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I would like to lay out for you the main theoretical decisions in the philosophy of Alain Badiou concerning
the themes of today’s seminar: history and event.2 I do not speak as a disciple of Alain Badiou, because I
develop philosophical positions distinct from his: but it seems important to me, that if one seeks to enter into a
conceptual contemporaneity with the Marxist and Post-Marxist demands of politics and history, that one do so
with the full scope of Badiou’s system in view, a system, now built around his two principle books Being and Event
(BE) and Logics of Worlds (LW). This philosophy is particularly complex, but it seems to me that one can bring
it into view through the two notions of history and event. I will thus attempt to explain a nodal and seemingly
paradoxical thesis of Badiou’s: that there is only a history of the eternal, because only the eternal proceeds from the event. In
other words: there is only a history of truths insofar as all truth is strictly eternal and impossible to reduce to any
relativism.
Badiou refuses therefore two antithetical positions: on the one hand that there can be eternal truths deprived
as such of their historicity—a position proper to classical metaphysics—and on the other hand conversely that
there can be no eternal truth, all discursive statements being irremediably inscribed in a historico-cultural
context that strictly delimits the scope of truth to the particular instance that it supports. On the contrary, BE
maintains that there are eternal truths, but that they are not unifiable in a metaphysical system, because they
are distributed among four truth procedures: science, art, politics, and love—philosophy itself not having the
capacity to produce truths. These truths, moreover, cannot exist in a Heaven of Ideas: they are the result of
an undecidable event and of a fidelity of subjects that attempt to investigate their world in light of it. LW will
conversely add that all processes lacking truth are not historical in the true sense, but have been reduced to a
simple temporal modification without the capacity for truth and the subjects who adhere to it.
To elucidate the meaning of these statements, we must first understand the two constitutive theses of Badiouian
philosophy: 1. Mathematics is ontology; 2. All truth is post-evental.
We will then be in a position to draw out the precise connection that exists between the three principle terms of
our intervention: history, event, eternity.
◊
1. The inaugural decision of BE bears on ontology and conjoins two theses about it: the affirmation, on the one
hand, of its rational possibility (against Heidegger), and the denial, on the other hand, that philosophy carries
its burden (against dogmatic metaphysics). For it is, and always has been, mathematics, and only mathematics, that
constitutes according to Badiou, the discourse of being-qua-being. Consequently, ontology is identified as an
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unachievable science, evolving in rhythm with the most fundamental advances in the science that deploys it,
and does so even without the knowledge of mathematicians. They are “without knowledge,” because only the
philosopher can draw out the ontological meaning of mathematics—mathematicians being ontologists unaware
of themselves as such. Philosophy plays a “meta-ontological” role whose task it is to locate the place in which
mathematics effectively manages to speak being. For Badiou, the “Platonic gesture” consists in mathematizing
and not poetizing being.
2. Ontology, for our time, is thus identified with set theory, in the sense that this theory reveals to us that any
mathematical entity can be thought of as a multiple. To be, in the most general and fundamental sense, is to
be a set, and therefore a multiplicity. Hence Badiou’s ontological thesis: being is multiplicity—and, we should
add: nothing but multiplicity. In other words, being is multiple to the strict exclusion of its opposite—namely,
the One. Being is not therefore a multiplicity composed of stable and ultimate unities, but a multiplicity that is
in turn composed of multiplicities. Indeed, mathematical sets have for their elements not unities but other sets,
and so on indefinitely. When a set is not empty, it is composed of multiple sets.
A multiple of this type, which is not consolidated into any law of the One, Badiou calls an “inconsistent
multiple,” as opposed to consistent multiples, i.e. made of unities. Being, far from being a stable foundation for
a phenomena that would be perishable in relation to it, is pure dissemination, withdrawn from our immediate
experience of reality, where we discover on the contrary, in daily life, consistent multiplicities (men-ones, Godones, star-ones, etc.). Even though it is a Platonism, Badiou wants, beyond the heritage of his master, a Platonism
of the pure multiple: from the apparent consistency of situations, ontology must return to the inconsistency of
multiplicities.
3. Having been relieved of the burden of thinking being (which falls to the mathematician), the second task
of the philosopher, which is also the most specific, consists in thinking being’s exception, namely the event—
that which happens and not that which is. The event is an exception to being not insofar as it would not be
a multiple, but insofar as its multiplicity is ontologically forbidden, i.e. mathematically rejected, at least in the
standard axiomatics for sets. The event is thus for Badiou a multiple belonging to itself: a reflexive multiple counted
among the number of its elements. Yet, according to one of its axioms (the axiom of foundation), set theory
forbids the existence of these multiples that mathematicians nicely refer to as “extraordinary.”
How is such a reflexive multiple joined to our intuition of an event when we think of the event as a pure
emergence, whether it be in art, in politics, in science, or in our love lives? Art, science, politics, and love are
what Badiou calls “truth procedures,” i.e. the four fields of thought where genuine events can be produced, and
as a result—eternal truths.
The political example is, as it often is with Badiou, the most immediately accessible. What exactly do we mean,
when we say that “May 68” was an event? In this expression, we are not merely designating the set of facts that
have punctuated this collective sequence (student demonstrations, the occupation of the Sorbonne, massive
strikes, etc.). Such facts, even when joined together in an exhaustive way, do not allow us to say that something
like an event took place, rather than a mere conjunction of facts without any particular significance. If “May
68” was an event, it is precisely because it earned its name: that is to say that May 68, produced not only a
number of facts, but also produced May 68. In May 68, a site, in addition to its own elements (demonstrations,
strikes, etc.), presented itself. What is the meaning of such a tautology that characterizes all political events
(in 1789, there was “1789,” etc.)? It means precisely that an event is the taking place of a pure rupture that
nothing in the situation allows us to classify under a list of facts (strikes, demonstrations, etc.). Let us wager the
following formulation: the event is that multiple which, presenting itself, exhibits the inconsistency underlying
all situations, and in a flash throws into a panic, their constituted classifications. The novelty of an event is
expressed in the fact that it interrupts the normal regime of the description of knowledge, that always rests on
the classification of the well known, and imposes another kind of procedure on whomever admits that, right
here in this place, something hitherto unnamed really and truly occurred.
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Indeed, an event is not a matter of scholarly discourse, being at once new and aberrant in regard to the law of
being. An event is always undecidable in relation to knowledge, and can therefore always be annulled by one
who only believes in brute facts: is there political revolution, or merely an accumulation of disorder and crime?
Amorous encounter, or merely sexual desire? Pictorial novelty, or shapeless mass and imposture? Etc. This
undecidability of the event is given in the fact that it has always already disappeared the moment it is located,
and therefore implies the suspicion that nothing has taken place, except the illusion of novelty. The fragile being
of the event therefore held in a trace that only a militant discourse—and not an erudite one—can draw out: the
subject is thus the name of the faithful operations of an evental trace, i.e. having wagered on the existence of
the event, and having decided to follow out its consequences. The question for a subject is: “if something has
indeed taken place, what is to be done to remain faithful to it?”: “what to paint, if Cubism is a new form, and
not an imposture?,” “how to act, if 1789 is a revolution, and not a disorder?”, “how to change our life together,
if this process is an amorous encounter, and not a fling?”, etc.
Another example, given in BE, is that of the “French Revolution”: if we try to demonstrate the existence
of this Revolution in the same way we try to exhibit an empirical fact, we will undoubtedly fail: because the
Revolution is none of the facts that compose it—the States-General assembly, the storming of the Bastille, the
Reign of Terror, etc.—and neither is it their combination, because nothing in this set by itself lays claim to the
name of the Revolution other than chaos, disorder, or divine punishment. When Saint-Just affirms in 1794:
“The Revolution is frozen”, what is he talking about, as a consequence? He is not talking about an objectively
constituted fact, but an event attested to, not only by its site—France 1789 to 1794—but also and above all by
the militant naming of what happened there. To call a Revolution the Revolution, is thus to affirm the sense
in which one remains faithful to a hypothesis: the hypothesis, the wager, that something fundamental is being
produced in the political field that is worth being faithful to, while trying to draw out that which, at the heart
of the situation, upholds an emancipatory truth in the process of elaboration, and which opposes all the forces
of the old world.
The subject is thus the invention of a fidelity to that which, might have, taken place, in such a way as to
produce partially, by a sequence of finite operations, a truth whose being is, in relation to the subject, always
infinite. A truth—like everything else—is a multiple, but a multiple that Badiou calls “generic.” This property
characterizes a set whose mathematical singularity eludes all possibility of classification by linguistic predicates,
even those supposed to be infinite. Suppose you have an infinite “encyclopedic” language, capable of naming
and differentiating an infinity of properties: then there will exist for this language, claims the ontologist (i.e. the
mathematician) a multiple that this language cannot name, because it will be made of “a little bit of everything”
says Badiou: of “a,” but also of “not a” (“a” therefore could not characterize it) of “b,” but also of “non b,” etc.,
and so on to infinity. A truth is such an infinite multiple, always coming and making a hole in knowledge, the
result of a fidelity concerned with the unlimited consequences of an event. Emancipated society, mathematized
science, love subverting sexual difference by inventing a new bond between men and women, artistic discipline
calling for the revolution of a form: such are the four types of truths—produced by the four procedures of
politics, science, love, and art—that may create, albeit rarely, a subject capable of making an exception to the
ordinary regime of knowledge, opinion, egoism, and boredom.
Now we understand in what way a truth, being the patient result of a series of local inquiries under a wagered
hypothesis of an undecidable event, cannot exist outside the concrete history of subjects. But how is it that such
truths can be at once eternal, and yet the bearers of history, the only genuine history? It is because a truth is the
bearer, by right, of an infinite number of consequences: a set of inquiries therefore, by right, inexhaustible, and
capable of being extended to historical moments in profoundly different contexts. In other words, a truth is the
bearer of theoretical movements that form among themselves a historicity both profound and discontinuous.
This is why an event always produces, in the minds of those who decide to be faithful to it, a retrospective
genealogy of precursors. A precursor, as we know, is something of which we know only later that it came
before. There is thus no novelty that does not try to forge a previously unknown historical depth, by bringing
together a series of ideas previously dispersed in common consciousness, in order to herald a new lineage of
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the present. There is no truth, as new as it may be, which does not claim to be realizing an idea that was not
already germinal in a largely unknown, or misinterpreted past. A revolution, as Marx already knew, cannot be
produced without cloaking itself in the tatters of the past—politics being one of the major places where the new
is revived along with the defeated ancestors of their time, whose torch shines again in the present configuration.
But we can say the same for scientific revolutions: Galileo claimed to be following in the footsteps of Plato,
the inventor of stereometry, in contrast to Aristotle, who expelled mathematics from physis; the inventors of
infinitesimal calculous feverishly immersed themselves in Archimedes’ rediscovered manuscripts in order to
revive its theoretical audacity; the pictorial revolution of the fifteenth century thought of itself as a Renaissance
of Greek aesthetics, etc.
This is why truths are eternal and historical, eternal because they are historical: they insist in history, tying
together temporal segments across the centuries, always unfolding more profoundly the infinity of their potential
consequences, through captivated subjects, separated sometimes by distant epochs, but all equally transfixed by
the urgent eventality that illuminates their present. Because they are eternal, truths can be reborn, but because
they are infinite, they are not reborn under the form of a simple and sterile repetition: on the contrary, they
deepen the revolutionary path with each of their reactivations. They are not reborn in history by interrupting
its becoming with their recommenced identities: on the contrary, they give birth to history itself through their
reactivation, making their inexhaustible potential for novelty intervene in the monotonous train of daily work,
ordinary oppressions, and current opinions. This fragmented history is opposed to the simple passage of time
without meaning, from which we weave empty hours and epochs that for Badiou are clearly not worthy of the
name of history in a genuine sense.
But if we want to give a rigorous form to this intuition of historico-eternal truths, we must now turn to the
second volume of BE: LW. For it is in this second work, published in 2006, that Badiou thinks through in depth
the notion of world, i.e. the context of the appearance of truths. LW will thus allow us to think the connection
between a posed truth as the immutable inconsistency of the multiple, and the extraordinarily various historicocultural contexts in which that same truth can reveal itself to subjects who would otherwise be completely
separated from each other.

LOGICS OF WORLDS
Let us begin by explaining the general meaning of the 2006 work.
To which principle objectives does Logics of Worlds, this extension of Being and Event, respond? The preface of
this work draws out two in particular.
The first objective is to add to the theory of being, a theory of appearance. The purpose of this, for Badiou, is
to confront a problem left unaddressed by BE: how is it that being—pure inconsistent multiplicity—can come
to appear as a consistent world? In themselves, ontological multiples lack the order that the empirical given
manifests for us: they are only multiples made of other multiples. A building is a multiple of bricks, that in turn
are multiples of molecules, made of a multiplicity of atoms, themselves decomposable into a multiplicity of
quarks—and so on to infinity, since Badiou’s ontology does not abide by the givens of contemporary physics—
making of all entities a pure multiple such that one never encounters any fundamental unity. It is always the
count that introduces the One: a house, a brick, a molecule are one because they are counted as one. But this
introduction of the One by the count begins with a being that one never thinks of as anything else other than
multiplicities without end. The problem then is to understand why being does not present itself as such an
inconsistent multiplicity: for there are plenty of things that are given to us as intrinsically bound up in the given,
stable unities on which we can build a foundation: objects, collectivities, institutions, material bodies. These
unities do not emerge entirely from an arbitrary act of a subject affixing its unity of the count to them from
without, they3 actually govern their own sensible donation, if not in being than at least in appearance.
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Consequently, this poses a transcendental type of question: how is it possible to have an order of appearance
that does not proceed from being in itself ? But if the question posed by Badiou is transcendental, the treatment
he proposes is not Kantian. This is because Kant’s response to creating a phenomenal order consists in the
exhibition of the a priori forms of a constitutive subject. Now, according to Badiou, who is in this respect a
materialist, the subject is never constitutive, but constituted. As we have seen, the subject is rare, generally nonindividual (the political subject can be a party, a revolutionary army, the subject in love is the couple, etc.); it is
sequential (temporally finite), and it always depends on the taking place of an event that it itself cannot produce.
If appearance can have a consistency, it can therefore only be the result of an asubjective order, that is on the
one hand connected with being—for it is always being that appears—and yet distinct from it—insofar as its
order does not itself result from multiple-being. It is thus a matter of thinking the singularity of appearance
with respect to being, and of thinking the link, in spite of everything, between the latter and the former. Yet the
consistency of appearance is comprised of extremely various logics, as opposed to ontology, which is based on
a single classical logic. Set theory is indeed a system of all or nothing. In an ontology of the multiple, there is
only one of two things: either a set “a” is an element of a set “b,” or it is not: the thesis is either true or false, and
there is no third option—tertio non datur. But appearance, according to Badiou, is far from always obedient to the
law of the excluded middle: the colorful richness of the given imposes upon us weighted judgements, of “more
or less” truth, of complex degrees of probability, and all that faces these realities escapes the strict disjunction
between affirmation and negation. In short, the given constrains us to add to the mathematics of being a logic of
appearance capable of accounting for the diverse consistencies revealed to us in our experience.
It is therefore necessary to mobilize a logic capable of “capturing” the innumerable modes of appearance
possible for being and to provide some sort of connection, however slight, to visible things. But since appearance
is always an appearance of being, this logic will be a mathematized logic, a logic shot through with mathematical
procedures: this is precisely the theory of categories introduced in LW, it will be a mathematical logic capable of
theorizing innumerable classical or non-classical universes. The technical aspect of these logics is far too complex
to be elaborated here. But it is important to keep in mind the notion that governs how such formalizations are
set up: the immutable being [l’être] in itself of a being [l’étant] – of inconsistent multiples – appears in numerous
distinct worlds that are accordingly governed by very diverse logics. Badiou understands “world” in the most
general sense: a world, can be an epoch, a moment of artistic history (dodecaphony), a battle, a culture, etc.
Worlds can therefore can just as easily be successive in time as synchronic, and at the same being can appear in
a thousands ways, in a thousand different worlds at the same moment. The central question of LW will then be
to show how a truth appears in a world—and in particular how the same truth—transhistorical, transworldly,
and ultimately eternal—can appear in distinct worlds. This appearance of a truth in a world, Badiou calls a
subject-body: a mode of appearance in a world determined by a subject that has developed its fidelity to the trace
of an event.
The second objective of LW consists in being opposed to a dominant paradigm of contemporary thought:
“democratic materialism.” Democratic materialism can summed up in the following statement: “there are only
bodies and languages.” This is a decision that refers just as much to post-Deleuzian vitalist philosophers as it
does to post-modernity, understood as historical and linguistic relativism. Badiou, basically, takes issue with all
forms of linguistic relativism, cultural or historical: every belief that there is no truth capable of traversing the
particularity of an epoch, of a milieu, of a language game. Democratic materialism, claims to be in this sense,
the only genuine historical materialism. This is why there is is such an impugnment of history in Badiou’s
work: “History (with a big H) does not exist” he writes twice, the first time in Theory of the Subject, in a particular
objection to Hegelian, (read: Marxist-Hegelian) totalizing history, and the second time in LW as an objection to
what is essentially the absorption of eternal truths in contemporary historical relativism.
To this democratic materialism, Badiou opposes a phrase he himself says, is like the “return of the dead”—that
is “dialectical materialism” (distinct, though, from the old Marxist “dialectical materialism.” In what sense can
his materialism be said to be “dialectical”: in the sense that it overcomes a duality—that of the bodies and
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languages of democratic materialism—by a third whose exception is: “There are only bodies and languages,
except that there are truths.” These truths that Badiou always calls “eternal” are admittedly made only of bodies and
languages, but regardless of what the relativists say, the infinite being of a truth always exceeds the perishable
existence of material by which it is comes to light. The worldly historico-cultural context at the heart of which
truths appear, and that is indeed relative to languages and cultures in time, cannot stifle their trans-historical
being, something Badiou illustrates in the preface of LW by closely analyzing several examples drawn from each
of the four truth procedures.
In order to counter the historical relativism introduced by democratic materialism, and its denial of any
hierarchies of ideas, we can look to the existence of invariants within disparate worlds.
Take a mathematical example, a seminal procedure of all thought for Badiou. There is an arithmetic theorem
that states, in contemporary terms, that there exists an infinity of prime numbers. We know that Euclid has
already demonstrated this theorem in his Elements, and thus we are able to deduce that in such a case what
we are dealing with is an eternal truth, unchanged in history, intangible, just as true for a Greek as for a
contemporary, and that possesses the same kernel of meaning for one as for the other. But the proponent of
historical relativism, being a “cultural anthropologist”, will underscore our naïveté, arguing that these two
statements, present in two different cultural worlds, in reality have nothing in common—which already reveals
a difference in their formulation. Indeed, Euclid could not demonstrate that there are an infinity of prime
numbers, because arithmetic infinity would have no meaning at all for a Greek. He demonstrated only that
prime numbers would always be superior in quantity to a given (finite) quantity of prime numbers. Other
such differences of formulation will eventually convince our relativist that the two statements would be truly
incommensurable.
Badiou retorts that the naïve illusion here is on the side of the anthropologist, and not the mathematician. For
the Greeks already discovered, through this theorem, an essential truth about number. Euclide’s demonstration,
indeed, proceeds by way of the demonstration that all integers can be broken down into prime factors. This
truth, Badiou insists, governs all contemporary mathematics, and in particular modern abstract algebra.
It accounts for, in a given operative domain, operations similar to those of addition or of subtraction, but
also for the decomposition of these “objects” into primitive objects, in the same way that number is always
decomposable into prime numbers. There are therefore, across the centuries and cultural and anthropological
worlds, truths that, although eternal, are not at all frozen but produce the only genuine history: that of fecund
theoretical gestures, always recommenced in diverse contexts, with the same fidelity, and yet each time with
novel results.
Let’s take another example, which this time will show how the subject-body works, and what Badiou calls the
resurrection of a truth. Again, it is a political example: the revolt of a handful of gladiators led by Spartacus,
analyzed several times in LW. We know that following this revolt, slaves produced a body of great number
around the first insurgents, instead of being dispersed according to the will of their owners. Badiou argues
that the trace of the revolt-event, that to which the insurgents devote their fidelity, can be grasped in a simple
statement: “We, slaves, we want to return home.” The slaves united in an army constituted from then on a new
type of subject-body tied to the production of a previously inexistent present, characterized by that which the
event suddenly foresees as possible: this very day, to stop being slaves, and return home. This subject-body is the
appearance of a genuine subject in the world of Roman slavery in the 1st century BCE. And this subject is not
an individual, but an army: a particular body, collective, devoted to an uncertain event, to the capacity of slaves
of the time to stop presently being slaves, to act like free men, and become masters of their fate.
The consequent fidelity of this subjectivated body that is the army led by Spartacus then deploys itself in time,
according to a series of decisive alternatives that Badiou names points. The term “points” should be understood
as that which confronts the global situation with a choice in which4 a “yes or no” is at stake: “Is it necessary
to march to the south, or attack Rome?”, “Is it necessary to confront the legions, or evade them?”, etc. The
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organization, the deliberation, and the discipline with the help of which the army-body will treat the situation
point by point constitutes the real becoming-subject of this body, whose capacity to produce a new present
or not comes from the evental trace. This body, it should be added, is always organized, i.e. articulated in
differentiated organs capable of specifically treating such and such a point of the situation: like the military
attachments deployed by Spartacus to oppose the Roman cavalry. The fact that the subjectivated body is
organized also means that this body is essentially “split,” “crossed out”, i.e. that it is never totally adapted to the
actual situation. It is divided into an efficacious region, an organ appropriate to the point being treated, and,
“a vast inert component.” Facing the Roman cavalry, this unadapted component will be— as opposed to the
body of the disciplined gladiators—constituted by the disorder of the army induced by the cosmopolitanism of
the slaves, by the women, the rivalry of the leaders, etc. But this latter component also reveals on the contrary
the possibility of a new egalitarian organization, a deliberative camp, against the elitist arrogance of the the
gladiators.
The form of the faithful subject consists thus in the subordination of the split body to the trace of the event by
which it constitutes, point by point, a new present.
The subject is said to be “reactive” once a slave does not dare to revolt and resists the novelty of the event, as a
result of the inertia of the old but above all by the creation of “arguments of resistance adjusted to the novelty
itself.” There are thus, what Badiou calls “reactionary novelties” that produce new intellectual arrangements
[dispositifs] whose entire object is to shore up the refusal of a present fidelity. Finally, the obscure subject is one
who, like the patricians of ancient Rome, is directed toward the pure and simple abolition of the new present.
The obscure subject always has recourse to the invocation of a pure and transcendent Body, a historical (City,
God, Race) whose only goal is, through the mobilization of such a phantasm, the destruction of the real body—
the split body emerging from the emancipatory event.
Thus, we can see the outline of what Badiou calls the three possible “destinations” of the subject: the faithful
subject organizes the production of the evental present, the reactive subject, its denial, and the obscure subject its
occultation.
But there is one last destination of the subject, a fourth destination, that consists in organizing the resurrection
of the evental present: whether it is Toussaint-Louverture, the leader of the Saint-Domingue slave revolt who
was dubbed the “black Spartacus,” or whether it is Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg, leaders of the
Spartacist revolution, the Spartacus-event never ceases to be reborn, as an eternal truth, in different worlds,
according to radically distinct contexts, and yet always as the same statement that affirms a present time of a
fidelity in which servitude has ended. In other words, just as the theoretical gestures of Euclid or Archimedes
can be reborn in a productive manner in different periods separated by centuries, so too little known men, who
fought battles and who were ultimately defeated and even crushed by all-powerful Empires, have their deeds
honored by other rebels millennia later, by being given a name, their own—Spartacus—a name that belongs
to all slaves.[At the end of the Kubrick film, based on the novel by Howard Fast: each rebel, once the slaves are
defeated, responds to the Roman legionnaire’s question, “who is Spartacus?” by saying “I am Spartacus.” Each
rebel appropriates in the present—a present that has become eternal—a proper name that becomes the generic
name of all slaves in struggle].
Finally, we need to highlight the major characteristic of the emergence of an event in a world: to make appear
maximally the inexistent of a situation. There is indeed an entire gradation of eventality in LW, an entire
hierarchy of the emergence of novelty in a world. The event in its strong sense, is what Badiou calls a singularity:
the proper criteria of which is, as I said, to bring about the intense appearance of a being that up until then was
invisible in the situation, though its being was already present. Our task then is it clarify this character of the
event, and its enigmatic property of dazzling the present with its own inexistence.
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To understand this point, we must begin by clearly distinguishing being and existence in Badiou.
We have to first of all get a firm grasp on the relation between the being of a multiple, and its appearance. The
multiple-being of a being is that which is, for it, eternally present, motionless, and invariable. It is important
to highlight that, according to Badiou, being is static: it is made up of multiples always dispersed to infinity.
Genuine ontology seizes these multiples in their immutable nature according to the science of immobility
that is mathematics. It is this eternal inconsistency of being that rises, as it were, to the surface with the event,
along with its its capacity to overturn the classifications and well ordered consistent distinctions of ordinary
knowledge. Appearance, on the other hand, is that which, as diffracted in an infinity of conjoined and fragile
aspects, never ceases to multiply in diverse worlds where it is locally identifiable. The same being (identical in its
multiple-being) can thus appear in multiple different worlds in very different and equally fragile ways.
For example: ordinals, immutable according to their mathematical being, can appear in different ways in the
world of the pagination of a book, in the percentage of a vote, in the meter of a verse, etc. In each case,
we are dealing with a being of unchanging number, but this number assumes a greater or lesser importance
according to the situation: crucial in a vote, anecdotal in the pagination of a novel. The being of number is
immutable, its appearance, like its intensity, however, is variable. Similarly, the same man will appear differently
in his professional milieu, in his musical interests, or among his close friends. To the immutable analysis of his
ontological being (a multiple is composed of elements that are always the same) is juxtaposed the local analysis
of his being-there in distinct worlds.
The intensity of the appearance of a being in a world is what Badiou calls existence. Contrary to being, the
specificity of existence consists in the fact that it admits of infinite variations between one world and another.
The same multiple will be able to exist maximally in one world and very weakly in another, where it will be
practically effaced. In this way Badiou captures the fact that the same being exists in a more or less intense way
as a function of the contexts where it appears. We can thus say that the syllabic number, very present in an
Alexandrine poem, is only slightly present (although still there) in a poem of free verse; or, a person, radiant
among their colleagues, is practically “effaced” when seen with their family.
Thus, Badiou aims to show that the novel is not so much the creation of something new out of nothing, but
rather the intense manifestation of something that was already there. It emerges as an event that disrupts our
ordinary knowledge, but whose existence, whose appearance, had been profoundly denied by the situation. This
is the case with the slaves, whose humanity was denied by the society of slave holders, refused to the point of
making men into speaking instruments, or into bipedal cattle, and who appeared suddenly with Spartacus in a
dazzling intensity, at the heart of the historical situation that up until then included them without noticing them.
The slaves were there, or it could almost be said that they were always there—always being part of ancient
Mediterranean societies—but their continued presence was only given the place of a minimal appearance: the
slaves are but do not exist, until the recommencement of their revolt in the 1st century BCE, and culminating
in the years 73 to 71 before falling back into the night. We have here the meaning of the phrase, to make appear
maximally the inexistent proper to a situation.
Badiou gives another example: that of the Parisian proletariat during the Commune. To conclude, lets look at
this example, that will allow us to explain his typology of different types of events.
In Book V of LW, Badiou elaborates the way in which changes inherent to the emergence of truth in a world
appear. In BE, Badiou was content with an ontological characterization of the event as a reflexive multiple. He
is now going to distinguish between three types of eventality to aid in the (phenomeno-)logical description of
their appearance: fact, weak singularity, and strong singularity.
It is necessary to first distinguish evental changes from simple temporal modifications that are, for their own
part, subject to the laws of appearance. Thus, to describe the different degrees of identity of appearing in a
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demonstration does not amount to merely restoring it to an image frozen at a given instant, but implies as
well an elaboration of the temporal variations of these degrees in time, from the initial assembling of the
demonstrators to their final dispersion. There is no event in this type of change, it does not introduce a reflexive
multiple. A world without any event is not a fixed world, but a world that follows the ordinary course of things
and their modification.
The first type of evental change, is that of the weakest scope: the fact. This is an event whose appearance in
a world is of weak intensity, and whose consequences in this world are trivial and seen as null. Hence, Badiou
says, from the declaration of triumph by the central Committee of the Commune to the day it was crushed
by the Versaillais. This is a genuine historical event, but without any consequences that follow: an event at the
threshold of its abolition affirms its having-taken-place without anything immediately following, except its own
repression. As opposed to fact, the strong singularity is an event of maximal intensity, that brings into existence
the inexistent proper to the site that supports the event. Lets take again the example of the Commune, as an
event brought about in the world: “Paris at the end of the Franco-Prussian war.” On March 18, 1870, once
the people of Paris impeach the government by seizing the cannons from the National Guard, and abscond
from the City, what comes to light is the political capacity of workers and socialist militants to exercise power
by themselves. This was the inexistent proper to the site that supported the event: “the day of March 18”,
that is, the workers political capacity existing maximally in the consequences of the founding act of 1870.
These are consequences that will nourish revolutionary struggles for a century. Finally, between the two, weak
singularities are events whose scope is intermediate: for example, according to Badiou, the foundation of the
Third Republic, that was supported by a real popular movement, but that was rapidly arrogated by established
politicians of the time in such a way that the inexistent proper to the site-object (the political capacity of the
worker) was not brought to light.
In sum, different intensities of the event are distinguished by their capacity, at the heart of different truth
procedures, to bring forth a being that up until then was inexistent, and once it maximally appears, forces us to
retrospectively reconsider the entire history of its predecessors: the slave, the proletariat, and today, according
to Badiou, the workers without-papers (called only the “sans-papiers” in the media, in order to conceal their
working conditions, and to make them sound like potential delinquents) are those political invisibles who,
when they come to be revealed as the vanguard of history, entirely reconfigure its logic in the eyes of their
contemporaries, and add a new facet to the present as well as the past, repainting them both with the colors
of their struggle. But we can say the same of art, love, or science, whose innovations are often rediscoveries of
what, without being entirely absent, existed only minimally until their maximum appearance in the event of an
avant-garde, a discovery, or an encounter.
◊
In conclusion, we can interrogate this blurred line between the Badiouian conception of truth and the Christian
conception of the Incarnation. In BE, mediation 21, devoted to Pascal, opens with the following thought (776,
Lafuma): “The history of the Church should, properly speaking, be called the history of truth.” And in fact
Badiou credits Pascal, and with him Pauline Christianity, with having grasped something on which Badiou has
expressly written a book, mainly, what we could call the “true process of the truth.” Because if Christianity is
founded on a fable, according to Badiou, its force stems from having, if not the content, then at least the real
form of all truth: it proceeds by way of an event un-demonstrable by a constituted knowledge—the divinity of
Christ—of which one knows no more than a trace—the testimony of the apostles, evangelicals, etc., because
its being is already abolished, crucified, and its body equally disappeared, while a belief begins to emerge that
will have already taken place. And the Christian truth is the set of faithful inquiries, i.e. their intervention
in the Palestinian situation, then Middle-Eastern, and Roman, in the light of Christ’s having taken place.
Finally, universal history, for Christians, is nothing other than the set of inquiries of the Church-subject over
the course of centuries, made of schisms and hierarchies, that is, of quests for ways and means faithful to the
absolute event of the divine made man: Jesus. Outside the Church, its history, and its salvation, there is only the
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monotonous passions of chaos and perdition.
Badiou is here very faithful—to the structure, if not the content—of Christian eschatology. And he would
not dream of denying it, he who declared Paul the “founder of universalism”, the one who was the first to
understand the militant nature, and not the erudite nature, of truth. In this sense he represents without a
doubt one of the possible becomings of Marxism, divided since its beginning between critical thought and
revolutionary eschatology. A large portion of ex-Marxists have renounced eschatology because they consider
it a religious residue, and among the principle sources of the promethean disaster of real socialism. Badiou’s
uniqueness seems on the contrary to consist in the fact that he isolates from Marxism its eschatological part,
separates it from its pretensions – which he judges to be illusory, based on economic science – and delivers it,
ardently, to subjects distributed among all kinds of struggles, political as well as amorous. For Badiou, instead
of critique dissolving the religious illusion of eschatology, the now-irreligious eschatology of the event deploys
its critical power on the lifeless present of our everyday renunciations.
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DARKLIFE: NEGATION, NOTHINGNESS, AND THE
WILL-TO-LIFE IN SCHOPENHAUER
Eugene Thacker

…he will be least afraid of becoming nothing in death who has
recognized that he is already nothing now…
Arthur Schopenhauer

1. DARK NIGHTS OF THE SOUL
In the depths of labyrinthine caves, embedded in gigantic rocks, buried in the hottest geothermal vents, and
in the cold stellar dust of space, life is stealthily creeping. In environments in which it was previously assumed
that life could not exist, scientists have discovered a whole range of microscopic life forms that not only survive,
but actually flourish under conditions of extreme heat, cold, acidity, pressure, radioactivity, and darkness.
Their very existence suggests to scientists scenarios that for we human beings can only ever be speculative: the
emergence or the extinction of life on the Earth, the adaptation of life forms to extreme environmental and
climate changes, the existence of life on other planets or in outer space.
Dubbed “extremophiles,” such organisms have been recently discovered by scientists working in a range of
fields, from microbiology and oceanography to lesser-known fields such as abiogenesis and astrobiology. Their
discoveries have garnered attention both within and outside the scientific community, primarily because in
many cases their findings end up questioning the basic premises of the life sciences.1 A recent report, Investigating
Life in Extreme Conditions, provides the decidedly non-human setting for understanding extremophiles:
…that part of the Earth’s biosphere permanently inhabited by human beings is rather small and most
of the planet, its deep core or mantle, will clearly never see a living organism. In between these two
zones (inhabited and uninhabited), a variety of environments exist where human beings cannot live
permanently, or physically access, although other forms of life exist within them.2
The report goes on to define an extreme environment as “a given environment, where one or more parameters
show values permanently close to the lower or upper limits known for life.”3 Generally speaking, extremophiles
are united by the fact that they constitute novel forms of life that exist in extreme conditions – conditions that
would be unfavorable if not fatal to most life forms. In some cases scientists have discovered microbes that appear
to live without either sunlight or oxygen: a group of bacteria called autolithotropes, for example, live deep within
rock formations and derive all their nutrients entirely from granite, while the bacterium Desulfotomaculum thrives
in the darkness of radioactive rocks: “The bacteria exist without the benefit of photosynthesis by harvesting the
energy of natural radioactivity to create food for themselves.”4
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Mono Lake in California, the site of the recent discovery of “alien life” – an arsenic-based bacterium.

As living beings whose existence questions life, extremophiles pose interesting problems for philosophy – they
serve as philosophical motifs, or philosophemes, that raise again the enigmatic question, “what is life?” On
the one hand, extremophiles are forms of life living in conditions antagonistic to life. Microbes existing in the
conditions of the absence of light – indeed, feeding off of the absence of light – are an anomaly for biological
science. And, in their anomalous existence as scientific objects, they also serve as reminders of the anomaly that
is the concept of “life itself ” – everywhere in general, and yet nowhere in particular.
In the science of extremophiles, two factors – hyperbole and contradiction – intersect to produce a concept
of life that ends up questioning the very idea of life itself. The hyperbolic nature of extremophiles highlights
the relativistic character of the organism-environment relation. The boundary between an organism living in
conditions of low light and one living in conditions of no light becomes blurry. Either one chooses to recuperate
the extremophile back within the ambit of traditional science, in which “no light” really means “very very low
light,” or one chooses to accept the anomalous condition of “no light” as is, with the implication that light is in
no way essential for life.
Tied to this hyperbolic factor is another one, namely the contradictory nature of the extremophiles – or of any
example of biological life that fundamentally challenges the premises of the life sciences. Extremophiles are
anomalous, not simply because they live without light, but because their living-without-light sets them apart
from the existing epistemological qualifiers that ground the ability of human beings to identify and know what
life is. In the case of the extremophiles, the hyperbole is the contradiction, or is the paradoxical ground of the
contradiction; light and darkness define any environmental condition to some degree, and it is the hyperbolic
nature of the environment that leads to the contradictory nature of the extremophile. Biological science, in
so far as it is rooted in systematic description and classification, relies on its own principle of sufficient reason,
namely that life and logic bear some basic relation to each other – in other words, the principle that all that can
be identified and known as life, is ordered or organized in such as way that it can live. The extremophiles are,
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in a way, examples of living contradictions, a living instance of the inverse relationship between logic and life.

