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This special issue of Parrhesia has developed from the 2013 Australasian Society for Continental Philoso-
phy’s Conference at the University of Western Sydney. No specific theme was set for the Conference; and 
precisely for this reason, we think that the papers presented at the conference—of which the articles included 
in this collection are a small, but significant, representation—provide an interesting account of Continental 
philosophy in Australasia.

In the Features section we have collected the work of the four keynote speakers.  James Martel develops an 
unorthodox anarchist interpretation of Walter Benjamin, placing emphasis on Benjamin’s treatment of political 
theology, and his notion of a ‘real state of exception’.  Elizabeth Rottenberg’s article focuses on the legacy of 
trauma in Freud, which reminds us of the influence that psychoanalysis still has in contemporary Continental 
philosophy. The interview with Graham Harman is indicative of object-oriented ontology’s attempt to reverse 
the linguistic turn of Western philosophy by advancing a metaphysics of things that, in his view, has its roots in 
Heidegger and does justice to the autonomous existence of objects. Finally, and almost as counterpart to Har-
man’s interview, Gianni Vattimo opposes the need for any (new) metaphysics, by arguing that the longing for 
absolute, non-perspectival truths is always related to existing structures of power and is ultimately a displaced 
form of violence.

The Essays section features ten papers, which have been selected from among the many submissions we have 
received for this special issue. While we cannot go through each of them here, it is worth noting the wide 
variety of philosophical interests (and hence of “Continental” streams) that they represent: from Nietzsche to 
Critical Theory (Adorno), from the Apophatic tradition to French philosophy (Camus, Foucault), from philoso-
phy of literature (Jean Paul) to feminist philosophy, from Film Theory to speculative realism (Quentin Meillas-
soux). These papers show the vitality of the various streams of Continental philosophy in Australasia—which 
is also demonstrated by the number of articles written by postgraduate students, and is thus indicative of the 
excellent quality of the research work conducted by them.

EDITORS’ INTRODUCTION: CONTINENTAL PHILOSOPHY IN 
AUSTRALASIA
Paul Alberts, Diego Bubbio, Charles Barbour, and Alex Ling



EDITORS’ INTRODUCTION 

CONTINENTAL PHILOSOPHY IN AUSTRALASIA 

Editing this collection prompted us to make some reflections about the status of Continental philosophy in 
Australasia.

Across the region, the traditions and contemporary movements in Continental philosophy are robust, maintain-
ing strong interest from undergraduates, and encouraging our best students to pursue postgraduate research 
in good numbers. Academic philosophy in general shows a resilience that other disciplines in the Humanities 
and Social Sciences cannot often match. In a time when the Humanities seem to be under fire from every 
direction, it is moreover encouraging to note that the discipline of Continental philosophy has managed to 
escape relatively unscathed, and even paradoxically increased in strength and numbers. To register this fact 
we need only point to the continuing growth and significance over the past two decades of the Australasian 
Society for Continental Philosophy and its annual conference, with last year’s UWS-hosted conference being 
the best attended to date. Perhaps this is because, at a time of rapid cultural internationalisation and shifting 
political horizons, the demands for both understanding and then challenging our conceptual frameworks and 
assumptions present themselves as essential critical practices. But Continental philosophy in particular offers 
the resources associated with figures such as Kant, Hegel, Marx, Nietzsche, Heidegger, and De Beauvoir—as 
well as more recent names like Agamben, Badiou, Deleuze, Meillassoux, and Rancière—which continue to 
‘speak to’ new generations, and instigate new attempts to reshape the investigative strengths of their methods. 
Contrary to a very common criticism against the discipline, Continental philosophy—regardless of the specific 
philosophical approach in use or of the considered thinker—is not a mere historical or passively interpretative 
exercise: if Continental philosophy is prompted by existing philosophies, this is precisely because it shares the 
conviction that thought is intrinsically historical and that only by building on our intellectual legacy is it pos-
sible to contribute to a better understanding of, and effective challenge to, our current conceptual frameworks. 
Such renewed critical legacy, essential to the ideals and functions of higher education, means that not only do 
most universities in the region continue to support Continental philosophy, but they also recognize its growing 
attraction to students from Asian countries seeking educational experiences from Western traditions. We expect 
future connections and exchanges to deepen the place of Continental philosophy in the region and, as such, 
believe the future for the discipline remains bright.

We would like to thank the authors who have contributed the papers that constitute this special edition. For their 
careful, constructive comments, we thank the reviewers who assisted in the review process. And we would like 
to thank Parrhesia and the journal’s regular editors. The Australasian Society of Continental Philosophy 2013 
conference was sponsored by the University of Western Sydney’s School of Humanities and Communica-
tion Arts: we thank it for its support. We would finally like to thank those who helped us organising that event 
including Dimitris Vardoulakis, Mariana Fragueiro, and the dedicated and enthusiastic team of volunteers. Fi-
nally, we thank Rory Dufficy who, in his capacity as research assistant, has carefully proofread and copyedited 
the articles.
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In this paper, I will be describing how Walter Benjamin is “anarchist all the way down.” By this, I mean that 
Benjamin is not only an anarchist by political temperament but in just about every other way possible as well.  
Although Benjamin tended to refer to himself as a communist, as I will try to show, his version of commu-
nism is anarchist through and through. In this paper I am going to focus on three ways in which Benjamin is 
anarchist: theologically, politically and linguistically. My argument throughout will be that Benjamin offers 
us a profoundly anarchist approach (even an anarchist method, as oxymoronic as that may sound) which en-
compasses not only what he says but how he says it. Theologically, Benjamin offers us a vision of God whose 
essential function in terrestrial matters is to destroy false notions that human beings project onto the divine.  
Rather than serving as a basis for the false models of political and legal authority that leads to what he calls 
“mythic violence,” for Benjamin God manifests the failure of these projections to be true, leaving us radically 
and utterly on our own. Politically speaking, such a view enables us to act in ways that are not predetermined 
by myths, either of the divine or secular variety. When we fight the sense of an inevitable fate that comes along 
with mythic violence, for Benjamin, we become aware of the ways that human beings are capable of making 
their own decisions both as individuals and as members of a community. As I will argue further, this is a pro-
foundly anarchist insight insofar as it both allows and invites the politicization of vast spheres of human life 
that are normally considered to be already, and invariably, determined. Finally, in terms of his linguistic prac-
tices, Benjamin’s own writings perpetuate the anarchism he describes and promotes in his texts.  As a writer, 
Benjamin is concerned above all with suspending and subverting figures of authority. This includes his own 
authority in his texts. For Benjamin, if an author speaks of decentering authority but retains a central authority 
as a writer in order to do so, he or she undercuts the inherent anarchism of that message. Benjamin avoids this 
problem by turning to techniques such as allegory and montage in order to make his own textual authority radi-
cally unavailable. In this way he repeats for the reader the position of the subject of divine acts of violence. As 
with that subject, Benjamin’s reader too is left to her own devices, shorn of any hope for rescue or redemption 
by any authority figure. In this way, theologically, politically and linguistically, Benjamin offers something of 
a seamless web of anarchistic practices; hence he is anarchist all the way down.  

ANARCHIST ALL THE WAY DOWN: 
WALTER BENJAMIN’S SUBVERSION OF 
AUTHORITY IN TEXT, THOUGHT AND ACTION
James R. Martel



ANARCHIST ALL THE WAY DOWN 

To begin then, let me now get to the substance of the piece by spending some time describing how Benjamin’s 
anarchism works in the three dimensions I described, beginning with his theology. Whereas the large bulk of 
anarchist writings and leftist writings more generally are staunchly atheist, Benjamin himself is just as adamant 
about the critical role that God plays in human existence. For Benjamin, however, the nature and actions of 
God function in ways that are utterly unlike the way more orthodox renderings of God’s work in the Jewish and 
Christian traditions he engages with. For Benjamin, God is completely unavailable to us; any attempt to speak 
for or about God is inherently idolatrous; the promulgations of such idolatry leads to a completely false sense, 
not only of God but of reality itself, leading to the condition that Benjamin (taking the term from Marx) calls 
the “phantasmagoria.” For Benjamin, as already noted, God serves, not to tell us truths, since we can no longer 
have such knowledge, but rather enacts and demonstrates the failure of that truth in the world. For Benjamin, 
as far as human beings are concerned, God exists only as a wholly negative force that disrupts the falsities of 
the phantasmagoria. 

This situation was not always the case. Benjamin tells us that in paradise, Adam (and the less often mentioned 
Eve) had a unique relationship to God and to the material reality of the world that God had created. In his essay 
“On Language as Such and the Language of Man,” Benjamin writes that “of all the beings, man is the only one 
who names his own kind as he is the only one whom God did not name.”1 Given his ability to name (including 
naming Eve), for Benjamin, Adam is tasked by God to give a spoken name to the things of the world, a name 
that corresponded perfectly and unmediatedly to the true (but mute) name that God had already given them. 
2 In this way, Adam had a direct relationship to reality; it lay displayed before him and he acknowledged its 
presence by a language that was not representational because it corresponded directly to the truth that it com-
municated.

With the fall, all this changed. Benjamin tells us that:

the knowledge to which the snake  seduces, that of good and evil, is nameless. It is vain in the deepest 
sense…Knowledge of good and evil abandons name; it is a knowledge from outside, the uncreated 
imitation of the creative word.3

Here, we see that instead of the true knowledge of paradise, human beings have effectively chosen a false form 
of knowledge, “the uncreated imitation of the creative world.” Ever afterwards, human beings have no recourse 
but to representation and an approach to language that cannot help but speak falsities. Benjamin tells us that as 
a result of this imitation, this attempt to replace God’s truth with our own attempt to know the world, human 
beings “fell into the abyss of the mediateness of all communication, of the word as mean, of the empty word, 
into the abyss of prattle.”4 In other words, human beings have become idolaters one and all. Cut off from God 
and even from the reality of material objects, we live in a world marked by commodity fetishism, alienation 
and illicit forms of rule.

In the “Critique of Violence,” as previously noted, Benjamin famously describes the authority structures of 
our time as consisting of acts of “mythic violence.” They are “mythic” because they are based on false projec-
tions, misleading representations of truth that claim to be rooted in God, in nature or in other such sources of 
authority that are no longer available to us. Specifically speaking about the effects of mythic violence on human 
lawmaking, Benjamin tells us:

The function of violence in lawmaking is twofold, in the sense that lawmaking pursues as its end, 
with violence as the means, what is to be established as law, but at the moment of instatement does 
not dismiss violence; rather, at the very moment of lawmaking, it specifically establishes as law not 
an end unalloyed by violence but one necessarily and intimately bound to it, under the title of power.5

In other words, under conditions of mythic violence, law itself cannot help but be violent, that is, an assertion 
with no basis for authority that nonetheless insists on being obeyed. It helps here to remember that the word 
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Benjamin uses in German, Gewalt, means not only violence but force. Thus, even if the law does not literally 
cause people to be physically injured or killed (although it certainly does do that as well), for Benjamin it is 
always enacting a deeper form of violence, the violence of its own false imposition.  Thus, for Benjamin, law-
making does not eliminate violence in its manifestation (as it promises to) but rather preserves and enacts it in 
the heart of the legal and political process.

This is where God comes into the picture for Benjamin. He tells us that God answers the propensity of human 
beings to engage in mythic violence with a corresponding act of divine violence.  Benjamin illustrates the 
story of divine violence by telling the story of Korah, a Levite priest who led a rebellion against Moses and his 
authority to speak for God. As a result of Korah’s defiance, his insistence on pursuing idolatry over God’s own 
spokesperson, God has Korah and his followers swallowed up into the ground, leaving no sign in the aftermath.  
Whereas acts of mythic violence require bloodshed in order to leave a visible sign of their existence and power, 
God’s actions need no sign; they are not representative but serve only to abolish human acts of representation.  
Benjamin says of this:

God’s judgment strikes privileged Levites, strikes them without warning, without threat, and does not 
stop short of annihilation. But in annihilating it also expiates, and a profound connection between the 
lack of bloodshed and the expiatory character of this violence is unmistakable.6

The upshot of this story is that God brings no new truths into the world (and attempting to read God as doing 
so would only be a vehicle for further idolatry). Instead, God serves to destroy and unmake false truths. Yet this 
act of divine violence works, not for God’s sake but for our own, for Benjamin also tells us: “Mythic violence 
is bloody power over mere life for its own sake; divine violence is a pure power over all life for the sake of the 
living.”7 

How and why is it possible to read this story of divine retribution as being anarchist in any way? It is anarchist 
because, by turning to God, Benjamin is turning to the root of archism, the belief in an absolute truth, a mani-
festation of divine authority that has come to take an earthly form as the state. For all of its supposed secular-
ism, even the modern state harkens back to religious principles; God’s kinghood has transformed into modern 
secular nations but the eschatological principles are the same. By turning God from being a basis for mythic 
authority into a source of its undermining, Benjamin is performing a spectacular act of sabotage against the 
core of archist principles. He is removing the very center of that system, fighting the fire of the hidden theology 
of contemporary notions of legal and political authority with an answering theological fire of his own.

Furthermore, by decentering God’s authority, Benjamin also decenters the very notion of ends, the idea that 
our world is ultimately structured by first things, by self-moving entities, be it God or reason or some other 
transcendent truth that determines who we are and what we must do in advance.  In conceiving of God as he 
does, Benjamin does an end run around both religion and metaphysics, denying those practitioners anywhere 
to smuggle in their own (inevitably idolatrous) suppositions about God and truth. For Benjamin, the notion of a 
God who is true but utterly unknowable—and where any attribution of truth is inherently idolatrous—serves to 
safely place all notions of truths and universality out of the reach of human beings. In doing so, he safeguards 
us from thinking that we have access to these truths. Rather than allowing any predetermined or predetermin-
ing judgments about truth, about law or even the nature of reality, Benjamin’s view of God undetermines all of 
these things, leaving human beings very much on our own in terms of what decisions we make. 

A great example of how Benjamin effectively uses God to unmake and unpack all forms of authority—includ-
ing God’s own—comes in the “Critique of Violence” when Benjamin argues that even a divine commandment 
as apparently clear as “Thou Shalt not Kill” does not confer the kind of moral and legal clarity that it might 
seem to. Because even this commandment is a representation of God, and therefore subject to idolatry, it cannot 
serve as an absolute font of truth. On the contrary, it serves, as with every divine manifestation for Benjamin, as 
a source of questioning, of turning the question of judgment back onto human actors. Thus he writes:
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neither divine judgment nor the grounds for this judgment can be known in advance. Those who base 
a condemnation of all violent killing of one person by another on the commandment are therefore 
mistaken. It exists not as a criterion of judgment, but as a guideline for the actions of persons or com-
munities who have to wrestle with it in solitude and, in exceptional cases, to take on themselves the 
responsibility of ignoring it.8

In German, the last point is even more powerful than this standard English translation would have it. The word 
that is translated as ignore is “abzusehen” which literally means to look the other way.9 Thus, in our struggles 
with divine commandments, our stance is not so much of indifference (as the term ignore suggests) but actually 
abandoning or turning our backs on what passes for God’s law. In this way, Benjamin is giving human agents 
the freedom to decide for themselves. Effectively this move, as already noted, politicizes a great deal of what 
is ordinarily thought to be definitively settled. It radically unmoors human actors, forcing them to engage with 
their own responsibility. 

This leads to the second way that Benjamin is anarchist, in terms of his politics. Given the opening for poli-
tics that divine violence allows—that is the possibility for human decision, rather than our immersion in the 
predetermined falsities of the phantasmagoria—Benjamin looks to a notion of what he calls “pure means” as 
a political response to the aporias left behind by God’s destruction of idolatry and phantasm. He describes the 
notion of pure means once again in the “Critique of Violence.” There, he describes how human beings can 
engage politically without partaking in violence at all. He writes:

To induce men to reconcile their interests peacefully without involving the legal system, there is, in 
the end, apart from all virtues, one effective motive that often enough puts into the most reluctant 
hands pure instead of violent means: it is the fear of mutual disadvantages that threaten to arrive from 
violent confrontations, whatever the outcome might be...We can therefore point only to pure means in 
politics as analogous to those which govern peaceful intercourse between private persons.10

For Benjamin, we are not only all idolaters but we are also all instrumentalists. We engage with means, in order 
to work towards the phantasmic ends that each and every one of us pursues (those very same ends that acts of 
divine violence help to disrupt). Yet, at the same time, Benjamin here is reminding us that even under condi-
tions of phantasm, our means are not always inevitably violent. He tells us that we practice acts of anarchism 
every day, of non-violent decisions and processes that work out many conflicts without resorting to law or 
sovereignty. These actions partake in “pure” means insofar as they function without the teleological necessity 
of ends. When our means strive towards ends, they share in the violence of those ends. There are no ends that 
are pure in our world for Benjamin; there is only fetishism and idolatry. But for Benjamin our instrumental-
ism can turn its back (abzusehen) on those ends. We may initially engage in these local anarchist practices for 
self-serving reasons; in the example above, Benjamin speaks of people acting in order to avoid having violence 
brought down onto themselves. Yet, for Benjamin, such acts can become the basis of a far wider ranging form 
of resistance to phantasm. He follows this discussion of “peaceful intercourse between private citizens” with a 
turn to larger political questions and, in particular, to class struggle. 

Benjamin tells us that the main instrument of class struggle is the strike but that not all strikes are the same. He 
writes that only under “certain conditions [may we see strikes] as a pure means.”  Benjamin employs Sorel’s 
critical distinction between a political strike and a proletariat general strike. The first example, the political 
strike, is generally reformist; it does not break with capitalism but simply seeks an accommodation for some 
group of workers. The proletariat general strike, on the other hand, is truly radical; it makes no accommodation 
with capitalism and demands its cessation. Benjamin tells us that of the two forms, only the latter, the prole-
tariat strike is truly non violent. He writes:

Whereas the first political  form of interruption of work is violent, since it causes only an external 
modification in labor conditions, the second, as a pure means, is nonviolent. For it takes place not 
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in readiness to resume work following external concessions and this or that modification to working 
conditions, but in the determination to resume only a wholly transformed work, no longer enforced 
by the state, an upheaval that this kind of strike not so much causes as consummates.11 

Here, again, we see that pure means can be obtained only by breaking off from idolatrous ends. Because the 
revolutionary proletariat have abandoned capitalism entirely, their means no longer serve capitalist ends either. 
As a result, their means no longer condemn the strikers to continuously engage in violence. The political strik-
ers, in contrast, are still violent. Benjamin says that they are basically engaged in extortion; they are trying to 
counter state violence with a violence or force of their own, at least temporally, in order to get a place at the 
table. The revolutionary strikers, by breaking with idolatry, have transformed their means into something that 
is pure. Their means become uncanny, familiar on the one hand but also strange and new.12 They represent the 
shards and remnants of what once seemed clear and useful. In the rubble of their original purpose, these strik-
ers have the ability to decide for themselves what they will and won’t do. Without the certainty of violence and 
fate (the latter of which is Benjamin’s term for the seeming inevitability of capitalism and commodity fetish-
ism), the proletariat general strikers are embarking upon a different political territory. In naming that politics, 
Benjamin goes on to write that: “For this reason, the [political strike] is lawmaking but the [proletariat strike] 
anarchistic.”13  

Anarchism, then, is the name that Benjamin applies to a nonviolent politics, a politics of “pure means.” As 
we have already seen, this politics is not brand new; it has always existed alongside “archism” the politics of 
violent means, the politics produced by mythic violence. Benjamin goes on to say that “the means of nonvio-
lent agreement have developed in thousands of years of the history of states.”14 The aforementioned “peaceful 
intercourse between private persons” is one example of this possibility. He cites the practice of diplomacy as 
another. He tells us that “fundamentally [diplomats] must, entirely on the analogy of agreement between private 
persons, resolve conflicts case by case, in the name of their states, peacefully and without contracts.”15 Here, 
even while representing entire states (and thus serving, in a sense, as the acme of archism), these diplomats 
engage in fundamentally anarchist practices, resolving disputes without recourse to law, “wrestling in solitude” 
as with the case of the sixth commandment discussed earlier, with legal implications and working things out on 
their own, according to their own decisions. 

In an essay fragment called “the Right to Use Force,” written just one year before the “Critique of Violence” 
Benjamin further extends our understanding of his notion of the practice of anarchism. In that essay he de-
scribes what he calls “ethical anarchism” the idea that neither the state nor the individual has the right to vio-
lence.  Benjamin acknowledges that this response is “fraught with contradiction” yet he defends it as a valid 
response to the violence of the world.  He offers us a concrete example of this practice, writing: 

When communities of Galician Jews let themselves be cut down in their synagogues without any 
attempt to defend themselves, this has nothing to do with “ethical anarchism” as a political program; 
instead the mere resolve “not to resist evil” emerges into the sacred light of day as a form of moral 
action.16

Such a response to violence is clearly different from the proletariat general strike; Benjamin tells us that the ac-
tion of the Galician Jews is not itself a “political program.” Yet this example too offers a way for an individual 
or a community to avoid violence, even against overwhelming odds. While the image of the Galician Jews 
being slaughtered in their synagogues appears completely passive, it suggests that their act, even if not itself 
political, serves to break the sense of inevitability and absolute power that are the hallmarks of the phantas-
magoria. It is, along with the proletariat general strike, part of a set of options that always lie open to even the 
most oppressed subjects, a way to ensure that they never need to resort to the very same violence that is being 
used against them.  In this way, they can avoid the trap that for Benjamin has caused one leftist revolution after 
another to fail; by resorting to violence, to illicit projections of truth and authority as a way of resisting the false 
projections of capitalism, leftist movements have, one after the other, succumbed to the same fate, ultimately 
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becoming part of what they oppose. Because anarchism is built on avoiding violence (as Benjamin has defined 
it), it can be said to be the one form of politics that thereby avoids repeating this cycle. 

For Benjamin anarchism itself must thus always seek to avoid becoming an ism or a dogma, yet another claim-
ant for ends. He concludes “The Right to Use Force” by writing: “a truly subjective decision [in terms of the 
response to force  is probably conceivable only in the light of specific goals and wishes.”17 In other words, 
rather than give us one formula for the proper political and moral response to violence, Benjamin once again 
throws that responsibility onto his readers; each case is to be “wrestled with in isolation.”  Our responses can 
only be subjective, local and temporary. In this way too, Benjamin is not only anarchist in terms of his message 
but also in the way that this message refuses to become an authoritative, one size fits all answer. 

This leads to the third and final way that Benjamin practices his anarchism “all the way down,” - in terms of his 
techniques as a writer.  As already noted, Benjamin is concerned that the message of his text does not get over-
ridden by his own authority as the author.  Generally speaking, Benjamin does this by employing in his texts the 
same anarchist methods that he seeks in the political world; rather than look for truth and answers, Benjamin 
seeks out the failure of representation, the disruption of ends and the employment of “pure means.” Rather than 
engaging in traditional techniques of persuasion and illumination, Benjamin elicits misreading and opacity. He 
seeks to make the text yet another site in which the reader or subject must confront particular questions on a 
case-by-case basis, with no firm ground for judgment but their own decision. 

In his essay “The Author as Producer,” Benjamin writes that:

the best political tendency is wrong if it does not demonstrate the attitude with which it is to be 
followed What matters, therefore, is the exemplary character of production, which is able, first, 
to induce other producers to produce, and, second, to put an improved apparatus at their disposal. 
And this apparatus is better, the more consumers it is able to turn into producers—that is, readers or 
spectators into collaborators.18

In other words, for Benjamin, a text or any other form of intellectual production, should subvert its own 
location in class hierarchies, as well as the production of commodity fetishism.  It should seek to draw the 
reader, not into a community of agreement, but rather into an alliance in a common struggle.  What should be 
communicated in a text is not “meaning” but rather a model of political behavior that is disruptive to existing 
authority. As with his discussion of the political vs. the proletariat general strike, Benjamin argues here that 
intent is not important. He describes well-meaning and left-leaning liberal authors as being ultimately no bet-
ter than openly reactionary ones. He writes: “a political tendency, however revolutionary it may seem, has a 
counterrevolutionary function so long as the writer feels his solidarity with the proletariat only in his attitudes, 
not as a producer.”19

In terms of the actual techniques he wields, I will discuss just a few for the sake of time. One technique that he 
employs is the use of what he calls allegory. For Benjamin allegory goes far beyond what we normally mean by 
that term, that is, tales or images that illustrate clearly legible moral points. For Benjamin, allegory is rather a 
way to acknowledge the fact that the material objects that convey fetishism for us, the signs, images, texts, the 
objects that serve as commodities, are always resisting that fetishism; each of these objects is both a site where 
fetishism is presented and a site in which the failure of that fetish to be true is legible. Thus, in The Origin of 
German Tragic Drama, his study of German Baroque plays, Benjamin tells us that: “The language of the ba-
roque is constantly convulsed by rebellion on the part of the elements which make it up.”20 Allegory could be 
said to be Benjamin’s name for this rebellion. In this regard, Benjamin sees his job as author as serving to help 
foment this rebellion, to make the reader more aware of the materiality of the language they are engaging with. 
He tells us that although the baroque dramatists were themselves wholly bought into phantasms of sovereign 
power, their clunky and awkward writing, the costumes, lines of dialogue, sometimes even their stage props 
served to undermine the playwrights’ intended message. Rather than making plays that successfully extolled 
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the absolute authority of kings (as did contemporaries in other countries such as Calderón in Spain), these 
playwrights made plays that inadvertently revealed monarchs as being unable to decide on anything at all. That 
indecision is inherent, Benjamin suggests, even via the very physical letters the playwrights used to write with. 
For example, he tells us that: “with the baroque the place of the capital letter was established in German or-
thography. It is not only the aspiration to pomp, but at the same time the disjunctive, atomizing principle of the 
allegorical approach which is asserted here … In its individual parts fragmented language has ceased merely to 
serve the process of communication.”21 In other words, even as the capital letter aspires to describe the “pomp” 
and display of the monarchy, it also undermines that assertion by drawing the eye to it’s own competing ornate-
ness. This points to the fact that the symbol does not meekly convey the message it is intended to but actually 
has an agenda of its own.  Benjamin elsewhere speaks of hieroglyphics and rebuses, generally reminding read-
ers, and perhaps especially those who are reading his own text, that letters are not merely conveyers of truth but 
serve to obstruct and resist that truth. 

Another example of allegory that Benjamin offers comes in the Arcades Project, where he quotes a passage 
from G.K. Chesterton’s book Dickens (which in turn cites directly from Dickens himself), writing:

On the allegorical element. “Dickens…mentions among the coffee shops into which he crept in those 
wretched days, one in St. Martin’s Lane,  [had] ‘a glass plate with COFFEE ROOM painted on it, ad-
dressed towards the street. If I ever find myself in a very different kind of coffee room now, but where 
there is such an inscription on glass, and read it backwards on the wrong side, MOOR EEFFOC…a 
shock goes through my blood.’ That wild word, ‘Moor Eeffoc,’ is the motto of all effective realism.”22

Seeing the reversal of the letters as forming “a wild word,” Chesterton (and Dickens) alerts us to the way that 
the letters and signs that we take for granted as conveying meaning can suddenly be read as strange and un-
canny. While we might see these backwards letters over and over without any effect, Benjamin is alerting us 
to the possibility of a different, and anarchist, type of reading. By seeing the individual letters standing as if 
alien signs, Benjamin shows how any text can be seen as allegorical, how any moment of fetishism can be its 
opposite.  It also shows how we can read language and letters as pure means, shorn of the false truth we seek 
for them to convey to us. Although, in all of these cases, it may seem as if Benjamin is describing allegory 
rather than employing it himself, we can see that insofar as he is writing text, and we are reading it, he is in 
fact always in the process of engaging in allegory, potentially disrupting our reading and his authority over that 
reading in the process.

A related technique that Benjamin does not only describe but also employs is montage. Here, the idea is that by 
juxtaposing unlike things, a text and photographs for example, barriers between conventions are broken down, 
leading to a larger diffusion of categories and taxonomies. Often this effect can be achieved even without the 
use of different forms of media. Once again in the Arcades Project, Benjamin explains his strategy of what he 
calls literary montage. He writes:

Method of this project: literary montage. I needn’t say anything. Merely show. I shall purloin no 
valuables, appropriate no ingenious formulations. But the rags, the refuse-these I will not inventory 
but allow, in the only way possible, to come into their own: by making use of them.23

Here, we see quite explicitly the desire to avoid “saying something” as an author. The “rags, the refuse,” that 
is to say the allegorical remnants of language can simply be displayed (not inventoried), lain forth in such a 
way as to interrupt the reader’s expectations and experience. In both the Arcades Project itself and in his book 
One Way Street, we see Benjamin using this method himself. Both books (the former perhaps in part because 
Benjamin may never have gotten to complete it) have jettisoned a straightforward narrative and appear to us 
as a series of relatively unrelated aphorisms, quotations and so forth. In these texts, the author has not so much 
disappeared as become radically unavailable to us. We are left, as with the subject of divine violence, to pick up 
the fragments of meaning that are left, to make our own judgments, assert our own forms of textual authority. 
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Perhaps most critically of all, for asserting a kind of textual anarchism, Benjamin employs his own version 
of “pure means” as author. He does so in quite a few of his essays by beginning the essay sounding as if he 
himself subscribes to an ends orientation and, leading the reader along with him, suddenly switching tacks 
and abandoning those ends—and with it, the reader’s slavish to devotion to his textual authority— leaving the 
reader to her own devices. 

Thus, in the “Critique of Violence,” for example, Benjamin starts the essay out sounding very much like a 
conventional legal theorist. We are initially led through a lengthy discussion of various conventions including 
the highly canonical question of natural vs. positive law. He writes, for example that:

This thesis of natural law, which regards violence as a natural datum, is diametrically opposed to that 
of positive law, which sees violence as a product of history. If natural law can judge all existing law 
only in criticizing its ends, then positive law can judge all evolving law only in criticizing its means. 
If justice is the criteria of ends, legality is that of means. Nothwithstanding this antithesis, however, 
both schools meet in their common basic dogma: just ends can be attained by justified means, justi-
fied means used for just ends.24

Here, we seem to be in a kind of dead-end so far as any solution is concerned: the endless cycle of ends leading 
to means and means leading to ends seems like a self enclosed moral system, leaving no room for alternatives 
or subversion.  But it is at that point that Benjamin introduces his discussion of mythic vs. divine violence. All 
the law we have been considering up till now we suddenly discover is revealed to be mythic. Our instrumental 
reading of the text in order to get “the answer” from the author is abandoned (abzusehen) by the author him-
self. We are left in a peculiar position. Initially, it might seem as if Benjamin, against the false ends of mythic 
violence, is proposing the true ends of divine violence (and in that case, we would be back in familiar terrain, 
replacing one set of truths and violences with another), but Benjamin effectively shuts the door to that possibil-
ity by telling us that we have absolutely no access to divine ends, leaving us truly (and thankfully) bereft, on 
our own as readers. 

Another essay in which this occurs is Benjamin’s well-known “Work of Art in the Age of its Mechanical Repro-
ducibility.” In that essay, Benjamin begins by seeming to be a rather conservative, even cranky, art critic (albeit 
one with Marxist leanings). He complains about the “loss of the aura,” the authenticity of an object as it is 
depicted in traditional art forms vs. the way an object is endlessly reproduced by new technologies such as film.

For all of this complaint, at some point in the essay, Benjamin begins to distinctly change his tune. Indeed, 
film and other highly reproducible forms of artistic representation turn out to be an ideal technique for mon-
tage, for blurring the boundaries between artists and the viewing public. Here, we are told that due to the high 
turnout and the widespread access to publication (which is vastly more true today than it was in Benjamin’s 
own time), “the distinction between author and public is about to lose its axiomatic character.”25 In this way, 
hierarchies and barriers between human actors are overcome, once again, by what is normally understood to 
merely be a medium of communication. Benjamin also speaks of the “human being’s legitimate claim to being 
reproduced,” offering that while authenticity is impossible, there are ways to inhabit our false world that does 
not merely capitulate to phantasm.26

Here, again, we are left in a strange position. Our author has abandoned his role as leading us to the truth we 
thought we were heading towards. We are left with “pure means,” with an alternative to the violent assertion of 
untruth in the face of the general failure of truth that constitutes our world. 

At the beginning of the Work of Art essay, Benjamin writes: “In what follows, the concepts which are intro-
duced into the theory of art differ from those now current in that they are completely useless for the purposes 
of fascism. On the other hand, they are useful for the formulation of revolutionary demands in the politics of 
art.”27 This is a good summation of what Benjamin’s textual anarchism accomplishes. 
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His methods, what I would call an anarchist method, are always to disilluminate, to reveal the failure of truth 
to appear. In doing so, Benjamin employs techniques that couldn’t possibly “fall into the wrong hands.” Were 
they to be employed by someone devoted to liberalism or fascism (for Benjamin there is not as much of a differ-
ence between these ideologies as many liberals would like to think) they would remain agents that undermined 
authority; that decentered the author and their message in favor of a greater textual anarchy. In this way, such 
devices could not serve any agenda that sought to promote violence, false truths and fetishisms. Instead, they 
once again serve to resist and subvert the dominant phantasms of our time.

In speaking of these various aspects of Benjamin’s anarchism, I want to especially highlight the way they work 
together. Benjamin’s theology makes his politics possible. His use of textual anarchism ensures that his expres-
sions of political anarchism do not fall subject to ways in which his authorship itself is fraught with archist 
politics. By thinking of these various elements of Benjamin’s work in tandem, we see better evidence of the 
ways his anarchism is not just stated but enacted, how this famously opaque thinker offers us a highly consis-
tent and coordinated set of anarchist practices. 

Of all of the major figures of western thought, I think Benjamin has few rivals for the degree to which he 
practices this kind of thoroughgoing anarchism, what I have been called his being anarchist all the way down. 
Nietzsche is probably the only thinker who may even be his superior insofar as Nietzsche manages to anarchize 
even the human soul, leaving no site, no place for archist tendencies to definitively take hold of. Other think-
ers can be aligned with Benjamin on various points. I think Franz Rozensweig’s theology comes very close to 
Benjamin’s own. When he speaks of God’s “ever-new will of revelation,” Rozensweig offers a notion of a deity 
who is the source of all that is contingent and unpredictable in the world, the exact opposite of the ordering God 
that most religious writings depict (at least in the Jewish and Christian traditions).28 This God, like Benjamin’s, 
cannot be pinned down, cannot be contained by dogma or any human contrivances. Jean Luc Nancy has a very 
similar - albeit entirely atheistic - political view to Benjamin’s in terms of the ways that human agents can en-
gage with contingency in such a way as to battle for their own power of decision. Authors ranging from Virginia 
Woolf to Franz Kafka have their own techniques for resisting their textual authority (as does Nietzsche). Yet, I 
would maintain that Benjamin is perhaps unique in that he covers all the bases, he engages in various dimen-
sions of anarchism in such a way that they all correspond. These elements work together to give us a model for 
anarchism that is, to use his own words once again,  “useless for the purposes of fascism.” This is a model that 
cannot be coopted because it engages only in failure, only in the certainty that human actors are radically on 
their own and must make their political and legal judgments accordingly. 
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What do we hear when we hear the name “Freud”? What do we associate with this venerable name? It just so 
happens that I have conducted this little experiment with my undergraduate students at DePaul University. In 
fact, every time I teach a “Topics in Psychoanalysis” class, I ask my students this question. Although most un-
dergraduates have never read a word of Freud, their associations to the name “Freud” are remarkable not only 
for their abundance and diversity but also for their historical-mindedness, which is quite astonishing given their 
usual fuzziness about history. Thus, in ten minutes the blackboard will be filled with words like: “dream in-
terpretation,” “sexuality” (one time I even got “polymorphously perverse sexuality”), “libido,” “hysteria,” the 
“unconscious,” the “id,” the “ego,” the “superego” … but also “cocaine addiction.”  In the years immediately 
following the release of David Cronenberg’s film “A Dangerous Method” and Mark St. Germain’s “Freud’s 
Last Session,” the words “sado-masochism,” “oral pleasure,” and “jaw cancer” also appeared on the board.

If I begin with an account of this little experiment, it is not only to regale you with my students’ amusing asso-
ciations. It is also to mark some glaring omissions, namely those features of Freud’s legacy that have been left 
out of this associative network and that therefore remain to be thought. Indeed, the Freud I will explore in this 
article is not the Freud of these more familiar associations but another Freud, a Freud associated not with sexu-
ality and wish fulfillment, but with trauma and the peculiar temporality of Nachträglichkeit (often translated 
as “deferred action,” “belatedness,” “afterwardsness,” or après coup in French). One might say, of course, as 
some do say and will continue to say until their dying day, that even when Freud speaks of trauma really what 
he is speaking of is sexuality; that what Freud calls the “death drive” is in fact nothing but a reiteration of the 
destructive and self-destructive aspects of sexuality; that the “death drive” is simply the death drive of sexuality 
(a “sexual death drive” as opposed to a “sexual life drive”).1

I would like to inflect the Freudian heritage otherwise here and to say—not exactly the opposite (not, that is, 
that sexuality is trauma or an allegory of trauma)—but rather that sexuality was from the start a privileged place 
from which to talk about trauma. “The sexual element,” says Freud in Studies on Hysteria, is “more liable than 
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any other to provide occasion for traumas.”2 And this language of vulnerability, a vulnerability to trauma, per-
sists: “sexuality remains the weak spot der schwache Punkt]” in the “process of human cultural development” 
(Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, SE : ). One might argue therefore, shifting the emphasis from 
sexuality to trauma, that for  years, from the “Preliminary Communication” to Beyond the Pleasure Prin-
ciple, from  to , this “weak spot”—sexuality—served as a kind of necessary detour for thinking about 
trauma. It was necessary for the Interpretation of Dreams to establish a theory of dreams as wish fulfillment so 
Freud could be “astonished” by the dreams occurring in traumatic neuroses. It was necessary for psychoana-
lytic theory to be founded on repression, unconsciousness, and symbolization so trauma could be recognized as 
constituting a rupture in the symbolic system. But just as there can be no Freudian legacy of trauma without the 
legacy of sexuality, no rupture of the symbolic system without the symbolic system, so too there can be no truly 
Freudian heritage, I would argue, without the legacy of trauma, traumatic temporality, and, as I will propose at 
the very end of this essay, the strange and counter-intuitive notion of an accidental structure. 

In what follows, I will focus on two moments in Freud’s discussion of trauma: his early emphasis on the 
traumatic factor in hysteria in Studies on Hysteria and other contemporaneous texts; and his notoriously con-
troversial speculation on the death drive in Beyond the Pleasure Principle, a text that is written in the wake of 
World War I and that opens with Freud’s astonishment before the phenomenon of repetition compulsion (or 
what today we would call PTSD): flashbacks, traumatic dreams, and the constant reliving of battlefield events 
by shell-shocked soldiers. If I have chosen to privilege these two moments it is because Freud’s discussion of 
trauma in these texts is magnetized by questions whose particular, theoretical (but also clinical) legacy still 
requires clarification:

(1) The question of spatial unlocatability: Does the trauma come from the inside or the outside  
(2) The question of temporal unlocatability: What does it mean for an event to be missed
( ) The structural question: Are we all traumatizable  And if the answer is no, as I think Freud thinks 
it is, must we not rethink the question of structure through the accident: can a structure (that which 
makes possible a trauma) simply be an accident?

I. THE QUESTION OF SPATIAL UNLOCATABILITY

In the “Preliminary Communication,” first published by Freud and Breuer in a Berlin periodical in  and 
then republished as the introduction to Studies on Hysteria in , one finds the famous line: “Hysterics suffer 
mainly from reminiscences” (SE : ). What “reminiscences” are in the context of hysteria and how they lead 
to functional alterations in human health is the subject of investigation not only in Studies on Hysteria but also 
in many of Freud’s lectures and writings at that time (“On the Psychical Mechanism of Hysterical Phenomena: 
A Lecture” , “The Neuro-Psychoses of Defense” , “Heredity and the Aetiology of the Neuroses” 

, “The Aetiology of Hysteria” ). Reminiscences, which translates the German word “Reminiszen-
zen,” comes from the Latin verb reminiscor: to recall to mind, to recollect, to remember. Hysterics suffer from 
their memories. But the choice of the word “reminiscences,” as opposed to the more colloquial “memories” 
or “recollections” (Erinnerungen), already tells us that what is at issue in hysteria is a special sort of memory. 

As Freud and Breuer explain, two features distinguish “reminiscences” from normal memories. In the first 
place, reminiscences are memories that hysterical patients cannot remember. This is why the “Preliminary 
Communication” begins, in its opening paragraph, not with memory but with Freud and Breuer’s observation 
of their patients’ inability to remember: 

In the great majority of cases it is not possible to establish the point of origin by a simple interroga-
tion of the patient … This is in part because what is in question is often some experience that the 
patient dislikes discussing; but principally because he is genuinely unable to recollect it and often 
has no suspicion of the causal connection between the precipitating event and the pathological phe-
nomenon. (SE : )
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Freud and Breuer’s patients’ inability to remember—their inability both to recollect the point of origin of their 
illness and to establish a causal link between precipitating factors and pathological symptoms—is their illness. 
In this way, hysterical memories are unremembered in the usual sense. 

On the other hand, however, and this is where the irony of unremembered memories leads to paradox: hysteri-
cal memories cannot be forgotten. What is so surprising about memories that have become the causative agents 
of hysterical phenomena is their astonishing clarity and their remarkable sensory force: “one of our patients 
reproduced … with hallucinatory vividness everything that had excited her on the same day the previous year.” 
And another patient “re-lived with hallucinatory clarity all the events … which she had passed through ten 
years earlier and which she had for the most part forgotten till the moment at which they  re-emerged” (SE 
: ). Memories from long ago remain “astonishingly intact” and act “with all the affective strength of new 

experiences” (SE : - ). 

Just as traumatic dreams disrupt the theory of dreams as wish fulfillment in Beyond the Pleasure Principle, so 
too hysterical reminiscences disrupt a theory of normal memory. Hysterical memories persist with such fresh-
ness and affective strength because they occupy an exceptional position with regard to the normal wearing-
away of memories. Hysterical memories have not been disposed of by “abreaction” or by associative thought-
activity (the way normal memories have) and have therefore become pathological. Without even going into 
Freud and Breuer’s theory of repression, strangulated affect, and split-off psychical groups, one thing is clear: 
what causes hysterics to suffer is a memory, a singularly paradoxical kind of memory: an unremembered and 
unforgettable memory.   

In other words, what causes hysterics to suffer is a memory and not an event or an experience: “Hysterics suf-
fer mainly from reminiscences.” Indeed, we might be inclined to read this language of “reminiscence” as an 
adumbration of things to come (e.g., the abandonment of the seduction theory), as a de-emphasis of accidental 
events in favor of internal or fantasied reality. And yet, I would contend, the language of “reminiscence” is 
what will allow Freud and Breuer not only to provide a new mechanism for hysterical phenomena but also 
to break with a medical tradition that regards hysteria as a “hereditary nervous taint” (SE : ), a sign of 
“mental degeneracy” (SE : ), an internal or “innate weakness” (SE : ). I would suggest, that is, that 
the language of “reminiscence” is fundamentally a rethinking of the structure of trauma, of the causal relation 
between external and internal events. 

And more specifically it is a critique of the etiology put forward by Freud’s teacher, Jean-Martin Charcot, ac-
cording to which the accident, the extrinsic and contingent event, is nothing but a trigger or “agent provocateur” 
in the determination of a hysteria:

Charcot put forward a simple formula for the etiology of hysteria : heredity was to be regarded as 
the sole cause “the sole true and indispensable cause of neurotic affections” SE : . Accord-
ingly, hysteria was a form of degeneracy …  All other etiological factors played the part of incidental 
causes, of ‘agents provocateurs.’  (“Charcot” , SE : )

As you know, in the view of the influential school of Charcot heredity alone deserves to be recog-
nized as the true cause of hysteria, while all other noxae of the most various nature and intensity only 
play the part of incidental causes, of ‘agents provocateurs.’ (“The Aetiology of Hysteria” , SE 
: )

T he attention of physicians has remained dazzled éblouie] by the grandiose prospect of the etio-
logical precondition of heredity. (“Heredity and the Aetiology of the Neuroses” , SE : )

In spite of his great admiration for Charcot (and Freud did, of course, name his eldest son after Charcot), 
Freud’s criticism here is clear. By so greatly overestimating heredity in the determination of a hysteria, Charcot 
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left no room for acquired disorders—disorders whose mechanism was psychical and not hereditary (cf. SE : 
), acquired and not dispositional (cf. SE : ). 

Freud will assert that “heredity could have done nothing” (SE : ) had it not been for accidental factors. To 
speak of a “disposition” or “proclivity” to acquire hysteria is thus only to speak ex post facto: “previously there 
was no evidence of the  existence of this proclivity ” (SE : ).  Instead the “Preliminary Communication” 
singles out the accident:

Accidental factors das akzidentelle Moment] determine the pathology of hysteria to an extent far 
greater than is known and recognized. It is of course obvious that … what provokes the symptoms is 
the accident der Unfall . (SE : , modified)

In other words, by establishing a necessary causal connection between, on the one hand, the “accident” and, on 
the other, the symptoms of hysteria, Freud and Breuer break with a medical tradition that culminates in Charcot. 
Where Charcot secondarizes the accident in hysteria, Freud makes it a primary causative agent. 

The language of “reminiscence” is thus neither a retreat to interiority nor a simple positing of exteriority. As I 
have tried to show, Freud and Breuer’s phrase “hysterics suffer mainly from reminiscences” can be read as a 
response to a kind of spatial questioning. It is as if they were asking the question: where does the trauma come 
from? Does the trauma come from the inside, does it come from a place of pure interiority? Is it intrinsic to the 
sufferer in its origin and its cause? To which the answer would have to be no, as we have seen. Well, then, does 
the suffering come from the outside, does it come from a place of pure exteriority? Is it extrinsic to the sufferer 
in its origin and its cause? Again the answer would have to be no. What Studies on Hysteria offers us, in other 
words, is a way of thinking the unlocatability of trauma: the spatial structure of trauma as neither inside nor 
outside. “Psychical trauma” (SE : ) would come from an “inside-outside” or an “outside-inside.”      

This is why Freud and Breuer provide us with a new figure, a spatial figure, for the type of causation that is in-
volved in hysteria: the figure of the foreign body (Fremdkörper). This figure comes to replace that of Charcot’s 
“agent provocateur” in many of the texts in which Freud discusses the etiology of hysteria (and one might say 
that Charcot’s French locution is already something of a foreign body in Freud’s German texts):

T he causal relation between the determining psychical trauma and the hysterical phenomenon is 
not of a kind implying that the trauma merely acts like an agent provocateur in releasing the symp-
tom, which thereafter leads an independent existence. We must presume rather that the psychical 
trauma—or more precisely the memory of the trauma again what is traumatic, properly speaking, is 
not the event but the memory]—acts like a foreign body which long after its entry must continue to 
be regarded as an agent that is still at work. (SE : , my emphasis) 
 
There is another kind of causation … We can elucidate this from the picture of a foreign body, which 
continues to operate unceasingly as a stimulating cause of illness until it is gotten rid of. (SE : ) 

Because it cannot be appropriated by the inside or assimilated to the outside, the foreign body remains at the 
boundary of the inside-outside. It is the figure of psychical trauma as a figure of spatial unlocatability. What 
this means is that it cannot be reduced to biology or fantasy, on the one hand (i.e., on the side of the internal), 
nor can it be reduced to bad external events (no matter how catastrophic), on the other: There is no such thing 
as an event that would be traumatic in and of itself; there is no such thing as a “traumatic event” if by this we 
mean that everyone will be traumatized by it. 
 
Let me just conclude this section by jumping to the last mention of the foreign body in Studies on Hysteria. In 
the very last chapter of this book, Freud refigures or rather disfigures this figure:
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We have said that the memory of the trauma  behaves like a foreign body, and that the treatment, 
too, works like the removal of a foreign body from the living tissue. We are now in a position to see 
where this comparison this simile  fails. A foreign body does not enter into relation with the layers 
of tissue that surround it … Our pathogenic psychical group, on the other hand, does not admit of 
being cleanly extirpated from the ego. Its external strata pass over in every direction into portions 
of the normal ego; and indeed they belong to the latter just as much as to the pathogenic organiza-
tion … The interior layers of the pathogenic organization are increasingly alien to the ego, but once 
more without there being any visible boundary at which the pathogenic material begins. In fact the 
pathogenic organization does not behave like a foreign body, but far more like an infiltrate wie ein 
Infiltrat . (SE : , my emphasis)

In the end, there can be no clean boundaries between inside and outside; even the foreign body loses its spatial 
delimitation and becomes an infiltrate. And it is this theoretical insight that will lead Freud to reformulate his 
conception of the analytic process itself: psychoanalytic treatment will be less about the removal or excision of 
what is pathological than it will be about the establishment of conditions that enable movement or circulation 
in areas that have been cut off. 

I have used Freud’s figure of the “infiltrate” to address the question of spatial unlocatability in trauma. And 
despite the fact that there can be no clean boundaries between space and time (we speak of “space-time”), I 
would like to shift, now, to the question of temporal unlocatability in trauma: first by saying a few words about 
the strange temporality of Nachträglichkeit and then by pointing to the particular affect that often accompanies 
traumatic reminiscences, namely the affect of fright (Schreckaffekt).

II. THE QUESTION OF TEMPORAL UNLOCATABILITY

So far I have emphasized the question of spatial unlocatability in Studies on Hysteria. But I have steered clear 
from the specificity of sexual trauma in favor of the more general “psychical trauma.” I have also avoided 
Freud’s early, programmatic statements about the place of precocious sexual experience in hysteria (or what is 
often referred to as the “seduction theory”). For Freud insists in his early texts on the sine qua non of precocious 
sexual experience in the etiology of hysteria, to the point of turning precocious sexual experience into the new 
“heredity”: “for Charcot] nervous heredity occupied the place which I claim for the precocious sexual experi-
ence” (SE : , my emphasis). If I have done so it is not only because Freud found himself “dazzled” for a 
time by the grandiose prospect of the seduction theory but also because I wanted to underscore the question of 
unlocatability that continues to occupy Freud in all of his writing on trauma.

Before we look at Beyond the Pleasure Principle, however, let me turn briefly to a term that is used by Freud 
specifically in the context of sexual trauma. This is the term nachträglich or Nachträglichkeit, a term that has 
been discussed at length by the French analyst Jean Laplanche who suggests that we translate it in English as 
“afterwards” or “afterwardsness.”  Although the term Nachträglichkeit disappears from Freud’s major text on 
trauma, it will be recast and reformulated in Beyond as a temporal model of trauma that challenges traditional 
conceptions of temporality. Once again, in other words, hysteria will have been the wellspring of a double 
legacy in Freud—on the one hand, a legacy that gives rise to the seduction theory, the abandonment of the 
seduction theory, the theory of infantile sexuality and primal phantasies; on the other, a legacy that leads to a 
rethinking of trauma, to the concept of repetition compulsion and the death drive. 

Nachträglichkeit reflects Freud’s early understanding of the sexual etiology of hysteria. But it does so by 
emphasizing the temporal dimension or temporal complexity of trauma: “a trauma,” says Laplanche when 
discussing Freud’s early work, “is situated entirely in the duplicitous play producing a kind of seesaw effect 
between … two events.”8 The example par excellence is the case of Emma, a case that is mentioned only in 
Freud’s posthumous “Project for a Scientific Psychology,” a text written in  (thus at the same time as Stud-
ies on Hysteria) but not published until . Here is Freud’s description of Emma in the “Project”:
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Emma is subject at the present time to a compulsion of not being able to go into shops alone. As a 
reason for this, she produced  a memory from the time when she was twelve years old (shortly after 
puberty). She went into a shop to buy something, saw the two shop-assistants  laughing together, 
and ran away in some kind of affect of fright Schreckaffekt   Further investigation  revealed a 
second memory … On two occasions when she was a child of eight she had gone into a shop to buy 
some sweets, and the shopkeeper had grabbed at her genitals through her clothes. (SE : - ).

As Laplanche argues in Life and Death in Psychoanalysis, neither of the two events is in itself traumatic. The 
first one triggers nothing: “the child, at the time she is the object of an adult assault, would not yet possess the 
ideas necessary to comprehend it.”  And the second event is, if anything, even less traumatic: “what is involved 

 is a nonsexual event, a banal scene out of daily life: going into a shop in which there are two assistants, per-
haps convulsed with laughter.”  And yet the second scene, a nonsexual scene, awakens the memory of the first. 

So how is it, Freud asks in his discussion of the case, that “a memory can arouse an affect that it did not 
arouse as an experience” (SE : )   How is it, we might ask, that an affect not experienced at the time of 
the “experience” is experienced belatedly, nachträglich, as the result of a memory? What is the cause of this 
“interpolated pathological process” (SE : )   The simple answer, the developmental answer, is “puberty”:

Here we have the case of a memory arousing an affect that it did not arouse as an experience, because 
in the meantime the change brought about  by puberty had made possible a different understanding 
ein anderes Verständnis  of what was remembered. (SE : ).

Only with puberty, in other words, can Emma understand what happened; only with puberty can she arrive at 
a “different understanding of what was remembered,” namely, a full understanding of the sexual nature of the 
assault. Thus, the first moment (when she enters the store as an eight-year old) is a moment of not understand-
ing, a moment of incomprehension. Emma is confronted, unprepared, with a sexual act that is highly significant 
but whose signification she cannot understand. Left hanging, isolated, dissociated, split-off, incomprehensible, 
the memory of the first moment is not in itself pathogenic or traumatizing. It only becomes pathogenic or trau-
matizing when it is revived by a second moment that enters into association with the first. So: in the second 
moment, the first moment is remembered, understood (though it is not a conscious understanding) and at the 
same time repudiated—this is when she runs away in a state of fright and her hysterical symptoms begin. Thus, 
given the fact of the new possibilities of reaction that have arisen with puberty (“the sexual release,” as Freud 
calls it), it is the newly revived memory (it’s a new-old or an old-new memory, a reminiscence) that serves as 
the source of traumatic energy: “We invariably find,” writes Freud, “that a memory is repressed which has only 
become a trauma nachträglich afterwards, belatedly . The cause of this state of things is the retardation of 
puberty as compared with the rest of the individual’s development” (SE : ). 

As Freud’s use of the term nachträglich makes clear here, Emma’s “trauma” is not to be located in either mo-
ment (it is not locatable in the first moment when she enters the store at eight nor it is locatable in the second 
moment when sees the assistants laughing); it is not locatable in either moment but only in the relation—only in 
the play or the “seesaw-effect”—between the two. And maybe this is the place to recall that this nachträglich-
effect (this afterwards or belated-effect) is the effect of the infiltrate (such that spatial and temporal unlocat-
abilities become expressions or versions of the same structure). I will also return, when we get to Beyond the 
Pleasure Principle, to what appears to be the nachträglich-affect (with an A, this time), namely the affect of 
fright (Schreckaffekt). 

But what if we extended this temporal understanding of sexual trauma to trauma in general and war trauma 
in particular? Indeed, what if we did so precisely on the basis of the temporal delay that seemed so clearly 
linked to the “retardation of puberty,” that is, to the particular features of human sexuality and human sexual 
understanding? What if, in other words, Emma’s sexual assault were traumatic not because her understanding 
of sexuality was delayed by puberty (though this was certainly the case) but because an immediate or timely un-
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derstanding of what was happening to her was, in a sense, impossible? I will argue in what follows that Freud’s 
temporal definition of trauma in Beyond the Pleasure Principle provides us with just such an extension of the 
concept of Nachträglichkeit. With his introduction of the temporal model of trauma in Beyond, as we will see, 
Freud transforms what was an empirical delay (the “retardation of puberty”) into a structural delay—namely, a 
untimeliness that is (or becomes) part and parcel of Freud’s definition of “trauma.”  Perhaps Freud also, belat-
edly, recognizes that Emma’s trauma is not really a “sexual” trauma but that sexuality is, as he himself says, a 
place that is particularly vulnerable to violence. 
 
Beyond the Pleasure Principle opens with Freud’s astonishment—his incomprehension—before the phenom-
enon of repetition compulsion. The patients he observes in the wake of World War I are war veterans whose 
symptoms seem to defy all recuperation by the pleasure principle. Flashbacks, traumatic dreams, and the con-
stant reliving of battlefield events are painful manifestations that can no longer be understood in terms of psy-
chic meaning. When the repetition compulsion acts in opposition to the pleasure principle, says Freud, it gives 
the appearance of “some ‘daemonic’ force at work” (SE : ). We see this daemonic force at work in cases 
where patients are repeatedly brought back to the situation of their accident:

D reams occurring in traumatic neuroses have the characteristic of repeatedly bringing the patient 
back into the situation of his accident, a situation from which he wakes up in another fright mit 
neuem Schrecken erwacht]. This astonishes people far too little … Anyone who accepts it as some-
thing self-evident that their dreams should put them back at night into the situation that caused them 
to fall ill has misunderstood the nature of dreams. It would be more in harmony with their nature if 
they showed the patient pictures from his healthy past or of the cure for which he hopes. (SE : )

Traumatic dreams bring about the return of an unpleasurable event that forces itself upon the psyche again 
and again. There is something compulsively self-destructive about traumatic dreams that cannot be reconciled 
with the psychoanalytic theory of dreams as wish fulfilment. Instead traumatic dreams constitute a breach in 
the theory of wish fulfilment; they challenge the dominance of the pleasure principle. Hence, traumatic dreams 
are doubly traumatic: they are traumatic for the patient who dreams them, and they are traumatic for the theory 
that owes its therapeutic power to the dominance of the pleasure principle. “This would seem to be the place,” 
says Freud, “at which to admit for the first time an exception to the proposition that dreams are fulfilments of 
wishes” (SE : ). 

According to Freud, however, this demonic force or compulsion is linked to an attempt to protect the life of 
the organism. By returning to the event over and over again, consciousness tries, retrospectively, to protect the 
psyche, to master the stimulus, to grasp the event that was not fully grasped in the first place: 

Traumatic  dreams are endeavoring to master the stimulus retrospectively, by developing the anxiety 
whose omission was the cause of the traumatic neuroses. They thus afford us a view of a function 
of the mental apparatus which, though it does not contradict the pleasure principle, is nevertheless 
independent of it and seems to be more primitive than the purpose of gaining pleasure and avoiding 
unpleasure. (SE : )

Traumatic dreams, says Freud, have a more archaic function than wish fulfillment. They repeatedly return the 
dreamer to the scene of the trauma in an effort to protect him or her belatedly from the accident for which he 
or she was not prepared. 
 
Here Freud is using dreams as an example of traumatic symptoms (a particularly striking example given his 
theory of wish fulfillment), but such symptoms are also found in (conscious) waking life (e.g., flashbacks). In 
all of these examples, ultimately, the failure to protect the psyche, the failure to master the stimulus, reflects 
a failure of consciousness. And in order to understand this failure, Freud must speculate on the origin of 
consciousness. Consciousness arises, he conjectures, out of the living organism’s need for protection against 
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stimulus coming from the outside:

This little fragment of living substance is suspended in the middle of an external world charged with 
the most powerful energies; and it would be killed by the stimulation emanating from these if it were 
not provided with a protective shield against stimuli. (SE : )

Consciousness functions like a stimulus barrier protecting the organism from excessive amounts of stimulation 
and excluding unsuitable kinds of stimuli. Freud compares consciousness and its use of the sense organs to 
“feelers” that are always “making tentative advances towards the external world and then drawing back from 
it” (SE : ). What causes trauma, therefore, is a breach in an otherwise efficacious barrier against stimuli: 
“We describe as ‘traumatic’ any excitations from outside which are powerful enough to break through the pro-
tective shield” (SE : ). Implicit in this breach of the stimulus barrier is a quantitative model of trauma: “the 
stimulus barrier protects the organism from too much stimulus coming from the outside.”11 

But consciousness is also what perceives, recognizes, comprehends, and interprets on the basis of a horizon 
of anticipation and knowledge. Hence consciousness is “a barrier of sensation and knowledge that protects 
the organism by placing stimulation within an ordered experience of time.”12 According to this model, trauma 
would be a rupture in the horizon of anticipation and knowledge, a “break in the mind’s experience of time.”  
Thus, when Freud defines trauma in terms of “the factor of surprise das Moment der Überraschung],” “the 
element of fright,” the “lack of any preparedness for anxiety,” his model of trauma is no longer quantitative 
but temporal:  

We may, I think, tentatively venture to regard the common traumatic neurosis as a consequence of 
an extensive breach being made in the protective shield against stimuli. This would seem to reinstate 
the old, na ve theory of shock  It  regards the essence of shock as being the direct damage to the 
molecular structure … of the nervous system, whereas what we seek to understand are the effects 
produced on the organ of the mind … And we still attribute importance to the element of fright. It is 
caused by lack of any preparedness for anxiety. (SE : ) 

     
It is the element of fright that distinguishes a breach in the mind from a breach in the molecular structure of 
the nervous system, a psychical trauma from a physical trauma. “Fright,” writes Freud, “is the name we give 
to the state a person gets into when he has run into danger without being prepared for it; it emphasizes the 
factor of surprise” (SE : ). What produces a traumatic neurosis, in other words, is a fundamental lack of 
preparedness, a structural immaturity or vulnerability against which there can be no developmental safeguard. 
What causes trauma, thus, is an event that comes too soon, an event that we don’t see coming, an event that 
surprises us and suspends our comprehension. And it’s not only what we do not understand but also that we do 
not understand, i.e., the fact that we do not understand: our incomprehension.

Which is another way of saying that consciousness comes too late: “the threat is recognized as such by the 
mind one moment too late.”  Or that what Freud calls “trauma” is an inherent belatedness in relation to the 
event. Trauma is nachträglich or delayed as such; it is not the event but precisely the missing of the event. A 
traumatic “event” is a missed event. Thus, in Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Nachträglichkeit is what struc-
tures the traumatic “event.”  For this reason Nachträglichkeit can no longer be linked to a specific event like 
the retardation of puberty. Nachträglichkeit becomes, rather, the structure of delay as such, i.e., the structure 
that determines a trauma. 

And finally it is this structural belatedness, this structure of delay, that leads Freud to his final, most radical, 
and most controversial hypothesis in Beyond the Pleasure Principle: the theory of the death drive. Accord-
ing to Freud’s own avowedly “far-fetched” speculation in Beyond, trauma must be linked, ultimately, to an 
originating force: the drive at the beginning of life to return the organism to an inanimate state. Like repetition 
compulsion (its most conspicuous expression), the death drive is an attempt to restore an earlier state of things 
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that was disrupted as a result of “external disturbing and diverting influences” (SE : ). Only in this case the 
external disturbing and diverting influences are the attributes of life itself: “The attributes of life were at some 
time evoked in inanimate nature by the action of a force of whose nature we can form no conception … The 
tension which then arose in what had hitherto been an inanimate substance endeavored to cancel itself out” (SE 

: ). Thus, the accident of life would be the original missed event, a missing whose universal symptom is 
the death drive. In this way, the structure of delay seems to become, for Freud, the originating structure of all 
human experience. 
  
But the question cannot fail to arise: if the structure of delay lies at the origin of life, if it is, as Freud describes 
it, an originating structure, would this not mean that we are all traumatized or bound to be traumatized? Would 
it not mean that every accident is a trauma? Would it not mean that everything is potentially traumatic and that 
each us is equally traumatizable  And finally, how do we reconcile this notion of originary structure with the 
specificity of war trauma in Beyond?

III. CONCLUSION: THE STRUCTURAL QUESTION

I would like to conclude briefly with this question about structure. What emerges from Beyond the Pleasure 
Principle is a new and perhaps unresolvable tension: is trauma defined by a structure (the structure of delay) or 
is it defined by an event (and Freud gives us very concrete examples of events in Beyond: “railway disasters,” 
“accidents involving a risk to life,” “ t he terrible war which has just ended” SE : )  What is the nature 
of the accident that becomes a trauma?  
 
And I think we can find an answer in Freud: Freud’s repeated insistence—from the very beginning, from his 
earliest work on hysteria—his insistence on the accidental quality, the surprise, the ungraspability, indeed 
the incomprehensibility of the event hints at two very different senses of “accident.” For every accident that 
Freud describes in Beyond is two things at once: ( ) it is an example of an actual, concrete, life-threatening or 
integrity-theatening event; and (2) it is an example of the structure of traumatic accidentality, that is, it is an 
example of the structure of delay. Only, it would seem, when an accident is both things at once—both event and 
structure—does it become traumatizing. What this means however is that no given event can in advance, with 
certainty, necessarily, be said to produce a trauma. That is, it’s always an accident whether or not any particular 
“accident” will be traumatizing.
 
In the end, one might say, Freud is drawing an essential distinction between two kinds of structure: a neccesary 
structure and an accidental structure (between something that must occur e.g., an accident that must always 
lead to trauma] and something that may but may also fail to occur). Indeed, one might sum up this essential 
difference by recalling that: ( ) an accident may always fail to occur (we are not all the victims of trauma); 
and (2) even if an accident does occur, it does not occur for everyone. Thus, for Freud, not only are we not all 
traumatized (though we may all be castrated), but we are also not all traumatizable. 
 
Let me just conclude by saying that to think trauma as an accidental structure is in no way to diminish the emo-
tional wounds of trauma. On the contrary—but this is already the beginning of another paper—it is to begin to 
think the accident, and with it the difficulty and the guilt, of survival. 

DE PAUL UNIVERSITY 
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NOTES

1. I am thinking in particular of the work of Jean Laplanche. For Laplanche, the true opposition lies not between life and 
death but between two principles, both of which pertain to sexuality: the principle of binding that regulates the sexual life 
drives and the principle of unbinding that regulates the sexual death drives. See, for example, Jean Laplanche, “La soi-disant 
pulsion de mort: une pulsion sexuelle,” Entre séduction et inspiration: l’homme (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 

), - . For Laplanche, and there is a very clear diagram of this relation in the volume Sexual: La sexualité élargie 
au sens freudien ( ), Freud’s “second dualism” (life drive versus death drive) should simply be subsumed under the term 
“sexuality.” 
. Sigmund Freud, Studies on Hysteria in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, 

trans. James Strachey in collaboration with Anna Freud, assisted by Alix Strachey and Alan Tyson,  vols. (London: The 
Hogarth Press, - ), , . Hereafter all further references to Freud’s works will be abbreviated SE followed by 
volume and page numbers in these editions. I have silently modified the Strachey translations throughout. 
. I first discussed this question of spatial unlocatability, delocalization, and foreign bodies in the context of neuroscience. 

See my “Foreign Bodies: Psychoanalysis and Neuroscience” in Journal of Speculative Philosophy .  ( ): - .
. Although hysterical reminiscences may be both “unremembered” and “unforgettable,” I would distinguish them from 

memories that are “unrememberable and unforgettable.”  In his  article, “The Unrememberable and the Unforgettable: 
Passive Primal Repression,” Alvin Frank explores memories that are subject to a “passive primal repression.” These memo-
ries are not directly recoverable because of the “immaturity of the mental apparatus at the time when the significant impres-
sions occurred” ( ); they are repressed as a result of a “developmental rather than a defensive vicissitude” ( ). We could 
certainly speculate that some hysterical memories are not only “unremembered” but also “unrememberable,” but this is not 
Freud and Breuer’s assumption (nor is it their experience with their patients) in Studies on Hysteria. See Alvin Frank, “The 
Unrememberable and the Unforgettable: Passive Primal Repression” in The Psychoanalytic Study of the Child  ( ): 

- . 
. Freud does not preclude proclivity (Eignung) or disposition (Disposition) from the etiology of hysteria, but he certainly 

does not reduce hysteria to them. See Freud’s discussion of these terms in the case of Miss Lucy R. in Studies on Hysteria:

It should be understood that I do not mean by this a hysteria that is independent of any pre-existing disposition. 
It is probable that no such hysteria exists. But we do not recognize a disposition of this sort in a subject until he 
has actually become a hysteric; for previously there was no evidence of its existence. (SE : , my emphasis)

One might speak here, along with Freud’s resistance to the language of “disposition” and “degeneracy,” of something like 
an “accidental structure”: a structure that would not precede the accident but would emerge with it as a kind of supplement. 
Thus, there is no accident without structure but also no structure without accident; that is to say, one must speak of the neces-
sity of the accident but also of the accident of structure, indeed of the co-originarity of proclivity and accident. 
. I am indebted here to Jacques Derrida’s analysis of suffering in his forthcoming The Death Penalty II ( - ), trans. 

Elizabeth Rottenberg (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, forthcoming), session .
. Jean Laplanche, “Notes on Afterwardsness,” Seduction, Translation and the Drives, trans. Martin Stanton (London: Insti-

tute of Contemporary Arts Editions: ), - .
8. Jean Laplanche, Life and Death in Psychoanalysis, trans. Jeffrey Mehlman (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 

),  (modified).
. Ibid., .
. Ibid., .

11. Cathy Caruth, Unclaimed Experience (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, ), n , , my emphasis. 
. Ibid., .
. Ibid., .
. I am paraphrasing here Jacques Derrida’s definition of the “event”: “The event is what comes and, in coming, comes to 

surprise me, to surprise and to suspend comprehension: the event is first of all that which I do not first of all comprehend. 
Better, the event is first of all that I do not comprehend. It consists in that, that I do not comprehend: that which I do not 
comprehend and first of all that I do not comprehend, the fact that I do not comprehend: my incomprehension.”  Jacques 
Derrida, “Autoimmunity: Real and Symbolic Suicides,” trans. Pascale-Anne Brault and Michael Naas, in Philosophy in a 
Time of Terror, ed. Giovanna Borradori (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, ), . Although I can do no more than 
mention it here, it is striking to note that Derrida moves from a language of “incomprehension” to a language of “temporal-
ity” or “temporalization” when he begins to speak of the “traumatic event” six pages later. 

