann. The work of  Brandom and McDowell, I believe, has been tremendously 
important for an understanding as well as reassessment of  Hegel from a contemporary philosophical point of  
view, and to this extent I have not been attracted to the often dismissive treatment that they have met at the 
hands of  more traditionalist Hegelians. Hegel had taken contemporary movements in philosophy very seriously, 
and were we able to somehow clone a present version of  him, I can’t imagine him dismissing the one-hundred-
year-long analytic philosophical tradition out of  hand. And yet there is a degree of  truth to the traditionalists’ 
claims (and the claims of  many others more generally in the “continental” tradition) that the analysts are 
typically “stuck” within the form of  the thought that Hegel labeled “understanding” (Verstand), and miss out on 
the richness of  “reason” (Vernunft). It is, however, easier to repeat this as a campaign slogan, than it is to spell it 
out in detail in an actual argument. 

As I have mentioned earlier, one thing I found I had in common with the “non-metaphysical” Hegelians 
was an interest in and  felt proximity to the Sellarsian turn in analytic philosophy. Robert Pippin had some 
references to the work of  Sellars in Hegel’s Idealism but it was Terry Pinkard who more explicitly took his reading 
of  Hegel’s Phenomenology of  Spirit in his book of  1994. From the mid-to-late nineties the intersections of  these 
approaches started to become the theme for an increasing number of  conferences featuring an array of  “usual 
suspects”: Pippin and Pinkard on the one hand and Rorty, Brandom and McDowell on the other. The deeper 
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I got into this material, the more worries I had about the distorting effects of  certain prototypically “analytic” 
assumptions was having both on the “Pittsburgh neo-Hegelian” reading of  Hegel, and on the substantive 
conception of  philosophy being argued for. This pushed me to thinking further about how I saw the idealist 
tradition in general, and a reassessment of  the idealists’ relation to Plato and Aristotle in a philosophical world 
that was otherwise happy to cast itself  adrift from this tradition. The Fregean revolution in logic at the end of  
the nineteenth century, which for the most part has been taken as a given by analytic philosophers, I started to 
see as an extension of  anti-Platonist and anti-Aristotelian type of  thought running through British philosophy 
since the seventeenth century. 

Related to this, I have come to think of  the willingness to completely break with the Greek tradition, and 
the history of  philosophy in general, as one characteristic marking off  the analytic approach from the more 
“continental” tradition. For example, much of  what seems bizarre to an analytically trained philosopher in, say, 
the thought of  Heidegger, seems a reflection of  certain Aristotelian timbre found in Heidegger’s writing. Even 
the infamous theme of  “the nothing”—the object of  many jokes since Carnap’s famous denunciation—makes a 
certain sense once one looks at it in relation to some of  the disputes between Aristotelians and moderns around 
the time of  the impact of  early modern science.13 Similarly Hegel’s logic, with its powerful but confusing use of  
“determinate negation” becomes much more intelligible when one views it in relation to Aristotelian logic, with 
its way of  treating negation that differs from Frege’s.

Somewhat paradoxically, my way back into the Aristotelian aspects of  Hegel was prompted by the work of  
Sellars, suggesting that there is nothing particularly intrinsic to analytic philosophy that gives it the strongly anti-
Aristotelian tenor that it tends to have. (Until reading Sellars himself, my thoughts about his famous “critique 
of  the Myth of  the Given” had been courtesy of  the quite distinctive version found in Rorty and Brandom.) 
I have also come to realize that there has been still a considerable, if  somewhat subterranean, stream of  
Aristotelianism running through analytic philosophy, probably most obviously as in the form of  Aristotelian 
“virtue ethics” prompted by Anscombe’s work in the 1950s. Moreover, among the “non-classical” logics beloved 
of  many antipodean logicians, some allow a greater contact with Hegel than is possible within a uniformly 
Fregean way of  thinking.14