2. ON ABSOLUTE LIFE
However, we need not delve into the deepest caves to discover hyperbole and contradiction at the heart of
life. It is a core part of philosophical reflection on life, from Aristotle to Kant to contemporary biophilosophy.
For instance, Aristotle’s enigmatic De Anima, rendered more enigmatic by generations of commentary and
translation, is perhaps the first systematic ontology of life that hinges on contradiction – namely, one between
a general life-principle or life-force (psukhē) and the manifold instances of the living, so exhaustively catalogued
in works such as Historia Animalium. The former (Life) is never present in itself, only manifest in the diverse
concretions of the latter (the living); the latter serve as the only conceptual guarantee of the former. But it
is Kant’s treatment of the teleology or purposiveness of life (zweckmäßigkeit) that not only revives Aristotle’s
problematic, but adds another dimension to it – any instance of life is always split between its purposiveness in
itself and its purposiveness for us, the beings who think life. In the Kantian paradigm, the possibility of knowing
the former always compromised by the presumptions of the latter.
On the one hand life is phenomenal since we as subjects are also living subjects. Life is amenable to the manifold
of sensation, is given as an object of the understanding, and results in a synthetic knowledge of the nature of
life. Life is an object for a subject. On the other hand, the Aristotelian problem – what is the life-in-itself that
is common to all instances of the living? – returns again in Kant’s critical philosophy. Life-in-itself is neither
the knowledge nor the experience of the living (be it biological classification or the subjective phenomenon
of living), and life-in-itself is also not the living being considered as such (e.g. the object given to science as an
object of observation).
In short, it would seem that the life common to all living beings is ultimately enigmatic and inaccessible to
thought, since any given instance of the living (as subject or object) is not life-in-itself, but only one manifestation
of life. It seems there is some residual zone of inaccessibility that at once guarantees that there is a life-in-itself
for all instances of the living, while also remaining, in itself, utterly obscure.5 It is precisely as living subjects, with
life given as objects for us as subjects, that we are cut off from, and yet enmeshed within, life in itself.
Schopenhauer once noted that Kant’s greatest philosophic contribution was the division between phenomena
and noumena, the world as it appears to us, and the enigmatic and inaccessible world in itself. Whereas for Kant
this division served a critical or regulatory function, providing philosophy with ground to stand on, for Idealism
this division is an impasse to be overcome – by and through philosophy itself.
We know that, for the generation immediately following on the coattails of Kant, the important task was to
identify this split as the key impasse in Kantianism, and to provide ways of overcoming that impasse.6 This is a
significant project, because for Kant, the critical philosophy was not, of course, a problem, but rather a solution
to a whole host of metaphysical quandaries that pitted empiricists against rationalists, materialists against
idealists, and so on. In a sense, German Idealism’s first and most important gesture is to restate Kantianism as
a problem to be overcome. The concept of the Absolute, and the various avatars of the Absolute proposed by
Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel (Spirit, the Infinite, the World-Soul), have to be understood as the outcome of this
initial gesture.
But this split between phenomena and noumena can only be overcome if it is in some way collapsed – or
rendered continuous. Since we as thinking subjects cannot have access to noumena, we must begin from
phenomena, and in particular the phenomena of thought. Hence thought must not be taken as split from the
world in itself, but as somehow continuous with it. But this itself is a difficult thought, precisely because thought
is presumed to be specific to living, rational, human subjects – thought is internalized, rendered proprietary,
owned and instrumentalized. Kant’s split implicitly relies on an internalist model of thought, one that begins
and ends with the philosophical decision of anthropocentrism.
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The key move that Idealism makes is to externalize thought, to render it ontologically prior to the individual
thinking subject that thinks it. Only if thought is understood to be ontologically prior to the human, only if
thought is ontologically exterior to the human, can it then become that continuum between the “for us” and
the “in itself,” phenomena and noumena. The Idealist operation is, in a sense, to subtract the noumenal from
the Kantian split, leaving only a continuum that stretches without demarcations between the world-for-us and
the world-in-itself.
In place of the phenomena-noumena split, then, one has a new totality, which raises thought above its
Kantian, anthropocentric bias, and establishes it as that which enables the very split between phenomena
and noumena, as well as the split within phenomena between thought and world, and subject and object.
Thought is raised to the Absolute, and, in this continuum, the thought of a subject and the world in itself are
both manifestations of a single Absolute. If this is the case, then Kant’s epistemological framework is not just a
reflection or representation of the world, but is itself a manifestation of the Absolute. What results is a new kind
of philosophical drama, a drama of the Real and the Rational (and their co-mingling), or, in Schelling’s terms,
a drama of Nature as the manifestation of the Absolute.
This continuum is neither a transcendent, static category of Being, nor is it simply an affirmation of an
unbounded, immanent multiplicity of beings; it attempts to play the role of both an inaccessible noumena
“outside” us, and a manifest field of phenomena that constitutes us from within. It is for this reason that
Idealism turns to the concept of life-in-itself. For post-Kantian Idealism, concept of life-in-itself establishes a continuum
between phenomena and noumena, but without reducing itself to either biology or theology. For the early Hegel,
the Absolute is inherently dynamic, “the life of the Absolute,” moving, flowing, and becoming through the
structured phases of the dialectic, with the living organism its exemplar.7 For Schelling, with his long-standing
interest in natural philosophy, it is in and through the process and expressive forces of nature that the Absolute
manifests itself – thus Nature is “manifest Spirit” and Spirit is “invisible Nature.”8 Even Fichte, otherwise a
logician, attempts to account for the movement between the I and not-I, the Ego and non-Ego, by resorting to
the vitalist language of life itself, commenting on the “Absolute Life” through which the I/Ego spontaneously
manifests itself.9
In its attempts to overcome the Kantian problematic, Idealist thinkers exhibit a conceptual shift from a static
to a dynamic ontology, or from being to becoming; they also effect a shift from a transcendent to an immanent
concept of life, in which the framework of source/manifestation supersedes that of essence/existence. They turn
their attention to conceptual models borrowed from natural philosophy and the philosophy of the organism,
which has the broad impact of shifting the philosophy of life from a mechanist framework to a vitalist one.
Within Idealism “life” becomes an ontological problematic, and in the process becomes a metonym for the
Absolute, resulting in what we can simply call, following Fichte, Absolute Life. This Absolute Life is monistic;
it is a metaphysical totality that underlies all reality, but that is not separate from it. It is a totality that exists
beyond any part-whole relation, but that is also only ever manifest in the particular. This Absolute Life is also
immanence; it is an infinite process of becoming, flux, and flow, an infinite manifestation in finite Nature,
an infinite expression of the living in an organic whole called Life. Finally, Absolute Life is paradoxical. It
harbors a conceptual duplicity in which Absolute Life is at once omni-present and omni-absent, accessible and
inaccessible to the senses, thinkable and an outer limit for thought. Absolute Life, while not a pure thing-initself, is only ever manifest in Nature (and thus indirectly knowable). At its core, Absolute Life must necessarily
have the conceptual structure of negative theology.

3. THE ONTOLOGY OF GENEROSITY
If we had to give a name to this kind of thinking, in which life itself is ontologized beyond its regional discourses
(e.g. natural philosophy, biology, zoology), and comes to serve as a metonym for the Absolute, we could call it
the ontology of generosity. The ontology of generosity states, first, that the precondition of the intelligibility of life
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lies in its innate propensity for continually asserting itself in the living. This propensity applies as much to the
upscale processes of growth and development as it does to the downscale processes of decay and decomposition;
indeed, as Schelling often notes, life is never so strongly asserted than in the process of decay. Life, then, is
generous, not simply because it always gives itself forth, but because it always asserts and affirms itself, even as it
withdraws, withers, and returns to its inorganic foundations – where another life then continues. In the ontology
of generosity, life is not simply present, but overpresent.
In post-Kantian Idealism, the ontology of generosity begins from these premises: the overpresence of life-initself, and the split between Life (as superlative to the living) and the living (as always in excess of Life). However,
the generosity of life does not flow forth in a single, homogeneous manner. In a number of the Naturphilosophie
works of Schelling and Hegel, one can detect several variations to the generosity of Life. Each variation is
defined by a basic philosophical question that serves as its principle of sufficient reason. There is, first, Life as
genesis (also generation; production). Life is generous because it is defined by an ontology of becoming, process,
and genesis. Here the question is “why is there something new?”10 This mode is especially evident in Schelling’s
work in natural philosophy, where a “speculative physics” aims to account for the flux and flows of the Absolute
in and as Nature. Life is ontologically prior to the living, but Life is also only ever explained in the living.
When Schelling discusses the “potencies” (Potenz) of Nature – forces of attraction and repulsion, dynamics of
electricity and magnetism, organismic physiology – he is evoking the generosity of Life in terms of its geneses.
In addition to this, there is a second mode, in which Life is givenness (also gift, donation). In this case, Life
is generous because it is defined by its being given, its giving forth, its being already-there, its affirmation
prior to all being. Here the central question is “why is there already something?” The idea of givenness is the
spectral backdrop of the concept of Absolute Life. It enables the thought of Life to pass beyond the regional
philosophies of nature and obtain a superlative ontological status. That this or that particular instance of the
living is given is no great statement; it only points to the need for a concept of Life to account for all possible
instances of the living. That Life (as opposed to the living) is given is another issue altogether; it means that the
Absolute is not only an intelligible totality, but that it is such within an ongoing process, an ordered flux and flow
that is consonant with Absolute Life. In Hegel’s epic schema, Spirit can only realize itself through its successive
stages (Idea, Nature, Spirit) by virtue of this “life of the Absolute.” Givenness is the necessary precondition for
thinking Absolute Life.
The problem is that while Idealism provides a solution to the Kantian problematic, that solution often ends
up being compromised by the Kantian framework itself. There is, to begin with, the problem of genesis –
generosity demands genesis, if only as its minimal condition. Within the ontology of generosity, one must still
posit a source of life, even if this source is self-caused or self-generating, even if genesis remains immanent
to itself. There is also the rather nagging problem of teleology. The positing of a life-source necessitates the
positing of an end or purpose to organization, in order to qualify and to justify the organization inherent in life
– order demands an end. This is true even if the end one posits is the process of becoming itself, without end.
The positing of a source and end dovetail into the need to accept a minimally causal distinction between source
and end, and this remains the case even if one asserts an immanent relation between source and end, in which
source and end persist in a kind of tautology.
The result is that the ontology of generosity inherited from German Idealism looks to be a compromised
Kantianism, at once inculcated within the requirements of the Kantian framework and, at the same time,
claiming to have absolved Kantianism of its own antinomies. In terms of the concept of life, the ontology
of generosity must make do with a source that is self-caused, a process that is its own end, and an immanent
distinction between essence and existence. The Idealist resolution of Absolute Life comes to resemble an
ouroboros – a split that is rendered continuous, only to have the split swallow its own tail, and be recapitulated
at a higher level.
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With post-Kantian Idealism, then, we see the concept of life raised up, as it were, beyond the regional discourses
of natural philosophy, such that it can serve as a continuum bridging the Kantian gulf between phenomena and
noumena. But this requires that one think not just of this or that living being, but Absolute Life - that which is
not reducible to, and yet not separate from, the fluxes and flows of life as we know it. Idealism’s ambition is to
put forth a concept of Absolute Life via an ontology of generosity, in which Life is conditioned affirmatively
and positively by its overpresence. Absolute Life is thus overpresent in several ways – as genesis or as givenness.
Note also that these two paths – genesis and givenness – also form the two major channels through which flow
contemporary biophilosophies, with Life-as-genesis constituting the vitalist ontologies of Henri Bergson, Alfred
North Whitehead, and Gilles Deleuze, and Life-as-givenness constituting the phenomenological approaches of
thinkers such as Edmund Husserl, Jean-Luc Marion, and Michel Henry.11

4. SCHOPENHAUER’S ANTAGONISMS
At this point, the question is whether there is a post-Kantian response that does not adopt the ontology of
generosity; and this is linked to a related question, whether there is a post-Kantian response that refuses refuge
in a renewed concept of Being. When life is thought as life-in-itself, we seem to be driven to a fork in the
road: either the framework of Being/beings or the framework of Being/becoming. There is, possibly, another
approach, one that would think life-in-itself meontologically, as “nothing,” though it too has its own limitations.
The best exemplar of this approach is found in the work of Arthur Schopenhauer.
Schopenhauer’s sentiments regarding German Idealist thinkers is well known. He despised them.12 Certain
passages in The World as Will and Representation (hereafter WWR) betray a profound personal distaste towards
Fichte, Schelling, and above all Hegel, for whom Schopenhauer reserves his most vitriolic phrases:
…the greatest disadvantage of Kant’s occasionally obscure exposition is that…what was senseless
and without meaning at once took refuge in obscure exposition and language. Fichte was the first to
grasp and make vigorous use of this privilege; Schelling at least equaled him in this, and a host of
hungry scribblers without intellect or honesty soon surpassed them both. But the greatest effrontery
in serving up sheer nonsense, in scribbling together senseless and maddening webs of words, such as
had previously been heard only in madhouses, finally appeared in Hegel. It became the instrument
of the most ponderous and general mystification that had ever existed, with a result that will seem
incredible to posterity, and be a lasting monument of German stupidity.13
Metaphysical rants like these occur throughout Schopenhauer’s writings, and there is an argument to be made
for a certain charm behind Schopenhauer’s curmudgeonly dismissals. Indeed, for many readers “obscure
exposition” and “ponderous mystification” have come to define philosophy itself. Certainly Schopenhauer
himself appears to be no stranger to the crime of obscurity, as demonstrated by his frequent uses of terms like
qualitas occulta and principum individuationis.
Despite this, there is also a sense of clearing the air in Schopenhauer’s writings, and no doubt “untimely” followers
of Schopenhauer such as Nietzsche found inspiration in this tone. Not so fast, quips Schopenhauer, we have not
even begun to address the problems put forth by Kant’s antinomies. In the opening of WWR Schopenhauer’s
first step is to brush aside the entirety of post-Kantian dogmatism and return to Kant’s problematic – the split
between phenomena and noumena. As he notes, “Kant’s principal merit that he distinguished the phenomenon
from the thing-in-itself, declared this whole visible world to be phenomenon, and therefore denied to its laws all
validity beyond the phenomenon.” This is, notes Schopenhauer, an acceptable constraint to our metaphysical
thinking. But why stop there? As Schopenhauer notes, it is “remarkable that he [Kant] did not trace that merely
relative existence of the phenomenon from the simple, undeniable truth which lay so near to him, namely ‘No
object without a subject.’” If Kant had pushed his philosophy a few steps further, he would have arrived at the
notion that “the object, because it always exists only in relation to a subject, is dependent thereon, is conditioned
thereby, and is therefore mere phenomenon that does not exist in itself, does not exist unconditionally.”14
Though inaccessible, noumena remain related – or correlated – to phenomena, with the former tending to
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become increasingly subsumed within the latter. When pushed a bit further, one ends up with something that
looks a lot like Idealism, with a metaphysical continuum between phenomena and noumena that promises to
collapse Kant’s split between them.
For Schopenhauer, Idealism can only overcome this split by dropping out one of the two terms – the noumena
– thereby allowing a phenomenal monism to fill the gap. “All previous systems started either from the object
or from the subject, and therefore sought to explain the one from the other, and this according to the principle
of sufficient reason.”15 Idealism attempts to think a continuum between phenomena and noumena that is not
reducible to either. But what it really ends up doing – in Schopenhauer’s opinion – is adopting a partial view
(that of subject and object) and universalizing this in the Absolute.
What, then, does Schopenhauer propose? One must re-examine not only the Kantian framework, but the
basic presuppositions of the Idealist response to Kant. For Schopenhauer, the principle of sufficient reason is
primary among these presuppositions that must be re-examined. For the pessimist philosopher, that “everything
that exists, must exist for a reason” must not be taken for granted. But this leaves a great deal open, too much
perhaps: What if there is no reason for the world’s existence, either as phenomena or as noumena? What if the
world-in-itself is not ordered, let alone ordered “for us”? What if the world-as-it-is, let alone the world-in-itself,
is unintelligible, not in a relative way, but in an absolute way? Once one dispenses with the principle of sufficient
reason, what is left – except a philosophy that can only be a non-philosophy? It would appear that two paths are left open
– materialism or idealism, nihilism or mysticism, the hard facts and the great beyond, “it is what it is” and “there
is something more…” As we will see, for Schopenhauer, pessimism is the only viable philosophical response to
such an abandonment of the principle of sufficient reason.
Schopenhauer dismisses the Idealist response to Kant’s phenomena-noumena split as inadequate. In its place
he proposes a simple move – that Kant’s split be re-cast in a way that allows for a collapse between them to
take place. There is, first, the world as phenomena: “Everything that in any way belongs and can belong to the
world is inevitably associated with this being-conditioned by the subject, and it exists only for the subject.”16
This includes the subject-object correlation, as well as the finer distinction that Schopenhauer later makes
between the representation and the object of representation, both of which are contained within the world of
phenomenon. Put simply, “the world is my representation.”
Then there is, on the other side, the world as noumena, which is a pure limit that at once conditions thought
and remains inaccessible to thought – “something to which no ground can ever be assigned, for which no
explanation is possible, and no further cause is to be sought.”17 The concept of noumena can only ever be an
apophatic concept. Schopenhauer enters deep waters here, not least because any attempt to conceptualize the
noumenal world is doomed from the start. This never seems to deter the philosopher-curmudgeon, however.
The challenge is how to think both the inaccessibility and the immanence of the world as noumena, and
Schopenhauer glosses this via a concept of nothingness/emptiness that is at the same time not completely
separate from the phenomenal world. One need not soar into the infinity of the cosmos or the inner depths
of Spirit to discover such a concept. In WWR Schopenhauer discovers it in the mundane materiality of the
body: “Thus it happens that to everyone the thing-in-itself is known immediately in so far as it appears as his
own body, and only mediately in so far as it is objectified in the other objects of perception.”18 What results is
a strange immanentism of noumena: the correlation of subject and object that constitutes phenomena is the
world considered as representation (Vorstellung), and that that which is absolutely inaccessible to this world-asrepresentation, but which is also inseparable from it, is the world considered as will (Wille). “[T]he world is, on
the one side, entirely representation, just as, on the other, it is entirely will.”19

5. SCHOPENHAUER AND THE WILL-TO-LIFE
Like his Idealist contemporaries, Schopenhauer agrees that “Kant’s greatest merit is the distinction of the
phenomenon from the thing-in-itself.”20 And, like his contemporaries Schopenhauer views this distinction as
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something to be overcome. But whereas the Idealist response is to adopt an ontology of generosity to bridge this
gap, Schopenhauer will adopt a different approach. Instead of asserting an Absolute Life (grounded by its own
principle of sufficiency, and driven by an ontology of overpresence), Schopenhauer will drop the bottom out
of the ontology of generosity. What remains is, quite simply, nothing. No overflowing life force, no pantheistic
becoming, no immanent principle of life running throughout all of Creation. Just nothing. But nothing is, of
course, never simple; it is also nothingness, or emptiness, or the void, and it quickly becomes a paradoxical and
enigmatic something. So while Schopenhauer does not definitively resolve the Kantian problematic, he does
provide a way of shifting the entire orientation of thought on the problem.
The new problem Schopenhauer is confronted with is how to overcome the Kantian split between phenomena
and noumena, but without being determined by the ontology of generosity. This can be stated in even briefer
terms: how to think “life” such that it is not always determined by overpresence (that is, by generosity, genesis,
and givenness); how to think life in terms of negation. Certainly one would not want to return to a metaphysics of life,
in which life obtains the quality of pure being that one finds in the concept of “soul,” common to both Aristotle
and Aquinas. But Schopenhauer is equally skeptical of the diffuse theism in the Idealist notions of the Absolute,
in which Absolute Life always radiates and flows forth, often finding its culmination in the heights of human
life in particular. Schopenhauer notes, with some sarcasm, “life is thus given as a gift, whence it is evident that
anyone would have declined it with thanks had he looked at it and tested it beforehand.”21
The remaining option for Schopenhauer is to consider the role that negation plays in relation to any ontology
of life, especially any ontology of life that would attempt to overcome the Kantian split of phenomena and
noumena. Life, then, is not simply subordinate to a metaphysics of presence (as in Kant), but neither is
it consonant with an infinite overpresence of generosity (as with Idealism). In contrast to the ontology of
generosity, which posits life as always affirmative, Schopenhauer will put forth a negative ontology, in which
life is paradoxically grounded in nothingness (it is, perhaps, “underpresent”). In a striking turn of phrase,
Schopenhauer refers to all these relations between negation and life as the Will-to-Life (Wille zum Leben):
As the will is the thing-in-itself, the inner content, the essence of the world, but life, the visible world,
the phenomenon, is only the mirror of the will, this world will accompany the will as inseparably as
a body is accompanied by its shadow; and if will exists, then life, the world, will exist. Therefore life
is certain to the will-to-live…22
Schopenhauer’s concept of the Will-to-Life is a response to an old dilemma concerning the ontology of life. It
is found in Aristotle, and then in natural philosophy, before its recapitulation in Kant. We have seen it at play
in German Idealism, in the ontology of generosity and its affirmative overpresence. Put simply, the dilemma
is how to articulate a concept of life-in-itself that would account for all the instances of the living. If one is to
avoid both the naïveté of epistemological classification, as well as the rhetorical games of nominalism, what
is required is a concept of life that is at once synonymous with the living, and yet transcendentally separated
from it.
The Will-to-Life is, then, Schopenhauer’s attempt to overcome the Kantian split by asserting a subtractive
continuity, a continuity paradoxically driven by negation. At the same time, sentences such as those in the
citation above demand some unpacking, since in order to arrive at his concept of the Will-to-Life, Schopenhauer
must make a number of steps (steps which many of his critics perceived as fallacious or untenable). With this
in mind, we can briefly consider the three aspects of the Will-to-Life as presented by Schopenhauer in WWR.
The Riddle of Life
Early on in WWR Schopenhauer recasts the Kantian problematic through the example of the living body.
His concern, however, is neither a “body” in the sense of physics, which would commit him to mechanism or
atomism, nor “body” in the sense of biology, which would commit him to natural philosophy. Instead the body
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is for Schopenhauer a kind of crystallization of abstract anonymity, a “Will” that is at once energy and drive,
but that has no origin or end, and leads to no goal. The body is that which is the most familiar and yet the most
foreign to us as subjects. We are bodies, and we have bodies.23 For Schopenhauer these are simply two ways of
knowing the body – immediately as a living subject consonant with a living body, and mediately as a subject
relating to or thinking about the body as object. Both of these are well within the domain of the phenomenal
world that Kant describes.
But in the Second Book of WWR Schopenhauer will take Kant a step further. If the body, as both subject and
object, is on the side of the world as phenomena (as representation), then what would the living body as a thingin-itself be? If there is a phenomena of life, is there also a noumena of life, a life-in-itself ? On the one hand,
such a noumenal life could not be something completely divorced from life as phenomenal, for then there would
be no point of connection between phenomena and noumena (a logical prerequisite for Kant). On the other
hand, this noumenal life must retain a minimal equivocity with regard to phenomenal life, else we are simply
back within the phenomenal domain of subject-object relations.
Hence Schopenhauer’s riddle of life: what is that through which life is at once the nearest and the farthest, the
most familiar and the most strange? As Schopenhauer notes, “the answer to the riddle is given to the subject of
knowledge appearing as individual, and this answer is given in the word Will.”24 The Will is, in Schopenhauer’s
hands, that which is common to subject and object, but not reducible to either. This Will is never present in
itself, either as subjective experience or as objective knowledge; it necessarily remains a negative manifestation.
Indeed, Schopenhauer will press this further, suggesting that “the whole body is nothing but objectified will, i.e.,
will that has become representation.”25 And again: “My body and will are one…or, My body is the objectivity of
my will.”26
In reply to the riddle “what is nearest and farthest?” Schopenhauer answers with the Will – that which is fully
immanent and yet absolutely inaccessible. As we noted, Schopenhauer’s first step is to re-cast Kant’s framework
in new terms – for Kantian phenomena he will use the term Representation, and for Kantian noumena he will
use the term Will. His next step is to describe the living body, and more specifically life, as the nexus where Will
and Representation meet. Schopenhauer’s reply is that to each instance of the world taken as Representation
there is the world as Will; and to each instance of life as Representation (whether as subject or object), there is
a correlative Will-to-Life:
The will, considered purely in itself, is devoid of knowledge, and is only a blind, irresistible urge, as we
see it appear in inorganic and vegetable nature…and as what the will wills is always life, just because
this is nothing but the presentation of that willing for the representation, it is immaterial and a mere
pleonasm if, instead of simply saying “the will,” we say “the will-to-life.”27
Certainly life obtains a duality within the domain of Representation – there is the subjective experience of
living, just as there is the scientific knowledge of the living, both inscribed within the world as Representation
or phenomena. Schopenhauer’s controversial move here is to assert that there is life outside of and apart from
the world as Representation, that there is a life which remains inaccessible to the phenomenon of life, and his
phrase Will-to-Life designates this horizon.
Life Negating Life
However, at this point, the problem is that Schopenhauer appears to have only elevated the concept of life
beyond ontology, to the realm of unthinkable noumena. There still remains a part of the riddle to be answered,
which is how that which is nearest can – at the same time – be that which is farthest. For this the role of negation
in the Will-to-Life becomes more important.
Schopenhauer notes that the Will is not simply a static, transcendent category of being, but a dynamic,
continuous principle that is much in line with Idealist concept of the Absolute. But, as we’ve seen, Schopenhauer
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distances himself from Idealism by opposing the ontology of generosity that it puts forth.28 As Schopenhauer
comments, “everywhere we see contest, struggle, and the fluctuation of victory, and…we shall recognize in this
more distinctly that variance with itself essential to the will.”29 Schopenhauer provides a veritable compendium
of examples from the sciences, though they read more like scenes from a monster movie: insects that lay their
eggs in the bodies of other host insects, for whom birth is death; the internalized predator-prey relationship
in the hydra; the ant whose head and tail fight each other if the body is cut in two; invasive species such as
ivy; giant oak trees whose branches become so intertwined that the tree suffocates. His examples continue, up
through the cosmic negation of black holes, down to the basic chemical decomposition of matter in the decay
of corpses, where life is defined by the negation of life.
Yet Schopenhauer is neither a Hobbes nor a Darwin; his emphasis here is less on the universalizing of
struggle, and more on what it indicates for an ontology of life. If the Will is flow or a continuum, it is, for
Schopenhauer, one driven by negation – or by a negative flow, a negative continuum. The Will asserts itself
through contradictions, oppositions, subtractions, and its limit is the self-negation of life, through life. Thus “the
will-to-live (Wille zum Leben) generally feasts on itself, and is in different forms its own nourishment, until finally
the human race, because it subdues all the others, regards nature as manufactured for its own use.”30
For Schopenhauer, there is an “inner antagonism” to the Will, one that is antagonistic at the level of this or that
living being, as well as in the domain of inorganic nature, on through to the level of cosmic life. The Will-to-Life
is driven by this process of “life negating life,” from the inorganic to the organic and beyond.
Cosmic Pessimism
In the inner antagonism of the Will-to-Life Schopenhauer comes upon what is perhaps his greatest insight, and
that is its radically unhuman aspect. Schopenhauer here pulls apart the Kantian split, suggesting that all claims
concerning noumena are necessarily compromised by concepts derived in some way from the phenomenal
domain. And it is here that Schopenhauer most directly counters the furtive anthropocentrism in post-Kantian
Idealism. In the same way that the domain of noumena does not exist for phenomena, so the Will-to-Life is
utterly indifferent to any concept of life, be it “for us” or “in itself.” In the Will-to-Life “we see at the very lowest
grade the will manifesting itself as a blind impulse, an obscure, dull urge, remote from all direct knowableness.”31
In statements like these, Schopenhauer is actually making two separate claims. The first has to do with the
principle of sufficient reason, and Schopenhauer’s critical treatment of it. In so far as the Will-to-Life is
noumenal as well as phenomenal, all statements concerning its causality, its teleology, its relation to time and
space, and its logical coherence or intelligibility, must only apply within the phenomenal domain. In this sense
“the will as thing-in-itself lies outside the province of the principle of sufficient reason in all its forms, and is
consequently completely groundless, although each of its phenomena is entirely subject to that principle.”32
Schopenhauer admits that one can always recuperate any and all statements about the Will into the phenomenal
domain, a recuperative move in which one is still able to articulate that which is inarticulable, to think that
which is unthinkable. But in this paradoxical mode there is always something which, taken in itself, for which
no sufficient reason can suffice, or for which there is only a negation of sufficient reason. We might even say
that Schopenhauer’s concept of the Will-to-Life ultimately points to a principle of insufficient reason at its core.
If the Will-to-Life, considered in itself, has no sufficient reason because it lies outside the phenomenal domain,
so can the Will-to-Life not be granted any anthropocentric conceits, least of all that life exists “for us” as human
beings, or that it reaches its pinnacle in the human life. Like his German contemporaries, Schopenhauer posits
a principle of continuity that would collapse the Kantian split between phenomena and noumena; but unlike
them, he refuses to grant the human being, or the human perspective, any priority with respect to this principle.
Certainly, as Schopenhauer readily admits, there are gradations and differentiations within the natural world.
What remains, however, is this Will-to-Life that indifferently cuts across them all. “For it is indeed one and the
same will that objectifies itself in the whole world; it knows no time, for that form of the principle of sufficient
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reason does not belong to it, or to its original objectivity, namely the Ideas, but only to the way in which these
are known by the individuals who are themselves transitory…”33
Even as it is rendered hierarchical for Schopenhauer, the Will-to-Life maintains this cosmic indifference
throughout the world. Indeed, Schopenhauer will go so far as to say that this constitutes the tragic-comic
character of human life in particular: “The life of every individual, viewed as a whole and in general, and
when only its most significant features are emphasized, is really a tragedy; but gone through in detail it has the
character of a comedy.”34
For Schopenhauer, pessimism is the only viable philosophical response to this radically unhuman condition.
This pessimism is something for which Schopenhauer is popularly known (and often dismissed). The problem
is that Schopenhauer’s pessimism is often understood to be about human life, for it is only human beings that
sense the senselessness and suffering of the world. It is true that Schopenhauer’s pessimism has to do with a
view of life as essentially “incurable suffering and endless misery,” an ongoing cycle of suffering and boredom.
But this is only the case from the perspective of the individual, living subject, towards which, for Schopenhauer,
the world-in-itself is indifferent. As Schopenhauer evocatively notes, very manifestation of the Will-to-Life is
doubled by a kind of Willlessness (Willenslosigkeit), every sense of the world-for-us doubled by a world-withoutus. Pessimism for Schopenhauer is not so much an individual, personal attitude, but really a cosmic one – an
impersonal attitude. The indifference of the Will-to-Life thus stretches from the micro-scale to the macro-scale:
Thus everyone in this twofold regard is the whole world itself, the microcosm; he finds its two sides
whole and complete within himself. And what he thus recognizes as his own inner being also exhausts
the inner being of the whole world, the macrocosm. Thus the whole world, like man himself, is
through and through will and through and through representation, and beyond this there is nothing.35
In an enigmatic way, negation courses through Schopenhauer’s notion of the Will-to-Life. Evocations of the
Will-to-Life as “nothing” or “nothingness” recur throughout Schopenhauer’s writings. Certainly Schopenhauer
was influenced by his encounter with classical texts in the Buddhist traditions.36 As we’ve noted, this type of
cosmic pessimism stands in opposition to the ontology of generosity in post-Kantian Idealism, with its emphasis
on overpresence, flux and flow, and the becoming of the Absolute. In response to the Kantian split between Life
and the living, and in contrast to the post-Kantian ontology of generosity, Schopenhauer opts for a negative
ontology of life.
However, that life is “nothing” can mean several things. The enigmatic last section of WWR I bears out some
of these meanings. Here Schopenhauer makes use of Kant’s distinction between two kinds of nothing: the
nihil privativum or privative nothing, and the nihil negativum or negative nothing. The former is nothing defined
as the absence of something (e.g. shadow as absence of light, death as absence of life). For Schopenhauer the
world is nothing in this privative sense as this interplay between Representation and Will; the world, with all its
subject-object relations, as well as its ongoing suffering and boredom, is transitory and ephemeral. By contrast,
the indifferent Will-to-Life courses through and cuts across it all, all the while remaining in itself inaccessible,
and “nothing.”
The problem is that, at best, we have a limited and indirect access to the world as a nihil privativum, and “so
long as we ourselves are the will-to-live, this last, namely the nothing as that which exists, can be known and
expressed by us only negatively.”37 For Schopenhauer the very fact that there is no getting outside the world of
the nihil privativum hints at a further negation, one that is not a relative but an absolute nothingness:
…in opposition to this nihil privativum, the nihil negativum has been set up, which would in every respect
be nothing…But considered more closely, an absolute nothing, a really proper nihil negativum, is not
even conceivable, but everything of this kind, considered from a higher standpoint or subsumed
under a wider concept, is always only a nihil privativum.38
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At this point it seems that one must say – or think – nothing more. It is as if philosophy ultimately leads to its
own negation, to Wittgenstein’s claim that what cannot be thought must be passed over in silence. That WWR
closes with an enigmatic affirmation of life as nothingness is indicative of the limits of Schopenhauer’s negative
ontology. On the one hand the Will-to-Life is nothingness because, considered as the interplay between Life
and the living, the Will-to-Life in itself is never something in an affirmative or positive sense. But Schopenhauer
suggests that the Will-to-Life is nothingness for a further reason, which is that, in itself, the Will-to-Life indicates
that which is never manifest, that which is never an objectification of the Will, that which is never a Will for
a Representation. To the relative nothingness of the nihil privativum there is the absolute nothingness (absolutes
Nichts) of the nihil negativum. While Schopenhauer is himself opposed to the post-Kantian Idealists, he is united
with them in his interest in the concept of the Absolute, albeit one paradoxically grounded in nothingness.
His contribution is to have thought the Absolute without resorting to the ontology of generosity and its undue
reliance on romantic conceptions of Life, Nature, and the human. To the negative ontology of life, it would
seem, therefore, that there is an kind of meontology of life. It is for this reason that Schopenhauer can close WWR
I by stating that “this very real world of ours with all its suns and galaxies, is – nothing.”39

6. CODA (THE SPECTER OF ELIMINATIVISM)
At a recent conference given at The New School in New York, Steven Shaviro characterized contemporary
speculative philosophy as polarized between what he terms “panpsychism” and “eliminativism.” Such a
polarization relies on a number of presuppositions. If one accepts that philosophy is broadly conditioned by
the correlation between self and world (but also subject and object, or thought and the intentional object of
thought), and if one accepts that this “correlationism” is a central problematic within philosophy (insofar as
philosophy is by definition unable to think outside of correlationism), then for Shaviro this leaves one of two
extremes open for philosophy. Either one must opt for a kind of diffuse immanence, in which some quasi-monist
entity (thought, affect, object, life, etc.) is already everywhere - the view of panpsychism - or one must opt for an
equally diffuse reductionism, in which all claims about existing entities are in themselves groundless, masking
a potential void within everything - the view of eliminativism. In Shaviro’s presentation, current speculative
philosophy is being polarized between, on the one hand, a view of everything-already-everywhere, and on the
other hand, a view of nothing-ultimately-nowhere.
As I read them, Shaviro’s comments are meant more as a provocation than a proof. In his talk he also notes
alternatives that avoid moving towards either pole: “I should also note though...that there is also the alternative
of abrogating both eliminativism and panpsychism at the same time.”40 Shaviro cites the work of Reza
Negarestani, Ben Woodard, and yours truly as examples, noting that “these thinkers have a very negative view
of the efficacy of thought, and in that sense they’re eliminativists. And yet they couldn’t find the universe as
horrible as they find it, in this Lovecraftian way, without being kinds of inverted panpsychists...41 However,
what remains an open question is the way in which the work of Negarestani, Woodard, and myself arbitrates
between eliminativism and panpsychism – whether it is in the form of a synthesis, an implosion, a double
negation, or something else altogether. But it is worth noting how this alternative described by Shaviro, which
would avoid both the plenum of panpsychism and the reductionism of eliminativism, results in a paradoxical
plenum of nothing, or better, a notion of immanence that is indissociable from nothingness. In short, the
implosion of becoming and un-becoming into Schopenhauer’s “will-to-nothing” or Willlessness.
Eliminativism is more commonly understood as a branch of analytical philosophy that also goes by the name
of “eliminative materialism.” Often associated with thinkers such as Paul Churchland and Daniel Dennett,
eliminiative materialism questions the existence of “qualia” such as mental states, psychological behaviors, or
subjective affects. At its most extreme, it challenges any claims for an independently-existing mind beyond a
neurological and biological basis. As fields such as cognitive science progress, many commonly-held notions
such as “belief ” or “desire” will be discovered to have no viable scientific basis and may even be relegated to
the dust heap of folk psychology. Eliminativism also has a broader significance, especially in the philosophy of
science, where it questions the existence of any entity beyond its material basis (be it of the vitalist “soul” or the
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“luminiferous ether”).
Shaviro’s comments are, of course, meant to evoke a different type of eliminativism, one that would take up
its fundamental challenge to philosophy’s principle of sufficient reason, while also departing from eliminative
materialism’s fidelity to biological, neurological, or physical “baseline” concepts. In a way, traditional eliminative
materialism doesn’t go far enough; or, put differently, given its critical questioning of basic philosophical
premises, eliminative materialism’s reliance on positivist science can only seem as an arbitrary stopping-point.
Why claim that subjective states or psychological categories like “faith,” “joy,” “despondency,” or “dereliction”
can only be assessed to the degree that they reduce to the biological or neurological level, and then not continue
on to “eliminate” that biological or neurological basis as well? It would seem that, for eliminative materialism,
philosophy once again re-instates its Kantian, juridical capacity to regulate boundaries and re-establish grounds,
precisely at the moment that it questions the concept of “ground” altogether. In short, this more ambiguous,
“dark” eliminativism would suggest that any eliminative materialism must ultimately eliminate matter itself.42
The trials and tribulations (mostly tragic) of “life” as a philosophical concept readily lend themselves to the
eliminativist approach. Surely no other concept has been so vociferously asserted and questioned, from historical
debates over vitalism in the philosophy of science, to contemporary evocations of “vibrant matter” and “the life
of things.” Eliminativism haunts the ontology of life, constantly questioning its theological pretentions, while
also maintaining a minimal baseline or ground that would enable fields like neuroscience to make scientifically
sound claims about what is or isn’t living. At its extreme, the search for a material basis for life (be it in a
molecule or even, ironically, in biological “information”) ends up reducing life to its material constituents - at
which point there is no life at all...or there is nothing but life. Interestingly, eliminativist approaches to the
ontology of life tend to split it along the lines that Shaviro describes: either everything is alive or nothing is
alive; either everything is pulsating flux and flow, auto-affecting and self-transforming, or everything is silence,
stillness, and the enigmatic, vacuous hum of nothingness.
For both Aristotle and Kant, the proliferating, generous, and over-present manifestations of life are always
shadowed by a concept of life-in-itself that must, by necessity, enter the eliminativist abyss. Nowhere is the
awareness of this duplicity more evident than in post-Kantian Idealism. In Schelling’s Naturphilosohpie and his
concept of the World-Soul, in Hegel’s meditations on the organicist flows of Spirit, and in Fichte’s lectures on
“Absolute Life,” one sees in Idealism a concerted attempt to ameliorate this shadowy aspect of life itself, while
also refusing the options of either mechanistic science or a return to Scholastic theology.
In contrast to this tradition, one also finds thinkers like Schopenhauer, the misanthrope from Danzig who, again
and again, rails against his contemporaries for not having adequately grasped the nothingness at the heart of
life itself. But if there is nothingness at the heart of life, then how does one account for its prodigious generosity
and overpresence? How does one think the negation at the heart of life, when life is commonly understood to be
the concept of affirmation par excellence? Despite the animosities between them, this is the question that concerns
both the Idealists as well as Schopenhauer; and it is a problem first fully articulated by Kant.
Post-Kantian Idealism did not end with Fichte, Schelling, or Hegel. In a way, its conceptual contours are
resurrected by subsequent generations. A thread runs from the notion of life-as-generation to philosophical
vitalism and biophilosophies inspired by Deleuze or Bergson, just as another thread runs from the notion
of life-as-givenness to the phenomenology of life, the life-world, or the flesh, as found in Husserl, MerleauPonty, or Michel Henry. Are we, for example, witness to a contemporary post-Kantian Idealism today, in
the correlationism of a neo-Fichteanism, in the transcendental geology of a neo-Schellingianism, or in the
metamorphic plasticity of neo-Hegelianism?43
One of Schopenhauer’s most contentious propositions is that all life is dark life, and thus even contemporary
scientific fields such as those that study extremophiles recapitulate, through the methods of empirical science,
this shift from life-in-itself as a regional problem of epistemology to a fundamental fissure within ontology. Its
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limit is one that Schopenhauer characterizes as life-as-nothing, life thought in terms of negation, ultimately
leading Schopenhauer from a negative ontology to something that we can only call an affirmative meontology of
life.
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NOTES
1. The widespread coverage of extemophile research is evidenced by pop science books like Michael Ray Taylor’s Dark Life:
Martian Nanobacteria, Rock-Eating Cave Bugs, and Other Extreme Organisms of Inner Earth and Outer Space, as well as a number of science
documentaries, including Journey into Amazing Caves. There is a college-level textbook Physiology and Biochemistry of Extremophiles,
and there even exists a number of professional organizations, such as the International Society for Extremophiles.
2. European Science Foundation (ESF), Investigating Life in Extreme Environments – A European Perspective (Strasbourg: European
Science Foundation, 2007), p. 13. See also the recent press release from NASA (December 2010), announcing the discovery
of an arsenic-based bacterium: http://www.nasa.gov/home/hqnews/2010/dec/HQ_10-320_Toxic_Life.html.
3. Ibid., p. 15.
4. “Gold Mine Holds Life Untouched by Sun,” New Scientist (19 October 2006).
5. Kant never says so, but one is tempted to state it: Life is noumenal.
6. I will be using the phrases “post-Kantian Idealism” and “German Idealism” interchangeably, though arguably there are
reasons for treating them as separate terms.
7. The most frequently-referenced example is in the opening sections of the Phenomenology of Spirit, though the Philosophy of
Nature, part of Hegel’s Encyclopedia of the Philosophical Sciences, also revisits these themes, from the perspective of Nature as
manifest Spirit.
8. Schelling returned again and again to this relationship between Nature and the Absolute, from earlier works such as the
First Outline of a System of the Philosophy of Nature, to his later work The Ages of the World.
9. This phrase plays a key role in Fichte’s lectures, some of which are collected in The Science of Knowing – Fichte’s 1804 Lectures
on the Wissenshaftslehre.
10. Here I borrow Steven Shaviro’s paraphrase of Whitehead’s process philosophy in Without Criteria, though used here in a
different context.
11. On life-as-genesis, see Bergson’s Creative Evolution, as well as nearly all of Deleuze’s work, including Bergsonism, Difference and
Repetition, and the two volumes of Cinema. On life-as-givenness, see Jean-Luc Marion’s Being Given: Towards a Phenomenology of
Givenness, and Michel Henry’s multi-volume Phenomenology of Life.
12. There is an anecdote often told about Schopenhauer that, while lecturing in Berlin in 1820, intentionally chose the same
time for his lectures as that of Hegel. Needless to say, the latter continued to draw huge crowds, while the former was faced
with an empty hall.
13. The World as Will and Representation, Volume I, trans. E.F.J. Payne (New York: Dover, 1969), p. 429.
14. Ibid., 434, italics removed.
15. Ibid., §7, pp. 25-26.
16. Ibid., §1, p. 3.
17. Ibid., §24, p. 124.
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THICKNESS ON THE MARGINS OF DISCOURSE
Jean-François Lyotard, translated by Antony Hudek