. Caruth, Unclaimed Experience, .
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The following is a near-verbatim transcription of a long conversation between Graham Harman and 
Jon Roffe on 30 November 2014 in Melbourne, Australia. Bryan Cooke, who transcribed this event, 
and I made only very minor edits in order to clarify the few moments in the recording that were par-
ticularly unclear; otherwise, this is a full record of a wide-ranging discussion, including a number 
of uestions from the oor  arrhesia oul  li e to than  the Cluster for the study of Organisation, 
Society and Markets, who hosted Graham Harman’s visit, and the Melbourne School of Continental 
Philosophy for their support in running the event and publishing this transcript—Jon Roffe

Jon Roffe Well, first of all, thanks for being a part of this.

Graham Harman Happy to be here in Australia for the first time. We’ve had a wonderful visit. We’ve been in 
Melbourne for two weeks. We’re going to Sydney next; I’ve heard great things about Sydney too.

JR Well these people are from Melbourne so they won’t believe anything nice you say about Sydney. laughter
So, as I’ve said, we’re keen to sort of make this a conversation more than an  interrogation. If you feel the 
questions are too hard, you can respond, well, as if you were being interrogated  That’s fine as well. So I sup-
pose I’d like, first of all, to just begin with some very preliminary kinds of questions and sort of introduce those 
people who are here to your thought in a kind of very introductory way that we can delve into as time goes on. 
turning to audience  Now if you’ve seen Graham talk, you know that he uses these little prompt cards with 

some mysterious messages on them that—in other words, he’s able to reconstruct his thought from these little 
kernels. So I thought I’d take that as a cue and ask you if you could say in three propositions, what would be 
the key elements of your philosophical approach

GH How about four

PROPOSITIONS, OBJECTS, QUESTIONS
Graham Harman, in conversation with Jon Roffe
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JR Four  laughs  Okay, fine. 

FOUR PROPOSITIONS ON OBJECT-ORIENTED PHILOSOPHY

GH Okay, the first one: when we’re talking about Object Oriented Philosophy we’re trying to follow philoso-
phy’s mission of being as broad as possible. So, of course, the natural sciences will deal with a specific kind of 
object, physical materials usually, ultimate materials; psychology will deal with mental entities and so forth. 
Philosophy has a more general mandate than that. We’re trying to make the globe instead of a map. And so you 
have to be able to account for everything. So in talking about objects, I’m trying to cast as wide a net as pos-
sible: just about anything can be considered an object. 

Now this itself isn’t entirely original. You can find different philosophers from the late s onwards doing 
this. It started with the Austrian school with Twardowski and Meinong and the young Husserl who were mak-
ing similar claims—the object is the most general object of philosophy.  You’ve got Bruno Latour, in his early 
phase, especially Irreductions, talking about how we can’t decide in advance what’s real and not real, that  we 
have to simply cast our net as wide as possible and open it up to everything. That’s what they call a “flat ontol-
ogy” these days—I’ll say later tonight why I don’t think ontology can be completely flat, but it’s a good starting 
point. Don’t start off by assuming that everything’s material, or that it must be a perception of the mind  You 
start off with an agnostic attitude about what’s real and what’s not. So that’s the first point. And, again, a lot of 
philosophers have done this: that’s not entirely original. 

The more original turn, I would say, although it comes out of Heidegger, can be linked to Kant most easily per-
haps. If you think about Kant, there are probably two basic things going on in Kant. One of them, of course, is 
that there are things in themselves that can be thought but not known, and so philosophy becomes a meditation 
on the conditions of human access to the world instead of about the world itself. That’s one feature of Kant. The 
other feature, however, which doesn’t get quite as much attention, is the fact that it’s always a matter of human 
and world, which later gets called correlationism by Meillassoux, which means that in Kant’s framework you 
can’t talk about the interaction of two inanimate entities. All you can talk about is how humans come to perceive 
that collision between two entities in terms of the categories of the Understanding and space and time? You’re 
never going to talk about the world in itself without humans being there. And so philosophy becomes a kind 
of epistemology. 

Now, since there are two aspects to Kant, two major aspects to Kant, there are two major ways you can reverse 
him. Now the first way is what the German Idealists do, which is to say Kant was great except that he had this 
na ve, old-fashioned, dogmatic thing about the things-in-themselves, so we can get rid of that. And they also 
held that the distinction between thought and reality is actually internal to thought. This gave us German Ideal-
ism and now it gives us i ek and Badiou. And it gives us Meillassoux. 

Meillassoux, for example, is often thought of as a sort of na ve realist because he begins his book After Finitude 
with “ancestrality” meaning that we can talk about the Big Bang and supernovae that existed before any human 
existed and so sometimes it’s said that Meillassoux starts from the scientific standpoint against this postmodern 
viewpoint that we’re trapped in language. Actually, you know, Meillassoux is much more of an advocate of that 
kind of approach. Meillassoux believes in what he calls the “correlationist circle”, which is to say that you can-
not think of a thing outside of thought, because you’re already thinking about it when you do that and therefore 
it’s already a thought. It’s the same basic move as German Idealism. Meillassoux believes very much that that’s 
a powerful argument in a way that I don’t. And so he has to create this kind of complicated path out of it, a kind 
of “inside job” as it were. He’s someone who accepts the basic claim of the correlationist circle and wants to 
escape it. I don’t think his solution works.

 I would prefer to reverse the other aspect of Kant. I think finitude is a decisive step forward. I don’t think we 
can get out of that, but I think instead of reversing that, we can reverse the human world priority in Kant. So, 
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in other words, instead of finitude being this tragic human predicament—where poor humans are trapped in 
our categories and we’re trapped in space and time and we can never know the in-itself the way God would—I 
hold this to be true of all relations whatsoever.  Whatever the two terms are, whether there’s a human there or 
not. Any relation involves finitude. Any relation including brute, inanimate causal relation involves a kind of 
finitude. Things are withdrawing from each other even at the inanimate level. 

And so I have this counterfactual speculation about what could have happened in German philosophy: instead 
of German Idealism, you could have had German Realism  And it’s not as unlikely as it sounds. Remember 
that Germany was awash in Leibniz at that time, philosophically, and for Leibniz there’s no special status of 
the human. There’s the special status of monads, but they’re not all human. All relations are problematic, all 
entities are cut off from each other for Leibniz: monads have no windows. And so it could have easily taken 
this direction in German philosophy: it’s not that the problem with Kant is this stupid finitude, it’s this stupid 
insistence on putting humans at the centre  And so Object Oriented Philosophy, as I conceive it, is this attempt 
to bring German Realism on to the board, two hundred years late. And it could have happened then. 

So that’s the second point I would say about my work and it entails a sub-point, which is that there’s no direct 
causation possible. Causation becomes a real philosophical problem. Because if entities withdraw from each 
other—that’s Heidegger’s term—because things can never touch each other directly, if things can only touch 
caricatures of each other (caricatures, distortions, transformations, translations of each other) it becomes prob-
lematic how things touch. 

And this happens to have been raised in the Tradition, in the school that’s known as Occasionalism, which 
is famous to you from French philosophy. Beginning with Descartes actually, even though his students are 
usually called the first Occasionalists. Descartes has this problem: of how mind and body, which are separate 
substances, are able to touch. And his answer is they can’t, except with God as the mediator. There was no real 
Body-Body problem for Descartes. It was a Mind-Body problem. The Body-Body problem he’s able to skip 
over by implying, if not always stating, that the whole physical world is one body, so there’s not really gaps in 
that Body. Hence, you don’t really need God for science; you can keep religion and science completely apart. 
God is only needed for my moving my arm and things of that sort. 

This actually goes back earlier though. It goes back to Islamic theology which is something I did not realise 
until I moved to Egypt and started becoming familiar with this so I could teach it to the students in Egypt who 
wanted to know about this. And this began from a fairly radical, we could call it radically conservative, inter-
pretation of the Qu’ran, and one passage in particular where they’re speaking about the Battle of Badr where 
the Muslims prevailed against long odds. And it says in the Qu’ran that you think you threw the stone, but in 
fact it was Allah who threw the stone. And one way of interpreting that, the mainstream way is to say it was a 
miracle: God intervened in that battle and gave the victory to the Muslims—you can read it that way. That’s 
the mainstream way. The other way you can read it, which is the more radical one is you can say that God 
intervenes in everything: you’re not doing anything. You think you’re picking something up, God is actually 
picking it up. Their favourite example in Islamic philosophy: fire burning cotton. It looks like the fire is burning 
the cotton, but in fact, fire touching cotton is simply an occasion for Allah to intervene.

And in fact in Islamic Occasionalism as they call it (which comes from the Ash’arite school in Southern Iraq, 
fairly early in the history of Islam) entities can’t even endure for more than a second without God recreating 
them. So this is the other side of Occasionalism: the fact that everything exists for only an instant and that 
there’s a continuous recreation, which we know about from French philosophy in the th century, but it’s an 
Islamic idea. I hold that this was actually the most important contribution of Islamic philosophy to European 
philosophy. I didn’t say Western, because Islamic philosophy is Western philosophy. It comes from Greek phi-
losophy. It comes from our same monotheistic tradition. So Islamic philosophy is part of Western philosophy 
in a way that Indian and Chinese philosophy are not.
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Most secular Western people will laugh at this today, you know—isn’t this ridiculous to think that God is pick-
ing up everything  Not all of my students in Egypt make fun of this. A lot of them believe this literally. But in a 
way, we believe a different version of this. I hold that Hume and Kant are simply different versions of this. An 
upside-down version of it. Obviously, after Descartes and Malebranche.

Malebranche restores the Body-Body problem which Descartes left out.  Body-Body interaction is a problem, 
here’s an occasionalism there—God is intervening in causation. You can read Spinoza and Leibniz in this way. 
You can read Berkley in this way. There’s a strong, powerful strand running through th century philosophy, 
both the Continental and the Anglo-American traditions—the Rationalist and Empiricist as we usually call it. 
But so where did this go  We can look at it historically and be amused by it and think it was important for its 
time, but notice what happens. In a sense, Occasionalism survives, but instead of God being the centre-piece of 
all causal relations, the human mind became the centre-piece of all causal relations in Hume and Kant who are 
basically still our contemporaries. Philosophy moves so slowly  You can be a Humean or a Kantian and say so 
and nobody’s going to laugh at you, right  Whereas if you say you’re a Leibnizian, literally, and you believe in 
the best of all possible worlds, people are going to laugh a bit.  You can take things from Leibniz, but you can’t 
be a literal Leibnizian. But you can be a literal Humean or a literal Kantian today, which proves that they’re 
still our contemporaries. What did Hume and Kant do the Occasionalist project  They didn’t say “God’s inter-
vening.” They said the human mind is the source of all causation. So it’s not God anymore, but there’s still a 
monopoly. There is a single entity at the centre of things making all causal interaction possible. In Hume’s case 
it’s habit, or customary conjunction. That’s the only causation we can know of. We can’t know if there’s any 
other kinds. And in Kant’s case, causation is explicitly a category of the Understanding. And we haven’t really 
gotten beyond this. When people want to talk about object-object interactions, they tend to route them through 
humans. And that’s what I’m trying to reverse in my work.

Two appendices to that. One is that Alfred North Whitehead brought back the God version of Occasionalism in 
the th century. It’s not the side of Whitehead that people like. But prehensions are going through God. You’re 
prehending objects, oversimplifying them in terms of the eternal objects which are contained in God. Then 
Bruno Latour, despite being a more religious person than Whitehead—Bruno Latour’s very much a practicing 
Catholic—does not bring in God as an ad hoc solution in his philosophy the way Whitehead tends to do. So 
Latour secularises it. Latour says that every relation needs a mediator: it needs some third term to make any 
relation possible. 

This has had a lot of use in the social sciences, but it is still problematic. Take an example.  Latour’s famous 
one is Joliot, Fr d ric Joliot, the French physicist, who’s trying to start a French atomic bomb project right on 
the eve of the Second World War and failed to do this before France was out of the war. And Latour is saying: 
what was the connection between politics and neutron before that  At least in France, there was none. Neutrons 
were discovered, I believe in , by Chadwick. No-one ever suspected that there was a political significance 
to neutrons. It was Joliot who had to convince the French government that politics and neutrons had a lot to do 
with each other because this might save the war for France if we can build this bomb before Hitler builds it. He 
failed. The war was over for France and he dropped out of the picture. 

Now, what’s the problem with this  Latour says that Joliot’s always the mediator between the two; Joliot con-
nects politics and neutrons. The paradox of Latour’s position is that you don’t know what connects Joliot to 
politics, you don’t know what connects Joliot to neutrons  You need another mediator between those two. So 
Joliot is connected to neutrons because of scientific instruments. How does he connect with scientific instru-
ments  Through his eyes. How does he connect with his eyes  Through his nervous system. See you can keep 
adding intermediaries a  infinitum for Latour. And he says you can just break it off when it gets boring. It’s a 
pragmatic solution. You know, if you want to study the French atomic bomb project, you can ignore his eye and 
his nervous system, it’s irrelevant. 
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Okay, that’s fine pragmatically. But a pragmatic solution is not a metaphysical solution. You may remember 
eno’s paradox: how do I leave this room  Because in order to leave this room I have to go half way to the door, 

but then to get from there to the door, I have to go between half way and the door and then I need to go half way 
again and half way again and I keep on getting closer and closer and I’ll never get out the door. And there’s that 
famous refutation where the guy just got up and walked out of the door. And I believe he was soundly thrashed 
by his teacher for doing so because it was considered an anti-intellectual solution. So someone could thrash 
Latour, I guess. I don’t wish to do that  You could thrash Latour for the same reason. It’s a pragmatic solution: 
you give up when it gets boring. You need a metaphysical solution. 

And I hold that the reason Latour fails is that he has too much of a flat ontology: he treats all actors the same. 
All actors are on the same footing, so anytime you put two actors together and ask what’s the link you get a 
third actor, but then that actor also has an infinite number of links between it and all the other actors. I hold that 
the only way you can solve this is by having two different kinds of actors, just like the only way you can touch 
magnets is to have north and south poles. You can’t touch the north poles of a magnet together and make a chain 
of magnets. They’ll keep repelling—so will actors when you try to link them. They will repel. You need north 
and south, south and north. So I’m going to say that here have to be two kinds and only two kinds of objects.
 
It’s going to lead me to the third point, I believe: that there are two kinds of objects. The first was the one I 
drew from Heidegger. My career began with trying to push Heidegger as far as I could push him. Heidegger, 
of course, is seen to be a very complicated figure and he’s extremely prolific. I hold that he’s extremely simple: 
he’s as simple as any philosopher we’ve seen since pre-Socratic times  In fact, maybe he’s the new Parmenides. 
Heidegger, his most famous passage is of course the tool analysis in Being and Time, which I hold to be the 
most important thought-experiment in th century philosophy and I don’t think it’s been overcome since then. 
Heidegger, of course, was arguing against phenomenology. How could you characterise Husserl’s phenom-
enology  By saying that you should not invent theories about things that are beyond phenomenal access. You 
should simply describe in patient detail everything that is present to the mind. So don’t invent theories about 
when the door slams, the air is vibrating in your eardrum and that going up through your nervous system and 
creating things in your brain That’s a scientific theory. We have no direct access to that happening. And any 
scientific theory is grounded in immediate human experience. What’s the immediate human experience  It’s 
that we hear the door slam. And there are all these subtleties to hearing the door slam. There are different lev-
els of sound—and it might make me panic a little bit for a second and then I calm down There are all these 
things you can describe. Husserl famously had his students describe a mailbox for a semester. There are lots of 
things you could say about a mailbox. Like: I only see the front-side, but I assume the rest is there.  There are 
lots of things you can do with perception. Merleau-Ponty does it in an even sexier and more literarily satisfying 
fashion, I think. Merleau-Ponty can find all these different layers in our perceptions.

So, in a sense, Heidegger begins by trying to negate that, saying “this is a model of presence.” Things are pres-
ent to the mind. Heidegger simply observes that this is a pretty rare case: it’s pretty rare that things are present 
to our minds. That usually happens when things malfunction. Most of the time, things are not present to the 
mind. We’re simply relying on them.  We’re taking them for granted. We’re taking for granted the floor in this 
room, the oxygen in the air; the function of your bodily organs; your command of English grammar so that you 
can understand me pretty well; the fairly stable political situation of Australia so we don’t have to worry about a 
riot interrupting this lecture—these sorts of things are taken for granted in the background. This, for Heidegger, 
is the layer of tools; it’s a system of equipment. 

Now, this tends to be read, especially by analytic philosophers these days—Heidegger’s becoming more popu-
lar among analytic philosophers—it’s read as meaning that praxis comes before theory, that prior to theory and 
perception there’s this vast practical underground of things that we rely on and praxis comes first and theory 
comes second. There’s a problem with this reading of Heidegger which is that praxis distorts the things just as 
much as theory does. When you use a thing, you don’t exhaust the thing anymore than when you stare at the 
thing, look at it, make theories about it. In both cases you are reducing the thing to a caricature, to a model. 
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You don’t have direct access to the thing itself. You’re conceptualising it in terms of certain properties—but 
you can’t grasp all of these. I can sit in the chair and I can look at the chair. In both cases, I’m missing a lot of 
features of the chair  A dog can smell things in the chair. A mosquito can detect certain vibrations in the chair, 
probably. Raindrops can probably interact with the chair in ways that I can’t imagine.

So, really there’s a sense in which things withdraw from all human access whether it’s theoretical or practical: 
that’s the first step. The second step, which is the part people think is crazy, is the fact that this happens in all 
relations. This happens in fire-cotton relations and raindrop-wood relations  In any relation between any two 
things, there’s a distortion, there’s a translation going on. And I would agree that human cognition is something 
very different, very much more interesting probably than inanimate interaction. The question is whether that 
difference needs to be inscribed into the basis of your ontology. Does the difference between human thoughts 
and everything else need to be a basic cut in the fabric of the universe —as i ek will tell you, as Meillassoux 
will tell you, as Badiou will tell you. I think “no.”  I think it’s a difference in degree and they will say you 
can’t just have a difference in degree, it leads to panpsychism.  Okay, fine. Fair enough.  But they run into the 
opposite problem which is that you have to have these magical leaps: ontological catastrophes as i ek calls 
them, where the subject suddenly emerges from its material basis. Or in Meillassoux’s case thought emerges 
suddenly for no reason at all, just like life emerged for no reason at all and just as the virtual god will emerge in 
the future for no reason at all. I think this is a much bigger problem than the gradual thesis of the Great Chain 
of Being which I agree with to some extent. 

So that’s Heidegger’s object. Heidegger’s object withdraws from any contact. It can never be grasped either 
by human cognition or by any causal interaction at all. There’s another side of Heidegger I want to get rid of, 
which is the holism. He has this idea that all tools fit together in a system which is defined, ultimately, by my 
potentiality for being. So there’s no such thing as a hammer really There’s no such thing as walls and a floor—
there’s only such a thing as a system of equipment and that system of equipment gains its meaning from me. 
This building has its meaning because I’m Dasein and I need to keep dry and I need to hold activities in a build-
ing where wind isn’t blowing on my papers—all these things give the tool-system its meaning. The problem 
is, if this were strictly true, tools could never break. If tools are part of a sleek, holistic system where they only 
can their meaning by the other tools, why would they ever change  If a tool, if an object had no surplus beyond 
its current relations to other things, it could never surprise us, it could never come out and shatter our current 
expectations. So these are two things about Heidegger—lessons  but also signs of caution. 

Now, let’s go back to Husserl who I dismissed earlier as this na ve idealist who thinks everything’s present be-
fore the mind. There’s another aspect of Husserl that’s been missed even by Husserl’s defenders, who defended 
him against Heidegger. There’s still plenty of those. And that is that Husserl has objects that are not withdrawn. 
Husserl is all about intentional objects. Husserl is an object-oriented philosopher. Phenomenology is an object-
oriented school: one of the greatest in history. What does Husserl tell us  What’s the problem that Brentano, 
Husserl’s great teacher, in Husserl’s eyes  Well, for Husserl, Brentano is too close to British empiricism. What 
does British empiricism tell us about objects  It tells us that there are no objects, there are bundles of qualities. 
There’s no apple: there’s red, cold, hard, sweet, juicy, spherical and those go together so often that by habit I 
say, okay, we’ll call this an apple for convenience sake, it’s actually all these qualities bundled together.  There’s 
no real object there, it’s just a bunch of qualities appearing together separately; I bundle them together myself.  
Husserl, in a sense, does exactly the opposite. He flips it upside down and he may well be the first philoso-
pher ever to have done that. You can find parts of Kant where he moves in that direction, the transcendental 
object x, but Husserl’s the one who really does it explicitly. Husserl says: “your friend Hans is coming down 
the street,”—this is Logical Investigations—you don’t say to yourself: “this Hans looks pretty similar to the 
guy I called Hans yesterday, the shirts are different; the moods look a little different, their posture looks a little 
different, but the bundle of qualities is, you know,  similar, so we’ll arbitrarily call this Hans.’” No, that’s 
not what happens. What happens is you see the same person, you say: “It’s Hans again, just like yesterday;  he 
looks sad today, he looked happy yesterday; his shirt is different, but it’s still Hans”. The object comes first.
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And in fact, what‘s phenomenology all about  It’s about stripping away the accidental features that an object 
does not need in order to be itself. It’s about going in your mind and saying: “okay, what is it that makes Hans 
Hans, what is the essence of Hans ” It’s not having a blue shirt, because he doesn’t need that. It’s not standing 
like this, because he can change that. It’s not being happy, because he can change that. In a way this is just 
Aristotle renewed. Because what did Aristotle tell us about substances  He said a substance is that which can 
have opposite properties at different times. Socrates is happy then he’s sad.  Happy is always happy, sad is 
always sad; but Socrates can be happy and then sad: he’s indeterminate with respect to qualities. There’s some 
essential ones you have to have. Obviously, if you push it far enough, Hans is no longer Hans: he’s dead Hans 
or, you know, you’re wrong and it’s not Hans, it’s J rg or, you know, there comes a point when it’s no longer 
the same thing. And Husserl’s point with the phenomenological method, with eidetic reduction, is to figure out 
where that line is that you can’t cross and it’s no longer the same thing. 

So, there’s a different kind of object in Husserl. This is not Heidegger’s object. This is not withdrawn. There’s 
nothing withdrawn in each of you when I look at you. There is, but that’s a different kind of object  When I look 
at you, I see you. I look right through each of your specific qualities and I ignore your slight changes in posture 
as you move as I’m talking; I look right through you and I see the same person there. So that’s what I call the 
‘sensual’ object.  Husserl calls it the intentional object. I stopped calling it that for two reasons. One is that it’s a 
boring term. The other one is that the term has become confused. A lot of analytic philosophers use “intentional 
object” to mean the object outside the mind that you’re pointing at. That’s not what Husserl meant. Husserl 
meant the object in the mind, the object that’s directly accessible to you, but covered over in sic  accidents. 
So, Heidegger’s object is always withdrawn, it’s always more than it seems to be. Husserl’s object is always 
less than it seems to be because it’s always encrusted with all these accidents that are not necessary, that can be 
taken away. So you get these two kinds of objects. You also have two kinds of qualities, because there are the 
essential qualities of thing which we can perceive.  There are also the real qualities of things. This is the sense 
of the simple Leibnizian argument which is, if all these monads were the same, if all these hidden real objects 
were the same --, i.e. they had the same qualities—they’d be the same object. Things need to have different 
qualities. So there are hidden real qualities: the ones that Husserl was trying to get at, mentally, by analysing 
the thing and seeing what the essential features are. But there’s also the sensual ones: there’s the colours and the 
moods and the postures that I’m seeing in all of you right now —that I’m encountering directly.

And it’s not just humans, I argue, who do that. Objects are encountering sensual qualities of each other. Two 
kinds objects, two kinds of qualities. That leads to four tensions between the objects and the qualities. And, in 
a sense, the research program of Object-Oriented Philosophy is trying to explore those tensions. One of them 
leads to the tension that I call “aesthetic” which is the very important one for me—aesthetics is a very important 
thing in my philosophy—that’s the real object in tension with its sensual qualities: the object is absent but the 
qualities are there. This happens primarily in aesthetic situations, I hold. You’ve got the relation between the 
sensual object and the sensual qualities which I call “time”; and the other one, real objects and sensual qualities, 
I call “space”; and the other two I call “essence” and “eidos”. If you want a complete explanation of this, go to 
my book The Quadruple Object: that’s a draft of what I’ll be doing in my next big, thick book. 

Okay, so that’s what we’re trying to do: explore the tensions between the four kinds of objects against other 
kinds of philosophies whose methods all boil down to trying to collapse those distinctions. So, idealists try 
to collapse the distinction between real and phenomenal. They’re trying to say “there’s nothing behind the 
phenomenal: to be is to be perceived.”  There aren’t many full-blown idealists.  There’s Berkley and a handful 
of others. Usually people realise that it’s an extreme position and try to qualify it in some way, but that’s what 
idealists try to do, they try to collapse that distinction between real and phenomenon. What do empiricists do  
They try to collapse the distinction between objects and qualities: they say there are no objects, there are just 
qualities. But against the different ways people try to collapse these distinctions, we’re trying to say that you 
can never collapse them. You should insist on the tension. And there are different ways that these tensions play 
out and can be examined.
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Okay, that leads to the fourth and final point I was going to make which is that since real objects withdraw 
from each other, the only option is that sensual objects are the glue between them. Because real and real cannot 
touch—they withdraw—a sensual object is always the bridge between real and real. And this has the counter-
intuitive implication that causal relation is always a matter of the surface. Some contemporary philosophers 
like to say that the surface is sterile, that everything has to happen in the depths. I would say the opposite. In the 
depths things cannot make contact. In the depths things just are what they are; they don’t change. Any volatil-
ity happens on the surface. Two real objects come into relation only through a sensual object which basically 
means some mind, but it doesn’t have to be a human mind. It could be the mind of a raindrop or a rock—though 
I don’t call it a ‘mind’ in the same sense as human’s, but it’s some intentional sphere, some sensual sphere 
where all interactions occur between real objects. So in a sense, causation occurs in minds, not in physical na-
ture, because in physical nature nothing touches. So that’s one counter-intuitive implication  Likewise, sensual 
objects cannot touch because sensual objects don’t exist for each other. Sensual objects exist for real objects, 
namely, me, or some other perceiver. So I’ve got the caricature of the table and the caricature of the chair, those 
caricatures have no relation to each other. They have relation only for me, because my experience unifies both 
of them. So the real is always the bridge for the two sensuals; the sensual is always the bridge for the two reals. 
And that’s what we try to analyse in Object-Oriented Philosophy.

OBJECTS

JR All right. Maybe I should have given you one point to summarise  laughter.   Let’s linger for a moment 
on this name: b ect riente  hilosophy   To continue our discussion, I suppose I’d like to take each of these 
words and think about each of them individually. You’ve just given a very clear description of what an object 
is. My question would be to do with the starting point of your philosophy. You start with objects, but why do 
you start with objects  It would seem almost an act of faith or a decision—an ungrounded decision or a deci-
sion unmotivated, let’s say, by prior theoretical concerns. If we were going to start with an object, we could 
also start with things, or relations, or indeed, anything, in the same way, if there is no prior reason for picking 
the object to start with 

GH Right. I suppose any philosophy probably has some ungrounded first principle and we can try to anal-
yse ourselves, but I suppose I would say this: what motivates me, in starting with objects, is a certain anti-
reductionist spirit. Philosophy is, etymologically, the love of wisdom. It’s not wisdom, which means we can’t 
start with any given theory of what an object is. So materialists will often start with a theory, the wish or the 
assumption, that everything has to be made of ultimate physical particles. This is what I call undermining. 
You undermine objects when you say, as the pre-Socratics did, that all these mid-sized objects that we see are 
not really there, that what’s ultimate is the ultimate physical constituents whether it’s air, earth, fire and water 
together; whether it’s atoms, whether it’s the indeterminate apeiron—this kind of blob like entity which every-
thing specific emerges from—these are ways of undermining objects. And a lot of philosophies, particularly 
those of a traditional materialist stripe, do this.  They’re trying to say we have to destroy objects to get down 
to the underpinning because objects are delusional in some way. So it’s kind of wisdom. It’s a kind of reduc-
tionist wisdom that says these objects are na ve and we need to go beneath them. My objection to this is that it 
can’t really explain emergent phenomena. We can easily see, I think, that things do not necessarily change just 
because their components change in some way. Obviously if they change too much, the thing will collapse. So 
I wouldn’t say the thing is totally divorced from its material underpinnings—at least it doesn’t have to be, but 
if you change a couple of atoms in your shoe, it’s not really a different shoe, is it  You could say that it is, but 
that’s a very radical metaphysics of a different kind you’re saying only that the particles are different. 

Now, the other reductionist direction, which is more common in modern philosophy and post-modernity is 
just as dangerous. That’s what I call over-mining, just by analogy with undermining. It’s a term I  the word 
“overmining” exists in English, but it only means you’re exhausting a mine by taking too many minerals out. I 
use it this way: to mean you’re reducing upward. You’re saying: “objects aren’t too shallow; they’re too deep  
Why do you need this fiction of real things in themselves outside of the event, or outside of language or outside 
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of power  Really everything’s constructed by society or it’s a perception in our mind and it’s a na ve fantasy to 
think there needs to be this thing outside. The problem with this is I don’t see how it can explain change. If a 
thing is nothing more than its current configuration, whether for perception, or in relation to other things, as for 
Latour, whether in terms of some instantaneous event; there’s no way you can explain the change that occurs. 
If I have nothing more than my relations to all of you and my relations to those who are thinking me around 
the world, how will I be a different person an hour from now, a week from now, a month from now  There is 
some surplus of me that is not currently expressed. There’s an unexpressed reality in things and that’s..that’s 
what objects are. Objects are an unexpressed surplus. The only way to get out of that is by injecting some kind 
of supposed becoming or change-power into the relational network which I don’t think ever works. Because it’s 
like, you know, in Molière’s play where he asks: “How does this sleeping pill put people to sleep ” And they 
say: “By virtue of a sleeping power.” Well, it’s like saying: “How do objects change  By virtue of a changing 
power.” There’s process in the things or there’s conatus. You can’t do that. That’s simply a magical way of 
injecting something into things that allows you to get out of a problem that’s really there. If you have things 
and they’re in a current state, you have to explain how that thing changes. So that’s my motivation for starting 
with objects.

JR Okay. So, for you problems arise after the first decision, if you like. That are best encountered by picking the 
middle path. That would be the idea. Okay. So, there are two kinds of objects. One kind, what you call sensual 
objects, they’re not withdrawn. 

GH That’s right.

JR So, in a sense, the problem of change that you identified just before, only pertains to real objects and not 
sensual ones. Is that right

GH That’s correct. Aristotle, already very early on, dealt with this paradox between the sense that, in one sense, 
reality is a continuum and in another sense, it’s punctuated in different pieces. In a way this is the difference 
between what the Metaphysics and the hysics is all about. In the hysics  of course, he’s talking about con-
tinuum. Aristotle points out that you can’t say exactly how many moments of time are in this event tonight. Is 
this event split into five parts  Is it splint into twenty  Is it splint into a million  You can potentially divide it 
up anyway you want. It’s arbitrary to some extent. How many numbers are there between one and a hundred  
As many as you want  You can go by halves, you can go by quarters. There’s potentially an infinite number of 
numbers between one and a hundred.  Or three. You can jump by forties or you know

JR You can do that with Aristotle. But since then, in set theory, that problem’s been resolved, right  Because 
you can say—definitively, if you like—that there’s an infinite number; we can rank the sizes of infinite numbers 
in the continuum, and so on.

GH You can, but you still can’t You still really can’t put a number on it. You can just put different numbers 
on it. You can potentially divide it up with any of those transfinite numbers. Becoming is another ‘one’ for 
Aristotle. How many moments of becoming are there in your life   Are there three major stages in your life 
or fifty  You again can’t do that. And space: how many parts of this room are there  Now, some philosophies 
want to turn everything into continuum and say that somehow individuals are the product of human practical 
decisions, that the mind is somehow arbitrarily cutting things up into parts.  But that’s not there in Aristotle. 
Aristotle has the paradox that the Metaphysics is not about a continuum. It’s about substances. It’s about things 
that—how many people are there in this room  I can’t arbitrarily divide that up. There are a given number of 
people in this room, which means that you’re a different kind of thing then space or number. You could, if you 
had some radical metaphysics where we’re all just some undifferentiated flux of vibrant matter and we’re going 
to cut things arbitrarily into pieces, but this leads to problems, I think.

JR Well, you could say that there’s a difference between arbitrary and contingent though, right  There could 
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be a real reason for things being divided up in a certain way that’s not arbitrary which nonetheless wouldn’t 
require any essence of the things.

GH Okay, but if you’re conceding that than you’re already saying that how you count is not entirely your deci-
sion. There’s certain criteria you have to use 

JR Sure.

GH which means there’s something outside of you that guides that decision. And we can be wrong. We can 
be wrong in our decisions about how to divide up history or how to divide up the ten greatest philosophers or 
something  But there’s something outside of us that’s guiding that decision.

JR Sure. Well, before we go on, I guess I want to ask about the distinction between the two kinds of objects: 
what do they share as objects  What allows us to call both of these things objects per se  

GH Yes

JR Given that the crucial feature of a real object is its withdrawnness and the sensual object doesn’t share 
this, what allows us to say that they’re both the same

GH They are both units. And they are both able to bear different qualities

JR Okay.

GH And that’s the main similarity.

JR Okay. That they’re united. And qualitatively featured in some way or other

GH That’s right.

ORIENTATIONS

JR Okay, got it.  Let’s turn to the second word: oriented, orientation, object-oriented philosophy. Obviously, 
we’ve reflected on this a little already in invoking the decision to start with objects. Now, let me quote Kant, 
who’s got an obviously very famous notion of orientation from “What does it mean to orient oneself in think-
ing ”. Here’s what he says: “To orient oneself in thinking in general means, when objective principles of reason 
are insufficient for holding something true to determine the matter according to a subjective principle.”

So, again, this would seem—certainly from the Kantian point of view, which we might have questions with, I 
suppose—to indicate that there is a question of grounding the decision, let me put it that way. In your view, is 
there a way of grounding these basic moments in philosophy

GH Yes, but I don’t think it’s an axiomatic one. You see in Meillassoux for example this idea that he can start 
from a first principle that’s absolutely unshakable and then deduce eternal and absolute truths from it. I don’t 
think that’s possible; I side with Whitehead on this. Whitehead talks about how deduction is a very subordinate 
moment of philosophy. He says the method of philosophy is not that of geometry, it’s of what he calls ‘descrip-
tive generalisation’. And this is why Whitehead says that philosophies are abandoned, they’re not refuted. 
There’s always arguments against any philosophy. You give them up, I guess, to some extent for pragmatic 
reasons when a philosophy becomes sterile, when it turns into a series of robotically repeated formulae by those 
who practice it, it starts to dry up and it starts to die which happens to any philosophy and which will happen to 
mine at some point as well—maybe sooner than I hope  We’ll see. But I don’t think the way to orient oneself 
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is to proceed axiomatically.

JR Sure. Well, I think Kant would agree. You have to start with a subjective moment 

GH  so I don’t disagree with what you just said 

JR Sure.

GH  although ‘oriented’ is not as technical a term for me as object. I simply borrowed this term from com-
puter science as a joke. I don’t know a lot about object-oriented programming. I simply picked it up  About 
terminology, I am a pragmatist. I happened to use this term in a lecture, back in around . And it caught 
on. People started using it, so I said, okay, I’m married to it now, I’ll stick with this term. And it’s served me 
pretty well. 

PHILOSOPHY

JR Sure.  I guess this brings us to ‘philosophy’. You invoke philosophy as an oblique discourse, if I can put it 
that way. One that can’t proceed axiomatically, and doesn’t begin with rational, you know, explicit decisions. 
Now, there are two questions here. One would be, since the first decision of your philosophy is to side with 
objects, “to side with things” as Ponge would put it, what does this mean for branches of philosophy other than 
ontology  You’ve invoked aesthetics already, but what about things like ethics and politics (which we’ll come 
back to later on), or epistemology  What about these other branches of philosophy  Do they spring from the 
decision about objects too, or are they  alongside it  

GH I think there are ontologies of different things.  And you see this already in the Platonic dialogues. Socrates 
will ask what is friendship or what is virtue. In a sense, you could say that he is doing an ontology of these 
things even if that term is an anachronism. You can have a specifically philosophical discourse about anything. 
If you’re trying to specify what is it that makes this kind of object different from the neighbouring kinds The 
reason I define philosophy in this way is I’m trying to stay true to the Socratic version of philosophy. People 
remember Socrates searching for definitions. What they don’t remember is that he never gave any. He destroys 
every definition that he gets. And that’s not just because he’s a jerk who’s trying to trip people up. It’s because 
you can’t give any definitions, it seems to me.

JR We’ll come back to Socrates on this point. The second half of the question on philosophy would be this, 
I suppose: it does seem like—bringing together the things we’ve talked about so far—that there is an explicit 
non-oblique moment in your philosophy. It may not be axiomatic in the straight-forward sense, although it does 
seem axiomatic, and I mean here that the positing of the object is not oblique.  It is as direct a proposition as 
one could hope for as a ground for a philosophy. So it does seem like at least one philosophical claim is non-
oblique for you.

GH Yeah. One way of approaching this would be to say that it still is oblique because it’s still a puzzle to me. 
I’m discovering new things about that and new implications of it. Another way to look at that is simply that you 
have to start somewhere. As Heidegger puts it, no-one can jump over their own shadow.

JR Sure.

GH And it doesn’t mean that I think I have absolute and eternal access to the starting point of philosophy—
there must be objects  In a sense, we’re all rooted in particular philosophical contexts and people are free to 
dump mine. I don’t see that I’m ever going to escape that. It’s so clear to me that probably I’m too old to change 
that. I could, I’m open to it in principle, but
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JR Okay. So I suppose I’d like to ask one more broader question before we pass on to other topics. And it would 
concern not ontology, not philosophy, but thinking per se. What is thinking as such

GH For me thinking is about hunting for surprises. It’s about conceptual innovation. We think fairly rarely—I 
think we all realise this. Ninety percent of the time we’re simply repeating things that we’ve heard, that we’ve 
been socialised a certain way to say. It’s fairly rare that we have thoughts that are our own, that we really trea-
sure because it took some work, it took a special moment of insight to get them. And those are the moments 
we remain loyal to I think

JR Right.

GH  the moments when we seem to make a breakthrough that wasn’t clear to the people around us: Cantor’s 
“I see it, but I don’t believe it” with transfinite numbers or any number of other examples from intellectual 
history.

JR Absolutely. I suppose you know that one of my interests in invoking this question has to do with, let’s say 
the reliability of thought figured in Kant as the transcendental illusion, but also we could invoke—the other 
master figure in this broad tradition would be Freud. So one way to put it would be this: are there any other 
non-thetic investments in thinking  Are there elements in thought that we’re not able to negotiate with at all  
Things that characterise or colour thinking in one way or another such that it would tend in one way or another 
without our ability to rectify it ultimately

GH  I suppose there are. I suppose we’re all haunted by these. Some of them are historical, some of them are 
psychoanalytic. But I think it’s a recipe for insanity if you try to question all of your givens too much. I mean, 
you have to do this to a certain point but you can’t keep doubling back and looking at yourself in the mirror. 
You have to go out and grab stuff and  theorise.

JR Sure. So, last question on this point. Do you think that ontology  do you think that there is any natural 
ordering of thought  My motivation for asking is something like the idea that politics is the fundamental hu-
man act—some people think this. So, political investments decisions would come first and then metaphysics, 
epistemology would flow from this in a certain respect.

GH Right. Whereas it was theology in an earlier age, and no-one has a high opinion of that anymore. And this 
is one of my worries is that we all laugh about how philosophy was the handmaid of theology in the Middle 
Ages, but now we’re in a rush to turn philosophy into the handmaid of leftism or the handmaid of neuroscience. 
People keep—it’s almost as if they can’t stand the freedom of philosophy—they keep putting it back in the ser-
vice of something else. And of course you can have commitments. You can be a philosopher and an activist, but 
I don’t think you’re a philosopher and an activist in the same stroke, because if you’re a philosopher you have 
to give up the political presuppositions that guide your activism. We’re humans too and we confront emergen-
cies, dire situations which we have to deal with and you might be so appalled by something that’s happened  
I was so appalled by what was happening in Egypt that I stopped blogging about anything but Egyptian politics 
for a while. There are moments like that, but I don’t think it follows from that that politics is the transcendental 
condition of access to the rest of reality.

CAUSALITY

JR Okay. Well put. If you’ll forgive us, gentle audience, I’d like to delve into a few more technical questions. 
Obviously, when you begin a philosophical endeavour like yours, you raise, as you’ve indicated, a series of 
problems that other ways of doing philosophy don’t end up confronting. So, causality—we may as well start 
there, since this is the big problem, of course. With no direct causality, causality for you is mediation, would 
that be fair to say  
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GH Yes.

JR  one object mediates the relationship between two others.

GH That’s right.

JR ... And as you’ve just said, this is fundamentally an Occasionalist conception of causality. So I guess I have 
three questions about this. First would be, why ought we call this causality at all  

GH Because it involves the transmission of influence from one thing to another.

JR Influence

GH And if there were no causality, we’d just simply have a multitude of universes. Each object would be its 
own universe and I think we can simply dispense with that because experience shows otherwise. You don’t 
have to prove it axiomatically. 

JR Okay. But it would seem, though, that what you’ve got is the same situation. In your universe, objects pro-
liferate in nested series, if you like, which is what you would call the network of causal relations, but each one 
is self-contained. Again, if I could shift the question then, why would we call this “influence”

GH Because one thing can change the state of another thing. Fire can burn cotton. Fire can destroy cotton, but 
that doesn’t mean they can touch directly. And that’s the assumption I want to get away from, that all interaction 
must be direct interaction. Sometimes people object to my position by saying it’s obvious that things interact 
so that I just want to cut things off only to bring them back together. Bruno Latour says this against me for 
instance. And my answer is that you end up with a very different picture of interaction if you first account for 
the fact that they’re cut off. And if you don’t account for the fact that they’re cut off, you have a completely 
relational metaphysics where everything touches everything else and it’s not clear why this holism wouldn’t 
degenerate into a monism where everything’s just one thing with local vibrations.

JR I think that your reference to Aristotle is very appropriate here. There does seem to be something like your 
view of causality in Aristotle in the sense that we can call it an ectopic theory of causality: it’s not something 
that exists in addition to the two things that are interacting, but rather a form that the two objects share, so I defi-
nitely think that there’s a precedent there. Given this very classical precedent here, it does seem to put you at 
dramatic odds with the scientific approach to causality which would either go towards a kind of epistemological 
explanation, I guess  you could say, or a blind reference to efficient causality: the billiard ball-style thing. So if 
I was a scientist, and I swear I’m not laughter , how would you ... would you try to convince them, first of all, 
that their view of causality is mistaken

GH I think it’s dangerous to directly intervene directly in another field and tell them that they’re messed up. 
Because there are different ways of talking about Nature. One of the problems I think we’ve had in modern 
philosophy is that a division of labour has been created taxonomically. So people have said: philosophy doesn’t 
need to talk about the natural world because scientists are already doing that well enough; it’s philosophy’s job 
to talk about the human-world interaction. This is what’s happened since Kant pretty much. The problem with 
that is that the sciences aren’t even letting us have that any more. They’re trying to turn philosophy into neuro-
science—you know, someone like Metzinger—and they’re saying that ultimately the hard sciences are really 
going to explain the human-world interaction. And Metzinger says “Don’t worry, philosophers, I still have a job 
for you—you can sit on ethics panels ” That’s all he wants us to do. Because there are still these “grave social 
implications” to all these neuroscientific discoveries. Okay, my response to that is not that philosophy should 
try to take over the sciences, because we can’t—there’s too much detail there. But we can resist the taxonomi-
cal division of labour. We can resist the idea that philosophers are not allowed to talk about nature because the 
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scientists have already exhausted it. We can say philosophy is a different way of dealing with nature. 

And, interestingly enough, this is appreciated by at least some scientists now. I can think of two examples. One 
is Carlo Rovelli, as quoted in Collapse a few years ago, who says that it’s time for philosophers to stop limp-
ing along after the scientists and explaining what they’ve already done. Instead, leap forward and think of new 
possibilities  And who knows where physics is going to be in fifty years  How do you know that they’re not 
going to need my theory of causation  Maybe it’ll come come in handy. Think of what Leibniz did for Einstein 
much later, or Kant for Mach. So that’s one aspect of it. Was there something else you asked about science

JR No, I guess that was it.

GH Ah  I was going to give another example, which is that I met Anton ellinger the quantum theorist from 
Austria at Documenta, the arts festival, last summer. And he told me that his problem in dealing with philoso-
phers these days is they’re too timid: they’re all afraid to say anything about Nature because he’s this world 
class physicist and they’re afraid of making a big mistake in his presence. But he wants us to do this  He wants 
us to speculate in the way that philosophers used to do. It’s really an American phenomenon that physicists 
became anti-intellectual and just...shut up and calculate, the QED works you don’t need to...—the European 
physicists were never like this. 

JR We’ve got that as well ...

GH Yeah. It’s an Anglo-American, Anglophone thing.

POWER

JR Sure. I guess this is a proximate question here and, again, a relatively technical question. It would involve 
the notion of power, not political power, but in the sense of capacity. You’ve invoked the conatus already, but I 
suppose I wonder: is there any meaningful metaphysical weight to the term power on your view

GH My position here is a bit different from anyone else’s. On the one hand, I agree with Latour that Aristotle’s 
theory of power is a mistake ...

JR ... which is in the sense of the potentia

GH Yes. Now, Aristotle, you remember, the reason that he had to invent this concept of potentia is because of 
the Megarians who were actually serious rivals of his at the time (they’re from Megara, near Athens) who said 
that a house builder is not a house builder unless he’s building the house in this moment: if he’s asleep or he’s 
not building right now than he’s not a house builder. And Aristotle points out that there’s an obvious problem 
with this which is that it puts a sleeping house builder on the same level as a sleeping ignoramus about houses. 
In fact, a sleeping house builder actually knows less than a fumbling amateur who’s actually building a house 
right now  So in order to deal with this Aristotle has to say that there are things called potentials: they’re here 
but they’re not currently expressed. And of course I agree with that part of it. I agree that a things is not simply 
what it is right now. There has to be something in reserve. I simply disagree with calling it potential. And here 
I agree with Latour. Because Latour accuses the concept of potential of laziness because all you have to do is 
say: “the oak tree is potentially in the acorn.” What does that really give you  You’re being lazy. You’re not 
explaining how the acorn actually undergoes a series of transformations into the oak tree. You’re magically   
retroactively inscribing the oak tree into this little acorn. 

JR Well you could though, couldn’t you  You could put the potential for the oak tree in the acorn.  And do a 
good job of it 
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GH In a sense you could, but potentiality always ends up being matter for Aristotle. Matter is very indeter-
minate. I think you need to have a form there. It always has a specific concrete form. The form of an acorn is 
different from the form of a sunflower seed. There’s a form wrapped up there, it’s simply not expressed. So 
that’s why I don’t agree with potential. For me everything’s actual, but not everything that’s actual is relational. 
That’s my way around it.

JR So this is the ‘something is not expressed’ of the object.

GH That’s right.

JR  But couldn’t we reframe that and simply say that an object has a determinate degree of power to express 
itself  And that it’s never fully exercised  Maybe we could say that, which would allow us to differentiate 
between objects in terms of the amount of power that an object possesses or can exert

GH You could. But if I understood you correctly, what I don’t like about this is that if you call something po-
tential, you are judging it too much in terms of what it might, eventually, do in relational terms. So, if you say 
that this person is a potentially great chess player, you’re judging it in terms of this final state where they’ve 
won a chess tournament and become a Grand Master, whereas what I would say is that this person is a great 
chess player only they don’t know it yet: they haven’t gone into training, they’re in the wrong circumstances, 
maybe we’ll never know it—I think that’s a more accurate way to express it.

JR But that would be an epistemological way of putting it, wouldn’t it  To say it’s about knowledge.

GH Invoking potential does this. I think that’s why I don’t like it.

JR You said “they are a great chess player, they just don’t know it yet.” So, that’s to say that it’s a question of 
knowledge, not a question of being.

GH Well I’d say that the being is that they already are a great chess player. We simply don’t know it. So there’s 
an epistemological limitation on the reality that is the great chess player-ness. So, I don’t think that you can ever 
know the real directly—that’s the difference between me and Meillassoux for instance—I think that’s hopeless. 
I think that Kant was right about finitude. But you can still talk about reality though.

DISTINGUISHING OBJECTS

JR I suppose that, at this point, I become a bit curious about whether you can distinguish, really distinguish 
between objects at all, if the withdrawn nature of the object is the signal characteristic, if you like.  It’s true that 
objects have different qualities. These qualities change. So it means that, as you said, the thing-itself remains 
withdrawn or, if you like, cut off from its properties or qualities at a certain level. Doesn’t this mean that every 
object is the same, then, beneath its qualities  If we can know nothing about it other than it withdraws (or can 
be separated from its qualities in the sensual case), are they not all the same

GH No, because they have different real qualities even though you can’t be sure what the real qualities are. 
And maybe this is a good place to talk about science—I think you were going to ask me about science  Now, 
one of the objections people make to my position is that they say it doesn’t do enough justice to science. I can 
see why they say this. Because initially I’m trying to stop rampant scientism, which is arising in Continental 
philosophy for the first time now: that we need to bow down to the natural sciences and follow what they tell 
us about the world. Ladyman and Ross, who are borrowed by some Continental philosophers, now say that the 
metaphysics of time should be determined by relativity theory, that the metaphysics of natural kinds should 
be determined by Darwinist theory. I say no, I think there’s room to speculate. And one of the reasons I say 
this is that the sciences have a different mission. The sciences are trying to gain knowledge. This is what they 
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do. If a scientist is not amassing knowledge, they’re failing. Whereas philosophy is failing if it’s trying to get 
knowledge. Philosophy’s been a kind of counter-knowledge ever since Socrates: it’s been trying to undercut 
knowledge and point at that which cannot be known. Which doesn’t mean it’s just a negative theology because 
it’s kind of oblique theology—it’s not a theology, and if it were theology it would be an oblique theology. And 
we can know a lot of things without having a rationalistic certainty about what we know. So knowledge doesn’t 
disappear. It doesn’t turn into poetry just because you don’t think we can know for certain what the properties 
of a rock are. 

LITERATURE
 
JR Speaking of poetry, this is an excellent time to segue into some of your work on literature and the arts. 
Perhaps we’ll start by discussing, briefly, your book on H.P. Lovecraft which is, in a way, a surprising thing 
for a philosopher to write about. In other words, as you say in your book, there’s a great deal of philosophical 
insight found in Lovecraft. Maybe just summarise for us what your basic claims about Lovecraft’s writing are.

GH  Most people read Lovecraft when they’re teenagers, I think.  I didn’t read him until I was in my late 
thirties and that was simply the accident of the fact that they put out a volume of Lovecraft in the Library of 
America series, which is where all the classic American authors get put, you know, Melville and Mark Twain. 
And that made me read him for the simple reason that I’d always simply assumed he was a pulp horror writer 
and I don’t necessarily have enough time to read that stuff. And then I thought: wait a moment, they think he’s 
worthy of this status  Then maybe I should give it a read. And it took me a while. It wasn’t the first story. I had 
to get up to the Cthulhu stories before I started appreciating it, I didn’t like the early stuff as much. And I find 
a lot of people call him a pulp writer and a purple prose writer. I didn’t feel that way at all  He reminded me a 
lot of Poe, not just in his subject matter, but also in his style. There’s something that Poe and Lovecraft have in 
common stylistically which is that they are able to hint at the undescribable without making it just canned, pulp 
technique where, y’know, “the monster was so scary that I can’t even describe it ”—that’s a banality, as even 
Lovecraft says. It’s better than that: they sort of describe it  And what I found—and I was worried that he was 
putting him through a Procrustean bed—is that he has two basic techniques which are the same as my two basic 
tensions: the one between real qualities and sensual objects and sensual qualities sensual objects. 

So there are two basic descriptions that go on in Lovecraft, two basic features of his prose. One of them is the 
one that everyone knows about. I had a friend who said: Lovecraft isn’t scary, because a dragon with an octopus 
head isn’t scary. Okay. Maybe a dragon with an octopus head isn’t scary. This is why the paintings often seem 
kind of silly. But Lovecraft doesn’t say that Cthulhu was a dragon with an octopus head.  It’s a lot scarier than 
that. He says: “perhaps it would not have been amiss, if in my disordered fancy I imagined that it was not unlike 
something resembling a dragon with a vaguely pulpy tentacled head and a vaguely humanoid outline.  And yet 
there was something more; it was the general outline of the whole that made it most terrifying.” So he’s adding 
these object terms. There’s something beyond the qualities there which you cannot quite define. And there’s 
another one I love. In the “Dunwich Horror”, when Wilbur goes into the library and is killed by the guard dog 
that tears of his pants and you finally see what a monstrous body he was hiding. And Lovecraft says: “it would 
be trite and not wholly accurate to say that no human pen could describe it.” laughter . Right  So, he’s taken 
care of that objection. “Yet it might be said that no-one could properly comprehend it whose conception of the 
known life forms and geometrical dimensions were too closely tied to those of the planet Earth.” So he’s sort 
of—you can’t really visualize it, but you’re sort of there’s an entry way there. It’s kind of an an oblique entry 
way where he’s not just telling you “Oh, it’s so scary that nothing  could describe it”, he’s also sort of describ-
ing it. That’s the basic Lovecraftian gesture: that these monsters are so horrific that you can’t possibly describe 
them. So he’s undercutting his own language. 

Then I noticed that there’s a second thing going on. And this is one which I compare almost more to Cubism 
or Picasso or Husserl, where it’s that other axis, where it’s a sensual object, because it’s not withdrawing, it’s 
not indescribable. He says, oh, it’s no problem to describe this Antarctic city. And he gives these seventeen 



GRAHAM HARMAN

completely inconsistent, y’know, features. The city was scary not because no human pen could describe it, but 
because there were, y’know, beetle like constructions; cuboid, trapezoid like figures, spires in curious clusters 
of five—there’s seventeen of these things   And you can’t possibly hold them all together in your mind. So it’s 
as though he’s saying: “no problem, I can tell you what all of the features were.  So there it is. That’s why the 
city was so scary: because it has all of these features.” But then you can’t possibly put them altogether.  So 
that’s the other kind of object. And in a way I think Lovecraft was a kind of Object-Oriented Philosopher ahead 
of his time. And it always sound suspicious to make those claims, but it happens again and again in intellectual 
history: writers get to something instinctively before the Owl of Minerva flies at dusk. 

JR Right,well said. So Lovecraft in a way is emblematic, he’s an emblematic writer. So really the analysis of 
Lovecraft belongs to him and him alone. But I do wonder. I suppose the engagement with literature in your 
work moves in two directions as well. The first question I would ask is about the fact that philosophy is written 
as well. So if we’re going to take to treating things at the level of language, you have to understand that philoso-
phy—as Derrida so clearly reminds us—is itself a written object and is engaged with things at the level of lan-
guage in ways that at least trouble it as a self-contained set of claims about the world. Is philosophy literature

GH I wouldn’t go so far as to say it’s literature, but there’s a literary aspect to it. One of my biggest complaints 
about analytic philosophy is, I think, there misconception of writing. They seem to think that the only problem 
with bad writing is that it’s not clear enough. So if you string together enough clear propositions and say what 
you mean, you’re a good writer. And so you get people saying that Quine is a good writer. I think Quine is a 
wretched writer  Jerry Fodor wrote that bizarre piece in the London Review of Books some years ago where he 
said: “I can’t understand why people read Kierkegaard and Nietzsche instead of analytic philosophers, because 
most of us are such better writers.” Really  laughter  Fodor’s a better writer than Kierkegaard and Nietzsche 
who are both Nobel Prize for Literature quality writers if they had lived long enough for it  No  It’s like saying 
clarity is the only road to good writing. No, there’s a certain vividness that you need to be a good writer and I 
think the vividness partly comes from being unclear when it’s appropriate to be unclear. There are times when 
you hint and there are times when you state clearly. Just like you would never condemn Leonardo for painting 
with chiaroscuro, right  He uses shadow to good effect and that shadow helps the painting. And it’s the same 
with writing. 

So, no, I wouldn’t say that philosophy is literature, but I’d say that most great philosophy has the character of 
great literature. You can think of someone like Hegel as being a difficult writer, but he’s a very powerful writer, 
especially in his use of metaphors. Of course, Kant, in a way, is a very powerful writer: there are very few really 
bad writers among the most important philosophers, and very few merely clear writers among the philosophers.

RHETORIC

JR Yes. You can go further back than the philosophers you’re referring to. Because, obviously, the relation-
ship—the ancient quarrel—between philosophy and rhetoric is a very important one. Obviously, in Plato it’s a 
big deal. Where do you situate yourself with respect to this

GH I side more with the rhetoricians than most philosophers do. And as soon as you say that, they say: “Oh, 
you’re a sophist ” Not really though. Aristotle taught his students rhetoric half the day and that’s not just be-
cause he was trying to protect them from a regrettably corrupt world where they have to be sophists half the 
time just to win. No, it’s because rhetoric is the art of the background. And the background is important in 
every proposition. A proposition is not simply what’s stated on the surface. When Aristotle talks about rhetoric 
he starts talking about enthymemes. He’s talking about things that are present in your statement without be-
ing spelled out. And they’re more powerful when they’re not spelled out. His example is, the Greeks can say: 
“this man has been crowned three times with laurel.” You don’t have to say: “and that’s because he’s won the 
Olympics three times ” because the Greeks know this. They know what this means. And just think, if you had 
to explicitly spell out every proposition you ever state --you’d be a bore, first of all—people don’t need you to 
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spell out everything  Jokes would be ruined—if you explain a joke, it’s ruined; if you explain a magic trick it’s 
ruined. If you explain love letters, if you spell out everything propositionally in a love letter, you don’t have 
much of an erotic touch, do you  laughter . You lack finesse. And this occurs all throughout communication...
I talk about wine criticism a lot. because Daniel Dennett has this reductionist position on wine criticism—I’ll 
never forget this. He critiques wine critics: a wine critic says “a flamboyant and velvety pinot but lacking in 
stamina.” Now, granted, this can become really pretentious in the wrong hands. A pretentious wine-taster can, 
you know, just say all these things, they have no idea what they’re talking about, just like a pretentious art 
historian or a biographer can do this. And so Dennett says, get rid of, fire all the wine critics, just pour the wine 
into a machine, analyse its chemical formula—that’s your wine tasting. And my wife can do both of these, 
‘cos she’s a food scientist and she does both the chemical analysis and the sensory analysis—so she doesn’t 
either overmine or undermine, she can do both of these. Dennett only wants to reduce it to a chemical formula. 
And he’d want to do that also for literary criticism, for any of these other things. I think it’s important to have 
a kind of criticism that doesn’t do that that there is a rhetorical kind of criticism and, yes, there’s a danger of 
pretention. And you’re never going to find a pretentious scientist, I don’t think. There are never any pretentious 
chemists or biologists, that’s not their problem   You can get boring ones. Pretention is the vice of the humani-
ties (potentially), it’s a risk we all run. But that’s, I think, a small price to pay. You don’t want to just get rid of 
the risk of pretention at the price of boiling everything down to some formula of what everything’s made of.

JR If we go back before Aristotle, though, to Plato, the problem of rhetoric was not framed in the same way, 
you know, it doesn’t take the same place in his approach to things. The problem of rhetoric there is that, if I can 
put it this way, it undermines philosophy itself. It’s a threat, in fact, an internal one, an uncannily present one. 
All the time. To the extent that it becomes difficult at certain moments to distinguish between the philosopher 
and the sophist.

GH Possibly. But I think it’s just as difficult to distinguish the philosopher from the sophist if the philosopher 
claims to have knowledge because the sophist  the very root of the word means someone who claims to have 
knowledge: it’s a particularly empty kind of knowledge, but it’s still a claim to knowledge that philosophers 
share. And, of course, it’s been noted by everybody that Plato is one of the master rhetoricians of all time. He’s 
probably the greatest literary talent in the history of philosophy to this day  unless Nietzsche’s better. Argu-
able  

So, the reason I’m drawn to rhetoric  By the way, when rhetoric comes into philosophy in the postmodern 
context, it usually means a kind of relativism. When we say: “what is the rhetoric of Tony Blair’s speech ” 
it means that it was a lot of nonsense; he was just trying to persuade people to go to war in Iraq, that’s not. 

 I have a realist sense of rhetoric which is that there are things that you have to hint at that cannot be made 
propositionally clear. The sciences need to avoid rhetoric because the sciences produce knowledge. The arts 
cannot avoid rhetoric because the arts do not produce knowledge and I think it’s time to emphasize the side 
of philosophy that does not produce knowledge. This is why I was defending the claims of the arts against the 
claims of geometry in my essay “The Third Table” because I don’t think philosophy and rationalism was a good 
mix. And I think we’ve been doing this for four hundred years now, trying to make philosophy more scientific 
and I don’t think we can do that: we’re not just a science, we’re not just literature. We’re partly a science per-
haps—we’re trying to produce knowledge. 

I should point something out here, this is really the distinction between analytic and continental philosophy 
which some people are prematurely declaring to be over: that it was never really a distinction, that it was only a 
sociological fact about universities. I don’t see it that way. I see the distinction between analytic and continental 
philosophy as being a truly not-yet bridged gulf.  I think you can trace this to Franz Brentano’s  lecture in 
Vienna. Brentano’s one of the last philosopher’s who’s hard to place on either side—analytic philosophers like 
him; he’s also the forerunner of phenomenology—he’s one of the hardest ones to put on either side of the split. 
What he says in his lecture on the four phases of the history of philosophy is that philosophy has this curiously 
ambiguous character. On the one hand, philosophy’s like science because it’s trying to gain knowledge. Phi-
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losophy should be trying to get better, we should be trying to know more than we did in the philosophy of the 
past. On the other hand, philosophy’s like the fine arts: you can’t say the fine arts are getting better over time. 
You can say there are full periods and decadent periods, that there are great periods in the history of art and 
less great period in the history of art. We can argue about what these were, but I don’t think that anyone would 
argue that there were certain important periods of art and certain less important periods of art. You can say that 
in the sciences too, but then you’re just talking about revolutionary periods. You’d still say our physics today is 
better than it was in the twenties, in the revolutionary period, because we know more.  I think if we can figure 
out how to combine those two moments, philosophy as science and philosophy as art, then and only then will 
we end the distinction between analytic and continental philosophy, because we’ll have invented a third thing. 
No-one’s done it yet, but I think that’s where you have to go and there too you will also bridge the arts science 
gap in some sense. Is there a way to account for those two in a third thing that has not yet been figured out

JR Why wouldn’t we include politics in this

GH Okay. How does politics line up here  Is politics a knowledge  I think it becomes dangerous and close 
to management then, doesn’t it  Who wants to claim that politics is a knowledge  I guess you can claim it’s 
getting better over times in some ways, that there’s more universal emancipation 

JR I guess I mean, not in that way, as much as to say, why not add politics to science and art as the components 
of philosophy

GH It could be, but would you want to call it either a science or an art  Would you want to call politics either 
a science or an art

JR It could be the third thing. Something that’s neither a science nor an art and yet still a component of phi-
losophy.

GH Okay, why do you say politics and not ethics  Or why politics and not

JR Well we were just talking about politics, but there are possibly other things that one would like to include 
on this list.

GH  You could do it, easily, if you took Latour’s standpoint for example, where, in a certain sense, everything 
is politics because politics only means alliances of actants arranged so that the stronger assembly defeats the 
weaker assembly—he can incorporate art and science into that, sure.  He does. But it loses something, I think 

JR Well that’s really just banal, isn’t it  To say that that’s politics.

GH Yeah. That’s not politics.

(CONVENOR:  minutes to go .)

ART AND OBJECTS

JR Okay, thank you. I’ve got two lines of questioning and then we’ll open it up for questions from the floor. 
The first one would be: if you think of what’s interesting if you think about art, contemporary art, recent history 
of art and the notion of the object is that there seems to be two tendencies. One is the focus on the object, the 
object itself becoming more and more prominent. And on the other hand, it tends towards vanishing almost 
altogether. I mean, Mallarm  would be the obvious example of this, where it seems like the goal of the poetry is 
to make the object vanish. And we can think of conceptual art more generally. The aim of conceptual art is not 
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to produce an object but to produce an artwork which is irreducible to any object, if that makes sense.

GH Yes. One problem is that object in the arts has a more specific meaning than it has for me. For me, any-
thing’s an object as long as it’s unified and as long as it’s not reducible to its pieces or its effects. Whereas 
“object” in the arts and in some other field has a very specific meaning, so this can sound very reactionary. Like, 
if you talk to archaeologist , they say: “what’s the big deal with objects  We’ve been doing objects all along ” 
The really cutting edge thing in archaeology now is to go to the cultural side. In the arts, sometimes people 
assume this is a pre- s move, where I’m going back to paintings and sculptures against performances—no  
Because a performance can still be an object. For me an object simply means that which withdraws behind any 
of its possible manifestations and a performance can do that as easily as a piece of marble. An object doesn’t 
have to be durable for me either: it can last an instant or centuries. 

Architecture is another field where people have been picking up on object-oriented philosophy. I’m still new to 
the field, but it seems  one of the things that’s going on is, at least among some of the younger architects, there’s 
a resistance to the dominance of a Deleuzean discourse where everything’s flows and continuous gradients and 
there’s no specific place where the apertures occur—these kinds of techniques. And now a question is: what 
would an object-oriented architecture look like  And, actually, I’m co-curating a show next Fall on that and I’m 
relying on architects for that ‘cos I don’t, y’know, I’m so new to the field. There seem to be several possible 
elements. One is that people are taking that in a neo-Minimalist direction which I maybe kind of want to resist: 
the idea that objects means unadorned cubes and things of this sort. That’s one way of doing it. Another way of 
doing it is simply have a more allusive discourse, one that has more discontinuity in the things that are being 
made out of these continuous gradients that you see in Parametricism today, such as Patrik Schumacher’s defin-
ing it. So, these could be taken a number of different ways in any field and I can’t be there to try to supervise it 
because each field has its given problems at any moment 

Now, I do think though that there might be some genres that are more amenable to object-oriented thought than 
others. Let me take the difference between films and video games for instance. My friend Ian Bogost, who’s a 
video games scholar some of you may know, has made this claim that video games will be for the st century 
what film was to the th century, the great popular artform that rises to become a classic artform. Whether or 
not that happens  I’ve heard people complain that there’s still no classic video games, even though there were 
classic films already by this stage in its history and maybe that’s because the audience is demanding Shoot ‘Em 
Ups  But there is something inherently object-oriented about video games in a way that’s not true of film. 

Film is not giving you objects divorced from relation. They’re giving you objects configured in specific rela-
tions. Who was it who was saying—was it someone here  No, it was Markus Gabriel in Bonn, a few weeks ago, 
who was saying we don’t need artificial intelligence because we have film: film is producing subjectivity and 
this is what he’s going to argue in his new project. But you’re not really getting objects so much. You’re getting 
objects configured in a specific way and you can’t go in and move things around and see objects from differ-
ent angles, although ironically porn is making that advance. Porn is shooting scenes from eight to ten different 
angles and you get to choose which angle it’s from and I’ve heard it claimed that porn often is at the forefront of 
media advances. Ian Bogost swears that hasn’t happened with video games  But apparently there’s this history: 
that video stores came in in that context and then they became more mainstream and family-oriented. 

Now, in what sense are video games object-oriented  It’s just in the sense that there are these personae released 
into this video game universe and you can do different things with them. You can explore an object in a way 
that you can’t in a film because you have to have some power to move around and I don’t really play video 
games, but I’ve watched a lot of clips of Grand Theft Auto V on YouTube, just because they’re so fascinating. 
To see things you do  It’s fairly banal, because most people just choose to go around Los Angeles and gun 
people in the head—not very interesting  My brother had an interesting experience, a fifteen second game 
of Grand Theft Auto. He pulled up a driveway and accidentally hit a moped driver and a vigilante got out of 
the car and killed him. But these games go on for a while, you can explore the objects, you can explore Los 
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Angeles’ landscape. These kinds of simulations are object-oriented. So if and when video games ever became 
a classic artform  If there were ever a Leonardo of the video game, there would be something inherently 
object-oriented about that I think.

JR Sure. Well, I guess we’d have to have the distinction between saying “a video game is an object”, “a film 
is an object” and then, say, whether it reflects on the status of the object.  Because clearly films are objects are 
in your sense. 

GH Right. That’s right.