In my earlier work I tried to get going the idea of  a certain “cognitive contextualism” that accompanies the 
differently recognitively structured conceptions of  subjectivity in Hegel. This comes out in Analytic Philosophy 
and the Return of  Hegelian Thought as the claim that a generally “Aristotelian” conception of  logical form (reflected 
in Hegel’s “logic of  being”) goes with more immediate practical contexts, while that developed in Frege, in 
which sub-propositional parts are thought of  as significant not in themselves but in terms of  their contribution 
to the truth-value of  the whole proposition, fits better the reflective thought structures Hegel treats of  the “logic 
of  essence”. (The “logic of  the concept”, is Hegel’s attempt, I think, to reconcile these two different types of  
thought within “syllogistically” mappable recognitive relations among thinkers.) Hegel’s thought is in no way 
fundamentally opposed to the elaboration of  “essence” type structures that Frege’s breakthroughs allowed; once 
again, the argument is against the one-sided hypostatization of  such categories at the expense of  those of  
“immediate” cognition that I alluded to in the context of  the family and civil society as opposed recognitive 
realms. While Brandom’s development of  Hegel is very much tied to a commitment to the direction of  Frege, 
some helpfully restraining features of  Aristotelianism are, I think, found in McDowell and Sellars. Part of  my 
current work is trying to cash out these ideas further.

SEAN BOWDEN (CONTINENTAL IDEALISM: LEIBNIZ TO NIETZSCHE)

In writing the Analytic Philosophy book, I had increasingly felt the need to somehow separate my own reading 
of  Hegel, with its more Aristotelian features, from the ones I was reconstructing. So after it I set about my 
reconstruction of  Hegel’s relation to the idealist tradition as a whole that Sean comments on. Here I’m very 
grateful to Sean for his illuminating thoughts on how idealism, when understood along the lines I sketch in 
Continental Idealism, might allow a different relation between the idealist tradition and modern continental 



REPLIES     

forms of  thought to come into view. My reading of  Deleuze has been, I must admit, very limited, but I do 
remember working my way through his book on Leibniz,15 when I first became interested in pursuing issues 
of  the perspectival nature of  thought. Of  course Leibniz himself  plays an important role in the history of  
perspectivism, with his metaphor in the Monadology of  the difference between different perspectival views onto 
the one city. In Hegel’s Hermeneutics I had tried to relate aspects of  Hegel’s thought to Leibniz, in contrast with 
the more popular way of  relating him to Spinoza, but it was only later that I came to think of  Leibniz as having 
a much bigger role in attempts to understanding Kant and the post-Kantians. (I distinctly remember hearing a 
lecture in 2000 by the Kant scholar Henry Allison, and realizing how much of  Kant I had been missing by not 
being alert to the Leibnizian resonances.)

Sean mentions how while Deleuze is traditionally considered a materialist, he thinks that he might be put in 
the context of  the idealist tradition as I sketch it. As he points out, here the tendency to see Berkeley not only as 
an idealist but almost as the exemplary idealist has been extremely distortive. If  one attends to the role of  the 
form-matter distinction in Kant, and understands his idealism, as Kant himself  stresses, as an idealism about 
form, then idealism no longer stands in a binary opposition to materialism, and it is easier to appreciate how for 
Fichte, for example, “idealism” has to be able to be combined with a type of  “realism”. The opposing positions 
to idealism on my account would be, on the one hand, being an idealist about matter (Berkeley), and being a realist 
about form. Since Kant, “form” has come to imply logical or conceptual form, as well as spatio-temporal form, 
and being a realist about form is, I take it, the traditionalist position in metaphysics. For example, Aristotle 
thought of  the categories as capturing the ontological structure of  being, and in recent analytic metaphysics, 
David Armstrong similarly understands “being” as having a certain type of  conceptual formedness, one that he 
captures in terms of  the notion of  a “state of  affairs”.16 It is just this objective form that he thinks captureable, 
as it were, in the form of  true propositions about being. I take contemporary anti-realists, like Kant, to oppose 
these traditional conceptions of  “being” as having form, but the Kantian form-matter distinction, which comes 
from Aristotle, has been largely lost to contemporary analytic philosophy, so what one arrives at when one 
opposes “realism” of  this sort is just “anti-realism”. Many have (to me, legitimate) concerns about the doctrine 
of  anti-realism, and even Richard Rorty in his later writings tried to take this debate beyond the dichotomy of  
realism and anti-realism. But I feel that when one is not so locked within the analytic framework, with its one-
sided rejection of  Aristotle’s logic and the type of  immediacy of  experience which it articulates, one gets more 
elbow room within which to think through these issues. And if  one entertains an idealist attitude to conceptual 
form, one will be able to be much more of  a contextualist as to the most appropriate ways in which to think of  
the “form” of  thought. 