2011 sees the long-awaited appearance in English translation of Jean-François Lyotard’s Discourse,
Figure. To mark this event, we are pleased to publish here an extract from the book, along with
texts on the significance of this work by a number of prominent Lyotard scholars. The book was
Lyotard’s thesis for his Doctorat ès lettres, and was first published in French in 1971. Amongst many
other points of interest, Discourse, Figure stages an encounter between three major theoretical
perspectives in 20th Century French thought – phenomenology, structuralism, and psychoanalysis
– as well as one between the disciplines of philosophy, linguistics, and art theory. In keeping with
the focus of Parrhesia, we have chosen to excerpt here a chapter which deals primarily with a
philosophical theme: a reading, at once sympathetic and critical, of the philosophy of language
of Gottlob Frege. Part of the interest of this chapter is that it belies what remains a common
(though uneducated, and excessively generalised) criticism of poststructuralist thought: that it
endorses a Saussurean notion of sense as the product of a closed system of language and neglects
the Fregean thesis on the importance of extra-linguistic reference (thought by many 20th Century
philosophers to be decisive). Lyotard here mobilises Frege towards a critique of Saussure, while
also distancing himself from Derrida’s wariness of reference. Nevertheless, Lyotard does not adopt
Frege uncritically, and his reflections on language in Discourse, Figure remain far from those
of many philosophers in the Analytic tradition influenced by Frege. These reflections are closely
interweaved with his analyses and arguments concerning the phenomenology of perception, the
unconscious, and the aesthetic experience of art. The reader unfamiliar with Discourse, Figure
will be able to get an impression of the wider theses of the work, and hence some contextualisation
of the excerpt presented here, from the texts which follow it in this feature. - Eds
A decade before Saussure, Gottlob Frege had understood and developed this effect of positionality, establishing
that the words’ opening onto reference belongs to actual discourse and not to the virtual system of language
[langue], suggesting moreover that there is silent meaning or thickness, on this side of significations, lodged this
time at the heart of discourse itself, in its form. The separation of the two vectors that allowed Benveniste to
locate the arbitrary
nature of linguistic signs overlaps exactly with the distinction Frege posits between Sinn
1
and Bedeutung. This last remark is more than a mere anomaly, for Frege’s reflection goes far beyond a formalist
revision regarding propositional calculus; it follows a Kantian lineage when it starts from the separation between
an a = a type equation, which is analytical, and the equation of the a = b variety, which implies an increase in
knowledge, but needs to be justified. Above all, Frege’s reflection culminates in an organization of the space
of discourse and thought that will serve as reference for the Husserl of the Logical Investigations as much as for
the Wittgenstein of the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, becoming, with its intersecting dimensions, the matrix of
intentional as well as analytical philosophy. It is important to return to the point where, on the one hand, the
exclusion of designation in favor of signification, and on the other, the burying of the Sinn’s key structure
under intentional analyses, are not yet completed, where the union of the two great Kantian themes of the
transcendental as subjectivity and the transcendental as structure is not undone, but on the contrary refined—
especially since Frege’s conclusions find, in certain results and omissions of structural linguistics, an echo that
makes his reflection all the more timely.
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An expression such as a = b encapsulates the entire problem of the sign. If it turns out to be true, it would
mean that one could take b instead of a; but a is not b, and their difference is maintained in the formulation of
their identity. What constitutes this difference? If b differed only from a as an object (als Gegenstand), for example
through its form and not in the way it designates (bezeichnet), the expression a = b would have the same knowledge
value as the expression a = a, and their difference would be trivial. However, their difference is so important that
it contains the entire opposition between the analytic and the synthetic, the entire increase of knowledge.
The
2
difference, then, consists in the way in which the designated is given respectively by a and by b. Let us assume
M is the point where the three median lines x, y, z of a triangle intersect. One can designate M as the point of
intersection of x and y, or y and z. These two designations each indicate (deuten) a different way of presenting
the designated object: this is what grants the statement “the point of intersection of x and y is the point of in
tersection of y and z” a positive knowledge value. One must therefore distinguish between the sign’s Bedeutung,
its designation, involving the exteriority of the designated, and its Sinn, consisting in the way the object is given
(die Art des Gegebenseins). The Bedeutung of the expression “point of intersection between x and y” is the same as
that of the expression “point of intersection of y and z,” but not its Sinn.
This is not to suggest that if reference is objective, signification would be subjective. To emphasize how far
he stands from a psychologizing interpretation, and to locate signification precisely within objectivity, Frege
provides a new coupling where signification is this time opposed to “representation” (Vorstellung). The latter
can vary from one subject to the next, while signification is independent of the word’s or the expression’s
formulation. The phrase “a new day is born” can elicit various representations, images, feelings, depending
on the listener, but each and every listener, if knowledgeable of the English language, will understand it in the
same way. Thus emerges the concept of a non-reifying objectivity, for which Frege provides as model the image
of the moon in the lens of a telescope: “I compare the moon itself to the reference (Bedeutung); it is the object
of the observation, mediated by the real image projected by the object glass in the interior of the telescope and
by the retinal image of the observer. The former I compare to the 3sense [signification] (Sinn), the latter is like the
idea [représentation] (Vorstellung) or experience [intuition] (Anschauung).” Signification is thus endowed with the same
objectivity as that of the physical image in the “objective”: it is einseitig [one-sided] and depends on the position
of the observation point, but is the same for all the observers standing in any one place. Hence signification
has no more to do with persons than designation; what does is the world of images that signification can give
rise to in each of us. The correlation between our representations and, say, the text of a poem is unverifiable,
“free”; similarly, the dream separates us from the objectivity of Sinn, pressing us into another element that is not
communicable, or at least not easily so.
If Frege chooses not to dwell on this relation between the sign and Vorstellung—since the problem he sets out
to elucidate is not that of the expression of “subjectivity” but rather that of the position of objectivity in
discourse—his analysis of the two dimensions of meaning is, for its part, crucial. As Frege writes, a “proper
noun”—that is, any sign or4 group of signs, whether words or not, to which corresponds a definite object and
not a concept or a relation —“expresses its sense [signification] (drückt seinen Sinn aus), stands for or designates its
reference (bedeutet oder bezeichnet seine Bedeutung). By means of a sign we express its sense [signification] and desi5gnate
its reference (wir drücken mit einem Zeichen dessen Sinn aus und bezeichen mit ihm dessen Bedeutung).” This
duality of the dimensions of meaning [sens] is inescapable: it is pointless to object that, after all, one can make
do with signification [signification] alone, and that nothing forces us to look for the reference behind the sign. To
the skeptic who wonders why we should need to have “moon” find a respondent in reality, Frege answers: “when
we say ‘the Moon,’ we do not intend to speak of our idea [représentation] (Vorstellung) of the Moon, nor are we6
satisfied with the sense [signification] (Sinn) alone, but we presuppose a reference (sondern wir setzen eine Bedeutung voraus).”
When what is at issue is no longer the proper noun but the declarative statement, Frege will go on to assert
just as vehemently the inalienable character of the search for the designated. Understood in its totality, the
declarative statement possesses an objective thought content, independent of the thinker; just as in the case
of the proper noun, signification is not subjected to the whims of the speakers’ imaginations. But what about
reference, of the dimension of designation in such a statement, to which not one object can correspond? Can we
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simply do without it? “Is it possible that a sentence as a whole has only a sense [signification], but no reference?”
When I assert that “Odysseus was set ashore at Ithaca while sound asleep,” the sentence possesses signification
but seems to lack a dimension of designation since, in all probability, no object corresponds to one of the
proper nouns it contains (Odysseus). Frege’s answer to this question warrants our attention. When, he argues,
we listen to the epic poem in an aesthetic attitude, what fascinates us through the musicality of language is
signification, and the images and sentiments it arouses. “Hence it is a matter of no concern to us whether the
name ‘Odysseus,’ for instance, has reference, so long as we accept the poem as a work of art.” But8 “the question
of truth would cause us to abandon aesthetic delight for an attitude of scientific investigation.” For we are in
clined to want the proper noun to possess not only a signification but also a designation; on its own, the thought
content of the statement leaves us unsatisfied. “It is9the striving for truth that drives us always to advance from
the sense [signification] to the reference [designation].”
In the above answer we see the first sketch emerge of a complete table of the attitudes of speech that would
force us to reflect on the language of art. When the statement is grasped for the Vorstellung it can generate, the
grip on the axis of language occurs at the pole of images, which is individual, and this approach determines the
aesthetic existence of speech, the poetic. A second grip should be possible through signification alone, stripped
of its phantasmatic resonances as well as its referential power; it would then induce a formalist attitude, using
language as an objective totality in that the signifieds would always be verifiable from one speaker to another—
which would imply that we remain confined to the order of articulated language—and thus as a closed totality,
since there would be no need to reveal signification by pitting it against something beyond itself. But Frege
seems to suggest here that such a formalism is impossible since it is not in our power to summon words, and
groups of words, in thought without referring their signification to an “object” that is not in them, but outside.
This explains why this second type of grip on language finds no place in Frege’s terminology, and why he
considers the language of knowledge a form of speech in search of the absent object of which it is speaking.
Thus all language is essentially open onto non-language: the discourse of knowledge requires a transcendence
directed toward things, within which it hunts down its object, while the discourse of art requires the opposite
transcendence, issuing from the images that come to inhabit its words. On the one side defining speech, which
tries to force the designated into invariant structure relations and to assimilate completely the designated into
signified; on the other, expressive speech striving to open itself up to the space of vision and desire and to
produce figurality with the signified. In both cases, language fascinated by what it is not, attempting in the latter
case to possess it—this is the phantasy of science—on the other to be it—the phantasy of art.
It is with considerable insight that Frege sees as a motive running through the discourse of knowledge a striving,
a Streben, a desire, thus provoking (this logician, this professor) in the meticulously sanitized problematic of
knowledge a crack through which the theme reputed as being most foreign to knowledge could creep in,
whereas it is doubtless its core: the theme of desire. Frege even shows that the transcendence that refers every
utterance to an object is essentially unknown to language: “If anything is asserted there is always an obvious
presupposition that the simple or compound proper names used have reference. If one therefore asserts ‘Kepler
died in misery,’ there is a presupposition that the name ‘Kepler’ designates something; but it does not follow that
the sense (Sinn) of the sentence ‘Kepler died in misery’ contains the thought (Gedanke) that the name ‘Kepler’
designates something.” This could almost be Kant’s refutation of the ontological argument: existence is not a
concept. Frege adds, “If this were the case, the negation would have to run not ‘Kepler
did not die in misery’
10
but ‘Kepler did not die in misery, or the name ‘Kepler’ does not have a reference.’” Note in passing this proof ’s
method: by negation.
Yet an elementary Kantianism still lingers in the sketch of the table of meanings. In it the expressive and
cognitive forms of discourse remain separate, just as the celestial body and its retinal image are in the compari
son of the telescope. Wanting-to-know and having-lost are not articulated with one another; art is not seen
as “memory” of an identity of the word and the thing of which science is the forgetting and the desperate
repetition in the possessive register; knowledge as desire is not articulated with misrecognition as phantasy. No
doubt Frege is absolutely right to stay clear of the totalizing dialectics of the sensory into sensible, a dialectics
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by which he was hardly tempted as far as we know. Frege nevertheless falls victim to the same psychologism
that haunts the Critique of Pure Reason (but which Kant will progressively shed as he advanced in the critique of
his criticism) when he places Vorstellung, and all the power of meaning that poetry attaches to the image, on the
side of the individual subject and of a communication-less interiority opposed to an objective and universally
observable exteriority supposedly belonging to science. As if this subject and this object were not fragments
from a primary explosion of which language was precisely the initial spark; as if reality, far from being that
about which there is never anything but unanimity, could be approached otherwise than as that which is lost
and must be found again; and as if, on the other hand, poetry and art in general didn’t have everything to do
not with Vorstellungen but with tried-and-true objects. The real and the imaginary are not faculties, nor levels, nor
even poles. One certainly cannot avoid falling into this spatializing of Being: it finds justification precisely in the
explosion that divides by unifying, since this exteriority and this unity are space itself. But one must continually
resist the convenience, even up to the validity of this imagery if we want to recapture what made and continues
to make possible the polarization of the object and the subject, of the thing and the image, of science and art,
that is our lot.
It would naturally be unfair to ask of Frege’s article what it is not meant to give (despite the fact that this
“mistake” awaits every text, as it is the general law of reading). But what it does give—the transcendence and
the test of commutation—deserves thorough consideration. Frege’s double question is: what does it mean to say
a = b? And under what conditions can one say it? This is the problem of synthetic judgment, here understood
in terms of semiology and no longer of criticism, which is how it comes up directly against the problem of
arbitrariness and the modern theme of the two meanings of meaning. The answer to the first question is that
one says a = b when a and b are expressions that refer to the same object. “The Stagirite philosopher” and
“Alexander’s tutor” are equivalent expressions because they share the same reference and aim for the same
object. One thus sees what for Frege grounds the synthesis of judgment or, as one would say, governs the
sentence’s formation, namely, the discourse’s opening onto what it speaks of. We can replace a phrase with
another without betraying the truth when both have the same referent in sight. The synthesizing process at
work in the production of discourse must be seen as the movement of the speaker from one observation point
to another from where the object seen from the first point will still be recognizable; as the experience of a
mobility whose rule is to leave the aim [visée] untouched. In this description of synthetic judgment two primary
metaphors are seen to come into play, that of moving and of seeing. To speak is to jump from one reference
point to another without letting what one is speaking of out of one’s sight. The object is constituted as a horizon
line toward which the utterances,like glances cast in its direction, will converge. A description remarkably close
to the one we can venture, and which Husserl did, of perceptual experience and the constitution of the visual
object: a unit of drafts, site where these grips take hold, where these instantaneous caresses take shape, into a
thickness in which the object holds back like an X. We recognize the kind of negativity at the heart of Frege’s
analysis—visual transcendence—and what matters most in this transcendence: the remote gift in the mobility
that engenders depth. This is the ekthesis of all synthesis, the originary explosion in which the sequence of
linguistic terms stretches out, the a = b.
This vertical negativity does not do away with internal conditions regulating the syntagmatic chain, which limit
the right to commute a and b, even when they share the same reference. The close study of these proscriptions
is of great interest, revealing as it does the presuppositions of a methodology from which we will barely need to
stray in what follows. Frege identifies three types of such restrictions, all of which11 have to do with subordinate
clauses. When I state “Copernicus believed that the planetary orbits are circles,” my statement is true despite
the fact that, taken separately, the subordinate is false, as lacking Bedeutung. I can replace this statement with this
one: “Copernicus believed that the apparent motion of the sun is produced by the real motion of the Earth,”
in which this time the subordinate, taken separately,is true (since it possesses a referent), without this substitution
altering the truth value (Warheitswert) of my statement. This particular trait also applies to all subordinate clauses
completing
verbs such as to say, etc., that express a conviction, an appearance, a goal, an order, a request, or
12
a denial. A first obstacle to a selection determined solely by the consideration of the reference lies therefore
in indirect speech, where words are no longer taken for what they designate (as is the case in direct speech) but
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rather only for what they signify. Thus in the expression “I believe it is raining,” “it is raining” counts in fact
as thought content (Gedanke), not as reference to “actual,” real rain. The rule is therefore that the Bedeutung of
a proper noun (or of a clause) taken indirectly is its Sinn. We will return to this rule, which is of the highest im
portance and comes into play each time language is taken as object.
The second case in which selection finds itself restricted occurs when the subordinate, separated from the
entire set of propositions, does not constitute an autonomous thought13content. When I declare that “Whoever
discovered the elliptic form of the planetary orbits died in misery,” I am unable to think the subordinate
separately. Of course I can utter the clause for its own sake “. . . whoever discovered the elliptical form of
the planetary orbits,” but its Sinn does not form an independent thought content, as one cannot transform
this subordinate into a main clause. It possesses moreover no distinctive Bedeutung, thus preventing me from
replacing such a subordinate by another with the same reference: since its signification is only a part of the
signification of the whole set of propositions, by modifying this part I modify the thought content of the whole.
Finally one must isolate the case—the most common in ordinary language—where the thought content is not
expressed in the set of propositions taken as whole (main + subordinate), and where, therefore, there is more
Gedanken than clauses. For example, causality, reservation, or mediation can
be suggested by the disposition of
14
clauses without any one proposition, or part thereof, corresponding to it. In this case, the use of the rule of
selection with equal Bedeutung must come after an analysis of the utterance detecting the presence or not of an
implicit notion. Thus in the statement “Napoleon, seeing the threat to his right flank, personally led his Guard
against the enemy position” I can replace the relative subordinate clause by another of equal Bedeutung—for
example, “suffering from liver problems”—only after making sure that no sequential relation holds between the
sight of the threat and the decision to take personal command of the Guard.
One notes that the method used by Frege constitutes a kind of experimentation with propositions that is, long
before it became known as such, the commutation test itself. When am I entitled to replace a with b? The most basic
condition is that both must have the same reference, that is, converge in the depth of discourse’s transcendence.
An added condition is that the change in signification resulting from the selection—this time in the linear
dimension of discourse—should not produce nonsense. One understands nonsense to be inevitable if, as is the
case with certain indirect subordinate clauses, the expression’s reference is identified with its signification; it is
inevitable, too, if the subordinate clause’s Sinn is an integral part of the Sinn of the whole clause or if, conversely,
a non-expressed “signification” emanates from the statement’s organization itself. These cases can be subsumed
under two overarching instances. The speaker does not speak in her or his name but reports the object of a
thought, an utterance, a wish, or an order for whose content she or he does not take responsibility. In the spatial
metaphor this translates as: from the observation point 1 with a view on object X, I express what is said, thought,
wanted, or ordered from the observation point 2 with regard to this same object. Thus it is clear that the object
of my statement is not object X but rather what occurs at point 2, that in this way the actual transcendence
of my discourse aims for this point and not for my object, and consequently that the Bedeutung of the terms I
use to express what occurs at point 2 is indeed these terms’ Sinn, that is, the thought content corresponding to
them. The sole condition of having to keep one’s sights on object X no longer suffices to measure my movement
from one observation point to another, for what is at issue in my discourse is the view of the other observation
point on X—that is, the other’s gaze—and to express it requires respecting its perspective, not unlike certain
Gothic altarpieces organized according to “inverted” perspective, which would be to the figure what reported
speech is to discourse. The method of selection brings out in subordinate clauses that are apparently similar as
to their meaning, the radical difference resulting from a change of reference, such as between “the firefighters
claim that a house is on fire” and “the firefighters are heading toward a burning house.” It is remarkable that
this method, which we know, forty years after Frege, will become instrumental15for phonology and structural
linguistics, and which was already the whole secret behind Leibniz’s logic, far from confining itself to
discourse’s longitudinal dimension, of bringing to the fore only structural invariants—that is, a measured and
horizontal negativity, a formal law—first relies on the transcendence of vision, on the reference to the object
of which one speaks, and declares as ground rule, as a rule more radical than formal laws, the safeguarding
of intuitus [immediate contemplation]. The first situation where the freedom of selection is hindered consists

JEAN-FRANÇOIS LYOTARD

therefore in the fact that actual discourse can include in itself another discourse, aiming for another object.
Here we already begin to see the outlines of the critique of structural linguistics that we will need to develop.
Such a critique does not apply to the strategic choice of language level [niveau de langue], otherwise perfectly
legitimate, but to the double consequence this choice entails, which needs to be circumscribed. On the one
hand, the aim [visée] of the discourse in question is covered up, the words are no longer taken for their “truth
value” but for their Sinn. This blocking out of reference is what will simultaneously allow speech to be treated as
a chain, the extraction of the units articulated in the latter, and their organization into a system. The closure of
language— structuralism’s fundamental hypothesis—is the correlate of this epistemological relation, in which
the other’s discourse is not considered according to its own aim [visée] but to mine (the linguist’s discourse).
Reference as “truth value” is driven out of the language under scrutiny, lodging itself between the scrutinized
and the scrutinizing language. The relation between discourse thus objectified and its object is lost in its
specificity, which is that of a sighting; at best, this relation can be restituted only as a theory of “context,” which
assumes that the scrutinized discourse and its object are of the same nature and can be dealt with according
to the same methodology, with the result of doing away with the possibility of all “truth value.” On the other
hand, by objectifying the other’s discourse, by making it into an object identical in nature and position to
that about which it speaks, one transforms words into signs: one ceases to hear them, one strives to see them,
thereby granting them a semantic thickness comparable to that of a sensory sign—which is the opposite effect
of that by which the linguistic units are organized in the transparent system. One notes how these two effects
are contradictory: as signs, the elements of discourse are opaque; as units deprived of reference, they are mere
terms. Signification’s effect of thickness brings the contradiction to a head, by implying that the element of the
system is opaque.
As for the other overarching instance that places a limit on the scope of the selection between a and b, one
could say that it consists entirely in the laterality of meaning and in the polysemy of signs. If we sometimes
find ourselves unable to replace a subordinate clause with another of equal Bedeutung (or truth value), this is
because it partakes fully of the statement—for example as the relative clause of a hinge itself unspecified—
or because it forms the necessary moment of a meaning not supported expressly by a group of words but
that emanates instead from the form itself of discourse, and from the position words and phrases occupy in
discourse. In one case the terms await their signification from their articulation in the statement; in the other,
on the contrary, this articulation generates lateral, secondary significations (Nebengedanken): in the first case the
discourse’s organization evacuates polysemy by actualizing one of the word’s Sinne and eliminating the others;
in the second it maintains or produces polysemy at the next higher level by combining the significations thus
obtained. What does this mean? That mobility is the rule of ordinary language; that the point from where
the object of which we are speaking is seen and uttered is not static like an observatory,but rather that the
signification with which we endow the object is always produced only at the juncture of two operations, one
of which consists in eliminating secondary meanings while the other consists in reconstituting them; and that,
therefore, once beyond the level of elements, if one focuses no longer on the terms but on the living statement,
one must be prepared to concede, after Frege, that “the clause expresses more through its connexion with
another than it does in isolation.”16 And one must acknowledge that a certain movement is not what in language
makes it confusing but what makes it possible, just as sight would be impossible if the eye were deprived of
its capacity to move around the thing. What impedes selection in the semantic order in which Frege situates
himself is, in the final analysis, that in this order one is not really in the presence of the discontinuous, that one
is not dealing here—as is the case with distinctive or significative units—with fixed intervals separating and
unifying terms that the trajectory of selection could reveal without ambiguity. Here this trajectory, this motion is
as good as already integrated into words. It constitutes their polysemy, which could be considered its testimony,
since it is the sedimentation upon them of the torsions the speakers inflicted on their initial meaning, of the
ebbing and flowing through which the speakers dragged them, only to deposit them,in the lexicon, laden with
new significations acquired in the course of these wanderings.17
Frege’s analysis thus teaches us not only that there are two axes of discourse that intersect perpendicularly on
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linguistic “signs”—the axis of signification and that of designation or reference. It further posits that the ob
servance of the latter is the most elementary rule of truth; it teaches us that a discourse reported through ours
finds itself deprived of its transcendence, having itself become the object of the present transcendence; lastly, it
suggests that we have but one means of speaking, which is to “walk” to see and make visible, and but one means
of knowing, which is to continue to move, trying out new substitutions. In his review of Philosophy of Arithmetic,
Frege admitted to sharing Husserl’s belief that the Leibnizian definition “eadem sunt quorum unum potest
substitui alteri salva veritate” [Those things are the same which can be substituted for one another without loss
of truth.] does not deserve to be called a definition. But, he adds, “my reasons are different: since all definitions
are expressions of identity (Gleichheit), identity itself cannot be defined. One could qualify Leibniz’s formulation
as an axiom, 18for it exposes what is the nature of the relation of identity, and this is why it is of the utmost
importance.” Yet this “nature” of the relation consists in the movement of substitution or selection; and this
movement takes place in a positional space that is not where terms are positioned.
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NOTES
Originally published in French in Discours, Figure, copyright 1971 by Klincksieck. English translation copyright 2011 by
the Regents of the University of Minnesota. This excerpt used by permission of the University of Minnesota Press and
Klincksieck. Visit http://upress.umn.edu/book-division/books/discourse-figure
1. Gottlob Frege,“Über Sinn und Bedeutung,” Zeitschrift für Philosophie und philosophische Kritik 100 (1892): 25–50. I am indebted
to Paul Ricoeur for bringing this text to my attention; cf. his Cours sur le langage, Nanterre, mimeographed transcript (1966–
1967), folios 24 ff. There exists an English translation of Frege’s article: “On Sense and Reference,” in Philosophical Writings,
eds. Peter Geach and Max Black (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1952), 56–78.
2. Frege, “Über Sinn und Bedeutung,” 26; “On Sense and Reference,” 57.
3. Frege, “Über Sinn und Bedeutung,” 30; “On Sense and Reference,” 60
4. Frege, “Über Sinn und Bedeutung,” 27; “On Sense and Reference,” 57.
5. Frege, “Über Sinn und Bedeutung,” 31; “On Sense and Reference,” 61; emphasis J.-F.L.
6. Frege, “Über Sinn und Bedeutung,” 31; “On Sense and Reference,” 61.
7. Frege, “Über Sinn und Bedeutung,” 32; “On Sense and Reference,” 62.
8. Frege, “Über Sinn und Bedeutung,” 32; “On Sense and Reference,” 63.
9. Frege, “Über Sinn und Bedeutung,” 33:“Das Streben nach Warheit also ist es, was uns Ÿberall vom Sinn zu Bedeutung vorzudringen
treibt”; “On Sense and Reference,” 63.
10. Frege, “Über Sinn und Bedeutung,” 40; “On Sense and Reference,” 69.
11. Frege, “Über Sinn und Bedeutung,” 37; “On Sense and Reference,” 66.
12. Frege, “Über Sinn und Bedeutung,” 38–39; “On Sense and Reference,” 67–68.
13. Frege, “Über Sinn und Bedeutung,” 39; “On Sense and Reference,” 68.
14. Frege, “Über Sinn und Bedeutung,” 46–48; “On Sense and Reference,” 75–77.
15. “Eadem sunt quae sibi mutuo substitui possunt,salva veritate.”[“Those things are identical of which one can be substituted
for the other without loss of truth.”] Quoted by Frege, “Über Sinn und Bedeutung,” 35; “On Sense and Reference,” 64.
16. Frege, “Über Sinn und Bedeutung,” 47; “On Sense and Reference,” 76.
17. See Ricoeur, Cours sur le langage.
18. Frege, review of Husserl’s Philosophie der Arithmetik, in Zeitschrift für Philosophie und philosophische Kritik 108 (1894): 320. Husserl
will ignore the distinctions put forth by Frege, starting with that between Bedeutung and Sinn, which he dismisses from the
opening lines of the First Investigation as contrary to the common practice of using one or the other interchangeably (Logische
Untersuchungen, vol. 2 [Halle: Max Niemeyer, 1913], 53; Logical Investigations, trans. J.N. Findlay [London: Routledge & Kegan
Paul, 1970], vol. 1, 269). Admittedly, Husserl revives this opposition when he asserts at the end of the same Investigation
(Logische Untersuchungen, vol. 2, §34, 103; Logical Investigations, trans. Findlay, vol. 1, 332) that “If we perform the act {make
a statement} and live in it, as it were, we naturally refer to its object and not to its meaning [signification/Bedeutung].” It
remains nonetheless impossible to align what Husserl calls Bedeutung (or Sinn indiscriminately) with what Frege called Sinn.
Signification for Frege is an objective reality, just as it is for Husserl (see the Fourth Investigation). However, the former arrives at
it by means of an operation (the commutation test) that allows the intervals separating the terms and producing the meaning
effect [effet de sens] to be determined, while the latter posits signification as a virtual “wanting-to-mean” [“vouloir-dire”] that
will be actualized and animated by the “life” of a subject in search of intuition. The thought content will be construed in
two, completely different, ways. Thus while there may be a superficial analogy to be drawn between the commutational
test and the “imaginary variation” that leads to intuition (Ideen zu einer reinen Phänomenologie und phänomenologischen Philosophie,
Jahrbuch für Philosophie und phenomenologische Forschung, vol. 1 (1913), §70)—since in both cases the methodological act consists in
transgressing immediacy—with Frege the result of this act, the concept, defines itself only through an equation of the a=b type,
whereas on the contrary the Husserlian essence is a signification grasped “in person” by a positive intuition of the Ego. At work
is a kind of phenomenological reversal of the relation between the content and the operational procedure: evidence is not
really the result of imaginary variations; instead it is what never ceases to direct the activity of “fiction”through its variations.
LikeLeibniz, Frege attempts to understand signification in terms of a system, as opposed to Husserl, who does not relinquish
the Cartesian problematic of intuitus.
One could find the same assumption in the status granted the I in the First Investigation. For linguistics, the I performs the basic
function of indicator which, once placed in the system of language [langue], refers to the actual speaker: it is therefore a term
stripped, strictly speaking, of all signification (Sinn), since there exists in the system no b for which I = b would be true. On the
other hand, Husserl will insist on speaking of the meaning [signification] of the I (Logische Untersuchungen, vol. 2, 82 ff; Logical
Investigations, trans. Findlay, vol. 1, 315 ff) like any other deictic (see the Sixth Investigation, § 5). He even attempts to define two
“meanings . . . built upon one another”: an indicating one, residing in the “deictic intention {hinweisenden}” in general, and
another,indicated meaning, consisting in the perceptual realization of the first meaning. When Husserl comes to qualify his
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position on the subject (Logische Untersuchungen, vol. 2, 21; Logical Investigations, trans. Findlay, vol. 2, 685—this is §5 of the Sixth
Investigation), he will do away with indicated meaning in these terms: “we must not only draw a general distinction between the
perceptual and the significant element in the statement of perception; we must also locate no part of the meaning [signification]
in the percept itself.” Yet the idea of a signification of the deictic remains intact after this purge. What in fact entitles Husserl to use
signification and designation interchangeably is his method of constituting evidence: even though one can indeed intuitively
think the “content” of this or I independently of the actual reference (we then find ourselves with the abstract and empty
universality Hegel speaks of in the first chapter of the Phenomenology), this “content” is not of the same rank as that of a term
like horse or of a phrase like let’s go, since these can be replaced by other terms of the system that defines them. For signification,
the relevant aspect is not intuition, but substitution (or commutation).
In his remarkable critique of the First Investigation (La voix et le phénomène [Paris, P.U.F., 1967]), Jacques Derrida, it seems to
me, challenges the wrong part of Husserl’s analysis of indication. No doubt, as Derrida observes, the idea of “indicated
signification” is inconceivable and contrary to the principle of the ideality of meaning [idéalité du sens]. But, as we saw, Husserl
himself abandons the idea. Furthermore, it does not suffice to justify bringing the deictic signifier back to the level of any
other signifier of the system—which is in fact not far from what Husserl does. One had better, after Émile Benveniste (in “La
nature des pronoms”[1956],“De la subjectivité dans le langage”[1958], and Problèmes de linguistique générale [Paris, Gallimard,
1966]), refer its usage to an assumed exterdiority, in this case that of the speaker her-or himself: without this dimension of
designation, any deictic remains inconceivable. In other words, the deictic is not merely a value within the system, but an
element that from the inside refers to the outside: the deictic is not conceivable in the system but through it. This difference is of
the highest importance, and does not imply any return to a “metaphysics of presence,” as Derrida fears. Frege distinguishes
the moon (Bedeutung), aimed at through the lens of a telescope, from its image (Sinn), situated in this telescope’s optical system.
The comparison clearly articulates that the moon is no more objective than the image; that the image is no less objective than
the moon; and that the only relevant difference lies in the fact that one is inside the (optical and, by analogy, linguistic) system
and the other outside of it. With Frege’s moon, and Benveniste’s deictic, thought eludes the Platonic sun of presence. The
designated’s Einseitigkeit [one-sidedeness] renders all Erfüllung [fulfillment] illusory.
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GO FIGURE

Geoffrey Bennington

The translation of Discourse, Figure has been a very long time in the making.1 It is well over 20 years since I
first became aware of a project to publish a translation of Lyotard’s hugely important book, and wrote an
enthusiastic report on it for Cambridge University Press at the request of Norman Bryson, whose own theninfluential Word and Image, with its first chapter entitled “Discourse, Figure” seemed rather directly inspired by
Lyotard’s work. After all the intervening tragedies and peripeteia, here finally is this monument—a monument
to Mary Lydon, its principal translator, who died in 2001, as well as to Jean-François Lyotard, forty years after
its publication in French—perhaps in its very untimeliness appearing just in time to encourage new reading of
Lyotard’s still misunderstood and much undervalued achievement.
Lyotard spent his entire intellectual life pointing at things that weren’t exactly there.2 Long before the
postmodern was untranslatably defined in terms of “présenter qu’il y a de l’imprésentable,” the notion of
“figure” in Discours, figure was already seeking to bring out—to present, if you like—a dimension that is not so
much opposed to “discourse” as it is a disruptive and sometimes unwelcome inhabitant of discourse. Invisible,
to different degrees, the different levels or types of figure (figure-image, figure-forme, figure-matrice) constitute a kind
of haunting, a figuring that is even a dis-figuring, of the flat, tabular and rationally coordinated space that is,
supposedly, that of discourse. The non-oppositional juxtaposition of “discourse-comma-figure” comes into
its own in the comma, as it were—the hinge or what he’ll later call the hyphen (trait d’union, trait de désunion) of
the book’s title.3 And some of the more memorable passages of the book occur as the always invisible figure
interrupts discourse, makes it stutter, renders it more or less mute, brings silence and violence, this interruption
being a mark of possible truth, no less. The preface to Discours, figure, “Le parti pris du figural,” (difficult to
translate: a translator’s note here notwithstanding, I still prefer “taking the side of the figural” rather than
“the bias of the figural”4) sees its running right-hand page header (in the French edition only) change from
“Le figural comme opacité” to “Le figural comme vérité” (after two pages of which we’ll arrive at “Le figural
comme événement”), and wants to argue as follows: you might think that taking the side of the figural, showing
that it is at work in principle in any discourse, amounts to taking the side of illusion, and destroys the possibility
of the true by having “expression and affect” (the word is already his, DF, 15/10) bubble up disruptively in
“signification and rationality.” Doesn’t this just amount to sophistry or (the word is Lyotard’s, though placed
in quotation-marks) “terrorism”? In bringing out and foregrounding the figure in your discourse, am I not
violently denying you knowledge of what you are saying and implicitly claiming that I (or some other third
party) can understand you, but that you cannot understand yourself ?
It will become necessary… to have postulated that there exists a kind of rationality of expression, an
order of causes of the unsignified, another discourse speaking from within your discourse that I can
know, or that at least someone can. One will have to imagine that this someone possesses, or is, your
discourse’s other. One will even have to imagine the following “nonsense”: that this other discourse
that you do not speak but which speaks from within yours is nonetheless signifiable except by and
for you, that I or someone can say it, that we can speak of you but not to you. Such is violence, or
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seduction. Philosophy, it is said, ends here. (DF, 16/10-11)
In fact Lyotard wants to refuse this alternative (“between well-meaning dialogue and Callicles” (ibid.)) in the
name of truth, no less, a kind of deep truth that precedes the alternative of truth-and-illusion or philosophyand-sophistry that he has just invoked. A truth that cannot be spoken for (side-swipe here at Lacan’s supposed
prosopopeia of Truth), but that irrupts and grates in the discourse of knowledge: “Truth appears as an
aberration when measured against signification and knowledge. Truth is discordant, and to be discordant in
discourse is to deconstruct its order.” (DF, 17/12) This deconstructive irruption or eruption, which produces
what Lyotard here calls “expression” on the surface of discourse, and which he wants to call “utopian” in an
etymological sense, is, as it were, undecidable as to its truth or falsity (even if, as we have seen, the question of
truth arrives with it): but calls for a “discernment” nonetheless. We need (Freud can help us) to
[l]earn to discern not between truth and falsity—both defined in terms of the internal consistency of
a system, or of operativeness upon an object of reference—but to discern which of two expressions is
there to thwart the gaze (to capture it) and which is there to expand it beyond all limits [le démesurer],
to give it the invisible to see. (DF, 17/12)
This second possibility (the first, seductive and captivating, possibility is related to the dream-work) is related
to artistic work, which can, then, give the invisible to be seen, but cannot exactly signify it discursively. Whence
some self-deprecating remarks about the book to which this is an introduction (Discours, figure itself, then), just
because it is a book, still too attached to signifying this non-signifiable dimension of figure-as-truth:
Here yet again, it is not a question here of letting the figure do its thing in words according to its own
play, but rather of wanting the words to say the preeminence of the figure. This book still wants to
signify the other of signification. It still wants, wants too much, one is still only the last man and the
space of this book is no more than baroque. (DF, 18/13)
And this leads to the thought that I’ve been approaching, and that I want to say is something of the matrix-figure
of all of Lyotard’s work, the seeing things that aren’t exactly there that I mentioned at the outset. Signifying the
other of signification, i.e. the sens that shows up in “expression,” loses, in signifying, what it signifies:
Meaning is present as absence of signification. Yet signification seizes it (and it can, for everything
can be said), and meaning is exiled to the border of the new speech act. [You see this is already the
logic of “presentation” as it will be formulated over a decade later in Le différend.] That is the death
drive [earlier Lyotard has said that the death-drive dictates a rule (his words) such that the unity of
a discourse is always pushed back and forbidden, whence the impossibility of theory, the refusal of
philosophy as theory that puzzled us for a while because theory was precisely our watchword, in
the 70s and 80s, for revolutionizing the academy], always embroiled in Eros-Logos. Constructing
meaning is never anything other than deconstructing signification. No model can be assigned to this
evasive configuration. (DF, 19/14)
Something of this “evasive configuration” can be found in all of Lyotard’s thinking, from early to late. The
notorious and difficult figure of the “libidinal band,” in Economie libidinale, for example, supposedly generated
by a kind of random spinning and displacement of the oppositional bar of conceptual distinction, occupies
in that book a place analogous to that occupied by “figure” in this earlier work. The “unpresentable,” as I
mentioned at the outset, takes that place in the “postmodern” writings. (More conceptually acutely, perhaps,
“presentation” itself takes that place in Le différend, where, you will remember, the thought is that a phrase
presents a universe but cannot present that presentation in the universe presented: presentation as event is the
unpresentable,5 just as we just saw sens in its signification exiled to the next effort of signification, and so on
indefinitely, this being why there is no end of history, for example, and also why there is always something still
to present, no Last Word or Last Judgment ... ). And in the late work (by which I mean broadly the work from
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the late 80s and 90s), that place is occupied primarily by the notion of childhood or infancy, infantia. Just as in
Discours, figure, where the point is not to bring out and exhibit “figure” to the clear view of theory or knowledge
(that being ex hypothesi impossible, just as—in one of the book’s examples—lateral vision cannot by definition
be brought into focus without losing itself as lateral (DF, 159/155))—just as with figure in Discours, figure, then,
infancy in this late work is less a state, still less a period of life that is to be brought to presence, as it were, and
more a mute (or almost mute) accompaniment or lining of all my more adult-seeming utterances, accessible
always only indirectly or laterally, inventively, “artistically,” in “writing.” Just as my discourse is more or less
secretly inhabited by figures (or at least by the dimension of the figural), whether I like it or not; just as my
sentences, in presenting their universes, involve events of presentation not themselves presented in the universes
presented (but without which events no sentence would ever present any universe whatsoever), so my “adult”
talk here is carried by, and conceals, a “childish” dimension that it is the later Lyotard’s effort to bring out, or to
which it attempts to “bear witness,” as in the early eighties we were enjoined to “bear witness to the differend,”
with the later thought that that witnessing is inevitably marked by a kind of failing, falsity or “treachery”
(Lyotard’s word).6 Discours, figure more or less unpresentably presents the matrix for all these rich configurations
of one complex thought, still to be fully deployed.
GEOFFREY BENNINGTON is Asa Griggs Candler Professor of French and Professor of
Comparative Literature at Emory University, Professor of Philosophy at the European Graduate
School, and a member of the International College of Philosophy. He is author 14 books on literarytheoretical and philosophical subjects, including Lyotard: Writing the Event (Manchester University
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NOTES
1. Jean-François Lyotard, Discours, figure. Paris: Klincksieck, 1971, 9-23; translated by Antony Hudek and Mary Lydon as
Discourse, Figure. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2011, 3-19. Further references will be first to the French edition
and subsequently to the translation, and given in the text, in the form DF, 9-23/3-19. I have occasionally modified the
translation in the light of my own understanding of Lyotard’s text.
2. The bulk of what follows is excerpted from my article “Figure Discourse.” Contemporary French Civilization 35:1 (2011), 53-72.
My thanks to the editors for giving permission to reprint parts of that text here.
3. See Jean-François Lyotard, “On a Hyphen” in J.-F Lyotard and Eberhard Gruber, The Hyphen: Between Judaism and
Christianity. Trans. Pascale-Anne Brault and Michael Naas. Amherst: Prometheus Books, 1999, 13-27.
4. See the note in Discourse, figure, page 398, which does however make a very valid point about indirection and obliquity.
5. See for example Le différend. Paris: Minuit, 1983, §114.
6. See Jean-François Lyotard, L’inhumain. Paris: Galilée, 1988, 215: “le témoin est un traître” are the last words of the book.
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A RETURN TO JEAN-FRANÇOIS LYOTARD’S
DISCOURSE, FIGURE
Guy Callan and James Williams