PHILOSOPHY, COMMUNICATION, DEMOCRACY

JR  It brings up an interesting question about the relationship between object and image, but maybe we’ll 
leave that to the side. So that other people can get in some questions, let me just move to the last bracket of 
things I’d like to ask you about. Of course, you’re well known for being a philosopher who blogs, who writes 
on the internet, in fact one who develops your work, let’s say in dialogue with other thinkers, in part on-line 
and so on. Now this has been, as is well known, criticized from a variety of corners, if you like. I supposed I’d 
just like to ask you two lines of questioning about what we could call this means of transmission: philosophy 
and means of transmission. Now, obviously, this is connected to the question of rhetoric. It’s also connected to 
philosophy’s great enemy: doxa, opinion. 

So the first thing to say would be this: that the blogging format does seem to be given over to discussion in a 
way that, let’s say, is perhaps hostile to the mission of philosophy. One could say this. I could recall famous 
lines in Deleuze, I’m sure you know these ones: “Philosophy has a horror of discussions. It always has some-
thing else to do. Debate is unbearable to it, but not because it is too sure of itself. On the contrary, it is its 
uncertainties that take it down other, more solitary paths.”—I think you would agree with that. Here’s another 
passage: “But in Socrates was philosophy not a free discussion among friends  Is it not, as the conversation of 
free men, the summit of Greek sociability  In fact, Socrates constantly made all discussion impossible.” Now, 
it does seem that this idea of philosophy and the idea of philosophy as being online discussion are hostile to 
one another. Do you agree with Deleuze

GH I’ll start with the Deleuze part and then answer the more general point. Harold Bloom, who’s a literary 
critic I don’t always agree with, made this interesting statement that Emerson is to America what Goethe is 
to Germany, Montaigne is to France and Dr. Johnson is to England. He’s the national sage—I like that line. 
And you notice with these authors when you’re in a given national context,  if you’re in America, you can 
quote Emerson, that’s a knockdown punch  Emerson, he’s the embodiment of wisdom. What’s happened with 
Deleuze is he’s become the national sage of philosophers.  Now this was really improbable  I started graduate 
school in  and Deleuze’s status was so different then. I took a class with Alphonso Lingis which was on 
a number of authors, but it was basically on Baudrillard and Deleuze. And, at the time, that seemed like the 
appropriate pairing, because here’s a couple of irreverent French guys who make crazy irreverent statements 
and the academics don’t take them that seriously, but they’re fun and they shock you in various ways. Deleuze 
was not considered a serious philosopher at that time except by a handful of outsiders: Massumi and Dan Smith 
probably. It was true: you had to be working on Derrida or Foucault if you were a serious philosopher at that 
point. Then it started changing. I noticed around , I was at a Deleuze conference and there was a panel by 
two fairly not-well known younger academics and two hundred people showed up. So I knew something was 
going on, that Deleuze was on the crest of the wave. 

So it’s hard to disagree with Deleuze’s bits of wisdom like this. I used to really admire that statement. I’m not 
so sure I do anymore because I’ve changed my conception of what a debate ought to do. I agree that Socrates 
obviously does not conduct real debates. Socrates is totally the troll in each of those conversations making 
everyone look like an idiot, except in the Parmenides when he’s nineteen years old and maybe in the Gorgias 
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where Callicles puts up a pretty good fight. 

So, no, I would not share that sentiment against all debate. I think we tend to do our best work alone. and you 
should do it in kind of silent isolation and work out it and then come into the sphere of debate. But debate can 
be an interesting stimulus or irritant. You don’t want to just do it yourself and never face objections. You need 
the objections. Now, as for the blogosphere, I don’t understand all the criticisms that are made of it. You’ve got 
Brassier, for example, saying that the blogosphere is the locus of all stupidity or something like this. Not really. 
I would agree that most people cannot do their best work on the blog format. The blog format is better for hit-
and-run attacks and disseminating information: this person’s giving a lecture here; this article’s really stupid; 
look at this link. The comment threads get pretty nasty, but the Wild West was pretty nasty too: it was a new 
medium during the Gold Rush. The blogosphere will settle down as well. And Levi Bryant is the great counter-
example because I think Levi is somebody who, I think, does do a lot of his best work in the blogosphere. He 
has the patience to sit there and write, you know, these twenty thousand word posts. I can’t imagine spending 
that amount of time on a blog post  And then he engages with all comers in the comment threads, sometimes 
they get into fights and puts energy into this. 

I’ve started viewing my blog as a snackbar, where I’m not serving my good meals there, but I’m saying: here’s 
what I’m working on now, here’s my thought about this news story because I don’t have the energy to write 
my stuff and do it there, but I don’t see that it’s a problem. The other thing is that it’s had a democratising ef-
fect and that has its good and its bad aspects. One of them is that any graduate student in sight can insult you, 
but that’s a democratizing thing. It’s not always pleasant—but what was philosophy-like institutionally when I 
started graduate school in  It was extremely hierarchical, even the Continental world which was not sup-
posed to be. For anything to gain any recognition it had to go through the established hierarchies which means 
it went through your professor, it went through the big conferences like SPEP or SEP in Europe and something 
was automatically marginal if it didn’t go through those chains of command. And it was very hard to get things 
published because there were only a few major university presses, they were never going to look at your manu-
script unless you were already a professor, they’d reject if they saw you were a graduate student. The journals 
were the same way and you had to have access to the journals, the university had to have access to the journals. 
Look at how things have changed today. You’ve got major, potentially major schools of philosophy arising 
from graduate students, junior faculty, you’ve got accelerationism which is being done by Nick Srnicek who’s 
still a PhD candidate and I think Alex Williams is still a PhD candidate, they’re commanding international 
conferences on this. You’ve got all of these indie publishers, like re.press here in Melbourne, and you’ve got 
Punctum in Brooklyn, which make their stuff open access so you don’t have to be able to afford it. This has 
helped with so many new ideas. You’ve got these para-academic forums like Collapse that are very generous 
in your ability to pirate them and re-print them.  What’s happened is, in a sense, the established generation of 
professors has lost control over what’s happening. I think that’s why so many of them reacted so negatively to 
speculative realism and other currents like this. Because they’re not in the driver’s seat now. Things are being 
led by people between  and  now and that’s a new situation. And the new technologies make it possible. 
And to pull out of the blogosphere which, believe me, I’ve considered doing a few times, just because it’s 
become so unpleasant and you  one can oneself be drawn into the unpleasantness against your better judg-
ment. At times you think: this is not worth the trouble, it’s too stressful; it makes you angry for hours, but what 
would you lose  You’d end up having to go back in there anyway because this is going to be around. We’re not 
going to go back to the traditional media, we’re not going to go back to pen and paper journals and brick and 
mortar book stores and university presses being where everything is happening. So you’re going to have this 
more freewheeling landscape for a while where all these things are going on and I think that blogs have played 
a positive role in that. I think they’ve done more good than harm on the whole. 

JR One last comment. Obviously, philosophy and democracy haven’t always been best of friends. But I sup-
pose one way of framing a more general problem with the blogosphere as a place for philosophy is that it seems 
to treat discussion as fundamental, rather than, let’s say, an attentiveness to the development of the concept. A 
certain idea of democracy is put into play first—and philosophy somehow arises out of it, rather than it being 
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the other way round. So the problem would not be the medium per se, but the way in which the medium and 
certain forms of discourse have maybe parasitised on the capacity for philosophy.

GH I think one can do both. I don’t think it’s hard to run a blog and write philosophy books. And the two media 
serve different purposes. I would agree that discussion is democratic, but thinking, at least in the humanities, 
isn’t really democratic. You do it by yourself and you’re going to stand or fall based on your own efforts most 
of the time. That’s not always true in the social sciences where you see fruitful collaboration and of course in 
the natural sciences it’s all about collaboration usually You have seventeen authors on a paper, you have to do it 
that way  In philosophy there aren’t too many successful cases: Deleuze and Guattari is a rare exception. There 
might be a few others, but you don’t usually see people’s best philosophical ideas when they’re collaborating 
on something because you have to compromise—it’s still a mystery to me why that worked so well with those 
two.

JR Me too, me too. Well perhaps, speaking of collaboration, now would be a good time to open the floor up and 
take some questions. We’ve got a little bit of time before we get kicked out of here  

QUESTIONS

Audience member 1 I was just curious, when you were talking about film (and I’m new to this so I hope it 
makes sense), the way that you can’t go in and interact with the object—where it is just a single object and 
there’s nothing really to go in and interact with—I was wondering whether you feel the same way about some-
thing like music  I’m sure a film student would argue differently, but I feel that music is different in that way 
because when I listen to pieces of music, depending on what I focus on  It’s not as if I’m actually changing 
the piece of music, but because there are different aspects I can focus on, they appear different on different 
listening: I can go in each time and find something and because it becomes the object of focus it almost eclipses 
some of the other parts of the music and I am able, in a way, to change what I’m listening to. Sometimes it might 
not be wholly conscious, but do you see that that’s different in the same way or I am not just getting at, like

GH No, no, you make good points. You’re speaking here as a listener of music rather than as a performer be-
cause, of course, as a performer you can do what you want with a cover of a piece. I often go back to Marshall 
McLuhan, to his distinction between hot and cold media which is not popular for some reason. A hot medium 
for McLuhan is one that is high definition of information so it’s all being fired at you and you can’t do much 
with it, whereas with a cold medium, you have to provide a lot of the information yourself. What’s character-
istic of the former media is they tend to be incendiary, they tend to arouse passions and the latter one’s tend to 
be hypnotic. So McLuhan tends to think that radio is a hot medium—because the words are being fired at you, 
that’s all there is and you can’t really change them—whereas with television, everything’s so sort of vague that 
he thinks there’s some room for your mind to provide the missing detail. He draws interesting consequences 
from this. He says, pleasantly, that Hitler could never have arisen during the television age. He would have 
come across so poorly on television  I think I can imagine that. Another great example, of course, is the famous 
Kennedy-Nixon debates which, you know, Kennedy was widely perceived as the winner, but only on televi-
sion. People who listened on the radio voted Nixon because his arguments were somehow more cogent, but he 
looked horrible and he was kind of mumbling and nervous. Kennedy was the cooler personality 

Could you see film then as a hot medium and see video as a cool medium because video tends to be much more 
vague in the story it’s telling  There’s often just some repeated scenario over and over again that doesn’t re-
ally anything to narrative structure. So, could you maybe then re-conceptualise film as a cold medium simply 
because you’re able to re-view it in different ways  All I would say is that I often like film, but I never find it 
hypnotic in the same way that I  I mean, you can get addicted to video games and play them for hours at a 
time even if it’s something as simple as Candy Crush Saga. You can play that them for twelve hours  You can 
play poker for twelve hours at a time. There aren’t many things you can do for twelve hours at a time without 
getting bored  It’s these kind of minimal definition but high involvement games (or other experiences) where 
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you can do that, whereas I’m not so sure that’s true of most films. I can think of one exception which is Chris-
tian Marclay’s Clock, where I think I could watch that for the whole twenty-four hours if it were available to 
me. I was on a tight schedule and I think I saw forty-five minutes of it at the Venice Biennale. But that’s prob-
ably because the narrative is so vague, you see these disconnected clips of things unified by the clock. That’s 
why I think that’s a cold medium. So maybe there are certain cinematic techniques which can turn the film 
medium into a cold medium. 

There’s also this paradox in McLuhan. On the one hand, he calls certain media inherently cold or hot; on the 
other hand, media can cool down or heat up. He never really resolves that problem. So it may be possible, but 
it’s not film per se, only certain kinds of film production or viewing techniques that make that true, so I’d be 
willing to qualify what I said based on

Audience member 1 My interest was really in music, like, y’know maybe you could say for that as well that, 
like, there are techniques where you could play with both hot and cold reactions. 

GH Yes. I tend to find techno hypnotic and hip-hop in a way that I don’t find classical music hypnotic. Clas-
sical music, of course, is great, but, again, it’s high definition: the melody is there, again, there’s a different 
interpretation by each orchestra. When it’s techno, for example, or Minimalism (Phillip Glass), the amount of 
information is so  sparse that you do have to become engaged with it. Ironically, the ultimate cold medium 
is fire even though fire is hot in temperature. I remember my six-month old nephew staring at a fire for three 
hours  laughter  Not even blinking I don’t think.  My brother said he sang: “How may I serve thee, Master ” 
laughter . That’s what it looked like  Just gazing. Why is that  He couldn’t watch a cartoon for three hours  It 

has to be a fire: something not there and that  you have to produce. 

Audience Member 2 I was interested in the separating of the object-oriented from philosophy in some way. It 
seems almost as if objects, if you take them as not as, again, knowledge, but rather as an anti-knowledge, it’s al-
most as if you’re saying that they’re a question rather than an answer  It reminds me of the armeni es, which 
you mentioned (I think it’s the armeni es) where it’s sort of suggested that Forms are actually false, but are 
necessary for the opening up of discovery, of philosophy. I mean, in a sense it seems  What I’m trying to say 
is you seem to make the “object-oriented” subject to philosophy rather than the other way ‘round which seems 
to be, let’s say, not what a more scientistic philosopher would do where philosophy would be more subservient 
to the  do you see what I mean

GH I think so. You can stop me if I’m not getting it. I think an object is only an object if it’s not reduced in 
either of the two directions. And so you need Personally I’m not sure you can have object-oriented philoso-
phy without resisting objects’ reduction in either direction. You’d have language-oriented philosophy or you’d 
have philosophy of scientific elements. And so to have an object-oriented philosophy, you have to have object 
of every different scale and they all have to be somehow inaccessible. Which doesn’t mean it’s just a negative 
because along with Socrates and philosophia (love of wisdom) where you’re getting, hopefully, closer to the 
thing, you’ve got Nicholas Cusanus’s “learned ignorance” where not all ignorance is equal, some ignorance 
is learned. Even in Aristotle, who’s considered to be this very rationalistic, sort of pro-science, “First Great 
Scientist of the West,” Aristotle makes a statement often neglected which is this: “you can’t ever really define 
an object, because objects are concrete and definitions use universals.” So you can describe a thing as green 
and as heavy, but none of those things are what a thing is: those are universals which apply to many differ-
ent things. So to really get at the thing, he ends up privileging poetic language, ironically, which people don’t 
acknowledge. Derrida certainly doesn’t acknowledge this. Derrida thinks that Aristotle was this cop and who 
thinks there’s this literal meaning of terms and he’s enforcing that you have to use the literal meaning and he’s 
punishing metaphorical use, which isn’t true at all. Poetic language is the highest, it’s the greatest gift, Aristotle 
calls it.  It’s genius—it cannot be taught.
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Now, I also want to say something about contemporary science which is that, on the one hand, I’m trying to 
protect philosophy from growing scientism and so, for strategic reasons, I tend to talk up the arts: that we 
should appreciate the cognitive value of the arts and not give everything to science. But there’s a sense in which 
science is also object-oriented at points. I can think of a few examples of this. One of them, I’d never thought 
of it this way, but when I saw Anton ellinger again, this great quantum theorist from Vienna in Kassel at the 
Documenta festival, he said  usually quantum theory is seen as a support for idealism in philosophy, you 
know, there is no reality until the mind produces it. Even i ek will sometimes pick that up and use it as though 
that were gospel. Karen Barad does this to some extent and even Niels Bohr talks that way. But ellinger made 
the point that, in a sense, you put an object in a quantum state by subtracting it from its relations, which of 
course is music to my ears  And there’s even a clip on YouTube where you can see a guy put some particle in a 
quantum state and you’ll see it vibrating ‘cos it’s neither in this relation nor in that. And so, in a sense, it’s not 
an issue of, y’know, the mind collapses the wave function and creates the reality when it observes it, it’s more 
that the reality is there before the collapse of the wave function. Reality is weird reality there, before it takes 
on some banal determinate form by passing through one slit or another and so maybe quantum theory could be 
given an object-oriented spin.

Also, note, black holes are my favourite example. People say, oh, you’re just doing negative theology ‘cos 
you can’t say anything about the object. But you can’t really say anything directly about black holes either, 
right  Which are one of the most alluring phenomena of contemporary science. You don’t really know what’s 
in there. You can deduce it from the indirect effects and there’s all kinds of speculation about what’s inside a 
black hole: some say it’s only two-dimensional, some say other universes are sprouting inside each black hole. 
And the effect it has when people hear about black holes is almost an aesthetic effect: it’s fascinating  No-one 
knows what’s there, it’s devouring all this stuff. I’ve agreed, in principle, to write something on black holes: a 
short book if the publisher accepts the editor’s idea. Because I want to explore what the relation is there. But 
I would also admit that my philosophy of science, is in a sense, still to Heideggerian because it still too much 
privileges the indeterminacy of the thing and  Heidegger says that ‘science does not think’ which I don’t want 
to say. Of course science thinks  Some of my great intellectual heroes are scientists. So we need to find a way 
to account for knowledge. I don’t think I can do that in my philosophy, I admit. I just don’t think philosophy is 
knowledge, but I think you have to account for knowledge which I freely admit I have not done very well. But 
dark matter and dark energy are also there. What’s the big crisis now in physics  It’s that no-one has any idea 
what to do with dark matter and dark energy. There’s not much you can say about them yet. There may never 
be anything you can say about them directly, as with black holes. So, in a sense, science is going in the same 
direction on some fronts.

Audience member 3 I’ve got a simple question embedded in a complex one. I remember one of the first things 
I ever remember you saying, it was one of the first times I’d ever heard your name, it was attached to this quote 
in which you’d said that you thought that the symbol of philosophy should no longer be the Owl of Minerva, 
but should be H.P. Lovecraft’s Cthulhu. At the time, I was really struck by this—I was reading, because of Jon, 
the third volume of Collapse, the proceedings of the conference on Speculative Realism and was very excited 
by all of this, but this leads me to a question I have about undermining and overmining. So, when I read the 
quote about Cthulhu replacing the Owl of Minerva, I thought: one of the things that seems to me so exciting 
about Speculative Realism is when it says that, if we follow the natural sciences, actually the world is insane. 
We shouldn’t be metaphysically modest in the face of the sciences, we should rise to sort of  great metaphysi-
cal heights of speculation—this is what was so exciting about the original project of Speculative Realism. But 
then I wonder how you justify the prohibition against undermining and overmining in this context, because, my 
sense is that maybe some of the other Speculative Realists think that some of that Cthulhu-like madness of the 
Real comes from the ability for objects to be both undermined and overmined, I just 

GH Exactly. Speculative Realism, of course, is two different things. It’s a description, but it’s also a rigid des-
ignator. The term is pointing to four people who happened to get to get together. All that we had in common is 
that we were against correlationism: we were against the idea that you could get away from realism by saying 
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that the human-world correlate was primary. The four philosophies are all very different beyond that point: 
Meillassoux’s privileging mathematics, Brassier’s privileging the natural sciences; Grant and I are not really 
doing either of those. And the interesting thing is that we realised, fairly early that none of us had any shared 
intellectual heroes in philosophy. We don’t all like Heidegger, we don’t all like Badiou, we don’t all like De-
leuze, we don’t all like Leibniz  The only shared intellectual for all of us was H.P. Lovecraft. laughter . And 
here we all are, in our late thirties at the time, early forties in some cases and we had somehow all come to H.P. 
Lovecraft independently. How did such a weird thing happen  That that’s in the air  We all come to Lovecraft 
along our own paths. Obviously, we’re all finding a different value in Lovecraft and I think what you just said 
is what Brassier would say in praise of Lovecraft, basically that Lovecraft was teaching us that human beings 
are pathetic bit players and we don’t matter because these giant funguses are coming from Pluto to suck our 
blood out laughter  and that’s all we’re worth, so humanism is useless and  I don’t know what Meillassoux 
would say about it. Meillassoux likes to mathematise literature. He likes to say that Mallarm  can be reduced 
to the secret code . How would he mathematise Lovecraft  I don’t know. I’d like to see how he does that. 
Grant probably does it in a Nick Land way, this kind of psychedelic way, whereas for me it’s a matter of this 
inaccessibility of the Real that Lovecraft talks about including to scientific discourse. 

Why do I not choose the scientific path of appropriating Lovecraft  Probably because  It was Brassier actu-
ally, who told me that Cthulhu isn’t scary because a dragon with an octopus head is not scary  And I think that 
shows Brassier’s scientistic bias, which is, y’know, big deal, you reduce this monster to a dragon with octopus 
tentacles. Now, I think all of us would be terrified if we actually saw this thing, but I think it would be less ter-
rifying in the flesh than it is literarily where you can’t even describe it—Lovecraft can’t even describe it, you 
know: “it’s not quite inaccurate to say it might be something like an outline of ” That’s scarier to me, literarily, 
than it would be to say: “it’s a dragon with an octopus head.” 

You also sometimes hear people from this wing, I’ve heard Brassier and also Alberto Toscano say that scientific 
discourse is more interesting or weirder than this kind of armchair metaphysical depictions. Yes and no. I think 
philosophers need to stay abreast of what’s going on in the sciences because we do get some really weird stuff 
from the sciences. But I don’t think it’s true that a priori metaphysical discourse has become so completely 
powerless to challenge our imagination that  I think we need that too and that’s the side I favour. I worry 
about the undermining tendencies of a scientific explanation of Lovecraft’s monsters and this is the only thing I 
hesitate about Houellebecq’s reading as well. Houellebecq says that what’s interesting about Lovecraft’s mon-
sters—and this is true—is that they’re not supernatural, unlike Stephen King’s, they’re just made of electrons, 
although in one case they’re electrons with a wholly different vibration range from those of our own planet  
whatever that means  laughter . And that’s why they don’t show up on film. The fungi of Yoggoth do not show 
up on film because the electrons vibrate differently. Scientifically, that’s probably nonsense, but it’s interesting 
to read. And scary to read. So, anyway what is interesting about the speculative realist appropriation of Love-
craft is, as you say, that there are different ways to appropriate Lovecraft and I’m the only one who happens to 
have written a book about him so far. I would love to see Meillassoux, Brassier and Grant each write books on 
Lovecraft. Or Tristan Garcia for that matter. If you don’t know who Tristan Gracia is yet, you’ll know him in a 
few months when his big book comes out in English, Form and Object. He’s possibly the next important French 
philosopher. And he’s very young. He wrote this gargantuan,  page system of everything: it’s like Hegel’s 

henomenology almost. So do read that book when it comes out in January or February from Edinburgh Uni-
versity Press. He’s Lovecraftian as well  Next generation.

Audience member 4 My question is about the specific justification for abandoning the infinite, which is some-
thing which you take from Kant and, specifically, what kind of infinite here are you denying, in the sense that, 
if the object withdraws, how would we ever know that something of the object doesn’t live on, for example  
Or if the objects can’t touch each other, surely that negation could, in a sense, turn into a kind of like an infinite 
relation, if you like, or an infinite non-relation. So, I’m just wondering, why accept the finite  And if so, what 
kind of infinite are you denying  
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GH Well, I’m denying the infinite of knowledge. Denying the idea that you can overcome finitude by reaching 
some sort of direct access to the thing which requires that the phenomena-noumena distinction—which most 
people think is disastrous and I don’t—is somehow internal to the phenomena and that therefore it’s not this 
insuperable gulf—you can gain access to it. I deny this because I think there’s a very simple problem, it’s a 
classical realist objection to all forms of Absolute Knowledge. I know many realists do believe in Absolute 
Knowledge, but it’s a classical objection to many claims to Absolute Knowledge which is that knowledge of a 
flame does not burn anything. Right  There’s a difference between knowledge of a flame and a flame or knowl-
edge of a tree and a tree. Now some people say that’s a trivial point—Meillassoux says for example, I’m not a 
Pythagorean because I don’t think my knowledge of a planet is actually the same as a planet, of course not, the 
knowledge is simply pointing at the planet.  Okay, but you still have to account for the difference between the 
knowledge of the planet and the planet itself. And the way Meillassoux does that is, I think, one of the weakest 
aspects of his otherwise brilliant philosophy which is he says that there’s a mathematised form of the tree that 
inheres in dead matter and that’s the only difference. And this is St. Thomas Aquinas  That formed matter is 
what an individual thing is. Whereas I like Suarez’s option better where each form is different, actually the form 
of the thought of a flame is different from the form of the flame itself, so it’s a translation.

Even in classical philosophy there was this debate, whereas Meillassoux seems to think you just stamp the form 
in the matter and that’s the sense in which he’s a materialist. I think that’s too traditional a metaphysics. First of 
all, how does this form inhere in the matter  Is it the same dead matter for each form  How does the dead matter 
take on different forms at different times  All of these lead to very traditionalistic dead ends, I think. So I want 
to avoid that kind of infinity. A thing is never going to be completely replaceable by the model of a thing. That 
for me is why you cannot have an infinite relation to the thing. Infinite non-relation is, in a sense, what you do 
have with the thing, except there’s this mediated relation, so in that sense you have relation.  

So I agree that there’s a problem to solve in knowing how we can gain knowledge of the thing if it’s indirect, 
but there’s a problem with every philosophy. Tell me one philosophy that doesn’t have a problem. It’s a matter 
of choosing which problem you’re willing to endure and work on. Meillassoux has this problem of how the 
universe can appear stable despite absolute contingency. That’s a non-problem for me. I don’t care because, for 
me, there’s no absolute contingency. He’s chosen to embrace that problem and make it his life’s work and he 
spends probably thousands of hours trying to solve this problem. And any philosophy does that. He probably 
thinks I’m wasting my time trying to figure out vicarious causation, because it’s not a problem. In a way, you 
can define each philosophy by what it’s willing to waste a lot of time on that’s not a problem for anybody else. 

Audience member 4 And that would be infinite non-relation

GH For me at base, yeah. That’s what I’m willing to sacrifice all of my leisure time to. For other people it’s 
different things: a priori synthetic judgments for Kant. I don’t really care about that; Kant does.

Audience member 5 I’m just interested to ask: quite a number of your examples are fire and quanta, fungus 
and Pluto. Do you draw a distinction between that and man-made objects, human beings obsession with making 
tools and buildings and things of that kind

GH My biggest departure from classical realism, I think—by that I mean Aristotle and the Scholastics and 
Leibniz—is that they’re not very good at handling artificial things. There’s a tendency to identify what’s real 
with what’s natural, so they’re better at dealing with flowers and people and animals. And Leibniz even mocks 
artificial stuff: he calls it ‘mere aggregates’ and, y’know, a pair of diamonds glued together is not real, but a 
diamond is  Which is funny because it takes a lot of work to make one diamond, right  It’s very artificial, 
you’re polishing and cutting and so on. A circle of men holding hands, Leibniz mocks that as an example of a 
thing—he says that’s just an aggregate of many different people holding hands. Or the Dutch East India Com-
pany—he says: that’s not a real thing. Isn’t I, though  I mean, the Dutch East India Company lasted a lot longer 
than any of its members. It had larger global effects than any of its individual members. It certainly promoted 
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and ruined more lives than various members depending on how you look at it. It, y’know, extended Dutch in-
fluence around the world and so spread the Dutch language to different places. It’s very real, I think at least in 
terms of its effects. That’s not even my criterion, but why wouldn’t the Dutch East India Company, a Texico, or 
Pizza Hut be real objects just as much as I am  Because for me the criterion of an object is not physical unity, 
it’s not durability, it’s simply something that is not reducible to its pieces or to its effects. And sometimes I get 
criticised from the left for saying this for reasons I don’t understand. They’ll say that I’m a capitalist because 
I say that Pizza Hut’s an object. I’d say the opposite: how can you critique capitalism unless you acknowledge 
that Pizza Hut is an object or McDonald’s is an object that’s depredating rain forests. You don’t make political 
progress by denying that bad things exist, right  You have to agree that they’re entities and then you can in 
some other way. That critique keeps resurfacing and it keeps puzzling me.

But, yeah, I think artificial entities are extremely important to discuss. And if I didn’t use enough examples 
of artificial things, that was purely an oversight tonight on my part because I’m perfectly happy to call just 
about anything an object. The one restriction I would add is that I’m not willing to call something an object 
just because somebody calls it an object. So if you draw up a list of random entities, that doesn’t mean it’s an 
object. It doesn’t have a unity except insofar as it could be a sensual object. The set of all people named Jon, 
an extensive set of all people named Jon. That’s not really a unity outside of set theory. It’s something that I 
am stipulating: in order for it to be a real object it has to have a unity that’s independent of any perception of it. 
And which one’s a real object and which one isn’t  We’re always making mistakes about this and we’re always 
debating about this in history and even in politics. Was there such a thing as the soccer mom in the American 
electorate who was supposedly swinging these elections in the s  Or was that a figment of the pollsters’ 
imagination  I don’t know. But they certainly thought it was real and they acted as though the soccer mom had 
to be catered to in the policy positions of the two parties in the US. But I’m perfectly willing to consider “ag-
gregates”—in Leibniz’s term—an object. 

Now Whitehead and Latour can do this a lot better. Whitehead and Latour can deal with far flung, crazy systems 
of things as objects. Latour wrote a whole book about Aramis, the never-born Paris mass-transit system. My 
problem with that approach is that they’re relationising the object, so that the object is nothing more than its 
effects. And I want to have a reality of the object that is capable of certain effects but isn’t reducible to any of 
them individually or in total. 

Audience member 6 I just wanted to Jon half-asked you and I just wondered whether you could say a bit 
more about what Jon didn’t ask you about the relationship (or whatever) between objects and images

GH Right. The sensual objects and the image can be viewed as synonyms. A sensual object is an image. The 
only difference is that it’s a very specific theory of the image because you could have an empiricist theory of 
the image where it’s all the data. Even Brentano still has this theory, that everything that’s in the intentional 
object is in the intentional object and has an equal status. Whereas for Husserl, what’s interesting is, you know, 
this distinction between substance and accidents—which is characteristic of classical realism from Aristotle 
onward—Husserl has that without being a realist. Husserl has that within the realm of perception, the substance 
accident distinction and that is a breakthrough, I think. The empiricists didn’t distinguish between the important 
and unimportant aspects of an image. They’d say: it’s all a bundle, it’s all there.  And Brentano also. Husserl’s 
the one who says “no, some of that stuff’s eidetic,” some of that’s essential and you can get rid of the rest of it 
through phenomenological analysis. You need to figure out what that mailbox doesn’t need, what you can get 
rid of and still have it be the same mailbox. So it’s a kind of idealist substance-accident distinction: it’s really 
weird. A really weird distinction. So, if you take Husserl’s sense of the image, I’m willing to call that the sen-
sual object, but not the image insofar as the image is seen from a very specific viewpoint. 

Audience Member 7 Well I’ve actually got two concerns. The first concern I have is you don’t seem to have 
any kind of reflexive theory about your own discursive representation. You know, like, you’re using language, 
which is a modeling system, but you talk about these various other things which mediates them, but I don’t 
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think it mediates them in quite the same sense as the distinction between a real object and a sensual object as 
you outlined in the book. And given your interest in literature and the elusiveness of language and the kind of 
lively examples you use—you know, very metaphorical things—it sort of seems interesting to me that there is 
not a strong emphasis placed on your kind of discursive manipulation there  That’s probably too big to address, 
so I’ll go to my more specific concern which is this. I understand the general outline of the theory, which is, 
you know, your criticisms of undermining and overmining and how you’ve got these two kinds of objects: real 
objects that are withdrawn from experience, sensual objects which only exist within experience and then each 
mediates the entities at the other level, sensual objects mediate real objects et cetera. But what I can’t see in 
there is how individuation works. You know, without resorting to that traditional vocabulary of specific unity 
and numerical unity and formal distinction and so on, how does the object get quiddity or haecceity  How is 
the object this object, you know  That’s clear to me in terms of a sensual object, but how does that apply to real 
objects  What’s the individuation there  What makes this object this object

GH What makes it this object is it’s real qualities and my worry about many questions about individuation—I 
don’t know where you’re coming from—but a lot of times when people stress individuation as opposed to fully 
formed individuals they’re trying to bring us back to a pre-individual realm, they’re trying to say that objects 
are derivative somehow of some more primordial individuation process. And I don’t want to make that move. I 
think you can tell a story about any real object and tell how it was made, but that would be an historical story. 
You don’t have to say that individuation itself had to occur at some more primary level. So for me it’s not a 
problem to say: here’s this chair, what are the real qualities of it; we’ll never know for sure but we can obliquely 
hint at them. I don’t think individual objects as such need to be explained as to how they were individuated, in 
general, from some pre-individual realm. So this is the critique I often get from people. And that’s not a prob-
lem for me.  For me, there is nothing but objects. So whether or not you choose to stop to tell the individuation 
story of any individual object is a question of how far you want to go with any given real object. But it’s the 
real qualities that individuate them. They all have different real qualities.

As far as the first point question goes, I also tend to oppose reflexive demands, because what usually happens 
when people do that—I get this a lot from Brassier’s circle for example where people are very influenced by 
McDowell and Brandom and Sellars. They want to start with normativity, y’know, if you’re going to make 
any claim, for example about the difference between real and sensual that’s already a normative claim and so 
therefore you need to first reflect on the human conditions of access that allow us to make that very distinction. I 
don’t think so because I think normativity also involves the extra-human domain. It’s not just that I normatively 
determine that I’m going to distinguish between real objects that withdraw and sensual ones that don’t. It’s that 
something in the world itself is requiring me to do that. And so I think that’s just an attempt to give philosophy 
back to epistemology. And so I generally reject reflexive moves for that reason and so I’m deliberately not 
reflexive in the book.

As for the question of language, I think I do reflect on it. I just don’t want that to be the starting point. I don’t 
want to say: “this entire book relies on a specifically vivid use of language and so therefore we’re going to 
begin with a methodological reflection on language” because for me it works the other way. For me, language 
is understood by understanding that gap between an object and its qualities, that you’re trying to point at the 
thing, it’s somehow not reducible to a list of qualities. In a sense that’s Heidegger, but in a sense it’s also Saul 
Kripke, one of my favourite analytic philosophers. Because what does Kripke tell us against other analytic 
philosophers  That a name is not an abbreviation, not an empiricist abbreviation of all the qualities that you 
know about a thing. A name is a rigid designator. It’s pointing at the thing beyond any of its given qualities. He 
makes the extra disappointing move of saying the essence of gold is its number of protons, so it turns out to be 
scientism anyway. Your essence is the fact that you had two specific parents which is genetically false, right  
Could you have the same DNA from two different parents  It’s very unlikely that you could. It’s a similar move 
in Kripke and Heidegger. You’re simply pointing at the gap between the object and its qualities. And so, for me, 
that comes first. And why do I go with that, Jon, you asked this question early on, why do I make the decision 
to start there  It’s because I don’t think you can have a philosophy that goes anywhere if you reduce the object 
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in either direction: if you reduce an object to its givenness, to its specific qualities and relations, you’re never 
going to explain the surplus in the things which allows those situations to occur. 

And, also, the other point is that’s simply a very compact account of my philosophy. As I explain in the preface, 
I wrote The Quadruple Object under very special conditions which is that it had to be of very short length to be 
able to pay the translator and we retroactively deduced that by how big a grant I could get from my university, 
which at the time was , . And resses ni ersitaires e rance requires you to pay the translator a certain 
amount per word and so we worked backwards and said: ,  how many words can I write  And you’ve got 
to consider that a French translation is  longer than the original English, laughter  which I didn’t realise. 
French uses more words to say the same thing. You’d think the opposite, right  You’d think that French is a 
very elegant  but it uses more words. Maybe they’re shorter words, but it uses more words. And so then I 
had to say, okay, I’m arbitrarily going to choose ten chapters, ‘cos that seems like a good bite-sized number 
of chapters and so each chapter will now be this many words. And so, how much can I fit into that length of a 
book  And that’s why it’s the length that it is. There’s going to be a longer version of it—it’s a model. Like all 
models it will be replaced and made more complex: there’s not a whole philosophy there, just a skeletal outline 
of a there. And you’re not going to find anything changed, but you’re going to find a much more complex set 
of diagrams and ideas in the book whose contract I’m about to sign in the next two weeks. So, you should see 
it in a couple of years. 

JR While I’ve been sitting here, I’ve just been trying to think of an Emerson quote to finish with. laughter . 
Well, I’ll try this one on you: he says “every word was once an animal.” And what we’ve done is corralled 
them in, and now we’re going to let them go back out again. Words go back into their animal state. So, join me 
in thanking Graham. applause  
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A spectre is haunting the (late industrial) world: the new (or old) need for metaphysics, for absolute truth, even 
for eternal life. First of all, I suggest asking whether there really is a (be it new or old) need for metaphysics. 
In a world where both the control over the lives of citizens and security policies are more and more oppressive, 
it seems that the absolute truth of traditional metaphysics is exactly what one does no longer need. What we 
need is rather a critical attitude, which should abandon the absolutisms of the past together with all their tragic 
social implications.

As Martin Heidegger taught us in Sein und Zeit, in order to answer a philosophical question, we should begin 
by wondering who is asking the question. Hence the provocative meaning of the title I gave to my paper, as 
it is not clear where the new or old request for metaphysics is coming from. What is immediately clear is that 
the request for secure and unquestionable certainties, upon which our social and individual life is supposed to 
be funded, is brought forward by the auctoritates. As an Italian, I cannot avoid recalling that the call for fixed 
“structures,” that is, to non-negotiable values, is a constant theme of the Pope’s teachings in Rome. However, 
through a different authority and meaning, something similar occurs with the claims coming from the laws of 
economics and in general from those values politics ought to aspire to. We are repeatedly told, for example, 
that democracy must be imposed in the entire world through wars even if the traditions of other populations 
are violated. The so-called “international community,” constantly evoked in these cases, presumes to have the 
obligation and right to “take down dictators” (such as Gaddafi or Assad) or to intervene wherever they believe 
that human fundamental rights have been violated. Although this seems to be an indisputable argument, we 
must admit that it has been too often used to cover the imposed ideological interest of certain groups. The same 
goes for the so-called “economic laws” which are often presented as objective, that is, as “natural” as the law 
of gravity, as if they were the results of “scientific” studies by allegedly neutral subjects.

Perhaps, it is precisely in relation to the science’s claim of neutrality, and in particular in relation to economics’ 
claim of neutrality, that we can talk about a “new” need for metaphysics. In this case, the term “metaphysics” 
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should primarily be intended as emphasizing the meta (“beyond”) in its Greek literal meaning: feeling the need 
for something “beyond” physics, that is, beyond scientific certainty. Once again, the need for metaphysics in 
this sense can have different origins. If we think about the Church and the religious authorities that assume 
they are founded on “revealed” and transcendent certainties and/or in the “natural” constitution of the human 
being and the world (this latter justification applies equally for “human rights”), then the term “beyond” refers 
to a knowledge that is much more valid than the one provided by scientific reason and also feels superior to it. 
We are facing here a sort of conflict between two claims of absoluteness: that of the Churches, say, and that of 
the so-called “scientific community;” a dispute that recalls the clashes between the Papacy and the Empire in 
Medieval Europe. Remembering this remote analogy is interesting because it allows us to see how in moder-
nity the position occupied by (the secular) reason of the Empire was actually taken up by science. Science can 
therefore be regarded as being the incarnation of the recent “secular” power that used to face the “traditional” 
power of the Church and the auctoritates founded on transcendence. This hypothesis is not extravagant if we 
think of how modern science arose side by side with political and economical power: scientists today require 
very expensive and complicated machines and laboratories that force them to count upon private or public 
funding which they must somehow justify—for instance by directing their research towards a certain terrain 
rather than an another (weapons instead of medicines, drugs for common diseases of wealthy populations rather 
than poor ones).

In this way we are approaching a variety of meanings of the need for metaphysics that always have a lot to do 
with relations of power. The question that occurs immediately is: isn’t there also a more “genuine” need for 
metaphysics that does not have anything to do with metaphysics itself  The first example that comes to mind, 
probably because it is the most classic and emblematic, is that of the French Revolution, which we all regard 
as the historical source of modernity. The Enlightenment and the thought of the philosophes, which are at the 
basis of the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen that guided the revolution, also wanted to be a 
metaphysical position; the philosophes pretended to affirm universally valid truths for every human intellect. 
But even these truths were affirmed for reasons of power, or better, for reasons of “lack of power.” The French 
Revolution, and the many revolutions that throughout centuries have claimed universal human rights against 
the demands of monarchs or dominant classes, were not enacted for the love of the universal truth of these prin-
ciples. In some sense, the groups or entire populations that came to support these principles have “discovered” 
them because of their own dispossessed condition. As we all know, this is the classical thesis (obviously still 
metaphysical) of Marx, who argued that the proletarian, who is dispossessed of all his goods, holds a right to 
revolution because, not being blinded by any propriety interest, knows and embodies the truth of human es-
sence. What difference is there between the metaphysical need affirmed by the auctoritates that regret the loss 
of civil and religious morality generated by the post-modern “nihilism” and by a spread multiculturalism, that 
is, by an excess of freedom, on one hand, and the need for metaphysics of the French revolutionaries, or of the 
rebellious American colonies of His British Majesty, or of all those revolutionaries who feel legitimized by 
universal “human rights”, on the other?

The difference, as we can easily see, lays in the fact that some invoke metaphysics to preserve the status quo—
the traditional family values, the sacred power of religious hierarchies, the “objective” validity of official sci-
ence, or simply the indisputability of mainstream opinion of the big newspapers and TV networks; while others 
appeal to metaphysics as a truth that critically opposes the status quo and wishes to change it. A statement by a 
great American thinker (and friend) who recently passed away comes to mind here: “Take care of freedom and 
truth will take care of itself”.1

In this sense, the “need for metaphysics” is not something new, as it has the same history as that of human-
ity—or at least of the homo sapiens, the homo politicus who lives in a society and must face the relations of 
power. Obviously, the mythical animal of the primitive woods, if it ever existed, in the age of bellum omnium 
contra omnes, did not need metaphysics to legitimize its own power claims. If today there actually is a new 
need for metaphysics, it is because, in a paradoxical way, we are again in the condition that used to belong to 
the mythical primitive man: this idea can be expressed with Nietzsche’s aphorism with which he begins the first 
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volume of Human, all too Human: “Almost all the problems of philosophy once again pose the same form of 
question as they did two thousand years ago”.2 But this occurs, as Nietzsche indicates in so many other pages 
of his writings, because we live in a society characterized by an “Indian wildness” (the capitalist society that 
was already flourishing in his years), where—and this is the meaning of nihilism we refer to when we talk about 
post-modernism—the supreme values are devaluated and where a polytheism of values, as Max Weber called 
it, spreads around, one in which nothing functions anymore as a definitive point of reference and in which we 
must recognize that it is impossible to talk of universal truths from a divine point of view. Even the different 
meanings, as I have suggested, that the need of metaphysics can assume, express the polytheism of values 
which are made possible by the event of nihilism.

To sum up: the need for metaphysics characterizes all the history of the civilized man—who in the community 
in which he lives requires legitimations both in relation to his fellows and his own moral conscience (which has 
interiorized the community’s expectations and towards which he feels responsible). Today this request is felt in 
a much more overbearing and urgent manner because the same conditions of civilization within which we live 
have directed us towards the polytheism of values or to the so called (following Nietzsche) school of suspicion: 
we no longer trust the universal claims because in the modern world, more and more globalized, different 
cultures and “metaphysics” have come forward. This has also occurred because the universalism of European 
and Western philosophy has been (practically) questioned by the revolts of the so-called primitive populations 
who have come forward with their own demands. In this situation, the need for metaphysics is felt only in two 
formulations irreducible to each other: either the formulation of the auctoritates, which are interested in con-
serving the order that also guarantees their power (be this authority that of the Popes, or that of the scientific 
communities authorized and financed by governments or corporations); or that of the dispossessed who wish 
to change the status quo and try to legitimize their own projects. The meta (“beyond”) of “metaphysics” has 
therefore two meanings: either a truth beyond the visible and the common knowledge which is owned only by 
the auctoritates, or a projected “truth” which is not grounded on facts and “data,” but rather on the power of 
the project of the discharged.

I realize that this account might look “dangerous” and not “philosophical” enough to be presented in a scien-
tific academic venue. Nevertheless, even this account may be related to positions of distinguished philosophers 
of the past: Nietzsche as the theorizer of the completed nihilism; and Heidegger as the critic of metaphysics 
conceived as the pretension to mirror “reality” (the Aristotelian essences, Plato’s ideas, etc.) to the point of 
constituting a norm for human behavior. When Nietzsche writes that God is dead, and has been killed by his 
own believers, he simply means what we intend when we talk about post-modernity: it is the progressive inte-
gration of the world under the pressure of political and technical powers of modernity that determines the end 
of the values of polytheism in which there is no possible universality. To the announcement that God is dead, 
Nietzsche also adds an invitation: now we want several gods to flourish. The (imperialistic, colonialist, tech-
nical-scientific, and also metaphysic) unity of modernity dies; and with it dies the possibility of peace—which 
so far was assured by the unity of a dominion (Empires, transnational powers, Churches). Now, that unity can 
be reached only by acknowledging the many metaphysics and by creating the conditions under which they can 
negotiate with one another. The universal truth is not at the roots and at the beginning of everything; it can only 
be reached at the end, through free consensus. 

It goes without saying that in the alternative between the metaphysics of auctoritates and the metaphysics of the 
dispossessed, it is the latter that this paper recognizes and invites everyone to chose as the good “metaphysics”; 
not only for a love of the dispossessed, not only for a certain sympathy for the (still metaphysical) thought of 
Marx, according to which those who are expropriated, and therefore have no ideological veils, can see the true 
truth. At the basis of my preferred choice, there is an idea of Being and philosophy that comes first and foremost 
from Heidegger, who in Sein und Zeit (at least as I see it) has definitively criticized the idea that Being is a given 
and stable structure that thought ought to adequately mirror and respect as norm. It is metaphysics conceived 
in this way that is, at the end, a metaphysics which excludes freedom, historicity, and the open structure of 
existence. Heidegger formulated this critique in the ’s, not only for theoretical reasons; together with the 
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artistic and intellectual avant-gardes of the time, Heidegger acknowledged that objective metaphysics had ulti-
mately produced the universal objectification of the human being and had paved the way for what the Frankfurt 
School later called the society of total Verwaltung of the totalitarian rationalistic dominion. For him and the 
existentialist thought of his time, it was a matter of opposing to all this a new ontology, that is, a conception 
of Being that rendered freedom and future imaginable. As for Heidegger at the beginning of the past century, 
similarly what appears to us as a new need for metaphysics is not inspired by theoretical reasons; we need meta-
physics, a “beyond,” because in the meantime the Verwaltung has become even more total - with the difference 
that today it is also infinitively more visible. Almost no one still believes in “universal” metaphysical truths. For 
with Nietzsche’s Death of God, the new gods, or simply a new God in which we can hope, can no longer be the 
God of classical metaphysics, the one that Pascal called “the God of the philosophers”. Thus, the metaphysical 
need we feel can no longer be thought as a need for a necessary given, universal truth. The tragic damages pro-
duced by the universalistic claims of Western thought (religious persecutions, colonialism, and fundamentalism 
of every kind) are now visible to everyone. This is also why traditional forces (Churches, States, official sci-
ence, ethics) invoke metaphysics; they are losing their credibility, and wish to control consciences (now faithful 
to “many gods”) once again through unifying and absolute principles. Against these traditional forces, there is a 
call for a metaphysics that, as Rorty’s quotation above suggested, favors freedom over objective “truth,” which 
always needs an absolute power to value itself. Even the action required to make possible a society where dif-
ferent metaphysics may freely confront themselves, negotiating accords that force none of them to annul itself 
in the name of an absolute truth, demands a “metaphysical” commitment. May I suggest that a similar commit-
ment has more to do with a (not exclusively Christian) religious precept of charity, rather than with a search for 
ultimate principles that guarantee peace by forcing all of us to recognize them as the truth?
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NOTES

1. This is a quote from Richard Rorty, which is also the title given to a volume collecting some interviews with Rorty. Cf. 
Richard Rorty, Take Care of Freedom and Truth Will Take Care of Itself: Interviews with Richard Rorty, ed. by Eduardo 
Mendieta [Eds].
2 Friedrich Nietzsche, Human All Too Human, 12 [Eds].
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Jean Paul (21 March 1763 - 14 November 1825), born Johann Paul Friedrich Richter, was a German Roman-
tic writer, best known for his humourous novels and stories. He took the name Jean Paul in honour of Jean 
Jacques Rousseau. This paper presents an interpretation of Jean Paul’s concept of humour as ‘inverted sub-
lime’. It explores the concept, first by analyzing it in relation to Kant’s aesthetic theory, and then by way of a 
critical engagement with Paul Fleming’s The Pleasures of Abandonment: Jean Paul and the Life of Humour: 
perhaps the only book-length critical study in English devoted to Jean Paul in recent years. The first part of the 
paper—the comparative analysis of Jean Paul with Kant—establishes the conditions for taking humour seri-
ously (as something that resists categorization in terms of the body mind split). The second part develops these 
insights by posing questions such as what consequences does humour have for the seriousness of theoretical 
judgement  Following twentieth century philosopher Georges Bataille, I suggest that laughter is an effect of 
the unknown (le non-savoir), which suddenly invades us when our expectations are exceeded. Laughter, for 
Bataille, is an instance of nonproductive expenditure. On the basis of Bataille’s thought and that of others, I 
undertake a critical reading of Paul Fleming’s argument for humour’s “redemptive” power, i.e., its capacity to 
help us reconcile ourselves with human finitude. As a challenge to the logic of both Jean Paul and Paul Fleming, 
the paper concludes with a reading of concentration camp humour in Simon Wiesenthal’s he un o er  n 
the Possibilities and Limits of Forgiveness. 

I will begin with a quote from the beginning of chapter  of The Pre-School of Aesthetics (Die Vorschule 
der Aesthetik), where Jean Paul defines his celebrated concept of humour. Historically, this concept has been 
Jean-Paul’s most influential contribution to romantic theory and criticism.1 Humour also marks an extremely 
important characteristic of his prose:

Der Verstand und die Objekten-Welt kennen nur Endlichkeit. Hier finden wir nur jenen unendlichen 
Kontrast zwischen den Ideen (der Vernunft) und der ganzen Endlichkeit selber. Wie aber, wenn man 
eben diese Endlichkeit als subjektiven Kontrast jetzo der Idee (Unendlichkeit) als objektivem un-
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tersch be und liehe und statt des Erhabenen als eines angewandten Unendlichen jetzo ein auf das 
Unendliche angewandte Endliche, also blo  Unendlichkeit des Kontrastes geb re, d.h. eine negative  
Dann h tten wir den Humor oder das romantische Komische.

The understanding and the object-world know only finitude. In the romantic we find only the infinite 
contrast between the ideas (or reason) and all finitude itself. But suppose just this finitude were im-
puted as subjective contrast to the idea as objective contrast, and instead of the sublime as an applied 
infinity, now produced a finitude applied to the infinite, and thus simply infinity of contrast, that is a 
negative infinity. Then we should have humour or the romantic comic.2

Significantly, when Jean Paul provides (above) his celebrated definition of the concept, he writes “humour or 
the romantic comic.” This makes clear that humour is, for him, a variation of romantic poetry—romantic poetry 
defined as that which “delights in presenting the infinity of the subject in which the object-world loses its limits 
as in a kind of moonlight.”3 However, unlike romantic poetry, humour implies a breach in the subject, where 
the finite world of the subject’s endeavours is measured against the infinite of the subject’s idea of reason. 
This causes laughter, a laughter mixed with pain.  Humour is not sublime poetry, where the finite world loses 
its limits as the mind occupies itself with ideas that contain a higher purposiveness, but an “inverted sublime” 
(umgekehrte Erhabene), where the contrast between the finite and the infinite creates an infinity without pur-
posiveness, “a negative infinity,” whose content consists only in the separation or contrast between the two. 

Measured against the infinite—the measuring rod of humour—all of finitude, including the whole world, be-
comes “infinitely small.” In other words, humour is a force of destruction for Jean Paul, and yet it is one that 
retains, through its very reversal, the trace of the sublime. This is laughter “in which both a pain and a greatness 
abide,”4 where the understanding, caught between the finitude of experience and the infinitude of desire, faces 
an infinite, “sublime” contrast or separation, which is not opposed to finitude, but remains attached to it.

Folglich setz‘ ich mich selber in diesen wiespalt  und zerteile mein Ich in den endlichen und 
unendlichen Faktor und lasse aus jenem diesen kommen. Da lacht der Mensch, denn er sagt: Un-
m glich  Es ist viel zu toll

I divide my inner self into the finite and infinite factors and let the latter proceed from the former. 
People laugh then, saying: “Impossible  Much too mad ”5

JEAN PAUL WITH KANT

To get a richer understanding of this difficult concept of the “inverted sublime”, it is helpful to go back to Kant’s 
Critique of Judgment, the conceptual vocabulary of which Jean Paul self-consciously employs. The sublime for 
Kant is firstly a subjective feeling, because by definition it is what cannot be contained in a sensible (which is to 
say, finite) form. Even if in order to feel the sublime we make use of our intuitions of nature, we do so only to 
experience the inadequacy of these intuitions to exhibit the object. Jean-Paul retains as an essential requisite for 
his understanding of humour this experience of human inadequacy, of what, as Kant puts it, is “violent to our 
imagination,” “contrapurposive to our power of judgment.”6 Yet whereas in Kant this inadequacy induces the 
mind to abandon sensibility and occupy itself with ideas of an inner, higher purposiveness, in Jean-Paul there is 
no such “redemption.” In humour, the infinite idea is annihilating.7 As in the Kantian sublime there is an inhibi-
tion of the vital forces, but without the rebound, the “outpouring” (Ergießung) that results from this inhibition.8 

The finite world is rather turned upside down. Jean Paul’s understanding of humour is Saturnalian, and in this 
regard very close to Rabelais (who is also cited9). To illustrate this lex inversa, Jean Paul refers to the medieval 
“feasts of fools” which “reversed the worldly and the spiritual, inverted social ranks and moral values, and re-
duced all to one great equality and freedom of joy.”10 He also refers to the tradition of the devils being portrayed 
as clowns in old German and French farces. This fact is taken as evidence of an “underlying earnestness” in 



HUMOUR AS THE INVERTED SUBLIME 

humour, such that the sublime inversion operates not only on the world, but also on humour itself: “it makes 
men partly serious, it walks on the low soccus, but often with the tragic mask at least in its hand.”11

To draw a little more from the comparison with Kant, one can recall that Kantian aesthetics does not simply 
exclude consideration of laughter, even though it is not in any way related to the sublime. In paragraph  of 
the Critique of Judgment,12 Kant argues that jest (like music) deserves to be considered more an agreeable than 
a fine art, which for him means that its purpose is merely enjoyment.  The pleasure it affords (i.e., laughter) is 
sensible rather than contemplative. Unlike poetry, for example, jest is not a way of presenting that is purposive 
on its own, and therefore does not further the culture of our mental powers to facilitate social communication.13

Humorous poetry, the possibility of which Kant never takes into account, is in Jean Paul’s understanding 
similar to Kantian jest inasmuch as it is not purposive on its own and gives rise to sensible pleasure. (Indeed 
Jean Paul insists on the sensuality of humour14) However, unlike Kantian jest—and this has interesting conse-
quences—as sensuous and non-purposive (even contra-purposive) humorous poetry gives to the understanding 
something to think—something, which is also nothing: “a negative infinity,” “simply infinity of contrast.” Such 
a possibility is, if not foreclosed by Kant, then unseen, perhaps not wanted to be seen. Laughter, for Kant, is 
simply an agitation that is conducive for our health; it is not intellectually significant; it does not have a philo-
sophical weight. In a paradoxical formulation, Kant writes that jest (like music) is “a play with aesthetic ideas, 
with presentations of the understanding, by which in the end nothing is thought.”15 Consequently, the pleasure 
and agitation caused by such play is exclusively bodily, even though (paradoxically) it is aroused by the ideas of 
the mind, and “shows that all the gratification we find at a lively party, extolled as being so refined and inspired, 
consists in the feeling of health that is produced by intestinal agitation corresponding to such play.”16

If, as Jean Paul suggests, humorous poetry as inverted sublime has an “underlying earnestness” (unterlegte 
Ernst), then strictly speaking such earnestness cannot be measured in the terms of Kant’s taxonomy. (Signifi-
cantly, Kant’s theory of laughter as “an affect that arises if a tense expectation is reduced to nothing” is rejected 
by Jean Paul17) The laughter produced when man measures out the small world against the infinite world and 
sees them together defies the tendency in Kant and in philosophy in general to keep things in their proper place, 
and to hierarchalize. “Humour is a raving Socrates, as the ancients called Diogenes.”18 But, more importantly 
still, if laughter can have an underlying earnestness, then this has consequences for the mind body split - so 
powerful and determining not only for the Kant’s philosophical system, but—dare I say - for Western culture 
more generally. Kant is careful to maintain this split when attempting to think the gratification we experience 
in laughter and music, even though he recognizes that through this gratification “we can reach the body through 
the soul, and use the soul as the physician of the body.”19 The consequences of such an insight are not explored 
because of the necessity (inherent to the system) to insist that the gratification here is purely corporeal, as dis-
tinct from intellectual or practical (moral).

IS HUMOUR REDEMPTIVE

In one of the few (perhaps the only) book-length critical study in English devoted to Jean Paul in recent years,20 
Paul Fleming argues that humour, as interpreted by Jean Paul, has a redemptive power:

Like fireworks, humour operates by means of contrast: its goal is the infinite, but since the only path 
available to the heavens is a finite one, humour pulls up short and misses the mark. Yet through the 
incongruence between the desired goal and the achieved end, humour at once holds fast to the pos-
sibility of the infinite (if only negatively, in failure) and redeems the experience of finitude.21 

While Jean Paul never speaks of humour in terms of the redemption, Fleming’s builds his argument on the 
basis of a reading of Freud and Vischer (whose understandings of humour are indebted to Jean Paul), as well 
as Simon Critchley and Walter Benjamin. What is noteworthy, indeed humorous, in Fleming’s understanding 
of redemption is that it presupposes non-redemption, even the impossibility of redemption, because it derives 



PETER BANKI

from the ‘recognition’ that the finite cannot be overcome. In striving to overcome it, one necessarily fails.  Ac-
cording to Fleming, humour uses this experience of failure22; it puts it to work. The pay-off is the subject’s 
experience, not of despair, but pleasure in abandonment. Through laughter and humour, we learn not to despise, 
but to enjoy the smallness and insignificance of our finite existence and ultimately, as Jean Paul writes, to “love 
the emptiest ending.”23 

Fleming’s reading of Jean Paul is not at all incompatible with the idea that it is healthy to have a sense of hu-
mour, especially when things are looking very bad. Laughter is, as any doctor will tell you, therapeutic. In his 
late essay “On Humour” (Der Humor) Freud, on whom Fleming relies, helps to make the point clearer, when 
he uses the example of a criminal who is led to the gallows on Monday morning and exclaims, “Well, this is 
a good beginning to the week.”24 Humour, as Freud recognizes, works through the subversion of expectation. 
Rather than fear, anger, bitterness in the face of death, one is confronted with a joke, lightness. By virtue of this 
subversion of expectation, from an economical point of view mental energy is saved rather than expended, pro-
ducing a humorous pleasure in the listener. Beyond the liberating element, humour has, Freud adds, “something 
fine (Großsartig) and elevating (Ehrhebendes).”25 One might even say sovereign:

The ego refuses to be hurt by the arrows of reality or to be compelled to suffer. It insists that it is 
impervious to wounds dealt by the outside work, in fact, that these are merely occasions for affording 
it pleasure.26

And further:

Humour is not resigned, it is rebellious (trotzig). It signifies the triumph not only of the ego, but also 
of the pleasure principle, which is strong enough to assert itself here in the face of the adverse real 
circumstance.27

Simon Critchley, who Fleming also cites, adds:

Humour has the same formal structure as depression, but it is an anti-depressant that works by the 
ego finding itself ridiculous.28

From the final quotation above from Simon Critchley, one may note that the analysis of humour may itself be 
humourous—if ever so slightly. Humour may affect or infect the serious task of theoretically analyzing it. One 
could even argue that it must do so, if the analysis of humour is to have a genuine relationship to what is being 
analyzed, for it in some way to ‘ring true’. Put another way, the theoretical language must in a certain ay give 
hospitality to humour’s difference, its alterity, especially the alterity of laughter, if the work of the understand-
ing is not to reduce and flatten it entirely. Even while undoubtedly Jean Paul, Freud, Simon Critchley and Paul 
Fleming have some sensitivity for this, none of them raise the question explicitly: what consequences does 
humour have for the seriousness of theoretical judgement  Can it be reduced to this seriousness  Or does the 
experience of humour always in some way exceed the efforts of theoretical judgement to make meaning and 
sense of it  What is, after all, the epistemological status of laughter  As noted above, Jean Paul believes that 
laughter gives the understanding something to think. It is not purely a bodily mechanism as it was for Kant. Yet 
when this ‘something’ becomes an object of knowledge, and further, a means to reconcile ourselves with the 
finitude of our existence, is not ‘something’ important about laughter also lost  

For Georges Bataille, a philosopher of the twentieth century, laughter cannot be simply the object of present-
able knowledge, but must be interpreted firstly under the category of non-knowledge (le non-savoir).29 It cannot 
be reduced to an example that would support or undermine any particular truth claim about it. Rather, it is that 
on the basis of which philosophy as such must be re-thought and re-elaborated.
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Insofar as I am a philosopher, mine is a philosophy of laughter. It is a philosophy founded on the 
experience of laughter, and which does not even make any further claim. It is a philosophy, which 
casts off problems other than those provided by that precise experience.30

For Bataille, laughter is an effect of the unknowable, which suddenly invades us when our expectations are 
exceeded.31 As for Jean Paul, laughter, for Bataille, remains inseparable from an experience of finitude. Unlike 
Jean Paul, however, Bataille interprets finitude as that which cannot be mastered through knowledge or the 
pleasure principle. Finitude and or death is a priori unforeseeable and overwhelming. Laughter is an instance 
of nonproductive expenditure, irreducible to any use, instrumentalization or economization on the failure to 
overcome finitude, irreducible to any hope, health or gain for the subject in its ‘relation’ to abandonment and 
suffering, even to any project of understanding and making sense.32 

Paul Fleming insists that in humour there is a fundamental ambivalence, for the night does not disappear. 
“The night persists despite the fireworks, after the fireworks.”33 Humour, everyone agrees, is inseparable from 
the night. Jean Paul remarks that not only were the greatest humourists very serious, but they come from “a 
melancholy people”.34 Jean Paul does not name them here. But it is difficult not to think of the Jews. Jewish 
characters and references to the Jewish scriptures litter Jean Paul’s literature.35 Similarly, when Paul Fleming 
argues for the redemptive character of the effects of humour, as understood by Jean Paul, he cites a specifically 
Jewish interpretation of the messianic promise, borrowed from Walter Benjamin and the Hasidic movement:

Es gibt bei den Chassidim einen Spruch von der kommenden Welt, der besagt: es wird dort alles 
so eingerichtet sein wie bei uns. Wie unsre Stube jetzt ist, so wird sie auch in der kommenden Welt 
sein; wo unser Kind jetzt schl ft, da wird es auch in der kommenden Welt schlafen. Was wir in dieser 
Welt am Leibe tragen, das werden wir auch in der kommenden Welt anhaben. Alles wird sein wie 
hier—nur ein klein wenig anders.

The Hassidim have a saying about the coming world, which goes: everything will be arranged there 
as it is with us. How our room now is: so it will be in the coming world; where our child sleeps, there 
too it will sleep in the coming world. What we wear on our body in this world, we will still have on 
in the coming world. Everything will be as it is here—only a little bit different.36

To read this text seriously, I believe one must be sensitive also to the possibility of its gentle humour and irony. 
The text begins by subverting the expectation that the coming world will be any different from this one. Yet at 
the end, it subverts this subversion by announcing that after all, the coming world will be different, but only a 
very little bit (ein lein enig). If one has an ear for it, this “only a little bit different” is gently humorous. At 
the end, it comes unexpected as a kind of punch line. Rather than no difference, nothing, one is confronted with 
almost nothing - perhaps a joke. Tiny and momentous, it is left undetermined in its meaning. In who or what 
this difference consists is left open, undecided but located unmistakably within the sphere of the intimate (“our 
room now” (unsere Stube), our child in the next room ( o unser in  et t schl ft), what we wear on our body 
( as ir am eibe tragen)). 

In his gloss of the messianic saying from the Chassidim and Walter Benjamin, Paul Fleming writes:

For those who expect the future life to be radically different than the present one, this image is worse 
than hell itself. Finitude has been destroyed, yet everything is familiar, even the clothes. This im-
age of “the world to come” is written from the perspective of humour. In elevating us over finitude, 
humour ultimately only returns us to “the smallness of human nature.” Night remains night; the fire-
works do not dispel it. That which would otherwise be a source of great depression—the return of the 
same in the eternal—becomes an insight structured by humour, in which the finite as we know it is 
taken up into the city of God—as the blueprint itself. This “ever so slightly different” is the difference 
of humour: it is the pleasure found in abandonment.37
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In this passage, the “ever so slightly different” is given an identity and a name. In Benjamin, however, it is left 
unnamed. To identify this difference is effectively to speak from the point of view of have been ‘redeemed’, 
of the messianic age. It is to claim to no  the difference between this world and the one to come. Even if 
Benjamin and the Hassidim intimate, although perhaps only jokingly, that there is a difference, and give it the 
contour of “ever so slightly”, they leave the place of the ‘who’ or ‘what’ of this difference empty. Both because 
they do not speak from the place of the coming world and also because it is always possible that it may not 
come, just as a joke can always fall flat and no one laughs. If humour and laughter have the power to redeem 
us, as Paul Fleming suggests, such redemption could only take place on the condition that it is not assured. It 
could never take place as an ascertainable fact in the present. Inasmuch as redemption, humour, forgiveness38 
may be inscribed within the promise of a coming world, a messianic age, they are heterogeneous to the order 
of knowledge, determinate theoretical judgment, the self-presentation of appropriable meaning, and therefore 
rigorously beyond any horizon of expectation or hope.39

Now Paul Fleming is I believe not wrong to interpret Jean Paul’s concept and practice of humour in the manner 
he does. For Jean Paul the modern Romantic subject is a Christian subject, which is to say one who bears its 
infinity within itself and not externally, and consequently, who experiences the division between the finite and 
the infinite as irreconcilable.40 The Greeks, according to Jean Paul, did not know humour, for it presupposes 
a modern experience of impossibility and abandonment. The Greeks “were too full of the joys of life for a 
humoristic spite of life.”41 Because we moderns recognize that the infinite as such is unattainable, we cannot, 
according to Jean Paul, experience complete happiness, but only “happiness within limitations.”42 We can 
only, following Jean Paul’s remarkable formulation, be “happier, but not happy.”43 Through humour we learn 
to reconcile ourselves with the irreconcilable. Humour permits us to cultivate an acceptance, an ‘understand-
ing’ for the lack of understanding (Unverstand) of finite being.44 Consequently, Fleming rigorously interprets 
Jean Paul’s comic literature as Bildungsromane, whose purpose is to teach the reader how to enjoy, rather than 
despise, their finitude through the art of relishing everything small.45 

But what if (thinking of Kafka and the Holocaust), not only happiness, but even becoming happier were out 
of reach  What then  With this taboo thought, dare I say, the whole economic system would collapse and then 
perhaps someone would laugh  Fleming holds on, despite everything, to the teleology of Jean Paul’s concept 
of humour: “one should want something else, something different and better.”46 And Jean Paul: “We play for 
the sake of seriousness, not play.”47 I do not disagree. Yet even if humour can be—and so often is—put in the 
service of education and character formation (Bildung), which is to say, teleological finality and reconciliation 
with finitude, it can never be reducible to this servile position. If humour has a messianic structure, “the subver-
sion of expectation”, which, according to Freud, produces laughter, cannot be contained by any pre-conceived 
outcome. Without this non-containment, this rebellion against pre-given expectations and possibilities, (even at 
the limit against what it is presumed to be and do), humour would not be very amusing.