In my thinking about Hegel’s idealist approach to ontology, I have tried to reintroduce elements of  more 
traditional thought into the post-Fregean proposition-first ways of  thinking that dominate mainstream analytic 
philosophy. As Sean points out, Deleuze wants to go in the direction of  an ontology of  events rather than objects 
or facts, and it is generally true that thinkers within the idealist and continental traditions have always had a 
very different conception of  the role of  time than is commonly found in the analytic tradition—think of  the 
way time features prominently in Hegel, Heidegger, or Bergson, for example. Despite their differences, thinkers 
within this tradition seem to resist the type of  “tenseless” ways of  thinking about the world more common 
within the analytic philosophy, ways of  thinking in which time is, it is sometimes said, “spatialized”. Again, this 
issue is part of  what, from an Hegelian point of  view, is an hypostatization of  the cognitive forms peculiar to 
“the understanding”, and it is linked to the way that the logical form of  thought has been conceived in the wake 
of  key analytic thinkers like Frege and Russell. 

As was pointed out by Arthur N. Prior in the 1950s, while in the tradition stemming from Frege and Russell, a 
proposition is thought of  as timelessly true if  true and timelessly false if  false, this was not the way thought was 
conceived in ancient or medieval philosophy.17 Aristotle, for example, thought of  propositions (or his analogue 
of  this notion) as “tensed”, and as, therefore, as liable to change their truth or falsity with time. It is in this way 
that the future can be thought of  as indeterminate and open to the effects of  action. Hegel, I think, in his famous 
master-slave passage in the Phenomenology of  Spirit, picked up on this feature of  Aristotelian thought in his very 
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Aristotelian conception of  the logical form of  the object worked on by the slave. Within these tensed conceptions 
of  thought there seems to me a place for genuine conceptions of  human transformative (and thereby self-
transformative) activity that cannot be expressed in thought conceived of  tenselessly.

What I said earlier about the advantages of  antipodean logical thought holds in particular to these considerations. 
Among the forms of  “non-classical” logic developed against the grain within the analytic tradition, was the so-
called “tense logic” of  Arthur N. Prior. Prior, a New Zealander, before his career in the UK, had been taught at 
the University of  Otago by the Hegel scholar and Husserl translator, J. N. Findlay. Indeed, Prior attributed his 
interest in tense logic to Findlay, whom he thought of  as the discipline’s “founding father”. While Prior had no 
apparent interest in Hegel or idealist philosophy, his approach to time and the present has been likened to that of  
Kierkegaard, with whose work he was, seemingly, familiar. My guess is that around the issue of  time there are 
fascinating synergies to be discovered between the work of  idealists and “continentals” on the one hand, and 
areas within analytic philosophy that, to some extent, run counter to its more Russellian directions, on the other. 

PAUL REDDING is Professor of  Philosophy at the University of  Sydney. He is the author of  
numerous works on Kantian and post-Kantian German Idealism, including, most recently, Continental 
Idealism: Leibniz to Nietzsche.