WHY DISCOURSE, FIGURE NOW ?
What is remarkable about Discourse, Figure is how Lyotard takes three separate strands of intellectual enquiry –
(1) philosophy, in particular phenomenology, (2) structuralist linguistics and poetics and (3) aspects of Freudian
theory – all of which he has mastered to a very high level, and plaits them together in such a way that each
strand is continuously stretched and re-configured by the other strands to produce an approach to desire,
artistic expression and being-in-the world that is much more complexly layered and subtle in its dynamics than
any of its three component parts. The continuous stretching and re-configuring takes place on both micro and
macro levels. The detailed and knowledgeable readings of material within the individual strands are always
informed by fully internalized perspectives drawn from the other strands. For example, the notion of opacity
in signification that Lyotard prises out of the linguistics literature owes an enormous amount to the concept
of thickness explored in his reading of phenomenology, but there is a kind of blending: neither philosphy nor
linguistics is made to predominate.
Something very similar happens in the extended analysis of “A Child Is Being Beaten” by Freud1 where an
approach drawn from generative linguistics is essential for Lyotard’s conclusions about the complex relatioship
between phantasm and verbal expression. The cumulative effect of this small-scale engrenage is extremely
important, but the interaction between the strands at a macro level is equally vital: important conceptual
limitations within the individual strands are overcome by the three-fold nature of the plait. For example,
the residually Cartesian quality of the subject in Husserl and Merleau-Ponty is remedied by the impersonal
element in structuralist linguistics and the Freudian unconscious, while the flat, mental space of structuralism
is remedied by Merleau-Ponty’s sense of embodiment and the depth from which Freudian drives come, and
the rather dialectical relationship between conscious and unconscious in Freud (and Klein) is remedied by antiHegelianism and the aspect of permutation and internal reflection in structuralist linguistics. Lyotard uses this
tripartite interaction to transform the nature of the three terms in a kind of theorem – Unconscious, Subject
and Artistic Expression – in such a way as to completely alter the character of the flow that exists between them.
This shift in Lyotard can best be understood if one looks at an author whose Freudian work on literature he
occasionally refers to and rejects: Charles Mauron. The latter takes the work of, say, Molière or Nerval, and
treats it as a coherent body of symptoms that reflects the content of an equally coherent phantasmic world. Both
the phantasmic world and the literary work are predicated on a kind of default position Cartesian subject that is
taken for granted without any discussion. The content of the phantasm is discharged via the literary work, but
in a sense all that happens is that Archimedes has displaced a mass of water equivalent to the mass of his body,
or A = A = A, or there are three oranges on the fruit machine (boing! boing! boing!). Lyotard makes a conscious
choice to start from a non-Cartesian subject and an anti-Hegelian position in terms of the dialectic and the
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role of the spirit, and he then establishes on the one hand the unconscious as being radically heterogeneous to
this subject and on the other hand the space of the artistic work as a kind of hall of mirrors (Russian Formalist
criticism is important here) in which the work of the phantasm can be played out rather than its content
simply being repeated. There are immensely important possibilities here which go beyond the purely aesthetic
dimension that Discourse, Figure seems to occupy: the subject can come to understand/feel her dreams and/or
desires as operational possibilities rather than as manifestations of a transcendent spirit external to her or as
mere escapist fantasy. One could say that the mechanics of Libidinal Economy were worked out in Discourse, Figure.
The plays of Marivaux, with their fully mapped out phantasmic subtexts, complex relationship between desire
and language and self-reflective “double registre” structure could almost be said to epitomize the combination
of phantasm, subject and artistic text that Lyotard puts forward. It is worth adding that a comparison of
Discourse, Figure with more recent American work in what can broadly be called neurophilosophy might be
fruitful, even if there are definite “cultural” differences. Arnold H. Modell’s Imagination and the Meaningful Brain
(2003)2, which brings together phenomenology, the work of Lakoff and Johnson, neuroscience, philosophy of
language, linguistics, psychoanalysis, the reinterpretation of Freud and some discussion of art, would be a good
place to start: the different elements and the way they are combined remind one of Discourse, Figure, even if the
explicitly anti-Cartesian and anti-Hegelian philosphical stance is lacking. The work of Catherine Malabou is
beginning to bridge the gap between modern French thought and American neurophilosophy.

‘SURREFLEXION’
How then is Discourse, Figure a seminal work of poststructuralist critique? First, it is the most comprehensive
engagement with the full range of structuralist, phenomenological, Freudian and analytic philosophies of
language in relation to aesthetic events. Second, that engagement has a greater range and subtlety of reference
than found in other works. Thus we find an extensive critical reading of Merleau-Ponty, Saussure, Lévi-Strauss,
Barthes, Frege and many others but this reading is exemplified, tested and enriched through aesthetic critical
appreciations determined to give voice to the works and, more deeply, to a material event released by them.
Perhaps this dual function explains the delays and omissions in the reception of Lyotard’s longest and most
academic book. It does not lend itself to simple summaries either of its main lines of critique, or of its aesthetic
positions. This is because Lyotard always sets his conceptual and critical innovations in the context of tactful
and inventive interactions with an astonishing number of works. This surprising range covers the types, levels
and detail of those works. Lyotard does not restrict himself to a particular medium but instead shifts from
literature, art, theatre, sculpture, poetry and the graphic arts with ease and rapidity. Within each of these
media he again avoids a narrow focus on set categories, for instance around epochs, styles, genres or high
and low types. All he seems to require is an art event, whether in quattrocento painting, Russian political
posters, Shakespeare or Cummings. Yet isn’t this range suspicious in itself since it might betray a shallow
and undiscriminating approach, a crude conceptual framework, incapable of doing justice to the individual
qualities of works and movements?
Lyotard avoids the trap of superficial interpretations inherent to broad surveys by seeking to draw out singular
properties and qualities of art-works in relation to his own conceptual innovations. This means that his approach
to each work is at the same time extremely flexible, in the sense that his own ideas and vocabulary are shaped
by the work, and capable of great inventiveness, in the sense that his interpretation sets each work in critical
context yet also defines a novel position for the reception of the work. This explains the scholarly rigour and
depth of Discourse, Figure, at the level of its notes and references. It also explains its capacity for acutely sensitive
ekphrasis, a quality repeated and perhaps intensified throughout Lyotard’s career. He was always more than a
philosopher of art or painting, where the work stands as a frame for ideas and theories. Instead, his writing enters
into a productive aesthetic exchange or reverberation where a text comes to supplement the art-work while
the work leads and shapes a line of thought. This intensification of the relation of thought to art in Lyotard’s
work has recently been given a new life through Leuven University Press’s new series of volumes Jean-François
Lyotard: Écrits sur l’art contemporain et les artistes/Writings on Contemporary Art and Artists.
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For an example of Lyotard’s critical style and his conceptual innovation within a body of work, rather than over
or before it, we can turn to his development of the concept of surreflexion [“hyper-reflection”] from his reading
of Mallarmé in Discourse, Figure. It is interesting to contrast Lyotard’s approach to Deleuze’s and Badiou’s, who
both take a formal set of ideas from Mallarmé. Once drawn from his work, these ideas of the dice throw and the
event can happily exist in abstraction from their crucible.3 This is not the case for Lyotard’s surreflexion because
this concept is a refinement of one of the central concepts of Discourse, Figure, the figural. This in turn offers an
important lesson in reading Lyotard’s book, since it is always a temptation to focus on some of its key terms (as
Deleuze did in relation to the figural in his work on Francis Bacon4). Yet each time this is done, the term dies
a little, because each is designed to exist always in modulation with works, events and qualifying concepts such
as surreflexion.
But what is surreflexion? It is a distortion of discourse brought about by the “space of reference.”5 According
to Lyotard, in standard structuralist versions of the relation of signified to signifier, there is reflection of the
designated thing in the signification associated with it. This reflection belies any claimed arbitrary relation
between signifier and signified. For instance, in a picture poem the shape of a ship in the outline of the verses
becomes a facet of their signification. However, for Lyotard, the blank spaces and patterns surrounding the
words of Mallarmé’s Coup de dès undo this transferral from extended space to space of signification and also
disturb the structure of discourse between signifying terms. The space of reference “produces anomalies in
discourse” and “thereby renders itself visible.” (DF, 72/71) Yet here is the subtlety of Lyotard’s reading. It is not
referents that thereby become visible. The anomalies in discourse are themselves not discursive. The space of
reference is not an inert measurable geometric space. Instead, Mallarmé’s work renders visible a process rather
than a thing. This process is a sensual disruption in discourse itself, rather than in the senses or in perception.
So even the meaning of “rendering visible” is transformed by Lyotard, a transformation he studied over many
years in the work of Cézanne and in dialogue with Merleau-Ponty.
To render visible is not to allow a perception through sight, nor is it to define a sensation of seeing. It is
rather to disrupt perception by removing its claim to objects or to things – the perception of a phoneme or
a group of letters. It is also to disrupt sensation as the sensing of a feeling by detaching it from well-defined
feelings related to given significations – the feeling of sadness. Instead, seeing becomes at one with a material
event. This is a sensation of a resistance to objectification allied to the bursting through of an event surpassing
perception, sensations and significations. The plunge into an expanse with no limits surrounding Mallarmé’s
constellations, such that any naming of the stars or guidance by them will always by insufficient, a teetering over
an unnameable abyss: “The Coup de dès can only be part of the chance-abyss.” (DF, 70/69) Surreflexion is then the
beyond of reflection in the alliance of a negative disruption of reference and signification and of the emergence
of sensual desire within a material event. This alliance will return again and again in Lyotard’s work, though in
his middle period it will be tamed in the concept of the sublime, with its Kantian fear of desire.

MERLEAU-PONTY AND DISCOURS, FIGURE
Discours, figure is very much written within a framework laid down by Merleau-Ponty, whose Phenomenology of
Perception6 is very much a response to Hegel’s Phenomenology of the Spirit.7 Merleau-Ponty had a radical sense
of being-in-world: humans are simply not human unless they are embodied, and truth is immanent to the
“flesh” of the world into which humans are completely bound rather than something which is spiritual and
transcendent. But there is a “chiasm” in the flesh of the world between the human self and that which is other
– not absolutely other, because the flesh is the same, but sufficiently other to create the necessity to know it and
interact with it, and also the space in which to do so. This is not a totalized Newtonian chessboard space but
one characterized by depth, thickness and opacity, all qualities richly explored by Lyotard in the early parts of
Discourse, Figure. These qualities emerge because of two aspects of embodied reality: 1) the self moves in relation
to the depth of the world and builds up her understanding through combinations of individual perspectival
views (of course the world can also move in relation to her), and 2) the world is opaque because at any one point,
the self only sees a front and not a back, even if she can move to see a different front and not see a different
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back (her experience of her own back is not dissimilar, and it is partly because of this that she knows the world
has a back).
Both these aspects of embodied reality are very central to the early phases of Discourse, Figure, as are also the
notions of the active eye and the word as gesture, again drawn from the work of Merleau-Ponty. But what is
important is that this means that there is a natural potential for a kind of thickness in the space of the glance
or language, even if this can be lost in classical theories of visual perception or signification in philosophy. This
thickness of the glance or language fills the chiasm between the self and the world and is most fully developed
in the arts, and Lyotard proposes to explore these arts that fill this chiasm in Discourse, Figure. But Lyotard’s
discussion of the arts is different from that of Merleau-Ponty, not simply because the latter is mainly associated
with visual art, while Lyotard also examines desire in language (Merleau-Ponty actually writes very interestingly
on language), but because Merleau-Ponty uses proto-modernist and modernist painters such as Cézanne, the
cubists and Klee to recover a kind of pre-discursive or pre-propositional mode of seeing that is ignored in
classical philosophical theories of perception (although he did die at a relatively young age, and it it perfectly
legitimate to argue that he was taking his thought into a different dimension when he did so). Lyotard sets his
exploration within the wider framework of the tension in Judeo-Christian culture between the transcendent
word and the image, with the figural in art being a kind of recovery of pagan thought, capable of the nondialectical coincidentia oppositorum of the Renaissance neo-Platonists. This is why Discourse, Figure is much more
than a study of rhetoric or stylistics or simply a work of art/literary theory.

DISCOURSE, FIGURE, POSTSTRUCTURALISM AND RICOEUR
In spite of its many references to structuralist linguistics and poetics, Discourse, Figure is definitely a post-structuralist
work. It is so precisely because of the thickness and “between-world” [or “inter-world”] Lyotard explores within
the signifying space, even if he does use structuralism to establish that space in the first place. One can obtain
a good idea of what Lyotard did by contrasting his treatment of Quattrocento Italian painting with that of
Louis Marin in Opacité de la peinture8, a late work by Marin, which came out nearly twenty years after Discourse,
Figure but which never really goes beyond the Word made Flesh on a very subtly evoked Greimasian signifying
surface (which does not mean that it is not a very rich and profound book). There is another writer, though, who
deals very beautifully with Desire in Quattrocento Italian painting: Julia Kristeva, in her essay on motherhood
according to Giovanni Bellini in Polylogue9. Of course, Kristeva was responsible for Revolution in Poetic Language10,
as seminal a poststructuralist text as Discourse, Figure and one that examines poetic language in a way that is close
to Lyotard. However, it is important not to see phenomenology, structuralism and poststructuralism as discrete
phases that replaced each other: both Lyotard and Kristeva very much construct their poststructuralisms out of
a combination of phenomenology, structuralism and Freud. In this context, it is worth mentioning that the work
of Ricoeur was also important for Lyotard. Ricoeur’s response to Husserl was rather different to that of Sartre
and Merleau-Ponty, who were primarily drawn to the notion of the lifeworld (Lebenswelt), whereas Ricoeur was
more interested in hermeneutics and problems connected with the symbol, religion, narrative, time and Freud.
His philosophy of the self also opens out the elements of affect and passivity in Husserl to make them the basis
for human moral action via a kind of replication of the self as other.
A way of exploring the difference between structuralism and what Lyotard is doing in Discourse, Figure is to look
at problems of interpretation in early troubadour poetry. Only a few years after the appearance of the original
French edition of Greimas’ Structural Semantics in 196611, Pierre Bec produced a two-part article which applied
the book’s methods in a very intelligent and thorough way to the work of Bernart de Ventadorn, a troubadour
poet who was active in that capacity in the third quarter of the twelfth century. The article came out in the
Cahiers de civilisation médiévale in 1968 and 1969 and is called “La Douleur et son univers poétique chez Bernard de
Ventadour.”12 As its title implies, Bec’s study is very much about establishing a kind of particularized semantic
tone for Bernart’s oeuvre. This is done with a great deal of subtlety: the semantic tone is spun from the textual
material itself, treating it as a semantic field and building up patterns of cluster and contrast. In comparaison
with more traditional critical approaches which rely on correlating authorial intentional, cultural context and/
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or reader response with “proof ” extracted from the text, Bec’s type of exploration seems much less “pasted on”
or projected. Nevertheless, he is still treating text as discourse with a homogeneous and identifiable meaning,
even if this meaning is immanent to the text and does not represent one which has a transcendental relation
to it.
But would this method be of equal use in relation to a famous work by the first of the troubadour poets,
Guilhem de Peitieu (1071-1127)? The ambiguity of “Farai un vers de dreyt nien” (“I will make a song of pure
nothing”) has given rise to a myriad of interpretations. Firstly, there is the problem of whether the poem is a
light-weight riddle or parody of medieval philosophical argument or a much more serious attempt to deal with
core existential problems of love or non-identity. More recent critics have seen the poem as very serious, but they
have sought “solutions” in it to the “dilemmas” it poses, either, say, the physical aspect of love compensating
for the uncertainty of its non-essence or imagination for the comparable uncertainty of non-identity. However,
this is to treat the poem as discursive, when the extraordinary complexity, variety and cumulative effect of its
different kinds of negation, contradiction, paradox, disjunctive chiasmus and quasi-negation by dismissal make
it an astonishing exercise in the disruption of discourse. One finds: x is neither A nor B when A or B are all it
can be, x is both A and B when A and B are mutually exclusive, A which would define x is not known, chiasmi
such as “Anc non la vi et am la fort” (“Never her have I seen and I love her greatly”), statements which are
undermined by phrases indicating that it does not matter to the poet and so forth. This “anti-logic” is assisted
by the relatively undetermined semantic value of conjunctions or their absence and the tendency towards
ellipsis. Of course, these are essential elements in poetic language, both in actual poetry and in spoken language
when it has a poetic quality. However, the intuition of the critics to give the poem a complex theme was a
very understandable one: it does indeed have an affirmative quality, and it is not that of a boistrous parody or
clever riddle, but this affirmative quality is more like an imaginary number than what one would expect from
straightforward discourse. An example of an imaginary number is the square root of a negative number, that is
a number that can be produced and used but which cannot be expressed as a number because of contradictions
in the process used to produce it. The square root of a negative number cannot be expressed as a number
because only a negative and positive number when multiplied give a negative, but a number squared can only
be two negatives or positives. Yet, the square root of a negative number is often used in applied mathematics.
Lyotard’s profound use of skepticism, multiple perspective and negation in a search for truth has many affinities
with what is going on in “Farai un vers de dreyt nien” and imaginary numbers.
It is worth asking if Bec’s study suits Bernart more than it would suit Guilhem’s poem because Bernart is
moving towards the conventionalization of troubadour love poetry in the thirteenth century and he is not as
complex as his great predecessors, one of whom was Guilhem. There is something to this, but Bec’s approach
does tend to smooth over the very disruptive moments of desire that can be found in Bernart, although his
poems usually finish on a more placid note. Structuralism could have a rather Hegelian quality of synthesizing
contradictions, which is why Lyotard’s thought is so fundamentally different from it. Of course, disruptive,
polymorphous and aberrant desire are precisely what the great early troubadour poets are about, no more so
than in the quite extraordinary fourth stanza from Jaufre Rudel’s “Quan lo rossinhols el folhos” (“When the
nightingale in the leafy wood”), in which the poet is riding after his lady, but his horse is slowing down, and he
seems to be moving backwards, while she is slipping away. The stanza is a figural event not simply because it
involves desire and is very dreamlike and phantasmic but in a much deeper way because it links the stretching of
space and the slowing down of time with a paradoxical hastening of desire. This is particularly enhanced by the
use of the verb “to go” (“anar”) with a rhyming participle or adverb on three occasions : “vau ... corren” (“go ...
running”), “an fugen” (“goes fleeing”) and “vai ... len” (“goes slowly”). Can desire so radically alter one’s sense
of internal space and time that it can become the means by which one goes beyond mere calibrated matter and
discovers the thickness of universal space and time?
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PHANTASM: BLOCKED OR UNLEASHED?
Is Discourse, Figure a work of Freudian psychoanalysis? No. Does the book owe a great debt to Freud? Yes. In
the closing passages of his work Lyotard makes the stakes clear. The unconscious relates to the figural event
through the phantasm. The phantasm disrupts the order of discourse and its various orders of figure, along
with the forms of power and hierarchy associated with them. The death drive, Thanatos, operates as desire
through the phantasm, rather than the pleasure principle, Eros. The unconscious is therefore a matter of
disruption and transformation, rather than a return to and strengthening of identity. All this Lyotard owes to
Freud. Psychoanalysis and Freudian movements, however, allow for a return to the pleasure principle and a
betrayal of desire, resistance to the death drive and a deep misunderstanding of the phantasm, and hence of
the unconscious. This works through a return to the figure in three guises against the phantasm, explained by
Lyotard in relation to the psychoanalysis of the art-work.
When the phantasm in the work is associated with an image and figure, these become a scene for readers to
exercise their own fantasies on. Instead of a release of the unconscious through a troubling novel phantasm, there
is a reassuring mirroring of work and reader in a familiar and standard set of images and environments. The
figure as form in the work invites an interpretation where the form is taken as implying a “latent organisation”
(DF, 355/356), a signifying plan and purpose. Finally, the matrix figure fixes the author and interpreters into a
single line where the matrix becomes the key to the life, the work and its decoding. All of these are the work of
the figure and of the pleasure principle against the figural and desire because in each case an entity is confirmed
in its identity: the reader is brought to a halt in the pleasure of the replication of the phantasm in the scene (a
likeness of phantasms); the work is classified and ossified in the pleasure of discovering its organisation behind
the form (a repeated pattern of explanation and construction against their destruction); authors are plumbed
and charted as generated by the matrix figure, which also allows for their deciphering and codification (the
single key to a life, unknown to it but knowable from the outside once the matrix is revealed).
These criticisms of the application of a crude version of psychoanalysis to art-works are now familiar to us.
They were articulated, for instance, in the almost contemporary book to Discourse, Figure, Deleuze and Guattari’s
Anti-Oedipus.13 The lasting interest in Lyotard’s work lies elsewhere, in the separation of the figural from figure
and in its definition as a disruptive and creative process associated with untamed phantasm and desire. This
process is developed through his reading of Freud. Immediately after his cursory dismissal of psychoanalysis
of the figure that elides the figural, Lyotard returns to Freud with the remark that Freud’s study of the “artistic
function” is the “work of truth” in opposition to a religious function of consolation (DF, 355-6/356-7). The
idea of truth as work taken from Freud is very important for Lyotard and it never leaves him, returning, for
example, in Heidegger and “the Jews”.14 The emphasis is on work rather than truth, which leads to an original
and important point. Truth is not a settled relation between mental and physical items or a fixed and formal
logical state. Truth is an unstable transformative process, an unmaking and making, rather than anything made
or finalised. Truth is not the result of work. Truth is working at things.
We can understand this point in the operation of truth as opposed to the operation of religion. For Lyotard,
following Freud, religion functions by consoling us from a bereft state by replacing it with belief. The certainty
afforded by religion, for instance in relation to the sanctity of life, or the naturalness of certain loving relations
but not of others, replaces mobile and insecure processes of becoming with fixed identities, oppositions and
boundaries. This is consoling because such mobility is necessarily unsettling, a moment of loss and waiting, as
well as an event of desire and production. Belief blocks desire and thereby gives us the illusion of possession
and arrival. Even in religion this is only ever a false image though.
The truth of religion, as opposed to its operation of consolation, is that desire and the free work of the phantasm
is still at work beneath its settled figures, for instance, in the relation between the certainty of the existence of
a deity and the uncertainty of its arrival on earth, or its message, or judgement, or in the impossibility of its
demands and commandments. The polymorphous nature of desire as worked through the unconscious and
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the phantasm on an ever-transformed matter is fundamental to any understanding of Lyotard. Against the
strictures imposed by religious consolation, belief and boundaries, he champions the polymorphous perversity
of desire. Unleash the phantasm: anywhere, anyhow, whoever… Nothing is essential. The body knows of no
essential zones. Boundaries are not prior conditions for desire. They are the result of its fixing.
From Lyotard’s position, the tying of work to belief forms a false and damaging restriction of desire, as we saw
in his analysis of the weak psychoanalysis of art-works. Art itself is unfettered work of truth. This is not in the
sense where it is free of formal restrictions. Desire in the work, the figural, has to operate within figures and
discourses. It is rather that the function of the figural is not subjected to the controlling rule of a higher function
of belief that is posited as external to the work of truth. Importantly, this higher function can be found in crude
psychoanalysis, stabilised religion, formal philosophical definitions of truth, general rules and transcendent
codes or laws. This explains his extension of the religious operation well beyond its usual boundaries of cult and
credo. Any transcendent order follows the religious consoling and distorting operation, no matter how much it
protests its freedom from the historical manifestations of specific religions. Lyotard rarely mentions Nietzsche,
yet his work echoes Nietzsche’s themes on religion, the body, truth and desire.
Why is Nietzsche the great absent figure in Lyotard’s work (and not only in Discourse, Figure)? It is because
Lyotard suspects Nietzsche as an influential political thinker in relation to his work on truth. It is not Nietzsche
but Nietzsche’s followers that are suspect: “It is that we shall be ‘artists’ together or not at all. Those who
believe themselves to be on the side of the artists already today, those who have taken Nietzsche and truth for
themselves in order to laugh at others are not the least adherents [of] discourse. They only continue philosophy
as a separate activity and continue to manipulate discourse as mark of knowledge.” (DF, 17/11) Lyotard seeks
a political togetherness in the work of truth as communal transformation. His great book is then framed by this
enquiry with Freud into truth as a political, aesthetic unconscious and fleeting event – necessarily open to all.

THE FIGURAL (OR FIGURAL SPACE)
As might be supposed from its title, a conception of the figural plays a central role in Discourse, Figure. Broadly, it
is a quality in artistic languages that deforms or deconstructs signification in the propositional sense of meaning
and reference and permits a fusion of the self ’s desire and that towards which it is directed in the world. Lyotard
only deals with examples of Western high culture from the Middle Ages onwards: he does not discuss nonWestern, folk, middle-brow, popular or commercial culture. This gives a relatively heightened or individual
(although not individualistic) quality to what Lyotard means by desire and the figural. He mainly concentrates
on painting and poetry (or modernist prose), although there are occasional references to architecture, music or
cinema. The historical range of the painting is very wide: from Romanesque illumination through Trecento
and Quattrocento Italian art to more modern painters such as Cézanne, Van Gogh, Braque, Klee, Lhote
or Pollock. The variation in the (mostly) poetry is more linguistic, with both English-speaking (Shakespeare,
Donne, Hopkins, cummings) and French (Corneille, Mallarmé, Breton, Eluard, Butor) figures being included.
The point, though, is not that Lyotard has covered an exceptional range of art forms and languages – clearly
he has not done this and did not intend to do so – but that his notion of the figural transcends the limitations
referred to by Merleau-Ponty when he says that most people assume that all languages behave like their own,
something that could equally be said in relation to an individual’s chosen art form. He has achieved this on the
basis of a very beautifully constructed philosophic conceptualization of the notion at the beginning of Discourse,
Figure, one that of course proceeds from phenomenology but goes beyond it. (It is worth mentioning that
Lyotard also refers to the figural as figural space, and this may give a better sense of what he means by it.) The
figural is situated between designation and signification in that it is a residue of designation within signification
that disrupts it and produces meaning. But Lyotard has proposed a much more complex overlap and more
concrete between-world (Zwischenwelt) than is normal in phenomenological discussions of the pre-discursive
and propositionality. One is perhaps coming close to the creative imagination or imaginal world explored by
Henry Corbin in Iranian Sufism and the work of Ibn ‘Arabî.15 The latter’s Tarjuman al-Ashwaq constructs a
densely textured between-world by “ballasting” an invisible other-wordly object of desire with a visible earthly
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one and by filling the spaces between the poems by the repetition of the same group of images in different
configurations across the poems. The figural is also an opacity at the origin and core of language, the eye and
the glance that provoke the use of language but remain within it, thus splitting it. Here, one is reminded of the
fact that while drawing or painting after life or putting something into words, one seems to be feeling by touch
in the dark, but when one comes back much later to the finished work, there is a solidity or clarity of which one
was completely unaware while one was doing it. The figural is also truth, but here Lyotard means alētheia, a preSocratic truth which is holistic and not contrasted with the false. Alētheia and eros are both extensively discussed
by Heidegger in The Essence of Truth16, but Lyotard gives the lack of differentiation in the former and the force
of the latter infinitely more substance by his recourse to and reinterpretation of the Freudian unconscious. The
figural is an event: this is because it is a coalescence of the unconscious and expression in such a way that there
is not a precise cause and effect. This idea is present in Merleau-Ponty when he says that one needs to put one’s
thoughts into words in order to develop them and find out what they are, but Lyotard has a much more radical
and intense sense of the event. It is worth noting that the concentration on poetry and painting in Discourse,
Figure means that its sense of the event is more spatial than temporal: for a concise detailing of this distinction,
see Whitehead’s The Concept of Nature, pp. 52-53. The unconscious and expression are explored throughout
the rest of the book via the material drawn from structuralist linguistics, studies on pictorial space, poetics and
Feudian theory, but the “philosophic anchor” is never lost. This is unusual, as linguistics or art and literary
theory often become detached from philosophic concerns. For example, linguistic pragmatics may draw on
Peirce, Austin and Grice, but it “dephilosophizes” them; Panofsky became a kind of cultural historian, moving
further and further away from his roots in the thought of Cassirer, and Bahktin’s ideas on carnival and the novel
are not always connected with his more abstract and philosophical writings on language. But it is precisely this
combination of the philosophical and the concrete which permits Lyotard to go beyond the alienation of homo
faber from the product of his labour to how the self can use a rigorous but quasi-mystical labour to overcome
her alienation from her own desire.

MORE THAN TRUTH IN PAINTING
Discourse, Figure does not only close with a discussion of truth, it opens with one too. Both sets of remarks on truth
expand and clarify the scope and import of Lyotard’s work. It could be assumed that, given the aesthetic and
artistic focus of his main studies, the book defends a restricted account of truth. Truth would then be a way of
determining the essence of art. Art would be a way to a different kind of truth. Neither of these related claims is
accurate. This is because Lyotard defends a view of truth where the event associated with the figural has effects
in realms outside the aesthetic. Such events are not strictly artistic but rather sensual. Yet even this sensuality
fails to account for truth, if truth is restricted to the sensual event. Instead, the sensual event must be seen in its
widest and most important effects as political. As such it is radically progressive, in the sense of transformative
and liberating. The truth of art is to make established forms of knowledge and forms of discourse crumble. It
is to move into the spaces left by these tremors with new communal creative energy.
Lyotard explains this political scope by following Freud to a novel definition of utopia in relation to truth.
Utopia in truth does not mean an ideal future state that we can represent. It is not the true destination we should
be aiming for and that reveals a hidden or lost essence. Instead truth as utopia is rather something that cannot
be aimed for from within a given state of knowledge and current forms of discourse. It is therefore indicated,
not by pictures or descriptions, nor by abstractions or ideals, but “by giving the invisible to seeing.” (DF, 17/12)
This means that the role of the artist is to move beyond established principles and well-formed spaces through
two effects: confusion and gift. For Lyotard, still following Freud, the dream and the phantasm are works of
confusion. They deconstruct “the internal consistency of a system,” thereby creating an opening, a “floating
attention,” an aberrant truth when measured according to signification and knowledge. This event-like truth
belongs to art.
But is this not all sophistry? What are we to make of the contradiction set in the gift of seeing that is neither
picture nor representation? How can we speak of truth that is not about consistency in a system or accordance
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with facts of knowledge? In order to do justice to Lyotard’s ideas it is essential not to be cornered into an
oppositional logic by these questions. As Keith Crome has shown, Lyotard often returned to questions of
sophistry in order to deny the simple alternative of reason versus unreason (for instance, in The Differend).17
Lyotard is not presenting us with a mysterious other to reasonable truth in an aesthetic form somehow outside
the grasp of any system. His lesson is quite different. It is rather that systematic truth is not all truth.
There are events expressed through the figural, demanding novel ways of feeling and thinking beyond established
knowledge and significations. He wants to teach us how it is possible to see, without knowing what we see. He
wants us to be open to the feeling that this event is not an independent form of experience, but rather how life
renews itself and goes beyond its boundaries in communal events released, for example, by the figural in art.