WHY DOES LAUGHTER MATTER

To conclude, I would like to analyse another example of humour, or at least juxtapose Jean Paul’s theory of 
humour with a literary episode. I will not take an episode from Jean Paul’s own fiction; I am going to take 
rather an episode from Holocaust fiction, which one would think (not unjustly) is as far from humour as one 
could possibly imagine. Now I use the term ‘fiction’ here advisedly, not because I deny that what is called “Ho-
locaust” (among other names) happened, but because fiction or fictioning—the possibility that the witnesses 
may lie or incorrectly remember—what they bear witness to is inseparable from any kind of truth telling, any 
auto-biographical or historical account.48 Now the author I am going to speak about is very aware of this, even 
though he was also probably more than any other the one most responsible for bringing Nazi perpetrators to 
trial after the war. Over a -year career, his research helped to bring over  perpetrators to trial, including 
the Dutch police officer Karl Silberbauer, who arrested Anne Frank, Franz Stangl, the commandant of Treb-
linka (where approximately ,  people were murdered) and Adolf Eichmann, who oversaw the logistics 
of mass deportation.49 Now the episode I going to discuss comes from an autobiographical novel entitled The 
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un o er ( ), which recounts the story of a dying repentant SS-man, who during the war in Poland, asks an 
anonymous Jewish prisoner for his forgiveness. This prisoner’s name, which the SS man never asks, is Simon 
Wiesenthal. The novel is an account not only of what happens between the two men, but also of Wiesenthal’s 
disquiet afterwards, his need to talk about it, to hear the opinions of others, to research the limits of Jewish and 
Christian theology, and above all, his inability to find a solution to the dilemma and to destine and entrust the 
thinking about it to future generations.50

 
Before Wiesenthal recounts the episode, he situates or contextualizes it in an opening scene in a concentration 
camp near Lemberg where he is sleeping or trying to sleep in a stable with his fellow prisoners, who he calls 
his friends (meine Freunde). (Formally the capital of historical region of Galicia, Lemberg is today called Lviv, 
part of the Ukraine). This opening scene of he un o er testifies not so much to the discovery that God is 
absent, but more radically that such a ‘discovery’ is laughable  It becomes the object of a joke. One of the nar-
rator’s friends, Arthur, returns to the camp with news from an old lady in the ghetto:

“Was kann eine alte Frau schon sagen  Wei  sie vielleicht, wann wir hier herauskommen  Oder 
wann man uns umlegt ”
“Nein, diese Fragen kann dir niemand beantworten. Aber sie hat etwas anderes gesagt, etwas, woran 
wir in dieser eit denken sollen. Sie meinte, da  Gott auf Urlaub sei.” Arthur machte eine kleine 
Pause, wie um seine Worte wirken zu lassen.” Was meinst du dazu, Simon  Fragte er schlie lich.
“La  mich schlafen” gab ich zur Antwort. “Erz hl weiter, wenn Er wieder zur ck ist.”

um erstenmal, seit wir in diesem Stall lebten, h rte ich meine Freunde lachen—oder hatte ich das 
nur getr umt  

“What could she have said  Does she know when we will get out of here  Or when they are going 
to slaughter us ”
“Nobody knows the answers to those questions. But she said something else, something that we 
should perhaps think about in times like these. She thought that God was on leave”  
“Let me sleep,” I replied. “Tell me more when he gets back.”
For the first time since we had been living in the stable I heard my friends laughing, or had I merely 
dreamt it ”51

How to read this improbable laughter  For the narrator’s friend, Arthur, the news of God’s absence comes as a 
revelation pregnant with meaning. For the narrator, on the other hand, it is not news. It is something everyone 
has known for a long time: “And this should be news  That we live in a world that God has abandoned ”52 What 
makes the friends laugh (if indeed they do laugh) is in all probability the insouciance with which the narrator 
responds to the thought of God’s abandonment, his treating it as if it is nothing particularly important. At the 
moment what is more important is just sleep: “Let me sleep,” I replied. “Tell me more when he gets back.”

But this reading is not enough to account for the improbability of what happened. As an event, the laughter is 
more than the ‘joke’, which supposedly caused it. It is quite possible that the narrator, who was half-asleep, did 
not even intend what he said to be funny. The laughter comes as a surprise: a rupture with the living present. 
The text suggests that it may have been a dream of laughter, leaving the ontological and epistemological status 
of what happened indeterminate and fragile: “For the first time since we had been living in the stable I heard my 
friends laughing, or had I merely dreamt it ” Now it is not just the friends’ laughter that is held in epistemologi-
cal and ontological suspension, but almost everything that is recounted in the narrative. The text is littered with 
hesitations, question marks as to the reality of that to which the narrator bear witness. The narrator can scarcely 
believe the events to which he testifies. During this period, his entire existence appears to him illogical, unreal, 
dreamlike, even ghostly (gespenstliches) and uncanny (unheimlich). (Such thoughts are particularly strong in 
relation to the later meeting with the dying SS man53) To faithfully testify to what happened, is also to testify to 
narrator’s disbelief, to the incredible, dreamlike character of what happened—and to the fact that what is called 
“reason” and “logic” could not be trusted. 
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Now it is certainly possible to interpret Wiesenthal’s concentration camp humour in Jean Paul’s terms, as 
pleasure found in God’s abandonment and rebellion against life’s suffering. The expression Gott auf Urlaub 
is already a little bit humorous, as if God were just a human being on holiday. The narrator, who delivered the 
joke at the expense of what the old woman in the ghetto had said, is also careful to give reason to her: “What 
the old woman said in no way shocked me, she had simply stated what I had long felt to be true.”54 The humor-
ous pleasure, rebellion and even triumph is directed not against the suffering imposed on the prisoners by the 
Nazis, but against that imposed by the Abrahamic culture itself, from where comes the hope of a miraculous 
intervention, the faith “in a world order in which God has a definite place”, and above all, in the dignity and 
sacredness of the life of a human being, because they have been made in the image of God (imago Dei).55 
Under these circumstances, such hope and faith are laughable. It is alone what is laughable. Indeed the joke 
could not have provoked such improbable laughter among the fellow prisoners had they not, in addition to the 
monstrous suffering caused by the Nazis, also been carrying the weight of the metaphysics of Judeo-Christian 
culture. In a sovereign, life-affirming way, this weight is laughingly thrown off, because it ceases to be useful. 
Perhaps. The joke and the laughter it provokes is a momentary triumph over metaphysics, which is humor-
ously dismissed. In a more psychoanalytic vein, however, one might also suggest that the laughter is also a 
release of unconscious aggression against God, who, having made the Jews His chosen people, has, by virtue 
of a perverse anti-Semitic reversal, caused them to be the chosen victims of extermination. In Moses and the 
Monotheistic Religion ( ), Freud memorably argues that among the deeper, more unconscious motives for 
the intensity and lasting strength of anti-Semitism is the surprising belief on the part of those who are not Jew-
ish in the Jewish people’s divine election.56  

Whether or not one interprets the laughter as deriving from atheism or theism, whether it was dreamed of or 
actually happened, it undoubtedly leaves a memorable trace. Everything remains the same, but by virtue of the 
laughter, it is “ever so slightly different”. Perhaps. While it is certainly possible to read the laughter as a means 
of reconciliation and accommodation with ‘life’ under such circumstances, I think such a reading would be su-
perficial. What would be less superficial would be to suggest that the prisoners experienced in laughing a shared 
recognition of the impossibility of their current situation and that of any miraculous salvation or redemption by 
God. And in this shared recognition, they may have felt also some unspoken compassion for one another. And 
perhaps through this compassion even some forgiveness towards themselves and one another for having found 
themselves there, eyewitnesses and victims of such incomprehensible injustice.57
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NOTES

. In the introduction to the translation of the text, Margaret R. Hale notes that Jean Paul’s theory of humour is close in several 
respects the theory of irony in Friedrich Schlegel and Schiller. She also notes that Jean Paul’s theory was influential on K.W.F. 
Solger, Theodor Vischer and also Sigmund Freud. Outside of Germany, it was promoted by Thomas Carlyle and was heavily 
used by Coleridge for his lectures on wit and humour. Jean Paul Richter he orn of beron ean aul ichter s chool for 
Aesthetics trans. Margaret R. Hale Detroit, Wayne State University Press, , pp. xliv-xlviii.
2. Jean Paul Werke Band , M nchen , - , Trans. Margaret R. Hale in orn of beron ean aul ichter s 
School for Aesthetics. Detroit, Wayne State University Press, , .
. “Wir haben der romantischen Poesie im Gegensatz der plastischen die Unendlichkeit des Subjekts zum Spielraum gege-

ben, worin die Objekten—Welt wie in einem Mondlicht ihre Grenzen verliert.” Jean Paul Werke. Band , - , Hale .
. “jenes Lachen, worin noch ein Schmerz und eine Gr e ist.” Jean Paul: Werke. Band , , Hale .

5. Jean Paul: Werke. Band , , Hale .
. “zweckwidrig f r unsere Urteilskraft”, “gewaltt tig f r die Einbildungskraft” I. Kant riti  er rteils raft Trans. Werner 

S. Pluhar. Critique of Judgment Indianapolis, Hackett Publishing Company, , . Ak. .
. “Die vernichtende oder unendliche Idee des Humours. Diese ist der zweite Bestandteil des Humours, als eines umgekeh-

rten Erhabnen.” “The annihilating or infinite idea of humour: this is the second component of humour as inverse sublimity.“ 
Jean Paul Werke. Band , , Hale . In his invaluable introduction to Jean Paul, Paul Fleming argues that despite this an-
nihilating quality, humour works to redeem the experience of finitude. I will return to this difficult and subtle question below. 
Paul Fleming The Pleasures of Abandonment: Jean Paul and the Life of Humor K nigshausen  Neumann, , , - . 
. I. Kant riti  er rteils raft Trans. Werner S. Pluhar. Critique of Judgment,  Ak. . 

9. Jean Paul: Werke. Band , , Hale - .
. “Weltliches und Geistliches, St nde und Sitten umkehren, in der gro en Gleichheit und Freiheit der Freude. ” Jean Paul: 

Werke. Band , , Hale .
. “so macht der Humour zum Teil ernst er geht auf dem niedrigen Sokkus, aber oft mit der tragischen Maske, wenigstens 

in der Hand.” Jean Paul: Werke Band , , Hale .
Kant Critique of Judgment. -  Ak. - .

. I. Kant Critique of Judgment. , -  Ak. .

. “ W ithout sensuousness, the comic cannot exist” “es ohne Sinnlichkeit berhaupt kein Komisches gibt” “ T he serious 
always emphasizes the general and so spiritualizes things that we think, the comic writer fastens our minds on the physical 
detail” “der Ernst berall das Allgemeine vorhebt so heftet uns der Komiker gerade eng an das sinnlich Bestimmte,” “ T he 
material element, as the exponent of applied finitude in humour, can never become too colorful.” “so kann die Sinnlichkeit  
bei dem Humour als ein Exponent der angewandten Endlichkeit nie zu farbig werden.” Jean Paul Werke Band , - , 
Hale 99-100.

. “Hingegen Musik und Stoff zum Lachen sind zweierlei Arten des Spiels mit sthetischen Ideen, oder auch Verstandes-
vorstellungen, wodurch am Ende nichts gedacht wird.” I. Kant riti  er rteils raft Trans. Werner S. Pluhar. Critique of 
Judgment - . Ak. - .

. “das Gef hl der Gesundheit, durch eine jenem Spiele korrespondierende Bewegung der Eingeweide, das ganze, f r so 
fein und geistvoll gepriesene, Vergn gen einer aufgeweckten Gesellschaft ausmacht” I. Kant riti  er rteils raft Trans. 
Werner S. Pluhar.  Critique of Judgment - . Ak - . In other formulations Kant acknowledges the role of the lungs 
and the diaphragm in laughter and music, whose function is defined more generally as the “furtherance of the vital processes 
of the body”. 

. “ as achen ist ein ffe t aus er pl t lichen er an lung einer gespannten r artung in nichts.” (Kant’s emphasis) I. 
Kant riti  er rteils raft Trans. Werner S. Pluhar.  Critique of Judgment. . Ak. . See also Margaret Hale’s introduc-
tion to Jean Paul orn of beron ean aul ichter s chool for esthetics  xxviii.

. “ D er Humor ist, wie die Alten den Diogenes nannten, ein rasender Sokrates. ” Jean Paul Werke Band , , Hale .

. “man dem K rper auch durch die Seele beikommen und diese zum Arzt von jenem brauchen kann.” I. Kant riti  er 
Urteilskraft Trans. Werner S. Pluhar. Critique of Judgment  Ak. .

. There is an extensive secondary literature on Jean Paul in German, most notably: Max Kommerell ean aul   u age. 
Frankfurt: Klostermann,  and Eduard Berend (ed.) Jean Pauls Persönlichkeit in Berichten der Zeitgenossen Berlin: 
Akademie Verlag, . In the English speaking world, Thomas Carlyle’s interest in him was responsible for the translation 
of many of Jean Paul’s works, see Thomas Carlyle Jean Paul Friedrich Richter.“ Critical and Miscellaneous Essays: Volume 

ne. London: Chapman and Hall, , - . See also Paul Fleming the Crisis of Art: Kommerell and Jean Paul’s Gestures“ 
in Modern Language Notes, vol. , . -  and Dimitris Vardoulakis The Task of the Doppelg nger: Jean Paul as 
Collocutor of Maurice Blanchot“ in he oppelg nger  iterature s hilosophy New York: Fordham UP, . - . 

. Paul Fleming. The Pleasures of Abandonment: Jean Paul and the Life of Humor, 30

. “When the modern subject enters into itself and its night,’ it can only use the dark heavens, not dispel them.” Paul Flem-
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ing. The Pleasures of Abandonment: Jean Paul and the Life of Humor, 52
. “jene Liebe zum leersten Ausgange” Jean Paul Werke Band , ; Hale, . 
. “Na, die Woche f ngt gut an” Sigmund Freud, “Der Humor“ in Studienausgabe. Band IV. Psychologische Schriften, ed. 

Alexander Mitscherlich, Frankfurt: Fischer, . . Sigmund Freud “On Humour” in Collected Papers. Volume Five, ed. 
James Strachey New York: Basic Books, , .

. Sigmund Freud, “Der Humor,” ; Strachey .

. “Das ich verweigert es, sich durch die Veranlassungen aus der Realit t kr nken, zum Leiden n tigen zu lassen, es beharrt 
dabei, dass ihm die Traumen der Au enwelt nicht nahe gehen k nnen, ja es zeigt, dass sie ihm nur Anl sse zu Lustgegewinn 
sind,” Sigmund Freud “Der Humor” ; Strachey .

. “Der Humour ist nicht resigniert, er ist trotzig, er bedeutet nicht nur das Triumph des Ichs, sondern auch den des Lust-
princips, das sich hier gegen die Ungunst der realen Verh ltnisse zu behaupten vermag.” Sigmund Freud, “Der Humor,” ; 
Strachey .

. Simon Critchley, n umour  New York, Routledge, , .

. Georges Bataille “Un-Knowing: Laughter and Tears” in ctober 36 MIT Press 1989, 89-102. In a comparable move, 
Friedrich Schlegel in the th Century analyses irony under title of incomprehensibility ( n erst n lich eit). See Friedrich 
Schlegel “Über die Unverst ndlichkeit” in ritische rie rich chlegel usgabe  rste bteilung  ritische euausgabe, 
Band , M nchen, Paderborn, Wien, rich , - ; “On Incomprehensibility” in rie rich chlegel s ucin e an  
the Fragments translated by Peter Firchow, Minneapolis, Minnesota UP, , - . 

. Georges Bataille “Un-Knowing: Laughter and Tears,” .

. “Let us suppose that that which induces laughter is not only unknown, but unknowable  That which is laughable may 
simply be unknowable  We would laugh, not for some reason which, due to lack of information, or sufficient penetration, 
we shall never manage to know, but because the un no n ma es us laugh “ Georges Bataille “Un-Knowing: Laughter and 
Tears,” .

. Georges Bataille “Hegel, Death and Sacrifice,” in Yale French Studies , - . See also Jacques Derrida “From a 
Restricted Economy to a General Economy: A Hegelianism without Reserve” in Writing and Difference trans. Alan Bass, 
Chicago: Chicago UP, , - .

. Paul Fleming. The Pleasures of Abandonment: Jean Paul and the Life of Humor, 56, 58.

. “Darum waren nicht nur gro e Humouristen, wiegesagt, sehr ernst, sondern gerade einem melancholischen Volke haben 
wir die besten zu danken,” Jean Paul Werke. Band ,  Hale .

. See, for example, the introduction to us ahl aus en eufels apieren (A Selection of the Devil’s Papers) written by the Jew Men-
del ben Abraham. See also Jean Paul, Titan: A Romance trans. Charles T. Brooks London: Tr bner  Co. . In ieben s, one  reads:  
“The Jewish people believe that after the messiah arrives hell will be pushed up against paradise so that one has a bigger 
dance hall, and God will lead the dance.—Siebenk s did nothing the whole year long other than build and fit all his torture 
chambers and schools of the cross onto the pleasure room of his trivialities so as to dance a bigger ballet.” Paul Fleming The 
Pleasures of Abandonment: Jean Paul and the Life of Humor 138.

. Walter Benjamin, “In der Sonne” in esammelte chriften  an  I  leine rosa, ed. Tillman Rexroth, Frankfurt: 
Suhrkamp, , - .

. Paul Fleming The Pleasures of Abandonment: Jean Paul and the Life of Humor, 58

. In the final chapter of his book, Fleming links humour to the motif of forgiveness: “The dream of humor is then the 
dream of distance, a step back that is neither cold nor dismissive, but rather forgiving, for humor remains invested in life (in 
hammering, in pharmacy)—in fact it wants nothing else.” Paul Fleming The Pleasures of Abandonment: Jean Paul and the 
Life of Humor, 154.

. As I imagine will be obvious for some, I am relying here on a Derridean reading of the messianic: “a life other than pos-
sible life you say, this can be imagined, even found, but not hoped for.” H lène Cixous Insister of Jacques Derrida, trans. 
Peggy Kamuf Stanford, Stanford UP, , . This is not a position, with which Paul Fleming agrees: “Hope is a gift given 
to the hopeless, which grants us a sense of possibility in the face of the impossibility. For Jean Paul, only finitude offers such 
hope, precisely because of its limitations.” Paul Fleming The Pleasures of Abandonment: Jean Paul and the Life of Humor, 
117.

. Paul Fleming The Pleasures of Abandonment: Jean Paul and the Life of Humor, 50

. “Die Alten waren zu lebenlustig zur humorischen Leben-Veractung,” Jean Paul Werke. Band ,  Hale .

. “Vollgl ck in der Beschr nkung.” This is how Jean Paul defines the Idyll. Jean Paul Werke. Band , ; Hale, . 

. “One can, as Jean Paul expressly says, only hope to be ‘happier (not happy)’. Happiness plain and simple has disappeared 
from the map of modern life.” Paul Fleming The Pleasures of Abandonment: Jean Paul and the Life of Humor, 66.

. Paul Fleming The Pleasures of Abandonment: Jean Paul and the Life of Humor, 46

. Paul Fleming The Pleasures of Abandonment: Jean Paul and the Life of Humor, 68.

. Paul Fleming The Pleasures of Abandonment: Jean Paul and the Life of Humor, 147

. “Um Ernst, nicht um Spiel wird gespielt,” Jean Paul Werke Band , ; Hale, . 
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. “There is no testimony that does not at least structurally imply in itself the possibility of fiction, simulacra, dissimulation, 
lie and perjury— that is to say—the possibility of literature ...  If this possibility that it seems to prohibit were effectively 
excluded, if testimony thereby became proof, information, certainty, or archive, it would lose its function as testimony. In 
order to remain testimony, it must therefore allow itself to be haunted.” Jacques Derrida Demeure: Fiction and Testimony 
trans. Elizabeth Rottenberg Stanford: Stanford UP, . - . 

. See Simon Wiesenthal Justice, Not Vengeance New York: Grove-Weidenfeld, ; The Murderers Among Us: The 
Simon Wiesenthal Memoirs New York: McGraw-Hill, 1967.

. Simon Wiesenthal ie onnenblume  ine r hlung on chul  un  ergebung Frankfurt: Ullstein, . Simon Wi-
esenthal he un o er  n the ossibilities an  imits of orgi eness trans. H.A. Pichler New York: Schocken Books, .

. Simon Wiesenthal ie onnenblume  ine r hlung on chul  un  ergebung 11-12, Pichler 7-8.
52. n  as soll et as eues sein  a  ir in einer elt leben  ie on ott erlassen ist ” Simon Wiesenthal Die Son-
nenblume  ine r hlung on chul  un  ergebung 12, Pichler 8

. Simon Wiesenthal ie onnenblume  ine r hlung on chul  un  ergebung , - , . For a detailed analysis, 
see Peter Banki “The Survival of the Question: Simon Wiesenthal’s he un o er” in Terror and the Root of Poetics edited 
by Jeff Champlin, New York, Atropos, , - . 

. “Mich konnten die Worte der alten Frau nicht ersch ttern. Sie hatte nur ausgesprochen, was ich l ngst f hlte.” Simon 
Wiesenthal ie onnenblume  ine r hlung on chul  un  ergebung 13, Pichler 9.
55. ibid.

. “ I ch bin darauf gefasst, dass sie zun chst nicht glaubw rdig erscheinen werden. Ich wage die Behauptung, dass die 
Eifersucht auf das Volk, welches sich f r das erstgeborene, bevorzugte Kind Gottvaters ausgab, bei den anderen heute noch 
nicht berwunden ist, so als ob sie dem Anspruch Glauben geschenkt h tten.” “What I am going to say will at first appear 
incredible. I venture to assert that the jealousy which the Jews evoked in the other peoples by maintaining that they were the 
first-born, favourite child of God the Father has not yet been overcome by those others, just as if the latter had given credence 
to the assumption.” Sigmund Freud Der Mann Moses und Die Monotheistische Religion Fischer, Frankfurt am Main 1999, 

, Sigmund Freud Moses and Monotheism“ trans. Katherine Jones The Hogarth Press, . .
57. In The Speech of the Dead Christ and elsewhere, Jean Paul also entertains the thought that there is no redemption, no life 
after death, that the hope and belief in God are groundless. However, this thought is always recuperated into an economy of 
hope and fear, where faith in God is saved as a necessary fiction. After having declared that “We are all orphans, I and you, we 
have no father” the dead non-resurrected Christ says: “Mortal one next to me, if you are still living, worship him: otherwise 
you have lost him for ever.” Paul Fleming comments: “In imploring the narrator to worship a God he knows does not exist, 
the dead Christ makes clear that the immanent pleasures of hope, even if grounded in deception, outweigh the need for its re-
alization.” And further: “If there is no God, hope sufficiently fulfils the role of an ersatz-God. In the abandonment of finitude, 
the desire for a God must function as the infinite itself.” Paul Fleming The Pleasures of Abandonment: Jean Paul and the Life 
of Humor , , . It is against such a logic that the humour of the concentration camp is directed. 
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‘Mais quoi? Ce sont des fous!

HISTORY OF A DISPUTE

Foucault’s Folie et Déraison: Histoire de la folie à l’âge classique, published in 1961, was republished in 1972 
simply as Histoire de la Folie à l’âge classique. This edition included a new preface and a two supplements in 
reply to a critique by Derrida, “Cogito, et l’histoire de la folie.”1  Foucault’s first and more extensive supple-
ment is a beautifully constructed piece whose title ‘Mon corps, ce papier, ce feu’2 is drawn from a French 
translation (validated by Descartes) of a line in the First Meditation in which he opposes a certain reflection 
that might limit his doubts about what he senses: “… yet there are many other facts as to which doubt is plainly 
impossible ... that I am here, sitting by the fire, wearing a winter cloak, holding this paper in my hands ...” (Des-
cartes, ).3  I want to draw us up close to the mood and the details of the clash between Foucault and Derrida 
produced by Foucault’s brief references to Descartes in Histoire de la Folie. There is still a great deal to learn 
and finally to comprehend (if not to comprehend finally) about how what appears on the page as a fine line of 
difference that opened up a fracture wide and deep enough to separate Foucault and Derrida for more than a 
decade. This fault line was (as Culler, Gaston and others have demonstrated) a symbolic place for supporters to 
plant their flags on either side of the ravine.4

FOUCAULT AND DESCARTES

Foucault makes his first reference5 to Descartes and madness at the very outset of the second chapter of Part I 
of the Histoire—that Part in which he establishes his whole theme of the new institutional confinement of the 
mad in the seventeenth century. Foucault makes only brief references to Descartes, and complains of Derrida 
as overplaying them. Nevertheless, there can be no mistake about the prime place Foucault gives to the first 
and most significant of these citations. Foucault has opened “The Great Confinement” with these challenging 
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words: “After  the Renaissance had liberated the voice of Madness ... t he age of reason, in  a strange take-
over, was then to reduce it to silence.” Thus Foucault’s use of Descartes’ words on madness makes them appear 
as a prime expression of this new desire to exclude and confine madness:

On the methodical path of his doubt, Descartes came across madness beside dreams and all the other 
forms of error. Might the possibility of his own madness rob him of his own body, in the manner 
in which the outside world occasionally disappears through an error of the senses, or in which con-
sciousness sleeps while we dream  (History, ).

He gives us Descartes’ own words that challenge us with an elusive level of rhetoric that, it turns out, will make 
both Foucault and Derrida extend their subtlety and learning to the limit:

How could it be denied that these hands or this whole body are mine  Unless perhaps I were to liken 
myself to madmen, whose brains are so damaged by …melancholia that they … say that their heads 
are made of earthenware or that they are pumpkins, or made of glass (Cottingham, ).6

Foucault claims that “Descartes does not evade the danger of madness in the same way that he sidesteps the 
possibility of dream as source of error.” This might appear to be entirely correct. He cannot contain within the 
field of reasons for doubt that he might be deranged rather than philosophical in fancying that his body might 
be radically other than it appears. Since he cannot encompass that possibility, he is not “evading” it when 
he proceeds, regardless, to doubt everything for which he can “imagine the least doubt.” In using dreaming 
as a reason for “being able to imagine some doubt” about what he learns from the senses, Descartes in fact 
embraces rather than sidesteps the possibility that, even as he holds ce papier in his hands, shakes la tête de 
son corps and warms himself by ce feu, still he is dreaming it all.7 (At the same time, Foucault does not make 
precise the distinction between the possibility of his being mad and the impossibility of admitting that within 
a method of rational doubt.8)

In these opening pages of “The Great Confinement” Foucault explains his claim that Descartes “sidesteps the 
possibility of dream as a source of error” by incorporating into his commentary arguments that Descartes will 
make after having accepted the relevance (and strength) of this possibility that one is only dreaming when it 
seems most evident that one is awake. These particular experiences (ce papier, mon corps, ce feu) might be 
dreamed, but sensory experience remains an irreducible origin behind thought, imagination and dreaming. As 
Foucault (accurately) compresses Descartes’ view, one can, in imagination, only make use of “simpler or more 
universal things that make fantastical images possible.” Just as the principles of logic or mathematics are no 
less true and evident whether one considers them awake or within a dream, so too the real origins of what we 
can imagine—whether truly or falsely—lie beyond the realm of imagination. That is to say, the possibility of 
dreaming (or even of being beset by a powerful demon that manipulates one’s experience) does not disturb 
the indubitability of one’s clear and distinct apprehensions of truths within that moment during which one ap-
prehends them. It is in contrast with that reassuring default position of the human computer that “madness is an 
altogether different affair”, as Foucault announces:

If I am mad then my ‘grasp on the truth that I have a body  is no more secure than ‘that of a man who 
believes his body to be made of glass’ ... One cannot suppose that one is mad, even in thought, for 
madness is precisely a condition of impossibility for thought  Dreams and illusions are overcome 
by the very structure of truth, but madness is excluded by the doubting subject, in the same manner 
that it will soon be excluded that he is not thinking, or that he does not exist. (History, ).

For the next hundred pages, Foucault sketches a history of the ‘great confinement’ of the insane—and of the 
deliberate blurring of the difference between moral and mental failure. And then, having completed his third 
chapter—on the details of the new “Correctional World” and his fourth “Experiences of Madness”—it is in 
the course of the fifth—“The Insane” that Foucault reinstalls the theme of Descartes’ ‘exclusion’ of madness 
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from the permissible field of philosophical thought. In the historical register, this is what has taken his attention 
immediately before he returns to the status of Descartes’ exclusion of madness:

Taken in its simplest form, and seen from the outside, confinement would seem to indicate that classi-
cal reason had conquered the power of madness, and that a clear dividing line was drawn at the level 
of the social institutions themselves  But the moral perception of madness intrinsic to confine-
ment  betrays a divide that was still far from being clear-cut. Whereas  unreason in the classical age 

 took place in a space of freedom and choice in which an  indifference to any rigorous distinction 
between moral failings and madness ... permitted  a decisive option between madness and sanity 
that would proceed from  a more responsible form of will within the subject (History, ).

This is the stage set by Foucault that permits him again to use Descartes as emblematic (at least) of a banish-
ment of the mad from the arena of any responsible thought and choice. Where he had Descartes “evading” the 
problem of madness and “sidestepping” the possibility that he was dreaming (History, ), now Descartes is 
“sidestepping” the possibility that he is mad in such a way that “madness was excluded without a trace, leaving 
not even a scar on the surface of thought because  it was simply of no use in the process of doubt’s movement 
towards truth” (History, ). The passages in the Meditations that Foucault selects in exhibiting Descartes as 
engaged in a battle with a kind of madness are rich—and yet neglected as ‘literary flourishes’ by commentators 
bent on attacking his grounds for dualism rather than understanding what makes dualism seem true in experi-
ence.

At any rate, Foucault concludes this second main involvement with Descartes on madness in a segue that car-
ries his discussion back within the ground of history:

In the classical age reason is born inside the space of ethics … That much is discernible in the insis-
tent imperative of Cartesian doubt; but the choice itself  is apparent throughout Spinozoan thought 
... When the eighteenth century confined as insane a ‘deranged mind inventing its own devotions’  
the judgment  made manifest the ethical division between madness and reason.

In sharp contrast  it took a ‘moral’ consciousness ... in the nineteenth century, to object to the inhu-
man treatment the mad had received in the previous age ... when so many physicians were writing 
learned treatises about frenzy, melancholy and hysteria (History, ).

It is from his last principal use of Descartes’ Meditations, in the closing three pages of this same chapter—The 
Insane, that we may better understand Foucault on excluding madness. Here, he draws attention to the “shadow 
of the evil genius” that “haunts ... the Meditations”:

The brilliant light of the truth of the Cogito should not be allowed to obscure the shadow of the evil 
genius, nor to obfuscate its perpetually threatening power; until the existence and truth of the outside 
world have been secured, he haunts the whole movement of Descartes’ Meditations (History, ).

The demon “haunts” the Meditations because that figure carries within it a threatening possibility. Perhaps 
madness cannot be contained by an original moral choice to be steadfast in reason; perhaps one cannot keep 
one’s promise never to succumb to the ‘laziness’ of falling into belief (whether true or false) rather than criti-
cally testing whatever befalls one in sense:

Madness was proscribed by internment in the seventeenth century, but it was also linked with the 
experience of an animal unreason ... the scandal of the human condition ... Where  juridical defini-
tions of madness were  concern ed  with finding a way between responsibility and determinism ... a 
contradictory experience saw madness as a natural phenomenon  And although  the positivist psy-
chiatry of the nineteenth century  placed the ... animal side of madness within a theory where mental 
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alienation was seen as a pathological mechanism of the natural world … madness was still haunted 
by an ethical view of unreason, and the countervailing  scandal of its animal nature (History, ).

In Part Two, Foucault’s chapters are “The Madman in the Garden of Species,” “The Transcendence of De-
lirium,” “Figures of Madness” and “Doctors and Patients.” One might say that in the First Part, the mad have 
been confined. Thus located, they are now being defined. The next stage is to follow them into these places of 
confinement so as to describe their existence and experience as thus institutionalized. In the first chapter, then, 
we find the theme of the madman whose existence is not doubted “because he is other.” Thus Foucault reminds 
us of the Descartes who had known “immediately that he was not of ... those who thought their heads were 
made of earthenware (etc.)” This judgement, Foucault asserts,

implies an exterior relation... to that singular Other that is the madman, in a confrontation where 
the subject  is neither compromised nor even called upon to provide any evidence ... his madness 
stands out against the backdrop of the outside world, and the relation that defines him, exposes him 
.. to the gaze of reason .. He now represents ... the difference of the Other in the exteriority of others 
(History, ).

This is an important (implied) critique of Descartes’ epistemology. Descartes not only disposes of the idea that 
hyperbolic doubt is madness but also erects dualism on the success of his method of doubt. His exclusive atten-
tion to himself as thinker and observer gives his dualism temporary stability. He lacks conceptual resources to 
take account of himself as object of observation by others—and as himself aware of being observed in thought-
ful intimacy.9 To pursue that theme would be another study but the very mention of it gives us some idea of 
what has set off Derrida and Foucault’s mutual antagonism.10

COGITO AND THE HISTORY OF MADNESS

Derrida writes his paper, “Cogito and the History of Madness” in reaction to Foucault’s diagnosis of Descartes’ 
refusal to take on the possibility of his own madness. Derrida dares to allege that “the sense of Foucault’s 
entire project can be pinpointed in these few allusive and somewhat enigmatic pages.” Foucault’s reading of 
the Cartesian Cogito “engages in its problematic the totality of this History of Madness as regards both its 
intention and its feasibility” (Cogito, ).11 This allegation aggravated Foucault greatly (Madness, ), but 
in his text he does place, as part of the th century strategy of isolating and intensifying the phenomenon of 
madness, Descartes’ summary rejection of being demented in his hyperbolic doubt. In any case, Derrida does 
not take issue with this socio-historical claim, even while suggesting that imposing such an external framework 
prevents a precise reading what is going on in Descartes’ text. So—to the issue—how can an author entertain 
the possibility of his own writing as a kind of dementia  Derrida thinks that a writer can do no more than this:

T o add nothing  whatsoever to what Foucault has said, but perhaps only to repeat once more, on 
the site of this division between reason and madness of which Foucault speaks so well, the meaning, 
a meaning of the cogito or (plural) Cogitos... and also to determine that what is in question here is an 
experience which ... is perhaps no less adventurous, perilous, nocturnal and pathetic than the experi-
ence of madness and  much less ... accusative and objectifying of madness  than Foucault seems 
to think (Cogito, )

Thus, in the next twelve pages Derrida raises in his own terms a problem about any study of madness that 
would redress the tendency to isolate, confine and intensify the phenomenon of madness. Foucault appears to 
be in the same situation as Descartes. No more than Descartes can he encompass the thought that he is writing 
his study of madness in the language of the insane. Hence, it would seem that we must question the insinuation 
that the assumed sanity of one’s own enterprise objectifies the insane as “Other”. Foucault writes an intelligible 
history without, thereby, “isolating” the mad on the far side of his textual fence. It is from within a glasshouse 
that he throws a rhetorical stone at Descartes for excluding the insane from discourse by excluding the possibil-
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ity of his own unreason. 

Foucault is on edge12 when he complains, “ Derrida  thinks he can capture the meaning of my book ... from ... 
the only three pages that are given over to the analysis of a text that is recognised by the philosophical tradition” 
(History, ). He accuses Derrida of being incapable of a judgement about the impact of a historically oriented 
text upon a “contextually bound” enterprise. In his replies to Foucault, Derrida attends to this deep question 
about Foucault’s project of writing madness. Unless Foucault is to take on writing madness from within its 
own world he must take for granted the legitimacy of his own implicit division between sanity and madness. 
Derrida resumes his close analysis of Foucault’s reading of Descartes: “Descartes, then, is alleged to have 
executed ... a summary expulsion of the possibility of madness from thought itself” (Cogito, ). Having reg-
istered a reason for doubting the senses—that sometimes how things appear other than as they are—Descartes 
notes that such problems usually arise about things that are hardly perceptible, or very far away. This gives us 
no reason to doubt what is close and immediate. And so Descartes evokes what is immediate, in a physically 
self-reflexive pronouncement—Quoi! Mais ce sont des fous —that we can liken to his point of certainty. “I 
think, I exist” also depends on a certainty generated by self-reference.

Now, Foucault takes Descartes as refusing to encompass the possibility of his own madness, rather than en-
compassing the impossibility of the writer thus diagnosing himself. Foucault also takes Derrida to task for sug-
gesting that the momentary “possibility” of madness is a rhetorical flourish to pave the way for the acceptable 
supposition that one might be dreaming.13 Foucault is right to say that Descartes’ hyperbolic doubts are of a 
different genre from the thought that one might be demented in one’s own “clear and distinct” thoughts. And 
Derrida does do what Foucault complains about—he does reckon, also rightly, that to create philosophy one 
has to take for granted one’s being mented—mindful.

Derrida notes that Foucault takes no position about textual analysis and historical context, but he does insist on 
one methodological claim to which Foucault will take great exception:

O nly when the totality of this (textual) content will have become manifest in its meaning to me (but 
this is impossible) will I rigorously be able to situate it in its total historical form. It is only then that 
its reinsertion will not do it violence, that there will be a legitimate reinsertion of this philosophical 
meaning itself (Cogito, ).

We shall take up the issue in due course, but first let us make our own brief, impure and partial reading of Des-
cartes—then interweave that with what Derrida observes.

DESCARTES’ PROGRESS

Foucault takes Derrida to mean that some pure philosophical analysis must precede and dominate studies of 
historical context and practice. What happens as Descartes progresses  
Having reckoned that he can doubt everything that he relies on from using the senses—since the senses are 
“trompeurs” (“deceivers”)14—Descartes listens to a voice of caution or moderation about his grounds for 
doubting everything he has accepted from the senses: 

But although the senses may sometimes deceive us about some minute or remote objects, yet there 
are would be, perhaps—sed forte  many other facts as to which doubt is plainly impossible: e.g. that 
I am here, sitting by the fire ... holding this paper in my hands (Descartes, )

He expostulates, “How can the existence of these things be denied ” To this, in mock reply,

Unless I likened myself to some lunatics (‘nisi me forte comparem nescio quibus insanis’)—unless 
I were to liken myself to I do not know which persons of unsound mind (si ce n’est peut-être que je 
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me compare à ces insensés) (Descartes, ).

For Foucault, in excluding the possibility of his own unsoundness of mind, Descartes ‘circumvents’ the pos-
sibility of a sensory failure to register what is real. By placing the possible insanity of the sceptical thinker 
outside the philosophical arena he controls the philosophical scene so as to deal with what he can handle. Thus, 
despite the “hyperbolic” doubts about the senses he discovers what cannot be doubted even were he to be 
dreaming—and even if the most powerful demon were trying to deceive him.15

Derrida responds critically: In rejecting the possibility of his own derangement, Descartes is engaged in a rhe-
torical device whereby he can mention such a possibility while making light of it (Cogito, ). He can represent 
the problem of madness as what would be posed by a newcomer to philosophy. He can then retort “Mais quoi!” 
to that philosophical innocent. Descartes mocks himself: “A fine argument ” For Derrida, Descartes is expostu-
lating against excluding doubt even about what is immediately apparent. I do not have to be mad to doubt that 
I am sitting by this fire, with this piece of paper in these hands. You, my sane readers (he is implying) are quite 
capable of dreaming such a thing. Nevertheless, says Derrida,

B eneath this natural comfort ... is hidden ... a ... principled truth: ... if discourse and philosophical 
communication ... are to have an intelligible meaning ... they must ... in fact and in principle escape 
madness. They must carry normality within themselves ... And this is not a defect or mystification 
linked to a determined historical structure, ... for it belongs to the meaning of meaning  And yet  
Descartes never interns madness ... e only claims to e clu e it uring the first  non hyperbolical 
moment of natural doubt (Cogito, - ). 

After detailing the extremity of the doubts that Descartes evokes from the possibility that he is dreaming16, 
Derrida can still claim this:

(In Descartes) everything can be reduced to a determined historical totality except the hyperbolic 
project  which  belongs to the narration narrating itself and not to the narration narrated by Fou-
cault. It cannot be recounted, cannot be objectified as an event in a determined history (Cogito, - ) 

It is with such flourishes that Derrida shows how Descartes incorporates, within his doubt, possibilities that 
Derrida reckons to be more extreme than one’s own lack of soundness of mind. In the final six pages of his 
Cogito and the History of Madness Derrida also works to assure the reader that he does not place the certainty 
of ‘I think’ in some a-temporal region beyond historical reach. He insists, rightly, that the certainty of ‘I think’ 
or ‘I am’ is bound within its own moment of immediate recognition:

Descartes must ‘temporalize  the Cogito, which is itself valid17 only during the instant of intuition ... 
And here one should be attentive to this link between the Cogito and the movement of temporalisa-
tion. For if the Cogito is valid even for the  madman, one must18 not be mad if one is to reflect it 
and retain it, if one is to communicate it and its meaning. ... And here, with the reference to God and 
to a certain memory, would begin the hurried repatriation of all mad and hyperbolically wanderings 
which take shelter ... within the order of reasons, in order ... to take possession of the truths they had 
left behind. For finally for Descartes  it is God alone who ... insures (against madness) my cognitive 
determinations, that is, my discourse against madness. ... Otherwise, the Cogito … could only open 
itself up to (madness) in the most hospitable way (Cogito, ).

Derrida proceeds to praise Foucault’s reading of Descartes,

not at the stage ... that he cites ... anterior to the Cogito ... but rather  from the moment which im-
mediately succeeds the .. Cogito at its most intense, when reason and madness have not yet been 
separated, when to take the part of the Cogito  is to grasp ... the source which permits reason and 
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madness to be determined and stated. ...  For if the Cogito is valid even for the madman ... to be mad 
—... the other of each determined form of the logos - is not yet  to be able to make the Cogito appear 
as such for an other ... who may be myself (Cogito, ).19

In his final five dramatic and closely worked pages, Derrida states his position on the relation between Des-
cartes’ presumption of sane thought and his method of doubt. Reason has an ambiguous role when it expels 
madness. Derrida’s theme is of madness as a “voluble silence”—noisy with words but silent in having lost the 
capacity to think what one says. The “silence” is the lack of an answer to the question of what he means —even 
to himself:

Within the movement of the Cogito, the hyperbolic extreme is not the only element that should be, 
like pure madness, silent (Cogito, ).

Thus, just as you cannot refute the one of unsound mind who denies that he thinks, you cannot refute the one 
who says20 that we ( ) might be dreaming. The recognition of the error that I might be mad, or dreaming  is 
“held in silence”, then.21 The recognition of the error that I might be mad, or dreaming  is “held in silence” 
in the sense that if one were of unsound mind one could not say so. In one’s volubility one would be “silent”.
Derrida reminds us of how Descartes tries to exit doubt via the reassurance of God’s existence. But to do so 
Descartes must proffer and re ect the Cogito. He must “temporalise  what is valid only during the instant of 
recognition.” As we have noted, Derrida proceeds to argue: 

Even  if the Cogito is valid for the madman, one must not be mad if one is to reflect and contain 
it—if one is to communicate it. And so  Descartes begins to repatriate all the mad and hyperbolical 
wanderings within the order of reasons. Within Descartes’ text, the internment takes place here  
God alone protects me against the madness to which the Cogito  otherwise  opens up hospitably 
(Cogito ).

Derrida points out that even before Descartes shores up the “clarity and distinctness” of ideas with an all-
powerful and benevolent being, he has “identified the ‘Cogito’ with reasonable thought under the protection of 
the ‘natural light’ of reason”. It follows that

the act of the Cogito, if it puts itself against madness, must be repeated and distinguished from the 
deductive system in which Descartes inscribes it thus relating it to others . It is through a relation of 
self with other that meaning reassures itself as not madness (Cogito, ).

It is in this way that Derrida aligns his reading of hyperbolic doubt with that of Foucault:

It is the system of certainty that limits hyperbole and does so both by determining it in the ether of 
natural light or by making hyperbolic doubt a transition point within a chain of reasons. It has its own 
time and place only as detached from hyperbole (Cogito, - ).

It is from this point that Derrida combines his own critical reflections on Foucault and Descartes with an assess-
ment of the over-all achievement of Foucault’s “monumental book” and sets about characterizing philosophy in 
its aftermath. In contrast with his remark on Foucault’s “na ve” reading of the Meditations, Derrida says that he 
admires Foucault’s placement of Descartes’ remarks on madness in the context of his own historically centred 
study of defining insanity in confining the insane. Nevertheless, being more interested in the fate of philosophy, 
Derrida finds Foucault’s book “great” because it “makes him anticipate the degree to which the philosophical 
act can no longer be in memory of Cartesianism in the sense that Descartes understood it”:

In the  attempt-to-say-the-demonic-hyperbole from those heights, thought ...  frightens itself, and 
then reassures itself against being annihilated in madness or in death. H yperbole (uneconomic 
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expenditure) is always re-embraced by an economy …

For  the relationship between reason, madness and death is an economy ... The economy of this writ-
ing is a regulated relationship between that which exceeds and the exceeded totality: the diff rance 
of the absolute excess (Cogito, - ).

This interpretation of the place of “madness” (“excess”, “hyperbole”) within a philosophical understanding an-
noys Foucault, who regards Derrida as a conservative in respect of making the welfare of philosophy the prime 
issue. But however one judges Derrida’s priorities, by standing on the shoulders of Foucault’s new historical 
‘monument’ he says something significant about philosophy. In saying that the book makes him “anticipate” 
how the “philosophical act” can no longer be in memory of Cartesianism, he admits that it shows something 
against philosophy—in its historically repeated guise of the attempt-to-say-the-hyperbolic. Philosophy con-
structs itself in betraying the sense of crisis contained within the “act” of its hyperbole. Derrida does not contest 
but rather reiterates Foucault’s emphasis on the philosophical gesture of excluding madness from its activity by 
objectifying it as a distant object of thought. In reaction to the hazard of philosophical hyperbole being indistin-
guishable from the movement of an unsound mind, philosophy pursues a homogenizing mode that institution-
alises the moment of excess within classifications that make a static and harmless object of its existential angst.
Thus Derrida concludes in again praising Foucault’s achievement:

His work  enrich es  the concept of crisis. In one sense it is like  Husserl’s vision of objectivism 
that menaces reason as meaning .. Though  the crisis is also one of decision .. between the way of 
the logos and that of the labyrinth .., to opt for logos as separated from madness is an exile of logos 
from itself— it is to  forget  its own origin and possibility (Cogito, )

 
Thus, Derrida concludes, ‘Michel Foucault teaches us to think that there are crises of reason in strange complic-
ity with what the world calls crises of madness’ (Cogito, ).

MY BODY, THIS PAPER, THIS FIRE

In an opening section of The History of Madness, Foucault interprets the dismissal by Descartes of the idea 
that the philosopher in his hyper might be mad. To doubt his senses concerning what is immediate to him, 
Descartes expostulates, would resemble those who think they have a body of glass and a head of clay—“sed 
amentes sunt iste!” Derrida says that Descartes means only to summon up the astonished response of someone 
unaccustomed to philosophical doubt; the phenomenon of madness is fully admitted within the field of bizarre 
experience within dreaming,—and in the hypothesis that a demon might deceive the thinker about everything 
that appears evident in sense or in logic. 

Foucault points out, however, the difference between a controlled meditation on these radical possibilities, and 
the importation of possible madness within the philosopher’s very thought processes. The philosopher’s think-
ing does not become chaotic when he thinks he might be dreaming, or that a demon might be deceiving him. 
That possibility is contained within the resolute mind of the thinker who outwits the demon:

If the demon  deceives me, then again I undoubtedly exist; let him deceive me as much as he may, 
he will never bring it about that, at the time of thinking that I am something, I am in fact nothing 
(Descartes, ).  

In any case, to be insensé, demens, or amens is to mistake or radically confuse the here and now of experience, 
whereas to have bizarre dreams is to be safely asleep—quite outside the risk of error.22 Foucault, though he 
does not fully articulate the difference between wild dreams and madness, does describe the radical difference 
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in their philosophical roles. Descartes’ possibilities of dreaming (or of an evil demon) form part of a discursive 
practice of hyperbolic doubt. It is this practice that keeps being of unsound mind at arms length from philo-
sophical meditations:

T he resolution to think about dreams does not merely have the consequence of turning sleep and 
wakefulness into a theme for reflection. This theme ... takes effect in the meditating subject in the 
form of memories, vivid impressions, voluntary movements  astonishment and finally  an indif-
ferentiation an ‘inability’ to tell whether one is awake or asleep  which is close to the feeling of 
sleeping. To think of dreaming is not at all to think of something exterior  it is not simply to evoke 
a whole strange phantasmagoria ...; thinking of whether I am awake or  dreaming has as  its effect 
to scramble  at the very heart of one’s  meditation, the perceived limits of sleeping and wakeful-
ness. The dream troubles the subject who thinks about it (History, ).23

Foucault points out that the supposition of dreaming has a real effect within the meditation contained. In con-
trast, the hypothesis of madness is excluded from meditative practice.24

ONE MIGHT BE DREAMING  BUT SUCH PEOPLE HAVE DEPARTED FROM 
THOUGHT!25 

Even as you might allow that Foucault has made manifest what Derrida at best left implicit, you will find that 
Foucault is congruent with Descartes in writing as if the “I” that is Descartes can coherently be thought of as 
falling into error while asleep, dreaming. That is the supposition that Foucault and Derrida share. There can be 
no platform for the expression of such a thought, however. Foucault himself insists, cannily, on a difference 
in type between the supposition of dreaming and that of madness. If I had had to “liken” myself to “madmen” 
in order to deny that these hands and my whole body are mine then I would be demens. This legal term clas-
sifies me publicly as mentally disturbed to such an extent that I cannot speak for myself. In contrast, when as 
sceptical philosophers we invoke dreaming, it is as sane people that we share this fact of dreams. I call upon 
my memory and yours.

Foucault insists that I cannot thus incorporate the possibility of my own unsoundness of mind into a medita-
tion about whether some certainties withstand all possible doubt. Descartes does not carry out the test of where 
“my” doubt that “I” am sane might lead since he cannot pretend to philosophize on that basis. Furthermore, to 
think that one might be dreaming what the insane experience is to emphasise the difference between the insane 
and those who only dream. The hyperbolically doubting philosopher does not take himself for a madman who 
takes himself for a king—or a king who thinks he is a philosopher who has sought solitude in order to meditate. 
Foucault duly notes and dispatches the difference between the supposition of “madness” and our knowledge 
that we all dream. Always it is we sane people—author and readers—who know those wretches who think they 
are kings—sed amentes sunt isti.

The shaky part of Foucault’s ground, however, will emerge as he tracks Descartes’ discursive practice in the 
Meditations. The geological “fault” will be disguised by his (salutary) emphasis on the meditation as a prac-
tice, with real effects. As he says, there can be no effect of playing the madman and so Descartes dismisses 
the theme. In contrast, by playing the one who is asleep (“dreaming all of this”), Descartes’ narrator can half 
persuade himself that he is dreaming: “I begin to feel dazed”. I am in the “stupor” of indistinction between 
sleeping and waking. The test of dreaming works as discursive practice. I am “dazed”, whereas the test of mad-
ness fails even to register.

So it would appear that the exercises of the demens and the dormiens run in parallel, on tracks that cannot inter-
sect. That one might be dormiens is admissible—that one might be demens is not. Foucault claims that Derrida 
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trivialises Descartes’ rejection of the possibility of madness as only a “clumsy pedagogy” that opens the scene 
of dreaming as a stage upon which the theme of madness may appear. There is, however, a deeper reason for 
this difference between the status of dreaming and of madness within hyperbolical doubt—a difference that 
ensures that Foucault and Derrida stay each on his own turf when marking the difference between “dream” 
doubt and “insane” doubt. The difference is this. The one who is mad is mistaken while the one who dreams 
is not. The dreamer is not mad because not in any way mistaken when dreaming what in waking life would be 
the experience of someone deranged.

Neither Foucault nor Derrida challenge Descartes in his use of the possibility that he is dreaming as reason for 
thinking that his senses are not entirely to be trusted. Dreams, however, are a source of error only if to dream is 
to come to new erroneous opinions. That in your dream you insist that it is all real, does not implicate you, upon 
waking, in having committed some error of thought during the night. When Descartes was dreaming it did not 
seem to him that he was seeing things. He had been dreaming, not hallucinating. His dream figure’s thought is 
no more a thought than is his dream figure’s flying his taking to the air. Foucault is right to mark the difference 
between the roles of dreams and madness in philosophical scepticism. That difference, however, has a more 
extreme consequence for a critique of Descartes’ doubts than either he or Derrida fully realize.

Foucault does approach the difference between dreamed thoughts and mad thoughts. He points out that whereas 
the ragged deranged person thinks he is dressed in gold, to think one might be dreaming one is dressed in gold is 
to doubt that one is dressed in gold. The madman is convinced. The philosopher is doubtful. The one who thinks 
he might be dreaming is already cautious in what he concludes. But this analysis is only half-right; it goes only 
halfway. If the philosopher is dreaming—as Foucault assumes to be thinkable—then now is not the time when 
he can form any opinion. If he is only dreaming then he only dreams that he thinks. He presently stands upon 
no platform from which he can state anything, or think of stating it, whether to himself or to another.

When he awakes from a dream in which he is flying, swooping from hilltop to hilltop, he does not have to con-
clude that when he dreamed he took himself for Superman—that during the night he had had a fit of madness 
in which he believed such a crazy thing. While he was dreaming he was not conscious to himself so as to have 
any current opinion. That is the fundamental difference between trying to suppose that one might be dreaming, 
and trying to imagine that one might be in a psychotic fugue.

FOUCAULT’S PROGRESS

Certainly, it is Foucault’s analysis of the effects of Descartes’ meditations in terms of discursive practice that 
brings us towards this conclusion. As he says, we do not only “read” the meditations. Each takes the “I” as him 
or herself and works through the exercises as his or her own task. Foucault’s observation helps us to understand 
how the supposition “I might be dreaming” differs from “I am currently deranged”:

Any discourse is made up of a group of enunciations with formal rules that link its parts; the subject 
of the discourse remains fixed, invariant, as though neutralised. But a meditation produces new enun-
ciations that modify the enunciating subject, as it passes from darkness to light, impurity to purity, 
constraint of passions to detachment (History, ).26

Thus a meditation that liberates the subject from his convictions illuminates other issues and permits new 
enunciations. We read Descartes’ meditations not only as a group of propositions that form a system that we 
check for consistency and truth but also as practices that affect us readers as we engage in them. So there are 
“moments of pure deduction” and “chiasms” where two forms of discourse intersect. The two forms of dis-
course that modify the subject, order the succession of propositions. Or they command the junction of different 
demonstrative groups. This “deductive fragment” is of that order:
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I must be wary of anything that has once deceived me
The senses have sometimes deceived me—and so
I no longer (entirely) trust the senses. 

Then I think discursively.27 The wariness has been justified only when it concerns objects that are distant or 
obscurely sensed. Then I challenge myself—would I not be mad to doubt what is most immediately and clearly 
sensed—this body, this paper I hold, this fire that warms me  And so the inner discourse continues28—I need 
not mime those who have lost their powers of reason and judgement, or risk being dismissed by others as 
someone no longer accountable or credible for their utterances. I need only remind myself (as will each person 
taking up the exercise) that I when I go to sleep I dream, and that within a dream what happens may seem just 
as clear and immediate as my present waking experience.

Now, this meditative practice changes me. If there are no “sure and certain marks” of the difference between 
what I perceive and what I dream then I cannot say with any certainty that I am now dealing with present 
waking experience. I have brought myself to a new and deeply troubling stage, not of a controlled process 
of thought that I may exit at any moment. “J’en suis tout étonné, et mon étonnement est tel, qu’il est presque 
capable de me persuader que je dors”. (From the 1649 translation by le duc de Luynes, on which Descartes 
collaborated.) It is at this point that Foucault remarks:

The meditation has been successfully carried out. Now, since the doubting subject can reasonably 
think he might be dreaming, he can now reasonably think that intelligible truths (geometry, arithme-
tic) that seem evident, might be logical delusions prompted by a demon (History, ).

Yet, as Foucault insists, the judgment ‘not mad—not me ’ still holds. However hyperbolic its content, the ex-
ercise remains an enterprise chosen by a sane and accountable subject.29 Foucault considers that Derrida did 
feel the unique place of the passage on madness and that this does emerge, perforce, in his text. Foucault notes 
how Derrida  “invents different voices”—that of the sophisticated thinker, and that of the na ve fellow who 
thinks the philosopher would be insensus to doubt the existence of his own body. For Derrida, the philosopher 
(who “might” be dreaming) “circumvents” the incredulity of commonsense by the hypothesis that he might be 
dreaming—an experience common to all, whether sophisticated or na ve.

For Foucault, Derrida’s Descartes who substitutes dreaming (or the demon) for the possibility of madness does 
not really speak of madness at those places where the theme is overt, but does speak of it at those places where 
it makes no mention of the theme.30 If Derrida were to have faced the possibility of being one of the insani, or 
dementi, he would have had to remove the status of the “evil demon” hypothesis as a voluntary exercise under 
the reasonable control of the philosophical thinker. The supposition of an “evil demon” is quite other than a 
supposition that the thinker might be mad. It is the contrary, Foucault suggests. He reminds us of how in mad-
ness, I would believe that a robe covers my nakedness whereas within the supposition of an evil demon, I do 
not believe that “this” dressing gown covers me. The “evil genius”, Foucault continues, “takes over the power 
of madness only after the exercise of the meditation has excluded the thinker as possibly mad”.

Descartes will choose to imagine that “the sky and all external things” are delusions of dreams or promptings 
of the evil genius, whereas the madman would take his illusions and dreams as real things. Consequently, when 
faced with this possible cunning deceiver, the meditating subject behaves as an equally cunning adversary, 
whereas Descartes’ initial apprehension about madness was of something that, as Foucault puts it, “I would be 
unable to master, since it was in icte  upon me by hypothesis, and I am not responsible for it” (History, ).

DOUBTING YOU THINK; THINKING YOU MIGHT BE DREAMING

Descartes’ discovery of certainty is his realisation that whatever the demon does, he cannot bring it about 
that Descartes does not exist while he is engaged in the very process of doubt. In the Discourse IV, he says “I 
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noticed that while I was trying to think everything false, it must needs be that I, who was thinking this, was 
something” (Descartes ). He puts this in some other ways. “If I did convince myself that nothing in the 
world exists then  I must have existed ... the demon will never bring it about that, at the time of thinking that I 
am something, I am in fact nothing ... ‘I am’, ‘I exist’ whenever I utter it or conceive it in my mind, is neces-
sarily31 true” (Descartes ).

Descartes would have had no effect if he had spoken impersonally, thus: “It could not be doubted that a person 
who took himself to be sitting by the fire, holding a piece of paper in his hands was entirely correct.” We can 
think of someone who is deceived by hypnosis, or woken up within a staged set-up. Descartes’ appeal to this 
fire, this piece of paper, and my hands as part of my body—the self-referential gesture involved in making his 
claim—produces the immediacy and proximity of what is said to the event reported.

This fire means the fire towards which I gesture with my hand—one of the same pair of hands that hold this 
piece of paper that I read. How can doubt—by the very one who is securing these references—get a purchase  
Upon what does it gain purchase  I might raise an ordinary kind of doubt by asking whether this “fire” is no 
more than an illusion of flickering lights on make-believe coals. I might wonder whether this paper is perhaps 
some new synthetic substitute. But I cannot doubt, at the same time as securing reference to it, that this (fire or 
fire-like contraption) is there, before me.

Descartes is right in implying that I would have had to suffer some kind of dementia (or a-mentia) in order to 
deny the very thing to which I am currently making reference. Or at least I would have to think of myself as 
failing, in some drastic moment, to keep my mind upon its task. To say that I might be referring to a dreamed 
fire, in the same linguistic gesture with which I refer specifically to it would involve some form of de-mentia. 
I would not be referring at all if I were dreaming. A psychiatrist sitting opposite me at the same fire hearing 
me say that I am dreaming this fireside at which I sit and this paper that I have in my hands, might diagnose 
me as being in some state of radical disassociation. And if I were to diagnose myself in that way, still I would 
no closer to sanity were I to attempt to integrate, within my own gestures, such a possibility of mal-function.
 
As one opens up the situation in this way, various possibilities then come to mind. I would only compound the 
diagnosis of my insanity were I, within the one speech act, both to secure specific reference and to reject that 
there was anything relevant whatsoever to refer to. One can imagine a different kind of scene, however. Imag-
ine. I have been seeing a psychiatrist about my hallucinations. I have learned some signs of when they impend, 
and I have begun to work on how to deal with their onset. I have been walking across parkland, and thus can 
assess that an hallucination has begun when, as I sit down on a bench I “see” a fire before me within the walls of 
a “room”, and “find” a piece of paper in my hand. I make notes of my hallucination to offer to my psychiatrist 
when next we meet. As preserving some sanity as I heed the onset of hallucination, my notes would refer only 
to how things seem. If still sane, I would only mention my desire to include the linguistic gestures, this fire, this 
paper and my hands that hold it. What I would report as the case for my psychiatrist would have a referentially 
undecided character. “Suddenly” (I write) “it appears to me as if I am sitting not on a park bench but on an easy 
chair beside a fire—as if I were at home.” 

ON THE MOMENT OF VALIDITY

We observed earlier how in praising Foucault’s reading of Descartes, Derrida raised the question of whether 
the Cogito is “valid for the madman”:

Foucault’s reading is successful  from the moment which immediately succeeds the  Cogito at 
its most intense, when reason and madness have not yet been separated, when to take the part of the 
Cogito ... is to grasp … the source which permits reason and madness to be determined and stated. ...  
For if the Cogito is valid even for the madman then  to be mad  is not yet  to be able to make the 
Cogito appear as such for an other—who may be myself (Cogito, ).
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In using “valid for the madman”, Derrida confuses the issue. The point is not to relativize validity to time or 
person but to distinguish logical (atemporal) validity from what is particular to the immediacy of the ‘cogito’. 
The thought of Descartes’ cogito registers how something becomes properly evident in the moment of its being 
undoubtable. If we are strict about this distinction then we shall see how the possibility of the thinker him or 
herself being of unsound mind does operate, but at a different register and as from another site from the doubts 
born of dreams and imaginary demons. After all, someone of unsound mind might not be convinced by the 
self-authenticating declarative, “I think; I exist”, though each proposition is, in Descartes’ sense, undeniably 
true in being meaningfully uttered. Someone of unsound mind who is going to deny that he finds certainty in 
Descartes’ discoveries may still be firm and correct in their obsessive use of logic. One of unsound mind may 
accept the logic, also—“I think therefore I exist”. And he is about to display that same unsound judgement 
when he agrees that “therefore” is supported by the conditional “If I doubt that I exist then still, I exist in order 
to doubt” while systematically denying that he is conceiving in his mind I think, or, I exist. “If I were thinking 
either of those things then certainly I would exist”, he would say, firmly. “But since I don’t exist it is quite im-
possible that I should be saying or thinking any such thing.” Such a deductively impregnable, interactive, and 
yet self-belying discourse is possible for someone of unsound mind. The logic in such “madness” exposes what 
is at play, too loosely, in Derrida’s gesture, “valid even for the madman.”

Descartes can write: “However the demon deceives me he cannot bring it about, while I am thinking or con-
ceiving that I exist, that I should not be somewhat.” That the “madman” would be unmoved is no objection to 
what Descartes (and every sane reader) does comprehend  that whether the demon makes him think he does 
exist or that he does not, still he does exist. The madman, unmoved, maintains the same logic but refuses its 
premise. He does not exist and does not think he does, he stoutly maintains. We judge the Cartesian situation 
overall, not arguing with, but observing what the demented do.  They say and think that they are not saying or 
thinking at all.

ON DERANGED THINKING

Foucault does, properly, mark the difference between the demens and the dormiens. He is not as clear about 
the demens as deceived, and the dormiens as dreaming, however. He rightly emphasises demens as a failure in 
the thinker, and dormiens as a state in which there is simply the presentation of a series of  “eccentric” experi-
ences. No more than Derrida does he explore the significance of that difference for Descartes’ sceptical use of 
the possibility of dreaming. There is a crucial difference between the first reason for doubt (that sometimes the 
senses deceive us) and the second (that one might be dreaming when one takes oneself to be sitting by the fire). 
Descartes’ first reasons for being cautious in using the senses were proper and (as he admits) properly limited in 
application. He takes a misstep, however. He infers from the fact that we do dream, that we are thus sometimes 
mistaken in trusting our senses. To dream I am being pursued by a lion does not amount to my having sense 
impressions to that effect. Furthermore, since I am unconscious I am in no state to be tricked into thinking that 
I am being pursued. To be deceived into thinking one is pursued is to be awake. It is only within the dream that 
its centralising figure has sense impressions or thoughts.32

While dreaming, the person is asleep, unaware of what he is doing. He is not aware that he is dreaming, either, 
when the dream figure says “This must all be a dream.” There is a fiel  of the dream within which figures think, 
move and feel. A dream figure is there within it as dream subject of a dreamed narrative. I am not there to be 
deceived, any more than I am there to be eaten by the lion that pursues the dream subject across that dreamed 
field. The dream figure that is in panic at the lion is dreamed also—though during the dream my body may 
shows sign of anxiety and disturbance. The truth of Descartes’ reminder, “You or I could dream any of this” 
occludes a falsity—that I would still be there to think it was real, were I to be asleep and dreaming. There is no 
coherent sense in the idea that I, the one who sits by this fire holding this paper, could be in process of being 
deceived by a dream while sound asleep.33 The “I”, the “fear”, and the “lion” are all equally “stuff that dreams 
are made of.”34
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As we enact hyperbolic doubt Descartes asks us to play a double game. First we take ourselves as common-
sense creatures—“As though I were not a man who habitually sleeps at night.” This slides into “having the 
same (or wilder) impressions in sleep than do these mad  men do when awake” (Descartes, ).  It might seem 
petty to insist, immediately, that these “impressions while asleep” are no more than dreams. (After all, we 
agreed to play the game of hyperbolic doubt.) But it would have been wise to intervene straight off. The absurd 
idea that we are misled while asleep slips past our guard. The notion that to dream is to think while asleep was 
already incorporated within the gesture of hyperbolic doubt that called into question the line between one’s 
waking memory of dreams, and dreams of being awake.35

We can return now more confidently to Foucault’s insistence that “I might be currently of unsound mind” is of 
a different order from “Now, in typing these words I am only dreaming.” As Foucault points out, if I were of 
unsound mind then what I am currently “seeing” and “doing” might well involve my being “deceived” by the 
senses. While dressed in rags I would perceive myself as dressed like a king—a king with a body of glass and 
a head of pottery. To dream these things poses no danger to yourself or others. To have sense impressions and 
to think they are real is to be liable to engage in dangerous behaviour, however.

That we dream stands in a relation to the practice of hyperbolic doubt that is altogether different from that of 
the questioning thinker being of unsound mind.36 Foucault has made good this claim. In so doing he almost 
recognised why the rational sceptic can say “I could dream any of this” but not “I might be insane in seeming 
to sense this.”  Foucault’s own good reason for the distinction is this: to think oneself insane is to discount 
one’s own thinking. To take oneself as incapable of rational thought is to proceed no further. In contrast, the 
hyperbolic doubter is interested in meditative discursive practice as something that can have real effects; the 
doubting philosopher is driven forwards:

T he resolution to think about dreams does not merely have the consequence of turning sleep and 
wakefulness into a theme for reflection. This theme ... takes effect in the meditating subject in the 
form of memories, vivid impressions, voluntary movements  astonishment and finally  an indif-
ferentiation an ‘inability’ to tell whether one is awake or asleep  which is close to the feeling of 
sleeping. To think of dreaming is not at all to think of something exterior ... it is not simply to evoke a 
whole strange phantasmagoria ...; thinking of whether I am awake or  dreaming has as  its effect to 
scramble  at the very heart of one’s  meditation, the perceived limits of sleeping and wakefulness. 
The dream troubles the subject who thinks about it (History, ).

Foucault shows how it is that within hyperbolic doubt it can come to seem that one has thought what one cannot 
think—that one is only dreaming when one says (internally or to others) that this body is holding this piece of 
paper and being warmed by this fire. Foucault’s method reveals something about “I might be dreaming” that 
we can retain beyond its role in his dispute with Derrida. To imagine one can really think “I might be dreaming 
this” is to be spooked by the truth that I might dream this, or might have dreamed it. This (coherent) thought 
that I might have dreamed the very thing that now I live through connects with Foucault’s observation that the 
dream “troubles the subject who thinks about it.” It is such facts that lend a certain aura of sense to “I might be 
dreaming all this for all I know.”

It is these conscious connections of waking life with what happens during sleep that lubricate the mind’s slip-
page from the truth that I might dream anything that I live through, to the non-sense uttered while awake, that I 
“might” (“for all I know”) be dreaming all this. For “all this” would have to be the verbal gesticulation at vari-
ous events and objects (fire, paper, body) as if contents of a present dreaming in which, ex hypothesi, I would 
not be gesturing, identifying or even thinking anything.