REPLIES     

NOTES

1. The first writing by Williams on this topic I’m aware of  was Robert R. Williams, “Hegel’s Concept of  Geist”, in Peter 
G. Stillman (ed.) Hegel’s Philosophy of  Spirit (Albany: State University of  New York Press, 1987). This was followed by two 
major books, Recognition: Fichte and Hegel on the Other (Albany: State University of  New York Press, 1992), and Hegel’s Ethics of  
Recognition (Berkeley: University of  California Press, 1997). Williams was drawing on the earlier approach of  Ludwig Siep. See 
in particular, Ludwig Siep, Anerkennung als Prinzip der praktischen Philosophie: Untersuchungen zu Hegels Jenaer Philosophie des Geistes, 
(Freiburg: Alber Verlag, 1979).
2. Key works here were Robert Pippin, Hegel’s Idealism: the Satisfactions of  Self-Consciousness, (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1989), and Terry Pinkard, Hegel’s Phenomenology: The Sociality of  Reason (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994). 
3. For me, the original source of  this was the pragmatist and anti-realist approach of  Richard Rorty’s Philosophy and the Mirror 
of  Nature (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1979), which influenced me greatly when it first appeared. I think my interest 
in Hegel to some extent grew from trying to hold on to those parts of  Rorty’s position I agreed with without going down the 
“anti-realist” path. 
4. These are the “formal” objects of  intentional existence, such as the “facts” towards which one is directed in knowledge, 
for example.
5. Kant had been explicit that he was an idealist about “form”, and such “forms” were the modern “subjective” descendent 
of  Plato’s forms. That is, what Plato had treated realistically, Kant treated as mind-dependent—i.e., idealistically. 
6. To get a sense of  how much of  contemporary analytic metaphysics gets eliminated on such a view, see, for example, James 
Ladyman and Don Ross, with David Spurrett and John Collier, Every Thing Must Go: Metaphysics Naturalized (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2007). 
7. John McDowell, Mind and World (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1994). Here McDowell is worried about the 
anti-realist “rebound” from the critique of  the empiricist “Myth of  the Given”.
8. McDowell uses the term in a paper (“The Apperceptive I and the Empirical Self: Towards a Heterodox Reading of  
“Lordship and Bondage” in Hegel’s Phenomenology”, in John McDowell, Having the World in View: Essays on Kant, Hegel, and Sellars 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2009), p. 150, but it perfectly captures the conception of  the relation of  mind 
and world as presented in his earlier Mind and World.
9. This is a version of  Kant’s “empirical” realism that is compatible with a “transcendental” idealism.
10. McDowell talks of  being “responsive” to meanings and normative requirements. Talking of  objects as having a causality 
expressed in the context of  intersubjective practices, but not nature, might just be another way of  saying the same thing. 
11. Here I have always been critical of  Kojève for construing the fundamental role of  recognition as the object of  a peculiar 
desire, the “desire for recognition”. For Hegel, the dynamics of  desire and of  affective behaviour are importantly different. In 
Analytic Philosophy and the Return of  Hegelian Thought, I try to look at the issue here against the background of  the “moral sense” 
tradition found in Hutcheson.
12. One of  the works that first got me interested in the theme of  recognition was the remarkable reading of  King Lear 
by Stanley Cavell, focused on the withholding of  love in the context of  a family, and the fatal attempts to try to buy the 
affections of  those around one. See Stanley Cavell, “The Avoidance of  Love”, in Must We Mean What We Say? A Book of  Essays, 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976).
13. For example, one crucial debate was over whether space and time were some kind of  substances or attributes (of  God, as 
Newton believed, for example), or whether they were actually nothing (what was left when you took some substance away, as it 
were). The latter was pretty much the standard Aristotelian view.
14. I’m thinking here primarily of  the likes of  Richard Sylvan (formerly, Richard Routley) and Graham Priest. It’s hard to 
appreciate Hegel’s logic without appreciating the way he uses negation, which is more in line with Aristotle’s “term negation” 
than the uniformly propositional negation of  Frege. Non-classical logicians like Sylvan and Priest explore alternatives to the 
standard Fregean way of  thinking of  negation. See, for example, Richard Sylvan, “What is that Item Designated Negation?” 
and Graham Priest, “Why not? A defense of  Dialetheic Theory of  Negation”, both in Dov M. Gabbay and Heinrich Wansing 
(eds.), What is Negation? (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1999). 
15. Gilles Deleuze, The Fold: Leibniz and the Baroque, trans. Tom Conley, (Minneapolis: University of  Minnesota Press, 1993).
16. David M. Armstrong, A World of  States of  Affairs (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997).
17. Arthur N. Prior, Time and Modality: Being the John Locke Lectures for 1955–6 delivered in the University of  Oxford (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1957), “Appendix A: Tenses and Truth in the History of  Logic”.
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