EXCURSUS ON CARLO CRIVELLI’S THE VISION OF BEATO GABRIELE FERRETTI
(A “HOW TO” ON LYOTARD’S GIFT … )
Carlo Crivelli is not a painter who is mentioned in Discourse, Figure: he is one of those Italian Quattrocento
painters who was never fully Albertian but whose works are not necessarily naïve or backward. The Vision
of Beato Gabriele is from about 1489-90 and was painted for a church in Ancona but is now in the National
Gallery in London. The Beato was a learned and deeply pious Franciscan of noble birth who had visions of
the Virgin and Child in his cell and in a wood near the friary of which he was a part. It is one of the latter
visions that is shown in the work in the National Gallery, albeit in a slightly peculiar way, as the visions took
place at night, and there are figures in the landscape background clearly engaged in daytime activities. But
this is only one of a number of peculiarities, the most striking of which is that a fictive classical fruit swag at
the top of the painting and “in front” of it casts an uniquivocal shadow on the sky depicted “in” the painting.
There is a double negation leading to a possible aporia here, which would not have been resolved by the now
lost frame. The “real” swag is casting a shadow on the “fictive” sky and therefore indicating its “fictive” nature,
but its “reality” is predicated on the same conventions as that of the sky, so it is simultaneously undermining
its own “reality.” But there is a more fruitful line of argument: there is a strong sense of the self-referential and
internally self-reflective in the treatment of pictorial space in Quattrocento Italy, something made especially
clear in the frequent indications on cartellini in Italian pictures of this time that such and such a painter made
or painted me (“me fecit, pinxit or pinsit”). Indeed, for The Vision of Beato Gabriele Ferretti, Crivelli has inscribed
his signature in the depicted earth of the painting in its lower right-hand corner. But this is not just a game: the
desire to encounter and the actual encounter with the Virgin and Child in the woods at night in the Marche
are not trivial, but they can be diminished by authority and manipulation when a transparent screen reveals
the Word made Flesh to the subject who responds to her master’s voice (woof ! woof !). But the plenitude of
Desire, incorporating both the desiring self and that which she desires, can be made Flesh in a signifying space
that has thickness and is a between-world (Zwischenwelt). The polysemous has realized the full potential of the
polymorphous, and the double “non” can overcome the single “non” inextricably bound up with the “nom”
of the father.
This quasi non-space excavated out of contradiction is intrinsically very different from the constructed and
enframed space examined in Marin’s Opacité de la peinture, which is subtly generated but still “genetically”
determined and unified by the vanishing point, with figures “spreading” themselves uniformly across it. Marin
also explicitly relates this space the Word made Flesh, although this link becomes increasingly rich and complex
in the course of the book. Crivelli also uses disruptive visual dynamics in such a way that The Vision of Beato
Gabriele Ferretti comes very close indeed to the connectivity between simultaneous but normally separate events
in space in the passage cited above by Whitehead. This is particularly true of the apparition of the Virgin and
Child: its scale and the “logic” of apparitions would place it behind the sky, but the extensive use of real gold
as a pigment in its depiction, and its proximity to the fruit swag pull it forward to where it almost seems to hang
in front of the painting. Crivelli is exploiting the “dual switch” projection/recession or in front of/seen in the
gap between ambiguities in two-dimensional representations of three dimensional space, something which
is quite common in his work and is to be found in later painters, such as Gaugin, Popova and Magritte. It is
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worth noting that there are real affinities between how thses spatial ambiguities function and the sophismata, that
is propositions that can be both true and false, which were extensively explored by thirteenth and fourteenth
century Western phiosphers, such as Jean Buridan and Richard Kilvington. This kind of space argued and
engineered from contradiction and ambiguity has to be worked at each time it is approached: the self never
passively receives her Desire. She always has to find it for herself, which means that she has power over it and
responsibility for it.
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SEEING THROUGH DISCOURSE, FIGURE
Antony Hudek

In a text from 1990 entitled “Notes du traducteur” (“Translator’s Notes”), written in response to a series of short
entries by Jacques Derrida, Lyotard asks:
“S’attendre: réfléchi, transitif ? Comment traduire ce dé-jeu?”
which could be translated as “To wait for one another [or “for oneself,” or “to expect” if “s’attendre” is
understood as “s’attendre à”]: reflexive, transitive? How to translate this un-game [or “foil,” if “déjeu” is taken as
the substantive of “déjouer,” meaning to “thwart,” “elude”].” Lyotard answers his own question:
“Dans la langue où il s’écrit” [“In the language in which it is written (or writes itself)”].1
The complexity of Lyotard’s phrasing, with its words taken at face value (all their possible meanings layered
one on top of the other) and neologisms (“dé-jeu”) is indicative not only of the often perilous task that awaits any
translator of Lyotard’s writing, but also of the ambiguity Lyotard invests in the proper pronoun (“s’attendre” as
“waiting for each other/oneself ”) and thus of the care he takes in foiling [déjouer] the grasp of the philosopher,
the historian, and the biographer-critic. This evasion is playful, no doubt, but also deadly serious: un-game,
dé-jeu. The solution Lyotard proposes to translate this elusive strategy is to translate the verb “s’attendre” in the
language in which it is written, or writes itself—whatever language, presumably, this may be.
Waiting—for one’s thought to catch up with itself, or for someone else’s (e.g. Derrida’s)—seems to have been a
strategy Lyotard deployed successfully over the course of his career to thwart [déjouer] his own autobiographical
impulse—the impulse to leave behind a string of usable concepts that would ensure his legacy. Lyotard’s first
“major”2 book, Discourse, Figure, is a long one, which does everything it can to impede the reader’s eagerness to
find a thesis, not only by interweaving dense philosophical passages with excurses on painting, photography,
and poetry, but also by complicating the visual appearance of the book itself—its linear sequence of pages,
from title page to index. In Discours, figure (that is, the Klincksieck edition first published in 1971 and now in its
fifth printing), Lyotard multiplied footnotes (many of them half a page long) and included a wide variety of
tables, drawings, plates, and figures. Lyotard’s care in misleading [déjouer] the philosophically-trained reader’s
expectations went so far as apparently to imbed cryptic figures in the text: on page 143 of the French edition, a
mysterious cross hovers over (or under) a discussion of Roman Jakobson’s “primary triangle”; another mark, on
page 381, cuts across a key footnote in which Lyotard discusses Freud’s definition of “interpretation” as work,
or working-through. Neither of these (intentional?) marks survives in the 2011 English edition.3
Another confounding dé-jeu Lyotard plays on the historicizing and philosophising reader is the sequence of the
central and arguably most unusual chapter in the book, “Veduta on a Fragment of the ‘History’ of Desire.”4 The
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chapter’s opening table of contents mis-enumerates its subheadings
1. Neutral space and position of discourse
2.1. Figure and text in illuminated Romanesque manuscripts
2.2 Text and figure in Romanesque writings
3.2 The space of the new philosophy
3.1 Rotation of pictorial space
4. Inverse rotation
as if the “rotation of pictorial space” listed under 3.1 had taken hold of the very textual space (that of the new
philosophy) in which it is placed, and had played havoc with the demonstration’s pretension to historical and
logical progress.
By placing footnotes at the end of the book, as opposed to the French edition which places them at the bottom
of each page, the English edition of Discourse, Figure has no doubt produced a more legible book, and therefore
an object less liable to lose the reader in the ever shifting, overlapping relation between figural and textual
spaces. The relegation of footnotes to the back of Discourse, Figure represents a significant modification, because
it is in the footnotes that one senses, rather than reads, where Lyotard wished his book to go. For example, in
note 31 in the chapter entitled “Desire in Discourse,” Lyotard quotes the personal recollection of Max Favalelli,
the author of a book on rebuses:
I remember well those dishes at the bottom of which were reproduced quaint rebuses, which were for
my parents a prized ally as I rushed each night, and without the slightest encouragement, to finish my
soup in order to discover with joy the enigma hidden under the vermicelli or the tapioca, no matter
how many times I had deciphered it before. (DF, n. 31, 460-461)
It is this apparently trivial scene that prompts Lyotard to realise, “after the fact,” that “the passion for the
rebus during this period [the end of the 19th century] corresponded for the general public to the explorations
by Mallarmé, Freud, or Cézanne for the avant-garde. In both cases we find a deconstructive play of linguistic
and plastic spaces, as well as a destabilizing of the respective orders governing these spaces, of the scripts.” (DF,
n. 31, 461) In the chapter devoted to Paul Klee—“The Line and the Letter”—Lyotard footnotes numerous
anecdotes reported by the artist in which childhood plays a decisive role, such as this one:
I often say ... that worlds have come into being and continuously unfold before our eyes—worlds
which despite their connection to nature are not visible to everybody, but may in fact only be to
children, the mad, and the primitives. I have in mind the realm of the unborn and the already dead
which one day might fulfill its promise, but which then again might not—an intermediate world, an
interworld. (DF, n. 32, 446-447)
The above footnotes are among many in Discourse, Figure that refer to childhood as that which is pre-figured in
the experience afforded by art. Although he relates the work of art to Donald Winnicott’s transitional object—
such as a toy mediating the child’s world of phantasy and that of reality—Lyotard warns that any form of
mediation (Winnicott’s, or Melanie Klein’s part object) “smacks of Hegelianism, and rests too comfortably on
the omission of the radical heterogeneity of the unconscious process ... ” (DF, 359) Lyotard’s brand of childhood
is far removed from the actual stage of human development, which can only be re-figured by and through adult
discourse. The artwork’s “playful dimension hinges on this inclusion of (linguistic, gestaltist) ‘seriousness,’ that is,
of what is bound—in the element of difference, of unhampered mobility.” (DF, 384)5 It is this inclusion of the
serious, the discursive, the bound in the free matter of difference that allows the artwork, itself a construct, to
return once more to difference. Lyotard calls this play in three acts—from difference to opposition and back to
difference—the double reversal, which constitutes the voided, oscillating interworld of the artwork. By resorting
to what lies beneath or at an angle to the main thrust of the text—footnotes, figures—Lyotard performs the
impossibility of incorporating figures like childhood into the discursive flow of his (or any) thesis.6
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After childhood, the other figural topos to undergo a similar discursive dé-jeu is politics—a subject equally
bound up with Lyotard’s personal history. As John Mowitt writes in his introduction to Discourse, Figure, Lyotard
finds a way (via Tran Duc Thao’s work on Alexandre Kojève) “to engage Marxism but, in accordance with
the logic of negation, by not engaging it.”7 This tactic of avoidance leads Lyotard to cast Marx in the chapter
“Opposition and Difference” as the theorist of difference, against Hegel’s dialectical mediation and close to
Freud, at least when the latter accepts, “if only for a second,” the possibility of a nonhuman sex beyond the
polarisation of masculine and feminine. (DF,135) Politics makes a more figural appearance in Discourse, Figure, as
a drawing of a flag inscribed with “Révolution d’octobre” [“October Revolution”], which Lyotard uses to illustrate
the Freudian operations of displacement and condensation. Through a combination of these, the revolutionary
flag—referencing a founding moment in the history of Communism—comes to bear a slogan reminiscent of
the uprisings of May 1968, or of capitalism itself: “Let’s dream of gold” [Révon d’Ore, Rêvons d’or]. (DF, 242)8 The
fluid transition of politics (revolution) into phantasy (gold) acts out what Lyotard did or could not articulate in
Discourse, Figure—namely the disillusion in the wake of May 1968 and the temptation to re-inscribe desire-driven
dispositifs, capitalism included, in the folds of the revolution.9 In the book’s opening chapter (“The Bias of the
Figural”) Lyotard writes that “the present book is itself nothing more than a detour on the way to this critique
[of ideology].” (DF, 14) More than three hundred pages later, during which ideology is scarcely mentioned,
Lyotard tries to bring it back into the frame: “By now, my patient reader will no doubt have caught a glimpse
of where we are headed. ( ... ) The present text will not, however, reach this region itself—that of ideological
critique.” (DF, 326) And, in case a hasty reader would want to save time by looking up “ideology” in the index
of Discourse, Figure, she or he would discover: “ideology, critique of, which is the aim of this book.” (DF, 512)
If Discourse, Figure is a book more figurally than textually political, haunted by the spectre of Marx, one would
have to look away from it, to other texts by Lyotard from the period or by commentators, to find clearer expressions of the figure’s relation to politics.10 This thwarting [dé-jeu] of the reader’s eye in search of tangible form,
of ready-made theses, is precisely the discipline Lyotard advocated for the eye in order for it to catch sight (if
indeed it is a question of the optical eye) of the figural, or at least to escape from the unceasing motion of the
discursive: “The deconstruction of the field that brings its true unevenness to light requires the trussing up of
the eye. Learning how to see is unlearning how to recognise.” (DF, 153) Discourse, Figure suggests a different
economy of reading, a floating attention amidst the profusion of notes, cross-references, figures and plates.
Through this discursive and figural noise, something resists—something like the background of Masaccio’s The
Tribute Money, or Cézanne’s obdurate staring at Mount Saint-Victoire: “This space is not at all representational
any more. Instead, it embodies the deconstruction of the focal zone by the curved area in the periphery of the
field of vision.” (DF, 197)
Which raises the question: if beneath its scholarly exegeses of Hegel, Merleau-Ponty, Freud and others, Discourse,
Figure is merely a sheaf of promises, indices, and allusions to ghosts that would periodically resurface throughout
his career under such guises as childhood, the colour blue, the event, the affect-phrase—how, then, to translate
the book’s particular dé-jeu? How, in other words, to make sense of the book’s delaying tactics [s’attendre] in
setting the stage for Lyotard’s later work? Why, too, did it take so long for the book to be translated into English,
forty years after its original publication? Because at the heart of Discourse, Figure lies a doubt that Lyotard could
not dispel:
This doubt is simply that the visible, or better yet, the visual, is hardly dependent on an assemblage of
desire, at least in its constitution; that it has nothing to do with the intrigues arising from the difference
of the sexes; and that this difference only comes “after the fact” to impose its law—that of human
language and its turns—upon the enigmatic but frank presence of the here it is.11
Discourse, Figure made itself be waited upon [s’est fait attendre] because what it articulated came too early (the
figural anticipates the differend, the affect-phrase, etc.12), or too late (by 1971 the figural revolution was over).
The postmodern, among other notions firmly attached to Lyotard’s name, could be successfully ‘rebooted’ after
its original theorising, as Kent Still has shown.13 The figure, however, inevitably entangled in the vicissitudes of
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language and its turns, always too late or too early to be recognised as “here it is,” could enjoy no such afterlife:
all Discourse, Figure could do—and it is considerable—is describe its own struggle to dwell in the abstract, floating
space between discourse and figure. How to translate the book’s dé-jeu? In the language in which it writes itself—
that is, each time language tries to arrest its own motion in the act of writing.

ANTONY HUDEK is currently UCL Mellon Fellow, University College London. With Mary Lydon,
he is translator of Lyotard’s Discourse, Figure.
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1. Jean-François Lyotard “Notes du Traducteur.” Revue philosophique de la France et de l’étranger 115: 2 (April-June 1990), 286.
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(See Jean-François Lyotard, Discourse, Figure. Trans. Antony Hudek and Mary Lydon. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
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5. Discourse, Figure came out a year after Sarah Kofman’s L’Enfance de l’art (Paris: Payot, 1970), and the interests shared by the
two authors has been, I believe, insufficiently noted. For example, Kofman writes: “The notion of ‘play’ does not, however,
imply that art is a frivolous activity. Play is opposed not to seriousness, but to reality, when it grants a kind of hallucinatory
satisfaction, as in dreams and hallucinatory psychosis” (Sarah Kofman, The Childhood of Art: An Interpretation of Freud’s Aesthetics.
Trans. Winifred Woodhull. New York: Columbia University Press, 1988, 113).
6. As Mary Lydon aptly writes on the subject of childhood, quoting Lyotard: “‘Whatever does not permit itself to be written,
in writing,’ is the quarry of Discours, figure” (“Veduta on Discours, figure.” Yale French Studies 99 [2001], 25-26).
7. John Mowitt, “The Gold-Bug” in Discourse, Figure, xv.
8. Phantasies about gold recur in Discourse, Figure—see Lyotard’s references to poems by Michel Butor and Gerard Manley
Hopkins, 361-374 and 464, note 71, respectively.
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condensation—see Sarah Wilson, The Visual World of French Theory: Figurations. New Haven, London: Yale University Press,
2010, 162.
10. See in particular Brigitte Devisnes’ interview of Lyotard in VH101 2 (Summer 1970), 51-60 [included in Dérive à partir de
Marx et Freud, and translated as “On Theory: An Interview” in Driftworks. Ed. Roger McKeon. New York: Columbia University Press, 1984, 19-33]; and Jean-François Lyotard, “Psychanalyse et peinture” in Enclycopaedia Universalis, corpus 19, 2002,
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of Discourse, Figure as primarily a political book, see Bill Readings, Introducing Lyotard: Art and Politics. London: Routledge, 1991,
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Other in Lyotard.” Diacritics 14.3 (Autumn 1984), 49; and Geoffrey Bennington, “Before” in Afterwards: Essays in Memory of
Jean-François Lyotard. Ed. Robert Harvey. Stony Brook, N.Y.: State University of New York at Stony Brook, 2000, 14.
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DISSIPATIVE INDIVIDUATION
Esra Atamer

1
Isabelle Stengers asks how to read a thinker when her ideas had not been put to the test during her lifetime,
and how to resist easy seductions and misunderstandings that the resumption of her posthumous ideas may
evoke.1 Such is the case with Gilbert Simondon, she argues, whose ideas had been inventions that were not put
to test.2 Stengers suggests a reading of his work not merely in terms of how his ideas functioned “for him” but
rather how they function “for us.” Following her, I will discuss in what way Simondon’s concept of individuation
allows us to reestablish the previously analogical relations between scientific and philosophical concepts at a
new ontogenetic level. Despite his untimely applications of certain scientific concepts and seductions in his
scientific choices3, Simondon opens up a new mode of thinking in which philosophy’s relation to science takes
on a new direction: science ceases to be an analogy to thought. However, for us the test is not to seek the validity
of his scientific concepts by lending them to the scientific criteria but to understand the relevancy of his choices
and biases within the onto-political field that follows from them. His use of scientific concepts exceeds the
restricted value of metaphoric and analogical appropriation of them by conventional philosophy. Simondon’s
novelty rather lies in his enactment of a non-hylomorphic (form-matter) relation between science and thought by
demonstrating that metastable equilibrium is in effect an ontogenetical requirement for the individuation of
being.
Muriel Combes addresses the issues regarding the reception of Simondon’s oeuvre and warns against
tendencies that reduce his philosophy to epistemology, metaphysics, or technoscience.4 She points out that
Gilles Deleuze constituted an exception by initiating a new thread that opened up to Simondon’s philosophy
of individuation.5 In A Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze and Guattari further remark that the politically suggestive
concept of individuation inaugurates a new materiality. In Simondon, they write, “what one addresses is less a
matter submitted to laws than a materiality possessing a nomos”6. Such materiality indeed exists in Simondon yet
not without problems. In order to prevent the epistemic tendencies that recuperates the form-matter dualities,
it is exigent to revisit Simondon’s invocation of the scientific concepts in L’individu et sa genèse physico-biologique in
relation to how they function “for us” and how they reticulate and redistribute the onto-political field yielding
multiple threads of thought.7
Despite Simondon’s candid distinction between the vital and the physical processes, the physico-biological genesis
demands a commonality between these processes. Without reducing one to the other, Simondon cautiously
posits the metastable equilibrium as the condition of possibility of both processes. In the introduction, he
draws attention to the technical insufficiency of the existent ontological modalities to conceive the inherent
relation between the metastable state and the vibrant matter. Instead, he proposes a new ontogenetic lexicon
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that draws upon thermodynamics, quantum field theory, and information theory. Despite the restrictions in his
application of scientific concepts of the period, his account of ontogenesis nonetheless marks the transition
from “a matter to a materiality.” In order to register the decisive assonances between the physical individuation
and “a materiality with a nomos,” I suggest probing other physical individuations that extend beyond the limits
of equilibrium structures and that further contribute to the constitutive confusion between the vital and the
physical.
On the basis of Deleuze’s comment, having a nomos indicates matter’s operative functionalities that defer
equilibrium. In their collaborative work La Nouvelle Alliance8 (1978), Ilya Prigogine and Isabelle Stengers posit
the onto-scientific constituents of such deferral. They address the physical, chemical, and vital processes in
which matter depicts a collective behavior that results in the formation of structures with different degrees of
complexity. Simondon’s criticism of equilibrium and his theory of the physical and the vital individuations
attain their methodological and onto-scientific underpinnings in Ilya Prigogine’s theory of dissipative structures.
In order to demonstrate the immanent relation between matter’s activity and the deferral of equilibrium, it is
necessary to extend the conditions of the problem of the physical and the vital individuations to the formation
of dissipative structures. Conversely, Prigogine’s concept of dissipative structures finds its onto-scientific and
onto-genetic relay in Simondon’s non hylomorphic materiality.

2
In L’individu et sa genèse physico-biologique, Simondon explores the constituents of the physical and the vital
individuations. He begins his analysis with a critique of stable equilibrium that impedes the ways in which
the dynamic processes of individuation may occur. “At equilibrium all possible transformations have been
actualized and no force exits. When all potentials are actualized, system having reached its lowest energy level
can no longer transform itself ”9 (IG 6). For Simondon, the concept of equilibrium implies a homogenous
distribution of the terms that compose it, and thus indicates a flat ontology in which all transformations are
ultimately exhausted. Such conception of equilibrium that does not allow for the potential alterations renders
matter inoperative. Simondon concludes that the notion of stable equilibrium cannot account for the operation
of the physical and the vital individuations since it excludes becoming:
Individuation has not been able to be adequately thought and described because previously only one
form of equilibrium was known--stable equilibrium. Metastable equilibrium was not known; being
was implicitly supposed to be in a state of stable equilibrium. However, stable equilibrium excludes
becoming, because it corresponds to the lowest possible level of potential energy. (IG 6)
Simondon in this passage posits the metastable equilibrium as the ontogenetic condition of the possibility of
individuation. The concept offers a new mode in which matter can be thought beyond the limits of formmatter modality. Metastable equilibrium in effect marks the transition from inert matter to operative materiality
denoting the subterranean processes that occur within it.
The concept of metastable in relation to the statistical ergodic theory first appeared in Norbert Wiener’s work
Cybernetics in 1948. On the basis of the probabilistic interpretation of entropy within the information theory,
Wiener underlines the inverse relation between information and entropy. His discussion of the metastable
equilibrium begins with the role of the entropy function within the statistical mechanics: “[Entropy] is primarily
a property of regions in phase space and expresses the logarithm of their probability measure.”10 Due to
the entropic function, the probabilistic distribution of a large number of particles within a close system will
always corresponds to a homogenous distribution. That is, a heterogeneously distributed state will always evolve
toward a homogenous equilibrium, coinciding with an increase in the entropy. After his brief summary on
the probabilistic interpretation of the entropy, he emphasizes that “however, in living matter, we lose much
of this rough homogeneity.”11 The living matter does not exactly meet the probabilistic expectations since it
demonstrates orderliness.
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In order to explain the orderliness of living matter despite the increase in entropy, Weiner revisits the
problem of the Maxwell demon12 in the statistical mechanics. He asks, what if, as in the case of the Maxwell
demon, a minute mechanism would be able to prevent the particles within a closed system from reaching the
homogenous distribution? It is clear that this mechanism would violate the second law of thermodynamics and
its probabilistic calculations. Therefore, Wiener argues that nothing is easier than to deny the possibility of such
mechanism. But the dismissal of this speculative thought from the outset misses “an admirable opportunity to
learn something about entropy and about possible physical, chemical, and biological systems.” Following the
paradigm of Maxwell’s demon, he furthers that there must be a coupling between the so-called mechanism and
the particles that it observes. Then the question of entropy consists not in the isolated system of the particles
but in the total system of the demon-gas coupling. “The gas entropy is merely one term in the total entropy of
the larger system. Can we find terms involving the demon as well which contribute to the total entropy?”13. It
is at this critical moment that Weiner brings up the concept of metastable. The mechanism, he says, would be
decomposed in time. However, during the interval of time before it reaches equilibrium, “we may speak of the
active process of the demon as metastable. There is no reason to suppose that metastable demons do not in fact
exist; indeed it may as well be that enzymes are metastable Maxwell demons, decreasing entropy, perhaps not by
the separation between fast and slow particles but by some other equivalent process.”14
The order that the mechanism introduces to the system coincides with the decrease in entropy in Wiener’s
analysis. Despite this questionable correlation between information (order) and negative entropy, his discussion
raises two significant questions: that of the effects of metastable equilibrium and of the role of the energy
exchanges within a system in regard to the total entropy. Although Simondon inherits the inverse equivalence
between entropy and information directly from Wiener15, he does not incorporate these crucial questions into
his analysis of the physical individuations and to the role of metastable equilibrium in them. In the introduction,
he suggests that the notions of order and of the increase in entropy must be known to comprehend the
metastable equilibrium; however, he limits his analysis merely to the availability of the potential energy within
systems. Stengers’ criticism of Simondon consists in this omission. She stresses that the transductive progress
in Simondon, which relates the progression of the crystal to the vital individuation, does not take into account
the losses and the neglected alternatives.16 Stenger’s interpretation addresses the problem that any process of
physical individuation occurring in metastable equilibrium (far from equilibrium) in fact demands an analysis
that involves the question of dissipation.
In the second chapter “Forme et Énergie,” Simondon discusses that the potential nature of the thermal energy
is inherently related to the transformation of the system through the modifications of its energetic states. He
argues that “the capacity to be a potential energy is closely bound to the presence of a heterogeneous relation,
of a dissymmetry in relation to another energy support” (IG 76). He aptly observes that in order to sustain
the heterogeneity, “one should be able to give order to the disorder of molecules by separating the cold ones
from the hot ones” (IG 76). Simondon here underlines the significance of the Wiener’s discussion on the
hypothetical “Maxwell demon” in Cybernetics and states that the potential energy can be extremely instructive
in terms of inventing a proper method for the operation of individuation (IG 76). Crucial as this reference to
the information theory may be in the development of Simondon’s framework, his theory of individuation is not
built upon the notion of entropic price. Simondon focuses on the energy functions in thermodynamic systems
rather than entropy functions. Stengers takes issue with Simondon’s inability to incorporate the entropic price
to his ontogenetic formulation and directs her criticism against Simondon’s insistence upon energetics. “Energy
that intervenes with the phase transitions of the equilibrium does not play any decisive role within the phase
transitions of the non-equilibirum.”17
Despite a certain validity of Stengers’ criticism of Simondon, it is possible to interpret Simondon in another
direction that has already been taken by Deleuze and Guattari. They invoke Simondon’s criticism of the formmatter modality in their brilliant analysis of the science of metallurgy. As opposed to the inductively constituted
relation between form and inert matter—the former as the cause of the change in the latter—metallurgy
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assumes a symbiotic relation between matter and its milieu. “What metal and metallurgy bring to light is a
life proper to matter, a vital state of matter as such, a material vitalism that doubtless exists everywhere but
is ordinarily hidden or covered, rendered unrecognizable, dissociated by hylomorphic model”18. Deleuze and
Guattari bring forth the metabolic quality that is inherent in the operation of metallurgic individuation of
matter. In order to put emphasis on the metabolic nature of matter with its milieu, they use, after Simondon,
the term material. Metallurgy for Deleuze and Guattari becomes a point of interest because it seeks what the
material is capable of. In parallel with Deleuze and Guattari, Jacques Roux argues in Une Pensée Opérative, the
notion of material in Simondon indicates a uniquely fundamental departure from the science of matter, which
distinguishes bodies according to their form and thus lacks the vital point that matter has a relation with its
milieu.19
Such materiality finds its strongest articulation in Simondon’s concept of allagmatique. The concept genuinely
captures the operative mode of materiality, having the sense of change and exchange at once. For Simondon, it
is this operative mode of materiality that is elided in the form-matter modality:
The form-matter model retains only the ends from the two half-chains that the technical operation
elaborates; the schematics of the operation itself is veiled, been ignored. There is a hole in the formmatter representation, making the true mediation disappear, the operation itself which attaches one
to the other both half-chains by instituting an energy system, a state that has evolved and must indeed
exist so that an object appears with its haecceity. (IG 40)
True mediation here refers to the new concept of relation in Simondon’s philosophy—“la relation a valeur d’être”
(IG 68). In excess of the terms that compose it, relation (rapport) attains a transductive value which becomes
the constitutive of the term allagmatique in Simondon. As opposed to the form-matter model, transductive
relation implies that the terms do not precede the relation and the relation itself is dynamical. “The relation is a
modality of being; it is simultaneous to the terms for which it ensures the existence” (IG 6). The representative
logic of the form-matter modality assumes the terms of a relation prior to the relation itself, therefore leading to
a tautological trap in the epistemological sense. Simondon elaborates the unwarranted consequences following
from the pervasive application of the form-matter modality to the ontogenesis of being in both science and
philosophy. He radically alters the impaired definition of ‘relation’ as representation by introducing the new
notion of relation as transduction that ultimately overturns the epistemological dialect of the knowing subject
and the known object, by replacing it with a fluxive and metabolic (allagmatic) technicality. Transduction
becomes the determining factor in Simondon’s methodology since it renders the operation of hylomorphic
modality obsolete in materialist constitution of being. Simondon’s original contribution lies in his ability to
think the relation beyond the limits of dialectics, of excluded middle, and of identity. As he frequently intimates,
the hylomorphic modality is incapable of thinking the transductive relation as such: “In order to think the
transductive operation, which is the foundation of individuation in its different levels, the notion of form is
insufficient” (IG 22).
Simondon adamantly argues that the physical and vital individuations require metastable (far from equilibrium)
conditions. Form and matter become outdated terms in understanding the non-equilibrium conditions that
effectuate individuation, and the form-matter modality cannot contain a notion of relation that is capable of
individuating itself. In the following passage, he proposes:
The notion of form must be replaced by that of information, which presupposes the existence of
a system in a state of metastable equilibrium that can individuate itself; information, unlike form,
is never a unique term, but the signification that springs from a disparation. The ancient notion of
form, such as provided by the form-matter schema, is too independent of any notion of system and
metastability. (IG 22)
Not to be mistaken by its use in the information theory, one should immediately note that Simondon’s
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understanding of information is evidently different than Weiner’s definition of it. Simondon underlines that
cybernetics suffers from a similar inability to conceive transmission as a transductive operation. He directs his
criticism to the information theory of the transmission technologies that reduces information to a signal or a
static medium, ignoring its essential component: the receiver. As Muriel Combes points out, signal in Simondon
exceeds its limited use as merely that which is transmitted and attains the sense of that which is also received,
by therefore denoting a signification.20 In parallel with his criticism of the form-matter modality, Simondon
observes an operative insufficiency in Weiner’s definition of information. He aptly addresses the problem of the
information theory and insists on a new conceptual framework that counters it. For him, the term information
demands a transductive medium and an allagmatic relation with the milieu. “Information is the exchange, the
modality of internal resonance according to which individuation is effectuated. Information is informing and
informed at once; it must be seized within the activity of being that individuates” (IG 289). Information as such
allows for a reexamination of Weiner’s interpretation of the Maxwell’s demon. Its specific efficacy consists in
ruling out the notion of unilateral transmission effectuated by a single efficient cause that is capable of changing
and controlling the system without being affected by it. Information in Simondon, as it is best demonstrated in
Brian Massumi’s suggestive interpretation, implies a disparity—a difference that makes a difference. Massumi
argues that this differencing process, unlike the information theory, cannot be understood in merely quantitative
terms, it rather designates a qualitative change (allagmatic). Correlatively, Bernard Stiegler effectively articulates
the issue by suggesting that information in Simondon is improbabilistic. Stiegler’s insightful comment on the
difference between Wiener and Simondon raises the issue to an onto-scientific vicinity. In order to elaborate the
issue at hand the imbricate relation between probability and consistency must be posited. Simondon’s criticism
of equilibrium state, the most probable distribution of the particles in an isolated system, attains its fullest
sense in the counterargument of Ilya Prigogine that demonstrates what conditions the emergence of the least
probable against Boltzmann’s probabilistic calculations of entropy21.

3
Ilya Prigogine and Isabelle Stengers counteract the problem in their collaborative work La Nouvelle Alliance.
They lay out the constituents of a radical materiality that enacts matter’s evolution toward complexity despite
the second law. They illustrate that there exist physical processes that bent the Boltzmann interpretation by
effectuating the conditions of what has been considered as improbable. The second law of thermodynamics
states that the increase of entropy implies a proportional increase of disorder. At equilibrium, particles become
insensitive to one another and their affinity indicates zero-value while entropy reaches its maximum- ultimate
disorder. At first sight, it may seem that entropy understood as the measure of disorder contradicts with the
emergence of ordered structures. How is it that the particles within a system avoid their entropic fate and
individuate into heterogeneous structures with higher complexity? What compels them to acquire affinity
despite their tendency to evolve toward equilibrium? In response to this critical question, Prigogine addresses
the inherent link between order and entropy.
In order to elaborate the role of entropy in the emergence of complex matter, Prigogine shifts the emphasis
from closed systems, which are ultimately categorical and scientific idealizations, to opens systems that are
defined by their allagmatic relation with their environment. This shift becomes indispensable for a constructive
analysis of individuation in that it allows for a structurally variant nexus to rethink the inherent link between
entropy and the physical individuation. The seemingly paradoxical status of entropy as that which tends toward
equilibrium and at the same time as that which tends toward increasing complexity becomes the enabling limit
of the physical individuation. A system must be posited far from equilibrium in an allagmatic exchange with
its environment in order for particles to gain affinity and begin to interact. Prigogine and Stengers emphasize
that “thermodynamics leads to an initial general conclusion concerning the systems that are liable to escape
the type of order governing equilibrium. These systems have to be ‘far from equilibrium” (OC 141).22 In
far from equilibrium—what Simondon calls metastable equilibrium—the tendency toward leveling out the
differences and forgetting the initial conditions can no longer be sustained and systems begin to demonstrate
sensitivity to possible fluctuations induced by their exposure to outside. Beyond a critical value of an imposed
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chemical or heat gradient, fluctuations emerge and the system becomes unstable. Instead of evolving toward the
attractor state (equilibrium), the system indeed yields unexpected structures with a higher level of complexity.
The slightest fluctuation produced under far from equilibrium conditions has the capacity to affect the system
globally, changing the behavior of the system. As Prigogine observes, “in cases where instability is possible, we
have to ascertain the threshold, the distance from equilibrium, at which fluctuations may lead to new behavior,
different from the ‘normal’ stable behavior characteristic of equilibrium or near equilibrium systems” (OC
141).
It is necessary to note that closed systems not only ignore the initial conditions but are also immune to the
fluctuations that may occur in them. Essentially, receptiveness requires being open to a milieu such that particles
can begin to communicate and interact under unstable conditions yielded by the system’s relation to its milieu.
Open complex structures feed on the flux of energy that they receive from their environment, and isolation
from their environment consecutively results in death—the logical conclusion of the second law. Therefore,
they have to be in exchange with their milieu in order to avoid thermal and chemical equilibrium. However,
the energy and matter flux coming from outside induces systems to produce more internal entropy. Given the
second law, we know that internal entropy production ultimately leads to an equilibrium state. Then how does
an open structure avoid its death while it produces internal entropy induced by its environment? Prigogine
explains that “The heat or matter flux coming from the environment determines a negative flow of entropy
deS, which is, however, matched by the entropy production diS due to irreversible processes inside the system.
A negative flux deS means that the system transfers entropy to the outside world”23 (OC 139). In order to
maintain its consistency and stability, system exports the produced entropy to its milieu. When the linear region
is exceeded by a system under the effect of thermal, chemical, gravitational or any other force, the system
becomes unstable. Fluctuations engender an increase in the entropy production within the system and this
increase is compensated through the entropy transfer from diS to deS, which is incorrectly termed negentropy.
Stengers addresses the problem with this derivative concept that is too readily accepted in technoscience:
[M]any were satisfied by a single elegant answer to the question of the relation between the second
principle and the kind of stable order characterizing living beings. The answer was that such an
order corresponds to a production of negentropy that is ‘negative entropy’. This is indeed a perfectly
satisfying answer since it corresponds to the old vitalist idea that one way or another, life must be
defined as against physics, the rules of physics corresponding to death, the loss of the active coherence
of life.24
A further critical analysis of the concepts that underlie this quasi-term is required to elicit the physical
individuations despite the entropic tendency toward equilibrium. Prigogine’s unparalleled contribution lies in
his reenactment of the concept of entropy in a radically different facet that withstands the old vitalist idea. He
brilliantly frames the problem and states that entropy cannot be considered solely as a concept of degradation
and disorder, but it must also be posited as a concept of production: “increasing entropy is no longer synonymous
with loss but now refers to the natural processes within the system” (OC 141).
Schrödinger in his work What is Life? coins the term negentropy in response to the question of how an organism
avoids the rapid decay into the inert state of equilibrium. As the organism continually maintains the activities
of sustenance in contact with its milieu, it produces internal entropy and thus tends toward the ominous state
of maximum entropy. Schrödinger argues that it can only avoid equilibrium- biological death- by continually
importing negative entropy from its environment. However, he immediately corrects the expression and states
that “hence the awkward expression of ‘negative entropy’ can be replaced by a better one: entropy, taken with
the negative sign, is itself a measure of order. Thus the device by which an organism maintains itself stationary
at a fairly high level of orderliness (=fairly low level of entropy) really consists in sucking orderliness from
its environment”25. This explanation unavoidably raises ontological problems by reinforcing the old division
between order (information) and disorder (entropy) in a negatively teleological manner: it posits entropy
merely as a concept of degradation and death. In retrospect, Weiner recuperates the same division by reducing
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information to negative entropy, and thus fails to see the conditions that underlie the relation between the
second law and the living matter. Prigogine effectively detects the negative overtones of this divide that equates
entropy with death. Stengers informs us that:
If Prigogine could not accept negentropy as satisfying the problem of life, defining life as an exception
or as some kind of antagonist power opposing the general power of the second principle, it is not
because he wanted to explain life in terms of physics, but because for him it was not a solution, just
another name for the problem. In order to characterize non-equilibrium situations, you can no longer
rely on the second principle to define stable states. All situations in an open, far-from-equilibrium
system, that is, a system whose exchanges with its environment keep the processes going on, do satisfy
the second principle.26
Prigogine mathematically demonstrates that for open systems total entropy variation in time is equal
to the sum of internal entropy production and external entropy flow, formulated as dS= deS+ diS. The distinction
must be made in order to conceive the inherent structure of non-equilibrium which effectuates open-complex
structures with irreversible processes. As early as 1865 Clausius had already illustrated that the inequality
diS/dt>027 is due to the irreversible changes involved in entropy production. According to Prigogine, this
interpretation paved the way to the distinction between entropy flow and entropy production. He explains that
at equilibrium, all the quantities such as temperature become time independent (dS=0) such that the quantity
of the internal entropy production and the quantity of the external entropy flow even out each other. In other
words, if the internal production is positive, then the external entropy flow has to be its negative equivalent.28
In order to avoid equilibrium (dS=0), the system has to remain at a lower level of entropy. However, Prigogine
observes that internal entropy production cannot change its sign as time goes on because the process is not
reversible29. Instead, it transfers entropy to the environment to remain at a low level. This transfer of entropy
is known as deS, negative entropy flow. More accurately, purchasing order from outside implies, in effect,
transferring negative entropy flow to the environment. Schrödinger reductively argues that if entropy implies
disorder it must also indubitably imply order when it takes a negative sign. However, the obstacle here is that
entropy production cannot change its sign (entropy barrier). Accordingly, as Prigogine demonstrates, it is this
limit that conditions the emergence of ordered structures30.
The physical individuation is effectuated by the allagmatic relation between the internal entropy production diS
and the negative entropy flow deS. In far from equilibrium system’s exposure to environment is so heightened
that it has to produce internal entropy to compensate. The dynamical dependency on the milieu conditions
the possibility of dissipative structures: “the interaction of a system with the outside world, its embedding in
non-equilibrium conditions, may become in this way the starting point for the formation of new dynamic states
of matter—dissipative structures” (OC 143). The physical individuation at far from equilibrium is dissipative
due to the entropic price paid for its formation.31 Prigogine gives the renowned example of Benard Cell in
order to illustrate the role of allagmatic exchanges (diS and deS) during the physical individuation. When the
lower surface of a liquid is heated (deS) to a given temperature, heat flux moves from bottom to surface and
after a threshold the fluid’s state of rest becomes unstable. Convection cells (diS) appear corresponding to the
coherent motion of molecules, increasing the rate of the heat transfer from bottom to surface. The coherent
motion of a large number of molecules that forms hexagonal convection cells at macroscopic levels is defined
as the spontaneous self-organization emerged within non-equilibrium conditions. During the transportation of
heat, entropy production increases, leading highly ordered complex structures. Rather than evolving towards
disorder (equilibrium), the process creates highly ordered convection cells. The entropy barrier here appears as
the enabling limit. The heat flux is formed according to the temperature difference between the lower and upper
surface of the liquid. Molecules when exposed to surplus energy from outside choose the best possible way to
transmit the heat from the lower to upper surface so that they could reach equilibrium faster. The way that they
organize themselves to increase the rate of heat transfer corresponds to the entropy production. However, the
fluid cannot reach its initial state of rest (equilibrium), as long as it receives thermal energy from outside. The
singular event of the Benard’s Instability gives a more primordial sense to Stiegler’s innovative comment on
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the physical individuation such that it informs the relation between order and entropy in a radically different
manner. The number of complexions corresponding to the coherent motion of cells during convection is so
small that according to the Boltzmann principle this event is highly improbable to occur. Yet it happens.
Whereas at equilibrium there is no production, in far from equilibrium the internal entropy production
increases by articulating differences. The communication and interaction among the particles yield the
condition of possibility of production. In far from equilibrium conditions, entropy can neither be simply
associated with transition nor with waste or decay, but it emerges as a concept of production. Although in
classical thermodynamics heat transfer was considered as a source of waste, in Benard Instability it becomes
the source of production. According to Prigogine, this suggests that open systems, interacting with the milieu,
initiate the emergence of new dynamic states of matter—dissipative structures.