To mime Descartes’ argument from dreaming—in terms of thinking—exposes what has gone wrong in the 
argument that in dreaming I am deceived by the (apparent) senses:
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Anything that I experience, I might have thought, or could later think. So perhaps as I now take my-
self to be sitting by this fire I am doing no more than to think I am doing that. My presently sitting at 
this fire might be only my thinking that I am sitting here.37

Certainly, just as I may dream anything that I experience in waking life, I can think of seeing and doing them, 
too. But I cannot coherently think that the apparent presence of the shoes on my feet and the pen with which I 
write these very words might be no more than my thinking of them. In the same way, that I might be dreaming 
them, in the mistaken thought that I am awake, it is not something that I can coherently think. The gestures of 
immediate reference—my bo y  this paper  this fire betray that I have already identified, not dreamed them. If 
I were presently dreaming I would not even be thinking them as thus identified.
It is no escape from this objection to say that I might be awake, thus able to think—thinking I was sitting by the 
fire even while having no such sensory experience at all. To satisfy a scenario where pure thinking rather than 
rich dreaming deluded me, I would have to be able to think that, in the midst of my not even seeming to see or 
seeming to see or hear anything, I am now taken in by my own pure thinking so as to think that I am immersed 
in a such a world of sensory experience.
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NOTES

. Jacques Derrida, L’écriture et la différance. Seuil, Paris 1967. (Writing and Difference. Trans. Alan Bass, Routledge, 
London, .) I refer to the dates of publication by each in French, in order to track their interchanges. References to the 
chapter, ‘Cogito and the History of Madness’ will appear as ‘Cogito’.
. Michel Foucault, ‘My Body, This Paper, This Fire’, A History of Madness, trans. J. Murphy  Jean Khalfa, London: 

Routledge, ,  (hereafter, ‘History’); Mon corps, ce papier, ce feu’ in Histoire de la Folie à l’âge classique, Paris: 
Gallimard, ). All subsequent references to Foucault will be to this edition as ‘History’.
3. My references to Descartes in English are to Descartes: Philosophical Writings, trans. E. Anscombe  P Geach, Nelson 
University Paperbacks, . 
. It is typical of those who either derogated or trivialized Derrida’s approach to textuality to take ‘il n’y a pas de hors-texte’ 

as a key to his whole approach rather than as a compression of something specifically going on in the text of which it formed a 
part. For example, in his History of Madness, Foucault, in the first of his appendices (‘My body, this paper, this fire’) defends 
and restates his position against Derrida’s reading of Descartes’ reference to madness and the method of hyperbolic scepti-
cism.  He declares him to be engaged in a ‘historically determined little pedagogy … which teaches the student that there is 
nothing outside the text my emphasis ... that it is never necessary to look beyond it ... a pedagogy that inversely gives to the 
voice of the masters that unlimited sovereignty that allows it indefinitely to re-say the text.
5. Foucault’s references in the History of Madness to Descartes’ treatment of madness occur on pages 138-141, 157-159, 
181 and 225. On 261 there is an interesting reference to the question of madness in animals, and one might consider also, the 
discussion of ‘la folie’ in Diderot’s Le neveu de Rameau on pages - . A total of eight pages that make serious reference 
to Descartes, and then what is a work in itself, the appendix  ‘Ce papier, mon corps, ce feu’ which runs (in translation) to  
pages.     
6. Here I refer to the Cottingham, Stoothoff and Murdoch translation as cited in The History of Madness. This and subsequent 
references to the Cottingham (et al.) translation will appear as ‘Cottingham’. 
. It is in the Sixth Meditation, after suspending his method of hyperbolic doubt that he reinstalls the order of commonsense 

by appeal to criteria such as the orderliness of waking experience in contrast to that of dreaming. Such a criterion would have 
been useless if he had appealed to it within the operation of hyperbolic doubt. Why should he not be dreaming that it is in 
dreams that experience is more disorderly. And, if it were true that just when he most seems to be awake, he is dreaming, then 
it is not true that experience in dreaming is more disorderly than in waking life. 
. In due course we shall consider the ‘madness’ of denying that one thinks or exists.
. Foucault borrows this ‘Other’ from the Sartre Beauvoir lexicon.
. There is a remark at p.  to the waning of the notion of  ‘passion as the interface between body and soul’ as both pre-

ceding Descartes and outlasting him. And the final reference to a philosophy—Diderot in his study of the mad ‘Neveu de 
Rameau’—is to a way of thinking that has now transcended Descartes in its ability to describe madness for what it is without 
placing the mad as conceptually outside the fringe of sanity, but as embodying inflexions of troubles that lie always within 
the world of the sane (History, - ). 

. ‘Cogito and the History of Madness’, Jacques Derrida, Writing and Difference, trans. Alan Bass, London, Routledge, 
1978. 

. ‘Reply to Derrida’, (History, )

. We shall see whether the possibility of insanity does haunt the thought that he might be in the grip of a demon who makes 
illogical thoughts seem as plainly true as ‘2+2=4’.

. Descartes accepts this literary personification of the senses. The shift is a natural one from his ‘hos autem interdum fallere 
deprehendi’—sometimes I have caught them deceiving me ’.

. Derrida makes a great deal of arguments that many readers pass over as not directly touching his profoundest doubts. 
Thus, Descartes argues that what can be imagined, and what can be put in one’s mind as true, must be composed of ele-
ments colour, sound, taste, clarity and distinctness of idea—that are beyond the capacity of imagination to construct. Thus, 
at worst, we dream, or are made to think that what are in any case real elements are composed in a manner unlike their true 
arrangement. 

. For the present I omit the different kind of reason—that a demon might be deceiving him.

.Since Derrida himself is (correctly) distinguishing the certainty of the ‘cogito’ from that of logic, he needs some term such 
as undeniably evident rather than ‘valid’ in the sense of tautological or logically deducible.
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. I would interpose ‘nevertheless’ at this point.

. Derrida confuses the issue with his ‘valid for’. I shall discuss this issue later (‘On the moment of validity’)

. But can he say what he voices  

. To suggest that we are involved is to take for granted that we are conscious of each other and thus awake.
22. My own argument will be is that neither Foucault nor Derrida state that difference plainly enough.

. I shall take up this ‘troubling’ aspect of dreams in the concluding sections of this paper.

.Foucault’s language of ‘discursive practice’ is useful, but his derision of Derrida’s language of textual ‘traces’ as part of a 
pathetic ‘little pedagogy’ is empty abuse. Derrida’s method does not prevent one from pointing out how Descartes, as think-
ing subject, is modified by his philosophical practice as the meditations proceed.  

. Author’s exclamation. 
26. Thus, Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations is such a meditation.

. A placeholder for any reader who undertakes such meditations. It is not ‘I’ as against ‘you’ or ‘them’.

.  An inner discourse made public by its written form that permits any reader equally to take part in it.

. At this point I omit discussion Foucault’s extended attack on Derrida’s reading of the Meditation as involving ‘voices 
off’—that of the na ve reader shocked at the ‘madness’ of the doubts, and pedagogic reassurances that the necessary point 
can be made within the familiar language of dreams. 

. One could draw a comparison here with the way in which Le D uff’s Pierre Roussel denies sexual difference ‘to an 
object or place which commonsense holds it actually to possess, with the compensating attribution of that same quality to 
everything but that objet or place.’  Michèle Le D uff, The Philosophical Imaginary. Trans. Colin Gordon, Athlone, London, 
1989. 

. Since it is a contingent fact that I exist, or that I think, the correct phrasing of this ought to be ‘I am’ (etc.) is, necessarily, 
true’. That punctuation ensures that the ‘necessarily’ governs the whole sentence, ‘Whenever I utter or conceive in the mind 
that I am then I am’.  

. Any operation of the senses—as when my blanket has fallen to the floor and I dream I am drifting on an ice floe—is as a 
trigger or stimulus to the dream, not as the supply of sensory objects what I dream I perceive. Note, however, that we had to 
do more than to point out that in dreaming one is not using one’s senses. Descartes can claim that it need only appear to us 
that we are. It is at that juncture that we reveal what is wrong with his appeal to the fact of dreaming. We only dream that it 
appears that we are by a fireside.

. One can be deceived afterwards by having had a dream. In recalling early childhood one might think one were recalling 
an event when it is only a significant dream that has been held in memory.
34. It is to repeat the same error to object, ‘Ah  But I might be dreaming now that dream deception is not deception. I might 
be dreaming of things that, were I to believe them in waking life, would thus deceive me.’ 

. These points about the all-enveloping character of the dream are connected with the standard ‘Philosophy ’ objections 
to Descartes—that he cannot use as a fact that we dream when attempting to show that we do not know that we are awake. 
Only to the extent that we are correct in our waking experience are we in a position to assert that we do dream, from time 
to time.

. In the same hit, he deals with what to say about the ‘evil demon’ that deceives us about what we sense.

. Author’s constructed example.



PARRHESIA	 	 	 	 	 	 					NUMBER	21	•	2014	•	 -101

At stake in interrogating “cosmopolitan conviviality,” particularly in the European tradition, is a rethinking of 
the very meaning of universality and of its claim upon us.1  We are challenged to consider the claim of univer-
sality to being, in some sense, a European vocation as well as, more broadly, an inescapable human concern and 
perhaps imperative.  The rethinking I propose here is guided by the tradition of apophatic or negative theology, 
but also more specifically by deconstruction and critical theory, which I take to consist, in crucial respects, in 
adaptations and extensions of apophatic thinking in the postmodern world.2  

In our postmodern intellectual context, the universality that can be envisaged and defended is no longer that of 
the Hegelian concept.  The concept is built on a logic of determinate negation that works from defined notions 
along with their inevitable exclusions.  Any actual concept has an expressible content that excludes everything 
else—everything which is not comprehended within its definition:  A is not not-A.  But what is at stake in apo-
phatic thinking is rather a universality without any definitive or definable content, a universality that consists 
instead in an attitude of radical openness toward all others.  Careful attention is paid to other cultures and their 
different, specific expressions, yet always on the basis of what can be confined to no particular or specifiable 
entities or identities—the infinite and inconceivable—as holding open a space that must be preserved against 
appropriation by all inevitably idolatrous conceptualities.  It is, of course, possible to argue that Hegel’s dia-
lectic is moving in just this direction, as some of the more postmodern approaches to Hegel have attempted 
to do.3  Hegel, especially in the Phenomenology of Spirit, can well be interpreted as an heir and a precursor of 
certain types of apophatic thinking transmitted through Nicholas Cusanus and Jacob Boehme, among others.  
Nevertheless, the idea of the System closed by Absolute Knowing through the concept, which was and is typi-
cally taken as Hegel’s final testament, provoked the rebellion of numerous highly influential thinkers, notably 
in France in the second half of the twentieth century, giving rise to various postmodern styles of thinking.4  

This postmodern milieu and its provocations form the background here for an attempt to rethink the idea of 
universality in a way that takes account of and integrates several decades of revolutionary ferment and radi-
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cal reflection particularly in the fields of literary theory and cultural studies.  One of the main thrusts of these 
movements has been to challenge and disperse Eurocentrism, and yet their impetus can also be seen as deeply 
and enduringly European in origin and inspiration.  I aim to show, in any case, that a revolutionary and trans-
formative notion of universality issues from Europe’s involvement in world history and specifically from the 
engagement of European thinking and theory with other cultures throughout the world.

EUROPE’S VOCATION TO COSMOPOLITAN UNIVERSALISM

Europe’s geographical shape and orientation as continuous with and opening upon the Euro-Asian landmass 
inscribes a kind of call to cosmopolitanism into its very physical constitution and cartographical outline.  It 
takes on the paradoxical shape of an incontinent continent—one that cannot contain itself.  This uncontainable 
flowing out beyond its own ostensible boundaries is more than just a superficial impression gathered from a 
rapid glance at the map.  Europe’s historical emergence from and dependence upon the Mediterranean (literally 
the “Mid-Earth”) Sea as a connecting passage to other continents likewise sets it up as rebounding back upon 
other areas of the earth rather than withdrawing into itself in continental autarky.  From its inception, and even 
before acquiring any specific institutional structure, Europe is configured geographically as a way of passage 
more than as a separate territory or entity unto itself.  It is in this regard nothing like the Central Country (as 
China’s name for itself—“ h ng gu ”—says) or a destined New World or an eschatological Promised Land.  
Each of these is, in its own way, a place that has no need of any other, a place of sufficiency, plenitude, and per-
fection, a place where everything is present, a place that contains everything within itself.  Europe, in contrast, 
folds back upon, and turns outward towards, a world that exists before—as well as beyond and outside—itself.  
In this respect, Europe originates in and with its relation to others.  

The symbolic value of this configuration is itself highly suggestive and has been exploited by philosophers who 
have addressed themselves to questions concerning the formation of a European identity.  There is a fascinat-
ing sub-field of philosophical reflection devoted to speculative interpretation of the meaning and destiny of 
Europe, which may or may not include hypotheses regarding any actual predestination by geography.  Among 
relatively recent contributors, Rémi Brague, in Europe, la voie romaine, broached the idea that Europe is noth-
ing but a container for content coming from elsewhere.  He influentially philosophized the status of Europe 
as determined by an “eccentric identity” (“identité excentrique”), since its veritable sources were in Judaism 
and Hellenism.  These two extrinsic sources conferred upon Europe a character of “Romanity” (“Romanité”), 
which carried a strong connotation of cultural secondariness (“secondarité culturelle”).5

Rome is noted for having “invented nothing” (“n’a rien inventé”).  Its achievement was rather the transplanta-
tion of culture into new contexts.  In this regard, Rome contrasts with the insistence on autochthony dear to 
the Greeks.  As the direct successor to Greece on the stage of world power, Rome well knew itself to be the 
transmitter of another culture superior to its own.  As Horace ( -  B.C.) long ago recognized, Greece, having 
been made captive by arms, conquered its Latin conqueror in turn by arts:  “Gracia capta ferum victorem cepit 
et artis / Intulit agresti Latio” (Epist. II.I.156).  Rome saw itself as situated between Hellenism, as a classicism 
to be imitated, on one side, and barbarity, as a rude uncouthness needing to be educated, on the other.  It was but 
the conduit between the two.  The Roman aqueduct is symbolic of Rome’s function of drawing from a higher 
source (Greece) in order to transmit civilization to the uncultivated hordes (“barbarians”) below it.  

These aspects of Romanity remain by and large applicable to European culture generally in its most charac-
teristic expressions.  Brague examines in detail the consequences of the fact that European civilization, as it 
flourished in the West, was based essentially on appropriations from elsewhere, particularly the East, its two 
principal progenitors being Judaism and Hellenism.  These antecedents were preserved in their integrity, with 
acute attention to original source texts and languages, especially in recurrent moments of “renaissance” or re-
newal and return to these founding traditions.  Both cultures were thereby opened to worldwide dissemination 
and to world-historical transformation in a newfound or newly created dimension of universality.
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Distinctive of this European transmission of the past was that it idealized and even canonized the original 
cultures that it transmitted, conferring a classical status on them.  The Arabic transmission of the same tradi-
tions, on the other hand, rather than preserving their sources as classics, tended to dispense with them.  Islam 
digested and discarded the original texts, transfusing a selection of their contents into its own new linguistic and 
cultural corpus.  For Islam, according to Brague, in its assimilation of Greek science and philosophy, the Arabic 
translations wholly superseded and supplanted the originals.  Once they existed, the Arabic translations alone 
were considered authoritative, indeed the only true and reliable form of the knowledge in question.  The source 
texts in comparison were typically held to be inferior and erroneous and often to have been compromised by 
deliberate falsification.  All that was true in them had been absorbed without remainder into the Arabo-Islamic 
rendering that was considered to be incomparably superior and, thenceforth, normative.  The Qu’ran itself, in 
its assimilation of Jewish and Christian traditions, similarly claims to correct the original source texts and to 
reveal a religious truth that they are held to distort and corrupt.  In this manner, the source cultures in question 
are wholly appropriated and their alterity erased.

Europe, in contrast, remained obsessed with its sources as permanently external and other to itself and as un-
surpassable.  They enshrined mythic, mystic moments of preternatural creativity and even divine revelation in 
relation to which its own transmission remained always secondary.  Cultural secondariness with respect to its 
Hellenic origins and religious secondariness in relation to its Jewish heritage prevented Christian Europe from 
ever seriously considering itself to be its own source (“de se considerer elle-même comme sa proper source”).6

Dans le domaine religieux comme dans le domaine culturel, l’Europe a un m me rapport  ce qui pr -
cède: elle ne s’arrache pas au pass , elle ne le rejette pas. L’Europe ne pr tend pas, quant  la culture 
profane, avoir absorbé en elle tout ce que contenait l’hellénisme ou, en religion, tout ce que contenait 
l’Ancien Testament—de telle sorte que l’on pourrait jeter la coquille vide.7

In the religious domain as in the cultural domain, Europe has the same relation to what precedes it: 
it does not break with the past and does not reject it. Europe does not claim with respect to profane 
culture to have absorbed into itself everything that was contained in Hellenism nor, in religion, all 
that which the Old Testament contained—in such manner as to be able to discard the empty shell.

For Brague, the role of mediating and transmitting what it receives entails that Europe is open to others and 
open upon the universal.  He thus conceives of it not as a determinate content that can be possessed but as an 
infinite task of self-opening and of mediation (“le contenu de l’Europe, c’est justement d’ tre un contenant, 
d’être ouverte sur l’universal”).8  

We would, nonetheless, be remiss should we fail to note also an acquisitive aspect to this openness: nothing 
is really proper to Europe except “to appropriate what is foreign to it” (“son propre est une appropriation de 
ce qui lui est étranger”).9  The ambiguity expressed in Europe’s historical record of both deconstruction and 
domination—of self-critique or self-deconstruction and colonial imperialism—begins to show up even in this 
preliminary sketch moving from the propositions of Brague, who does not, however, highlight or even specifi-
cally identify such an ambiguity.
      
In a critically reflective extension of Brague’s argument, Denis Gu noun, Hypothèses sur l’Europe: Un essai 
de philosophie, effectively brings out the significance of the myth of Europa, who was herself an Asian prin-
cess abducted by Jove to the land that would be called by her name.10  This myth clearly conveys how Europe 
from its inception is endowed even with its name by others from beyond its borders—indeed others who are 
violated.  The myth of Europa becomes emblematic of the European predicament defined as possessing nothing 
originally of its own.  All that is proper to Europe is having nothing proper to itself at all—and, consequently, 
its appropriating everything from others. 
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This originary dependence and openness to its ostensible others and outsides is bound up with another aspect 
of Europe’s predisposition for and preoccupation with universality.  It is an aspect that I wish to place into 
particular relief, namely, Europe’s vocation to critique, especially to self-critique.  Whatever may appear prima 
facie as one’s own and as proper tends, when subjected to close critical scrutiny, to show up as derivative, as 
actually borrowed or adapted from elsewhere.  From this point of view, what makes Europe come harshly to 
light as more acquisitive in appropriating others’ goods may be its characteristic (self-) critical awareness and 
outspokenness as much as its actual rapaciousness.  In its actual disposition to acquisitiveness, Europe is not 
terribly distinct from numerous other civilizations.  It is, however, distinguished by an outstanding critical and 
especially self-critical emphasis that can be traced in European intellectual tradition from an early matrix in the 
philosophical critique of myth by logos.  This predisposition to critique defines the very origin of philosophy, 
which in crucial ways counts as Europe’s most characteristic and distinguished contribution to world culture.11  
       
Self-critique flourishes throughout European tradition at least from the time of Socrates and already, for ex-
ample, in ancient Neoplatonism, which in its final stages can even be defined as “limitless criticism.” This self-
critical spirit undergoes constant metamorphoses throughout European intellectual history all the way to con-
temporary theory, with its many applications in cultural studies and literary criticism.12 A critical temperament 
naturally issues in acute self-consciousness vis- -vis the exterior civilizations from which one’s own is born, 
or at least is endowed.  This is patently the case already for Rome, as we saw, with regard to Greece, and such 
critical self-consciousness is typical of Europe’s relation to history in general.  It has become especially evident 
and self-conscious in European intellectual and cultural history up to and through contemporary movements 
such as deconstruction in French philosophy or, again, Critical Theory in the wake of the Frankfort school.

The new universality in question here does not entail the imposition of any content:  indeed, Europe here is 
considered to have no content proper to itself.  It is rather only a critical, and especially a self-critical, clearing 
of an empty space—precisely the space necessary for “conviviality.”  Critique is another kind of universalism, 
one perhaps bound up with and yet also radically different from that of appropriating everything and assimilat-
ing it to oneself.  It is predicated on detachment from all particular and parochial bias and from any contingent 
circumstances.  This has clearly been the case ever since the Kantian critique stipulated that disinterestedness 
is prerequisite for valid universal judgment.  Such is, for Kant, definitively in the Critique of Judgment (Die 
Kritik der Urteilskraft, 1790), the condition of the universality and therewith, equivalently, of the validity of 
(aesthetic) judgment.

Critique, however, was essential to the European spirit already long before Kant and even before the skeptical 
currents in ancient thought that left their imprint on mature Neoplatonism, indeed before philosophy altogether.  
It began more originally and radically as critique of idolatry in one of Europe’s most indispensible eccentric 
centers, namely, the Bible.13 The inadequacy of all representations of God, the supreme principle of reality, 
is written into the Ten Commandments, with its interdiction of graven images (Exodus : ), and even into 
the strictures against taking the name of the Lord in vain (Exodus : ).  The latter proscription, considered 
critically, applies to virtually any verbal formulation: what name for God on human lips could not (failing mi-
raculous saving grace) but be profane?  This rigorous critique of representations of the divine should be held 
alongside the type of critique that flourishes in the other principal source of European culture—in the Hellenis-
tic tradition, particularly with the birth of philosophy and its reflective, critical bent.  This searchingly critical 
tendency develops to a pinnacle in the late Neoplatonic philosophy of Damascius.14 
       
With respect to these sources and precedents, Rome is realized not so much in a creative act of self-expression 
and self-affirmation (like Greece) as in a reflective, self-critical movement that is acutely conscious of its own 
limits.  The pervasive, melancholic, often self-deprecating sense of inferiority in Virgil’s Aeneid vis- -vis its 
Homeric forerunner is a classic expression of this attitude.15 The awareness of one’s own secondariness calls 
forth an attitude of critique, which entails another kind of universalism that is different from englobing all in 
one’s own order or bringing it under one rule, one’s own rule.  Such is the spirit of critique that has culminated 
in postmodern times in what is currently called “deconstruction.”  
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Considered as a generating principle for European and (in historical perspective) specifically for Christian 
civilization, deconstruction involves first and foremost self-deconstruction, as Jean-Luc Nancy brings out in 
his Deconstruction of Christianity.16  Of course, again, these two universalisms, that of domination and that 
of deconstruction, which have so marked European history and, as a consequence, also world history, are not 
likely to exist independently of one another and without intimate interconnectedness and even secret collusion.  
Consequently,  holding on to the tension between these often dissonant aspects of the quest for the universal 
and/or the conquest by means of the universal is surely a prerequisite for understanding the ambiguities of uni-
versalism and the motivation for introducing the new vocabulary of “conviviality” into the discussion.

THE NEGATIVITY OF IDENTITY: FROM NEGATIVE THEOLOGY TO 
CONVIVIALITY VIA THEORY

It is in terms of criticism and even of limitless self-criticism that negative theology, in its historical forms in 
Neoplatonism and medieval mysticism, but also in its contemporary theoretical guises of deconstruction and 
Critical Theory, turns out to be key to defining European cosmopolitanism and more particularly to determin-
ing the sense of any European ideal of universalism. This is so because of the impossibility of these tasks.  The 
universal and cosmopolitan prove to be precisely what cannot be defined or given any determinate sense. 

This, I submit, has been revealed especially through the vicissitudes—the evolution and devolution—of liter-
ary and cultural theory in recent decades.  Particularly the quest for identity in the midst of the multiplicity of 
cultures that have emerged more and more in the postmodern era in all their inextricable hybridity has proved 
identity to be nothing if not elusive.  This impasse to the quest for identity lies at the very origin of the attempt 
to reconceptualize certain aspects of the postmodern predicament in terms of convivial cosmopolitanism.  Paul 
Gilroy has proposed conviviality as, in crucial ways, an alternative to or at least a refinement upon the vocabu-
lary of multiculturalism and its attendant identity politics:

I hope an interest in the workings of conviviality will take off from the point where ‘multiculturalism’ broke 
down. It does not describe the absence of racism or the triumph of tolerance. Instead, it suggests a different 
setting for their empty, interpersonal rituals, which, I suggest, have started to mean different things in the ab-
sence of any strong belief in absolute or integral races. Conviviality has another virtue that makes it attractive 
to me and useful to this project. It introduces a measure of distance from the pivotal term ‘identity,’ which has 
proved to be such an ambiguous resource in the analysis of race, ethnicity, and politics. The radical openness 
that brings conviviality alive makes a nonsense of closed, fixed, and reified identity and turns attention toward 
the always unpredictable mechanisms of identification.17 

Gilroy’s conclusions, which are rooted in contemporary British politics and cultural theory, corroborate the 
views I wish to elaborate here from a broadly apophatic perspective grounded in comparative philosophy, 
religion, and literature.  Identities are flimsy, fragile, relative, and exclusionary constructions.  They need to 
be critiqued in the interests of universal conviviality. Otherwise, they tend to become rivalrous and invidious 
forms of self-assertion in the Enlightenment liberationist tradition.  Such movements of self-affirmation typi-
cally aim at autonomy.  However, the original insight into difference that motivated and sparked off the whole 
multicultural movement was a vision of universal relativity, of difference without positive terms, in the famous 
Saussurian formulation that gave such a powerful impetus to the rise of literary theory in the last several de-
cades of the twentieth century.  Not essentializing differences as identities but rather the opposite was at the 
source of the resurgence of theoretical reflection that issued in Cultural Studies and in many other parallel 
projects and programs emphasizing differential particularities.      

The language of “radical openness,” which we have just seen used by Gilroy, is actually a classical component 
of European tradition, once we include therein the heterodox, radically critical (and especially self-critical) 
expressions of this tradition reaching back to classical negative theology, for example, in Plotinus.18  Precisely 
this language defines also Ulrich Beck’s notion of Europe as cosmopolitan:  “Radical openness radikale Offen-
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heit  is an essential distinguishing trait of the European project and the true secret of its success” (“Die radikale 
Offenheit ist ein Wesensmerkmal des Europäischen Projektes und sein eigentliches Erfolgsgeheimnis”).19  The 
explicit link to the term “cosmopolitan” is made a few pages later:  “The adjective ‘cosmopolitical’ stands for 
this openness, limited by the critique of ethno-nationalism, which battles for the recognition of cultural differ-
ence and diversity” (“Das Adjektiv ‘kosmopolitisch’ steht f r diese Offenheit, begrenzt durch die Kritik des 
Ethnonationalismus, der f r die Anerkennung der kulturellen Differenz und Diversit t streitet”).20  And yet 
there is something contradictory in a battle for open, cosmopolitan universalism being waged under the banner 
and in the interests of particular differences and exclusive identities.

There is an odd confluence in the genealogies of identity-based regional, gender, class, or special-interest 
groups and movements that can make their agendas conflictual, or at least confusing.  Are these ideologies of 
identity informed by the structuralist insight into the relativity of all oppositional terms that lies at the origin 
of the critical theory revolution of the last several decades, especially since poststructuralist reflections like 
those of Derrida, Foucault, or Baudrillard that began having such an impact around the s   This theoretical 
paradigm entailed a powerful valorization of difference—and consequently led to strong self-assertion by non-
mainstream groups of their different identities.21 Or are these ideologies of identity and difference beholden 
rather to the Enlightenment agenda of promoting free-standing, autonomous individuals?  This latter agenda 
has also been important in fueling a wide spectrum of liberation movements since the 1960s.  

The assumptions of the Enlightenment have been placed under a heavy pressure of critique within the ambit 
of theory, especially postmodern theory:  postmodern theory has most typically been anti-Enlightenment in its 
premises and persuasions and has turned against the Enlightenment as the leading project of modernity.  Even 
the philosophy of the Frankfurt school itself (and therewith Critical Theory), for all its continuity with Enlight-
enment thinking, made programmatic especially by Habermas, was based on a deep sense of the ambiguities 
inherent in the dialectic of the Enlightenment, whereby the Enlightenment was charged with generating its own 
myths of individual autonomy and mastery by means of instrumental reason that eventually led to the totalitari-
anism of consumer society and global markets.22 

Critical Theory has been aware of the importance of theology and specifically of negative theology in assum-
ing a posture of critique vis- -vis the world of total immanence and functionality that has gained ascendency 
in times of total technological, technocratic domination of the planet. 23 European traditions of negative theol-
ogy, as explored also by Jacques Derrida and extended by Jean-Luc Nancy, Gianni Vattimo, Slavoj i ek, Eric 
Santner, etc., can be drawn on in order to think the “democracy-to-come” from the basis of the unknowability 
of God extended to the non-identity, and thus also the unknowability, of individuals in their deepest core.  Rec-
ognizing this inherent non-identity may be the key discovery that European thought can contribute to opening 
the way toward a convivial cohabitation of the planet. 24  Negative theology emerges here as the deep root for 
thinking a radical openness and its possible social incarnations in the European tradition.  

It must be admitted that, ironically, just this sort of insight has been legendary in Eastern traditions such as 
Advaita Vedanta, Mahayana Buddhism, and Taoism, so the “contribution” in question here is again a matter of 
a particular manner of mediating and realizing something that is anything but unique to Europe.  The Mulamad-
hyamakakarika of Nagarjuna (circa 150-250), for example, the fundamental text of the Madhyamaka school of 
Mahayana Buddhism, is a relentless deconstruction of any sort of concept of stable or self-subsistent identity.25  
Again, even in its most radically self-negating forms, the critical universalism by which Europe ostensibly 
distinguishes itself (since such an outlook has been so decisive there historically) turns out on historical and 
cross-civilizational examination to be a factor actually connecting Europe with other cultures and traditions 
rather than separating it from them.

THE NEW APOPHATIC UNIVERSALISM

Recent revolutions in literary and cultural theory have come full circle—or perhaps spiraled back around—to 
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a concerted quest for universal values and ideals or principles and projects.  After several decades of accentu-
ated splintering into national, regional, sexual, racial, class, and religious particularisms, the cry has gone up 
for attempting to recover some sense of a common bond of universal democratic enfranchisement. 26 Such a 
universalist perspective and sentiment is felt to be imperative for our collective survival on the planet—and for 
our being able to live peacefully and productively together in a globalized world. The cry comes from a variety 
of quarters, both academic and political, and most remarkably from the very self-styled progressivist factions of 
the intelligentsia that had, until recently, spearheaded the denunciation of universalistic categories and claims 
as an ideological instrument serving for the oppression of disempowered minorities and colonized masses. 
The language of universality is again in vogue, after having been the target of strident protest on account of 
its presumed complicity with the ethnocentrism manifest in racialism, colonialism, and associated evils. This 
regained popularity depends on decisive new nuances in the term “universal,” slanting it towards what Gilroy 
calls “conviviality” and what I strive here to work out in terms hailing from apophatic tradition.

This means, of course, that the notion of the universal “returns” metamorphosed.  It is no longer the universality 
of a closed system or of a delimited concept, but rather an open and in some ways indeterminate universal that 
is in question.  The new universality is characterized most importantly by a non-conceptual act of opening of 
self.  My contention is that this new universality is currently being, and perhaps must be, rethought in what are 
at least implicitly apophatic terms.  In other words, I contend that the apophatic tradition can serve as a crucial 
and even an indispensable guide to framing the new universalism and to making it fruitful.  This is so because 
it is not a new concept of universality so much as a non-concept that is necessary. 27      
       
Theology, in its traditional and yet radical form as negative or apophatic theology, is revealed or rediscovered 
as the custodian of rich resources for elaborating a general philosophy of precisely this type.  Identity and uni-
versality in their intrinsic negativity—their being apprehended always only through difference and as elusive, 
indefinable ideals—prove to be analogous to the transcendent God who cannot be apprehended except nega-
tively.  The ways and means of this incapacity can be learned from negative theology, where they are explored 
in depth and in detail.  The critical examination of identity and universality follows patterns established by 
negative theological discourse in its critical turn against all idolatries, including conceptual idolatries—and 
toward denial of any positive definitions of the divine.  Indeed, there may well be some vestige of divinity 
lingering in every purportedly essential identity, whether of person or party or people.28

Thus the crucial breakthrough in the rethinking of universality can best be understood as a turn to construing it 
not as conceptual but rather as what defies conceptualization. 29  Universality, in the sense that is now becoming 
current, is non-predicative and must be thought of as “that which resists or exceeds the closure of identity.”30 
So construed, the discourse of universalism expresses an apophatic sensibility.  It opens a radically alternative 
vision to that of the Enlightenment philosophies that have typically paraded under the banner of universality.  
At the same time, it also undermines the traditional opposition between rational enlightenment and religious 
or mystical obscurantism.  Indeed such an opposition was challenged all along, beginning in the very heart of 
the Aufklärung itself, by religious thinkers such as Gotthold Ephraim Lessing ( - ) and Johann Georg 
Hamann (1730-88).31 The universal in this new sense opens up a mysterious region of incommensurability 
as, paradoxically, our only common measure; it is not any rational formula or faculty: it is nothing that can be 
defined at all.  

Identity, in this perspective, is more profound than anything that we can possess.  It should be thought of as 
a common wound—our being separate from others. Whatever identifies us also individualizes us and sets up 
categorical exclusions vis- -vis others. And yet precisely this state or condition of separation from one another 
is something that we share most deeply with others.  We are thus co-gifted with this open wound in our very 
being and deepest identity. We are one another’s gift:  this is just what the word “common” or co-munus (from 
Latin munus, gift) says etymologically—“co-gifted.”  Taken in this sense, “common” becomes in many regards 
a more adequate term for what philosophy today, as well as yesterday in some of its most challenging forms, 
strives to think under the concept of the “universal.”32 
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This sense of the open mystery of the other—and of our mutual woundedness, in and from one another—is 
prerequisite to convivial cosmopolitanism.  Paul Celan (1920-1970) thought of language as bearing the scars of 
this woundedness, which his poems so effectively expose, placing it excruciatingly into evidence.  In his poeto-
logical discourse “Der Meridian” ( ), Celan describes the language of the poem as wounded by and search-
ing for reality (“wirklichkeitswund und Wirklichkeit suchend”).33 The wound is a recurrent, neuralgic image 
in his poetry.  A sort of metaphorical wounding is repeatedly performed by the (de)realizations of language 
in virtually every poem. 34 In some sense, all his poetry stands in the shadow of the wound or scar up in the 
“air”—suggesting a negative incarnation of language’s inevitably violent idealizations. This woundedness of 
language is intimately related to its standing for no one and nobody—in the kenotic moment of self-emptying 
or self-wounding:

STEHEN im Schatten 
des Wundermals in der Luft.

F r-niemand-und-nichts-Stehn.
Unerkannt,
f r dich
allein.

Mit allem, was darin Raum hat,
auch ohne 
Sprache.

(TO STAND in the shadow
of the scar up in the air.

To stand-for-no-one-and-nothing.
Unrecognized,
for you
alone.

With all there is room for in that,
even without 
language.) 35

The wonder or “miracle” (Wunder) of this “wound” (Wund) is, first of all, that both meanings indissociably 
inhabit Celan’s ingenious invention “Wundermals.” In this curious coinage, “mals” verbalizes both nouns into 
events happening one or more “times.” The miracle or wonder consists, furthermore, in this expression’s open-
ing a passage beyond language altogether and thereby making room for the other, for no one, for an indetermi-
nate “you.” This other is unrecognizable within any language and can first emerge only when one is “without 
language” (“ohne Sprache”). Standing in shadows, Celan’s Wundermals turns in the air like a mill (M hle) in 
which words are ground down to nothing, exposing the human wounds beneath.

Having learned a good deal from Celan, as also from Georges Bataille, about language as inscribing an origi-
nary woundedness, and emphasizing particularly the origin of language in the wound of écriture as writing or 
“script” (a word related to Old Saxon, Old Norse, and Proto-Germanic words for scraping and scratching and 
to Old High German rizan for tearing), Derrida announced the democracy to come (“d mocratie  venir”) as 
based on such a sense of ineradicable rupture and tornness, of structural openness to an always unattainable 
Other, such as is cultivated and theorized in negative theology. Negative theology (so Derrida) keeps in view 
the unfathomable depth of an otherness that it cannot grasp.  Yet this faculty of leaving space for the Other is 
not confined to theology, since “Every other is wholly other” (Tout autre est tout autre).36 Every other human, 
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too, is absolute and places us before the abyss of the unsayable, of what eludes every word and concept.

Derrida, of course, resisted others’ attempts to identify deconstruction with negative theology, as if that gave 
it a known figure and pigeon-holed it in intellectual history. However, at other moments he recognized the re-
sistance against all such identificatory reductions as the peculiar resource of what he, too, faute de mieux, calls 
“theologie n gative.” Indeed Derrida suggests that the openness and indeterminacy of negative theology may 
be necessary for any tenable idea of Europe and for any possible political democracy, or any universal, law-
governed community, today. It is necessary to the very intelligibility of our indispensable axiological, evalu-
ative terms:  “But there would no longer be any ‘political’ or ‘juridical’ or ‘moral’ without this possibility of 
negative theology], that same possibility which obliges us from now on to put these words in quotation marks. 
Their sense will have trembled”  (“Mais il n’y aurait plus de ‘politique’, de ‘droit’ ou de ‘moral’ sans cette 
possibilit  de th ologie n gative , celle-l  m me qui nous oblige d sormais  mettre ces mots entre guillemets. 
Leur sens aura tremblé”).37 All of these determinations, which lie at the foundations of constitutional law and 
jurisprudence and ethics and any other human sciences, depend fundamentally on their own indeterminacy.

Among many coming in the wake of Derrida, exemplary in this vein is the work of Jean-Luc Nancy in his 
deconstruction of Christianity as responding to a vocation to radical openness that characterizes Europe and 
particularly its Christian heritage.  Metaphysics and Christianity turn out, according to Nancy, to bear the 
seeds of their own deconstruction within themselves.  , As Nancy argues in La Déclosion (2005), Christianity 
assumes a role of bearing the vocation of opening or “dis-enclosure” (déclosion) characteristic of the West 
and its Enlightenment into the modern and postmodern worlds.  Turning toward (“ad”) and opening through 
orifices such as the mouth (the oral cavity), notably in prayer (“oratio”), is the very meaning of “Ad-or-ation” 
in its Latin roots and in the title of the companion volume and sequel L’Adoration (2010).  L’Adoration turns 
traditional Christian language outwards toward a world in process of dissolution and of liberation from all its 
metaphysical moorings.  Christianity has the leading role in this historical deconstruction leveraged from the 
West (Europe) and its Enlightenment heritage.   

Such is the purport likewise of Gianni Vattimo’s deconstructive project, in which Christianity opens to radical 
secularity as the foundation for a common life of humanity across cultures.  Both Nancy and Vattimo rely on 
Marcel Gauchet’s thesis, in Le désenchantement du monde (1985), concerning Christianity as the religion of 
the exit from religion (“la sortie de la religion”).  However, Nancy’s Christianity is radically Protestant.  At 
least that is the tradition he valorizes as radically carrying out the self-deconstruction of Christianity through its 
Death of God theology.38 The Christianity of Vattimo, by contrast, is Catholic and hermeneutic—in the sense 
of basing itself not on the letter of revelation so much as on its realization historically in the life of the com-
munity.  In either case, Christianity in its self-deconstructing impetus is what Europe’s historical experience 
most specifically has to offer to face the challenge of rising above divisive identities and into world community.  
These directions of thought, as tradition-laden as they are, can nevertheless provide guidance for reading Paul 
Gilroy’s and Ulrich Beck’s appeal for “radical openness” and exposure to our colonial past and postcolonial 
present.

Vattimo, in Dopo la cristianità: Per un cristianesimo non religioso, works especially from two paradigmatic hi-
storical models (among others).  One is Joachim of Flores’s prophetic eternal gospel, especially as proclaimed 
in his Liber Concordiae Novi ac Veteris Testamenti (1260).  By dint of his subsuming of universal history 
into his own visionary, typological interpretation, Joachim represents for Vattimo the affirmation of a herme-
neutic approach to reality, which becomes an interpretive construction without remainder.  The Christian, for 
Joachim, is no longer under the authority of either the letter of Scripture, as were the Jews in the age of the Old 
Testament, or of the Church, as in the age of the New Testament: now the Holy Spirit itself illuminates each 
individual directly and without need of institutional authority or mediation.  For Joachim, who was a Cistercian 
monk, a truly new Third Age opened with Saint Benedict and the advent of the monastic orders.  In this new 
age of free spiritual life for individuals, all the Lord’s people become truly prophets, just as Moses had wished 
(Numbers : ).  
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Joachim’s vision is projected forward to a poetic apotheosis by Dante in his Paradiso, where the Calabrian ab-
bot Joachim (“il calavrese abate Giovacchino”) himself “endowed with prophetic spirit” (“di spirito profetico 
dotato,” Canto II, verse ) appears transfigured in glory.  Joachim enjoys beatitude there in harmonious 
conviviality together with some of the very saints and sages with whom he was most at loggerheads during his 
life on earth.  He is celebrated in the poem specifically by Saint Bonaventure, who in his life on earth aggres-
sively attacked the radical Franciscans of Joachimite inspiration. Although there is a fantastically positive and 
assertive symbolic theology in Joachim, he nevertheless inaugurates a revolutionary break with the old religion 
and its certitudes, opening everything radically to unceasing re-interpretation by individuals living freely in the 
Spirit. Nothing that has been said is definitive or binding for those living in the freedom of the Spirit; perhaps 
nothing definitive can be said at all.

Another exemplary historical moment of such universal openness is represented for Vattimo by Novalis’s Ro-
mantic vision in Christenheit oder Europa (1799).  Novalis’s tract builds in some ways on Kant’s treatise on 
perpetual peace, Zum ewigen Frieden (1795), even while reversing its secular Protestantism into a Catholic, 
poetic universalism. In contrast with Kant’s call to autonomous individuals to take up the task of constructing 
an enlightened modernity by thinking for themselves and throwing off the yoke of tutelage imposed by tradi-
tion and authority, Novalis expresses a medievalizing nostalgia for an inextricably communal life, one still in 
unsevered communication with a living, throbbing cosmos. Such a sense of cosmic communion can be con-
veyed best by poetry and its universal symbols. Novalis finds in this medieval Catholic world-view the figure 
of a Messianic future. However, in the very midst of his discernment and celebration of such cosmic commu-
nication of the divine, Novalis also acutely expresses the apophatic predicament that relates to . . . it knows not 
what, since the sense of these communications is not intelligible to us: 

Alles, was wir erfahren ist eine Mittheilung. So ist die Welt in der That eine Mittheilung – Offenba-
rung des Geistes. Die eit ist nicht mehr, wo der Geist Gottes verst ndlich war. Der Sinn der Welt ist 
verlohren gegangen. Wir sind beym Buschstaben stehn geblieben. Wir haben das Erscheinende ber 
der Erscheinung verlohren.39

 
All that we experience is a communication. Thus the world is in fact a communication—a revelation 
of spirit. The time is no longer when the spirit of God was understandable.  The sense of the world 
has been lost. We remain behind with just letters. We have lost what it is that appears over and beyond 
the appearing itself.

Yet the limits of our conceptualization become fruitful because, rather than simply stopping us in our effort to 
know the absolute, the experience of the limit is sounded in the affect-laden judgments of aesthetic perception, 
as well as through the exercise of the will in ethical action.  These new dimensions of relationality are opened 
up by the check to intellectual assimilation:  the arrest itself forces mind and spirit and body into a movement 
reaching beyond conceptualization. 

Ganz begreifen werden wir uns nie,  
aber wir werden und können uns weit mehr als begreifen.
(Blutenstaub: Fragmente - , Spr che )

(We never intellectually grasp ourselves completely,
But we become much more and can do more than simply grasp ourselves intellectually.)

The general human predicament described here is one in which we are oriented towards what exceeds and 
transcends us in all our thinking and feeling and seeing and hearing:

Alles Sichtbare haftet am Unsichtbaren-  
Das H rbare am Unh rbaren-  
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Das F hlen am Unf hlbaren.  
Vielleicht das Denken am Undenkbaren.
(Neue Fragmente : Traktat vom Licht #2120)

(All that is seeable cleaves to the unseeable -
The hearable to the unhearable -
The feelable to the unfeelable -
Perhaps the thinkable to the unthinkable.)

This is Novalis’s version of a philosophy of revelation which anticipates some aspects of what will be devel-
oped explicitly under that title a little later by Schelling40:  in and through phenomena, we relate to we know 
not what beyond phenomena.  But perhaps this was always so.  Of course, in other cultural predicaments, for 
example, that of the Middle Ages and its shared faith, this situation seemed different—and to that extent per-
haps was different.  But in any case, there is a new and acute consciousness of the apophatic predicament that 
comes to articulation here in the recognition of all experience as leading up to the threshold of what defies and 
defeats experience.   
  
Novalis’s vision expresses aspects of the philosophy of revelation—and, at the same time, revolution—of the 
early Jena Romantics.  It bears much in common also with the program of the German Idealist philosophy that 
germinated in the youthful exchanges among Schelling, Hegel, and Hölderlin and produced their “Oldest Sys-
tem Program of German Idealism” (“Das lteste Systemprogramm des deutschen Idealismus,” ).41 Here 
we see already among key formative modern thinkers the swing in the theoretical understanding of identity that 
moves it toward a revolutionary kind of universal opening which embraces even religious revelation.  These 
crucial architects of modernity are uncannily close to broaching ideas that will later be considered characteristic 
of postmodern thinking.  Perhaps most significantly, they help us to discern the negative theological matrices of 
the new thinking of universality that is emerging into explicit formulation at present.

In the last several decades, theory has passed from the epistemological and ontological generality of “high” 
theory to the particular political agendas of various vindications of identity.  This has often resulted in the 
quest for individual or sectarian liberation following an Enlightenment paradigm of autonomy.  But the dia-
lectic of Enlightenment is such that it also generates its own myths, its own forms of closure and oppression.  
Conviviality endeavors to bring theory back to universalist perspectives in a new key that does not eclipse 
difference and social-political specificity.  Yet the ethos of conviviality must also open to the infinite mystery 
of the Other.  This is learned from authors like Nancy and Vattimo, who are working out of and transmitting 
negative-theological or apophatic traditions.  It may be mystification and therefore also anathema for many, 
especially for the more politically minded of those in the following of Gilroy. And yet apophatic critique is an 
efficacious antidote to the ambiguities and—I daresay—to the idolatries of identity politics that Gilroy himself 
has felt the need to react against.

“Radical openness” such as Gilroy and Beck both prescribe as crucial to the call of conviviality can be inter-
preted as pointing in either of two directions: ) towards a universal humanism or ) towards infinite openness 
to an inconceivable otherness.  My conviction is that any universal that can be efine  will inevitably become a 
vicious circle of self-affirmation and exclusion of otherness and will eventually defeat the aims of conviviality 
in their most radical challenge.  We are returning to the challenge and the quest of universality today and need 
to do so, but this quest needs also to remain open to what it cannot quite define or even conceive in order not 
to become inevitably exclusionary and oppressive.  This is the type of critique that negative theological modes 
of thought have exerted upon all forms of idolatry throughout the ages.  It has arisen again lately in the Critical 
Theory of Adorno and Horkheimer contra the conceptual idolatry that is rampant in modern and postmodern 
culture, with their unbridled consumerism, their commodity fetishism, and their culture industry dominated by 
technocratic power.  Such critique is being further extended still today by authors such as Nancy, Vattimo, and 
Giorgio Agamben. 42
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DECONSTRUCTIVE NEGATIVE THEOLOGY, NIHILISM, AND CHRISTIANITY

A related viewpoint, yet one which is often in tension with the radically self-critical and deconstructive ap-
proach to the question of European universalism that I have pursued here following Brague, Gu noun, et al. (it 
is arrestingly represented also by Massimo Cacciari in eo ilosofia ell uropa, 1994), has been broached 
by Peter Sloterdijk.43 Sloterdijk castigates most post-1945 Cold War European thought for its self-effacing, 
sometimes even nihilistic attitude and temperament:  he deplores its being dominated by the ideology of ab-
sence and emptiness (“Ära der Vakuum-Ideologien”; “Nachkriegs Nichtigkeit,” “Nihilismus,”; “europäischen 
Absence-Ideologien”).44

Sloterdijk analyzes the negative, self-emptying approaches as a sort of Christian nihilism and as symptomatic 
of Europe’s trauma upon being decentered after .  This analysis turns out to echo Nietzsche’s at an earlier 
epoch, although with only faint acknowledgment.  At any rate, Sloterdijk sees in this negativity only sterility 
and not its endless creative potential:  he expresses consternation and dismay that this self-minimizing senti-
ment, which gripped Europe in its dismal post-Yalta condition and lasted throughout the period of the Cold 
War, should have been taken up eagerly by American intellectuals as well.45

Following Paul Valéry’s “La crise de l’esprit,” Variété  ( ), Sloterdijk attributes to Europe as its defining 
characteristic rather a maximum development of activity and intensity in all respects—economic, scientific, 
vitalistic ( )—and an unlimited “intensification of power and life” (“Intensivierung von Macht und Leben”).46  
He considers the decentering and self-emptying of Europe, its Vakuum-Ideologie in the era of its absence 
(“die Zeitalter der Absence”), to belong to the period of Europe’s being caught in a vice between victorious 
superpowers (Russian and American) and its temporary self-deprecating renunciation of a leading role in the 
world-historical process.47  He calls Europe to awake into a new era, a return (Wiederkehr) in which it is to re-
assume its maximizing destiny on the world stage (Maxima-Politik, Maximierungsformel of Valéry) as Mother 
of Modernity.48 The essence of Europe is to be found in its metamorphoses translating the imperial ideal of a 
unified order for all that was handed down throughout the successive ages of its history (“Imperium-Metamor-
phosen,” “Mechanismus der Reich bertragung”).49  

Thus Sloterdijk, too, in aiming to reclaim for Europe its central place in the world, exhorts Europe to wake up 
to a universal mission that would take it beyond all its national boundaries.  He fails to acknowledge, however, 
that this needs to be done without overlooking certain negative conditions of this vocation.  Indeed Sloterdijk, 
in reacting with impatience against the ideologies of emptiness and impotence that held sway in Europe and 
crippled its self-confidence during the Cold War period, envisions for a reawakened Europe a role that will be 
a transformation of its past imperial avatars into some new form of “visionary,” “prophetic” apprehension of 
wholeness and greatness.50  

I submit that this kind of universalizing vision could hardly be circumscribed or given a definitive content once 
and for all.  It must remain open and receptive to an otherness that exceeds and defies adequate conceptual 
apprehension.  Moreover, even in embracing the heritage of the translatio imperii, Sloterdijk propounds a Eu-
ropean universal vision according equal human status, with recognition of cultural variations, to all members 
of the species.  This is starkly unlike the typical generic divisions in the ancient world between wild barbarians 
and civilized burghers.  His new incarnations of empire are emphatically purged of all forms of “imperial con-
tempt” (“Verachtung,”)51, and thus it would seem that he too can hardly do without Europe’s characteristically 
intense engagement in self-critique as a check to the unscrupulous programs of overweening self-aggrandize-
ment that inevitably arise.

Deconstructive Christianity and self-critical Europe incorporate and share in common a vocation to radical 
openness towards others and toward the indefinably Other.  The crucial role of radical Christianity (Protestant 
for some, including Nancy, but Catholic for others like Vattimo, building on Joachim and Novalis) in this 
European vocation to universalism—in the sense of a universal openness without fixed content—has been dis-
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cerned by thinkers of the most varied and divergent persuasions.  It has been underlined in some startling and 
paradoxical ways by the discussion of contemporary European philosophers around the claim of universalism 
in Saint Paul and in the intellectual revolution embodied by primitive Christianity.  Alain Badiou touched off 
the debate with his explicitly atheist account of Paul’s revolutionary project of a universal truth not reserved for 
a philosophical elite and not just a matter of objective contemplation of intellectual truth but rather of adherence 
in faith to a historically revealed truth that is lived and that revolutionizes all of the subject’s perceptions and 
possibilities.52 Other likewise atheistic appropriations of Paul’s revolutionary and apocalyptic vision, which 
upsets every rationally objective order of the world and breaks it open to a very new and different kind of uni-
versal claim upon all who can hear, were then proposed by Giorgio Agamben and Slovej i ek.53  

These contributions illuminate the need to avoid the idolatry of the human and political in order to remain truly 
open to the cosmic, the event of truth—aletheia, as Heidegger understands it, particularly in his Brief über den 
Humanismus (Letter on Humanism).  Building on this event-character of truth, Agamben, in The Time that 
Remains, interprets Paul’s announcements that “the time is short” and that “the fashion of this world passes 
away” (I Corinthians : - ) as indicating how the present time (“the time that remains”) becomes universal 
eschatological time.  It concentrates all time into itself, into a present in which the end of time is already being 
accomplished proleptically. The present thus relativizes and revolutionizes all finite, worldly forms, opening 
them to a beyond, to an event of salvation that is always still in arrival and that must remain forever open to 
the one who is coming.  Walter Benjamin’s Messianism of the Jetztzeit works similarly at the level of a kind of 
divine violence that violates inevitably idolatrous human orderings of history and society.54 

Paul’s Christian Messianism, as reflected on by these European thinkers, represents another break-through 
moment in history, one at which polity and cosmos practically come to coincide.  These moments can serve as 
models for the construction of a convivial cosmopolitanism.  Europe becomes the locus of a cosmic revelation 
of freedom and of political and social revolution.  This happened in spectacular fashion following the French 
Revolution, particularly as it was taken up by the German Idealists.  Something comparable, in crucial ways, 
had already occurred pursuant to what might be called the “Franciscan Revolution” in the twelfth and thirteenth 
centuries, drawing its inspiration from Saint Francis and from his advent as it was interpreted particularly by 
Joachim of Flores.  The Romantic, post-revolutionary German “state” and the medieval Franciscan order re-
spectively were imagined as forming polities that opened upon the universal.  Polis expanded without limits 
to become coextensive with cosmos, while conversely cosmos was realized as concretely incarnate in some 
visionary form of polis.  Both directions are indicative of a realization of universalism in politics and religion 
and ethics and aesthetics all at once and in one.  Some such cosmic openness of our political community beyond 
invidious exclusions is what is necessary for living together in cosmo-politan con-viviality.  Its indispensable 
precondition is to be sought in the unexpressed and inexpressible, in the darkly vanishing apophatic back-
ground of the (self-) critical discourse of universalism in the European tradition of En-light-enment.
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INTRODUCTION

Over the course of the history of the interpretation of the work of Michel Foucault a number of different think-
ers have been associated with Foucault’s ideas. While earlier interpretations focussed on the connection be-
tween Foucault, Nietzsche and Bataille,1 more recent comparisons have been made with Kant and Heidegger.2 
But rarely is Foucault’s work put into a meaningful dialogue with one of the most important and influential 
philosophers of the continental tradition: G. W. F. Hegel.3 On the one hand, it is not difficult to view Hegel 
and Foucault as diametrically opposed thinkers. Hegel is the arch-modernist, system builder, conservative and 
closed thinker of “absolute knowledge.” Foucault is the post-modernist, sceptic and nominalist who turned 
against systematic philosophy and universal knowledge claims. It first appears that never could two more radi-
cally divergent thinkers be found. However, there are many striking similarities and points of contact of their 
respective projects. Placing the two in conversation reveals interesting parallels in their conceptualisations of 
political freedom, philosophical methodology and modernity. I argue that Foucault can be located within a 
Hegelian tradition of thought, as one of its most interesting variants, rather than as an anti- or non-Hegelian 
thinker. This has serious implications for how we conceptualise Foucault’s work and its relation to critical 
theory today.

This is not to claim that Hegel’s project is equivocal to Foucault’s or to overlook the many glaring differences 
between the two. Their obvious differences, i.e. Hegel’s celebration of reason, his philosophy of logic, his 
claims regarding absolute knowledge, versus Foucault’s critique of regimes of rationality, his critique of logic 
and radical nominalism, are well known and documented in the history of philosophy. Rather, it is to say that 
both thinkers share certain common traits and take part in a similar tradition of post-Enlightenment critical 
philosophy. The strong influence of Hegel’s philosophy on Foucault has often been forgotten due to the lack 
of recognition of Jean Hyppolite and his decisive influence over the formation of a generation of students in 
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the 1950s. Hyppolite’s lectures on Hegel and his published work in Genesis and Structure of Hegel’s Phenom-
enology of Spirit and Logic and Existence had a large impact on the development of French thought at the 
time.4 Hyppolite teaches Foucault the Hegelian understanding of philosophy as its own time comprehended in 
thought. Both Hegel and Foucault extend Kant’s critical philosophy in the direction of a historicisation and a 
de-transcendentalisation of his work. Foucault expressly positions himself in a line of post-Kantian thinking 
about the Enlightenment, which, in spite of Foucault’s protestations, contains Hegel himself. A theoretical line 
can be traced from Hegel, through Hyppolite, and into the work of Foucault. 

I argue that Hegel and Foucault share a common framework of what constitutes the primary methods and goals 
of a critical philosophy. First, I claim that Hegel and Foucault engage in a philosophical critique of contempo-
rary practices by introducing mediation into the immediacy of the present in order to reveal the ways in which 
taken for granted forms of life are in fact the result of a long period of cultural development. The aim of this 
exercise is to pursue a project of human autonomy. Although Hegel and Foucault have different conceptions 
of what human autonomy means and how this could be achieved in modernity, they both seek to engage with 
the Kantian definition of autonomy in order to extend and transform it, rather than rejecting it outright. The 
second part of the article concerns philosophical methods. If the goal of philosophy for both thinkers is human 
autonomy then the method is a historical critique of the present through genealogical or phenomenological 
analysis. Both thinkers engage in a form of critical historical inquiry for the purpose of mediating the present, 
what Foucault calls “histories of the present.” This article thus brings Hegel into conversation with Foucault on 
their concepts of autonomy and philosophical criticism.

Foucault’s perceived anti-Hegelianism is partly a result of his work being read alongside of Deleuze and in-
cluded as part of Deleuze’s polemics against Hegel. Deleuze argues in Nietzsche and Philosophy that Hege-
lianism is a regressive historical force that must be overcome by a Nietzschean affirmation of the creative and 
productive powers of life.5 However, Foucault and Deleuze part company on a number of issues and it is simply 
inaccurate to equate the divergent projects of the two philosophers as identical on every point. It is true that 
Foucault’s references to Hegel, when they are made, are almost always negative. But one of the aims of this 
article is to show that another reading of Hegel is possible outside of Foucault’s own negative assessment of 
his work. Foucault states that

[i]n actuality, dialectics does not liberate differences; it guarantees, on the contrary, that they can 
always be recaptured. The dialectical sovereignty of similarity consists in permitting differences to 
exist, but always under the rule of the negative, as an instance on non-being … freeing of difference 
requires thought without contradiction, without dialectics, without negation; thought that accepts 
divergence, affirmative thought whose instrument is disjunction; thought of the multiple  it was 
necessary to free ourselves from Hegel—from the opposition of predicates, from contradiction and 
negation, from all of dialectics.6 

This notion of differences being subsumed via contradiction into a unity and sameness is a theme that Foucault, 
Deleuze and Derrida all learn from Hyppolite, but it is only one possible form of Hegelianism that has been 
offered by Hegel scholars. There are a number of other possible readings of Hegel available and while Foucault 
sought to distance himself from both a dialectical logic and the confines of Hegel’s philosophy more generally, 
there are a number of similarities that remain between their projects. They are both anti-utopian anti-revolution-
aries who both support a version of radical reformism. They both believe it is not philosophy’s role to instruct 
political actors on how to live. Rather, philosophy’s role is to engage in a critical analysis of the world. The 
political act of the philosopher is to engage in a diagnosis of the present, which itself is to take a political stand.

This paper is divided into three sections. First, I seek to recover the hidden mediating figure of Jean Hyppolite 
that assists in explaining the thorough Hegelian education that Foucault received as a young student. Second, 
I provide a reading of Foucault’s “What is Enlightenment?” essay to reveal the deep critical and dialectical 
themes that run through his work and how these could be linked to Hegel’s philosophy. This also shines light on 
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Foucault’s interest in the Enlightenment category of autonomy and its relationship to Hegel’s own understand-
ing of freedom. Finally, I offer a comparison of Hegel’s method of phenomenology and Foucault’s genealogy 
to show that the two thinkers were engaged in similar exercises. I conclude with some reflections on the state 
of dialectical thinking in Foucault’s work. 

HYPPOLITE AS FORGOTTEN MEDIATOR

One of the main reasons the Hegelian influence on Foucault has been neglected, if not forgotten, is because of 
the lack of recognition given to one of Foucault’s first mentors, the great French Hegelian, Jean Hyppolite. In 
the fall of 1945 Foucault arrived in Paris at the Lycée Henri IV to take classes to prepare to be admitted to the 
École normale supérieure. Here Foucault took a course on Hegel with Hyppolite that was to have a profound 
effect over the direction of his studies. Although Foucault had previously taken a great interest in history, it 
was at Henri IV that Hyppolite introduced Foucault to philosophy through Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit. 
Speaking of Hyppolite’s philosophy courses at the Lycée, one of Foucault’s biographers notes: “there is no 
doubt that Jean Hyppolite was the one who initiated Foucault into the field that would become his destiny.”7 
Foucault himself would never forget Hyppolite’s influence in these early days, speaking glowingly of the pro-
fessor in whom one could hear “something of Hegel’s voice and, perhaps, even the voice of philosophy itself.”8 
Foucault did not just take a course on Hegel, he engaged in a detailed study of his philosophy. In 1949, at the 
age of 23, Foucault completed a now lost thesis for his diplome d’études supérieure under the supervision of 
Jean Hyppolite entitled “The Constitution of a Historical Transcendental in Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit.”9 
Hyppolite was an important teacher for a whole generation of French students. He taught courses on Hegel and 
Marx at the Sorbonne from 1949 to 1954. At this point he became a professor and director at the École normale 
supérieure, which he held until 1963. In 1963 he took up a chair at the Collège de France entitled “The History 
of Systems,” where he taught until his death in 1968. At the École normale supérieure Hyppolite sat on the 
committee in front of which Foucault would defend his doctoral thesis, Histoire de la folie à l’âge classique 
(History of Madness in the Classical Age). In the preface to the published work, Foucault thanked Hyppolite 
for having “read this work in a still unformed state, advised me when things were not simple, saved me from 
many errors, and showed me the value of being heard.”10 Foucault gave a number of public acknowledgements 
to Hyppolite, both in a eulogy for Hyppolite at the École normale supérieure and in his inaugural lecture at the 
Collège de France, where he in fact succeeded Hyppolite and took over his chair. Foucault himself gestures to-
wards the Hegelian/Hyppolitean origins and future projections of his work when he states in 1972 that he places 
his future work “under his [Hyppolite’s] sign.”11 Even as late as 1975, seven years after Hyppolite’s death when 
Foucault published Discipline and Punish, he sent Hyppolite’s widow a copy of his book with the dedication: 
“For Madame Hyppolite, in memory of the man to whom I owe everything.” So what was this decisive influ-
ence of which Foucault has spoken on so many occasions?

Through his translation of Phenomenology of Spirit into French, Hyppolite assisted in mainstreaming Hegel’s 
philosophy in a country that was, at the time, under the sway of neo-Kantianism. He also helped shift the 
interpretation of Hegel from a phenomenological and existential position towards an anti-humanist focus on 
discourse. Whereas Jean Wahl’s 1929 Le Malheur de conscience dans la philosophie de Hegel read phenom-
enological concerns into Hegel and interpreted him through the figure of the “unhappy consciousness,”12 Hyp-
polite turned away from the lived experience of the subject towards the logical analysis of conceptual thought. 
Hyppolite’s emphasis on the structure of human language as the basis of Hegel’s Logic had a great effect on the 
post-structuralist generation. Foucault and his contemporaries were interested in anti-humanist critiques that 
sought to decentre the lived experience of the phenomenological subject in favour of an analysis of deeper sys-
tems and structures. Although Foucault describes his own concept of discourse as disloyal to Hegel, his early 
archaeological method is nevertheless partially made possible through Hyppolite’s turn to language in Hegel’s 
philosophy.13 Foucault states that Hyppolite’s Logic and Existence was “one of the great books of our time” 
that posed the question of “the point where the tragedy of life finds its meaning in a Logic, where the genesis of 
a thought becomes the structure of a system, where existence itself is articulated in a Logic.”14 Foucault found 
Hegel attractive partly because of the way in which, through Hyppolite, he seemed to refute the claims of the 
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existentialists and phenomenologists of the priority of consciousness and experience. Hyppolite argues that 
those who translate “self-consciousness” in Hegel as “man” have “somewhat falsified Hegel’s thought.”15 For 
the young Foucault, Hegel is viewed as capable of thinking a deeper logic that lies behind everyday experience.

In his inaugural address at the Collège de France in 1970 Foucault argues that Hyppolite effected a number of 
fundamental alterations “not within Hegelian philosophy, but upon it.”16 One can locate in this lecture a number 
of concepts that will become important starting points for Foucault’s own research. Hyppolite’s attempt to think 
Hegel alongside several other figures such as Marx, Kierkegaard, Husserl, Heidegger and Bergson mark the 
first points of departure for a line of thought stretching from Hegel to Foucault. Foucault argues that Hyppolite 
identifies the precise nature of Hegelianism and specifies what is involved in an attempt to break from Hegel’s 
philosophy of “absolute knowledge.” Foucault points to a number of gestures made by Hyppolite with regard 
to Hegel’s philosophy. First, Foucault states that Hyppolite abandons claims that philosophy could culminate 
in a “totality” that synthesized and reconciled all oppositions. Instead Hyppolite presents philosophical think-
ing as “an endless task, against the background of an infinite horizon.”17 The supposed finality of absolute 
knowledge should be thought rather as a “continuous recommencement” of consciousness interrogating itself. 
This notion of critical thinking as an endless task of a critique of the present is echoed in Foucault’s “What is 
Enlightenment?” essay. He takes up Hyppolite’s challenge to think a form of philosophy that does not attempt 
to lay claim to an absolute knowledge and instead places itself in the purely finite realm of human affairs. He 
takes part in a return to the Young Hegelian attempt to politicise Hegel’s dialectical method and transform it 
into a critique of existing social practices. Next, Foucault argues that rather than attempting to incorporate all 
non-philosophical forms of experience into philosophy, Hyppolite attempts to establish a non-reductive con-
nection between philosophy and the world. Hyppolite seeks to provide the starting point for philosophy in the 
non-philosophical of social relations and political contestation. Foucault learns from Hyppolite that philosophy 
cannot think of itself as a purely autonomous domain but must base itself in the arbitrariness and complexities 
of human history. It was Hegel who had first thought that philosophy should be a matter of conceptualising 
one’s own time in thought and it is this sentiment that is continued in both Hyppolite and Foucault. Foucault’s 
modernism of historical self-creation revisits a number of themes, not of the Hegelian absolute, but of Hyppo-
lite’s Hegel as a thinker of modernity as an era of “repeated interrogation.” Foucault can be viewed as extending 
Hyppolite’s paradigm further still, not simply placing Hegel in relation to Kierkegaard, Marx and Heidegger, 
but questioning the very foundations of a totalising conceptual logic.

Hyppolite offers Foucault the first steps along a path through which Foucault envisions himself escaping Hegel. 
However, if this is the case, it is also primarily a Hyppolitian version of Hegel that he and others in his genera-
tion feel the need to reject. For Deleuze and Derrida, it is Hyppolite’s Hegel that will be rejected, the Hegel who 
raises difference to contradiction, to an internal difference within a totality, and who incorporates all otherness 
into a logic of sense.18 For Foucault, it was the totalising, unbroken, and all-encompassing nature of Hegel’s 
philosophy that had to be rejected, for it was one that did not allow for what Foucault describes as “experiences 
in which the subject might be able to dissociate from itself, sever the relation with itself, lose its identity.”19 For 
Foucault, Hegel established a philosophical world with a “model of history’s unbroken intelligibility.”20 One 
of the central problems for Foucault was Hyppolite’s attempt to “turn Hegel into a schema for the experience 
of modernity.”21 This ran counter to Foucault’s own interpretation of modernity and his assessment of its pos-
sibilities and dangers. Although Hegel and Foucault both portray modernity as an ambiguous, contradictory 
and tension-filled epoch, they differ significantly in their diagnoses of the new social forces that were unleashed 
in the modern era. Hegel believes that the emerging forms of diremption and alienation in modernity could be 
reconciled through the unifying power of art, religion, philosophy and the modern state. For Hegel, although 
modern individuals have become divided from God, nature and their community, modern institutions and prac-
tices have the ability to bring individuals back into a meaningful relationship with their social world through 
adequate reflection on their own activities. Hegel presents a legitimation model of modernity that attempts to 
rationalise and justify modern political institutions that will give modern individuals a sense of being at home 
in the world.22 For Foucault, modernity’s claim to provide greater freedom to its subjects is undermined by the 
extent to which the production of this freedom is tied up with increasingly insidious and restrictive methods of 
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surveillance and control. Modern practices of governmentality seek to direct the conduct of subjects by struc-
turing their field of possible actions.23 For Foucault, Hegel’s restrictive and unified historical narrative of the 
Phenomenology of Spirit does not enable the appropriate critical attitude to contemporary practices. Foucault 
invokes notions of rupture, transgression, transformation and the injection of difference and discontinuity into 
life. Rather than affirming the legitimacy of historical knowledge, Foucault is interested in a critique of the 
limits of knowledge and an attempt to move beyond them.24

However, when Foucault speaks of Hyppolite’s lesson of giving him “an appreciation of the price we have to 
pay to detach ourselves from Hegel,” one could ask the question: which Hegel?25 Whose interpretation of Hegel 
does Foucault find it necessary to reject and for what reasons  Foucault states that “we have to determine the 
extent to which our anti-Hegelianism is possibly one of his tricks directed against us, at the end of which he 
stands, motionless, waiting for us.”26 Perhaps in his desire to avoid an encounter with a stiff and motionless 
Hegel waiting at the end of the path—Hyppolite’s Hegel of the unity of thought and being and the totalising 
nature of the absolute—Foucault fails to realise the presence of a much more open, fluid and historicist Hegel 
that has continued alongside Foucault throughout his journey. Foucault’s own method and goals have more in 
common with contemporary readings of Hegel that have begun to be offered by a new generation of Hegel 
readers such as i ek, Comay and Malabou.27 These commentators undertake more open and radical readings 
of Hegel’s texts that emphasise the aporias, incompleteness and excesses of Hegel’s philosophy. The emer-
gence of a different Hegel, one that is not reduced to a caricature of the static thinker of “absolute knowledge,” 
opens the path for a re-examination of the Hegelian origins of Foucault’s philosophical goals and methodology.

HEGEL AND FOUCAULT ON AUTONOMY

When Foucault wrote in 1984 that the philosophical ethos of Enlightenment is “a critique and a permanent 
creation of ourselves in our autonomy,” it is Hegel rather than Kant that it would be more correct to say that 
Foucault was invoking.28 For it is not Kant’s largely ahistorical and transcendental philosophy that is depicted, 
but Hegel’s historical and dialectic philosophy of the dual-natured process of humanity’s self-actualisation 
(creation) and critical self-reflection (critique) in its movement towards self-determination (autonomy). Fou-
cault’s reference to “critique,” reflects Hegel’s commitment to a critical philosophy that attempts to attain a 
more adequate picture of ourselves as human beings, whereas “creation of ourselves” could be taken as refer-
ring to Hegel’s analysis of the self-actualisation of human beings through the continual transformation of con-
crete human societies, which he describes as the movement of “Spirit.” In his essay “What is Enlightenment?” 
it could be argued that Foucault is echoing Hegel’s own claim that the task of philosophy is to comprehend its 
own time in thought, or in other words, to provide a permanent philosophical critique of the present. In spite 
of his own conscious efforts to present an anti-Hegelian face to the world, Foucault can be situated within a 
line of post-Hegelian philosophy that moves from Jean Hyppolite and extends in an even more radical direc-
tion to Foucault himself. Although there are significant differences in the respective details of their political 
philosophies, a shared politico-philosophical project can be discerned in the writings of Hegel and Foucault. 
Both thinkers believe that the historical task of philosophy is to introduce mediation into the immediacy of the 
present in order to further the project of human autonomy. Whereas the language of “mediation” is distinctly 
Hegelian, the activity of historical critique is common to Hegel and Foucault. For Hegel, the present can only 
be adequately understood through a phenomenological analysis of the series of stages that human beings have 
traversed in order to attain their current form. A phenomenological analysis assists uncovering the various 
modes by which we came to constitute ourselves as free subjects. For Foucault, our capacity to intervene politi-
cally is increased by uncovering the contingency of present social relations and understanding that things could 
be otherwise. The seemingly universal and necessary aspects of current institutions and practices are revealed 
through genealogical analysis to be merely contingent and arbitrary. While different aspects of human freedom 
are more pronounced in each thinker, for both the end goal of historical investigation and political activity is 
human autonomy. How, then, is autonomy understood for Hegel and Foucault?
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The important connection between Hegel and Foucault on the question of autonomy can be located in the way 
in which they respond to the Enlightenment project and Kant’s critical philosophy. Both thinkers perceive 
themselves to be working in the Enlightenment tradition and transforming it from within in a number of fun-
damental respects. Foucault distances himself from humanism while at the same time situating Enlightenment 
thought as the unsurpassed horizon of his age. Foucault argues that it is the activation of a certain philosophical 
attitude of critique, one that problematizes the “constitution of the self as an autonomous subject,” which is a 
key part of the Enlightenment legacy.29 Kant’s project of using our reason without guidance from another is 
important for Foucault as the starting point of the Enlightenment attitude. However, whereas Kant’s formula-
tion of the problem of human autonomy relied upon an analysis and critique of the limits of knowledge and a 
commitment to not transgressing the limits of a finite knowing subject, Foucault transforms this critical limit 
attitude into a positive project of questioning the perceived limits of human freedom. Foucault’s critical phi-
losophy involves a questioning of the universal and formal structures that place limits on the constitution of 
historical subjects and an investigation into which practices can be modified to allow for a greater space for hu-
man freedom. Foucault follows Hegel in historicising and de-transcendentalising Kant’s critical philosophy to 
take into account humanity’s historical development and existence in concrete societies. Foucault learns from 
Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit that humanity is engaged in a process of self-transformation, which entails a 
continual alteration of its nature. “The point,” for Foucault, “is to transform the critique conducted in the form 
of necessary limitation into a practical critique that takes the form of a possible transgression.”30 In Foucault’s 
transformation of Kant’s critical philosophy the nature of our understanding of human autonomy is reversed. 
For Kant, human autonomy involves the discovery of and adherence to the universal laws of our higher cogni-
tive faculty of reason, which, importantly for Kant, we prescribe to ourselves. By understanding our limits as 
human beings and following a law that we ourselves have created, we can ensure that we act autonomously. 
Foucault seeks to reverse the priority. Instead of seeking to discover universal laws, Foucault believes that we 
should engage in a test of the limits that are currently placed on us in order to go beyond them. He maintains 
the same critical attitude of utilising reason to become autonomous, but for Foucault this critical legacy of 
the Enlightenment is best conceptualised as a “work on our limits, that is, a patient labor giving form to our 
impatience for liberty.”31 Foucault’s concept of autonomy involves a continual critical appraisal of how we 
constitute ourselves as modern subjects, but there is no determined content of what it would mean to be free. 
Foucault states in “The Subject and Power” that we should strive towards the reversibility of power relations 
so that we have as much flexibility as possible in how we constitute ourselves as subjects, but unlike Kant, the 
content of autonomy remains open for historical actors themselves to decide how best to actualise themselves 
in their autonomy. 

Hegel’s own interpretation of the Kantian project of autonomy differs from Foucault’s notion of a “limit atti-
tude.” Instead, Hegel is concerned with the cultural disintegration of modern society: the breakdown of sources 
of socialisation and legitimacy and the erosion of traditional institutions and values. Modern individuals must 
be reconnected to their families, communities and the modern state and allowed to feel “at home” in the world. 
An essential aspect of freedom for Hegel is an overcoming of alienation and an incorporation of the perceived 
otherness of the external world into the self. Political freedom can be objectively located in the world for Hegel 
through the establishment and legitimation of the rational and organic institution of the modern state.32 The 
role of the state is to overcome the divisions within modern individuals and reconcile them with other citizens, 
the alienating effects of the market place and the potential externality of social and political institutions. Hegel 
shares Foucault’s attempt to transform the Kantian notion of autonomy, but he stays closer to Kant’s faith in 
human reason to be able to reconcile the historical forces of modernity and provide a new foundation for hu-
man freedom. 

However, Hegel shares Foucault’s concern with human freedom and believes that the discovery of the human 
will’s striving towards freedom was the most important discovery of the modern age.33 Hegel’s political philos-
ophy begins from the starting point of an individual free will. He seeks to show how the rational institutions of 
the state can be developed from a conception of the free will. This would show them to be an organic, rational 
and legitimate manifestation of human freedom in the world insofar as they conserved the subjective freedom 
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of individuals within the objective structure of the modern state. Kant’s conception of human beings providing 
laws for themselves is extended by Hegel to include the necessity of creating a realm of self-consistency and 
non-alienation that includes the customs and laws of the state. True autonomy for Hegel involves reconciling 
oneself with the freedom of other individuals and showing how different individual’s freedoms could be recon-
ciled in an objective realm of political institutions. This is the task of Hegel’s political philosophy through the 
detailed analysis of the necessary institutions that a state must adopt in order to adequately actualise freedom 
in the world. Foucault is more sceptical about the ability of human reason to create the blueprint of institutions 
that would ensure human freedom. While Foucault shares Hegel’s anti-utopian and anti-revolutionary politi-
cal position, he extends Hegel’s scepticism of the ability of philosophy to legislate for the world of politics by 
refusing to prescribe any form of institutional arrangement for modern societies. In this way he can also be seen 
as extending and transforming, rather than completely rejecting the outlines of Hegel’s philosophical project. 
Although both thinkers have different conceptions of human freedom based on their divergent assessments 
of the modern era, both maintain that the task of philosophy and historical analysis is to further the project of 
human autonomy.

PHENOMENOLOGY AND GENEALOGY

Hegel and Foucault are often taken to have opposing philosophical methodologies. Hegel is assumed to de-
ploy a totalising philosophy of history that seeks to annul instances of alterity and difference within a closed 
system of identity, whereas Foucault is a radical nominalist who locates discontinuities and ruptures in history 
and searches for the arbitrary, contingent and constructed within the seemingly natural and universal. How-
ever, underneath these apparent differences lie several core similarities in the historical methodologies of the 
two thinkers. In this section I will discuss Hegel’s phenomenological method in his Phenomenology of Spirit 
and Foucault’s genealogical method developed in his essay on Nietzsche and work on sexuality and prisons. 
Both Hegelian phenomenology and Foucauldian genealogy are forms of historical investigation, or what I 
will call critical historical work, which intersect and overlap in important respects. While Evangelia Sembou 
has claimed that both philosophers can be said to share a critical attitude towards a “correspondence theory 
of truth,” I argue that both thinkers are involved in an analysis of the present through the traces and remnants 
of the past.34 They seek to interrogate the ways in which we constitute ourselves in the present as a result of 
our long formation through social and historical experience. This work involves a phenomenological or ge-
nealogical investigation into the ensemble of antagonistic forces that produced current social relations. Both 
thinkers allow for a questioning and transformation of social practices and institutions by unravelling a series 
of problems that have entangled us over the course of our development. I analyse five main lines of inquiry 
along which it may be fruitful to explore a relationship between the methodologies of these two thinkers. I will 
examine the ways in which Hegel’s phenomenology could be described in language that evokes the genealogi-
cal methods of Foucault without, in the process, significantly distorting the projects of either thinker.

First, phenomenology is a recollective narrative of the process of our own coming to be as modern subjects. 
It is a description of the various strategies and struggles that form the history of our development. In the same 
way as Foucault’s genealogies seek to provide insight into the formation of vital aspects of ourselves as histori-
cal subjects of the present (i.e. his studies on madness, sexuality, punishment etc.), so too does Hegel provide 
an analysis of our own self-becoming. The Phenomenology of Spirit is a story of the human spirit’s journey 
through a number of thought positions and historical moments that, among other things, tracks humanity’s 
development to its current epoch. For Hegel, the truth of human beings is not contained naturally and unprob-
lematically in the present, but is buried within all of its past experiences, which, as completed, can be brought 
before modern consciousness one after another in a “gallery of images” that constitutes a history of its own 
development.35 The purpose of this critical historical work is to gain a more rich and complex perspective on 
the status of the present. It assists in de-naturalising the present, what Hegel would call mediating it, so as to 
attain a degree of critical distance on contemporary practices.
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Phenomenology also deals with the complex processes—including the errors, deviations, and dead ends—that 
have led to the constitution of the present. It would be unsympathetic to characterise Hegel as having an overly 
idealised or fully progressive understanding of history. For Hegel, there are aspects of history from which 
we can learn nothing: there are wars, slaughters, and entire forms of life that are largely meaningless. Nor is 
Hegel’s phenomenology a description of the progress of a rational inevitability. Hegel’s history is retrospec-
tive, told from the position of the present, which details how—given that history has unfolded in the way that 
it did—we came to be the kinds of modern subjects that we are today. It is not intended to be a description of a 
process that was necessary and inevitable from the beginning. Rather, phenomenology can be viewed as a me-
ticulous search through the historical past for problems, conflicts and moments of contradiction that illuminate 
key moments in the gradual struggle and development of humanity. Hegel looks for singular moments in his-
tory: the way they exhibit themselves not in ideal and heroic deeds, but in sentiments, mindsets or standpoints 
of thought that are unable to move beyond themselves and remain stuck in pathological structures of repetition 
and self-defeat. Hegel seeks to untie the various knots of previous thought patterns by revealing their internal 
inconsistencies and gesturing towards a more adequate conceptualisation of their own problems. 

Third, phenomenology is not history done for its own sake but critical historical work undertaken in order to 
pursue a task in the present. Phenomenology and genealogy are both written for the purpose of gaining greater 
insight into contemporary social life. Foucault characterises his own work as writing ‘the history of the pres-
ent,’ which emphasises the way in which his critical studies are directed towards current political problems. 
In the same way, Hegel seeks to diagnose a series of inadequate and problematic mindsets or standpoints that 
many forms of modern consciousness are still trapped within. The journey of spirit in the Phenomenology 
of Spirit contains a number of diagnoses of specific problems that would have afflicted his contemporaries: 
Hegel’s era would have been filled with mystics, beautiful souls, stoics and sceptics, Kantians and unhappy 
consciousnesses, all of whom Hegel believes subscribe to unworkable philosophies of life. Critical historical 
work is designed to have an effect on the present, to provide a framework of intelligibility in order to break 
down and transform current problematic institutions and practices.

Fourth, phenomenology challenges the idea of a timeless, universal and unchanging human essence that en-
dures beneath or behind historical experience. Hegel is among the first critics of metaphysics who lays bare 
the pretensions of holding to a “timeless and essential secret” of human beings, for he sees that in truth, “the 
secret [is] that they have no essence.”36 The individual, ethical figure of self-consciousness is only the result 
of a long developmental process throughout history, rather than a given that is presupposed by philosophical 
thought. Human beings are the product of their circumstances and cannot be defined or determined outside of 
their socio-historical formation. The subject, in Hegel, has no essential transcendental identity. This is to say 
that there is no human essence for Hegel that remains constant regardless of context and stays the same over 
time. Moreover, this subject is also only an abstraction from the broader social processes of social development 
and so to understand the subject one must obtain knowledge concerning the nature of these transformations. 
Foucault’s critique of the subject in its classical Enlightenment form is a continuation of Hegel’s historicisation 
of the philosophy of the subject.

Phenomenology also rejects the search for pure origins of truth, since the actual must develop out of a long 
process of contingent historical events. The final product of human society that exists today is not located in its 
pure form at its birth. Hegel argues that to grasp the truth of an entity one must allow that entity to undergo a 
process of its own development, in which it differentiates and particularises itself. He does not think that one 
can predetermine the outcome of such a process, for “truth is not a minted coin that can be given and pocketed 
ready-made.”37 An entity is not given in its essence at its origins; there is no lofty moment of awakening in 
which such an entity would emerge in a state of preformation. Rather than search for origins, Foucault high-
lights that Nietzsche undertakes an examination not of origin but of stock or descent [Herkunft].38 This is to 
seek out the subtle marks and different traits that have combined in various networks to have an effect on the 
way in which an entity was formed. Such a history would be full of contingencies, arbitrary encounters and 
loss along the way.
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However, it is clear that phenomenology and genealogy are not identical enterprises. I am not arguing for a 
complete correspondence between the theorists’ works or advocating that we should lose sight of the many 
important differences that separate the two, rather I think that reconceptualising the relationship between the 
two reveals a continuing Hegelian legacy in Foucault’s work. As these differences have been adequately treated 
in available scholarship, the most important of them can be parsed in brief. First, Hegelian phenomenology is a 
single narrative of the development of Hegel’s concept of spirit [Geist], which travels from a position of sense 
certainty to that of absolute knowledge. On the other hand, Foucault’s critical studies are particular, localised 
and discontinuous, piling up rather than connecting together in a single narrative of development. Foucault 
completely disavows any notion of a unified or progressive scheme of history. Second, Foucault engages in 
highly empirical analysis and works through meticulous archival research, whereas Hegel’s method is more 
idealised, focussing on character types and paradigms of modes of thinking or living. At times it is not clear 
to which historical figures or movements Hegel’s caricatures are referring, and in a sense, it does not matter, 
because they are designed to play a broader role than being reduced to one particular moment in history. The 
most important difference between the two, however, relates to the status of reason in their work. Hegel’s criti-
cal histories search for kernels of rationality—instances that show the development of our ability to rationally 
comprehend the world. The belief in the basic intelligibility and rationality of the world (for Hegel proved 
by speculative philosophy), underlies his entire project. Foucault, on the other hand, aims to break apart the 
seemingly universal and necessary aspects of human reason to open up the possibility of thinking and acting 
otherwise. He attempts to look behind the necessary to the contingent by laying bare the artifice of operations 
of power propping up those relations which are ultimately arbitrary constraints on human behaviour. Foucault 
abandons the attempt to demonstrate either the rationality or legitimacy of contemporary practices and institu-
tions, partly because he is more attentive to the darker side of reason as a potential source of normalisation, 
domination and control, but partly because he has followed Hyppolite in breaking with Hegel’s pretension to 
develop an all-encompassing philosophy.

CONCLUSION

To what extent could Foucault be said to be continuing a dialectical mode of thinking? Foucault explicitly 
rejects dialectics at a number of points in his work such as where he states that 

I suggest replacing this dialectical logic with what I would call strategic logic. A logic of strategy 
does not stress contradictory terms within a homogeneity that promises their resolution in a unity. 
The function of strategic logic is to establish the possible connections between disparate terms which 
remain disparate. The logic of strategy is the logic of connections between the heterogeneous and not 
the logic of the homogenization of the contradictory.39

However, we can see how Foucault is here rejecting a particular image of Hegel, one that does not exhaust the 
possibilities for conceptualising dialectical logic today. The Hegel that Foucault finds intolerable is one that 
reduces all difference to sameness and attempts to escape all of the arbitrariness and complexities of modern 
life within a totalising logic. However, without arguing that Foucault himself is a dialectician, there are a 
number of ways in which Foucault could be located within a tradition of dialectical thinking. Such a line of 
inquiry has already been attempted by John Grant, who traces the dialectics of Foucault’s concepts of power 
and resistance.40 Hegel considered that dialectical thought was the most appropriate methodology for a critical 
understanding of the world. For Hegel, the dialectic is not just a method that an individual subject can apply 
to an object of inquiry. It is not like a formal logic or mathematical formula that can be applied to an external 
object. The reason that it is more than this is because dialectical philosophy is making a claim about the nature 
of the world itself, not just proposing a methodology for understanding it. It is an understanding of how the 
world is structured and composed and hence a plan for how it can best be understood. Dialectics is a process 
that is discovered in reality. Hegel thinks that one cannot understand objects in the world as a set of isolated, 
static and immobile things. Dialectics understands the world as in a constant state of motion and flux in which 
reality is structured organically and developmentally. Things are inherently interconnected and display their 
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essential natures when they are seen as organized wholes or systems. They have essential tendencies to develop 
and unfold their natures by continually transforming their organic structures.

Foucault does not think that reality itself is structured according to a pre-conditioned set of relations but he 
would agree with Hegel that analysis should involve the immanent study of the movement of the object of in-
quiry itself. Hegel says one has to present the “immanent soul of the content itself.”41 One has to descend down 
to the level of the phenomena and trace its movements, its interconnections and the way in which it operates. 
The intention is not to follow some universal set of rules called “dialectical logic” or to read into everything the 
same schema but to trace the specific interconnections unique to each subject matter that is treated. Dialectics 
involves suspending external or transcendent principles or methodologies that seek to organize the material 
in advance, and being attentive to the movement of things themselves. This is the sense in which Foucault 
continues the dialectical tradition in an altered form. Dialectical philosophy must allow for the object to unfold 
according to its own basic dynamics, which for Hegel, but not Foucault, was coextensive with the unfolding 
of reason in the world. 

Where critical historical studies will lead us is an open question for Hegel and Foucault, since both thinkers 
saw modernity as a radically open epoch. Hegel would agree with Foucault that one could never hope to attain 
a complete and definitive knowledge of what may constitute an epoch’s historical limits. He would readily ac-
knowledge that he had not finished the task of philosophy once and for all because no human being could step 
outside of his or her own age to conceptualise the future. This task remains an open one for each successive 
generation. In the Philosophy of Right, Hegel believed that he had constructed the most adequate institutional 
arrangement that would actualise freedom in his own era given the prevailing balance of social forces, but 
Hegel was no utopian. His political institutions closely resembled the types of progressive reforms that were 
in the process of transforming the Prussian state in the 1810s, although this movement was to come to a halt in 
1819 following the rise of Restoration tendencies. The future is inherently open and unknowable for Hegel. It 
is not a domain that human beings can know with certainty or about which it is any use to speculate or proph-
esise. For Hegel, the immediacy of the present is ruptured by a phenomenological analysis of the past in order 
to provide for the possibility of a more autonomous existence. Foucault continues in the tradition of a critical 
historical project that seeks out human autonomy through a critique of the present through traces of the past.
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This article offers a feminist analysis of Rainer Forst’s position on same-sex marriage and tolerance. Moreover, 
it is an attempt to forge philosophical bridges between Forst and the work of Luce Irigaray. I am sympathetic 
to Forst’s argument that same-sex marriage is owed to lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender men and women 
(LGBT) as a matter of right. However, I take issue with Forst’s characterisation of same-sex marriage as 
something to be tolerated by non-supporters. This is because tolerance does not require, let alone encourage, 
a perspectival change in the agent; and yet, there is no rational basis on which to oppose same-sex marriage. 
The maintenance of prejudicial attitudes is likely to contribute to the ongoing social discrimination that LGBT 
people face, even if legal equality is achieved for LGBT people. 

Forst’s substantial text on tolerance, Toleranz im Konflikt: Geschichte, Gehalt und Gegenwart eines umstritte-
nen Begriffs (2003), was recently translated into English as Toleration in Conflict: Past and Present (2013). In 
this work Forst does not set out to justify same-sex marriage for its own sake; rather, same-sex marriage is an 
example employed to demonstrate the ‘respect conception’ of tolerance—a conception he endorses. According 
to this conception, same-sex marriage ought to be tolerated by those who oppose the practice, since there are no 
reciprocally and generally sharable reasons that could count against this right to equal treatment.1 

There are multiple formulations of tolerance—the permission conception, the esteem conception, and the 
aforementioned respect conception2 —yet, I maintain that none are suitable responses to same-sex marriage. 
As an alternative, I propose that genuine equality for LGBT people requires an attitude of either indifference, 
or (preferably) Respect. I employ insights from Irigaray’s philosophy of sexuate difference to argue this point. 
Note that ‘Respect’ differs from the ‘respect conception’ of tolerance. The term ‘Respect’, as I use it, is more 
robust than in Forst’s own usage. Respect entails a positive appreciation of LGBT identities and practices, 
regardless of how they similarly or dissimilarly relate to heterosexuality. This amounts to the proper acknowl-
edgement of LGBT people’s dignity. In other words, where there is Respect for LGBT dignity, there is the 
positive acknowledgement of difference-amongst-ourselves. Respect thus demands this revised understanding 
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of, and encounter with, difference. 

Attitudes toward LGBT lifestyle choices are crucially relevant at a time when many Western states are argu-
ing over the merits of legalising same-sex marriage, and at a time when several Western states have legalised 
same-sex marriage but have an ongoing problem with homophobia.3 Thus, the distinctions between tolerance, 
indifference, and Respect are by no means trivial. Tolerance is frequently lauded as the appropriate response to 
socio-political tensions,4 and indeed, tolerance can be appropriate for some issues. It is therefore necessary to 
identify when tolerance is an inappropriate response and why. 

I argue that tolerance of same-sex marriage is likely to sustain the social inequalities faced by LGBT people. 
The combined reading I present articulates a demand for recognition in difference, whilst simultaneously mak-
ing claims for equivalent political and legal recognition. Tolerance will perpetuate the sociocultural stigma 
LGBT people face, whereas Respect is likely to facilitate an ethical, equivalent co-existence between hetero-
sexual and queer subjects. As such, there is a duty to repudiate tolerance of same-sex marriage and tolerance 
of LGBT people. 

This article progresses in eight sections. First, I outline Forst’s distinction between the moral and the ethical, as 
well as his philosophical approach to human rights. Second, I elaborate on the three conceptions of tolerance 
and the objection component. I also make some terminological distinctions. Third, I present Forst’s argument 
in favour of the respect conception of tolerance. Fourth, I discuss the paradox of the tolerant racist in order to 
examine why prejudiced beliefs cannot be tolerated. Fifth, I introduce some insights from sexual difference 
feminism in support of my claim that opposition to LGBT people and same-sex marriage are inherently preju-
diced. Sixth, I introduce Luce Irigaray’s philosophy of sexuate difference.5 This facilitates the production of 
strategies and methods for encountering Others without hierarchy and with respect—a desired alternative to 
tolerance. Seventh, I justify reading Irigaray and Forst together by emphasizing the similarities in their com-
mitments. Finally, I argue that a ‘combined approach’ should be adopted when considering the rights claims 
of Others, such as LGBTs. This approach offers the best chance to facilitate an ethical and equivalent social 
co-existence between subjects.

1. HUMAN RIGHTS AND CONDITIONS FOR TOLERANCE

A distinction between the moral and ethical realms is central in understanding Forst’s arguments on human 
rights and tolerance. Basic human rights stem from moral, rather than ethical, norms. Ethical norms represent 
standards for what is to count towards one’s conception of the good, and are only valid reasons for me or for 
some to act. Moral norms, on the other hand, are universally compelling action-justifying reasons. Moral norms 
are discovered through a process of discursive constructivism. Thus, the ‘objectivity’ of moral norms does not 
lie in some form of objective moral realism, but in the very action of being intersubjectively justified. As such, 
moral norms act as the basis for more specific rights—the rights to secure equal social status, personal liberties, 
and bodily security.6

The criteria that determine a moral norm’s legitimacy, and can therefore establish a human right, are reciprocity 
and generality. For the purposes of this article, it is sufficient to give a basic definition of these criteria. General-
ity holds that the only reasons which can ground universal normative validity must be sharable by all people 
who have reciprocally legitimate interests or claims, and that no one with such an interest should be arbitrarily 
excluded.7 Reciprocity has two aspects. The first is that no one can make a claim that they would deny to oth-
ers (reciprocity of content). The second aspect is that no one can impose upon another person his or her own 
“perspective, evaluations, convictions, interests, or needs” (reciprocity of reasons).8 

The criteria of reciprocity and generality demand that a person’s particular ethical convictions are not held as 
generally legitimate justifications for all relevant others. Importantly, “moral norms do not replace ethical val-
ues or political norms; rather, they enter into competition with them only where these ethical values or political 
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norms become morally questionable, that is to say, where they deny persons basic recognition.”9 This means 
that for citizens to be properly regarded as equals, their society must not absolutise any particular ethical-
cultural tradition. This does not mean that ethical norms are altogether without value. Ethical values simply do 
not have categorical force, whereas moral norms do. Although ethical values can answer questions about what 
is right or good for me or for us within a shared ethical community, moral norms prevent people from imposing 
their beliefs and values upon others who do not share them. The moral therefore ‘trumps’ the ethical.

Having made this distinction, Forst shows that there is a right to same-sex marriage via the basic right to 
justification. Behind every human rights claim lies an appeal to the basic right to justification, which is the 
primary right of all to give and receive justifications for the norms that they are to live by. Since the main 
function of human rights is to guarantee each person’s status as an equal, a violation of dignity occurs when 
someone refuses to acknowledge another agent’s basic right to justification. In Forst’s opinion, “[t]he insult 
of not even being seen as someone others owe reasons to is worst of all,”10 because it is insulting to people’s 
self-understanding and self-respect. Such is the effect when people refuse to acknowledge LGBT people’s calls 
for same-sex marriage. 

First and foremost, LGBT people are to be acknowledged as agents deserving of and able to give justifying 
reasons. If LGBT people demand equal access to marriage, it is required that those who would continue to 
deny this access justify why LGBT people have to withstand such exclusions. Given the criteria of reciprocity 
and generality, Forst believes there is no possible justification for denying same-sex marriage. Arguments for 
same-sex marriage are based on reciprocity, while counterarguments rely on, for example, religious or ethi-
cal views, which violate the demand of reciprocity.11 Furthermore, Forst supposes that there are no empirical 
reasons to deny same-sex marriage either—such as a threat to the safety of children, for example.12 Therefore, 
LGBT people have a right to marry someone of the same sex. 

I am going to assume that this argument holds. It is not my project to critically assess the notion of a basic 
right to justification, nor the criteria of reciprocity and generality, nor Forst’s distinction between the moral 
and the ethical realms.13 The point that I want to make is that, if we grant this argument, and we also grant that 
the respect conception of tolerance is the appropriate response to same-sex marriage, hierarchies of inequality 
between LGBT people and heterosexual people will be maintained. 

2.THREE CONCEPTIONS OF TOLERANCE AND THE OBJECTIVE COMPONENT

In order to critically assess the claim that the respect conception of tolerance is the appropriate response to 
same-sex marriage, I will give a brief overview of the aforementioned conceptions of tolerance. First, the 
permission conception: this is characterized by a majority population deciding to tolerate a minority group 
within their society, although the majority retains the power to revoke this tolerance. In other words, the major-
ity allows qualified permission for a minority group to live according to their beliefs, ideals, and so forth. The 
qualification is that this expression of difference remains a private matter. Furthermore, when this tolerance is 
granted it is not the case that the minority is able to claim an equal social and political status to that of the ma-
jority.14 This is a unilateral form of tolerance; the majority endures a conviction or practice which is “regarded 
as neither worthy nor deserving of equal treatment.”15

Next, the respect conception: this is characterized by a community who respect (or acknowledge) individuals 
as morally autonomous and as having equal rights prima facie.16 Specific ethical beliefs are viewed as private 
matters. This lines up with Forst’s argument for human rights and the basic right to justification. Tolerance is 
owed, given that all citizens should be entitled to live by norms that all can reasonably accept and which do not 
favour one particular ethical party. One can judge another’s beliefs and practices as ethically wrong in one’s 
own opinion, but not in a more broad sense as generally wrong, since that interferes with the shared norms the 
society generally agrees to live by.17 



SAME-SEX MARRIAGE 

Finally, the esteem conception: tolerance is characterized by a positive esteem of another, rather than a simple 
acknowledgement of his or her equal moral autonomy. This is a more demanding form of mutual recognition; 
the other’s moral autonomy is acknowledged, and their ethical practices and convictions are esteemed. How-
ever, the convictions and practices of the other are not perceived to be equivalent to one’s own practices and 
convictions. While these alternative practices and convictions are estimable, they are not as estimable as one’s 
own. This is a hierarchical value system.18

Additionally, an objection component and an acceptance component are common to each form of tolerance. It 
is essential that the tolerated beliefs or practices are considered to be objectionable and in an important sense 
wrong or bad by those doing the tolerating. Forst argues, “If this objection component were missing, we would 
not speak of ‘toleration’ but of ‘indifference’ or ‘affirmation’.”19 The objection component is then balanced 
by the acceptance component. The acceptance component does not remove the negative judgments but gives 
certain positive reasons which trump the negative reasons in the relevant context. In other words, the objection 
retains its force, but the positive reasons nonetheless demand tolerance.20 

There is more to be said about what constitutes a legitimate objection component. The practice or conviction 
can only be deemed objectionable according to reasons that are sufficiently defensible. While the reasons for 
objection need not be universally sharable, they must nonetheless be intelligible to those people who do not 
share the same system of beliefs and practices. In other words, I must be able to reasonably accept your reasons 
for objection, even if I do not believe or endorse them personally. What is grossly irrational or an immoral 
prejudice cannot be grounds for objection.21 This is important; if prejudices are removed then the need for 
tolerance will also be removed, resulting in ‘indifference’ or ‘affirmation’, as mentioned above. The same does 
not follow for legitimate objection components. 

One may claim that the esteem conception of tolerance, unlike the others, appears dangerously close to losing 
its objection component: If I esteem your practices, can I really be said to object to them? Forst insists that 
the objection component does remain. Esteem involves the comparison of our own worth with that of others. 
Insofar as one believes that one’s own convictions and practices are better than those of the other, the objection 
lies in the belief that the other’s convictions and practices are not as ideal as they could be.22

At this point it is important to pause and discuss the terminology in use. Forst has used the term ‘respect’ to 
describe the version of tolerance that he advocates; however, this account is misleadingly named. For, if an 
appropriate response to a person or their practices is tolerance, this means that something is genuinely objec-
tionable about them or their practices (this, from the legitimacy of the objection component). Here, ‘genuinely 
objectionable’ refers to having reasons for objecting which are “in a basic sense intersubjectively defensible.”23 
If one holds this perspective—that something about this person or their practices is legitimately objection-
able—then it seems inappropriate to call such an attitude of tolerance ‘respectful’. 

Although Forst seemingly intends for the word ‘respect’ to refer to ‘respect for one’s moral autonomy’, that is, 
treating the other as a morally autonomous end in him- or herself, the terminology nonetheless remains incon-
sistent. What it is to be respected or respectable according to common linguistic usage is to be seen as good, 
correct, or acceptable, as well as to be treated as an end in oneself. Simply put, there is nothing about oneself 
or one’s practices to be ashamed of. This understanding of respect goes beyond the minimal recognition of 
moral autonomy that Forst implies in the respect conception of tolerance, and encompasses affirmation of one’s 
identity and practices. Thus, even if it is right to endorse the respect conception of tolerance—which will be 
explored in the next section—it is wrong to call this attitude ‘respect’, for it only encompasses the recognition 
of moral autonomy and does not involve affirmation in any sense. Surely it is this more robust understanding 
of ‘respect’ that LGBT people demand. 
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3.THE ARGUMENT FOR THE RESPECT CONCEPTION OF TOLERANCE

The question, then, is whether the respect conception of tolerance should be endorsed. Forst notes that when 
the German government granted civil unions to same-sex couples, the change was met with opposition which 
claimed that the legal recognition of LGBT relationships had gone beyond what the requirements of tolerance 
demand. According to this opposition, the limits of tolerance had been reached when the elements of traditional 
marriage were put into question. It was argued that tolerance does not require legal equality; indeed, it only 
requires legally permitting homosexual relationships to exist.24 This is an example of the permission concep-
tion of tolerance. The majority in opposition to same-sex marriage felt that the limits of tolerance had already 
been met by allowing same-sex relationships to exist in private. LGBT people were visibly overstepping their 
bounds in attempting to claim an equal social, legal, and political status.

Forst finds this reaction to the introduction of civil unions and to the possibility of same-sex marriage to be 
unjustified. He argues: 

[A] ‘mere toleration’ of same-sex partnerships in accordance with the permission conception without 
equalization of legal status draws the limits of toleration too narrowly, for it enshrines an ethical ob-
jection in law that is not reciprocally and generally sustainable … This toleration not only enshrines 
ethical values in law; it also condemns the corresponding minorities to a condition of sociocultural, 
stigmatizing ‘deviance’.25

In contrast, the respect conception of tolerance promotes the idea that people with different ethical-cultural 
identities are entitled to equal rights qua morally autonomous agents. This is fitting with what human rights 
demands, in accordance with the basic right to justification. Equal rights can call for a new or more comprehen-
sive interpretation of existing social institutions, and marriage is an example of such an institution. 

We may ask Forst, why not take one step further and endorse the esteem conception of tolerance? His answer 
is that the limits of tolerance need only be drawn in accordance with the principles of justice, and the respect 
conception of tolerance already meets these conditions.26 Indeed, Forst argues: “[t]o tolerate them out of respect 
is not to appreciate them or to have some kind of esteem for them. All that is required is the understanding that 
such a kind of ethical critique is not sufficient to draw the limits of toleration.”27 ‘Respect’ in this context means 
recognizing the other person as being entitled to equal rights simply as an active member of the socio-political 
community and qua human; it does not mean respecting their personal identities or practices as such. 

To summarize: Forst must believe that there is a legitimate objection component to same-sex marriage. This ex-
plains why he describes tolerance, specifically the respect conception of tolerance, as an appropriate response 
to LGBT rights claims. But it is indeed questionable whether ‘good’ (i.e. ‘non-prejudiced’) reasons exist as 
grounds for people to oppose same-sex marriage. I reject the legitimacy of the objection component in the 
case of same-sex marriage, and propose that opposition to LGBT identities and practices is either implicitly 
or explicitly prejudiced. As stated previously, prejudice does not constitute a legitimate objection component 
on Forst’s account. Insofar as the objection component is illegitimate, tolerance is not an appropriate response 
to LGBT rights claims at all; indifference or affirmation (or, rather, Respect) is the appropriate response. To 
advance this argument I will discuss the paradox of the tolerant racist. 

4. THE PARADOX OF THE TOLERANT RACIST

According to the paradox of the tolerant racist, “someone with extreme racist antipathies would be described as 
tolerant (in the sense of a virtue) providing that he showed restraint in his actions (without changing his way of 
thinking).”28 However, as Forst acknowledges, to be tolerant in this scenario is not a virtue because objections 
to that person and his or her actions are based on prejudicial assumptions about his or her race. For Forst, this 
outcome is unacceptable. The racist should change his or her way of thinking, and there is a duty upon others 
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to promote this shift. Forst argues: 

To call on a racist to be tolerant, therefore, is a mistake; what is required is instead that one should 
repudiate this prejudice and attempt to convince him [or her] of its groundlessness. Otherwise the 
demand for toleration would be in danger of exerting repressive effects by perpetuating social dis-
crimination and baseless condemnations.29

In this paradox the tolerant racist is not directly committing any hate crime. He is described as tolerant because 
he shows restraint in his actions. Nonetheless, Forst supposes that this racist attitude will perpetuate social 
discrimination. But why does Forst think someone with extreme racist antipathies should have to change his or 
her way of thinking, and not someone with extreme antipathies toward same-sex marriage? If the demand for 
tolerance would be in danger of exerting repressive effects by perpetuating social discrimination and baseless 
condemnations in the case of race, is this not also true for LGBT people? 

To state the issue bluntly: LGBT people have historically (in the West) been discriminated against due to the 
sex acts they engage in, and for the subversion of traditional sex/gender norms supposedly resulting from this 
behaviour.30 However, the stigma attached to LGBT identities and the shame attached to their sex acts can only 
be justified by a comparison to ‘normal’ heterosexual identities and sex acts. This is problematic, since these 
standards can only be considered normal by reference to a past history in which they have been construed as 
normal. Such a tautological move is invalid.31 It therefore seems overwhelmingly likely that opposition to 
same-sex marriage is based on its potential disruption of an institution which is a primary site for the reproduc-
tion of normative sex/gender roles and heterosexuality. Thus, opposing same-sex marriage is prejudicial, not 
legitimately partial. Here, insights from sexual difference feminism will help to solidify my argument. 

5. INSIGHTS FROM SEXUAL DIFFERENCE FEMINISM

What LGBTs struggle for, when articulating rights claims, is both first and second order appreciation. First 
order appreciation refers to the positive opinion LGBT people hold of themselves as queer, while second order 
appreciation refers to positive appreciation and acceptance of LGBT people by others.32 There is, in the West, 
reasonably strong first order appreciation among LGBT people, as testified by numerous grass-roots and inter-
national organizations which press for LGBT non-discrimination in all forms.33 However, there remains room 
for improvement. Statistics from the EU LGBT Survey (2013) reveal that approximately 65% of respondents 
reported disguising or hiding their sexuality during their schooling (before the age of 18), an unsurprising 
statistic, considering that approximately 85% of respondents reported hearing negative comments or seeing 
negative conduct because a schoolmate was perceived to be a LGBT person.34 Bullying and issues of mental 
health are significant problems in the LGBT community. 

Additionally, second-order appreciation remains lacking. In the same survey approximately 26% of respondents 
said they had been attacked or threatened with violence in the past five years based on their sexual orientation. 
A further 50% of the respondents claimed to have felt personally discriminated against in the year before the 
survey based on their sexual orientation.35 Importantly, where there is acceptance of LGBT people, it is usually 
predicated upon their ability to present themselves as ‘normal citizens’; the same as normative heterosexuals.  

This insight is not new. It has been well documented that “citizenship is constituted through heterosexual norms 
and practices.”36 It has therefore been the tendency of dominant LGBT rights movements to demonstrate how 
otherwise alike LGBT people are to normative heterosexuals in order for them to be seen as legitimate, equal, 
normal citizens.  But it is not simply any version of heterosexual interaction that counts in this context. Rather, 
“[i]t is heterosexuality as marriage and the traditional, middle-class nuclear family which is commonly held 
up as a model of good citizenship, necessary for ensuring national security and a stable social order.”37 Some 
feminists have argued that this approach from ‘sameness’ is problematic, since it cannot fully accomplish the 
goal of second order appreciation. 
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For example, Irigaray points out that patriarchal societies are organized on a phallocentric symbolic system 
of the singular Subject. Indeed, the typical Subject of philosophical, political, legal, and psychoanalytical dis-
courses remains a highly specified Subject: male, singular, White, Western, Capitalist, heterosexual, Eurocen-
tric, and so forth. All else is consigned to the category of ‘Other’. Irigaray argues:

Others were nothing but copies of the idea of man, a potentially perfect idea which all the more 
or less imperfect copies had to try to equal. These copies, moreover, were not defined in their own 
terms, in other words, according to a different subjectivity, but in those of an ideal subjectivity and as 
a function of their deficiencies with respect to it: age, race, culture, sex, etc. The model of the subject 
thus remained singular, and the ‘others’ represented more or less good examples within the hierarchy 
established in relation to the singular subject.38

Since the fundamental model of the human Subject remains unchanged, even as it has increased in importance 
to recognize diversity, Others have only been able to gain piecemeal recognition through the strategy of em-
phasising sameness, insofar as they more or less match up to certain unspoken principles of social organization 
and personal identity.39 

Importantly, there is a connection between Others’ statuses in Western thought and their statuses in Western 
society, given that the two domains share the same dominant imaginary. This blurs the difference between the 
metaphorical realm and social reality.40 In other words, an Other’s divergence from the standards of the Subject 
reflexively affects how they are treated, as well as how they are imagined and perceived. This observation 
echoes Forst’s unease with calling the racist tolerant in a virtuous sense. 

While LGBT people can list many aspects of their identities and practices which are comparable to normative 
heterosexuality, notice that such a strategy does not actively challenge the shaming of homo-sex, nor of gender 
deviance. It implicitly concedes that heterosexual normative practice is the most valuable way of structuring 
intimate life. Homosexuals who choose to structure their intimate lives outside these dominant social norms are 
therefore likely to continue to face discrimination, even if laws change to allow for the formally equal treatment 
of LGBT people. This is why second order appreciation cannot be fully attained.

If discrimination against LGBT people is based on the sex that they have and the sex/gender norms they might 
disrupt along the way, then an attitude of tolerance will not effectively eliminate discrimination against them, 
whether or not they choose to marry. A minimum of indifference to LGBT people and their lifestyles would be 
acceptable. Indifference would be characterized by neither positive nor negative evaluations of LGBT people’s 
convictions and practices. Ideally, though, people ought to be encouraged to recognise, accept, and value LGBT 
identities for what they involve. Prejudice should be repudiated, perhaps even reproached.41 But how might we 
encounter each other without hierarchy and encourage encounters of Respect? This is a loftier goal, and it is 
clear that a perspectival shift is required.

6. IRIGARAY AND THE PHILOSOPHY OF SEXUATE DIFFERENCE

In order to attempt this perspectival shift, I will elaborate Irigaray’s philosophy of sexuate difference. The 
insights elucidated therein can, I propose, be interlaced with Forst’s own arguments for human rights and toler-
ance, producing a new perspective on how to respectfully encounter difference. Such attitudinal shifts ought, 
in time, to reduce the social stigma LGBT people face.

Irigaray’s thesis is that the relationship between two can combat the frequent appeal to ‘sameness’ and produce 
respectful encounters which acknowledge difference. She argues that humanity must be recognized as (at least) 
two, male and female, who are not reducible to the other, but who are recognized as truly different.42 Here, the 
focus is on the respectful recognition of difference per se, specifically via the medium of the two of sexuate 
difference. It is important to explicitly point out that, “difference does not have to remain always eternal in 
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exactly the same form in which we first encounter it.”43 Such an understanding of difference crucially allows 
for an ongoing becoming of the self; this is not an essentialist understanding of difference.

While Irigaray’s focus has remained on the two of sexuate difference, her insights can extend beyond this 
specific scope.44 This does not mean that Irigaray disavows the importance of other differences; in fact, the 
opposite is true. Genuine cultural and symbolic change cannot occur without first thinking (through) two. It 
is necessary to abandon the neutral universal Subject altogether if one is to attempt the transformation of the 
dominant symbolic order of an entire culture.45 That is, we need to re-cognize and re-imagine the two of sexuate 
difference, and other differences through it. 

Why begin with sexuate difference when thinking about LGBT non-discrimination? Western societies are 
historically and culturally situated societies that divide and organise themselves in terms of sex.46 It is the very 
prevalence of phallocentric perceptions of ‘real’ manhood and womanhood—defined as heterosexual, accord-
ing to masculine parameters—as well as the assumed normative connections between sex, gender, and sexual 
orientation, that warrant a starting point at the two of sexuate difference. Sex- and orientation-based discrimi-
nation can only be properly understood when the dominant normative connections between sex, gender, and 
sexual orientation are taken into account. This point can be taken further, since one “cannot fully understand 
heterosexist bigotry, or the heterosexual norm, without (re)theorizing the connection between heteronormativ-
ity and male supremacy.”47 Thus, reconceiving the two of sexuate difference is significant for adequately recog-
nizing Others. It provides an avenue for separating out and articulating more clearly instances of discrimination 
from within Othered groups. 

By coming to acknowledge the sexuately different person as radically other to oneself, and by exposing phal-
locentrism’s requirement of heterosexuality, it becomes possible to more adequately understand how and why 
discrimination against LGBTs has taken various forms and varies depending on one’s sex. Indeed, “sexuality, 
though said to be private, cannot possibly escape from social norms.”48 These insights allow one to ascertain the 
potential that this model of ‘thinking (through) two’ has for promoting justice for Others more broadly, as well 
as for reflecting upon whether tolerance is an appropriate response to certain socio-political tensions. It takes a 
critical eye to the norms that Others threaten.

What Irigaray is looking to achieve in her promotion of respect for (the potential for) difference(s), then, is co-
existence in difference.49 Perception of the other and of the potential for otherness is crucial for sexed subjects’ 
coming into their own specific civil identity, as well as for promoting relationships of respect between others.50 
This cultivation of the space between us encourages a new approach to the encounter with difference altogether. 
It is to approach difference with wonder and generosity, which are attitudes we can cultivate within ourselves. 
According to La Caze, wonder involves recognizing others as different from ourselves.51 I interpret generosity 
as a regard for the Other as equivalent, rather than more or less equal.52 This ultimately allows for the recogni-
tion of and respect for our shared humanity. While we need not ignore the similarities that exist between us, we 
also need not predicate worthiness of respect wholly upon such similarities.

7. SIMILARITIES IN OBJECTIVES: DIFFERENCE, DISCOURSE, AND DIGNITY

I have chosen Irigaray as a figure whose work can be read together with Forst’s work on human rights and 
tolerance because her work attempts to re-cognize difference in the dominant Western imaginary and in con-
crete socio-political contexts. Furthermore, Irigaray’s and Forst’s overall objectives are compatible. Irigaray 
strongly advocates that difference must inform the rights owed to all people; that is, difference is not something 
to be ignored or forgotten in favour of universal similarities. Thus, the philosophy of sexuate difference can 
help decipher how to go about promoting the legitimacy and importance of difference itself. Through the phi-
losophy of sexuate difference a new way to imagine humanity emerges, creating an alternative reference point 
which allows people to have their (potential for) difference(s) positively recognized. Each sex is perceived as 
autonomous and self-defined. 
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The new reference point is humanity built from (at least) two, male and female, who are truly autonomous, dif-
ferent, and irreducible to each other. This is in lieu of understanding humanity as consisting of duplicate ‘ones’, 
that is, as greater or lesser copies of the phallocentric Subject.53 Irigaray deems a retraining in civility necessary 
to achieve this goal, which means people must re-learn how to be citizens as well as how to be civil between 
themselves. Specifically, “[c]ivil society, in our time, requires public relationships to be places of reciprocity 
between individuals.”54 This re-education requires recognizing that others have needs which may not be syn-
onymous with one’s own. It requires acknowledging the limit to one’s own subjectivity.55

In a similar vein, at the core of Forst’s basic right to justification rests the grounding assumption that all people 
ought to be regarded as equals without rejection of their specific identity traits. Given that real issues of social 
justice emerge among particular, situated people with various identities, the basic right to justification is of 
vast importance among those who have, until now, not been seen to count. A person’s individual and/or shared 
experiences will inform his or her claim to specific rights. Thus, a claim to equal recognition avoids reliance 
upon a falsely neutral and singular Subject position. This is a necessity, since the dominant shared perception of 
the Subject has been proved time and again in much feminist theory to be problematically biased. Difference, 
then, is not something to be abstracted away from until mutual commonalities are found among all citizens; 
rather, differences should inform the needs of citizens and of various political communities, who then build the 
shared norms that all are to live by—these include norms of love, intimacy, and sexuality. All of this, as well 
as the historical context in which rights claims are raised, informs what rights will be owed to a State’s citizens 
and how they are to be encountered. 

Furthermore, Irigaray and Forst share a focus on communication. This is most obvious for Forst, as he proposes 
discursive constructivism as the appropriate model for determining the laws and norms which all must agree 
upon and live by. This is achieved via a process of reason-giving. Thus, the norms and laws a society is to live 
by are ultimately constructed by its citizens. Of course, each person is born into a situated context where norms 
governing behaviour and the primacy of certain social institutions already exist, but thanks to the process of 
discursive constructivism, those norms and institutions are always able to be questioned and revised beginning 
with one’s exercise of the basic right to justification. The standards that one’s society lives by are not fixed 
or immutable; they ought to change when its citizens justifiably demand it. This requirement places emphasis 
on the importance of communication, as well as the necessity of creating and living within shared systems of 
meaning that have been informed by a diversity of voices and perspectives.

Irigaray’s focus is on the development of certain values, specifically “values of communication, not only in 
the sense of transmission of information but as communication-between,”56 where ‘communication-between’ 
means among subjects fundamentally diverse between themselves. This would contribute to a re-education 
in civility. Thus, both Forst and Irigaray have a clear commitment to the idea that communication between 
people is not only desirable, but is necessary in order to ensure the fairest social context for all. This insight 
stems from Irigaray’s own acknowledgement that even the private sphere is not free from normative pressures 
(as above). By developing a commitment to ongoing communication over norms that are to be discovered and 
established—an always ongoing process—it becomes possible to encounter each other without hierarchy and 
encourage encounters of respect. Thus, respect for difference in the building of shared norms and a retraining in 
civility, via a focus on communication-between that encourages respect for the other, appear to go hand in hand. 

Finally, Forst and Irigaray have compatible views on what it means to treat a person with dignity. Dignity, for 
Forst, is a status all human beings hold in their capacity as agents who give, ask for, and can receive justifica-
tions. All human beings, therefore, are equally owed the right to build the shared norms of their community.57 
On Irigaray’s part, dignity means the recognition of the other as irreducibly different to oneself, and requires 
respect for the limitations of one’s own subjectivity in the encounter with that other. Thus, the protection of dig-
nity requires laws which valorise difference.58 The combination of these conceptions of dignity is compatible 
with the understanding of LGBT identities that I am trying to promote: they are identities that are owed respect 
regardless of sameness or difference to the phallocentric Subject. It is respect in their own right. This gives 
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LGBTs symbolic presence and visibility, endignifying representations, and the ability to cultivate difference(s).

8. READING SAME-SEX MARRIAGE THROUGH FORST AND IRIGARAY

To return now to the demand for tolerance of same-sex marriage: by reading Irigaray’s and Forst’s philosophies 
together, I do not seek to argue that all things which are tolerated ought instead to be Respected. Rather, I seek 
to argue that the objection component to LGBT identities and to same-sex marriage is invalid; a claim that is 
underscored by an Irigarayan account of difference. Assessing the matter of LGBT non-discrimination and ac-
cess to marriage through the lens of Irigaray’s two renders the objection component illegitimate and creates a 
duty to repudiate prejudice toward LGBTs, as toward all who are Othered by implicitly shared notions of the 
phallocentric Subject. Both Forst’s example of the ‘tolerant racist’ and the case of same-sex marriage are, in 
fact, instances of prejudice on this account, since the racial Other and the queer Other become marked by the 
same process of comparison to the phallocentric Subject. This is not to say that their struggles are the same, 
but that they share a common point of reference which places them in positions of systematic disadvantage. 
Thus, the objection component toward LGBT people and their practices ultimately stems from the failure to 
recognize and Respect LGBT people with regard to the diversity-between-ourselves. 

All of this is not to say that people will necessarily cease to think and act with prejudice toward LGBT people. 
It is instead to say that the legitimacy of the objection cannot be maintained in any general sense. Of course, 
pragmatically it makes sense to maintain a minimum requirement of tolerance by those people who refuse to 
change their ethical point of view that opposes same-sex marriage and/or homosexuality. Yet, this pragmatic 
consideration does not concede that such opposition is legitimate, for prejudice should still be repudiated (or 
reproached) even when we demand tolerant action. Tolerance is the minimum pragmatic requirement for ac-
tion, but Irigaray’s conception of difference shows why LGBT people are owed positive equivalent regard, or 
indifference at the very least: their identity is not reducible and should not be reduced to a comparison with the 
biased conception of a neutral human Subject. 

It is because LGBT people have a positive identity that they should not be begrudgingly tolerated. Irigaray 
argues, “[c]hanging these habits is a long process, because it means changing attitudes, changing the cultural 
climate, stereotypes and customs, and so on. Yet it also requires an immediate response.”59 The immediate 
response is repudiation of the prejudice that acts as an illegitimate objection component to LGBT lifestyles, 
including same-sex marriage. In other words, this positive appreciation of LGBT identities and practices, re-
gardless of how they similarly or dissimilarly relate to heterosexuality, amounts to the proper acknowledge-
ment of LGBT dignity. 

The result of this dual reading is a combined approach to considerations of rights, tolerance, and respect that 
could be phrased as follows: all people are to be acknowledged as potentially differing persons who exist in-
tersubjectively. These people of potential differences, having basic equal status, are entitled to contribute to the 
establishment of the norms that they are to live by. Respect involves a revised understanding of and encounter 
with difference(s). Thus, the combined reading I present articulates the demand for recognition in difference 
whilst simultaneously making claims for equivalent political and legal recognition. The combined approach 
created by this dual reading offers the best chance at achieving what might now be called ‘equal regard’ be-
tween heterosexuals and LGBTs.
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1.

Albert Camus has long been neglected as a moral philosopher. This neglect stems from his initial engagement 
with Parisian existentialism and his troubled relationship with Jean Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir. They 
considered him both philosophically challenged and politically faulty and thought of his work as “merely an-
other means of escaping history and the real problems.”1 This negative view of his more philosophical works, 
The Myth and The Rebel, subsequently stalked his reputation. Conor Cruise O’Brien (1970) and Edward Said 
(1994) detected a colonialist prejudice in Camus. William McBride (2004) claims Camus rejects history and 
Ronald Aronson (2004) accuses Camus of ignoring the Holocaust. More particularly, Colin Davis (2007), Ste-
ven Eric Bronner (2009), and Richard Kamber (2002) contend Camus lacks moral direction in general. Sum-
mating this view, Colin Davis writes that Camus’s absurd leads to “an ethical and epistemological impasse.”2

Only recently with Michel Onfray’s L’Ordre Libertaire: La Vie Philosophique d’Albert Camus (2012) has 
some attention been given to Camus as a Nietzschean and neo-classical thinker. This essay develops and ex-
plores the notion of Camus as a moralist of the absurd. We shall begin this examination by first exploring 
Camus’ notion of the absurdity of the human condition and the possibility of suicide.

2. ABSURDITY OR THE MYTH OF SISYPHUS

In The Myth of Sisyphus3 Camus contends that philosophy’s core concern is the question of suicide. The ques-
tion of whether life is worth living must necessarily precede abstract inquiry. He writes: “There is but one truly 
serious philosophical problem and that is suicide. Judging whether life is or not worth living amounts to an-
swering the fundamental question of philosophy. All the rest—whether or not the world has three dimensions, 
whether the mind has nine or twelve categories—comes afterward. These are games” (11). This memorable 
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beginning, often dismissed as overly emotional and hyperbolic,4 in fact contains an implicit claim that pertains 
to philosophy in-itself. First, Camus contends that philosophy must concern itself with its necessary condition, 
namely life. Second, in asking whether or not life is worth living, philosophy’s traditional rational, objective, 
mode falls short. Camus thus identifies the question of life as both subversive and central to philosophical 
practice. Camus writes: “In a subject at once so humble and so heavy with emotion, the learned and classical 
dialectic must yield, one can see, to a more modest attitude of mind deriving at one and the same time from 
common sense and understanding” (12). We can see here, the general contours of Camus’ project. He is con-
cerned with philosophy’s limits: What it tends to neglect. We can understand this “gap” as a clash between a 
subjective, emotional, consciousness, and a type of inquiry which moves beyond the subject’s “life world” in 
order to analyse that world. This was Camus’s general concern in The Myth, and it finds its particular expres-
sion in the notion of the absurd. 

Camus’ attention to suicide reveals the limits of abstract philosophy. He considers that the question of life 
or death arises from the fact that this feeling precedes conscious awareness of the question of suicide. This 
emerges from an awareness of one’s mortality5 and suddenly “it happens that the stage-sets collapse” (18). 
The inconsequential nature of those things which constitute a life are not just sharply observed, but seriously 
questioned. In response to the ‘why?’ is the realisation that there is no profound reason for living. This aware-
ness is accompanied by a sense of exile, in which the world is devoid of familiarity and one is surrounded by 
those who refuse to question the “routine.” Simply, we may understand this as a particular type of encounter 
the individual has with the world in which the basic habit of living is called into question. This is the feeling 
of absurdity, which Camus describes as a “divorce between man and his life, the actor and his setting” (13) 
arising from a “confrontation between human need and the unreasonable silence of the world” (29). Now, it is 
important to look closely at what Camus means by this. Human need, in this case, is a desire for the world to 
make sense in a way which is meaningful. It is the longing for a holistic account of the world, but also for this 
explanation to operate with respect to human values or provide an intelligible story articulated in terms that 
human beings care about. 

The world, however, is unintelligible and remains silent to this request. Camus here is not making any meta-
physical claim about the nature of reality; the world is not essentially meaningless or absurd in-itself, and nei-
ther is the individual. It is not the case that either is defective in some way, for this would assume knowledge 
beyond the realm of experience and would indeed be positing a metaphysic of perfectibility. We can see that 
Camus’ emphasis on the collapse of the “every-day routine” is not arbitrary—the absurd does not emerge from 
some longing for a “lost paradise.” Simply, it is a feeling which arises from a divorce between the individual 
and the world in which she finds herself. If we desire to classify this relationship, we could say that the absurd is 
addressing an ontological need by instantiating an epistemological claim. In order to draw attention to how the 
world is silent to the individual’s desire for human meaning, Camus argues that rationalist systems like atomic 
theory ultimately rely on poetry or metaphor. 

But you tell me of an invisible planetary system in which electrons gravitate around a nucleus. You 
explain this world to me with an image. I realise then that you have been reduced to poetry: I shall 
never know. Have I the time to become indignant? You have already changed theories. So that sci-
ence that was to teach me everything ends up in a hypothesis, that lucidity founders in metaphor, that 
uncertainty is resolved in a work of art. What need had I of so many efforts? (23)

Thus the universe is not meaningless; it is simply unable to satisfy the individual’s longing for clarity.6 The ab-
surd is the clash between the individual and the world. The former cannot help but insist on familiarity and the 
latter cannot respond adequately; it remains unreasonable in this sense. The absurd then is an experience at the 
limits of human experience, accompanied by an “ontological exigency”7 to rationalise the irrational world.  
    
We can understand this further by examining the argument Camus makes here, concerning the scientific differ-
ence between objectivity and subjectivity. Science approaches the world through the lens of objectivity. This 
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is appropriate for the analysis of natural phenomena. Yet, when such objectivity extends to existence—or the 
desire for human meaning—it is radically inappropriate, simply by virtue of the intrinsically subjective nature 
of human consciousness. Moreover, if we follow the scientific method to its logical conclusion, the most objec-
tive perspective is one infinitely removed from the world; that is, removed from space and time.  Paradoxically, 
such an objective perspective claims to inform us clearly about the world, but necessarily obscures subjective 
experience—and importantly, human meaning—because it must step outside of the world. 

However, Camus is less interested in a rigorous defence of the absurd than an analysis of the consequences 
of absurdity. If the absurd is born of the individual’s refusal to be complacent with the world’s irrationality, 
then this awareness demands some response. It is at this point that suicide arises, as a possible response to the 
absurd. In fact, The Myth is precisely an examination of responses to the absurd, and an argument for why 
we should not seek to escape or transcend it in any way. Yet, Camus rejects suicide, metaphysical hope, and 
despair, and instead carves out a positive, life-affirming, and creative response to this ontological state. In the 
next section I shall show how he arrives at this positive response to the world.      
 
3. PRESERVING THE ABSURD

Identifying Jaspers, Chestov, Kierkegaard, and Husserl as thinkers who begin, albeit in different ways, with the 
absurd, Camus draws attention to what he conceives of as their efforts to negate or work around the unintel-
ligibility of the world. Under the heading “philosophical suicide”, Camus labels the first three ‘existentialists’ 
and Husserl a “phenomenologist.” While the existentialists accept the unintelligibility of the world, they—in 
a Fideistic manner—use this irrationality to affirm faith in the eternal. Camus argues that this religious leap of 
faith is an escape from the absurd, in the sense that the equilibrium—the absurd balance of a desire for the ra-
tional in an irrational world—is destroyed. Camus writes: “To Chestov reason is useless but there is something 
beyond. To an absurd mind reason is useless and there is nothing beyond reason” (34). Kierkegaard likewise 
negates one of absurdity’s terms, namely the rational; thus the irrational is “the only certainty he henceforth 
possesses” (36). This move shows us that “the entire effort of [Kierkegaard’s] intelligence is to escape the 
antinomy of the human condition” (36). While reason’s limits reveal the unintelligibility of the world and the 
absence of hope, these existentialists embrace hope at the expense of reason. 

Husserl and the phenomenologists repeat the same act. However in this case, the term negated is the irratio-
nal world. For Camus, Husserl begins by describing, rather than explaining, actual existence. Consciousness 
focuses, it does not form, its object. In this sense there is no Truth, but numerous truths. At this point phe-
nomenology remains consistent with the absurd as it does not make any objective claims beyond perception. 
However, Husserl’s conflation of intentionality with essences and his impetus to reveal these as necessary 
truths of consciousness constitutes a “metaphysic of consolation” (42). Eidetic intuition gives way to a type of 
Platonism and Camus states that “after having denied the integrating power of human reason, [Husserl] leaps 
by this expedient to eternal Reason” (42). 
 
Contrary to these approaches which “deify what crushes them”, Camus argues that the absurd must be main-
tained and both philosophical and physical suicide are not options (32). While we have seen how philosophical 
suicide escapes the absurd qua metaphysical hope, to commit physical suicide is to make an absolute value of 
despair. For Camus, the individual must engage in a constant struggle which “implies a total absence of hope 
(which has nothing to do with despair)” (31). This is revolt, and in Camus’s oeuvre entails living fully in spite 
of the world’s unintelligibility. Simultaneously, one must maintain an awareness of all pervasive meaningless-
ness. Revolt is condemned to fail as it is a rebellion against mortality, however it must be continually enacted 
as it is the only attitude which is honest and testifies to the existence of the absurd: “The absurd has meaning 
only in so far as it is not agreed to” (31). 

Revolt is accompanied by two absurdist consequences; namely, freedom and passion. From the absurd individ-
ual’s privation of hope and rebellion against death stems a freedom to live immersed fully in the present. This 
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is a freedom from an objective future and pre-established goals which previously endowed life with meaning 
by, paradoxically, referring to something outside of life. Thus the absurd individual is free in her “disinterested-
ness with regard to everything except for the pure flame of life” ( ). Contained in this freedom is a passion to 
exhaust everything that is given in the present moment. Camus distinguishes between the best living and the 
most living here, and argues that the absurd demands the latter. This affirmation of the “most” over the “best” 
living is a consequence of the absurd individual’s freedom from an objective future and objective rules that 
ascribe a value to action with reference to something outside the present.8  
  
To present the freedom and passion that revolt entails, Camus puts forward four presentiments of the absurd 
individual: Don Juan, the actor, the conqueror, and the artist—which are not archetypes to be emulated but 
merely attitudes or styles which represent a particular idea.9 Camus’ interest in Don Juan rests upon the fact that 
he loves each woman he seduces with the same passion and does not turn away from the world as a lover like 
Tristan does.10 In this way he represents the ethic of quantity and replaces concepts with present sensations. His 
love is worldly and liberating: “It brings with it all the faces in the world and its tremor comes from the fact that 
it knows itself to be mortal” (62). In a similar fashion, the actor consciously lives a different life every time he 
portrays a character. While aware of the finiteness and meaninglessness of this activity, he nonetheless acts with 
equal intensity each time. The conqueror knows that action is in itself useless, but she continues to overcome 
herself in this life by affirming the present and remaining ceaselessly active. The artist, who is the most absurd 
of all, embodies the quantitative ethic by enlarging her life through creation. This creation is accompanied by a 
clairvoyance in which the work of art has no ultimate significance and does not function in a way which aims 
to resolve the tension in a life that is absurd. The conscious artist thus describes or presents the absurd; she does 
not explain or escape it, and in this way she exemplifies revolt.
    
The character who illustrates the finest embodiment of this combination of lucidity, scorn, and passion is to 
be found in the myth of Sisyphus. This absurd hero who passionately enjoyed an earthly, sensual, existence 
showed contempt and disdain for the gods and was banished to the underworld. After obtaining permission 
to briefly return to earth in order to punish his wife for “an obedience so contrary to human love”11 Sisyphus 
rediscovered the intense joy of the sun and the sea, and refused to return to Hades. An act of such defiance 
resulted in the gods banishing Sisyphus back to the underworld, condemned to roll a boulder up a mountain in 
perpetuity. Each time Sisyphus reaches the summit, the boulder rolls back down of its own accord and the task 
proceeds a  infinitum. The moment that interests Camus in this myth is the point at which Sisyphus observes 
the boulder’s descent and becomes conscious of the futility of his labour. It is in the capacity of this realisation 
that he refuses hope and becomes his own master. For Camus, it is here that Sisyphus’s misery and torture is 
transformed into a type of victory and happiness. His obstinate lucidity and adamant display of dignity brings 
forth a worldly satisfaction and joy. Sisyphus accepts his condition and his revolt reveals the happiness which 
stems from complete honesty in the face of despair. The Sisyphean attitude proves to be the antithesis of physi-
cal or philosophical suicide and Camus answers ‘no’ to the question his essay asked: “Does the absurd dictate 
death?” (15).
  
Now, while Camus has re-affirmed life and preserved the absurd through revolt, there remain important ques-
tions. It is not at all clear how any value other than vivacity and frequency of joyous experiences can be instan-
tiated under the absence of an external moral order. Moreover, while he explicitly states that the lover, actor, 
conqueror and artist, are not advisably emulable examples, there seem to be no solid grounds for rejecting them 
as models to follow.12 In fact, they embody the only value Camus posits: “The absurd teaches that all experi-
ences are unimportant, and […] it urges toward the greatest quantity of experiences” (54). The second question 
which arises at this point regards the political and social. There is no indication of how Camus can move from 
Sisyphus’s radically solipsistic revolt to any notion of political or social action. While the gods are the condi-
tional factor in Sisyphus’s exile, his revolt against them remains an essentially individualistic one. While his 
conscious awareness of the futility of his labour and his preservation of the absurd may be a political or social 
value in-itself, it remains a solipsistic one and undermines any idea of solidarity.13 I will next argue that Camus 
builds a virtue ethics based on limits that offers solutions to these problems, without abandoning the absurd.
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4. THE QUALITATIVE DILEMMA AND THE POSSIBILITY OF IMMANENT UNITY: 
ABSURDITY AND A VIRTUE ETHICS

To provide an answer to these questions, it is useful to remind ourselves of the implications identified in Ca-
mus’s opening statement in The Myth. In a note following the preface to The Myth Camus writes: 

[…] the absurd, hitherto taken as a conclusion, is considered in this essay as a starting point … There 
will be found here merely the description, in the pure state, of an intellectual malady. No metaphysic, 
no belief is involved in it for the moment.

In a 1951 interview, Camus said that “when I analysed the feeling of the absurd in The Myth of Sisyphus, I 
was looking for a method and not a doctrine. I was practising methodical doubt. I was trying to make a ‘tabula 
rasa’, on the basis of which it would be then possible to construct something.”14 We can understand this method 
as a criticism of the content of doctrines, namely metaphysical ones. However, Camus does not dismiss meta-
physics entirely, and this remains an essential part of his method which is concerned with revealing immanent 
human experience. 

This becomes clear when we locate the difference between Cartesian scepticism and Camus’ methodical doubt. 
While Descartes begins with doubt, he transcends it through his meditations and reveals it as the means to a 
metaphysical end. Descartes abandons doubt when he finds the two certitudes, self and God.15 In Camus me-
thodical doubt is not discarded but certain. The consequences it brings about pertain to human existence, and 
are entirely in the realm of the absurd. Moreover, if we look again at Camus’s account of the absurd, we find 
that he does not reject metaphysics tout court; rather it is a question of its function in our experience of the 
world. He rejects accounts of metaphysical hope. However, he keeps the human desire for metaphysical unity 
intact and in this way endows it with hermeneutical value. This metaphysical desire is an essential part of the 
absurd and constitutes the latter when paired with his rejection of metaphysical content. This fact leads us in 
the direction of a desire for unity in the immanent world. This is why Camus characterises the desire for clarity 
as essentially human. Thus Camus’s method is one in which the limits of abstract philosophy are revealed in 
human experience.

This realm of experience that is absurd, discloses the orientation of Camus’ preservation of a desire for unity 
in the immanent realm. This becomes clear when we look at the role reason plays in his work. The absurd indi-
vidual becomes aware that the desire for unity in a transcendental realm is impossible, and simultaneously the 
desire for divine reason is revealed as futile. Reason is turned back toward the world, and the empirical realm 
becomes the space in which it functions. Significantly, reason’s turn to the world is discovered in the limits of 
rationalism and the experience of the desire for transcendent unity. Again, while Camus rejects rationalism, he 
affirms the existence of the desire thereof. He writes: “Of whom and of what indeed can I say: ‘I know that ’ 
This heart within me I can feel, and I judge that it exists. This world I can touch, and I likewise judge that it 
exists.”  “It is useless to negate the reason absolutely. It has its order in which it is efficacious. It is properly 
that of human experience” (22).
     