4
The Aristotelian and Hegelian methodologies fall short in explaining the evolution of matter toward complexity.
The relation between internal entropy production and negative entropy flow cannot be understood through
the principle of identity or of excluded middle. Neither can it be explained through dialectics that consists
in negation. On the other hand, Simondon’s methodology responds to the pressing need for a conceptual
framework that effectively articulates the relation between the entropy production and the individuation
of complex matter. His concept of metastable equilibrium and of allagmatic relation with the milieu helps
ontologically conceptualizing the entropy production inside the system that yields higher level complexities
rather than reaching equilibrium. Simondon elicits the incompatibility and the inadequacy of the existent
methodologies that draw upon the principles of representation- identity and excluded middle- and utilize the
form-matter terminology that consists in the interchangeable application of form and matter. He emphasizes
the necessity of displacing the form-matter modality and its ominous conclusion that leads to the identical
relation of being to itself with a new method that renders being non-identical to itself. Moreover, the principles
of identity and of excluded middle can neither conceive nor contain the notion of non-identical relation that
in fact is the constitutive of an ontogenesis that embarks upon the capacity of being to fall out of itself. Within
the solipsistic and reflective boundaries of the form-matter model, non-identity of being appears at best to be
a paradox of thought that must be avoided at all expenses. However, according to Simondon, being’s nonidentical relation to itself is the indispensable constituent of individuation toward complexity. In order to further
his analysis of being’s non-identical relation to itself, he deploys the suggestive tenets of modern science at the
disposal of the ontogenetics that is disentangled from the ominous principles of hylomorphic and substantialist
modalities: “Instead of supposing substances in order to account for individuation we take the different regimes
of individuations… the notions of substance, form and matter are replaced by the more fundamental notions
of information, internal resonance, metastability, potential energy and orders of magnitude” (IG 17).
Individuation in Simondon refers to the process of incessant deferral of equilibrium. Prigogine’s scientific
account of this deferral shows that individuation is effectuated by the commutual relation between internal
entropy production diS and negative entropy flow deS. In far from equilibrium, the system’s exposure to the
environment is so heightened that it has to produce internal entropy to compensate. The second law states that
the entropic sum (dS) always increases until its terms (diS and deS) cancel out each other. However, this entropic
barrier becomes constructive under metastable conditions insofar as the system is in allagmatic reaction with
its milieu. This dynamical co-dependency between a system and its milieu determines the condition of the
possibility of individuation. Simondon states that “individuation must be considered as a partial and relative
resolution that occurs in a system that contains potentials and encloses a certain incompatibility to itself—an
incompatibility made of tension of forces...” (IG 4). In order for a system to contain tension and incompatibility,
it must be posited far from equilibrium for the very reason that at equilibrium, as Simondon points out, all
tensions and potentials are exhausted. In far from equilibrium particles become sensitive and develop a
capacity to affect and be affected. Individuation corresponds to the process in which system defers death by a
productive activity of affected particles under metastable- far from equilibrium- conditions. When the system
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reaches a critical threshold due to the fluctuations yielded in far from equilibrium, particles begin to interact and
communicate in order to compensate for the additional energy introduced to the system from outside. System
transfers the surplus entropy produced internally during the productive activity of particles to its milieu. It is this
allagmatic entropy exchange between outside and inside that marks the ontological transition from inert matter
to a materiality that possesses a nomos.
In A Thousand Plateaus Deleuze and Guattari redefine nomos as a new mode of distribution without enclosures. In
their analysis, the term attains its full sense as an operation pertinent to nomadology with concomitant strategies
that undermine the form-matter ideologies dictated by logos. “The nomos came to designate the law, but that
was originally because it was the distribution, a mode of distribution, one without division into shares, in a space
without borders or enclosure. The nomos is the consistency of a fuzzy aggregate: it is in this sense that it stands in
opposition to the law or the polis”32 This specific mode of distribution suggests an informative relation with the
open as shown in the individuation of dissipative structures. Deleuze and Guattari constitute a corresponding
nexus that connects Simondonian materiality with the operative functionalities of matter that are best illustrated
in Prigogine’s theory of dissipative structures. Nomos here indicates an immanent operability that is derivative
of the non-equilibrium conditions which transductively distribute the singularities in heterogeneous space.
Individuation of dissipative structures reveals the subterranean processes in which a “fuzzy aggregate” takes a
hold (consistency) by means of the communication of otherwise unrelated singularities.
It should be noted that the underlying concept of communication here does not have any resemblance to its
definition in the information theory (Shannon, Wiener, et.al.). Rather than the mere transmission of signals,
communication here denotes a heterogeneous distribution of the singularities that begin to relate transductively
when a threshold is reached under sufficient far from equilibrium conditions. Prigogine and Stengers note
that “We can speak of a new coherence, of mechanisms of ‘communication’ among molecules. But this type
of communication can only arise in far from equilibrium conditions” (OC 13). In order to understand fully
the originality of this new type of communication, we must think it in its relation to De Donder’s concept of
affinity. The term signifies a transductive function that exceeds the notion of transmission, which is limited
to an inactive medium incapable of transforming itself and its terms. De Donder, the precursor of this new
mode of communication, reformulated the second principle of thermodynamics—previously used to be limited
to an understanding of equilibrium laws for which production was zero—by constituting a relation between
entropy production and a chemical reaction. The affinity function extends the problem of static interaction to
the transductive relationality among the chemical forces by inaugurating a conceptual correspondence to the
famous Spinozian question: What is a body capable of ? Affinity here indicates a correlative potential structurally
embedded in “being capable of.” Furthermore, it allows for an understanding of the allagmatic exchange that
consists in the transductive capacity “to affect” and “to be affected” at once. Prigogine and Stengers emphasize
that affinity here revives the alchemist interpretation that construe the elective relations between chemical
bodies—the likes and dislikes of molecules (OC 136).
Communication as such becomes the defining conjunction of both the physical and the vital individuations.
Simondon warns us against the reductive logic of vitalisms that posits a receding hierarchy between matter and
life announcing that inert nature, unlike life, does not contain a higher level of organization. In contrast, he
suggests that if one posits the physical nature as already highly organized, this primitive error that reduces the
complex to the simple can be avoided. “However if, from the beginning, we think that matter is provided with
a very high level of organization we cannot easily hierarchize life and matter” (IG 141). Simondon succeeds
in developing an understanding of complexity that is not evolved from the simple but has always already been
coterminous with the individuation of being. However, his choice of crystallization as the paradigm of physical
individuation nearly undermines this understanding to the extent that crystals are in fact equilibrium structures
with having significantly different properties than that of dissipative structures. As Stengers argues that the
effect of this paradigm may contradict what it pretends. “Far from corresponding to a process of invention, is
not the transductive power of allagmatic proposition that Simondon developed in fact an assimilative power
analogous to that of crystal formation; in other words, a power operating through compatibility and not a
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process that mind discovers?”33 She calls into question the process of adhesion that occurs during the amplifying
propagation of crystals and notes that transduction as such—mere adhesion—fails to account for dissipation.
During the crystallization, molecules position themselves with the neighboring molecules in order to maintain a
‘ground state’ with minimum energy. As Prigogine and Stengers explain, their positioning is defined by another
thermodynamic function, the minimum free energy, different than that of the internal entropy production. The
inner structure of the crystal is based on the forces of attraction and repulsion of the molecules that produce
it. And the sum of its kinetic energy yielded through the molecule interactions is less than its potential energy
stored within the bonds that form the crystalline structure. “Equilibrium structures can be seen as the result
of statistical compensation for the activity of microscopic elements (molecules, atoms). By definition, they are
inert at the global level” (OC 127). Crystals can retain their position indefinitely unless an outside energy is
introduced to the system in order to change their positioning by deforming the established bonds among them.
Regarding the essential difference between the crystal and dissipative structures, Prigogine and Stengers state
that “the biological structure thus combines order and activity. In contrast, an equilibrium state remains inert
even though it may be structured, as, for example, crystals” (OC 131).
Drawing upon the paradigm of crystallization, Simondon distinguishes between the vital and the physical
individuations and argues that the living maintains a permanent activity, which is not concentrated at its limit as
in the case of crystals. He stresses that both the physical and the vital individuations have internal resonance, but
the latter requires a permanent relation with its milieu, unlike crystals, and maintains a degree of metastability
with itself.
In the domain of the living, the same idea of metastability may be used to characterize individuation;
but in this case, individuation no longer occurs, as in the physical domain, only in an instantaneous,
brusque and definitive manner that is like a quantum leap, leaving behind it a duality of environment
and individual, with the environment being impoverished by the individual that it is not and with the
individual no longer having the dimension of the environment. (IG 8-9)
However, this distinction, seemingly the object of Stengers’ criticism, compels us to question the sustainability
of crystallization as the paradigm of physical individuation. Bénard Instability strikingly demonstrates that the
energy exchange with the milieu is not limited to the vital individuation. On the contrary, it is the preliminary
condition of the physical individuation toward increasing complexity. Life and matter are not the unrelated
terms of being, they rather appear as the different phases of being, both having the common condition for their
existence: deferral of equilibrium. As Simondon himself points outs in his conclusion to L’individu et sa genèse
physico-biologique “The physical individuation and the vital individuation are mode of resolutions, they are not
absolute points of departure” (IG 272).
Simondon’s enigmatic stance regarding the physical individuation allows us to prolong the conditions of the
problem to the emergence of dissipative structures. The critical yet uncertain character of his concepts compels
us to ask “how to inherit Simondon” today. Even though we may sometimes feel obliged to read Simondon
against himself, it is in effect the ruptures and incises in his thought that enable us to practice an apprenticeship
with his oeuvre and to create further resonances with his concepts. To prolong the question of individuation is
to introduce relevant inventions that communicate with Simondon’s concepts by opening up new possibilities of
thinking. Stengers credits Simondon’s approach that conceptualizes the process of crystallization in terms of a
compatibility that preexists the molecules that compose it. As opposed to a predetermined form, the compatibility
suggests that the process of crystalline propagation is not independent from the metastable conditions that
effectuate it. “In this sense, crystallization may designate an event, and more precisely an ‘avènement’” (139).
Nonetheless, she questions whether the transductive adhesion suits the non-equilibrium processes in which the
milieu, as opposed to its role in the amplifying propagation of crystallization, not only prevents equilibrium but
also renders the collective activity possible. This critical nuance becomes the measuring component of physical
individuation in which the regime of collective activity appears under a constraining relation with the milieu.
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Prigogine’s invocation of the chemical clocks adequately embodies the tight economy between the milieu and
the emergence of collective behavior. When one of the chemical components exceeds a chemical threshold, the
system leaves its steady state and becomes unstable. It starts oscillating between two attractors, yielding a limit
cycle. In contrast to the Boltzmann Principle, chemical clocks demonstrate how far from equilibrium conditions
stimulate otherwise indifferent entities by yielding a new regime of collectivity. Prigogine and Stengers posit the
entropy production as the veritable source of communication that effectuates higher level of individuations at
the physical level. Their analysis irreversibly alters the paradigm of physical individuation assigning it a sense
of nomos.
Such a degree of order stemming from the activity of billions of molecules seems incredible, and
indeed, if chemical clocks had not been observed, no one would believe that such a process is possible.
To change color at once, molecules must have a way to ‘communicate’. The system has to act as a
whole. We will return repeatedly to this key word communicate, which is of obvious importance in
so many fields, from chemistry to neurophysiology. Dissipative structures introduce probably one of
the simplest physical mechanisms for communication. (OC 146)
Dissipative structures put into question our instrumental notion of communication by introducing a reticulative
relationality that is determined by the non-equilibrium conditions that produce it. The complex character of
such communication renders irrelevant the intelligibility of that which produces the collective. Communication
in dissipative structures appears not as a result of the linear multidirectional amplification but as a consequence
of the non-equilibrium conditions in relation with the milieu. Stengers detects that the dissipative processes
cannot be explained by means of adhesion or by avènement. What then adequately responds to this radically
altered notion of communication? We must reinscribe here what compelled Simondon to introduce a new
concept of relation that he termed transduction. It was initially Simondon’s critical objection against the
representative models of relation that are incapable of conceiving the non-identity of being as such.
However, in order to render this terminological and conceptual change possible, a new method and
a new notion are needed… A relation must be understood as relation in being, as a relation of being,
a manner of being and not a simple relation between two terms that could be adequately known
using concepts because they would have a separate and prior existence. It is because the terms are
understood as substances that the relation is a relation of terms, and being is separated into terms
because being is primitively—that is to say before any investigation of individuation—understood
as substance. If, however, substance is no longer taken to be the model of being, it is possible to
understand relation as the non-identity of being to itself—as the inclusion in being of a reality that is
not only identical to it… (IG 6)
This notion marks the moment of transition from the representative models of being into a materialist
technicality of becoming. Simondon stresses that the principles of identity and excluded middle, from the
outset, reject the possibility of the fundamental condition of being that is “to fall out of itself ” (se déphaser). He
proposes the notion of transduction to capture this previously unthinkable sense of relation that is non-identical
to what effectuates it and that has no foundation in the whole of which it may be a part. It posits a nonteleonomic activity that undermines the principle of identity by producing heterogeneous and non-identical
effects that have no resemblance to what yields them. Such notion finds its accurate rendition in the concept
of dissipative structure that demands a non-identical relation due to both the processes of production and
dissipation that occur within it. In the case of the Benard cells and the chemical clocks, transduction exceeds its
adhesive definition as propagation (crystallization), and captures the dissipative and complex character of being
that is not identical to itself. After all, do not we find the most adequate expression of this new alliance between
Simondon’s concept of individuation and Prigogine’s concept of dissipation in Stenger’s own words? “Far from
equilibrium, it is the (nonlinear) couplings between the processes that start to play a predominant role, determine
the regimes of stability and the zones of metastability that give a sense to ‘dissipative individuation’”34 This bifold
articulation of dissipation and individuation allows us to conceive the aforementioned notion of materiality
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possessing a nomos such that it introduces a radically different notion of communication and collectivity as a
result of the non-linear couplings between processes at far from equilibrium.
Esra Atamer is currently a PhD candidate in Comparative Literature at Binghamton University,
NY. Her doctoral thesis focuses on the onto-political relation between the reticulative processes
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WHAT IS THE AESTHETIC REGIME?
Joseph J. Tanke

The aesthetic regime is a polemical concept forged by Jacques Rancière to contest the categories that inform
many art historical narratives. It cuts across the divisions that organize museum collections and shape the
picture of twentieth-century art handed down in many art history textbooks and survey courses. The majority
of Rancière’s recent writings on literature, art, and the history of aesthetic philosophy are intended to clarify
what he terms the “aesthetic revolution,” the wholesale cultural transformation that took place at the end
of the eighteenth and start of the nineteenth century. As such, they deal with many of the artists, objects,
and ideas customarily designated as “modern.” Rancière argues that “modernism” is a problematic concept
that prevents us from grappling with the politics of this radically distinct form of art, more properly termed
“aesthetic.” Modernism, Rancière suggests, is an idea that “seems to have been deliberately invented to prevent
a clear understanding of the transformations of art and its relationships with the other spheres of collective
experience.”1 By modernism, Rancière understands the familiar thesis that modern art, in order to effect
a demonstration of its independence from other practices and domains of life, engages in processes of selfpurification by which each art rids itself of elements borrowed from other media.
Rancière has also devoted a considerable amount of energy to critiquing the positions that understand recent
artistic strategies in terms of the historico-theoretical concept of “postmodernity.” For him, postmodernism
should be understood as a reckoning with the distortion imported into the arts of the aesthetic regime by the
myth of artistic modernity. The concept of postmodernism is not, for all that, the recovery of art’s political
potential. Rather, “Postmodernism … was simply the name under whose guise certain artists and thinkers
realized what modernism had been: a desperate attempt to establish a ‘distinctive feature of art’ by linking it
to a simple teleology of historical evolution and rupture.”2 As we will see, many of the theoretical discourses
associated with postmodernism strip art of its critical, political capacities, either by surrendering the will
to determine how art differs from other aestheticized aspects of contemporary life or by directing it into a
problematic ethics of the sublime. In a sense, one could argue that if Rancière spends so much time exposing
the problematic assumptions of the artistic and theoretical paradigm known as modernism, it is because it is the
flawed starting point for many of the positions claiming to supersede it. Given that much of Rancière’s attention
has recently been devoted to contemporary production, it makes sense to view this work of historiographical
critique, the inquiries into the notions of modernism and postmodernism, as part of an attempt to clarify the
conditions in which contemporary art is produced. Doing so, he wagers, will allow us to take stock of the full
range of possibilities at art’s disposal, as well as to advance a theoretical account more attuned to its unique
political capacities.3
Much scholarly attention has been paid to the first moment of this enterprise, Rancière’s critical reappraisal
of modernism. In this essay, I want to take stock of the way in which Rancière’s work combats many positions
claiming to occupy the space opened up in the wake of modernity. Although the aesthetic regime allows
us to offer a new account of the politics of the philosophical discourse of aesthetics, as well as to describe
individual works in terms of their abilities to shift the coordinates of what is seeable, sayable, and possible, it
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is not my intention in this essay to enumerate fully the political aspects of the aesthetic regime. This is a task
I have pursued in other places, and one which requires a lengthy analysis of the connections between art,
aesthetics, and equality.4 Rather, I want here to describe the aesthetic regime in terms of its historiographical
use-value, and thus indicate how it challenges many theorizations of twentieth-century art. I attempt this in
full recognition of the fact that the aesthetic regime is not a chronological account of art. It is a historically
conditioned and locatable way of “making sense of sense,” that is, of arranging and ordering the sensuous
productions of art. While Rancière describes certain key historical moments or “scenes” in the genesis of
this regime, he takes great pains to insist that it is not an absolute historical threshold, one that could be easily
equated with a particular period of art.5 The critical work of the first part of this essay prepares the ground
for the elaboration of an idea of art that allows us to describe the political import of individual products. One
important aspect of the aesthetic regime is that it rids us of some broad generalizations about how the art of
different periods does or does not relate to the more general distribution of practices that Rancière calls the
“distribution of the sensible,” or the general distribution of bodies, voices, and capacities at work within a given
community.
Rancière has at various points made it clear that his position is intended to counter some specific historical
conceptualizations of art, most notably the one that emerges from the writings of Jean-François Lyotard, a
thinker who continues to exercise tremendous influence on discussions of visual art. Here, I hope to expand
the reach of the aesthetic regime and show how it offers an alternative to a number of historico-theoretical
accounts of art. Some of the positions addressed in this essay are not discussed directly by Rancière. In
fact, some references are more germane to the North American world of art than to the French context that
generally informs Rancière’s writings. The point is not simply to recount the exchanges between Rancière and
his interlocutors, but to offer an account of how the aesthetic regime challenges many assumptions regarding
twentieth-century art. At stake in these encounters is the attempt to reverse the fatalism that has accrued to
many art-historical narratives.
The move that Rancière makes in his assault upon the notions of modernism and postmodernism is actually
quite simple: he argues that both are abstracted and limited perspectives on a much broader and far-reaching
transformation that took place within Western culture at the end of the eighteenth and start of the nineteenth
century. The art of the aesthetic regime, or simply aesthetic art, is forged according to a different set of
assumptions about the relationship between art and life than had been the case during what Rancière calls
the “representative regime of art.” Rancière’s conception of the representative regime corresponds roughly
with French “classicisme,” and the heavily regimented forms of cultural production known as the belles lettres
and the beaux arts. The axioms of representation indicate, for example, which subjects can be depicted in art,
what is a “high” or “low” subject, the manner in which various objects, themes, and peoples are to be treated,
and the responses certain depictions ought to elicit. A crucial feature of the art of the representative regime
is that the question about the relationship between art and life is settled in advance by the idea that art is a
representation. In fact, the axioms of representation separate sharply the work from the subjects depicted
therein, thus preventing any confusion regarding the boundaries between art and life. Towards the end of the
eighteenth century, artists and thinkers begin to re-think what makes art art, troubling the principles that once
separated art from life. Movements such as Realism, Romanticism, and collage reinvigorate art by calling into
question the boundary separating art from life. Throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, artists
and writers treated subjects that were previously deemed off limits, finding fodder in the lives of common
people, the interiors of bourgeois homes, the markets of Paris, and the commodity form. Revoking the idea of
separation at the heart of representation, these artists introduced bits and pieces from the everyday into their
compositions. By being incorporated into art, these elements were transformed. Everyday objects, gestures,
and forms of expression assumed a status previously reserved for historical, mythological, and religious subject
matter. Thus, throughout what is customarily designated as “modernity,” quotidian objects and practices were
imbued with complex layers of meaning, and the artist charged with the task of collecting, organizing, and
deciphering its traces. At the same time, these processes raised with new force the question of how art is related
to and, more importantly, different from life. Aesthetics, with its central categories of experience and reflection,
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emerged with the recognition that there were no longer any preordained rules for distinguishing in advance the
objects of art from the products of everyday life, and that each experience had to be evaluated in its irreducible
singularity.
Rancière views this historically contingent form of art, aesthetic art, as harboring political potential because
of its ability to shift the aesthetics of politics or what he calls “primary aesthetics.”6 Aesthetic practices are
political because they contest, impact, and alter what can be seen and said. These aesthetic practices are, for
Rancière, one of the primary means of creating dissensus. One way of describing dissensus is to say that it is
a “separation [écart] of the sensible from itself.”7 Instances of dissensus are moments in which the supposed
obviousness of the distribution of bodies, voices, and capacities, breaks down. Aesthetic art troubles traditional
patterns of assigning meaning to that which appears to our senses, and, more generally, cultivates the separation
of sense or meaning [sens] from sense [sens]. Aesthetic art is a rejection of the idea that things have a single
and definitive meaning. It is therefore one of the means by which the meanings of an object, a body, a policy
or a group of people can be contested. The ability of art to impact the distribution of the sensible stems
from the ambiguous and complicated relationship between art and life at the heart of the aesthetic regime. As
Rancière frequently points out, even art’s most self-secluding forms—those seized upon by critics and historians
as embodying the very spirit of modernity, such as abstraction in painting and intransitive writing—impact the
broader distribution of the sensible. In their resistance to simple interpretation, they function as a reproach to
the idea that what appears to our senses could ever be supplied with a uniform meaning. They are one example
of what it means to manifest a separation of the sensible from itself. Art’s sensible heterogeneity is what holds
out the promise that the sensible more generally can be reconfigured. Aesthetic art is at once composed of
materials gathered from the everyday distribution of the sensible, and, because of its form as art, to some degree
marked by its difference from it. What aesthetics advances, then, is an idea of art according to which art is at
once informed by the products and practices of the everyday, and in some significant way different from it.
Aesthetic art is that which cannot but call into question the meanings assigned to roles, practices, and capacities
because it is what questions the process of assigning meaning as such. It is this form of art whose identity
Rancière is keen to clarify and protect.
Postmodernism has served as the most wide-ranging and—despite many of its anti-foundational pretensions—
systematic effort to articulate the ways in which the arts of the second half of the twentieth century are
conceived, analyzed, and practiced. The notion functions as the marker of a cultural mutation—the dating of
which has been in dispute since the term was coined—analyzed in the fields of literary studies, architectural
history, philosophy, feminist theory, and sociology. Here, I am less interested in these debates than in how the
concept functions to demarcate two distinct historical periods within twentieth-century art. It is quite common
within a North American context, for example, to distinguish sharply between modern and contemporary
art. While there is some debate about the exact chronological markers, and the artists associated with each
period, the two terms fit, more or less, with the use of the terms “modern” and “postmodern” in art historical
contexts. “Postmodern” and “contemporary” generally designate approaches to artistic production that reject
modernism’s emphasis on medium specificity, that is, the idea that each art ought to concern itself with itself
to the exclusion of elements borrowed from other arts. Postmodern art is instead said to blur the boundaries
separating the arts from one another, along with the barriers modern artists, writers, and theoreticians erected
in order to separate art from life. Contemporary art is likewise supposed to have abandoned modernity’s
monolithic stylistic paradigm, developing instead with a newfound pluralism in which multiple conceptions
of art reside comfortably beside one another. Many “postmodern strategies” are designed to liquidate the
modernist notions of originality and authorship through the use of appropriated imagery, the recycling of
forms, and by “referencing” the art of the past. For thinkers such as Frederic Jameson, postmodernism is a
type of historical consciousness, one marked by the awareness of coming after a period in which these ideas
were accompanied by great political urgency. While modernity joined together the artistic and political avantgardes in an earnest battle over the status of culture and the future of humanity, postmodern thinkers and
artists wallow complacently in an eclecticism that joins together various ideas, styles, and fashions. For Jameson,
what the ironic gestures and games of pastiche attempt to hide is the profound melancholy triggered by the
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bankruptcy of the literary, artistic, and political avant-gardes. The second half of the twentieth century is,
accordingly, the place where art loses its historical and political purchase.8
The eclecticism analyzed by Jameson is theorized and lauded by the critic and philosopher Arthur Danto, who
prefers to employ the term “contemporary” or his own neologism “post-historical art” to refer to the arts that
have superseded those of modernism.9 In Danto’s writings, there is a clear indication of how terms such as
“postmodern” and “contemporary” function as grids of historical intelligibility, both reflecting and helping to
define the ways in which art is collected and displayed. These notions also advance a conception of art, defining
its capacities and potential political import. As Danto explains, “contemporary” is not simply a temporal term,
but designates “an art produced within a certain structure of production never … seen before in the entire
history of art.”10
Danto’s account of the distinction between modern and contemporary art hinges on his experience of Andy
Warhol’s Brillo Box, first encountered at the Stable Gallery in April of 1964. For Danto, this work is indicative
of the closure of a specific era of art, one that predicated art’s identity upon its difference from everyday objects.
Following Hans Belting’s explorations of art before the beginning of art, Danto defines the era of art as lasting
from the fifteenth century to the middle of the twentieth, with modernism being the final attempt to delineate
a single essence of art.11 Danto refers to the final phase of this story as the “Age of Manifestos.” He uses the
phrase to encapsulate the way in which throughout modernity each work offered itself as the self-purified
essence of art. According to his neo-Hegelian account, this paradigm was superseded around 1964 when
pluralism became art’s de facto rule.
Warhol’s Brillo boxes have served as Danto’s guiding example for nearly fifty years. For him, they sum up
the situation in which art can no longer be distinguished from reality except through the invocation of a
philosophical idea of art. Danto contends that art thus ceased being art in the traditional sense, that is, as
something recognizably different, at the level of its appearances, from the everyday furniture of the world. For
him, the question of what makes art art has been transferred to the realm of ideas. As Danto explains, “All
philosophical questions … have that form: two outwardly indiscernible things can belong to different, indeed to
momentously different, philosophical categories.”12
For Danto, contemporary art is free of the strong identity that had been ascribed to it throughout modernity.
He views our era as one in which the attempt to outfit art with an essence by inserting it within a historical
narrative has broken down. Whereas the manifesto-driven art of modernity attempted to couch the essence
of art within a narrative of medium-specific self-purification, Danto’s post-historical art emerges from the
realization that “there really is no art more true than any other, and that there is not one way art has to be.”13
Danto is unapologetic in his enthusiasm for pluralism, parody, and the circulation of references that so troubled
Jameson. Indeed, one of the defining stylistic tendencies Danto points to is the movement according to which
the treasury of art’s history—its forms and styles—once again becomes available for artists to freely appropriate.
As he describes it, with the collapse of the idea that there is a single, legitimate artistic style, everything becomes
possible for art once again.
This chronology and characterization is much different than Rancière’s notion of the aesthetic regime. What we
see in it, however, is Danto attempting to come to terms with the “disorder” created by the age of aesthetics.14
Taken in by the myth of modernity, one could speculate, Danto fails to see that everything has been possible for
art for quite some time. One could easily point to any number of examples that would call into question the
identity of post-historical art. The readymades of Marcel Duchamp advanced as early as 1913 a version of the
question that Danto takes to be the hallmark of contemporary art, the Cubist practice of collage introduced
material from the everyday into the sacred space of art, and, on a certain reading, Realism itself was premised
upon the idea that common persons, objects, places, and happenings could form the substance of art. It is thus
in fact much earlier than 1964 that artists began to trouble the supposed separation between art and reality,
which is one of the things that the aesthetic regime as a historical concept challenges us to re-think. The process
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was set in motion by those artists, writers, and theorists who contested the idea, central to the representative
conception of art, that the spaces of art ought to be reserved for recording mythological, religious, and historical
events. It is in this sense that so-called modern painting shares the same set of historical axioms as Danto’s
post-historical art: anything from the broader world of quotidian objects can form the subject matter of art. It
just happens to be the case that one of the more common ways in which this new indifference to subject matter
manifests itself is in painting taking itself as its own subject matter.
The point is not simply to call attention to moments from the history of art that weaken Danto’s claims
regarding the specificity of contemporary art. It is to challenge the historical constructions that prevent us
from taking account of aesthetic art’s politics. It matters greatly how one interprets this new situation in which
art finds itself at the start of the nineteenth century, for it is the characterization of this new situation that will
determine what, if any, political capacities can be assigned to art in theoretical terms. For his part, Danto adds
that the price to be paid for art’s newly won freedom and its ability to make use of its past, is that the original
valuations once ascribed to such forms are lost. With respect to the possibilities of aesthetic pluralism that we
have been discussing, Danto explains, “One can without question imitate the work … of an earlier period.
What one cannot do is live the system of meanings upon which the work drew in its original form of life.”15
Contemporary art thus maintains a problematic relationship with the art of the past: it deploys its forms and
circulates its signs, but it can make little more than an ironic use of them in the present. This is, in a sense, to
admit that post-historical art—“art after the end of history,” as it were—amounts to little more than a game of
deciphering an obscure code designed for insiders. Ultimately, it remains to be seen why it would even matter
that the contemporary scene is defined by pluralism.
One virtue of the aesthetic regime as a historical concept is that it prevents us from stumbling into such impasses
where we are left only to lament the powerlessness of art in the face of whatever forces one might care to
name—poverty, war, the art market, capitalism, advertising, the simulacrum. As a counter-concept uniting a
number of different periods in art, the aesthetic regime reveals itself to be hostile to narratives of innovation and
their implicitly triumphalist teleologies. The dominant narrative as I have been reconstructing it from Danto’s
thought holds that twentieth-century art can be parsed according to two paradigms: the modern, in which art
has a strong identity promoted through exercises in self-purification, and the postmodern, recognizable in those
works that undermine the separateness said to have hampered modern art. As an aesthetic concept, the aesthetic
regime encourages us to keep alive this question about the relationship between art and life, a question that
recent aesthetic theories, like Danto’s, settle with the assessment that art has become indiscernible from life.
The aesthetic regime encourages us to reflect upon the subtle differences that distinguish individual expressions,
practices, objects, and experiences from the broader distribution of practices. Premised as it is upon the ideals
contained in many of the key texts of aesthetic theory, the aesthetic regime recognizes that, while inherently
problematic and perhaps destined to remain in search of itself, the concept of art as something distinguishable
from the broader distribution of practices is worth preserving. It is this idea of art as breach within the sensible
that allows us to imagine the sensible otherwise.
Danto’s position shares with the work of Jean-François Lyotard the idea that the contemporary period is
marked by the absence of a totalizing or grand narrative. As is well known, Lyotard described postmodernism
as a new epistemological condition, one in which the splintering of the narrative form calls into question allencompassing systems of meaning, such as Christianity, Marxism, and even the nature of science itself. In
aesthetic terms, Lyotard attempted to articulate the subtle differences separating modern and postmodern art.
Lyotard developed this new paradigm through a reworking Kant’s “Analytic of the Sublime.” For Lyotard,
both the arts of modernity and postmodernity are arts of the Kantian sublime, that is, works which put forward
the fact that the unpresentable exists. The key difference is that modern art is nostalgic, holding out hope for
joining together the Ideas of reason and their material presentation. “It allows the unrepresentable to be put
forward only as … missing contents; but the form, because of its recognizable consistency, continues to offer to
the reader or viewer matter for solace and pleasure.”16 Postmodern art, on the other hand, denies “the solace
of good forms.” It devotes its energies to imparting a sense of the unpresentable in the presentation itself,
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disrupting the nostalgia for order, totality, and closure. Accordingly, it is the duty of the avant-garde to testify
to the folly, and even the horror, of modernism’s attempts to change the world by means of artistic forms.
Thus, art should not have the hubris to attempt to name the unnameable, but rather say what it cannot say.
Lyotard: “It is important, very important, to remember that no one can—by writing, by painting, by anything—
pretend to be witness and truthful reporter of, be ‘equal’ to the sublime affection, without being rendered
guilty of falsification and imposture through this very pretension.”17 Art must, therefore, renounce its claims to
representation and seek out new ways of revealing that every representation is condemned to a forgetting—the
presence of the Other, the trauma of an event—that is constitutive of thought, and only able to be remembered
as forgotten.18 To summarize, one could say that Lyotard’s influence on the conceptualization of contemporary
art has been twofold: first, he helped to shape the conversation in terms of narrative, framing the postmodern
as a skepticism directed at modernity’s chief epistemological categories; and, second, he attempted to describe
a new mode of artistic production by offering a fragmentary reading of the European avant-garde.
It would be wrong to suggest that Danto and Lyotard operate with the same chronologies of twentieth-century
art. Lyotard advances a rather complex temporal sequence according to which the postmodern is intimately
bound up with the modern, and the artists that he cites—Braque, Picasso, Lissitsky, Duchamp, Rothko,
Newman, Buren, and Monory—defy simple historical and stylistic categories. Danto, however, practically
translates Lyotard when he explains that what is distinctive about post-historical art is that it “no longer allows
itself to be represented by master narratives.”19 What Danto and Lyotard thus share is the supposition that
contemporary artistic products should be understood in terms of their rejection of the modernist narrative.
Danto’s realization that there is no historical essence to contemporary art, and his analysis of the accompanying
stylistic eclecticism, repeats, in a figural idiom, Lyotard’s thesis about the incommensurability of heterogeneous
language games, each equally legitimate and equally groundless. As we have seen, for Danto, contemporary art
is characterized by an “anything goes” mentality inasmuch as in the absence of a strong narrative-theoretical
identification no one style predominates. For him, art turns philosophical to prevent itself from becoming
completely meaningless when historical narratives falter. Like Danto’s post-historical art, Lyotard’s postmodern
artist is “in the position of a philosopher.”20 This notion enables Lyotard to endow art with an ethical capacity:
art is that which, in the name of justice, continually searches for the means to impart a stronger sense of the
unrepresentable, along with the rules of its own production. Danto, I would submit, has difficulty reconciling
aesthetic pluralism with his idea that art has become philosophical, since he warns that philosophy should be
wary of capitulating to pluralism.21 In order to avoid re-inscribing art within a strong, univocal narrative, he
thus posits that post-historical art is fundamentally different from what has come before it inasmuch as it is
indiscernible from life itself.
We see the consequences of this position if we examine the inverted and radicalized version found in the work of
Jean Baudrillard, who, despite his initial romance with the New York art world, leveled several savage critiques
of it throughout the 1990s. Drawing upon his earlier accounts of simulacra, simulation, and hyperreality,
Baudrillard diagnoses contemporary art as the ambiguous triumph of the aesthetic agenda of the European
avant-gardes. The demands for the effacement of the boundaries between art and life have been realized, he
claims, not by artists but by a reality thoroughly subjected to aesthetic transformations. In contrast with Danto,
for whom the Hegelian account of art’s destiny was confirmed by the philosophical puzzle presented in the
Brillo Box, Baudrillard sees the aesthetic transformation of reality, and its subsequent effacement by the signs
of consumer culture, as responsible for the abolition of art. He explains, “There was a Hegelian perspective
in which one day art would be brought to an end …. This glowing perspective evidently did not materialize.
What happened is that art substituted itself for life in the form of a generalized aesthetics that finally led to
a ‘Disneyfication’ of the world….”22 In a brief yet important essay entitled, “Transaesthetics,” Baudrillard
laments the death of art brought about by the reorganization of the world according to the aesthetics of
capital. “What we are witnessing … is a semio-urgy of everything by means of advertising, the media, or
images. No matter how marginal, or banal, or even obscene it may be, everything is subject to aestheticization,
culturalization, museumification.”23 Accordingly, art, understood as the capacity for illusion, for adventure, and
for opposition to reality, has come to an end.24
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The death of art does not, however, mean that the production of its spectacle will cease. For even though
art has died, its shadow continues to be shown in many caves throughout the world. Like Jameson and
Danto, Baudrillard characterizes contemporary culture as aesthetically permissive. Unlike Danto, however,
he sees no creative possibilities in art’s resuscitation of past forms. Quotation and reappropriation—culture
degree Xerox—indicate instead that the art world has lost its capacities for invention. Whereas Baudrillard
credits Duchamp and Warhol with having created genuine “anthropological events,” that is, operations
which, respectively, introduce banality into aesthetics, and which decouple artistic production from the artist’s
subjectivity, contemporary practitioners cynically exploit the ignorance of the art-going public.25 The art system
thrives on the confusion between art and a reality already transformed by capital. With the readymade gone
global, what prevails in the art market is refuse and recycled clichés—both at the level of materials and stylistic
forms. And if stylistic eclecticism is the norm, if various movements can pacifically coexist, it is only because at
its very heart, the art world recognizes that all its competing movements are really without significance.
In following to its end the means by which these theorists have sought to go beyond modernism, we see that
what emerges is a conception of art that is little more than a testament to its own failure. As it is repeatedly
formulated across these different positions, art is held to be indistinguishable from life, ceasing, as many attest,
to offer possibilities for critique and social transformation. These strategies begin by contesting the autonomy
that was constructed across the long life of modernism and end by decrying art’s inability to separate itself
from any number of heteronymous forces. Taking modernism at its word and attempting to effect a theoretical
transformation premised upon it, specifically on the much-vexed question of the relationship between art
and life, ultimately tends toward a position of indistinction that deprives art of critical import and theory
of the power of discernment. Whether it is Jameson’s analysis of the confusion wrought by the mutations
of postmodern space, and the subsequent ruin of categories such as creativity, originality, and authenticity,
Danto’s attempt to extricate art from the narrative of modernity through the invocation of a new productive
paradigm, or Baudrillard’s equation of art with capital, the result is the same: art is led into a dead-end where
its options are to satirize the arts of the past or to aestheticize the material of everyday life. Likewise, the
aesthetics following from Lyotard’s account of postmodernism serves to unnecessarily restrict art’s possibilities.
If, for Lyotard, art is still meaningful, it is because it is first ethical, that is, dedicated to the task of testifying to
the unpresentable. This strange admixture of aesthetics and ethics also stems from the desire to step beyond
modernist notions of art’s autonomy; however, it frees art from one type of isolation only to assign it another.
In Lyotard’s thought, diagnosed by Rancière as an “ethical diversion,” art is stripped of its political capacities
and inserted into a “grand threnody of the unrepresentable/intractable/irredeemable ….”26
What I hope to have shown with these admittedly abbreviated and schematic analyses is that the theoretical
positions that have attempted to describe the forms of artistic production emerging in modernism’s wake share a
number of assumptions which quickly morph into self-defeating discourses. To the extent that these theoretical
accounts subscribe to a questionable understanding of the directions opened up by the arts at the close of the
eighteenth century, they will be tempted to adopt the extreme positions that we have been analyzing. In hastily
discarding the autonomy thought to characterize modern art, theoretical accounts of contemporary art relegate
it to the unenviable position of being indistinguishable from other aspects of life. Framing the aesthetic regime
of art as a grid of historical intelligibility, Rancière allows us to take distance from these problematic notions
of contemporary art, along with the understanding of modernity upon which they are predicated. What the
notion of the regime thus enables us to analyze is how a certain historically constituted form of art is capable
of challenging the broader distribution of bodies, voices, and practices, even as it remains distinct from those
distributions.
Rancière’s re-examination of these historical categories is designed to recover the political implications of the
new practices of art cotemporaneous with the advent of aesthetics. The political connotations of the word
“regime” are quite deliberate, serving as a reminder of the essential stakes of his analysis. A regime is a series
of axioms determining the sense or meaning that will be assigned to the sensible products created by artistic
practices. As we have already indicated, one of the key concerns for any conception of art is to determine how,
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if at all, it relates to the distributions of sense created by other practices. In attacking the axioms of mimēsis at
the center of representative poetics, the aesthetic regime disrupts the boundary between art and life, defining a
shifting terrain wherein art is reinvigorated by being brought into contact with life, while life, it is thought, can
be re-formed under the influence of aesthetic values. As Rancière presents it, the break with mimēsis meant
“that there was no longer any principle of distinction between what belonged to art and what belonged to
everyday life.” As a result, “Any profane object could get into the realm of artistic experience … and any artistic
production could become part of the framing of a new collective life.”27
Modernism averts the challenges posed by this new sensorium where art and life swap properties, while retaining
their essential identities, by interpreting the anti-mimetic direction as a ban on figuration and resemblance. It
attempts to define, amongst this field of exchanges, a narrative of art’s autonomy, by preserving a form of
mimēsis. Clement Greenberg, for example, defines modernism as the “imitation of imitating” in order to argue
that modernity is not a rupture with the art of the past, but rather its continuation.28 As Rancière points
out, however, the breakdown of representation is not simply an iconoclasm waged against the image; it is the
destruction of the network of values that made it support hierarchical visions of community. The breakdown
of mimēsis is art’s escape from a system of distributions that rigorously separated art as imitation from life. Thus,
art’s leap outside of mimēsis is not only the origin of art’s autonomy (as the narrative of modernism would have
us believe), it is the historical pre-condition for strategies associated with the autonomy of art—abstraction in
painting, silence in literature—as well as the source of art’s heteronomy—the exchanges between the various
arts and the blurring of the distinction between art and life.29 As Rancière says repeatedly and in many different
ways, what we have at the heart of the aesthetic regime is an idea of art according to which its autonomy and
heteronomy are linked as two sides of the same coin. It is upon this basis that the politics of the aesthetic regime
comes into view.
As Rancière reads it from Kant’s third Critique and Schiller’s Letters on the Aesthetic Education of Man, the aesthetic
regime gives rise to a new form of experience that suspends the traditional relationships characteristic of
everyday experience. The aesthetic regime posits that art is the occasion for an experience that disrupts the
results of domination in everyday life. This holds true, Rancière contends, even for the self-secluding forms
that modernists point to in order to make the case for art’s supposed autonomy. His idea in this respect is that
art is not and never was autonomous from other aspects of existence. Aesthetics defines an identity of art in
which art’s power is contained in its difference from the everyday, not its identification with it. Art harbors
propositions for other ways of life and thus has a type of political agency, inasmuch as it refuses to be directly
inserted into everyday systems of meaning. This is not to say that art is inherently progressive or the refuge of
values denied in the political sphere. As Rancière is fond of saying, the arts contribute to projects of political
emancipation what they can: they re-configure the sphere of appearances, reframe the way problems have been
posed, and they contest the apportionment of capacities, voices, and roles. Artistic practices redefine what can
be seen and said, as well as the implicit estimations placed upon members of our communities. If aesthetics
has a political dimension to it, it is for this reason: art operates upon the aesthetic dimensions of the political.
In Disagreement, Rancière analyzed the aestheticity of politics, demonstrating how questions of political
participation and activity involve prior decisions about what will be counted as speech and what construed only
as noise. To speak of an aesthetics of politics is to express the idea that politics is first and foremost a struggle
over who and what can be seen and heard. Rancière: “Politics is primarily conflict over the existence of a
common stage and over the existence and status of those present on it.”30 Aesthetic art has a political dimension
inasmuch as in both its production and reception individuals and groups alter their positions within society.
The aesthetic experience separates the sensible from itself, allowing for different meanings, subjectivities, and
directions to take root. Rancière again: “The modern political animal is first a literary animal, caught in the
circuit of a literariness that undoes the relationship between the order of words and the order of bodies that
determine the place of each. A political subjectification is the product of these multiple fracture lines …”31
Aesthetic art ushers us into a moment of withdrawal, rendering us foreign to ourselves, and incompatible
with the identities stamped upon us by the police order. The aesthetic is thus that constant reminder that
what presents itself to our senses cannot be reduced to a single meaning or purpose. It is for this reason that
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contemporary art does not need to become directly and explicitly political through the adoption of “political”
themes and content. As aesthetic art, it already contains its own politics.
If modernism attempts to deny this fragile politics by transmuting it into a narrative of art’s increased isolation
from the world, the contemporary accounts that we have been analyzing obfuscate it by effacing the resistant
and critical character of the aesthetic experience. In an effort to undo the modernist conception of art’s
essential separateness, they mishandle the very political capacities they would like to create. Retreating from the
narratives of modernity, Lyotard outlines a unidirectional path for art and aesthetics, transforming art’s sensible
heterogeneity into a monument of intellectual incapacity. Art is brought into contact with life, but only upon
the condition that it not actively contribute to that life.
Lyotard’s framing of the question of postmodernity in terms of narrative informs Danto’s effort to delineate
contemporary art from the productions of modernism. Whereas the latter project attempted to define for art
a single essence, post-historical art is predicated upon the realization that there is no timeless essence of art.
The breakup of the untenable modernist narrative results in an aesthetic pluralism where stylistic variations
peacefully co-exist. Whether it is the availability of art’s past, pointed to by Danto, or the pastiche that Jameson
describes, the outcome is, as Baudrillard attests, that art is without social or political consequence. As Jameson’s
work makes explicit, pastiche is but another form of art about art, without the critical edge. Turning art
into life without preserving some element of its difference deprives the aesthetic experience of its dissensual
character. While this is no doubt an effort to escape from the teleology of modernity, it is fundamentally a
misreading of the subtle ways in which art and life cross and sustain one another without thereby surrendering
their differences.
The aesthetic regime is thus designed to provoke a series of counter-histories that would offer alternative
explanations for the cultural transformations, new forms of experience, and the exchanges between art and
life that paralleled the political upheaval of the French Revolution. As a chronological marker, Rancière’s
aesthetic regime carries us from the end of the eighteenth century into the contemporary period. It attempts
to demonstrate how two periods, thought to be separated by a rupture, can be united at what Foucault called
the archaeological level, the network of historical a prioris shaping what can be seen and said. What is common
to a number of different artistic practices is a conception of art according to which art is art only on the
condition that it is more than art, and more than art only to the extent that it defines itself as distinct from life,
that is, as art. It is this form of art that promises to be more than art that also carries the promise of political
emancipation. The aesthetic regime shows how modernism was only a partial reading of this paradox, while
recent theorizations are themselves only a partial recovery of the politics it entailed. It enables us to think
and see how art and non-art are continually overlapping and intermingling, while retaining their essential
differences. Art today, it seems to me, can thrive on this ambiguity where there is felt once again the need to
demarcate art from life, but where no one can produce a hard and fast rule for how to do so.
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THE TRUTH OF POLITICS IN ALAIN BADIOU:
‘THERE IS ONLY ONE WORLD’
Adriel M. Trott