In his absurdism, Camus swings modally between two extremes. We have the external position which is brought 
forth by the desire for rationality with regard to the world, and then the “step back inside” where we accept 
the absurd and are left with a qualitative ethic. The step back inside is a return to the world once the absurd 
individual has ‘externally’ realised the futility of the attempt to acquire absolute, rational meaning. The qualita-
tive ethic—the precedence of “most” over “best” living—is a consequence of the individual’s freedom from 
an objective future and objective rules, realised by the external position’s rejection of  transcendent meaning. 
Hence, more is going on in this “step back inside” than first appears. If the absurd individual rejects the possi-
bility of metaphysical hope or external values, she is indeed left with a qualitative ethic, but she is also left with 
the possibility of a type of virtue ethics. Very generally, virtue ethics—unlike Kantian deontology or Millian 
utilitarianism—does not require transcendental values but merely an agreement concerning what constitutes 
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the human telos. Let us consider here again Camus’s rejection of traditional abstract inquiry and his move to the 
desire for immanent, human, unity.16 Camus promulgates a type of virtue ethics, not antithetical to his qualita-
tive ethic but which rather tempers and mediates the latter in a quantitative fashion.17 Thus Camus has some 
criterion to rule out the styles of life (lover, actor, artist and conqueror) he states ‘do not propose moral codes 
and involve no judgments’ and can reject more morally problematic absurd individuals such as “authentic tor-
turers” (75). In order to clarify the virtue ethic that this step entails, I will turn to the possibility of worldly hope 
and his account of the human condition.

If we follow Camus’s logic, it is clear that immanent impossibility is antithetical to the metaphysical hope 
he rejects. What guides this move back to the concrete in the absence of an external moral order are humans 
themselves. Camus hints at this when he makes particular moral quantifications while arguing against those 
who ‘escape’ from the absurd. Here it becomes clear that a rejection of metaphysical hope does not imply the 
rejection of worldly hope. Camus writes: “that struggle implies a total absence of hope (which has nothing to 
do with despair)” (31). “‘Everything is permitted’ does not mean that nothing is forbidden. The absurd merely 
confers an equivalence on the consequences of those actions. It does not recommend crime, for this would 
be childish, but it restores to remorse its futility. Likewise, if all experiences are indifferent, that of duty is as 
legitimate as any other. One can be virtuous through a whim” (58). 

There is more going on in these thin and seemingly paradoxical statements than a mere rejection of nihilism. 
First, we can understand how Camus’s rejection of metaphysical hope but preservation of a type of immanent 
or worldly hope is reasonable by looking at a broader distinction that Joseph Margolis identifies in Pragmatism 
Without Foundations: Reconciling Realism and Relativism. Margolis locates a paradox between praxically 
oriented theorists and first-order human capacities “that can insure universal, essential, foundational, or neces-
sary findings regarding the structure of the actual world or of human inquiry about the world” ( ). Margolis’ 
solution to this paradox rests on the identification of an illegitimate conflation between foundations and foun-
dationalism, universal conditions and universalism, and essentials and essentialism. Margolis then goes on to 
emphasise that we can have the former notions without the latter. Camus, in fact, prefigures Margolis’ argu-
ment, and, at least in a general sense, the argument supports his ‘step back inside’. This way of conceptualising 
the grounding of values—which holds that both groundlessness and absolute groundedness are unacceptable 
positions—comes to fruition in The Rebel where reflexive questioning, moderation, and awareness of limits 
constitute the essential modes with regard to grounding values and legitimating actions. In the absurd, Camus 
already supports this way of thinking in that he conceives of reason as neither all or nothing. For Camus reason 
must find its function in humans themselves, and human rationality must be conscious of its limit, defined by 
the bounds of experience.

This focus on human rationality and experience is evident in the above paradoxical statements, as the ethical 
qualitative quantifications made are representative of a pre-emptive response to the charge that the absurd 
necessarily leads to only a quantitative ethic. Here Camus is rejecting the fact that actions directed only by “the 
pure flame of life” imply recklessness and immorality in the same way Mill characterises the Epicureans as 
answering, when attacked, that it is not them “…but their accusers, who represent human nature in a degrading 
light, since the accusation supposes human beings to be capable of no pleasures except those of which swine 
are capable.”18 This is not to say that Camus is idealistic, or posits a naturalistic account of the human condi-
tion. Rather, he thinks we have the capacity to invoke virtues such as limit and moderation, and that this is the 
only adequate ethical stance to emerge from the absurd. We can understand this move by looking again at the 
absurd confrontation. Humans have the ability to create systems, doctrines and philosophies by virtue of their 
power, which implies the value of autonomy. However, they simultaneously have the capacity to extend these 
constructions in a way that ignores human limitations, thus undermining the autonomy that made this possible 
in the first place. This autonomy which Camus takes as a condition shared by us all exists alongside a capacity 
for dignity and limit. These two values are not inherent in human nature, but rather latent and necessary for 
human flourishing.
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Throughout The Myth, Camus repeatedly speaks of honesty, integrity, dignity and discipline, characterised as a 
“daily effort, self-mastery, a precise estimate of the limits of truth, measure, and strength” (115). Preserving the 
absurd requires we reject both fleeing the world and trying to capture or conquer it absolutely. We cannot as-
sume absolute rationalisation or dismiss reason entirely. Thus, Camus’s position is a moderate one, concerned 
with approximate truths grounded in decency and human limitation. The absurd individual qua the move of a 
“step back inside” involves this type of virtue ethic which can temper the quantitative ethic flagged as problem-
atic at the end of the first section. 

However, two concerns still remain. The first pertains to the instantiation of virtues by society and the second, 
to Sisyphus’s radically solipsistic revolt and Camus’s preclusion of ideas of solidarity and political action. 
These are interrelated concerns and best approached dialectically, as the answer to the first opens up the pos-
sibility of an answer to the second. 

We have, so far, an absurd individual who has integrity and adjusts her actions with reference to existential lim-
its, rather than some greater morality with an external criterion. However, the question that remains is: where 
does this integrity come from  Or more specifically: how can Camus make this type of personal flourishing 
consistent with notions of right and wrong? 

As Camus’s account of human nature is more phenomenological than ‘natural’—in the sense of endowing in-
dividuals with innate characteristics—we might look to Aristotle’s account of the relationship between society 
and virtue.19 Generally, Aristotle states that an understanding of the telos must be social and not individual. 
Here the individual can only fulfil their telos within a stable a community, and importantly, this community 
creates and maintains virtue in turn.20 The problem for Camus is that such a well-constructed community has 
broken down.   Alasdair MacIntyre has identified the “marginality of virtue concepts” and contended that 
the central question of moral philosophy has become: “how do we know which rules to follow?”21 While we 
continue to use the term ‘good person’ we no longer have a notion of societal good which is the necessary 
condition to make sense of what ‘good person’ might mean. With the collapse of well-constructed communi-
ties that condition the human telos, we are left only with a society that is “[…] nothing more than an arena in 
which individuals seek to secure what is useful or agreeable to them.”22 The consequence is that virtues are 
unintelligible in modernity. This type of societal collapse informs The Myth. Thus he begins: “The pages that 
follow deal with an absurd sensitivity that can be found widespread in the age” and later states that The Myth 
was written in an “age of negation”. 

Yet, if we look at Camus’s early essays ( ) we find an articulation of simple, moral, truths and the sketch 
of a virtue ethics. His ideas, at this point, are not coloured by absurdity or the inexorable collapse of a well-
constructed community.23 By the time he wrote The Myth, however, Camus’s worldview had changed. We find 
in this early work an overwhelming passion for life that is simply posited, and not a consequence of the absurd 
as it is in The Myth. It might be useful to see this contrast as a metaphor for Camus’s problem in instantiating a 
virtue ethics in the midst of “a breakdown of the modern project.” Moreover, we might now understand further 
why Sisyphus (not to mention Meursault) is such a solitary, absurd rebel.  Camus was aware of this problem, 
and he deals with it explicitly in The Rebel. However in The Myth, Camus seems to suggest that we shouldn’t 
give up hope and that even in the absence of the good polis; self-creating individuals who preserve the absurd 
would not let society determine their actions and ideas. Absurd individuals are sceptical with regard to abstract 
institutions “people are in haste to live, and if an art were to be born here it would obey that hatred of perma-
nence” (120) and, as the quantitative ethic has shown, they privilege the present over the future: 

This race, wholly cast into its present, lives without myths, without solace…And yet, yes, one can 
fin  measure…in the violent and keen face of this race, in this summer sky with nothing tender in it, 
before which all truths can be uttered and on which no deceptive divinity has traced the signs of hope 
or of redemption (120). 
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Thus the absurd individual can be sceptical of the “good polis”, but may also be moderate in this scepticism.  
Even with the collapse of a societally informed telos, the absurd individual can act in accordance with a vir-
tue of decency, limit, and revolt. This suggests that moderation (or as he puts it in The Rebel: La mesure) is a 
master virtue, necessary for the existence of other virtues that can potentially recuperate the “good polis”. This 
becomes Camus’ position in The Rebel, which I shall now turn to.

5. THE REBEL: ARTICULATING LA MESURE

The Rebel24 begins with a reassertion of absurd analysis in light of logical crime, which Camus states is the 
quotidian reality. He distinguishes between the age of negation and the age of ideology, which pertain to suicide 
and murder, respectively. Camus writes: “This essay proposes to follow, into the realm of murder and revolt, a 
mode of thinking that began with suicide and the idea of the absurd” ( ). Camus briefly acknowledges that the 
absurd, on first glance, seems to treat murder as a matter of indifference. This possibility lies in the instantia-
tion of efficiency as the only value to direct action. As The Myth showed, the first step in absurd analysis draws 
attention to the futility of the subject’s desire for rationality. However, the crucial “step back inside” endows 
human life with meaning whilst preserving the absurd. Camus, at the beginning of The Rebel, re-affirms this 
outcome in light of the question of murder, arguing that to revolt against suicide necessarily leads to a rejection 
of murder. He writes:

For the absurdist analysis, after having shown that killing is a matter of indifference, eventually, in its 
most important deduction, condemns killing … it is plain that absurdist reasoning thereby recognises 
human life as the single necessary good, because it makes possible that confrontation, and because 
without life the absurdist wager could not go on … The moment life is recognised as a necessary 
good, it becomes so for all men. One cannot find logical consistency in murder, if one denies it in 
suicide (13-14).

Here it is clear that the absurd rejects murder because a value of human life is a type of a priori principle that 
makes possible absurd consciousness in the first place. Moreover, human life qua the absurd is now seen, ex-
plicitly, as a type of human condition. The description of the absurd individual’s experience is extended to the 
character of all human experience. The value of human life is indubitable. Thus The Rebel asserts the value 
of human life that Camus alludes to in The Myth and moves toward solidarity as a value. Reflecting on his 
expansion of the absurd in revolt, Camus wrote that he moved “in the direction of solidarity and participation”, 
transitioning “from an attitude of solitary revolt to the recognition of a community whose struggle must be 
shared.”25 I shall explore this move in detail.
  
After positing human life as an indubitable value, Camus explores how this datum also implies solidarity, in 
a symbiotic relationship with revolt. The one who revolts, the rebel, first and foremost says “no”. The rebel 
categorically refuses to submit to conditions she considers egregious, and in so doing “affirms the existence of 
a borderline” (19). In this way, revolt is born of the realisation certain limits and rights have been exceeded. The 
“no” that begins rebellion is thus a double gesture, as the negation of intolerable conditions implicitly asserts 
a value. The rebel must revolt in the name of something. For Camus, this “something” can be understood as 
equality and self-respect. In fact, the rebel “proceeds to put self-respect above everything else and proclaims 
that it is preferable to life itself” (20). This All or Nothing attitude springs from the fact that rebellion under-
mines a conception of the individual as a purely subjective entity. Now, what Camus means here is that when 
the slave rebels he does so for all humanity because that ‘thing inside him’ which has been trespassed upon is 
not something which he alone possesses. This is not an individual right but rather something which is common 
to all humanity possessed even by an oppressive master. We can understand the reasoning behind this as based 
on the fact that when an individual declares values for herself, her justification necessarily involves proclaim-
ing a universal scope for that value. Moreover, Camus’s commitment to the a priori value of human life sup-
ports the value of basic individual respect and integrity. It is important to mention that the universal nature of 
value, here, should not be understood in a Platonic or Kantian sense. Camus does not use the preservation of 
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integrity as a fundamental principle to guide moral action. Rather, he posits this value because it is necessary to 
acknowledge our “shared starting point” before we move to questions of character and context (which are an-
tithetical to fixed, universal guiding principles). Thus, while the rebel slave affirms a limit to absolute freedom 
his master believes he is entitled, the slave herself is also subject to the limit she is aware of. In other words, 
the slave rejects both tyranny and servitude and repudiates the master not as master or as potential slave but as 
human being.26 It is clear that rebellion, the assertion that a limit has been exceeded, both gives rise to solidarity 
and is justified by it. Camus explicitly extrapolates the question of the social, and emancipated the individual 
from solitude. The absurd individual realises that “this feeling of strangeness is shared with all men” and “suf-
fering is seen as a collective experience” (28). Rebellion becomes the basis on which social values emerge. 
Thus Camus, declares, parodying Descartes, “I rebel – therefore we exist” (28).  

We must address this move to solidarity in light of the questions raised so far concerning human telos and the 
social. In The Myth, Camus’ instantiation of a virtue ethic reaches its limits in the breakdown of the modern 
project. However, at this limit where society is unable to direct a moral telos, Camus suggests the self-creating 
individual must reject the nihilistic and relativistic. This is a bare type of virtue ethics, and perhaps the only 
possible position in the age of negation. In the age of ideology, Camus states that the problem has shifted to 
logical crime.27 This is institutionalised political violence, driven by a compulsive logic, and is distinct from 
suicide. The former recognises the value of others, that is, one who negates their own life does not claim a 
right to the lives of others. The legitimation of murder, however, is absolute negation achieved by an absolute 
destruction striving for a final end. Socio-political institutions illegitimately posit this when they assert an in-
dubitable principle, and assume doctrine has the appearance of being both right and necessary. It is clear that 
this move shifts the breakdown of the modern project from a society unable to direct a moral telos, to one that 
overly rationalises ethical reasoning to the point of a non-negotiable syllogism.     
 
We find Camus’s response to this ethico-political problem, in its negative form in the external position of 
absurdity, and its positive form in the notion of solidarity and revolt, made possible by the “step back inside.” 
First, the absurd in its mode that rejects absolutes and metaphysical hope, must necessarily reject socio-political 
systems which are totalising and absolute. We can see, here, the link between Camus’ rejection of religion and 
absolute reason in The Myth, and the political syllogism identified in The Rebel. In this sense, the absurd first 
acts like systematic doubt which Camus acknowledges can “leave us in a blind alley.” However, the preserva-
tion of the absurd can, “by returning upon itself, disclose a new field of investigation” ( ). Here, the creative 
absurd hero acts reflexively, refusing metaphysical closure, and approaches socio-political arrangements in the 
spirit of limit and moderation. Second, the mutually generating notions of rebellion and solidarity contained in 
Camus’ cogito “I rebel – therefore we exist”—allows Camus to reconstruct an ethical world. This reconstruc-
tion is Camus’ direct reply to the problem of instantiating a virtue ethic in the midst of the breakdown of the 
modern project. It is based, again, on moderation, limit, and human finitude and is in a specific sense a type of 
Greek naturalism. Let us next examine the exact nature of this reconstruction.     
     
In his section on metaphysical rebellion, Camus argues that the history of modern rebellion is unfaithful to the 
impulse that instigated it.  Revolutionary action has, in the majority of cases, culminated in relinquishing the 
principles that originally motivated it. This phenomenon stems not from an opposition between revolution and 
rebellion, or from rebellion in-itself. Rather, such consequences occur to the extent that the relativity of revolt 
is forgotten and rebellion abandons itself to either absolute negation or complete submission. Let us consider 
again the slave who revolts and affirms a limit to the freedom his master has up to this point wielded, but is 
also subject, himself, to this limit and thus rejects both tyranny and servitude. Camus argues that modern revolt 
lacks the second move of the rebel slave. “Metaphysical insurrection in its primary stages offers us the same 
positive content as the slave’s rebellion” (31). However, when this protest against the human condition forgets 
the generous impulse that motivated it, it traverses its limit and blindly pursues alternative utopian ends that 
prima facie justify any means. 
    
Importantly, Camus states that metaphysical rebellion “in the proper sense, does not appear in any coherent 
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form in the history of ideas until the end of the eighteenth century: modern times begin with the crash of falling 
ramparts” (32).  Camus locates this phenomenon historically because metaphysical rebellion is essentially an 
enlightenment inspired protest against creation, and begins with revolt against the Judaeo-Christian God- the 
figure responsible for all creation. Revolting against all creation leads necessarily to a refusal to instantiate a 
limit and thus preserve the solidarity that the slave rebel maintains.28 

Camus evinces this by juxtaposing two rebel archetypes, Cain and Prometheus, the former nihilistically negates 
both God and Earth (all creation), and the latter rebels against Zeus in the name of human values.29 Prometheus 
is the exemplary rebel: “The most perfect myth of intelligence in revolt” (17). Modern rebellion and Greek 
rebellion share a number of characteristics; the fight against death, messianism, and philanthropy. However, 
Camus contends that Greek rebellion is faithful to the idea of moderation. Accordingly, Prometheus does not 
revolt against all creation but against Zeus “who is never anything more than one god among many and who 
himself was mortal. Prometheus himself is a demigod” (17). For Greeks gods and humans were not diametri-
cally opposed. There existed instead a continuum between the divine and the human. Consequently, to rebel 
against the gods is not to usurp the heavens. Rebellion becomes a matter of promotion, which entails existing 
with the gods, who are already there. Thus while modern rebellion is concerned with a universal struggle be-
tween good and evil, Greek rebellion “is a question of settling a particular account, of a dispute about what is 
good” (17). Camus notes that the Greeks were primarily concerned with nature, and that to rebel against nature 
was to rebel against oneself. We can see that the difference between modern rebellion and Greek rebellion, is 
primarily a difference between excess and moderation, between crime and mistakes. There is rebellion against 
all creation and rebellion against one of many gods in the name of human nature and values. Camus contends 
that modern rebellion’s negation of the impulse that motivated it and pursuit of ends that justify any means, 
can be understood as a product of the Old Testament.30 Accordingly, under the heading “Sons of Cain”, Camus 
examines three cases of modern metaphysical rebellion illustrated by the Marquis de Sade, Dostoyevsky’s Ivan 
Karamozov, and Nietzsche. Each of these figures begin by protesting against the human condition and creation 
and aim to “construct a purely terrestrial kingdom where their chosen principles will hold sway.” However, this 
original impulse is cast aside in all cases, and the tension rebellion implies is ultimately subsumed by either 
tyranny or servitude. These figures are nihilistic in different ways. Nevertheless, all betray rebellion’s original 
impulse “by having an intemperate recourse to absolutes” (73).       
   
Camus then moves to historical revolt, the same protest played out on the stage of modern history, which he 
states is the “logical consequence of metaphysical rebellion” (76). Just as modern metaphysical rebellion be-
gins with Sade “the first coherent offensive” ( ): Camus compares modern historical rebellion with Sade’s 
contemporaries, the regicides31, “who attack the incarnation of divinity without yet daring to destroy the prin-
ciple of eternity” (108). Camus marks 1789 as the year when revolutionary justice replaced the Priest-King 
with a reign of “holy humanity.” The sovereignty of the people replaced the divine sovereignty of the King 
and Saint-Just’s interpretation of Rousseau’s General Will became divine itself. Justice and virtue expressed 
through the General Will instantiates a reign of infallible and formal law, justifying Terror by the preservation 
of its principles. Saint-Just considered “nothing resembles virtue so much as a great crime” and declares what 
Camus calls “the major principle of twentieth century tyrannies”: “A patriot is he who supports the Republic 
in general; whoever opposes it in detail is a traitor” (96). While regicides attacked the incarnation of divinity 
and God’s law on earth, the Jacobins nevertheless preserved an abstract principle of eternity in their attempt to 
institute a religion of virtue. 
 
Subsequently, Hegel denied universal and abstract reason by incorporating value and reason in the stream of 
historic events. This move destroyed all vertical transcendence and instantiated concrete universal reason, 
replacing God with the historical Absolute. The values the French Revolution consecrated could now only be 
attained when the process of history comes to completion. For Hegel, all values are placed in a state of “becom-
ing” and can only exist if they are sanctioned by the historical process. Camus considered Hegel’s incarnation 
of values (truth, reason, justice) in the future of the world as a move that gave “reason an unreasonable shock 
by endowing it with a lack of moderation” (103). Consequently, humans are merely a part of an inevitable 



ALBERT CAMUS AND THE ETHICS OF MODERATION 

historical process: Morality shifts with the process of time and values become goals rather than guides. Here 
an individual who posits an alternative value to the one sanctioned by the historical moment, may be justly 
executed in the name of the future good. Camus’s reading of Hegel is predominately a reading of Kojève’s 
Hegel, which emphasises a Marxist interpretation of the Master-Slave dialectic of human history.32 This style 
informed twentieth century revolutionary thought and preserved Hegel’s vision of “a history without any kind 
of transcendence, dedicated to perpetual strife and to the struggle of will bent on seizing power” (105).   
   
It is with Kojève’s Hegel in mind that Camus moves to the state terrorism of the twentieth century. Marx and 
Stalin are proponents of what Camus terms “rational terror.”33 In light of Camus’s focus on modern revolt 
against all creation, the Soviet regime constituted the only truly totalitarian regime with the ideological purpose 
of unifying the world. Camus thought that: “Russian Communism…has appropriated the metaphysical ambi-
tion the erection, after the death of God, of a city of man finally deified” ( ). What then was the ideological 
basis of Russian Communism, and the “rational terror” brought forth by the followers of Marx?  
 
While Camus admired Marx’s denunciation of bourgeois hypocrisy, his doctrine also assumed a “Utopian mes-
sianism of highly dubious value” (156). Marx’s critical method which should have been prudential and adjusted 
to reality separated itself from facts in order to remain faithful to a prophecy. Camus identified Marxists as 
appropriating these apocalyptic and prophetic aspects of Marx’s doctrine. When Marx’s predictions failed to 
come true, the prophecies became the only hope for these successors. Camus highlights the similarity between 
Marx’s historical determinism and Christian Messianism in order to show how he reinstated, in an even more 
destructive form, the Christian and bourgeois thought that he originally aimed to combat.  
  
In contrast to the ancient Greek understanding, Christian and Marxist doctrines “consider human life and the 
course of events as a history which is unfolding from a fixed beginning towards a definitive end, in the course 
of which man gains his salvation or earns his punishment” (157). While the Greeks conceived history as cycli-
cal and thought it better to obey nature, the Christians introduced an eschatological conception of history and 
required that nature be subdued and transformed. The Marxist doctrine continued this worldview, asserting that 
a classless communist society will succeed the era of bourgeois capitalism.  However, twentieth century tech-
nology proved Marx’s economic predictions false. A serious logical contradiction vitiated Marx’s dialectical 
materialism. While Marx’s revolution is directed toward the instantiation of communism, its dialectic involves 
only a pure movement which negates everything that is not itself. Consequently, the dialectic makes an end of 
something without a beginning. It contradicts the class struggle. Thus both the historical and logical failure of 
Marx’s classless utopianism discloses the religious aspect of his thought. Moreover, like the bourgeois culture 
it rejected, Marxism believed in the progress of science and technology and relied upon it to assist man in his 
conquest of nature. Thus Marx substitutes God, and indeed all transcendental principles for a belief in a future 
Utopia and thereby “destroys, even more radically than Hegel, the transcendence of reason and hurls it into the 
stream of history” (167). The consequence of this is a radical degradation of man: “Suffering is never provi-
sional for the man who does not believe in the future. But one hundred years of suffering are fleeting in the eyes 
of the man who prophesies, for the hundred and first year, the definitive city” ( ).34

 
Camus’ rebel, by contrast, says “No” to both the transcendent divine God and to a political regime that she takes 
as unjust. However, this negation is simultaneously an affirmation of a limit discovered through rebellion itself. 
This is a limit that preserves the value of human life and discloses human solidarity. The modern rebellion that 
Camus criticises destroys the double gesture contained in the rebel’s “No” and, instead invokes a dehumanising 
revolution. This phenomenon exposes the paradox of modern rebellion where demands for justice and freedom 
conflict to the point where these two values appear incompatible. We have seen that metaphysical revolt against 
God, in the name of freedom and justice, leads to a revolution which instantiated a holy humanity that justified 
murder. The destruction of God and vertical transcendence exemplified by Kojève’s Hegel subsumed freedom 
and justice to a historical end which Stalin, adapting Marx, turned into a utopian unification of the world where 
man is deified and can be murdered and degraded until this historical end is achieved. 
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However, Camus demonstrates that this apparent irreconcilability between justice and freedom only exists 
when we conceive of these values as absolute. A concern with absolute justice or absolute freedom produces 
only a destructive perversion of revolt and ends up negating one of the terms: “Absolute freedom is the right 
of the strongest to dominate. Therefore it prolongs the conflicts that profit by injustice. Absolute justice is 
achieved by the suppression of all contradiction: therefore it destroys freedom. The revolution to achieve jus-
tice, through freedom, ends up aligning them against each other” (251-2). 
   
Authentic revolt can only be achieved by conceiving both freedom and justice as relative values. This rejec-
tion of absolutes exists in a mutually generating relationship with the preservation of life and solidarity Camus 
posits as an a priori value. It is a necessary outcome of the virtue of moderation. The rebel rejects injustice “not 
because it contradicts an eternal idea of justice, but because it perpetuates the silent hostility that separates the 
oppressor from the oppressed. It kills the small part of existence that can be realised on this earth through the 
mutual understanding of men” (247). Thus the true rebel aims for greater justice, greater freedom, and greater 
happiness, but not absolute justice, absolute freedom, or total happiness. Here the act of rebellion stays true to 
the initial impulse that motivates revolt by being “embodied in an active consent to the relative” (254). This 
involves rebellion being “uncompromising as to its means” while simultaneously accepting “an approximation 
as far as its ends are concerned” ( ). This is Camus’s philosophy of limits in action and it finds its clearest 
articulation in the neoclassical notion of measure or moderation.  Camus observes:

Rebellion in itself is moderation, and it demands, defends, and re-creates it throughout history … 
Whatever we may do, excess will always keep its place in the heart of man, in the place where soli-
tude is found. We all carry within us our places of exile, our crimes, and our ravages. But our task is 
not to unleash them on the world; it is to fight them in ourselves and others (265).

What is interesting, and indeed untimely, is that he draws this dictum for present-day man from the Medi-
terranean tradition. Unlike post-Christian thought—most significantly German ideology—the Mediterranean 
spirit rejects the promise of a future Utopia and instead asserts the present life and its limits. In this way, the 
Mediterranean law of moderation calls for a return to a faith in a human rationality that is aware of its limit and 
makes possible a pragmatic ethics. Camus finds a contemporary example of authentic rebellion in French revo-
lutionary trade unionism35 which is “responsible for the enormously improved conditions of the workers from 
the sixteen-hour day to the forty-hour week” (261). The difference between syndicalism and “Caesarean social-
ism” is that while the latter is based on absolute doctrine, the former started “from a concrete basis [and] relies 
on reality to assist it in its perpetual struggle for truth” (261). Moreover, the Marxist revolution qua Russian 
Communism “cannot, by its very function, avoid terror and violence done to the real” while Trade Unionism 
is “the negation to the benefit of reality, of bureaucratic and abstract centralism” ( ). This is a realism which 
is inherently moral, as the discovery of limits rests upon the preservation of life and human dignity. Camus 
writes that he has not intended to present a “formula for optimism” (267). Thus “the injustice and suffering of 
the world will remain” (267) and to believe this is not the case would be to engage in homicidal unadulterated 
virtue: “Rebellion, on the contrary, sets us on the path of calculated culpability…on the scale of average great-
ness that is our own” (258).    
 
CONCLUSION

Camus’ reconstruction of the ethical world is a call for a return to naturalism and life, in the sense of acknowl-
edging both human limitations and constraints placed on us by the world. Camus’s la mesure compares with the 
Greek concept of sophrosyne. Sophrosyne is a many-sided term, usually translated as “temperance” or “moder-
ation.” Helen North draws attention to Plato’s identification of sophrosyne as one of the four cardinal virtues in 
the Republic and relates to “the Greek tendency to interpret all kinds of experience—whether moral, political, 
aesthetic, physical, or metaphysical—in terms of harmony and proportion.” (258). For Aeschylus, Sophocles, 
and Herodotus sophrosyne “implied good sense, moderation, self-knowledge, and that accurate observance of 
divine and human boundaries which protects man from dangerous extremes of every kind. In private life it is 
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opposed to hybris, and in the life of the State to both anarchy and tyranny”.36 Heraclitus was the first to relate 
sophrosyne to self-knowledge.37 Significantly, he is one of Camus’s exemplary figures in The Rebel:

Heraclitus, the inventor of the notion of the constant change of things, nevertheless set a limit to this 
perpetual process. This limit was symbolized by Nemesis, the goddess of moderation and implacable 
enemy of the immoderate. A process of thought which wanted to take into account the contemporary 
contradictions of rebellion should seek its inspiration from this goddess. (260)

This is apparent, in the need to reject both fideist theology and absolute rationalism and take the “middle path” 
revealed by the futility of absolute human meaning. This realisation brings forth an ethic that is based on 
existential limits and moderation, constantly vigilant of partial truths and adjusts action accordingly. We can 
understand la mesure as a master virtue necessary for the emergence of substantive virtues such as freedom and 
justice. Thus la mesure is not grounded in some transcendent or external criterion, but in the limits of rationality 
and the decency and dignity latent in human nature.    

Camus’s virtue ethic revealed as la mesure, thus provides an answer to the moral question posed by the break-
down of the modern project and the collapse of a socially informed telos, identified by MacIntyre. Just as he 
suggests that in the age of negation one must act in accordance with decency and limit, in the age of ideology 
Camus contends that moderation is the only reasonable—indeed the only moral—rule to live by. La mesure 
requires no social or individual telos, but is rather grounded in the preservation of dignity and life. It is only 
by invoking this virtue—and striving for relative justice and relative freedom—that substantive virtues can 
emerge and positive change occur. Thus Camus’s ethic rejects utilitarianism, deontology, and teleological Aris-
totelian metaphysics. Although he invokes an ancient, pre-Socratic dictum to live by, it is clear that la mesure is 
a concept that is both more extensive and urgent than the ethical theories he rejects. La mesure urges us to act 
moderately and morally whether we live in the age of negation or the age of ideology. In fact it demands to be 
invoked as long as we live in an age where there is life and dignity to be preserved. It is here that the profundity 
and continued relevance of Camus’ thought lies.
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NOTES

1. Simone de Beauvoir Force of Circumstance. Trans. R. Howard Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1968. 253. 
2. Colin Davis, “The Cost of Being Ethical” Common Knowledge 2:9 (2003, 241-253). 250.
3. Albert Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus and Other Essays. Trans. Justin O’Brien. London: Hamish Hamilton, 1955.  Origi-
nally published in France as Le Myth de Sisyphe. Gallimard, 1942. Page references to this work appear parenthetically in 
sections 1 through 4.
4. For example, in On Camus, Richard Kamber characterises Camus’s opening declaration as ‘dramatic’ and writes: “To be 
sure, judging whether life is worth living is a truly serious philosophical problem. But it is not the only truly serious philo-
sophical problem, and it may not be the first problem that one ought to consider” (51). Emphasis Kamber’s.  
. It may be of interest, here, to mention Camus’s first attack of tuberculosis in . In  he spoke of this first experi-

ence of his own mortality “Yes, I feared that I might die. And after numerous treatments, I could read it on the faces of the 
doctors too”, quoted in C.A., Viggiani, “Albert Camus’s First Publications” Modern Language Notes 75 (1960, 589-596), 28.
6. As Camus writes: “Understanding the world for a man is reducing it to the human, stamping it with his seal…if man re-
alised that the universe like him can love and suffer, he would be reconciled” (21).
7. This is the term Sprintzen uses throughout his book Camus: A Critical Examination. D. Sprintzen, Camus: A Critical 
Examination. Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1998. First mentioned on page 46. 
8. We can understand how this quantitative ethic follows from Camus’s absurd reasoning by looking again at his method. Ca-
mus deals first with problematic reactions to the absurd: Metaphysical hope and absolute despair. These two options involve 
a quest for meaning—or a response to the absurd ontological exigency—that entails stepping outside of life. However, for 
Camus, all that this abstraction indicates is a clash between the rational subject and irrational world. It then follows that, in 
order to preserve this relationship between the subject and the world, we must “step back into life.” However, when we re-
enter life we are in possession of an awareness of the absurd—and the lesson it has taught us about rejecting absolutes—and 
it follows that ‘life’ can only be posited indeterminately as a value: “The present and the succession of presents before an ever 
conscious mind, this is the ideal of the absurd man” (55). While Camus’s precedence of ‘most’ over ‘best’ living does follow 
from his absurd premise, it raises some questions regarding my claim that Camus has the space to instantiate an ethic in his 
absurd work. I will address this directly in the next section.
9. He writes: “I am choosing solely men who aim only to expend themselves or whom I see to be expending themselves. 
That has no further implications. For the moment I want to speak only of a world in which thoughts like lives are devoid of 
future” (59).
10. Here I am speaking particularly of Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde. 
11. In Camus’s version of the Greek myth, when near to death, Sisyphus wanted to test his wife’s love and ordered her to cast 
his unburied body into the middle of the public square. His wife followed this order, however, as Camus writes: “Sispyhus 
woke up in the underworld. And there, annoyed by an obedience so contrary to human love, he obtained from Pluto permis-
sion to return to earth in order to chastise his wife” (96).  
12. It is interesting to note that in a number of critical works on Camus, these absurd archetypes are taken as examples of how 
we should act. For example, see Stephen Eric Bronner’s Camus: Portrait of a Moralist. Chicago: Chicago University Press, 
2009. 41; and A. J. Ayer’s 1946 Horizon review of The Myth, in which he writes: “for a man who has become conscious of 
‘the absurd’, in his sense, certain types of behaviour are peculiarly appropriate, and he devotes a large portion of his book to 
an attempt to indicate what these types of behaviour are’ and ‘his purpose is not so much to describe the way in which certain 
classes of people actually behave as to illustrate, and incidentally to recommend, a certain attitude to life” see A. J. Ayer, 
“Novelist Philosophers VIII – Albert Camus” Horizon 3 (1946, 155-168), 160, 163.
13. In his essay ‘Rethinking the Absurd: Le Mythe de Sisyphe’ David Carroll makes this point but with reference to what he 
terms Camus’s “post-Marxism.” In this reading, Sisyphus’s task resembles the labour of the worker and thus his conscious-
ness is a proletarian one. Carroll correctly identifies the solipsistic nature of Sispyhus’s revolt and, importantly, the political 
consequences of this when he writes: “Le Mythe says nothing more as to where such a proletarian consciousness could lead 
in the case of the worker, however, especially if he were to join with others in active protest and then resistance. Sisyphus, 
however, is lucid and thus tragic at all times, but especially each time he walks back down the hill to begin his task anew. 
His resistance to the gods and his condition is thus more psychological than active, more a will to resistance than resistance 
itself. And in Camus’s story his resistance is solidary, that of an (the) individual not a class or collectivity. It is only a start-
ing point—a dialectical history of the class struggle and with an end that is unknown and unknowable.” See David Carroll, 
‘Rethinking the Absurd: Le Mythe de Sisyphe’ The Cambridge Companion to Camus Ed. Edward J. Hughes. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2007. 65.
14. Camus goes on to state that: “If we assume that nothing has any meaning, then we must conclude that the world is absurd. 
But does nothing have a meaning? I have never believed that we could remain at this point. Even as I was writing The Myth of 
Sisyphus I was thinking about the essay on revolt that I would write later on, in which I would attempt, after having described 
the different aspects of the feeling of the absurd, to describe the different attitudes of man in revolt. (This is the title of the 
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book I am completing). And then there are new events that enrich or correct what has come to one through observation, the 
continual lessons life offers, which you have to reconcile with those of your earlier experiences. This is what I have tried to 
do[…] though, naturally, I still do not claim to be in possession of truth.” Here Camus is drawing attention to the continuity 
between the absurd and the revolt, rather than replacing the former with the latter. I will elucidate this argument in later sec-
tions, at the moment it is important to focus on the status of the absurd as a method rather than a doctrine. This interview is 
cited in Albert Camus: Lyrical and Critical Essays. Trans. Ellen Conroy Kennedy. New York: Vintage, 1970, 215.
15.  See Rene Descartes’s Meditations on First Philosophy. Trans. Donald A. Cress. Canada: Hackett Publishing Company, 
1993. Particularly Meditation III: Concerning God, That He Exists. 24-35.  
16. Interestingly we can locate an inclination toward virtue ethics in Camus’s early work and moreover one that mirrors Ca-
mus’s rejection of abstract philosophies in The Myth. In a 1937 lecture Camus emphasised that Mediterranean culture must 
be attributed to Greek rather than Roman sources. For our present discussion, the importance of this lecture lies in Camus’s 
rejection of abstraction and emphasis on the concrete. He writes: “Even when they copied, the Romans lost the savour of 
the original. And it was not even the essential genius of Greece they imitated, but rather the fruits of its decadence and its 
mistakes. Not the strong, vigorous Greece of the great tragic and comic writers, but the prettiness and affected grace of the 
last centuries. It was not life that Rome took from Greece, but puerile, over-intellectualized abstractions. The Mediterranean 
lies elsewhere. It is the very denial of Rome and Latin genius. It is alive, and wants no truck with abstractions.” See ‘The 
New Mediterranean Culture’ in Albert Camus, Lyrical and Critical Essays. Ed. P. Thody, Trans. E.C. Kennedy. New York: 
Vintage, 1967. 193.
18. John Stuart Mill, Utilitarianism. Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing Company, 2001, 7-8. 
19. See Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics. Trans. Roger Crisp. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000.
20. As Aristotle writes: “We become just by the practice of just actions, self-controlled by exercising self-control, and coura-
geous by performing acts of courage... Lawgivers make the citizens good by inculcating [good] habits in them, and this is 
the aim of every lawgiver; if he does not succeed in doing that, his legislation is a failure. It is in this that a good constitution 
differs from a bad one” (1103a30). 
21. Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory. Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1984. 236.
22. Ibid., 237.
23. “In such abundance and profusion, life follows the curve of the great passions, sudden, demanding, generous. It is not 
meant to be built but to be burned up. So reflection or self- improvement are quite irrelevant Not that these men lack prin-
ciples. They have their code of morality, which is very well defined. You ‘don’t let your mother down.’ You see to it that your 
wife is respected in the street. You show consideration to pregnant women. You don’t attack an enemy two to one, because 
‘that’s dirty’. If anyone fails to observe these elementary rules ‘He’s not a man’, and that’s all there is to it. This seems to me 
just and strong … Shopkeeper morality is unknown” (‘Summer in Algiers’ in The Myth of Sisyphus and Other Essays 118). 
24. Albert Camus, The Rebel. Trans. A. Bower. London: Hamish Hamilton, 1962. It is important to note that this English 
translation – “The Rebel”—of the French title L’Homme révolté does not entirely capture the meaning Camus meant to 
convey. Ronald Aronson, in Camus and Sartre: The Story of a Friendship and the Quarrel that Ended It identifies ‘Man in 
Revolt’ as both a more accurate translation of L’Homme révolté and a phrase which is more congruent with Camus’s philoso-
phy. He writes: “A rebel is defined in relation to an existing and legitimate authority, against which he or she rises up. Had 
Camus wished to convey this meaning, with its further implication of frequent defeat, other French terms, such as le rebelle, 
were at hand. The expression he did select, l’homme revolte, can be rendered more closely as ‘man in revolt’. If a rebel 
cannot be thought of apart from the authority against which he or she rebels, and which often suppresses the rebel, the ‘man 
in revolt’ stands independent of authority, but without aiming at the victory desired by the ‘revolutionary’. Camus’s more 
ambiguous use of l’homme revolte conveyed his intention to distinguish the original impulse of revolt from the internally 
connected pair: the rebel, who sets up and continually contests a power against which he or she rebels, leading to the most 
horrible consequences; and the revolutionary, who in nihilistic frustration seeks to transform the world and successfully gains 
power to do so. Camus’s title also preserved the sense of a person who is revolted by the society established by revolution.” 
See Ronald Aronson, in Camus and Sartre: The Story of a Friendship and the Quarrel that Ended It, Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2004.116.  I agree with the inadequacy of “The Rebel” however, I will continue to use this English translation 
for reasons of simplicity and clarity, now that I have marked its shortcoming.  Barring an exception discussed in fn. 29, all 
subsequent references to this text appear parenthetically. 
25. Camus, Lyrical and Critical Essays, 339
26. Camus writes: “In order to exist, man must rebel, but rebellion must respect the limits that it discovers in itself – limits 
where minds meet and, in meeting, begin to exist” (27).
27. “But as soon as a man, through lack of character, takes refuge in a doctrine, as soon as he makes his crime reasonable, it 
multiplies like Reason herself and assumes all the figures of the syllogism. It was unique like a cry; now it is universal like 
science. Yesterday, it was put on trial; today it is the law” (11).
28. Camus writes: “When the throne of God is overthrown, the rebel realises that it is now his own responsibility to create 
the justice, order, and unity that he sought in vain within his own condition and, in this way, to justify the fall of God. Then 
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begins the desperate effort to create, at the price of crime and murder if necessary, the dominion of man” (31).  
29. The section of The Rebel in which Camus discusses this is missing in the 1953 Anthony Bower translation published 
by Hamish Hamilton. This translation has been continually published (1962, 1965, 1967, 1969, 1971, 1973) and is used by 
Penguin Modern Classics. In 1956 Alfred A. Knopf published Bower’s revised and complete translation, in which over 3000 
words on Gnosticism, Cain, Prometheus, Epicurus and Lucretius, are added to the section titled ‘The Sons of Cain’. Notably 
in his 2009 book Camus: Portrait of Moralist Bronner uses a 1954 edition of the 1953 translation. Ashley Woodward in his 
2011 article ‘Camus and Nihilism’ likewise uses this incomplete translation, citing the Penguin 1971 print of Bower’s 1953 
translation. In this section of my paper, on metaphysical rebellion, I will refer to the revised and complete translation of The 
Rebel: An Essay on Man in Revolt Trans. Anthony Bower. New York: Vintage, 1991. My page numbers here refer to the pdf 
document page counter, of which there are 152 pages. All other page numbers pertain to the 1953 translation in The Rebel. 
Trans. Anthony Bower. London: Hamish Hamilton, 1962. 
30. As he writes: “The history of rebellion, as we are experiencing it today, has far more to do with the children of Cain than 
with the disciples of Prometheus” (19).
31. It is interesting to note that while Camus’s discussion of the age of ideology begins (in its historical form) with the French 
Revolution, he fails to mention that the term ‘ideology’ was coined during the French Revolution by Destutt de Tracy (in 
1796). See Kenneth Minogue, Alien Powers: The Pure Theory of Ideology London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1985. 2.
32. Camus’s critique of Hegel has received negative criticism to the extent that it is seen as evidence for the idea that Camus 
rejects history. In ‘After a Lot More History Has Taken Place’ William McBride claims Camus’s account of Hegel is “abomi-
nable from a scholarly standpoint” and that “the formal reader can only shake his or her head.” See W, McBride, “After a Lot 
More History Has Taken Place” Sartre and Camus: A Historic Confrontation. Eds and Trans. D. Sprintzen and A. Hoven. 
New York: Humanity, 2004, 225-249. 240. His basis for this claim is Camus’s argument that Hegel and the Hegelians have 
tried to “destroy […] all idea of transcendence and any nostalgia for transcendence” (106). McBride takes this statement to be 
grossly incorrect, and moreover, indicative of Camus’s rejection of history. However, as he states explicitly in this section of 
The Rebel, Camus is primarily concerned with Kojève’s Hegel (we can assume because of its influence on French Marxism 
of the time). Kojève presents an account of Hegel that entirely supports Camus’s statement regarding Hegel’s destruction of 
transcendence in his lectures on The Phenomenology of Spirit where he states that this text “ends with a radical denial of all 
transcendence. Revealed-infinite-eternal-Being—that is, the absolute Spirit—is the infinite or eternal being of this same Be-
ing that existed as universal History. This is to say that the Infinite in question is Man’s infinite.” See A, Kojeve, Introduction 
to the Reading of Hegel: Lectures on The Phenomenology of Spirit. Ed A. Bloom Trans. J.H. Nichols Jr. New York: Cornell 
University Press, 1980.167. While such a reading of Hegel is indeed debateable, McBride’s condescending comments seem 
to ignore the fact Camus is concerned with Kojève’s Hegel and in this way perpetuate what Michel Onfray in calls the “black 
legend” that follows Camus: That he was “a novelist in his philosophical works and a philosopher in his novels, in other 
words neither a philosopher or a novelist: Camus was an autodidact in philosophy, he effected some second hand readings, 
but never went to the primary philosophical sources; when he does  look at those texts it’s clear he does not understand them 
[…] this black legend has been promulgated without being interrogated.” See M, Onfray, L’ordre Libertaire : La vie philo-
sophique d’Albert Camus. Paris : Flammarion, 2012. 25.

. It is worth noting Camus’s analysis of the “irrational terror” of Hitler and Mussolini, which he briefly mentions before 
moving to “rational terror.” Following the critique of Hegel, these fascist regimes destroy individual rights and history, rather 
than man, becomes the arbiter of moral values. However rather than deifying the reason, both Hitler and Mussolini deify the 
irrational and were “the first to construct a State on the concept that everything is meaningless and that history is only written 
in terms of the hazards of force” (147). Here the perpetual motion of conquest and the doctrinal dynamism that informs it dis-
closes the only value that Hitler possessed: Success. Applied to civil life in general such efficaciousness produces one leader 
and one people which Camus writes “signifies one master and millions of slaves” ( ). This fact reveals the shortcomings 
in Aronson’s complaint that in The Rebel Camus does not “address the Holocaust” and that he “separated Communism from 
the other evils of the century and directed his animus at just this one” (122). Aronson writes that in The Rebel “Revolt, his 
original and provocative theme, had been harnessed as an alternative to Communism, which had become the archenemy” 
(122). While Camus does spend a limited amount of time discussing Fascism, his concern is with “rational” rather than “irra-
tional” terror and as John Foley points out that “[…] whereas there were obviously no apologists for Nazi Germany in France 
in , there were a significant number of French intellectuals (not only communist intellectuals) who were committed to 
defending the USSR.” see J. Foley, Albert Camus: From the Absurd to Revolt. Montréal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 
2008. 68. A stronger criticism of Camus’s discussion of fascism is found in Adele King’s Albert Camus where she writes: “He 
sees the Fascist movement as purely irrational and nihilistic, glorifying nothing but efficacy for its own sake. Because Camus 
does not discuss the philosophy underlying the German identification of the self and the state, his analysis of Fascism as an 
ideological threat to Western civilisation is one of the weaker sections of his study.” See A. King, Albert Camus. Edinburgh, 
Scotland: Oliver & Boyd, 1964. 36.

. Like the criticism identified in his work on Hegel, Camus’s critique of Marx (which focuses on the Marxist historical 
determinism) has produced a number of negative critiques. The most public criticism came from Sartre and de Beauvoir, the 
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latter writing after the publication of The Plague that it was “merely another means of escaping history and the real problems” 
(See de Beauvoir Force of Circumstance, 253). Francis Jeanson’s review of The Rebel in the 1952 May edition of Sartre’s 
Les Temps Modernes attacks Camus for denying history and argues that he represents “that Manichaeism which situates evil 
within history and good outside of it” (F, Jeason, “Albert Camus, or The Soul in Revolt”, in Sartre and Camus: A Historic 
Confrontation. Eds and Trans. D. Sprintzen and A. Hoven. New York: Humanity, 2004, 79-105. 97). However, it is clear 
that Camus does not deny history, only history conceived of as an Absolute. Jeanson’s attack is clearly unfounded and as 
Camus states in his reply to Les Temps Modernes: “[…] In fact, The Rebel seeks to demonstrate—nearly a hundred quota-
tions could prove it, if necessary—that pure anti-historicism, at least in today’s world, is as harmful as pure historicism. It is 
written there, for those who wish to read, that he who believes only in history marches towards terror and that he who does 
not believe in it at all authorises terror […] above all, it demonstrates that ‘the denial of history is equivalent to the denial 
of reality’ in the same way, neither more nor less, that ‘one separates oneself from reality by wanting to consider history as 
a self-sufficient totality.” See Albert Camus, “A Letter to the Editor of Les Temps Moderne” Sartre and Camus: A Historic 
Confrontation. Ed. D. Sprintzen, Trans. A. Hoven. New York: Humanity, 2004, 107-129. 114-115.
35. This is evidence against Aronson’s unfounded claim that “Reading Man in Revolt, one has no hint that moderate and 
reformist Marxist traditions, or even democratic revolutionary ones, exist at all.” See Aronson, Camus and Sartre, 123. 
36. Helen North, “A Period of Opposition to Sôphrosynê in Greek Thought.” Transactions and Proceedings of the American 
Philological Association, 78 (1947):1-17, 3.
37. Ibid., 2.
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Heraclitus and the Sophists make an infernal racket.
Gilles Deleuze, Difference and Repetition.1

The doctrine of eternal flux—often ascribed rightly or wrongly to the ancient philosopher Heraclitus, whose 
image of an ever-flowing, always changing river remains one of the most enduring metaphors for the antilogi-
cal relationship between change and stability—still exercises a forceful influence over contemporary continen-
tal thought, above all as a consequence of the sustained popularity of the philosophy of Gilles Deleuze, who 
mobilizes the law of becoming as one of the central tenets of his vectorial ontology. The focus of this essay, 
however, is not Heraclitus, nor Deleuze, but Quentin Meillassoux, who endeavours to avoid absolutizing the 
law of becoming in the manner of these prior philosophers, instead seeking to think the absolute through the 
impossible necessity of any such law. 

Meillassoux terms this absolutization of contingency hyper-chaos: a time not of perpetual becoming, but of 
lawless creation and destruction, premised upon an abandonment of the principle of sufficient reason. In spite 
of his claims though, it is my contention that Meillassoux is unable to coherently posit the principle of unreason 
upon which his philosophy hinges, and as such, he is unable to escape the same problems that he criticizes in 
the concept of Heraclitean flux. In order to demonstrate this hypothesis, I will examine Meillassoux’s critique 
of the aforementioned law of eternal becoming in Heraclitus and GWF Hegel, before extrapolating it out 
further in order to postulate its continued applicability for the philosophy of Deleuze. I will then conclude the 
essay with three illustrations of the ways that Meillassoux’s conceptualization of hyper-chaos remains inextri-
cable from the principle of sufficient reason that he strives to disavow.

THE LAW OF BECOMING AND THE SHACKLES OF 
SUFFICIENT REASON IN QUENTIN MEILLASSOU
Thomas Sutherland
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FACTICITY, FACTIALITY, AND THE PRINCIPLE OF UNREASON

The basic characteristics of Meillassoux’s speculative materialism, as laid out in After Finitude have been 
covered at great length elsewhere, especially given the attention paid to so-called speculative realism as a 
more general intellectual movement (albeit one disavowed by most of its founding members), and as such, 
there seems little need to rehearse them once more within this essay.2  The following description is thus best 
understood as a reiteration of key terms for the argument that I will be proposing, rather than a general outline 
of Meillassoux’s philosophy.

Meillassoux’s project consists of a critique (but also a reframing) of the problem of correlationism—the pre-
sumption of a necessary correlate between thought and being, as initiated by Kant’s transcendental idealism, 
which sought to foreclose the possibility of an absolute being thinkable through metaphysics. It is this strict 
anti-absolutism, rather than anti-realism, which Meillassoux views as the hallmark and lasting legacy of the 
Kantian tradition. That is, it is plausible (if still disputable) to argue that Kant is at the very least a metaphysical 
realist, as evidenced by claims such as the following:

b y an idealist one must understand not someone who denies the existence of external objects of 
sense, but rather someone who only does not admit that it is cognized through immediate perception 
and infers from this that we can never be fully certain of their reality from any possible experience.3

What is denied in such a statement is not the possibility of grasping some aspect of an external reality, but 
rather, the possibility of a direct, metaphysical access to an absolute being against which our own finitude is 
measured. “Kant maintains that it is impossible to derive the forms of thought from a principle or system ca-
pable of endowing them with absolute necessity.” ( )

Kant’s critical project is a “weak” correlationism, Meillassoux argues, for it “does not prohibit all relation 
between thought and the absolute. It proscribes any knowledge of the thing-in-itself (any application of the 
categories to the supersensible), but maintains the thinkability of the in-itself.” ( ) This is then contrasted 
against the “strong” model of correlationism, which “maintains not only that it is illegitimate to claim that 
we can know the in-itself, but also that it is illegitimate to claim that we can at least think it.” ( ) Strong cor-
relationism, he claims, is the dominant philosophical trend of the twentieth century, exemplified by the work 
of Ludwig Wittgenstein in the analytic tradition, and Martin Heidegger in the continental, both of whom view 
human subjectivity as effectively trapped within its own representations.

Meillassoux then, who situates his own speculative project in opposition to the critical approach of Kant, de-
clares that “we must take up once more the injunction to know the absolute, and break with the transcendental 
tradition that rules out its possibility,” ( ) thus seeking to refute both the weak and strong forms of correlation-
ism by demonstrating the paradoxical possibility of thinking a reality that is entirely external to the subject, 
and hence, cannot be thought within the thought being correlate. This refutation is to occur not through a mere 
regression to the na vety of classical metaphysics, however, but instead, via a radicalization of the correlation-
ist argument. Put simply, Meillassoux argues that the correlationist’s acceptance of a reality external to the 
subject’s cognition—the “thing-in-itself,” in Kantian terms—and in particular, the possibility of a reality that is 
radically other in relation to the correlation between thought and being, is a tacit recognition that the subject is 
able to think that which is external to this correlate.

“The very idea of the difference between the in-itself and the for-us,” he writes in response to the correlation-
ist, “would never have arisen within you, had you not experienced what is perhaps human thought’s most 
remarkable power—its capacity to access the possibility of its own non-being, and thus to know itself to be 
mortal.” ( ) The very fact that the correlationist is able to acknowledge the finitude of their cognization of 
reality—in contrast, for instance, to the speculative idealist, who claims to be able to think the absolute (hence 
the designation of “speculative”), but only because they absolutize the correlation itself—is demonstrative of 
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the way in which correlationism elides its own ability to think the absolute, in the form of a radical otherness. 
Or to put it another way, the only way to conceive of correlationism in coherent and non-contradictory terms is 
to acknowledge not only that the subject can think the absolute, but that correlationism is dependent upon this 
fact, for if one could not think the absolutely other, then accordingly, one could also not posit a thing-in-itself 
distinct from the thing-for-us.

This absolute is precisely the recognition that the aforementioned correlation is not necessary, and that as such, 
things could otherwise than they are for-us. This is what Meillassoux refers to as the facticity of the correlation: 
it is not that we can prove that things are otherwise, for this would require the kind of transcendent metaphysi-
cal unveiling that is still foreclosed within his system, but rather, that we cannot prove the impossibility of this 
otherness. Facticity is the principle of “un-reason”: absolute contingency—and thus the absolute absence of 
sufficient reason—“thought solely on account of our inability to gain access to the absolute ground of what is.” 
( ) This leads directly to his principle of factiality: “the non-facticity of facticity,” ( ) and thus the absolute 
necessity of nothing other than contingency. In other words, whereas pre-critical philosophy sought to dem-
onstrate an ultimate and necessary ground of existence through which the absolute could be thought, Meillas-
soux’s speculative materialism instead claims to be able to think the absolute through thinking the impossibility 
of such necessity.

“Our absolute, in effect,” posits Meillassoux, “is nothing other than an extreme form of chaos, a hyper-Chaos, 
for which nothing is or would seem to be, impossible, not even the unthinkable.” ( ) This hyper-chaos, follow-
ing the principle of factiality, is the thought of a time that exceeds all time—a virtual time; a time completely 
incommensurable with that concept as we normally understand it. Hyper-chaos, it is important to note, is not 
simply a figuration of human intellectual finitude in the face of an absolute being that necessarily exceeds it; 
on the contrary, rather than “representing our incapacity to discover the ultimate reason of things,” it instead 
is posited as “our capacity to discover their ultimate absence of reason, identified with an unlimited power of 
time.”4

Hyper-chaos is, in other words, a time completely evacuated of the principle of sufficient reason—“according 
to which for every thing, every fact, and every occurrence, there must be a reason why it is thus and so rather 
than otherwise” ( )—in which beings, worlds, and even physical laws can be created and destroyed without 
meaning or purpose. It is worth noting that Jon Roffe has previously criticized Meillassoux for positioning this 
hyper-chaos as somehow beyond time in the usual sense of the word, arguing that “Meillassoux’s hyper-chaos 
cannot destroy time; it cannot even coherently be thought as the ground of time, since it is in fact time, taken in 
this minimal differential sense, that grounds the possibility of any otherwise, and any identity.”  The possibility 
of change, Roffe suggests, is necessarily predicated upon a moment other than that which is present in which 
such alterity may be established, and this is nothing other than time.

Although I think that this is correct, I respectfully disagree that this argument is contrary to Meillassoux’s inten-
tions (in regard to the specific question of the nature of hyper-chaos qua time; I will show in the third section 
that this problem still remains in regard to Meillassoux’s engagement with the question of sufficient reason.) 
The ambivalence of the claim that hyper-chaos is “something akin to Time” ( ) in the original French: 
“quelque chose comme un Temps”  would appear to be something of a red herring, given that he continues to 
describe it as a form of time in subsequent passages.  This is further clarified and supported by later work, in 
which he states quite unambiguously that “facticity as absolute must be considered as time, but a very special 
time.”  Hyper-chaos it would seem, is not merely equivalent to time, but is time, albeit one distinct from any 
physical laws. What it is compared against, however, is becoming; or more precisely, “the traditional vision 
according to which becoming is only thinkable as governed by immutable laws,” as opposed to “a becom-
ing within which laws themselves would be contingent.”  There are two aspects to Meillassoux’s critique of 
becoming as it is usually conceptualized: the first relates to his distinction between potentiality and virtuality, 
whereas the second follows his rejection of the ontological surety of all laws except that of factiality itself.
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From Greek antiquity onward, Meillassoux argues, “one conception, and one only, of becoming, has always 
imposed itself upon us,” in which time merely actualizes a set of already-existing potentialities.  It is this 
particular sense of becoming—possible becoming—that Meillassoux seeks to displace through his concept 
of hyper-chaos, which he still characterizes as a form of both time and becoming, but specifically a virtual 
becoming—virtuality in this case referring to “the property of every set of cases of emerging within a becom-
ing which is not dominated by any pre-constituted totality of possibles.”10 Such a virtual becoming transcends 
the determinate potentialities of all traditional conceptions of time, for it may bring forth any entity, regardless 
of whether or not it is contained within a certain set of possibilities, as long as that entity is not contradictory. 
Becoming, in the sense that philosophers from Aristotle onward have conceived of time, is therefore a product 
of hyper-chaos, which is “a Time capable of destroying even becoming itself by bringing forth, perhaps forever, 
fixity, stasis, and death.” ( ) It is this question of becoming, and its relationship to hyper-chaos, which will 
drive the remainder of this essay.

DIFFERENCE AND IDENTITY IN HERACLITUS HEGEL

The distinction between possibility and virtuality in becoming will be returned to in the following section; for 
the moment, however, I wish to focus expressly upon Meillassoux’s critique of the Heraclitean doctrine of eter-
nal flux—“the eternal law of becoming,” as he describes it—which he then contrasts against “the eternal and 
lawless possible becoming of every law” by which hyper-chaos can be thought. Hyper-chaos is, following this 
distinction, a becoming in the specific sense that it is a time out of which things may become. Such becoming, 
however, is never guaranteed, for it is just as contingent as any other law (other than that of contingency itself, 
following the principle of factiality): it could be transformed into the Eleatics’ vision of an entirely motionless, 
eternal kosmos at any moment, albeit with the qualifier that this could once again be altered at any moment. 
Whilst things may change in this hyper-chaos, there is no necessity for them to do so.

It is for this reason that Meillassoux makes the explicit distinction between Heraclitus’ flux and his own hyper-
chaos. Heraclitus is, of course, generally regarded as the first philosopher to posit a universe in a state of 
perpetual change: his famously gnomic river metaphor—“upon those who step into the same rivers, different 
and again different waters flow”11—is construed by the philosophers of antiquity as presenting an image of the 
kosmos as nothing but motion and change, with being as merely an empty abstraction.12 Over the course of the 
twentieth century, however, a number of thinkers have called this understanding into question. Most notably, 
Heidegger claims in regard to the doctrine of eternal flux that “this conception of Heraclitus’ doctrine is ut-
terly foreign to the Greek,” suggesting instead that what Heraclitus teaches is that being and becoming are not 
necessarily mutually exclusive.13

Although I would be inclined to agree with Heidegger here, particularly when taking into account Heraclitus’ 
other fragments which would seem to reinforce this notion of an aporetic tension between being and becoming, 
rather than an absolute primacy of the latter, for the purposes of this essay, it is more important to focus upon 
the concept of Heraclitean flux as typically understood. It is this that Meillassoux refers to when he speaks of 
“Heraclitean time”, and likewise in the cases of Hegel, Nietzsche, and Deleuze—the three other key philoso-
phers to be discussed here. In short, I wish to explore in more detail the way in which Meillassoux implicitly 
positions his speculative materialism in opposition to the metaphysics of flux—very common within contem-
porary continental philosophy—which, in a reversal of the traditional Parmenidean Platonic formulation, as-
serts the primacy of becoming over being.

Meillassoux’s critique of Heraclitus, and “the ‘stabilist’ illusion of sensible becoming” ( ) which is associated 
with his philosophy, is on first impression quite simple. Claiming to follow in the footsteps of David Hume’s 
scepticism regarding adequate proof of causation, he argues that we can never demonstrate the necessity of 
laws, regardless of how universal they may appear, for according to the principle of factiality, the possibility 
must remain that they could change at any moment. This is not to say that they will change; merely that it is 
impossible to state that they could not. Hence, given that “Heraclitean becoming is  like all physical time, 
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governed by specific laws—laws of transformation which never change,” Meillassoux views its outlook as 
fundamentally incoherent, given that it posits a necessary being—the being of becoming, as Deleuze often puts 
it—as an absolute ground for reality.14 In other words, where Heraclitean flux is premised upon a fixed law of 
becoming, which remains under the aegis of the principle of sufficient reason by guaranteeing constant change 
in every aspect of the universe except for the law itself—and thus providing an indisputable causal origin for 
all change—Meillassoux by contrast offers no law, no ground, no necessary being: hyper-chaos is the necessary 
impossibility of such entities.

It is in reference to Hegel, however, that Meillassoux’s larger critique of this eternal law of becoming is ori-
ented. Hegel, of course, in what is probably his best-known logical (as opposed to historical) argument, co-opts 
the Heraclitean doctrine of flux for his own purposes, claiming that as “the first concrete determination of 
thought, becoming is also the first genuine one. In the history of philosophy it is the system of Heraclitus that 
corresponds to this stage of the logical Idea.”  “The truth of being and nothing alike,” he goes on to argue, “is 
the unity of both of them; this unity is becoming.”  What this means is that for Hegel, being and non-being are 
both merely “empty abstractions,” which can only be understood in relation to each other: being is nothing, 
for there is nothing that can be spoken of which is not being, and likewise, non-being is being, for how can it 
spoken of if it is not?  It is in the sublation of these two categories that becoming, as the conceptual unity of 
the dialectical movement itself emerges: being emerges out of nothingness, and inevitably passes back into it.

For Meillassoux’s purposes, the problem with Hegel’s account is that his affirmation of the metaphysical real-
ity of contradiction—that is, the fact that the dialectical movement itself operates on the simultaneous being 
and non-being of becoming—is not compatible with his simultaneous valorization of Heraclitean flux, “in 
which every thing ceaselessly becomes other than it is, and wherein being passes ceaselessly into non-being, 
and non-being into being.” ( ) This, he argues, is because a maximally contradictory entity “cannot become 
other than it is because there would be no alterity for it in which to become.” ( ) Hegel’s presentation of the 
doctrine of eternal flux, in other words, is as Eleatic as it is Heraclitean, because this contradictory entity is 
“always-already whatever it is not” ( ). Being is already non-being, and as such, it cannot actually become, 
for becoming necessitates becoming-other, and yet this entity, which contains alterity within itself, is already 
other. “Hegel was not the thinker of the sovereignty of becoming,” Meillassoux argues, “but on the contrary, 
the thinker of absolute identity, of the identity of identity and difference.” ( )

“The only possibility of reintroducing difference into being,” it is suggested, “and thereby a conceivable be-
coming, would be by no longer allowing oneself the right to make contradictory statements about an entity.” 
( ) This therefore constitutes the second half of his principle of factiality, which I have already alluded to 
briefly: on the one hand, he rejects the principle of sufficient reason, so that beings may be created ex nihilo, 
supposed laws may just vanish without warning, etc., whilst on the other, he affirms the necessity of the prin-
ciple of non-contradiction, for absolute facticity could not operate in the presence of a contradictory entity, 
which would not contain the potential to become-other. As a consequence, the principle of non-contradiction is 
an absolute ontological truth because:

it is necessary that what is be determined in such a way as to be capable of becoming, and of being 
subsequently determined in some other way. It is necessary that this be this and not that, or anything 
else whatsoever, precisely in order to ensure that this can become that or anything else whatsoever. 
( )

Non-contradiction is therefore the ultimate predicate of contingency, for the existence of any contradictory 
entity would challenge the “omnipotence of chaos.” ( )

If we think back to Heraclitus then (or at the very least, to the argument that he is purported to have made), we 
already know that the problem with his characterization of the river metaphor is that the guarantee of change is 
in itself demonstrative of stability: there is one thing that can be known for under the circumstances of absolute 
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becoming, that is that there is nothing but change. Everything becomes except becoming itself, and thus, a 
perdurable being remains the absolute. Moreover, its becoming could not have begun at a particular moment 
in time, for that would necessitate the existence of a state of non-being from which it came-to-be, nor could it 
plausibly end, given that this would mean that it had come-to-be, and thus, it must be eternal. Yet such a state 
of eternal becoming could not actually be regarded as one of becoming at all, for there is no alterity  no past 
or future  from which it could it possibly differentiate itself. As such, it would seem logical to suggest that 
the incompatibilities between Meillassoux’s hyper-chaos and Heraclitus’ flux go deeper than just the former’s 
refusal to admit the eternal necessity of any law. 

The paradox of Heraclitus’ river is that the very absoluteness of his claim is undermined by its absoluteness: 
it is impossible to posit a world entirely in becoming, because in order to be constant this becoming itself 
doesn’t become, but is. It is not only, however, that the constancy of absolute becoming necessitates the being 
of becoming, but that one could not conceive of the category of absolute becoming without an already-existing 
arche-being to be posited as absence. To speak of absolute becoming is to constantly disavow that which the 
coherency of the concept is predicated upon. The same of course, can be said for the category of absolute be-
ing: Parmenides, for instance—the first of the Eleatics, and a contemporary of Heraclitus—was only able to 
conceive of the eternal oneness of truth in relation to the becoming of sensory data, even whilst he persisted in 
positing the former as originary and the latter as mere illusory opinion. So in other words, Heraclitus’ river, if 
taken as a metaphor for cosmic time, fails the test of non-contradiction which Meillassoux demands as a basic 
criterion for thinking the absolute. 

To speak not of becomings, but of becoming as a singular, universal, and eternal principle, is to introduce a 
contradictory entity that may be logically conceivable (that is, it is conceivable as long it is premised upon the 
arche-being that undermines its own claim to absoluteness), but is not rational and factitial in the manner that 
Meillassoux presents these terms. Anyone familiar with Heraclitus’ fragments would of course be aware that 
he himself seems fairly untroubled by any need to adhere to the principle of non-contradiction, given that so 
many of his aphorisms end in aporia. For Heraclitus, writes Maurice Blanchot:

e ach sentence is a cosmos, a minutely calculated arrangement whose terms are in relations of 
extreme tension, never indifferent to their place or figure, but rather disposed as though aiming at a 
secret Difference they do no more than indicate by showing, in the form of a measure, the changes 
and visible conversions of which the sentence is the isolated site.

For Meillassoux, to the contrary, the notion of such difference contained within a single entity is merely an 
abstraction and an illusion: the only way in which we might actually think the absolute is to abandon such 
dialecticism—as emphasized, of course, by Hegel, whose absolutization of the principle of sufficient reason 
led to him abandoning that of non-contradiction—in favour of a stringent appeal to the absolute contingency 
(i.e. unreason) of hyper-chaos.