INTRODUCTION: THE LOGIC OF TWO WORLDS
In recent years, the growing number of persons to whom basic human rights have been explicitly denied—
stateless persons, refugees, undocumented workers, sans papiers and unlawful combatants—has evidenced the
logic of contemporary nation-state politics. According to this logic, the state defines itself by virtue of what
it excludes while what is excluded is given no other recourse than the state for its protection. Hannah Arendt
elucidates this logic when she observes that the stateless and the refugee can only be recognized as human beings
when they have already been recognized as citizens.1 Their appeal to human rights for protection was fruitless
because they needed to have citizen rights, the recognition of a government, or of other citizens who can appeal
to that government, in order to invoke these rights.2 In the terms Arendt uses to name political action, one
needs to be seen and heard already, the privileges of those who are citizens, in order to appeal to be seen and
heard. Just as political life (bios), in order to be free, was only possible once the necessities were accounted for
in natural life (zoē), so citizenship is recognized to the exclusion of the non-citizen, that is, the merely human.
Arendt’s analysis indicates the lacunae of political theories from Plato through Habermas that assume the
rationality of political life. What remains unconsidered in those accounts is the power, even whim, of the
government or of the community to determine who belongs.3 When recognition is needed before an appeal
can be made, the appeal to be recognized itself can never be heard. Contemporary circumstances from Darfur
to Guantanamo, whose occupants only appeal appears to be to human rights, exemplifies this impasse: the
rights of the politically excluded, the uncounted and unrecognized, seem impossible to secure.
This logic of two worlds, the political and the non-political, is formed by producing or excluding what the
political considers non-political or not worthy of belonging. Jacques Rancière argues that Arendt herself is
subject to the critique she launches against the nation-state, since she too defines political life in terms of a
division into two, the exclusion of zoē from bios. Rancière reclaims human rights when he argues, contra Arendt’s
analysis of their impotence, that the subject of the “rights of man” is the one who can put two worlds or
two spheres into one in order to activate the dispute between them.4 It is dissensus over what is political that
makes the claim of the one who is excluded challenge the given order of who belongs and who does not. This
manifestation of one world out of two divided worlds—the excluded and the included, of zoē and bios, of the
private and the political—draws Rancière close to Badiou in his conception of political life. Both Rancière and
Badiou take politics to follow from a particular subjectivization. Both achieve this subjectivization out of the
appearance of one world.
I turn to Badiou in this paper for his analysis of this two-world structure and his conceptual counterpoint to it.
Badiou formalizes the way the state operates so as to always bar some part that belongs. From Badiou’s account
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of the event follows a politics that performs the unity of the world as a disruption to the totalizing and excluding
efforts of the State. Badiou problematizes the rationalist theories of politics that assume that whoever ought to
be included will be by showing that the reason of the state cannot accomplish this end. Moreover, Badiou offers
an account of politics that is not rooted in a founding ban. The conception of politics that requires exclusion
has been criticized by feminists and critical race theorists who worry that certain persons must be kept from
political life in order for it to be possible for others.5 If the problem is that an uncounted is always at work
within an community and the state works to close off the dispute over the count, the solution is not to institute a
community that always counts all the uncounted, leaving itself open to similar critiques, but to develop a notion
of politics that keeps this concern at the fore, a notion that Badiou develops in his account of the confrontation
between the state and the politics of one world.
I begin with a consideration of Badiou’s ontology of the multiple from Being and Event which explains the
operation of the count. This ontology, rooted in the multiple, exposes the project of the state as a continuous
operation to control and monitor the multiples in order to achieve consistency and totalization, which ultimately
fails. Second, I explain the presence of the void which testifies to the failure of the totalizing effort of the state
and opens a site for the universalizing of the political subject. Third, I develop the meaning of Badiou’s claim,
“There is one world,” as it follows from his evental politics. While this claim follows from Badiou’s ontology,
it remains consistent with his phenomenology and is therefore consistent with his account of many worlds in
Logics of Worlds. And fourth, I elaborate the way that subjectivization and evental politics lead to a performative
notion of politics. These latter two points consider Badiou’s solution to totalizing politics as it is found in “The
Communist Hypothesis,” and its expanded version, The Meaning of Sarkozy.6

THE ONTOLOGICALLY BASIC MULTIPLE
Badiou argues that it is a decision, rather than a logical conclusion, to determine that the one is ontologically
basic instead of the multiple. The one, for Badiou, exists as an operation.7 The multiple is the regime of
presentation, that is, of making things appear, and the one is the result of that operation. In this way, Badiou
distinguishes between what can be counted as one (what is multiple and presented in a situation as one) and
what is ontologically one (nothing). Crucial to the understanding of this operation is that we discern the multiple
without having to make it a one, which means without having to define the multiple.8
As I have just said, ontologically speaking, the one results from the presentation of the multiple in a situation,
but the one is not.9 A situation is any presented multiplicity. The one, then, is the result of the presentation of
the multiple such that it can be counted; it is an operation whereby it appears as the count-as-one.10 The notone, the multiple, cannot be taken as an adding up of ones, but rather the multiple of a multiple.11 Unity is an
operation performed upon multiples. This unity is what is presented in a situation. Being, which is the multiple,
does not present itself; it is only being qua being, the one, that presents itself.12
Badiou considers multiplicity in the context of set theory because the process by which things belong to sets in
set theory denies the ontological unity of being and hence, avoids the metaphysics of categories and forms that
have presented obstacles for thinking multiplicity since the ancient Greeks. A set is emphatically not that grouping
together of everything that shares a property. Multiplicities render incoherent the axioms of any account that
determine its elements in terms of the properties and formulas that define the set.13 So, the multiple and the set
cannot be defined, though the set can be shown to work and function in certain ways (through axiomatization
which indicates the relations of belonging, but importantly, does not define the set).14 Attempts at defining
either the multiple or the set are attempts at reducing the multiple to the one and both result in inconsistencies
and paradoxes. Every attempt at definition suggests that what is counted is one and not multiple which stands
in contradiction to the ground upon which set theory bases itself—that what is counted is multiple.15 The set
cannot be an intensive set, a set formed on the basis of some property that is held in common. This property
would be the more primary unity which would then make the one primary. If the multiple is primary, it cannot
be said to result from some more basic unity but from nothing. This nothing that comprises each multiple is that
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which is not presented in the situation’s presentation of its count.16 Badiou names this nothing the void, which
he argues is necessary for the multiple to be presentable in the set.17
By insisting on the primary ontological status of the multiple, Badiou opposes the ontology of presence, based on
the fundamental and substantial being of the one, to the ontology of presentation, a thinking of the multiple.18
It is not the case that an individual must display a certain kind of being (having been born here, having parents
of a certain citizenship status, having a certain rational capacity, any criteria the state establishes to determine
who belongs and who does not) in order to be counted. This requirement supposes that the one is ontologically
prior to the multiple and can be displayed prior to the political operation whereby it is represented. Belonging
to the set is based on being present in the set rather than having an essential attribute by which the multiple
belongs. By making the multiple ontologically basic, Badiou shows that within the set, there is fundamental
equality between each multiplicity. Things don’t belong by virtue of some property they do or do not have; they
are equally different and their position in the set is one of fundamental equality.
Moreover, belonging to the set does not require an operator. Here, Badiou appears to overcome a century of
debates over how to ensure that every proper member of a community is counted by dismissing the power of
the counter in accomplishing the count. Representative politics and its many mutations including deliberative
democratic politics inevitably lead to the question, “Who does the counting?” And so representative and
deliberative democrats alike are inclined to ask of Badiou, if the multiple of multiple of multiples becomes
counted as one, who is counting? If differences are rendered insignificant in this logic, who attests to that?
But Badiou’s resort to mathematics as a way to think ontology sidelines this question by de-subjectivizing
ontology and hence, the state structure. Without agency, “Mathematics… pronounces what is expressible of
being qua being,”19 just as some argue that the poetry of Hölderlin or Celan testifies to being. Yet unlike poetry,
mathematics requires no interpreter; the count is accessible and true for all according to the logic presented;
the count is im-personal.20 Where ontology is a matter of what can be thought about being, we do not need a
thinker to testify or legitimate that it can be thought. For Badiou, ontology is spoken of in terms of the count
as organized by the situation and the state of the situation in order to show consistency in being qua being.
So while we speak of presentation in the situation and the representation in the state of the situation, there is
no presenter or representer, there is the operation of mathematics that works on its mathematical objects.21 In
this de-subjectivizing ontology, the count is based on the functioning of mathematics not on a capable counter.
Furthermore, the subjectivization that occurs in a politics that challenges the count is itself impersonal and
universal.

UNIVERSALITY AND THE VOID: THE MYTH OF TOTALITY
Through the logic of the void, Badiou shows how equality becomes universal. The void is that upon which each
situation founds its presentation yet it remains uncounted, unpresented. The procedure whereby the void comes
to the fore and appears as the generic shows everything presented to belong by virtue of being in the situation.
The void is included in all terms because all terms are multiples of multiples and the multiples of multiples are
multiples of the multiple of nothing, since there is no basic one that is gathered to form the multiple. But in
a situation, everything that is presented must fall under the law that organizes or structures the situation. The
law of the situation is that everything within the situation must be counted and nothing can be known or can
be said to count that is not the multiple formed to count as one. In this sense, the law of the situation aims to
totalize, while the nothing that underlies the multiple shows that the count is always incomplete. The void is
there, but it cannot be counted in the logic of the situation. The void then instantiates uncountability itself; the
unpresentable.22 The void in every situation testifies to the failure of the operation to totalize.
Totality in-consists; it is logically impossible, which is another way of saying that the one is not. As Badiou
writes, “Insofar as the one is a result, by necessity ‘something’ of the multiple does not absolutely coincide
with the result.”23 The set of all sets that do not belong to themselves is an example that demonstrates the
impossibility of a totality that can include all sets. In Logics of Worlds, Badiou calls this set the “Chimera.”24 If
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this set includes itself, then it does not belong to itself and therefore, should not be included. If this set does
not include itself, then it does belong to itself and therefore, should be included. In this sense, the Chimera inconsists and shows totality itself to be impossible since it cannot situate this set.
In order to address the threat of the void, that uncounted element, a double count is introduced. The state of
the situation (which in the historico-political situation is the state25) is the count of the subsets formed from the
elements of the situation and the subsets that are counted are said to be included in the state of the situation.
This meta-structure that organizes the count of the count attempts to totalize what the void made impossible
to totalize by over-counting, over-powering, over-organizing the situation. Because the meta-structure is
concerned to count what appears to be missed and hence what can be disruptive in the situation, what is
included (the count of the count) in the state of the situation is always in excess of what belongs to the situation.
What is over-counted in the state of the situation is not something necessarily pre-existing the meta-structure;
the over-structure of the count of the count is meant to control what cannot be defined in the situation, and
which thereby threatens to disrupt the count and the state’s claim to totality through its count. Yet this overcount cannot prevent the void from being universally included since the subsets still maintain a relation to the
nothingness that rests at the ground of the multiples of the multiples.
Badiou argues that the void is the danger of the presentation of ontology that “haunts” presentation. The
situation hides the “anxiety of the void” in its structuring of the count of the count.26 In the state, the void is not
eliminated by the excess of the count. Merely increasing the count will not change the operation of the state of
the situation which continues to maintain and control the parts of the situation. To change the count, fidelity to
the event that manifests one political world is needed.
Expanding the count appears to be Rancière’s strategy, but Badiou’s concern is that this does not change the
operation or structure of the state and its count. Jeff Love and Todd May defend Rancière by arguing that
Rancière is concerned for equality whereas Badiou’s philosophy of the event appears to split the situation
between those who become related to the event and those who do not, thereby introducing an implicit inequality.
They argue that Badiou’s attempt at universalizing does not achieve equality.27 But this view supposes that the
situation remains the same in light of the event. The event manifests the state’s count; it puts the lie to the state’s
claim to totality and thereby alters the situation by challenging the count of the count.
The state of the situation cannot endure the challenge to its totalizing claim which buttresses its operation of
the count of the count. For Badiou, the task of politics is to manifest the count of the count and to show the
disparity between the count of the count and the count and so to disrupt the state by showing that it, against its
own best efforts, is inconsistent (precisely because it is totalizing). The state has within it elements that it does not
count and parts that it excessively counts beyond what is included in the situation. As Hallward explains, from
inside the situation, it is impossible to apprehend an inconsistency inaccessible to the count. The event disrupts
the situation and thereby projects us outside of it such that the inconsistency becomes accessible.28 As Badiou
defines politics and the thought that follows along with it:
Finally to count as one that which is not even counted is what is at stake in every genuinely political
thought, every prescription that summons the collective as such.29
Politics exists (in the sense of an occurrence of equality) because the whole of the community does
not count a given collective as one of its parts. The whole counts this collective as nothing. No sooner
does this nothing express itself, which it can do only by declaring itself to be whole, than politics exists.
In this sense the ‘we are nothing, let us be everything’ of The Internationale sums up every politics (of
emancipation, or equality).30
The presentation of the nothing, impossible in the situation, is the collective action of politics. Precisely because
the state is bent on maintaining itself by maintaining its claim to totality, the disruption of the count that shows
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the totality to fall short is a disruption of the state.
Empirically, this means that whenever there is a genuinely political event, the State reveals itself. It
reveals its excess of power, its repressive dimension.31
So for Badiou, politics, wherein the uncounted comes to the fore, puts the state at a distance and only by so
doing can offer a measure for the state.32

“THERE IS ONLY ONE WORLD”
The important claim that underlies Badiou’s ontology is the priority of the multiple that prevents exclusion on
the basis of qualities or lack thereof. The priority of the multiple enables us to think of all elements or sets that
are in the set as belonging to it. The one of politics, however, is not ontological; it is evental.33 Badiou’s ontology
of the multiple allows us to think both the logic of the state and the world of the event. The logic of the state
and its pretension to totality appear to secure universality, but instead produce a division between the counted
and the uncounted. This is a divided world, the insistence on two worlds.
The evental disruption of this operation testifies to the universality of the truth of politics and thereby produces
one world. The political world can be said to be one, for though the one is not, unity can be performed. The two
worlds formed by the totalizing state define two ways of being within the same overarching ontology: counted
and uncounted. The one world made true by the political subject is performed and activated.
In “The Communist Hypothesis,” the essay Badiou wrote after Sarkozy’s post-election charge to “do away with
May ’68 once and for all,” Badiou argues for a performative unity of the world.34 As performative, this unity is
not ontological and it is not fixed. The oneness of the world must be attested to continually. Badiou elaborates
this view of the one world of politics in his expanded version of this essay, The Meaning of Sarkozy, where he
dedicates a chapter to the axiom, “there is only one world”.35 Against the “artificial and murderous division of
the world into two,” Badiou encourages a notion of the political world that takes all others to belong to the same
world as myself. Such a world is an “unlimited set of differences” but these differences make the world the same
because the beings in it are equally different.36 Badiou observes that “unleashed capitalism imposes” two worlds:
the world in the service of wealth and one that is excluded because unable to serve wealth.37 The first he calls the
world of things, the second, the world of persons. The rule of the world of things is that there is nothing better
than personal gain. Following this rule means dividing people “by and for the defense of privileges of wealth
and power.”38 In a real sense, the world in the service of wealth proclaims, “If you’re not with us, you are against
us,” and divides the world accordingly. The world of persons, on the other hand, is “one of living and acting
beings existing in the same world with others – we can agree and disagree – but on the absolute precondition
that they exist exactly as I do.”39
Rejecting the world of things and asserting the world of persons requires rejecting all things in the service
of wealth and positioning oneself from a point outside of the rule of that world. Set theoretically, this
positioning follows from the evental disruption that recognizes that there is a “nothing” that grounds the whole.
Subjectivization is the process of working out the implications of the evental disruption and forming oneself
in light of them, or of transforming “consuming individuals” into “subjects of a real process.”40 Yet the effort
to make the rejection of the world of wealth impossible is precisely Sarkozy’s task when he claims to “do away
with May ’68 once and for all”. He aims precisely to annihilate any idea that asserts that a position can be
maintained outside the wealth-protecting and -serving state.41
This is the continuum hypothesis of which Badiou speaks in Theory of the Subject whereby “those multiplicities
that are too ambitious” are properly controlled and expelled.42 Contrast the continuum hypothesis with the
communist hypothesis whereby we can deny that there are class relations precisely because there is only one
world. The dividing of the world into classes is the effect of a totalizing state operation that cannot universalize,
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that is, that cannot include all it purports to include.43 Badiou writes of revolution of an act of a people for
whom, “The proletariat only names the One, as the One of politics.”44 When the proletariat becomes the One,
there is no longer class struggle, there is now the universalizing of politics to everyone. What had formerly been
denied the proletariat is now set to work in the world as the unity of that world. So to say that there is only one
political subject is not to indicate one over another, but to stay more emphatically that the political subject is
universal.
To claim this point beyond the service of wealth, beyond this totalizing world, is to engage in the practice and
collective action of challenging the world riven in two and to perform the unity of the world. In the axiom, “the
world is One,” we enact the truth that all those who live in this world exist as much as any other person who
exists in this world.45 For Badiou, there is little difference between the truth of a principle and the performance
of a principle. Any true principle affects our living and “separates itself from domination and opens the field
of the possible.”46 Since the oneness of the world is true, it is an axiom that must be performed. Badiou’s view
is that politics is “collective action” to “develop in reality the consequences of a new possibility repressed by
the dominant state of affairs.”47 This is subjectivization.48 Politics puts into motion the action that shows those
excluded do belong; the axiom makes possible what was supposed to be unthinkable.
For this reason, as Badiou writes, the mantra “there is only one world” unifies the multiples whose invariant
being is human under the “same existential situation,” that is to say, in the same world.49 As a mantra, it is not
a description of what is as much as a collective action to bring about the unity of the world. Badiou argues
that excluding those who do not, for example, “love France,” as Sarkozy demanded after his election, is to
have placed conditions on belonging, and hence to judge belonging in terms of qualities presented rather than
existence in one world.50 Such a practice denies that there is one world. The axiom that there is one world
precludes any preconditions for existing in the world because to assert one world is to affirm that the world in
which we all belong is the place of unlimited differences, that is, to assert the being of the multiple.51
Badiou should be taken to be speaking in terms of the political truth procedure of the ontological situation
when he speaks of one world. This affirmation of one world is not at odds with Badiou’s position in Logics of
Worlds that human beings appear in many worlds.52 Badiou explains that what is the same ontologically can
belong to different worlds, and human beings in particular appear in a great number of worlds. Badiou draws
the difference between the logical construction of appearance (his phenomenology) which occurs in a plurality
of worlds, and the universal of the pure multiple (his ontology) which exists in one world (his politics).53 The
problem of that ontology is that it totalizes, so politics is the evental truth procedure that must perform the one
world. In this way, there are three senses in which Badiou speaks of world: phenomenologically there are plural
worlds, ontologically there is a totalized world, and politically there is a universal and performed world.
The understanding of the world as one is the precondition for egalitarian politics, yet the egalitarianism that
Badiou introduces here vigorously opposes universalizing from any one particular identity in order to achieve
equality. Such a universalizing involves a recognition of something held in common that ensures equality. The
one world that must be performed is one of both identity and differences where the differences do not challenge
the unity of the world and the identities do not establish it. Because Badiou bases his ontology on the multiple,
he can base belonging on differences, which become the principle of existence of this world in which everyone
belongs.54 “The single world is precisely the place where an unlimited set of differences exists.”55
Of course, the significance of identity is not nothing. Identity is the gathering of multiples that comprise a
self. The political consequence of “there is only one world” is that what is common in each identity is joined
together. But the common that follows from the ontological priority of the multiple is nothing but their mutual
presence in the world.56 (Elsewhere, Badiou calls this process subtraction.57) An example of this mutual
presence is the demonstrations in Paris and on the streets of Los Angeles (and throughout the United States)
that undocumented workers belong because they are here. It is their presence that makes their identity universal
and a part of the one world that is.
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Badiou distinguishes between several kinds of identity. Static identity is the identity that makes us different than
others. Dynamic identity is what does not become different in ourselves. In the performance of one world,
Badiou maintains that we assert each person’s effort to develop her identity, which means, to develop the ways in
which she is different from others. We must protect these efforts because in performing one world, we perform
a universality in which no single “identity,” especially the majority’s, is better than any other.58
Badiou’s commitment to the multiple elucidates the meaning of identity in our one shared world. In this one
set of infinite difference where what is in common is presence in the set, we are reminded that infinite alterity is
not the exception, but precisely what there is: multiplicity.59 Infinite alterity describes what exists in the world since
the multiples are as different from each other as from any other.60 From affirmation of the ontological priority
of multiplicity, Badiou’s account leads to a politics that actively affirms belonging based on existence in the set.
Such a politics stands in contrast to the metaphysics of recognition that demands the appearance of qualities
and essences to justify belonging.61
So Badiou can say in his Ethics that cultural, religious and national differences hold no difference for thought
since the multiplicity of humankind manifests differences everywhere such that difference is “as obvious between
me and my cousin from Lyon as it is between the Shi’ite community of Iraq and the fat cowboys of Texas.”62
Human beings are difficult to recognize, or in danger of not being recognized, only when there is an essence
that determines what makes one human. Having decentered a measure of the human, by taking multiplicity
as what is most ontologically true, we see that identity only follows upon that multiplicity, and hence, no one is
more like a human than another.

THE EVENT, SUBJECTIVIZATION AND THE PERFORMANCE OF ONE WORLD
The one world of equality is achieved through fidelity to the event wherein what is not counted in the “world
that counts” shows itself to be a part of that same world. The shift from the situation to this new logic is
accomplished by what Badiou calls “evental politics”. As we have seen, the event brings to appear what the
situation does not count and thereby affirms the generic. The generic is the positive designation of what cannot
be discerned in the situation but is in fact the truth of the situation, the truth of its being.63 In reply then to the
accusations of Love and May that Badiou’s event splits the universal and splits the situation, I maintain that for
Badiou the event brings what was divided into its generic universality.64 The void shows that the situation has
been divided between what makes the count of the situation possible and the presented a consistent count. This
division into two worlds is unified by the disruptive power of the event. The event is the performance of the
universal insofar as it proclaims the generic, the inconsistent, the indeterminate, the unpresentable and shows
it to belong and to be equally so for all parts. Badiou explains what we can say about being qua being, that is,
ontology, in order to show what is left out; what is left out is a founding part – as the proletariat is for capitalism,
and the immigrant for France. By living and working in relation to the evental rupture so as to show that the
political world is One, we perform what Badiou calls the truth procedure of politics.
While ontology can say nothing about the event, the event is not entirely unrelated to what is since the event
must be localized within a situation.65 Evental politics begin in an ontological position, that is, from within the
situation. But the truth of politics is not itself ontological. The subject of politics is formed from an event that
occupies a position that permits it to see from beyond the structure of the situation and hence, to disrupt the
count of the situation. Beginning from within a situation, the event is therefore localized, and its localization is
the generic set, that which belongs by virtue of belonging.66 The generic has no other property than belonging.
This is the property that is shared by all other terms of the situation, which is why it is called ‘generic’.67 The
indiscernible possesses the properties of any part whatsoever; it is generic because its elements are the truth of
the entire situation. To be here is to belong, Badiou says, and in the situation, the generic that is manifested in
the event makes that apparent.
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In subjectivization, the political subject is formed in its effort to activate the truth of the event. In politics,
this truth is the oneness of the world, which is to say that the indiscernible is as much a part of the world as
any multiplicity. In its faithfulness to the event, the political subject exhibits the indiscernible as the being that
belongs in so far as it belongs, and that is the generic.
It is ironic, conceptually speaking, that it is only in this world of multiplicity and difference that one world
comes to be. Badiou makes this distinction between what is and what comes to be at the heart of the distinction
between being and event, ontology and truth. What is is the multiple. The truth of what is is the process
whereby the one world of multiple-beings comes to be. Badiou calls this world Sameness. He insists that the
one world must be performed in the same way that the equality between persons must be performed.68 The
one world must be performed because the politics that brings it into being is a procedure, not a structure within
being.69 Egalitarianism is not a state of being, but a performance. This egalitarianism is not the goal, but the
assumption that politics is collective, that it makes an appeal to all and is thereby immediately universalizing.70
Such universalizing produces the one world which we share.
The fidelity to the event that proclaims the generic is the performance of equality, and this equality is at the
heart of what Badiou calls the communist hypothesis. As the title of Badiou’s original essay against Sarkozy,
the communist hypothesis is the charge to assert equality in the face of division from the reign of the wealthy
and the powerful. The communist hypothesis is that a “different collective organization is practicable, one
that eliminates inequality of wealth and even the division of labor.”71 Badiou argues that communism is not
a program, but an idea with a regulatory function, an idea of pure equality. Because the two worlds must be
actively imposed by the state, the one world in contest with it must be performed, and hence, operates as a
political imperative and a principle of action.72

CONCLUSION
Badiou’s account of a politics of “one world” exhibits the truth of the conjunction “and” in his title, Being and
Event. Badiou distinguishes ontology from ethics and politics to insist on the activity and performance of ethics
and politics. Finding in the administration of state politics an ontology that attempts without success to totalize,
Badiou insists on the separate order in which ethics and politics occur. This separate order activates what the
world that is cannot achieve. The logic of ontology, Badiou argues, will always in-consist, but the truth of
politics testifies to the unity of what that logic denies. Badiou hereby makes it possible to analyze the political
situation before us, as seen in the problems of appealing to human rights, and to see the causes of division
within this situation. When the state is driven by the effort to totalize, there will always be that which is left
out based on the logic of totalities. Badiou’s division of ontology from politics encourages an active response
rather than resigned pessimism to this situation, a response that performs the truth that begins from within the
situation as it is given. That truth is that the political world is universal.
This twin analysis of ontology and politics is made possible by Badiou’s turn to the multiple as what is
ontologically real. The analysis that results from the ontology of the multiple shows that the effort to achieve
the one cannot be achieved by ontology, by the given situation, or the administration of the state, but only by
the truth procedure of politics. This evental politics performs the belonging of those who are uncounted rather
than seeking, as the state continued to do, to more successfully totalize the world.
The problem of human rights with which this essay began further elucidates Badiou’s solution. People seeking
human rights are those excluded from the world recognized by the state. They occupy the void, the uncountable
within the count that the count must occlude in order to be consistent. Under these circumstances, an appeal
to the state does not accomplish recognition and rights to these persons. But the performance of solidarity with
those who need rights, the performance that there is only one world, which is to say, the performance of the
communist hypothesis, enacts a politics of equality. In contrast to the running of the state, this true politics denies
the power of the count and instead asserts the equality of the differences of multiples. This politics shows that
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it is not becoming countable but the performance of equality that must be sought to address the circumstances
that lead people to claim human rights. Recognizing the incapacity of the state to count or recognize those who
must appeal to human rights, Badiou calls for a collective politics that performs the belonging of those who are
uncounted. His account shows that no diplomatic recourse or pressure on governments from other governments
will, for example, make the United States grant habeas corpus to “unlawful combatants.” No doctrine of human
rights can show that undocumented workers belong. Only collective action to perform the unity of the world
can.
Badiou’s insistence on an indivisible world attests to difference at the ground of being and the universalism
of politics. It follows that the difference between myself and my brother as much as between myself and the
migrant workers down the road is both immeasurable (infinitely other) and insignificant (in-different) for our
inclusion together in the world. We perform the unity of this world when we insist that the plight of those
workers is as much our concern as the plight of our own brothers and sisters.
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Critique, indeed much of the academic practice in the humanities, is too often denigrated for a lack of
production, or for a failure to contribute positively or affirmatively to society. These two bedfellows - production and
positivity - are the watchwords of a culture that Benjamin Noys, in his book The Persistence of the Negative,1 labels
“affirmationism”; the practice or systematicity of the affirmative, whose hegemony paints the left intellectual
tradition of critique with the demeanour of either ressentiment or a childish, reactionary penchant for destruction.
These two stalemates of thinking political antagonism describe the Janus-faced image of the negative: an act
or practice that on the one hand is seen to be a vehicle of pure and wanton destruction, and on the other is
consumed by the pathos of defeatism; hence the adverse responses to a form which seems to contradict the
injunctions to ‘proactivity,’ ‘thinking positive,’ and ‘creative solutions’—catchphrases that oil the wheels of
cognitive capitalism. This affirmationist culture and its opposition to critique is perhaps a cliché, indeed a
recurring fact throughout the history of philosophy. Yet the very recent threats of cuts to university funding in
the U.K., the Netherlands and elsewhere focus the spectre of this culture all the more acutely, as the very life
of the humanities in the university is under the (affirmative) axe based on the lack of marketable value. And
yet this culture of affirmationism, the moral incitement of late 20th and early 21st century capitalism, is met by a
consensus in much continental critical philosophy that itself downplays critique, indeed that seeks emphatically
to break away from acts of negation, which is perceived to be incapable of engaging with political change. This
repugnance for the negative manifests an internalised aggressiveness to the kind of political antagonism specific
to critique, advocating its own affirmationist doctrine.
It is this culture of affirmationism and its “ideological mystifications” (ix) that Noys characterises as the shared
ground between the constant injunction to capitalist production and the anti-capitalist imperative of key figures
in critical theory in Europe and elsewhere since the 1960s. Noys prefaces his text with a focus on negativity and
agency, however what is most striking—to reconfigure Noys’ characterisation of his own text—is the intervention
that the text makes at the level of form. Working at and on the level of form to engage with the “dominant and
largely unremarked [affirmationist] doxa” (ix), Noys seeks to recuperate the necessity of negation for thinking
political antagonism. This recuperation of the negative is one of several recent considerations of negativity
that seek to rest negation from an overdetermined traditional Hegelianism. These considerations include,
perhaps most obviously, Ray Brassier’s reconsideration of nihilism against a prevailing correlationist doxa as well
as Catherine Malabou’s critique on the ideological confusions surrounding the “discovery” of neuroplasticity,
which imply an endlessly affirmative plasticity as opposed to a brain equally capable of annihilation or of
outbursts of rage exclusive to any prior or totalising plastic creativity.
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The common ground between the capitalist injunction to productivity and affirmationism, the culture of
affirmationism that I described above, is construed in Noys’ text as a Nietzschean one. In Noys’ argument
Nietzsche is the “patron saint of affirmationism” (33), whose “horror of ressentiment” (39) leads to a moral
injunction to the heroic, in Nietzsche’s terms the übermensch, but also, Noys argues, the avant garde figure
who “surg[es] forth” (54). Noys argues that it is this fear of ressentiment that serves to reify negation as a subject
position or disposition, taming it into a thing. This misrecognition of the relation between negation and
political antagonism also generates the inebriating negativity of ‘accelerationism,’ the tendency to “radicalise
capitalism” in order to bring about its end (5). Noys’ search for a persistence of the negative is not a polemic
for a revolution without end either, a doctrine which itself bears too much resemblance to financial capitalism
and the logic of positive externalities for Noys’ comfort, a doctrine that forgoes preservation and conservation
(169) and indeed appears to be a twin of anti-capitalist accelerationism (163). Rather, Noys demonstrates
how negation may constitute an intervention that is not necessarily predetermined or subsumed by any initial
affirmation, including the affirmation of accelerationism. Noys’ rejection of an accelerationist position leads
him to differentiate his work on negation from Brassier’s position on nihilism, which, whilst associated in its
attempt to unmoor philosophy from its attachment to affirming the already-manifest, is at risk of positing an
inevitable post-capitalist subject (15). This is less a critique of Brassier, however, given that his work on nihilism
is simply not concerned in the same way with positing a subject of nihil, than a way in which Noys clarifies his
position regarding
The Persistence of the Negative deals with real abstraction in the sense that affirmationism is—to play on Sohn-Rethel’s
definition—not thought but the form of thought. In this sense, when I note Noys’ intervention as occurring
on the level of form, I refer to a reengagement with real abstraction as a central factor in the rehabilitation of
negation. Indeed, affirmationism seems to be the quality of the concrete, the ideological mask—the disposition,
even—of a reality which is above all that of presentation, of flexible specialisation and constant productivity.
Thus the recuperation of an unimaginable positivity of negation without a prior affirmation is here less an
argumentative point than a level of consciousness that is mirrored in the form of the text; one of those rare
interventions that alters a field through detournement and transversal readings rather than staking a claim. It
deals with real abstraction in the sense that affirmationism is not—to play on Sohn-Rethel’s definition—not
thought but the form of thought. Thus negation could not possibly be something that could be argued for in
any simple sense: this would be utter folly, committing the same crime of reification that congeals the culture
of negativity. Rather, as Noys puts it, “negativity only operates in the expropriation of positivities as a relation
of rupture” (18), a figuring which describes the praxis of Noys’ work as well as the antagonistic relations of
its subject. Thus ensues a book that gathers transversal readings of key figures in contemporary continental
philosophy. The chapters are organised around five key figures in contemporary thought, namely Derrida,
Deleuze, Latour, Negri and Badiou, although the chapters include equally important and original discussions
of negation, among them the work of Nietzsche, the Situationist International and Zizek. Noys rearranges
continental theory based on their angles of resistance to the grain of capitalism, starting from an explicit
political position yet crucially not subsuming negation to a teleological or idealist dialectic. Rather, Noys carries
out his work through finding points of fissure in affirmationist tendencies, whose tempo feels psychoanalytic in
the working at, and working on, the persistence of the negative.
It is this equation of critique with passivity, of negation with weakness and a disavowal of real action, which
galvanises Noys’ chapters on Derrida and Deleuze. Indeed, that an insistence on thinking political antagonism
appears as a contradiction and a retraction from its very cause belies the timeliness and transversality of
precisely this endeavour. Derrida appears as the most counter-intuitive figure to appear in the critique, and
yet it is precisely Derrida’s constant recourse to affirmationism to make political claims for deconstruction, to
avoid the circumscription of deconstruction to inaction, that renders even the work of différance as ultimately
a “weak affirmationism” (25). Noys claims that Derrida’s equation of negation with affirmation is not simply
a deconstruction of the negative but the subordination of the negative to affirmation. Indeed, even Derrida’s
reframing of the aporia as aporias is ultimately an affirmationist gesture (30).
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From Derrida, as the “liminal figure” who heralded the “entrance into affirmationism” (135), Deleuze’s work,
on the other hand, is formed in explicit opposition to negation, an opposition that is the “constant refrain of
his work” (53). Noys traces Deleuze’s affirmationism actually reveals a split in Deleuze’s thought, contending
that the affirmationist identity of Deleuze obscures the ”lost political Deleuze” (53). Noys labels Deleuze’s
contention that the negative is a false problematic because it ultimately can only add to affirmation a “deus ex
machina” (57) that allows Deleuze to deny the persistence of the negative. Noys seeks to recuperate Deleuze’s
characterisation of the potential “mutations” of structuralism (74) without automatically transfiguring these
mutations as lines of flight—as modes accelerationism or affirmationism—but rather as just negation, a “determinate negation, which would refuse to simply take off into further accelerated mutations, but instead re-work
and fissure such a ‘point’” (74). Thus Noys reconstructs Deleuze’s “disavowed” (53) negativity, to develop a
“strategic thinking of subjectivity… one that would take into account negativity.” It is precisely to recuperate
the possibility of “void points” as sites of subjectivation—a possibility that emerges in Deleuze’s essay on structuralism but is later repressed—emphatically this is not a solution for Noys but a better posing of the problem
of the negative.
The acute problematics of negation as antagonism are caught between the (perceived) capitulation to passivity
on the one hand and the no-mans lands of non-violence on the other. It is the later that comes into play most
significantly in the sections on Latour and Negri. The quite paradoxical political position of non-violence,
which, in its unacknowledged power position bears a resemblance to the position of the beautiful soul, retracts
from negation under a moral injunction for preservation. Noys takes Latour to task for his own blindness to
the ways in which his theories are conditioned by capitalist relations, radically undermining “capitalism” as just
another object. In Latour’s formulation, the negation of revolution is never a true negation but only ever adds
to the network or the deeply accelerationist litany of mediations (93-94).
This fear of the violent, as underlying a retraction from negation, is also present in the chapter on Negri.
Indeed, as Noys details, it is the affirmation of the multitude (as concept or phenomenon) that inaugurates the
capacity and conviction upon which anti-capitalist resistance emerges in Negri’s work (107-108). Negri and
Hardt’s formulation of biopolitical power and resistance, whereby the greater or more extensive the system of
biopower the greater the potential for resistance, situates them squarely in the realm of accelerationism. Negri
is classified as accelerationist, a categorisation which again runs contrary to the prevailing perception of Negri
as anti-capitalist revolutionary; thus we arrive at another nuance in Noys’ work: you can theorise anti-capitalist
resistance and still retain an accelerationist position (114). In this section Noys deals predominantly with Negri’s
formulation of constituent power in his 1992 work Insurgencies: Constituent Power and the Modern State. Constituent
power emerges from a moment of rupture, and in Negri’s formulation it is the negative of constituted power.
However, Noys shows that this primary rupture exists only as primary, without duration, before the affirmation
of the constitutive power, which recasts Negri as possessing an intention to “envelop the negative” in positive
creation. In this sense, Negri effectively performs the negation of the negation (126) meaning that Negri
embraces negation paradoxically only as an opportunity for affirmation.
Where Derrida opened our engagement with affirmationism, the final chapter engages with Badiou as the
“liminal figure for the exit from affirmation” (135), and Noys’ engagement with Badiou in the final section of
his book produces the strongest and most distinct figuring of the work of negation. At the close of the first four
chapters, we still remain with the question of how it is possible to think negation, when negation always seems
to first require a moment or concession to affirmation. The question—against the Nietzschean injunction that
the negative itself does not persist, but is dissolved in the act of negation—then becomes: how does the negative
persist? Noys charts Badiou’s shift from insistence upon affirmationism to his re-engagement with the possibility
of the negative, seizing this arc as the necessary philosophical move towards a persistence of the negative.
The chapter on Badiou is the key point at which Noys isolates the moment where “negation insinuates itself
directly, as the essence of novelty” (145), finally offering the point at which negation is neither static, nor
productive or creative in the cynical senses of the term. Thus Noys unfolds the way in which destruction
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becomes negative negation for Badiou, and subtraction becomes affirmative negation and the combination of
destruction and subtraction become the condition for the event. For Badiou, subtraction and destruction, the two
forms by which the opening of the real can be accessed, exist in a hierarchical relation to each other: destruction
is merely the defensive accessory to subtraction. Contra this hierarchy, Noys emphasises Badiou’s revision of
this hierarchy, at the same time arguing for a courage of the negative contra Badiou’s explicit association of
courage with heroics. Here, Noys performs his argument through détournement, demonstrating a labour of
the negative, which is ‘productive’ through and determined by its act of negation without being tethered to the
any prior affirmationism. For Noys, courage only as a “non-heroic political virtue” is the “subjective operator of
negativity” (153). What Noys calls “strong consistency” is here the insistence of the persistence of the negative.
Noys appropriately finds the possibility of a politics of negativity within the terms of the patron saint of
affirmationism, in the possibility of rethinking the untermensch, and his key point is to dissociate the work of
negation from the ‘posture’ of the hero (41, 153). In this sense, one may wonder Noys also advocates a turn
towards some kind of invisibility; his non-heroic subject to negation certainly seems to imply a critique of
representation in toto, which seems to ring in time with the work of the Invisible Committee, for instance, and
their reimagining of the commune and their own negative reading of spaces of flow.
These readings bear few matches in terms of patient workings through of such important thinkers in relation
to the politics of form. Yet there is an important fissure in Noys’ text itself, which focuses the problematic of
negation particularly acutely. Affirmationism is a key political presupposition of both Latour and Negri’s work,
and thus Noys’ chapters on these writers seems, in a way, to pick on easy targets. The response to this criticism
is that it misses one of the more subtle points of Noys praxis of negation: the point is that negation is a process
of working through, which means working through and working at affirmationism through the insistence of the
negative. This interchange reveals a wider friction that persists through Noys’ text: either Noys is critiquing the
conceptual and practical consequences of affirmationism, a project he seems to be carrying out in his chapters
on Latour and Negri. In this case, we are dealing with a rigourous assesment of the philosopher’s work and
a critique of the political and conceptual consequences of their projects. On the other hand, in the chapters
on Derrida and Badiou, Noys seems rather to focus on instances where the work of the negative is ultimately
reincorporated into an affirmationist project. In this case it seems that Noys takes his examples as cases in point
of the fact that the negative must be tied to a final affirmationism, as opposed to exhaustive readings of an
affirmationist tendency, and then seeks to labour upon these points where the negative is coopted. In opposition
to the overarching or counteraction of the negative, this means a working within the terms of affirmationism,
whereby the action of the negative occurs only through the traversal of those terms. It is the chapters on
Derrida and Badiou where negation as praxis comes through in the strongest way, although it is this shift in
emphasis that seems to contradict the readings of Latour and Negri.
In the first instance, we seem to have an expansive reading, an easily recognisable critique, whereas in the latter
there is the praxis of negativity that Noys is attempting to forge, a kind of intensive working of negation. It is
this (presumably unintentional) divergence which suggests a crucial problematic for an enquiry into negation
that must be foregrounded: the non-dialectical status of affirmationism (as consensus, as phenomenon) and
negation (as praxis, which is not a blanket ‘alternative’ but rather operates) as the condition for a praxis of
negation. Is there an irreconcilable split between a praxis of negation and a critique of affirmationism?
Noys’ text constitutes a vital contribution to a resurrection of the negative as key to thinking political antagonism
and will set a precedent for the decisive status of thinking the negative in the present. More importantly,
perhaps, it is also an injunction to thinking political antagonism again, to a return to the level of form in order
to address real abstraction in a way that is foreclosed by a prevailing affirmationist culture.
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1. This and all parenthetical references are taken from: Benjamin Noys, The Persistence of the Negative: A Critique of Contemporary
Continental Theory (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2010).
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The appearance of a substantial selection of Luigi Pareyson’s writings in English is motive for a transnational
celebration in the history of ideas. A thinker of the rank of Gadamer and Ricoeur, to whom he is often
compared, surprisingly little has been known or written about him.1 An original interpreter of existentialism
and German Idealism, Pareyson developed an authentic hermeneutic in the nineteen-fifties, a time in which the
Italian panorama was being shaped by growing Marxist hegemony and the turn toward the sciences, especially
linguistics. Bubbio’s fine Introduction (8-25) breaks down Pareyson’s contribution into three areas, Existence,
Knowledge and Interpretation, and the Ontology of Freedom; these obviously overlap and to some degree
represent developments of some key ideas first fully theorized in his 1954 masterpiece, Estetica. Teoria della
formatività. The great merit of this collection is that it gathers articles and selections from his books which cover
the entirety of his career, from a 1940 article on the genesis of existentialism to a draft on suffering and faith
found in his notebooks when he passed away in 1991. The volume thus constitutes an ideal introduction, and a
starting point from which to begin the revaluation of a major thinker of interpretation, especially in the areas of
ontology, art, and ethics. In the following remarks, I will focus mainly on the Pareyson of his mature key writings
from the fifties through the seventies.

1
First published in 1954 after studies on existentialism, Jaspers, and German idealism,2 Pareyson’s Estetica3
is the third and last (after Croce and Gentile’s) of the great books on aesthetics written in the twentieth cen
tury in Italy, coming out at a time when this genre of writing seemed to have outlived its reason to be.4 The
importance of this work rests on its being the first, at least in the Italian panorama, to deal with the being of the
interpreter and the being of art, setting them in relation by means of interpretation itself, and describing the process
in ontological terms. The key term (or critical “word/concept”) in Pareyson is Forma in its dynamic, interactive
sense.5 As such Forma is, at any one time, either forma formante, form as an enabling process which gives a specific
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shape to whatever it is dealing with, or forma formata, form as what something exhibits when at rest, what makes
it recognizable as such. The relevance of this supple model for an understanding of canon formation will
become apparent. Pareyson anchors his vision in the heart of human existence, believing that humankind in its
broadest sense is essentially a producer of forms (E 19‑23 et passim). Thus Forma exists “as an organism living
of its own life and inner legitimation, closed and open both within the definiteness that encloses the infinite”
[come organismo vivente di propria vita e legalità interna, conclusa ed aperta insieme nella sua definitezza che
racchiude l’infinito].
From these premises, art is described by means of a phenomenology of its realization or “coming into being”
[nel suo farsi]. Here we discover that art is both production and invention, which means that in effect art is a making
which invents its own manner or way of doing, realizing itself as a series of attempts towards a successful or
fulfilled completion [tentativi verso la riuscita]. The focus is on the fact that one cannot produce art without
inventing at the same time the means to “make it,” but by the same token, one does not invent anything unless
it is also produced, made real. The activating principle is the forming‑activity [formatività, literally “formativity”]
6
which assumes a content, a material means, and an inner working law peculiar and specific to it (E 22‑27).
Among the preliminary findings of this position is that, above all, it respects the alterity of the work, “protecting”
it so to speak from blind insight or misguided appropriation. But if art is forming‑activity both specific and
intentional, then the question arises: how do we distinguish it from the rest of experience, if our entire existence
is made up of this forming capacity?
The short answer is: Art has no pre‑established end, that is, it is not a forming‑activity‑of or –for anything in
particular, but form which aims at becoming Form, and that’s all. Notice how this sounds very much like what
was postulated by such diverse and indeed strange bedfellows as Benedetto Croce, on the one hand, and
Gertrude Stein, on the other.7 But this ought not to be seen as a contradiction or inconsistency as much as
the fullest exploitation of what both the Idealistic tradition and the idealism behind the theorizing done by
artists in general have yielded as unshakeable premises of cultural humankind: every person is an idealist
at one time or another, a truism reinforced by the fact that the term “idealism” contains the root notion of
idea, eidos, vision. However, we will also see radical divergencies among these positions, once we explore other
aspects. For instance, Pareyson says that thinking and ethics, though subordinated to the “formation principle,”
interact with it, so that the forming‑activity [formatività] is directed at a given action or phenomenon by taking
into consideration thought—i.e.: that which thought has formulated, the forma formata—while at the same
time respecting its alterity and availability to tradition, to further interpretation. This argument rests on the
fundamental ontology of the persona, or person, which in Pareyson embodies the opening or disclosedness as
the co‑incidence of self‑relation and hetero‑relation (EIF 106, 109). Person, in short, can be thought of as the
recognition of alterity, and is thererefore eminently social, interpersonal. It can be seen that the argument is
leading toward a dialogics of sorts. But to defer this discussion, it should also be clear that art may—(it doesn’t
have to)—incorporate the contribution of thought (of ethics, ideology, politics), without sacrificing its primary
ideal, which is to become Form.
On the other hand, even in terms of action guided by what sounds like a very pragmatic telos—whether it
regards shaping an idea, or a simple constructive gesture, or even just going through the rituals of everydayness
handed down through history—people always try to do things “aesthetically.” In the original Italian Pareyson
relies on the idiomatic expression: “fare le cose ad arte,” literally “to make [or do] things as if they were a
work of art,” or what may correspond to the American dictum, “to do it right,” namely, according to the inner
necessity to do things well, perfectly and beautifully. In art there’s a shaping‑activity which seeks the Forming
process itself: though each and every human action is forming‑activity [formatività], the work qua work of art
is Formation [formazione], “in the sense that the work intentionally aims at Formation, and thought and action
intervene only in order to insure that it reaches it” (E, 23).The work of art is also intrinsically matter/substance,
in Italian “materia,” a concrete entity that denies the genitive to art insofar as it must evidence itself as pure
form. As such, the material aspect of the work sets up a polarity with respect to the shaping principle of the
artistic process, which is identified as “puro tentare,” literally authentic trying, attempting, or even groping.8
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This calls to mind another vector, the pull of interpretive dynamics, the seeking of a path guided by a Form
which is not yet there (and is therefore unknown, ungraspable, invisible so to speak) and must therefore be
guessed or divined:
The divination of form is thus only a law guiding the execution in progress, a law that cannot be
explicated in terms of precepts, but rather, as an inner norm of the action aiming at its successful
completion [alla riuscita]; thus it is not a single law valid for all artistic cases, but a rule which is
immanent to the one specific process in question. (E 75)
For Pareyson, this is consistent with the traditional notion of art as a making, admitting both techné and poiein, as
well as with the more (historically) recent idea of lo stile è l’uomo, the style is the man, a very fortunate ideologeme
crucial to the understanding of Modern, especially post‑Romantic, aesthetics.9

2
If everything in life and therefore in understanding depends upon this formative process, the notion of making,
of fare, assumes paramount relevance, and must be examined closely. For the Italian philosopher, any given
action is the specification and the instancing of one activity, which is at the same time the concentration of all
other possible activities. More than that, we form things by “making” and by “inventing” the way things can
be made:
The artist must make what does not yet exist, and must therefore invent while executing, whereas the
reader must gather [cogliere means also: grasp; perceive] what exists already, therefore execute while
recognizing. (E 249)
The proper evaluation both of the difference and the distinction between artist and reader has always been a
problematical point in interpretation theory. We must remember that, especially in the wake of “committed”
art (or art specifically intended for a particular end, message, or effect), the reestablishment of a boundary
between art as totally free and preoccupied solely with Pure Form, and reading (i.e., criticism) as bound and
committed to an extra‑aesthetic task, has basically given legittimacy to the epistemological approach to art
and interpretation, and has indeed contributed to that artistic “alienation” which characterizes the Modern
period. There are, however, several places in the Estetica where from the point of view of understanding there is
no distinction between artist and critic, it being simply a question of position or emphasis: the artist will strive
toward the realization of Pure Form, the reader toward the comprehension of the same. Yet the underlying
ontology suggests a difference of degree rather than of kind. The infinite possibilities open to the work of art
rest upon what Pareyson in a later work—Verità e Interpretazione (1972)10—calls the ontology of the inexhaustible
[ontologia dell’inesauribile]:
Not nothingness, but being, not absence but redundance ... not the Abgrund but the Urgrund.11
This is an important consideration in light of the fact that Pareyson’s thought is also typically interpreted,
especially, to my way of seeing it, for its more existentialist traits, as already post‑metaphysical, in that contrary
to his contemporaneous thinkers, it stresses the Abgrund (or the Un‑grund) of being in close connection with
what he elsewhere terms the “ontology of freedom” (cf. EIF 218-260). I see here a potential for developing
a thought away from Heidegger’s nihilism, which in his later years finds a possible path through his notion
of recalling, or An-denken, and more toward the fallen Dasein who must in any case believe this recalling is of
actually construed “versions” of Being, that is, mythologies, which have a fundamental role in the evolution of
cultures. For the very possibility of an ongoing (i.e. historical) thinking of Being whose relationship to existence
is marked by endless revelations [rivelazioni] about a reality that, no matter how we define it, is “gratuitous”
[gratuita], must speak the language of events which have already taken place, what in other philosophies are
called monuments, tradition, or the collective unconscious. This is an open door to the discourse on the arché
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and origin. The constructions (the hypotheses, the wars, the revolutions and the archives) which we cast and
haul about in our “real” world suspended between necessity and possibility do indeed expose their weak side
to a possible “anthropomorphism,” but they also allow us to re‑trieve those forms which, though no longer
believed to be universal, did however express a will to some notion of universality or totality at various points
in our history. These are, or have been, what Gadamer would call “effective history.” Although Pareyson has
made an almost categorical distinction between mythical and rational discourse,12 what is here suggested is that
the notion of Urgrund does not have to be automatically read as a teleological, absolute (perhaps “Hegelian”)
and foundational gesture, because the telos here can be de‑limited, circumscribed, localized, and above all
personalized.13
Perhaps what is important to bear in mind at this juncture is the problem of reality and the responsibility of
the single individual, issues which existentialism treated in depth but in the past few decades have been too
often dismissed or forgotten. If it can be argued that Pareyson still harbors a “spiritual” component to his
foundationless ontology (which can be traced, besides to Kierkegaard and Jaspers, also to his teacher Augusto
Guzzo), it is significant that he often also employs the language of transcendental phenomenology (though that
does not make him either a Kantian or a Husserlian). Thus, another point useful to us concerns the notion
whereby humankind itself is originary, and as such the human agent is to be distinguished from the subject: a
human being is always a person [persona], which leads the philosopher to assert that no philosophy is plausible
which is not above all a “philosophy of the person,” where both the subjective and objective genitive obtain.
The discourse thus far rests upon these premises:
Above all, [is] the principle according to which every human doing is always both receptivity and
activity, and secondly according to the principle whereby every human doing is always personal. (E
180; EIF 102)14
On the same page we read that:
I must indeed act and decide, but also: I cannot not decide: there is, in the freedom I have with respect
to myself, an initial necessity—which is the sign of my being principled, of my limits, and of my
finitude—for a constitutive receptivity with which I may be given over to myself and my initiative is
given over to itself. (Ib., transl. modified with respect to EIF 102)
In the same context the philosopher says in fact that “the form itself of receptivity is an activity” though human
making/doing [operare] is not, initially, creative. To accept the dialectic of stimulus‑response does not mean
subscribing to deterministic passivity, but rather that the dyad receptivity‑activity is always active, connective
and developing according to other intentional premises.

3
Perceptive knowledge [conoscenza sensibile] can grasp (or gather) reality only insofar as it is marked by
prefiguration, therefore only insofar as it can “produce and form” an image, “more to the point, an image so
well executed [riuscita] that it reveal, better, that it be the thing itself ” [un’immagine così ben riuscita che riveli
anzi sia la cosa stessa]. In other words, the intention to capture or penetrate the item in question implies, solicits
and even exacts the productivity which will literally figure out the image.
As a result, human knowledge in general has an intrinsic interpretive character. Interpretation, says the
philosopher,
is a type of knowledge exquisitely active and personal: its active nature explains its productive and
formative character, and its personal nature explains how it is essentially movement, restlessness, a
search for syntony or resonance, in sum, endless figuration. (E 179‑80; my emphasis)

PETER CARRAVETTA

One can see how at this particular juncture Pareyson’s position comes very close to some recent readings of
both Freud and Nietzsche as the thinkers of interminable analysis or interpretation. Moreover, coming from a
totally different background, by underscoring figuration, his theory is proleptically in tune with much of what
postmodern hermeneutics advocated. We will return to these considerations further down.
At this point we have established that interpretation is based upon the person, which coincides with the
knowing being, the forming being, whereas the work (opera in the Italian, not a minor detail, suggesting process,
temporality, indeed “working”) is what is known, what is already formed. Interpretation then is formante or
“forming,” the work is formata or “formed.” Said metaphorically, interpretation is “a seeing which lets itself be
regarded, and a regarding that aims at seeing ... a hearing which lets itself be listened to, and a listening that
means to be heard.”
In order to reduce the risk of stray or biased interpretation, it is important that interpretation be sensitive to
the question(s) raised by the object or the work in question and that, moreover, it organize itself in such a way
as to be able to construct freely, “developing and elaborating, opening up and revealing the interpretand itself ”
[sviluppando e svolgendo, cioè interrogando, aprendo e rivelando l’interpretrando]. Thus, without forgetting
the person, the Interpreter, who does the interpreting, the human being who, in giving account of something is
constantly trying to “figure things out,” as it were, we are also attuned to the possibilities of constant figuration
which the interpreting act elicits.
Now this notion of interpretation as tightly connected to the idea of persona is more fully developed in Pareyson’s
above-mentioned later work entitled Verità e Interpretazione. Here we find another crucial term, pensiero rivelativo,
which we can literally render as “revealing thought” (“revelatory thought” in EIF 145). According to Pareyson,
“that the word is revealing is a sign of the validity of a thought which is intrinsically speculative yet not oblivious
to being, and that the word is expressive is a sign of the historical concreteness of a thought that has not
forgotten time” (VI 23; cf. EIP 144-45). And it is in this context that he claims: “in revealing thought the task is
infinite, because truth offers itself to the word inasmuch as it is not completely expressible, and makes discourse
possible only so long as, while present, it is not exhausted … [being] a continuous revelation” (EIP 145).

4
On the basis of the foregoing sketch of the basic tenets, it can be said that though the Italian philosopher is
moving cautiously among many of his contemporaries, there is no doubt that he is here also staking out his
own theoretical horizon.15 His conception of Being does leave one facing a yet untried possibility, one with
which we may argue. Mainly, Being is equated with truth. Being, says Pareyson, is not a value, otherwise it
would be subordinated to the values instituted by mankind, and would tend to classify itself as either lasting or
provisional. Rather,
Being has no particular reason to prefer what lasts to what is momentary ... The problem is to recognize the
presence of being in history, and therefore to distinguish in that which exists what is equally historical and
expressive in one’s time: between what is only historical and expressive, and what is also ontological
and revealing, between that whose nature and whose value are exhausted in historicity, and that
whose historicity is disclosure and medium of being and thus locus of its apparition. (VI 42; first
emphasis mine)
In short, no evidence of Being can be given which is not at the same time historically configured: Being does—
and must—appear in history. The above-mentioned notion of ontological inexhaustibility is now given body and
contour: the interpreting person will insist on both the co‑presencing in time of a historical and revealing act,
as well as the experience of the open‑ended discourse ever in proximity of other possible “figural” formations.
In this context, another key notion in Pareyson’s thought is Tradition, which already in the 1954 Estetica was
conceived as existing within the work of art. Tradition is crucial because it supplies the plenum between the

LUIGI PAREYSON, EXISTENCE, INTERPRETATION, FREEDOM			

interpreter and the work within which interpretation can be configured. The interpreter’s position within this
slippery, groundless, apparently elusive critical horizon required, in the earlier book, that in approaching the
concrete work, the artifact, we had to be exposed to at least three concerns: the school or current that nourished
the work, its living reality (its socio‑historical instancing, we might say), and “the original result of the working
interpretation which the work itself yields up” [il risultato originale dell’interpretazione operante ch’essa ne
dà], which is to say the spontaneous claim made by the work with respect to how it wishes (or exacts) to be
understood.16 Again we have an operative trilateral cognitive model which the work elicits upon the interpreter’s
approaching it, disclosing an enabling capacity, we might even say the agency to spur a dialogue with whoever
comes into contact with it.
It may be opportune to recall that this rooting of tradition in the work itself is not peculiar to Pareyson. In fact,
it is not foreign to the literary hermeneutics as elaborated, in their different ways, by both Gadamer and Peter
Szondi, according to whom, and with particular reference to Biblical exegesis, the history of a text is also the
(hi)story of its interpretations. In particular, Gadamer’s notion of tradition as Überlieferung, or trans‑mission, is
also not too distant conceptually from Pareyson’s. It is significant that Gadamer and Pareyson both are behind
(and seem to come together in) Gianni Vattimo’s notion of Verwindung, wherein tradition is understood as a
necessarily twisted and distorting appropriation of what precedes, never an over‑coming, or Überwindung.17

5
Even from this synthetic sketch one can grasp how Pareyson’s thought can be very suggestive for future analyses,
both in ontology and ethics, and perhaps even colonial studies. For instance, to take up the notion of tradition
briefly once again: Tradition is to be distinguished above all from the notion of Revolution (today this is
anachronistic, but, again, let’s not forget how “timely” this issue was in the wake of World War Two). Tradition,
we learn, is the exact opposite of revolution, not because it counterfoists to it some variant of conservation, but
because revolution means to start all over at the beginning, which means its object is the past (an invented pure
past projected into an unlikely future), whereas tradition (and interpretation through, and indeed as, tra‑dition)
is the regeneration of an ontological necessity; it aims at recapturing the origin, and its object is Being. We can
infer that interpretation, and the notion of tradition it espouses, is therefore never utopic, dreamy or nostalgic
(in the sense in which these three words have something incoherent and dismissible about them). Interpretation
is, on the contrary, topical, desired, at worst melancholic, though this latter only signals its being sense‑oriented
(or “sensitive”), a type or way of knowing nevertheless—at best a work of art itself.
Pareyson has also written that the “quarrel” between philosophy (as thinking) and art (as creating) need not
and is not at all a contradiction, an oxymoron, or a reciprocally exclusive dyad of forces where only one in the
end conceals the Truth. That has been the metaphysical illusion, the technocratic desire, the rationalist fallacy:
to believe that only philosophy—and, on its tails, science - could speak to the truth, that poetry just couldn’t be
trusted. Pareyson certainly speaks favorably to this possible dialogue, and attempts to bridge the chasm between
poetry and philosophy. As he writes in another work of the sixties,
In the arts there’s a diffuse distrust of philosophy. They fear that the autonomy of art is compromised
and that art may disappear. They feel that the cold speculative rigor of philosophy contrasts sharply
with the emotional shudder of poetry. But this means ignoring the character of philosophical thinking.
There are in philosophy aspects which, if adequately emphasized, make of philosophical meditation
genuine and earnest poetry, to the point that it becomes impossible to gauge the speculative value
without accounting for its reality as an artform. The search for and discussion about truth, thinking
as a personal experience, the liveliness of imagination which underlies philosophical thought: these
are so many aspects of philosophy which, if rendered evident, can confer upon it an artistic aspect.
They might even elect to consign reason to the essential [insostituibile, lit. unreplaceable] expression
of poetry rather than to the precise utterances of reason.18
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Pareyson’s theory of interpretation rests on three elements. First, that interpretation in its active verbal
acceptation, as interpreting [interpretare], is always a process of transcending. Second, that the notion of originality—
novelty of the person and of time, the “new” of the avant‑gardes and Modernism, we might add—is the same
as the notion of being originary, as derived from the primordial ontological rapport, which is constitutively
“originating,” or, as I like to translate the notion, enabling. Therefore, to be original is to be the purveyor of an
enabling force, which plays into the inexhaustibility of the ontological project. And third, that “interpretation
is that form of knowledge which is at once and inseparably historical and truthful [veritativa], ontological and
personal, revealing and expressive (VI, 53).
The implications of this for critics of art and culture are evident: when approaching a text, comprehension is
possible only insofar as the text reveals itself, but this revealing in turn needs the other (that is, the interpreting
persona) in order to be expressed: to listen (look, sense) and to speak are inseparable: interpretation is not
a game of silence, but the speaking that issues from the silence that enwraps the artwork. The fact that the
revealing of the artifact and the speaking of the interpreter go inextricably together or, said otherwise, that
interpretation is always a critique of something or other, brings us to yet another fine point in Pareyson’s
thought, one that has sweeping consequences for the “practical” aspect of criticism and commentary. When
interpreting, says the philosopher, we are not striving for analysis, but rather for synthesis. This may trigger an
alert signal, for it does resonate with similar idealist and historicist versions (like Croce’s, for instance), yet it also
beckons to Heidegger’s “hearing the call of the poetical”; in fact, by minimizing the obsessive preoccupation
with objectivity—the interpreter does not, cannot, “objectify” him/herself, nor can the work of art itself ever
be thought of as being an “object”—it also avoids the relativism of methodologism, as well as arbitrariness and
skepticism. In this fashion, hermeneutics turns away from the constraints of epistemology and is open to the
possibilities of ontology, an eminently linguistic, “narrative” perspective. I believe this resonates with Richard
Rorty’s suggestion, in Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature,19 that aesthetics should turn into hermeneutics.
What is open to the interpreter are the historical concretions of Being as they manifest themselves in specific
events and by and large in cultural phenomena. What for many thinkers is sought as the unity in variety or
the multiplicity of truth is, according to Pareyson, a false dilemma, because these different formulations do not
exist in history, as if they were contents dropped into the abstract river of time, rather, they are history, so that
each interpretation of these problems is but a singular exegetical concretion, which is as plausible as, and not
exclusive of, many others that have actually come into being. The same can thus be said of the many and varied
interpretations of works of art. This is particularly evident in the case of artworks that necessarily dilate the
notion of interpretation, like drama and musical scores; these artistic phenomena are in fact interpreted each
and every time they are performed [eseguiti]: the artwork in fact does not disappear amidst the multiplicity
of interpretive reappraisals [esecuzioni], but remains true to itself even in the act of disclosing itself to the
interpreter:
Much like interpretations, performances are always new; they do not aim at being unique and
exemplary and totalizing, rather, they speak to all in the manner in which each one knows how to
understand. (VI 67)
We can see now that the interpreter is not a “subject” that dissolves into the work, or, vice versa, that absorbs and
dissolves the work in its interpreting act. The interpreter does not have to “depersonalize” itself in a vain—and
unneeded—effort to be “true” and “distanced” from the artwork. For the interpreter is primarily a person, open
and ever ready to disclose itself to other(s). In tune with this premise, the work is never an “object” which ought
to be “represented” externally: the work is finally characterized by an intrinsic “unobjectifiability” [inogge
ttivibilità] which derives from its needing to be activated, realized or performed (in the sense of “esecuzione,”
or mise en scène). Thus even reading, according to Pareyson, is performing20—and which cannot be reduced to
any one of its performances or realizations.
What this entails, in more broad hermeneutic terms, is an overcoming of the “subject” that in turn neutralizes
the subjectivistic attitude toward interpretation—which is present in both scientific and phenomenological

LUIGI PAREYSON, EXISTENCE, INTERPRETATION, FREEDOM			

thought—with its tendency to universalize the impersonal by placing it as the foundation of thought itself. With
the notion of persona as derived from Pareyson, on the other hand, we are co‑involved in the irreducible distance
of the artwork, but at the same time we rely on its unique and singular historical substance. And going against
Kantian claims of impersonality, the disclosure of the text is radically personal, thus avoiding abstractions and
theoretical relativisms of all sorts. Before the artwork, we must listen,
because truth is not something that man invents or produces, or that can be invented or produced in
any fashion; one must let truth be without pretending to invent it; and if the person becomes the means
of its revelation, this is above all in order to be the locus of its occurrence [sede del suo avvento]. (VI 84)
In sum, truth can issue solely from within one of its formulations, “with which each time it identifies itself, and
within which it resides always as something inexhaustible.”
As we look forward to the translation of Verità e interpretazione, we should hope that the entire Estetica
will also be made available in English sometime soon. But of equal importance, now that much attention is
dedicated to the complex knot of ethics and religion, are his writings of the last ten years of his life. In the
meantime, we should all be grateful to Professor Paolo Diego Bubbio for this excellent rendition in English of a
first extensive and balanced sampling of the Turinese thinker.
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NOTES
1. This being the first major appearance of Pareyson in English (hereonafter abbreviated in my text with EIF), Bubbio’s
Bibliography of works about the thinker is necessarily slim indeed, though one might notice that great attention to him has
been paid by Thomas Munro, who reviewed six of the Italian thinker’s publications for The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism
between 1956 and 1975. Missing is my own article, “Introduction to the Hermeneutics of Luigi Pareyson,” in Differentia,
review of italian thought (Queens College, NY), 3/4 (Spring/Autumn 1989):217‑241. This journal, which appeared between
1986 and 1999, is available in many large libraries, and will soon be republished in digitized format. As recent studies have
been focusing on his ethics and religion (cf. Bibliography 29-30), I have updated my earlier article in order to demonstrate
the originality of Pareyson’s hermeneutic, which is crucial if we are to develop his thought and set it to dialogue with more
well-known thinkers of interpretation in English.
2. Though we cannot get into extended details here, a reconsideration of Pareyson’s pre‑Estetica writings would be useful
to determine how much his notion of persona owes to, and yet is a radicalizing of, German existentialism’s emphasis on
necessity and repetition, on the one hand, and French existentialism’s stress on the contingent and on choice, on the other.
See especially Pareyson, Verità e interpretazione (Milano: Mursia, 1971), 7‑110. For his crucial distinction between Heidegger
and Jaspers’ notions of existenziell/existentiell, see in the same pages 207‑258, as well as his very first book, La filosofia dell’esistenza
e Carlo Jaspers (Napoli: Loffredo, 1939). The various versions of existentialism debated in Italy during and immediately after
World War Two can be assessed by looking at representative period texts by Antonio Banfi, Nicola Abbagnano, Giulio Preti,
and Enzo Paci. Pareyson’s own take on the then-dominant debate was published in Antonio Banfi’s quarterly Studi Filosofici,
anno II (1941), now available in the 1972 Forni reprint, vol I, 113‑206. For Croce’s scathing reaction to the appearance of
this journal, see Critica, I (1942): 48‑49. For a balanced history and theory of Italian existentialism, see Antonio Santucci,
Esistenzialismo e filosofia italiana (Bologna: Il Mulino, 1967), which attributes a major role to Paresyon. For an interpretive
reconstruction within the Italian panorama, especially vis à vis the hegemonic idealist‑historicist currents, see Eugenio Garin,
Cronache di filosofia italiana, 2 vols. (Bari: Laterza, 1975), and Giuseppe Semerari, Novecento filosofico italiano (Napoli: Guida, 1988).
3. Luigi Pareyson, Estetica. Teoria della formatività (Torino: Edizioni di ‘Filosofia,’ 1954), subsequently republished by Sansoni,
Firenze, in 1974, and Bompiani, Milano, in 1988. I will cite from the Sansoni edition, abbreviating it with E, followed by page
number, in my own text. All translations are my own.
4. A case may be made for Emilio Betti’s Teoria generale dell’interpretazione (1955), though its being almost exclusively a treatise
on juridical interpretation makes it less manageable in the realm of aesthetics, cultural studies and literary criticism. There is
little echo of Betti’s influence outside of jurisprudence and legal history. Thereafter, however, no one in the Italian panorama,
with the arguable exception of Cesare Brandi’s Teoria generale della critica (1974), and Umberto Eco’s Semiotica (1975), has
attempted to write a general, omnicomprehensive theory of art and interpretation which invests the totality of the human
being.
5. Pareyson, Existence, Interpretation, Freedom, 107-09, from hereon cited as EIF in my text, followed by page number(s).
6. The English rendition of these terms is necessarily provisional. Hopefully, the awkwardness is offset by the need to
distinguish in the pages that follow among the various terms rooted in Forma which constellate Pareyson’s philosophy. Bubbio
translated about sixty pages from the Estetica, mostly from later sections in the book.
7. In Croce, thought (or thought which is logical, or philosophical) is radically removed from the aesthetic act, which is
understood as pure intuition and expression. See his Aesthetic (1902) [Trans. by Colin Lyas as The Aesthetic as the Science of
Expression and of the Linguistic in General. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992], chapter one. Similarly, on the side of
art, in Gertrude Stein the search is for a rhythmic‑expressive language mode which, though yet a speaking, is totally devoid of
any “content,” rational or otherwise (where content means or includes the referent). See for example her Stanzas in Meditation
(1927) [Los Angeles: Sun & Moon Press, 2000], one of the highest achievements of Modernism.
8. This aspect, which is revolutionary insofar as it simultaneously opens to the “originary” characteristic of all works of art, as
well as to its material and pragmatic necessity, is also a basic potentiality for all human beings. It comes very close to Polanyi’s
heuristic imagination and tacit knowing. But it also makes one think of Sartre’s description of how a poet operates in the first
chapter of What is Literature? (1947) [see What is Literature? and Other Essays. Trans. Bernard Frechtman et al. Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1988], and though there is no direct or acknowledged connection, it should not surprise given the
time the Estetica was written.
9. In fact, in Pareyson’s philosophical universe one finds, besides Schelling, Goethe, Poe, Bergson, Valèry, and, significantly,
Dewey.
10. This book, representing a second truly major work in Pareyson’s production, is presently being translated into English by
Robert T. Valgenti for SUNY Press.
11. In the original, “non il nulla, ma l’essere, non l’ assenza ma la ridondanza ... non l’Abgrund ma l’Urgrund” (Verità, 40).
12. See in particular Pareyson’s Esistenza e persona (Torino, Taylor, 1950) 14 et infra. This volume was reprinted by Melangolo,
Genova, in 1992.
13. I am developing this aspect in a separate study.
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14. This passage follows upon the first definition of interpretation we find in the Estetica: “interpreting [interpretare] is such
a form of knowledge for which, on the one hand, receptivity and activity are indistinguishable, and, on the other, the known
is a form and the knower is a person. Without a doubt interpreting is knowing ... since interpreting is gathering, capturing,
grasping, penetrating.”
15. If historiographic triangulations are at all useful, we can suppose that the way Heidegger was reacting to the idealist strain
in Husserl and the Marburg neo-Kantians, Pareyson was reacting to Croce and Gentile’s idealism, on the one hand, as well
as to Banfi’s transcendental rationalism, on the other. The latter, in fact, was already an early reaction to the former, as Banfi
published his Principi di una teoria della ragione, which discusses neo-Kantianism in great detail, in 1927.
16. This allows Pareyson to sidestep simultaneously the issue of the intentional fallacy as well as conundrums of authorial
intention which besieged modern hermeneutics from Schleiermacher to Hirsch. Both become irrelevant; cf. E, 276‑77.
17. Though Vattimo is also constantly harking back to the more “radical” Heideggger—the essay on Verwindung deals primarily
with Heidegger—as well as to the Benjamin of the “Theses on the Philosophy of History.” See Vattimo, “Verwindung: Nihilism
and the Postmodern in
Philosophy.” SubStance 16.2: 53 (1987), 7-17.
18. Luigi Pareyson, I problem dell’estetica (Milano: Marzorati, 1966), 47-49. Among the philosophers who straddle this divide,
and create problems for interpreters who would like to situate them on one or the other side, Pareyson lists Plato, Bruno,
Pascal, Vico, Kiergegaard, and Nietzsche. On Schelling in particular, see his Conversazioni di estetica (Milano: Mursia, 1966),
169-79.
19. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1979.
20. Consider the pages on reading in Estetica (219‑226), Conversazioni (41‑48), and I problemi (189‑231).