ETERNAL RECURRENCE IN NIET SCHE AND DELEU E

Hegel is not the most recent continental figure to embrace the (pseudo-)Heraclitean doctrine of eternal flux, 
however: both Nietzsche and Deleuze, probably two of Hegel’s best known detractors, also see great value in 
this concept. Meillassoux, it should be noted, has discussed the philosophy of Deleuze previously, but as far 
as I am aware has not engaged with the specific question of becoming in relation to his work.  Given that, as 
Todd May observes, Deleuze’s conceptualization of becoming can “be seen, from the right angle, to contain in 
germ the entirety of his philosophical perspective,” it would seem important that we investigate whether, from 
the perspective of Meillassoux’s speculative materialism, Deleuze is able to escape the supposed irrationality 
of sufficient reason within which Heraclitus and Hegel remain locked.20
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Now some may object, not completely unreasonably, that to characterize Deleuze as a philosopher of absolute 
becoming or flux is as uncharitable as attributing that same position to Heraclitus, given his frequent highlight-
ing of the reality of both the virtual and the actual, as well his emphasis upon the mutual determination of these 
two categories and his nuanced conceptualization of the three syntheses of time. Nonetheless, I would still 
contend that the perpetual becoming of the virtual as a principle of both differentiation and individuation  re-
ferred to in Difference and Repetition as the “third synthesis”, and in The Logic of Sense as “Aion”, and derived 
primarily from the ideas of Nietzsche and Bergson—is the central axis upon which all Deleuze’s other central 
metaphysical concepts can be located, and perhaps reduced. More importantly though, my analysis in this es-
say is far more narrow, given the enormous scope and complexity of Deleuze’s work: I intend to examine quite 
specifically his reading of Heraclitean flux within Nietzsche and Philosophy—his second book, and the first 
to bring the question of becoming to the fore—as well as the related arguments in Difference and Repetition, 
rather than attempting to critique his oeuvre as a whole.

As is generally well known, Nietzsche, even more than Hegel or Schopenhauer, placed great importance in the 
category of becoming. He sought, in effect, to reverse the Platonic doctrine which metaphysics had been caught 
within by lauding becoming whilst denigrating being. Within his earlier works, this problematic of becoming 
is largely psychological in its concerns:

d irect self-observation is not nearly sufficient for us to know ourselves: we require history, for the 
past continues to flow within us in a hundred waves; we ourselves are, indeed, nothing but that which 
at every moment we experience of this continued flowing. It may even be said that here too, when we 
desire to descend into the river of what seems to be our own most intimate and personal being, there 
applies the dictum of Heraclitus: we cannot step into the same river twice.21

Here, the doctrine of flux is applied exclusively to the question of human experience. Seeking to problema-
tize the self-presence of the thinking subject (to use the Derridean terminology), Nietzsche observes that self 
knowledge can only come through recognition of the way in which one’s own being is merely an illusion 
constituted on the basis of a continuous flux of experience. Over time, however, Nietzsche’s approach becomes 
more blatantly metaphysical (although he would obviously reject such a characterization), as well as more 
opaque, as the problematic of becoming comes to be tied to the notion of eternal return or recurrence. “The 
doctrine of the ‘eternal return,’ which is to say the unconditional and infinitely repeated cycle of all things—this 
is arathustra’s doctrine, but ultimately it is nothing Heraclitus couldn’t have said too.”22 Although this concept 
is never systematically explicated within Nietzsche’s writings, it is clear that he views the eternal return as the 
basis of an understanding of the world which abandons the illusion, foisted (he claims) by the metaphysical 
tradition from Socrates onward, that acts “as if outside the actual world, that of becoming, there were another 
world of being.”23

It is evident that Nietzsche regards Heraclitus as one of the great philosophers of antiquity, and whilst he rarely 
actually writes on him, I would judge that Deleuze is correct in emphasizing the congruence between Heracli-
tean flux and Nietzsche’s eternal return. Deleuze seeks to follow Heraclitus, via Nietzsche, in the “affirmation 
of becoming”—that is, to declare that “there is only becoming.”24 It is important to consider here that Deleuze 
tacitly accepts (at least part of) the critique of Heraclitus explained in the previous section: for him, will to 
power is precisely the affirmation of “the being of becoming,” or more accurately, the imposition of the charac-
ter of being upon becoming.  It is not that being does not exist, in the manner for which Heraclitus was often 
criticized, but that there is no being beyond becoming. To reiterate, the only being affirmed by the will to power 
is the being of becoming, which is specifically a product of this becoming that both precedes and exceeds it.

This being that is affirmed in becoming is specifically the eternal return itself, for as Nietzsche argues, the claim 
that everything returns “is the closest approximation of a world of becoming to a world of being.”  This is not 
merely the return of a single entity, for that would imply the endurance of a singular identity corresponding 
to that particular entity; rather, it is the return of difference-in-itself: “returning is being, but only the being of 
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becoming.”  The only being, in other words, that is affirmed by eternal recurrence is the being of becoming—
“the becoming-identical of becoming itself”—with the result that what is returned is not, and cannot be the 
same as what existed precisely because that which is returned is the absoluteness of becoming in the form of 
intensive quantity (difference-in-itself).

Nietzsche’s image of the gods playing dice in Thus Spoke Zarathustra is taken up by Deleuze as the basis of 
his explication of eternal return: “the dice which are thrown once are the affirmation of chance, the combina-
tion which they form on falling is the affirmation of necessity. Necessity is affirmed of chance in exactly the 
sense that being is affirmed of becoming and unity is affirmed of multiplicity.”  Necessity is real, but it is 
subordinated to chance in the sense that it can only exist as the actualization of the chance affirmed in each roll 
of the dice. In the very same manner, being is subordinated to becoming because it is only actualized as an af-
firmation of the continual becoming of eternal return. Eternal return only returns that which cannot be denied, 
which can only be affirmed; accordingly, all that is left is a purified cycle of becoming, purged of all identities, 
all representations, everything other than difference itself: “the dicethrow affirms becoming,” Deleuze writes, 
“and it affirms the being of becoming.”30

The problem with this reading, if we extrapolate from Meillassoux’s perspective, however, is that the affir-
mation of the being of becoming does not eliminate the contradictory nature of absolute becoming: although 
Deleuze observes (correctly, in my view) that we must “stop believing in being as distinct from and opposed to 
becoming,” he immediately undermines this observation by presenting it as commensurate with the claim that 
we must “believe in the being of becoming itself.”31 Being, for Deleuze, can only be affirmed of becoming (in 
the form of the eternal return), and thus, being must necessarily be temporally posterior to becoming, because 
to posit otherwise would suggest that the eternal return is a characteristic of becoming itself, which would in 
turn undermine the latter’s claim to absoluteness. If becoming and the eternal return were synonymous, in other 
words, then the pure becoming of which being is affirmed would no longer be pure.

Yet the eternal return is in fact synonymous with becoming according to Deleuze’s account, and as such, its be-
ing cannot be posterior to becoming. Consequently, Deleuze’s claim that being (specifically the univocal being 
of difference-in-itself) is nothing other than the affirmation of becoming in its eternal recurrence cannot logi-
cally be the case, because given that becoming is a process that only becomes through the perpetuum mobile 
of the eternal return, it is only the being of this return that can actually enable such affirmation. The very fact 
that Deleuze posits absolute becoming as the starting point of his ontology necessitates an acknowledgement 
of a primordial being as well as becoming, for how else could this becoming be absolute  Deleuze’s “vital-
ist hypostatization of the correlation” ( ) is predicated upon this arche-being, and yet, the claim to absolute 
becoming demands that he constantly disavow it, for to do otherwise would make the becoming relative, rather 
than absolute. 

On top of this though, as Ray Brassier observes, “the very difference through which eternal recurrence affirms 
the unity of becoming obviates the recurrence of this very unity,” with the result that “the affirmation of recur-
rence retroactively negates the indivisibility of becoming which was supposed to provide its motivation.”32 The 
eternal return is supposed to affirm the univocity of being: that is, the claim that being “is said, in a single and 
same sense, of all its individuating differences or intrinsic modalities,” with the implication that all being is 
reducible to the intensive differences of becoming.33 Yet the very act of affirming this becoming negates such 
univocity, for once being has been affirmed of becoming, it is surely no longer becoming-in-itself, but rather, 
becoming-for-the-sake-of-being, and thus no longer spoken of in the same sense. To reiterate, Deleuze’s af-
firmation of the being of becoming—his acceptance of the problem with the Heraclitean doctrine of flux—still 
does not make the basic concept coherent, for it relies upon the contradictory entity of a pure becoming which 
nonetheless contains being within itself.

The reason Deleuze falls into such a trap is that he remains attached to the classically metaphysical equiva-
lence between being and the absolute, in which the latter can only be thought through the eternal stability of 
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the former—his appeal to Duns Scotus’ conception of univocity as the means of thinking the existence of God 
gives the game away here. Meillassoux, by contrast, views hyper-chaos as a means of finally doing away with 
such a distinction:

u nlike Nietzsche, it is not a matter of abolishing the immutable realm of ideality on behalf of the 
sensible becoming of all things, nor even of relinquishing traditional philosophical denunciations of 
phenomenal time and of the illusions of the senses. Rather, it is a matter of relinquishing the belief, 
common to Platonism and anti-Platonism, that becoming pertains to phenomena while intelligibility 
pertains to the immutable. ( )

In thinking the absolute, not within the surety of the law of eternal recurrence in the manner of Deleuze, but 
instead, in the radical otherness of a factiality that exceeds all necessity, Meillassoux places intelligibility in the 
realm of a becoming that can offer no promise of immutability whatsoever.

This leads directly to the other critique that we can make, following Meillassoux’s conjectures, of Deleuze’s 
principle of becoming. As we have already seen in the first section of this essay, Meillassoux makes a clear 
distinction between two kinds of becoming: one of which is premised upon potentiality, and the other upon 
virtuality. The former, he suggests, cannot be truly equated with the thought of an absolute, given that its be-
coming is limited by a determinate set of potentialities:

e very postulation of a legality, whether determinist or aleatory, identifies the world with a universe 
of possible cases indexable in principle, that is to say, pre-existing their ultimate discovery, and 
thereby constituting the potentialities of that universe. Whether a supposed law is considered proba-
bilistic or deterministic, it posits in any case a pre-given set of possible cases which no becoming is 
supposed to modify.34

To affirm such a law (which is, in effect, a variation upon the principle of sufficient reason), he goes on to argue, 
“does not challenge, but on the contrary presupposes, the essential fixity of such a becoming, since chance can 
only operate on the presupposition of a universe of cases determined once and for all.”

At first glance, it may appear that Deleuze, for whom necessity is affirmed of chance in the roll of a die, is on 
the same page as Meillassoux here, who affirms necessity of, and only of, contingency. After all, it is Deleuze 
himself who first makes such a distinction between possibility and virtuality, arguing that “whereas the possible 
is the mode of identity of concepts within representation, the virtual is the modality of the differential at the 
heart of Ideas.”  The distinction, however, is that Deleuze’s virtuality still remains as a delimitation upon the 
emergence of actual entities. Put simply, in the gods’ dice game that he so frequently refers to, Deleuze states 
that there “are many numbers with increasing or decreasing probabilities, but only one number of chance as 
such,” implying that these probabilities, which are clearly limited by the faces of the dice, all pre-exist within 
the becoming that will, with the roll, be actualized in an unequivocal configuration. For Meillassoux, such 
probabilities may be logically derived from empirical observation, but they cannot be considered laws, for 
ontologically, things could always happen otherwise. 

The entire notion of chance, virtuality, and the becoming of pre-individual singularities still retains a commit-
ment to the principle of sufficient reason, and thus of logical, determinate, necessary laws of causality. We can 
thus see the way in which Meillassoux’s conception of hyper-chaos qua becoming radically departs from the 
Heraclitean model of eternal flux, as adopted in the philosophies of Hegel, Nietzsche, and Deleuze. For Meil-
lassoux, we must still think the absolute in terms of becoming, and yet, in order to do so, we must abandon the 
necessity of any becoming. Hyper-chaos is a mode of temporal becoming, but it is a virtual, lawless one, and 
as such, there is no necessity of change contained within it—as noted previously, hyper-chaos could potentially 
engender what would appear to be absolute stasis. The only thing that is necessary about hyper-chaos, follow-
ing the principle of factiality, is its absolute facticity: things can always be other than they are. This does not 
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mean that they necessarily will be other than they are at any point; merely that it is impossible to think the 
impossibility that they could be. The universe may be in complete stasis, for instance, but this could still change 
at any time, precisely because even in such circumstances there is an absolute time—the time of hyper-chaos—
that, as Brassier would have it, “can interrupt the flux of becoming with the same arbitrary capriciousness as it 
can scramble the fixity of being.”

THE RECAPITULATION OF THE PRINCIPLE OF SUFFICIENT REASON

The natural question to ask then, having come to such a conclusion, is whether Meillassoux’s hyper-chaos is 
able to overcome the incoherency that undermines the Heraclitean conception of becoming. It is important to 
underscore first that what unites the Heraclitean philosophers under discussion in this essay is not merely an 
absolutization of becoming as the ultimate ground of all existence, but a tying of the principle sufficient reason 
directly to this ground. The doctrine of eternal flux is deeply reliant upon this principle, for the reason that it 
is the law of becoming itself that acts as not only the guarantee of all change, but also such change’s origin: 
all things become because all are subject to this law of becoming. We see this quite clearly in Hegel, who pro-
poses that the principle of sufficient reason “only asserts that things must essentially be regarded as mediated,” 
through which identity and difference are unified.  Becoming is thus grounded in the dialectical movement. In 
deliberate opposition to such assertions, Deleuze contends that “the eternal return itself does not depend on a 
principle of identity but on one which must, in all respects, fulfil the requirements of a truly sufficient reason,” 
thus positing a becoming grounded entirely in difference, rather than its inevitable sublation with identity.

From Meillassoux’s viewpoint, of course, both of these positions must be essentially illusory, given “our in-
ability to gain access to the absolute ground of what is”—one “cannot think the unthinkable,” but one “can 
think that it is not impossible for the impossible to be” ( ). The notion of a necessary ground of any kind is a 
claim for sufficient reason, and this cannot be reconciled with the necessary facticity of hyper-chaos. Although 
it would be easy to view this hyper-chaos as merely a surrogate form of ground—that is, one could imagine it 
as simply yet another law of becoming, albeit with the proviso that things do not necessarily have to become, 
but merely have the absolute potentiality of doing so at any moment—it is plainly evident that this is not Meil-
lassoux’s intention. He submits that “the principle of factiality does not claim that contingency is necessary; its 
precise claim is that contingency alone is necessary—and only this prevents it from being metaphysical.” ( ) 
In short, the claim is not that contingency is given as a necessary ground (from which we could then infer that 
things must necessarily contain the possibility of becoming-other), for this would make hyper-chaos a contra-
dictory entity, in the sense that it already contains the alterity that would allow it to become-other; rather, the 
principle of factiality “designates a pure possibility; one which may never be realized.” ( ) Things can always 
be other than they are, but such becoming is a pure and spontaneous irruption of unreason—it may occur, but 
there is no ground to guarantee that it will occur.

In spite of this, however, it is hard not to wonder whether Meillassoux is actually able to break free of the 
shackles of sufficient reason to the extent that he aspires. Although hyper-chaos is supposedly opposed to all 
grounds, being the thought of their very impossibility, it is not just a variation on traditional themes of apophat-
ic theology; on the contrary, it is “a positive knowledge of everything’s capacity-to-be-other or capacity-not-
to-be,” ( ) and as such, it would appear to be given casual power in its own right, as opposed to the Humean 
scepticism which Meillassoux frequently leans toward. Hyper-chaos may not offer the guarantee that things 
are contingent, but it does offer the guarantee that things could be contingent. Accordingly, all change that does 
occur—that is, all becoming—is inscribed by Meillassoux within the temporality of the absolute: things are 
not necessarily contingent, but when they do exhibit such contingency (thus becoming-other), it is precisely 
because they are the direct causes of the hyper-chaos. 

Hyper-chaos does not necessitate change, but it underwrites its virtual potentiality, and this, I would argue, is 
enough to negate the principle of unreason. This time is the force by which natural laws stand and fall, and 
therefore, such changes—as unreasonable as they may seem from an empirical perspective—do minimally 
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conform to the stipulations of sufficient reason: they do not occur for no reason, which is the basic condition of 
unreason; rather, they occur as a result of the existence of hyper-chaos. The problem for Meillassoux is that he 
is determined to avoid positioning hyper-chaos as merely a figural representation of the finitude of the human 
intellect in its ability to determine causality, and instead, to present unreason as the “veridical content of this 
world as such.” ( ) In doing so, however, he imbues this primordial, lawless time with the status of ontologi-
cal being, and as a result, cannot simply rely upon the excuse that it avoids necessitating contingency in order 
to preserve unreason. 

The point is that by the logic of Meillassoux’s argument, hyper-chaos is the possible cause of all change, in the 
specific sense that it is the guarantee that something can be-other-than-it-is, overriding the seemingly stable 
laws of empirical causality. It is not that all change is necessarily a result of hyper-chaos, in the way that Hera-
clitean flux is the law from which all becoming emerges, but that within all change there is the possibility of 
tracing it back to the absolute. Graham Harman identifies an essential dualism within this aspect of Meillas-
soux’s philosophy, in which the irruption of hyper-chaotic contingency “is not for everyone and everything; it 
is an elite sort of event that happens without reason once in a while, not constantly in every tiniest happening in 
the cosmos,” claiming that the problem with such a scission is that it “allows for only two kinds of connection 
between things: complete causal connection (law), and no connection at all (contingency).”40 What Harman 
misses, however, is that in reifying this distinction, Meillassoux does not actually eliminate causality in the 
latter case, but merely institutes two discrete forms of causation, one of which follows the physical laws with 
which we are all familiar, whilst the other emerges directly from the hyper-chaos which both precedes and 
supersedes these laws in a particular instance.

Adrian Johnston has already pointed out the practical implications of “the omnipotent sovereign capriciousness 
of an absolute time of ultimate contingency,” in terms of scientific practice, a field of study that Meillassoux 
frequently gestures toward, in spite of the seemingly irrationalist nature (by conventional standards) of his 
speculations: 

one should try imagining a particle physicist whose experimental results fail to be replicated by other 
particle physicists protesting that, in the intervening time between his her experiments and their sub-
sequent re-enactment by others, an instantaneous contingent shift in the causal mechanisms of nature 
in itself intervened. Why should this physicist correct him her-self when he she conveniently can 
blame his her epistemological errors on the speculated ontological reality of hyper-Chaos 41

What needs to be highlighted in this example is that far from conforming to the stated principles of unreason 
(which would surely demand an utter lack of causal efficiency, and thus explicability), by absolutizing the im-
possibility of necessity in a positive, ontological form, Meillassoux undermines the coherency of his own claim 
to unreason, for the very conceptualization of hyper-chaos implies causal power.

Returning to his argument regarding Meillassoux’s relationship to the question of time, Roffe demonstrates 
the problems here quite effectively when he notes that this “account of a radically open otherwise demands 
the generation of a time in which this otherwise may or may not occur, and which must arise on the basis of a 
law not itself subject to the principle of unreason.”42 In order for the virtual potentiality of becoming-other to 
always exist, not as a possibility within beings themselves, but within the very openness of hyper-chaos, there 
must be a subsequent moment of time within which such virtuality may be actualized. This is not to imply that 
hyper-chaos demands a linear, sequential understanding of time—it is, as Johnston describes it, composed of 
“discontinuous points of instantaneity” irreducible to any laws of time—but it does suggest that the becoming 
of hyper-chaos cannot be truly unreasonable in the way that Meillassoux conceives of it, for its guarantee that 
contingency may always occur must be predicated upon a minimally structured ontology of time, for otherwise 
there could be no such guarantee.43 Hyper-chaotic becoming can occur, therefore, because hyper-chaos is a 
specific form of time, and as such, this becoming is—in a second sense—reasonable.
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The third demonstration of this continued but unwitting reliance upon the principle of sufficient reason is de-
rived from the analysis of Christopher Watkin, who proposes that the drawback for Meillassoux’s ontology is 
that “he acknowledges that what is thought about (trees, stars, laws) is absolutely contingent, but he exempts 
from contingency the thinking itself.”44 Following Meillassoux’s own axioms, the very categories that he uti-
lizes to characterize hyper-chaos, and the thought processes through which he reaches them must also be sus-
ceptible to the reasonless reordering of factiality, potentially “replaced by other, currently unimaginable, ways 
of thinking.”  The blindspot in Meillassoux’s theory, in other words, is that he strives to establish “a reason 
emancipated from the principle of reason—a speculative form of the rational” ( ) through an appeal to a force 
of contingency that can at any moment undermine the norms of rationality to which he appeals. His reliance 
upon these contingent norms in order to posit an absolute entirely hostile to such contingencies is circular and 
self-refuting: “contingency along with all the laws and principles of logic might well be unthinkably meaning-
less after any hyperchaotic change, along with the notions of ‘hyperchaos’ and ‘change’ themselves.”

There is a certain na vety in the way that Meillassoux assumes, as Watkin puts it, that “our current conceptual 
armature (‘hyperchaos’ included) can be wielded in whatever situation might eventuate.”  The categories 
that he utilizes (e.g. contingency, necessity, possibility, potentiality, virtuality, alterity, facticity, etc.) are pre-
dominately drawn from a fairly conventional lexicon of continental philosophy, and thus, would hardly seem 
adequate for representing the sheer radicality of hyper-chaos as an entity. How, one must ask, is Meillassoux 
able to describe the absolute using terminology that is in itself contingent  The answer, to put it simply, is that 
Meillassoux would seem to presume the necessary reasonableness of thought, despite disavowing all claims to 
sufficient reason: hyper-chaos is apprehensible as such precisely as a result of the surety of its correspondence 
to an intellect able to conceive of the difference between that which is and that which can become-other. 

This, therefore, is my basic thesis: all philosophers of flux, operating in the tradition (allegedly) inaugurated 
by Heraclitus, are premised upon thinking the absolute qua becoming. Becoming is the necessary being upon 
which all causality is grounded. Meillassoux, by contrast, offers something quite different—“a chaos so chaotic 
that even becoming may arise and perish within it.” ( ) He attempts to achieve this by abolishing the notion 
of an eternal law of becoming, which he regards as a contradictory entity—and as I have shown in this essay, 
remains as such regardless of whether it is expressed by Hegel or Deleuze—and substituting for it a hyper-
chaotic becoming which does not guarantee contingency, but guarantees the necessity of nothing other than 
contingency, being founded upon the principle of unreason. Yet this attempt by Meillassoux to finally abolish 
the principle of sufficient reason fails, in my view, for his determination to situate hyper-chaos as a positive, 
ontological entity provides the basis upon which the reasonableness of its irruptions of contingency may be 
thought. Hyper-chaos becomes the necessary ground of such contingency, and as a result, remains within the 
logical framework that Meillassoux quite deliberately hopes to escape: it itself is unveiled as a contradictory 
entity.
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This paper will address the influence of G. W. F. Hegel on Theodor Adorno. It will look specifically at the way 
that the notions “totality” (totalität) and “abstract universality” (abstraktes Allgemeines) have informed the lat-
ter’s philosophy of “non-identity” (Nicht-Identität), “negativity” (Negativität) and “total system” (Gesamtsys-
tem). Adorno’s “negative dialectic” (negative Dialektik), with its repudiation of universal properties, essences 
and beings, is anticipated by Hegel’s philosophy of dialectical contradiction (dialektischer Widerspruch). In 
the elaboration of Western philosophical concepts, and as a way of usurping the hegemony of identity think-
ing, Adorno finds he is forced to challenge totalising thought—what we now call “essentialism”—head-on 
through the theoretical construction of a (negative) “totality” (totalität). Adorno applies (negative) “totality” to 
confute the actual totality of exchange society. For Western Marxism more generally, the market objectification 
of things and people, and the subsequent reification of thought, has coloured all aspects of modern life. Both 
abstract universality and the law of identity (abstrakt Identität) are ubiquitously instantiated in social phenom-
ena. It is the effort to radically question the conceptual foundations of homogenised sociality and the spectral 
presence of exchange relations that leads Adorno to appropriate and modify the Hegelian dialectic and system. 
He wants to show how abstract universality, which grounds the positive (false) totality of social being (Gesamt-
system), can be dissassembled (Dialektik der Zerfalls) to reveal the “negative”, critical potential of the whole. 
This process allows particulars and fragments to amass so that true thinking can take place. His “anti-method” 
necessitates the acceptance of conceptual totality as a (negative) framework through which to account for and 
critique the presence of reified thought, reified social relations and objectified beings ( eifi ation, Objektiva-
tion, Verdinglichung, Vergegenstandlichung).   

A SHORT NOTE ON ADORNO’S ANTI-METHOD

This paper is divided into three broad heads, each emphasising one or other aspect of Adorno’s philosophy. An 
exposition of his negative dialectics, admittedly a seemingly contradictory enterprise, cannot be conceived on 
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strictly thematic lines. Rather, the aim is for an understanding in which the categories of thinking are treated 
dialectically and hermeneutically, through the context of their use. Adorno’s interpretation of society holds 
that an account of the totality can only be generated after the specificity (and multiplicity) of “individuals” 
(Einzigartigkeit, Singulartität) and “particulars” (Partikularität) are brought to bear on the initial conception 
of the whole—precisely the method which Adorno finds Hegel drawing on in his philosophical concatenation 
of social being and systematic thought. The negative totality is the inescapable condition imposed on any un-
derstanding of human thinking and being wishing to transcend its co-optation by commodity society and the 
socio-economic reduction to value equivalence (äquivalent Form des Werts).

A social philosopher needs a theoretical framework through which to gain a deeper understanding of social 
phenomena. Adorno concurs with Karl Marx that “microscopes” and “chemical reagents are of no use” in the 
critical social sciences and that the “force of abstraction must replace both.”1 Eschewing essentialism, Theodor 
Adorno offers a compelling, rigorous philosophy of society. He pursues the serious study of the immediate 
cultural, economic and political life-worlds of “Western democracies”. He distances himself from all aspects 
and forms of positivism, abjuring the pretension to scientificity one finds for example in Frederick Engels 
and Dialectical Materialism or alternatively in Anglo-American sociology and “functionalism”. Nevertheless 
he recognises that the production of a separate sphere of human knowledge beyond putative concrete facts is 
inevitable in the analysis of society. The concept dog, as Spinoza reminds us, does not bark. Adorno makes a 
strong case for philosophy as a critical undertaking (kritische Theorie). Since all concepts and understandings 
are tethered to their own negation, thought naturally engages the negativity implicit in phenomena, above all 
social phenomena.   

Karl Popper’s notorious conflation of conceptual “totality” with political “totalitarianism” is echoed by Jean-
Fran ois Lyotard in The Postmodern Condition: “  we have paid a high enough price for the nostalgia of the 
whole and the one, for the reconciliation of the concept and the sensible.”2 In response to Popper’s caricature 
of Hegelianism and Marxism, Herbert Marcuse argues that the social totality marked by “total administration” 
(total Verwaltung) must be met by a “‘holist’ critique of this reality.”3 Adorno’s philosophy attempts to confront 
the totalising logic of “big” society by underscoring its material basis in exchange relations (Austasch). He also 
points out that subjects are able to move beyond “instrumental rationality” (Zweckrationalität) and restrictive 
patterns of sociality by engaging critical, dialectical thinking (dialektisches Denken). Adorno provides both 
a “realist” account of the hypostatised categories of social existence—i.e. value, capital, labour—and cogent 
reasons for society’s “alienation” (Entäusserung) from its true—read “possible”—interests. The critical, nega-
tive totality, which Adorno adopts through an immanent reflection on the spectral, virtual nature of universal 
exchange relations, is the conceptual inversion of the positive totality, the social whole. Fictitious abstract 
universals, such as “total society” (Gesamtsystem), ultimately lead to the reassertion of particularity and indi-
viduality within thinking and being, including critical and liberatory impulses like the idea of human freedom 
(vis- -vis Kant’s Freiheit als Autonomie).

THE RETURN TO HEGEL, AND THE CATEGORY “TOTALITY”

Critical theory (kritische Theorie) appropriates Hegel’s logic in a number of ways. For the purposes of this 
paper it is sufficient to note that it is ( ) turned “right side up”, informing historical and materialist dialectics, 
and ( ) appropriated prima facie in order to conceptually account for economic and social categories. In his 
work The Young Hegel, Georg Luk cs anticipates the anti-metaphysical, social reading of Hegel’s logic. It is no 
accident, Luk cs says, that “the man who completed the edifice of idealist dialectics was the only philosopher 
of the age to have made a serious attempt to come to grips with the economic structure of capitalist society.”4 
The “specific form” of dialectics and logic discovered by Hegel is the outcome of a preoccupation with the na-
ture of capitalism, especially its socio-economic categories.5 The Hegelian system perfectly complements and 
harmonises with modern political economy; the parity between modern thought and the modern world means 
they are co-creative and co-productive. 
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Adorno is an ambivalent reader of Hegel. Against the “systematic” Hegel he asserts that “the whole is the false” 
not the true.6 Yet he deems the Hegelian framework applicable in so far as “the force of the whole is absorbed 
into the knowledge of the particular”.7 It is the particulars (Partikularität) that now require reinforcing in the 
conception of the whole. In his Three Studies of Hegel Adorno remarks that Hegel’s totality is only convinc-
ing when it takes the whole as the “quintessence of the partial moments”.8 Not cognisance of the coming-to-
consciousness of Absolute Consciousness constitutes true knowledge (absolutes Wissen) but the immanently 
driven power of concretion (Verwirklichung). It is a form of understanding at variance with the “organic whole” 
(organishe Einheit) of classical Marxism9—the dialectical integration and synthesis of social facts—and more 
in line with Spinoza’s conception of an immanent “structured totality”, and even Louis Althusser’s revitalisa-
tion of Marx’s Darstellung.10 

Hegel is of major importance for modernity since he is the first philosopher to convincingly question Kant’s 
prejudgement about the limits of thinking and the epistemological prejudice against ontology and immanentist 
metaphysics.11 He is also chary of Cartesian philosophical doubt and metaphysical dualism. Against both, Hegel 
postulates ( ) historical transformation and systemic mediation as immanent to thinking and understanding (a 
propos The Phenomenology of Spirit), and ( ) the origin and generation of conceptual and material change and 
novelty within the one ontological continuum (a propos The Science of Logic). The Hegelian dialectic traces 
“essence” (Wesen) and “appearance” (Erscheinung) in their metamorphoses through spatial, temporal and ide-
ational terrains.12 To borrow and modify Gilles Deleuze’s metaphor, Hegel posits multiple, simultaneous and 
convergent “planes of immanence”. These all impinge on the subject of history, the social substance. In order 
to ground his dialectical system Hegel moves rapidly between individual beings (subjektiver Geist) and the 
objective dynamic of society (objektiver Geist). His system remains in many respects open to new perspectives 
and the incorporation of “difference” (Differenz).  

Adorno’s negative dialectic reveals that the Hegelian system is not merely the “reflection” ( e e ionsbestim-
mungen) of social relations. It instantiates the “real” concepts of those relations. In the pursuit of a fundamental 
knowledge of modern society the Hegelian philosophy offers explanatory power and conceptual traction:

Hegel has been chided for equating logical categories with social ones and some from the philosophy 
of history; this was chalked as a metavasis eis allos genos, as that point of speculative idealism that 
had to break off in the face of the non-construability of experience. Yet this very construction was 
doing justice to reality.13

Hegel’s philosophical “construction” is amenable to social “reality”. The complex theorisation of essence and 
appearance, abstraction and concretion, is valuable in understanding the historically specific forms of “mod-
ern” life; precisely the same forms through which Hegel formulated his philosophy. The adequacy of thought 
to its object is construed through the positioning of the individual subject within the larger social subject; the 
opposition between the universal and the particular, as Frederic Jameson notes, parallels the “objective tension 
between the social totality and its subjects.”14 

Adorno resists devising a thetical philosophical position because he takes seriously the impenetrable aporias of 
social existence. His philosophical style defies linear argumentation, emphasizes form as much as content and 
revokes faith in conceptual generalities, logical coherence and rational veracity. Adorno aims for an apprehen-
sion of material and spiritual objects in their monadological singularity and purity. He arrives at the “concrete 
particular”—what in Aesthetic Theory he calls the “truth content” (Inhalt, Gehalt) or “experience content” 
(Erfahrungsgehalt)—through collapsing the distance between the “abstract universal” and the “particular” 
(Partikularität), resulting in the “concrete particular” (Einzigartigkeit) and “concrete universal” (konkretes 
Allgemeines), something unthinkable using traditional deduction and syllogistic reasoning. Hegel’s contem-
poraries earlier attempted the “idealistic” elision of subject and object without recourse to material history. 
Adorno extends the Hegelian project of deconstructing Kant with full awareness of the pitfalls of “systematic-
ity” and the philosophical slippery-slope of positive, “rational” discourse. 
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Hegel anticipates structuralism by more than a century. Rather than mere description, he attempts the philo-
sophical reconciliation (Gegensätze) of conceptual dyads: the static dynamic, synchronic diachronic, structur-
al genetic, and systemic processual. The dialectical sublation of these opposing moments (Aufgehobensein des 
Gegensätze)  can be linked (speculatively and mnemonically) to the Science of Logic and the Phenomenology 
of Spirit respectively. How does Adorno view Hegel’s grandiose, abstruse philosophical architectonic  From 
the “system” with its division into “Subjective Spirit”, “Objective Spirit” and “Absolute Spirit”, Adorno de-
rives a number of pertinent theoretical concerns: the (Messianic) idea and promise of individual and collective 
emancipation; a way of (negatively) assimilating the historical determinants of social development; clarifica-
tion of the objectifying-reifying mechanisms and processes which attend the economic valorisation of capital. 
Hegelian “Spirit” (Geist) and “Concept” (Begriff, allgemeniner Begriff) for Adorno conceptually denote those 
social forms through which universal exchange relations have impinged on thinking.15 The putative difference 
between (social) being and thought is mediated through human reason and thinking: “society is essentially 
concept, just as spirit is.”16 The social relations underpinning our present life-world are cognate with Hegel’s 
“abstract universals”, yet it is precisely these abstractions and generalities which are predisposed and open to 
conceptual demystification. The supersession of conceptual reification culminates in a materialist grasp of the 
social import of being (Sein), spirit (Geist) and essence (Wesen).   

Despite his attempts at rational synthesis Hegel is incapable of admitting the radical consequences of his own 
philosophy. A dialectic that responds to the particular opens up the space for the destruction of the “primacy of 
identity and thus  idealism itself.”17 The term “Spirit” (Geist), it is true, brings out the transitional, mutable 
conceptualism of historical transformation (Entwicklung). Yet the immanent logic of each and every unique so-
ciety undermines monochrome universality. The “specific difference” of each social form is registered through 
its negative positioning vis- -vis an abstract essence or being. A multiplicity of moments is foregrounded by 
dialectics. Metaphorically speaking, complex tables of mediating elements and “concrete particulars” docu-
ment the elaborate metamorphoses of temporally, spatially and ideationally fluctuating phenomena. 

In his Introduction to the Positivist Dispute in German Sociology, Adorno unequivocally states that the “totality 
is not an affirmative but rather a critical category.”18 The totality points to the sum total of “social relations” 
(Produktionsverhältnisse) which remain hidden from individuals. Furthermore the whole considered in itself 
constitutes a form of “illusion” (Schein) or “ideology”. The telos of present society is a false promise and 
dream, a “spell” (Bann) which we take for reality. An unspecified condition persists beyond its seemingly 
predetermined, predestined horizons. “A liberated mankind would by no means be a totality.”19 Disalienation 
transcends the logic of the whole. It is true Adorno espouses a radical “unsystematic” and “anti-systematic” 
dialectics. But he accepts the epistemological impulse towards unities as expressive of modern social being, 
and for this very reason (negatively) retains the semblance of a “philosophical system.”20 A negative, critical 
totality—in some respects a theoretical camera obscura—is necessary for shining a light on “emancipatory 
interests”—and critical hope—shadowed (and yet foreshadowed) by a social fabric predicated on abstract 
universality and conceptual generality. 

The concept or notion of the totality is applicable only when conceived against actual social totality and ir-
rationality. It is a referent whose liberatory power is predicated on its negative constitution and ultimate self-
annulment. The most salient metaphor for this is the classical sculptural pose of a boy removing a thorn with 
another thorn. In Adorno’s aesthetic theory the negation of a given social reality is reinforced through art’s 
deployment of socially current forms. Whatever his real intentions in exploiting the simulacra of mass produc-
tion, for example, Jeff Koons’s commitment to cataloguing the banal and kitsch directly opens up the space for 
contesting the commodification of everyday life.

NON-IDENTITY, NEGATIVITY AND FORM

Adorno is a philosopher of the fragment, the particular, and the monad. He is concerned with fashioning a non-
reductive materialism inimical to the phenomenological “return to the things themselves.” Following Georg 
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Luk cs’s early philosophy, Adorno generally understands by the term “immediacy” the renunciation of critical 
reason and the conformity to, or cooptation by, status quo perceptions and understandings i.e. “false conscious-
ness” (falsches Bewußtsein). Employing Heideggerian language, to behold an object in its immediacy is to 
capitulate to its socially condoned “facticity” (Faktizität): what is given simplicitus to intuition is a species of 
the “ontical”, a topos of empty facts devoid of intentionality and historical context. Husserl simply calls this the 
“natural attitude.” Formulating the social totality according to Adorno requires a method for side-stepping false 
immediacy and accounting for that which pushes beyond everyday experience and scientific understanding; the 
concept’s “surplus over factuality.”21 But it is the concrete social and materialist nature of the latter remainder 
that sets apart his philosophy from the various schools of phenomenology, which, according to Adorno, are 
inherently prone to subjectivism. 

In Adorno’s and Horkheimer’s most widely discussed text, the Dialectic of Enlightenment, the concept of 
totality is famously used as a synonym for totalitarianism.22 Yet totality is ubiquitous in Adorno’s œuvre as 
an apposite critical notion and cipher for exchange society. It expresses the universalisation and conceptual 
hypostatisation of current material and social conditions, including the domination and power which accrue to 
such conceptuality.23 Adorno engages the idea of totality in a qualified sense as “second nature” for naturalised 
material forces and relations of production following predetermined and predestined laws of generation and 
procession. On the one hand conceptual reifications subsist behind social objectifications.24 On the other the ob-
jectification of human relations and the rationalisation of institutions and subjective experience always already 
inform the specific physiognomies of individual thought and social existence. Through employing Hegelian 
logic, and articulating and naming abstract universals, one can better predict the presence and attributes of rei-
fied, identity thinking. 

It is only now, many years after Hegel elaborated his philosophy, that his system “prove s  to be a system in 
the literal sense  that of a radically societalized society.”25 It is not theory but the (capitalist) necessity to 
reduce every thing, phenomenon, and person to its his her fungible equivalent that imposes an a priori abstract 
and universal schema on understanding and experience. Individual and collective experience is subsumed in 
the reified “life-world” of universal commodity exchange resulting in omnipresent forms of identity thinking. 
Theory merely appropriates and applies the living rubrics of a global “market economy” (Weltmarkt) with its 
tendency towards identification against identity thinking. 

The implicit yet hidden criticality of Hegel’s thought must be understood apophatically. Against his will Hegel’s 
philosophy is “negative as a whole” and proves the “negativity of its object”. The “unpacifiable” negativity in 
Hegel ultimately “disintegrates in absolute negativity” leading to the possibility for criticism.26 Historically, 
Left Hegelianism stresses the philosophy of dialectical contradiction. In the process it misses the obvious point 
made later by Adorno: the totalising tendency is already destabilised by conceptual—before historical—nega-
tivity, a negativity implicit in any positive system. 

The ontological foundation of the dialectic in some preternatural-primordial “spirit” or “idea” no longer has a 
hold on the modern philosophical imaginary. Religio-speculative categories are clearly fictions deriving from 
the mental life and social existence of humanity. Hegel’s “Spirit” and “Absolute Idea” (absolute Idee) must be 
understood as categories of history and society. They are categories immanent to social being and life. The lo-
cus of Hegel’s “truth is not outside the system; rather, it is inherent in the system as his untruth. For this untruth 
is none other than the untruth of the system of the society that constitutes the substratum of his philosophy.”27 
The “essence” of social being is precisely the absence of an ontos or hypostasis, essentia or substantia. It is 
rather an accounting through the “illumination” of mere “attributes” and “accidents.” The implicit negativity 
of the social is therefore only reinforced in the desperate assertion of total form. The untruth of the refractory 
totality can be intimated through negative dialectics and aporetic enquiry, through, say, employing Walter 
Benjamin’s “dialectics at a standstill” with its textual juxtaposition of historically anachronistic elements (di-
alektisches Bild). 
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Social phenomena cannot be explained using a priori or a posteriori reductions and schemas. Adorno draws on 
insights from his own musicology as well as Walter Benjamin’s “microscopic analysis” in the formation of his 
original critical method and theory of the “constellation” (Konstellation) and “model” (Modell). For Adorno, 
“The constellation illuminates the specific side of the object, the side which to a classifying procedure is either 
a matter of indifference or a burden.”28 He gleans from musical compositions a typos for his “negative total-
ity”. Arnold Schoenberg for example “resist s  the lure of organic totality” in his twelve-tone constructions and 
abandons the musical forms of the past and present. Beethoven manipulates and reconfigures classical formal 
structures to found an unparalleled freedom of expression analogous to the social revolution of the bourgeoi-
sie.29 Music plays a vital role in understanding critical philosophy. The “suspended” quality of philosophy, the 
“expression of its inexpressibility”, makes it “a true sister of music.”30 Adorno’s theory of constellative figures, 
his method of foregrounding fragments over totalities, is “more like tracking or following a piece of music than 
like following a logical argument.”31

The formal deductive and inductive logics of the past are founded on the principle of “identity”. Indeed, “Iden-
tity is the primal form of ideology.”32 Logical thought is grounded in language: linguistic signification is there-
fore “identarian”. In principle, “Any definition is identification.”33 Yet implicit within the logic of identity 
is the “non-identical.” In dialectical logic being and nothingness are closely related, in fact co-dependent. 
Positivity implies negativity and vise versa. Before Derrida’s différance, Adorno (following Hegel) highlighted 
and foregrounded the negativity within signification.34 Adorno reconciles thought with social contradiction by 
reinforcing the potentiality for overcoming the epistemological limitation which supposedly grounds under-
standing and thinking. The non-identical is not the logical opposite of identity but its true other through evading 
altogether the logical frame of reference and “conventional” reason. It is furthermore immanent to all thinking. 
In fact it is destined to be acknowledged: “Non-identity is the secret telos of identification. It is the part that can 
be salvaged; the mistake in traditional thinking is that identity is taken for the goal.”35

Adorno praises Hegel’s dialectical subtlety and ability to theorise the non-identical. He also concedes that 
Hegel desires the ultimate reconciliation of subject and object in Absolute Spirit: “He who was set upon a tran-
sition of logic to time is now resigned to timeless logic.”36 Hegel interrogates the whole through “determinate 
negation.” After deconstructing the chain of positive moments within the articulated totality he is left with a 
remainder which can only be expressed through the inadequacies of language, the “limits of clarity itself.”37 In 
his reading of Hegel, Adorno reflects on the fact that the internal structure of the whole is maintained through 
a “retroactive force”. The “movement of the concept” is constantly exposed to and reinscribed in the totality 
of moments from which it derives. The presentation rebounds on and recollects itself.38 This movement is 
analogous to aesthetically grasping complex music, which “must be heard multi-dimensionally, forward and 
backward at the same time since  one has to know a whole movement and be aware retrospectively at every 
moment of what has come before.”39 Each step of the dialectical process produces the whole and its outcome, 
the truth as subject: “the categories of being are already in themselves what Hegel’s  philosophy of the concept 
ultimately reveals their nature to be in and for itself.”40 What precisely this subject is will be clarified below.

At first blush both Hegel and J. G. Fichte seem to be on the same page when they pose a fundamental principle 
and unity. Yet Fichte’s understanding of the totality fails to conceptualise the contradiction (Widerspruch) at the 
heart of philosophical unity. Hegel’s truth as system is only really understood when it is taken as the “dynamic 
totality of all the propositions that can be generated from one another by virtue of their contradictions.”41 The 
concretion of the abstract finds its locus in a reason which has been concentrated through dialectical logic. The 
Hegelian “system is not intended to form an abstract higher-order concept with regard to its moments but rather 
to achieve its truth only in and through the concrete moments.”42 Hegel’s “subject-object dialectic” exhibits 
a “hovering, suspended quality.” It is a permanent skandalon to traditional epistemology and metaphysics. It 
refuses to separate the whole from the life of “Absolute Spirit”, or to reduce “Essence” to fixed and “abstract 
higher-level” concepts.43
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REIFICATION, UNIVERSAL E CHANGE, AND LATE CAPITALISM
 
Global capitalism could be defined as the perpetually achieved reproduction of the socio-economic whole. 
It is a “world integrated  through the exchange relationship”.44 Adorno confirms Alfred Sohn-Rethel’s and 
Alfred Schmidt’s interpretations of both the first chapter of Marx’s Capital on the “fetishism of commodities” 
and the Grundrisse manuscripts. The negative totality is internalised, or “self-inflicted”, as an essential aspect 
of subjectivity.45 The social totality takes on the semblance and form of necessity. The pressure to conform 
is all-powerful. The “preponderance of the universal” is a “higher being which society  must propitiate.”46 
Domination and subjection are disguised as individual and social positivity: “what society worships in the 
world spirit is itself, the omnipotence of its own coercion.”47 Adorno’s conception of subjection, of the radical 
internalisation of domination, can be profitably compared to Freud’s “Superego”, Jacques Lacan’s “symbolic 
order”, and Michel Foucault’s “microphysics of power”. Adorno’s stronger “systemic” view of power though 
better expresses what J rgen Habermas calls the “colonisation of the life-world.”48 It is the subjectivised as-
pects of the “world spirit” which come to dominate the “external process of life.”49 It is true that Max Weber’s 
“iron cage” of capitalist sociality and polity has been exploited in an effort to understand the social totality and 
its effects on both the collective subject and individual agent. Yet neither a descriptive nor a normative analysis 
will do for Adorno. What is sought is critical insight and the dialectical interrogation of current social relations. 
Dialectics (Dialektik) does not imply reconciliation and sublation, which it has long been assumed is the telos 
of Hegelian method. Rather the negative dialectic subsists in so far as philosophy prevails against deceptive so-
cial forms. One is reminded of Hegel’s aphorism, quoted approvingly by Walter Benjamin in his Theses on the 
Philosophy of History: “Seek for food and clothing first, then the Kingdom of God shall be added unto you.”50 
  
Adorno’s social thought contains two aspects, the first being to register the reified relations of modern society, 
the second to adumbrate the possibilities for negating them. Adorno aims at opening up a space for the “pos-
sibility of a transformability of  ossified, reified reality.”51 The eternalisation of material and social processes 
leads to what Luk cs calls “second nature”, a concept closely associated with the term “immediacy.” Conceiv-
ing relations of material and social production as abstract universals can be read as the direct inversion of what 
the Medieval Scholastic philosophers understood by naturans naturata.52 Nature, not a projected divinity, is 
the wellspring of domination, as evident in oppressive manifestations of “scientism” and “technocracy.” The 
insights of Walter Benjamin that nineteenth century industrial capitalism can be construed through its mythical, 
phantasmagorical forms was not lost on Adorno. The famous Hegelian Marxist notion of supersession (Auf-
heben) might therefore be understood as describing transformation and movement within naturalised abstrac-
tions. Extending Benjamin’s thesis, the development of society through its estrangement from nature in an age 
of technical reproducibility leads to new forms of heteronomy and social control, forms of domination which 
themselves re-present and caricature natural processes and forms. 

Against the problematic Marxist conception of the subject of history Adorno argues that the dialectic of the 
“Notion” coming to “self-consciousness” through society does not describe the vanguard “class” but rather 
the “Subject” as “capital” (or “Monsieur Capital”, as Marx personifies it in volume three of Capital). The 
ultimate abstractions are those of the exchange market, what Marxist political economy thematises as the vari-
ous permutations of the “commodity” (Metamorphose der Waren)—above all the commodity “labour power” 
(Arbeitskraft) and “money” (Geld)—“value” (Wert) and “capital” (Kapital). 

In many places in Negative Dialectics it seems Adorno is arguing that society and consciousness have become 
completely reified. Fortunately the “totally administered society” cannot banish critical reflection on subjec-
tion: thinking, including Adorno’s, persists about such subjection. It is not a question of logical consistency. 
Negation is contained in society’s very abstraction and projection of ever-new generalities and universals. 
Art plays a role in countering the positive estimation of social being. In focusing on certain aspects of social 
experience art is able to spotlight the “administered world” and “what becomes of people under the total social 
spell.”53 Through mimesis and reflection centred on significant visual, acoustical or conceptual forms artworks 
become subversive of the (false) totality established by a particular historical conjuncture.54 Significant creative 
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practices always retain their counterfactual, countercultural and critical edge, however compromised consumer 
society (Massenkonsum) and the “culture industry” (Kulturindustrie, Unterhaltungsindustrie) become, indeed 
in spite of them. 

“Total” reification and control come about as the inversion confusion of the relation of “use-value” and “ex-
change-value” (Gebrauchswert und Taschwert).55 Exchange value is the indispensable referent for late capital-
ist society. Adorno follows Marx’s Paris Manuscripts of 1844, and the fundamental insights of Georg Luk cs’s 
History and Class Consciousness, in deploying alienation (Entfremdung) and objectification (Vergegenständ-
luchung) as leitmotifs in his philosophy. Universal domination “degrades subjectivity to a mere object  and  
makes an untruth of the general principle that claims to establish the subject’s predominance.”56 The critical 
individuality established by bourgeois culture—the principium individuationis—is ironically eroded through 
the dominant form of exchange which it helped establish—a clear instance of Hegel’s “cunning of reason.” The 
individual ego is established then asphyxiated by the modern economic imperative, the a priori of the “cash 
nexus.”57 Commodity fetishism (Fetischismus) is not an economic ploy or trick, but a surface phenomenon and 
reality which individual subjects—“consumers”( )—fail to see. For this very reason the appearance-reality 
(and base-superstructure) trope and metaphor of classical Marxism—and Platonism—is inadequate. 

The central aim of Marx’s Capital is an exposition of the process of the production and circulation of capital 
(kapitalistischer Produktionsprozess), or simply motion of capital. Yet the principal question is why the content 
of value has “assumed a particular form  why labour is expressed in value.”58 Adorno attempts a solution to 
this economic aporia. The quantitative reduction of labour to magnitude and duration is akin to the principle of 
identification and the equivalence between disparate qualities: “the spread of the principle of exchange  im-
poses on the whole world an obligation to become identical, to become total”.59 The consequence of rationally 
calculating average working hours (Arbeitzeit) is the homogenisation of the social substance. In addition to 
the reification of value established through the universalisation of the economic exploitation of labour, reified 
legal relations are necessary for the successful reproduction of the negative totality. Law, “the primal phenom-
enon of irrational rationality”, is a totalised sphere of the modern life-world: “In law the formal principle of 
equivalence becomes the norm; everyone is treated alike.”60 Adorno sees exchange society as “nomothetic” 
(Gesetzmäßigkeit) in so far as all social relations and relations of production within its purview are dominated 
by legal-rational prescriptions. This rationalisation of everyday life is an intuition which Georg Simmel and 
Max Weber first developed. Adorno interprets such rationalisation (Rationalisierungsprozeß) as grounded in 
the quantitative reduction to exchange value and the “total system” of universal exchange.  

Adorno’s students noted the significance for political economy of this reading of value. Hans George Backhaus 
and Helmult Reichelt established the Neue Marx-Lekture, which continues today in Wertkritik, Value-Form 
Theory and Systematic Dialectic. 61 For these tendencies of critical thought it is Adorno’s insistence on the idea 
of a “real universal, which can be traced back to the abstraction of exchange”, which establishes the priority 
of a logico-critical, over a descriptive, method of interpreting the categories of Marx’s economic works.62 
Totality in Wertkritik and Value-Form Theory is the upshot of a society dominated by the commodity form 
and universal exchange. “Universal exchange” signifies reified, objectified social being, the reintegration of 
estranged subjectivity and objectivity into a false holistic framework of value calculation. Moishe Postone 
addresses the “value-form” reduction by highlighting the place of social labour within the totality. His critical 
theory—heavily indebted to Luk cs and Adorno—articulates the way in which reified social relations and false 
universals, such as “abstract labour” (abstrakte Arbeit), are integral to the successful valorisation and accumu-
lation of capital (Akkumulationsprozess). “Abstract labour” for Postone forms the “substance” of value.63 He 
argues that capital is the “self-moving substance that is Subject.” This “Subject” does not stand for a “social 
grouping”—i.e. the proletariat—but rather for historical “social relations constituted by the forms of objectify-
ing practice.”64 The “capitalist social formation” is a “social totality  constituted by a homogeneous social 
‘substance’.” The socio-economic whole is reproduced only on the basis of reified social relations. The central 
aim of Value-Form criticism is actively questioning the uniformity of social labour established by universal ex-
change. Postone follows Adorno in interpreting Marx and critical theory as pursuing “not the realisation but the 
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abolition of totality.”65 Marx “analyses totality as a heteronomous reality in order to uncover the condition for 
its abolition.”66 Marx’s mature critique is not an anthropological-materialist inversion conversion of Hegel’s 
idealist dialectic—an interpretation sustained in Luk cs’s late work The Ontology of Social Being67—but a 
“materialist ustification of that dialectic.”68 Hegel’s philosophy is therefore “adequate” to “reality.” 

The “commodity form” (Ware) is an “abstract universal” within the false totality. The capitalist social forma-
tion in toto (Gesellschaftsformation) is driven by a number of such abstract universals. The totality accomo-
dates underdetermined “Essence” (Wesen) and “Notion” (Begriff). The various moments and mediations of 
the commodity form ultimately coalesce and effloresce into an overdetermined totality. The adventure of the 
“Notion” in the capitalist mode of production, as developed in Marx’s three volumes of Capital (understood 
through the hermeneutic of the “value form”) gives us a guide to this development and motion of an initially 
“simple” concept. But it is to be noted that the simple concept at the beginning of both Marx’s Capital and 
Hegel’s Science of Logic is tied to its dialectical other. Being is generated in opposition to Nothingness. The 
commodity is both appearance and reality, thing and relation, a “use-vale” and an “exchange-value”, the result 
of both “abstract labour” and “concrete labour.” The commodity begins as a “very trivial thing”  but “in reality” 
it is a “very queer thing, abounding in metaphysical subtleties and theological niceties.”69 

Slavoj i ek’s latest Hegelian forays return, in a similar vein, to thinking about negativity, totality and value. 
In Less than Nothing i ek states: “The Hegelian totality is not the ideal of an organic Whole, but a critical 
notion.” Hegelian negativity proves instrumental in the critical analysis of global capitalism. Positing a self-
contradictory system is relevant now more than ever: “ It  is today  really existing capitalism is reaching the 
level of its notion.” 70 Capitalism is marked by radical historical inversions, overturning forms of life and poli-
ties. Its trajectory follows Hegel’s “Notion” eliciting and tracing concrete life out of pure abstractions. On the 
relation between thought and social reality Hegel misconstrued “the properly Hegelian aspect of the capitalist 
economy.” In fact “Hegel was not idealist enough” since “he did not see  the properly speculative content of 
the capitalist economy, the way financial capital functions as a purely virtual notion processing ‘real people’.”71 
The connection between Hegelian metaphysics and logic and the capitalist social formation is further elabo-
rated in i ek’s Deleuzian interpretation of the virtuality of capital and the ubiquity of exchange relations. 
Unlike i ek, Adorno grounds the intuition of capital’s “universality” in material life. The abstraction of value 
through universal exchange leads to the commodification of human labour power, the objectification of human 
powers (vorgegenständliche Arbeit), and, ultimately, an alienated life-world—vis- -vis the young Marx. i ek 
avoids references to the young Marx, since he wants to rehabilitate Hegelianism rather than Western Marxism. 
Such references are also at odds with the Lacanian interpretation of society, which disavows the determinism 
involved in reducing sociality to exploited or alienated labour.  

The totalisation of human material and social life instaurates the antinomy of heteronomy and autonomy, system 
and agency, on the one hand subsuming the individual in “total administration” and on the other disappearing 
the social in pecuniary individualism.72 Adorno follows Alfred Sohn-Rethel in viewing epistemological unity—
Kant’s “transzendentale Einheit der Apperzeption /des Selbstbewßutseins”—as the product of a particular set 
of exchange relations, namely those thrown up by late capitalism. Adorno engages the virtuality of capital—its 
“Real-Symbolic” expression, to use Lacan—as instantiated in generalised, homogeneous exchange. Hope for 
the subject is in a philosophy of autonomy which “lives on because the moment to realize it was missed.”73 

The ethical upshot of negativity is a materialist recapitulation of the categorical imperative, an ameliorative 
“ought” and “critical hope”, the promesse du bonheur. Indeed, “It lies in the definition of negative dialectics” 
Adorno states, “that it will not come to rest in itself, as if it were total. This is its form of hope. Kant registered 
some of this in his doctrine of the transcendent thing-in-itself, beyond the mechanisms of identification.”74 It is 
a truism for Marx and Adorno that the capitalist totality leads to its own negation and overcoming.  
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CONCLUSION 

To put it perhaps too simply, Adorno theorises the transition in “social being” from abstract universals to 
concrete particulars, ultimately vindicating critical, noumenal hope. The negative dialectic foreshadows a non-
teleological futurity as amelioration (what is conceived by Walter Benjamin as a Messianic utopia). Artists are 
aesthetically, and philosophers theoretically, able, indeed compelled, to subvert the “total social spell” (Bann, 
Schein) through their respective practices. Where this leaves the class struggle—and non-literati—it is depress-
ingly hard to tell. John Grumley contests Adorno’s use of Hegel and totality for this very reason. The “false” 
totality of the administered society he says is “another myth which severely hampered the  programme of 
demythologisation and displaced Adorno’s  critical efforts away from the practical problems of contemporary 
social and political action.”75 However it is now after a major economic crisis that a comprehensive reinterpre-
tation of late capitalism has become a practical necessity. Negative proof of totality’s force is the fact that the 
concentration and centralisation of capital—including finance capital’s (merkantiles Kapital) expanded influ-
ence and control over the state—has systematically eroded many of the conditions indispensable for securing 
democratic freedoms and safeguarding universal human rights. In this sense, the critical totality might be the 
sharp thorn needed to remove the painful thorn of actual totality. 

Adorno is vehemently opposed to theories of “universal history.”76 He also rejects the notion that the ontologi-
cal substrate is reducible to the historically mediated interaction between the natural and the human. He would 
have to agree though with Marx’s statement in the Grundrisse that it is not the “metabolic exchange with 
nature” that requires explanation but the “separation between  inorganic conditions of human existence and 

 active existence, a separation which is completely posited only in the relation of wage labour and capital.”77 
Adorno’s finessed interpretation and restatement of alienation has much to recommend it, since it is the separa-
tion between blind and conscious production, the contradiction between a system of instituted wage-slavery 
and the fully realisable potential for a polity organised around creative self-fulfilment, that ultimately demands 
critical scrutiny and elaboration. 

Despite being redolent of “high modernity” Adorno’s dialectical philosophy addresses in advance many of the 
questions and problems faced by critical philosophy today. It is true his ideas are at variance with Laclau’s and 
Mouffe’s analysis of society as an “articulated discursive totality.” Yet the reduction of sociality to discourse 
and culture misses the productive and critical negativity implicit in any global system. There is no cause for 
concern that thinking will become compromised by its own essentialising terms. Adorno’s is not a “melancholy 
science” but an affirmative philosophy of potency (potentia), a dynamic (dunamis) philosophy of society.78 

In contemporary theory there are signs of a return to the economic works and manuscripts of Marx (and the 
logical works of Hegel) precisely for highlighting the ambiguous, equivocal nature of the value-form (Wert-
form). It is also significant that the inner-transformations of socio-economic categories such as “commodity”, 
“value”, and “capital” display a keen likeness to the constitution of the psyche and the structure of language as 
set out by Lacan, a connection which both Althusser and Deleuze early acknowledged.79   

As a system becomes a closed totality gaps emerge auguring kairotic moments of authentic imagination and 
creative fiat beyond the “reality principle.” The elusive transcendentality in Kant might find some basis here as 
the interstitial no-man’s land constituted by the dialectical synergy of sociality and autonomy. As an inheritor 
of the iconoclasm of Nietzsche and the gravitas of Freud is it any wonder that Adorno’s reading of Hegel as a 
grand theoretical ironist and spokesperson for Monsieur Capital retains its sting and appeal  At the most basic 
level Adorno presents society as the expression of a false totalising logic. Accepting received wisdoms and 
knowledges, the “positive” estimation of social relations leads to social and political apathy, an all-too-easy 
domination by heteronomous powers. The practice of Ideologiekritik, in continuity with the Radical Enlighten-
ment, is still possible. We do not become “nay sayers” in the process. The raison d’être of critical thought is 
“the rational critique of reason, not its banishment or abolition.”80 
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Lars von Trier’s Befrielsesbilleder/Images of a Relief ( ) was the first student film to gain theatrical release 
in Denmark’s history, and Lars von Trier’s first film to be released in Danish cinemas. Images of a Relief is 
an aesthetic distillation of issues concerning fate, tragedy and, perhaps most significantly, issues concerning 
evil. Despite this, there has been a lack of thorough theoretical analysis of the film. While von Trier’s film is a 
work probably designed to be merely provocative, Images of Relief artistically explores the relation between 
the subject and his moral responsibility with regard to the objective world. While the film offers no theoretical 
or philosophical solution to these problems, it nevertheless presents a radical image of human reason as being 
error-bound. However, although we have predestined failings, Images of a Relief still offers an image of libera-
tion. The film follows a Nazi, Leo, who undergoes great, almost ritualistic, suffering before being redeemed 
by the divine, ascending to the heavens. The depiction of Leo almost grants him the status of a tragic hero, 
von Trier inadvertently presenting an affirmation of and a challenge to, Schelling’s conception of tragedy as 
well as Arendt’s notion of the banality of evil. Leo’s wickedness resembles Hannah Arendt’s encapsulation of 
evil, where evil consists in the banality of being an obedient administrator. While Arendt advocates a renewed 
emphasis on agency, totalitarian regimes arguably evince the limits of reason and agency and the simplicity of 
Arendt’s response. This paper will also examine the Christian connotations of Leo’s ascension, arguing that the 
tragic is both challenged and strengthened by the film’s Christian iconography. Throughout, I will attempt to 
show the irresolvable conflicts within ethics, as well as to attempt to show why the tragic is both so problematic 
for the contemporary world but also why it is so fundamental for conceiving human conflicts and the limits of 
ethics. 

Opening with a still image taken from stock-footage of the liberation of Denmark, Images of a Relief strongly 
intimates a sense of fate. A male, German voiceover reads a letter: 

Copenhagen— . Darling Esther, This frightful war, which brought us together, has now sepa-
rated us again. It is terrible to write that we shall never meet again. But so it must be. Don’t forget 
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that what you do for love stands above good and evil. Forever yours, Leo.

We immediately learn that two people are doomed never to meet again—or so we are led to believe. The film 
introduces the protagonist as the loser in history, revealing his victimhood as his fate forecloses upon him. 
Despite the obvious evil of the Nazis, we follow Leo’s journey, fate thereby unveiling humanity’s human quali-
ties. In the first scene, we see through Leo’s eyes and enter his mind, the film cutting to memories of birds that 
he watched and listened to as a child. The film then cuts back to Leo surrounded by decay, disintegration and 
agony. Von Trier adopts a sympathetic approach to Leo, separating the atomised subject from the disastrous 
ideology of Nazism. At one point, Leo is driven to attempt suicide, however, liberated Denmark is a hell that 
seems impossible to escape  his suicide fails. What one might think would be a joyous or sombre occasion 
from the perspective of the victors becomes hellish from the point of view of the Nazis. The film displays Nazis 
killing themselves, amidst cries of agony and the sound of gunshots. The images introducing Leo and his sur-
roundings are tinted a heavy, inferno-red, with darkness overpowering the frame.  

Leo’s one hope to escape from Denmark appears to be Esther. However, Esther betrays him, handing him over 
to the ‘good guys’, the liberating forces that restrain Leo. Esther then takes it upon herself to stab out Leo’s eyes 
with a wooden stake, leaving him lost in the wilderness. We are introduced to Leo by his sight, the images of 
the birds that he saw as a boy. The shot of Leo is of him looking through a window, his eyes accentuated by his 
cracked spectacles. The cracked spectacles in turn seem to emphasise the ironic play within the film between 
seeing and limited or distorted sight, bearing witness to humanity and refusing to see the horrible truth of one’s 
own being. The film nevertheless concludes with some form of redemption for Leo. Having survived the hell 
of liberation, Leo is summoned to heaven, floating toward the clouds. 

However, it is questionable whether this conclusion is convincingly redemptive. The ending may, to many au-
dience members, appear ridiculous and even to be an obvious, perverse and shallow provocation by the direc-
tor. Lars von Trier himself adds credibility to the view that his films are merely attention-grabbing ploys, stating 
in an interview at the time of the film’s release that he was frustrated that ‘people haven’t gotten really mad.’1 
Unfortunately for von Trier, the film’s budgetary restrictions prevent the film from always being compelling, 
and therefore from reaching its desired shock value. It could be that ‘people haven’t gotten really mad’ for the 
very good reason that the film is not a professional work.  For example, the sequence in which Leo ascends 
to the clouds hardly constitutes a special effect. The camera moves in tandem with Leo, the two ascending to-
gether, suggesting that the actor playing Leo and the camera are situated on a forklift. If Leo’s divine elevation 
is intended simply as a provocation, the effect is not a very powerful one. 

Furthermore, the overall style of the film is distancing rather than immersive.  The lighting and colour are 
overt references to German expressionist cinema, but this referentiality becomes an affectation, successfully 
conveying the feelings of the characters only at significant points, such as in the scene of hellish Denmark at 
the start of the film. Von Trier, however, could have taken the narrative of Images of a Relief and maximised 
the emotional potential through a different set of techniques. In his later films such as Breaking the Waves and 
Dancer in the Dark, von Trier takes obviously fictitious narratives and films them in the style of documentaries. 
Even the hyper-fictionalised depiction of the Nazis in Images of a Relief could have been underplayed. Instead, 
Images of a Relief loses some of its power because it represents a strange narrative with heavily stylised imag-
ery. Indeed, the scenes are so cloaked in expressive, expressionist darkness that one might imagine audience 
members squinting at the screen to make out the events. All of the images are tinted red, yellow or green, with 
figures barely lit. Perhaps, for this reason, Images of a Relief is a film that has not been subject to much analysis. 

But while the implausible tropes in the film may break the dramatic content, they can also provide the very 
ground for the film’s tragic sense. Whether intended or not, von Trier’s films tend toward the ridiculous in order 
to convey the perverse, broken and fallen nature of humanity in the most extreme forms possible (e.g. Grace 
being restrained with a chain in Dogville, a mother sacrificing herself for her son’s corrective eye surgery in 
Dancer in the Dark, Bess in heaven in Breaking the Waves and Leo ascending to the heavens in Images of a 
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Relief after having his eyes plucked out by his lover). The stylization of Images of a Relief is part of von Trier’s 
attempt to go beyond mere naturalism, thereby creating a meta-state akin to that of mythic allegory. Von Trier 
stated in an interview that he detests the unpoetic nature of the then contemporary Danish film industry. Fur-
ther, von Trier argues that cinema should base itself on a religious sense, aiming at essences. As with much of 
Modern German philosophy, the essential emerges through conflict.   

A NECESSARY DIGRESSION ON THE TRAGIC

This sense of the religious forms part of the tragic message of von Trier’s work. The tragic itself has a religious 
connotation, where human determination is set against divine power, or some force germane to divinity. Ac-
cording to Peter Szondi, Schelling is the first theorist of the tragic to derive the tragic from “the conflict between 
human freedom with the power of the objective world.”2 As Szondi argues, Schelling begins “a philosophy of 
the tragic,” one that is distinguished from a mere structural and experiential analysis of tragedy.3 While Plato 
and Aristotle arguably created philosophical conceptions of the tragic, Schelling significantly adds a metaphys-
ical dimension to a conception of the tragic. Schelling, unlike Plato and Aristotle, sees the human condition as 
a conflict between the subjective world of the agent and the restraints of the objective world outside the agent. 
Moreover, Schelling’s account of the tragic sets the stage for subsequent conceptions of the tragic to extend to 
how suffering can be transcended, overcome or understood.  

The tragic, at least as rendered by Schelling, is part of the problematic of human freedom , which demonstrates, 
for Schelling, “the essence of humanity.”  In Schelling’s Tenth Letter in Letters on Dogmatism and Criticism 
and in The Philosophy of Art, he claims that the tragic involves human beings discovering a way to accept their 
limitations and their destiny, and to will such fate. In Schelling’s account of the tragic, tragic fate is a way to 
honour humanity, where human beings are seen as significant enough to warrant a fate. Moreover, the tragic 
hero is powerful enough to resist the gods’ prescribed fate for the mortals. Recognising the restraints of Athe-
nian society, Schelling argues that the Greeks could not portray the tragic hero as victorious in this contestation 
with divine fate in an overt way without being blasphemous. Schelling claims that through an aesthetic conces-
sion to the conservative religious and cultural order, the Greeks created a radical, though masked subversion of 
the sacrosanct. By being forced to adhere to customs and rituals, the Greek tragedians struck upon the truth of 
freedom, depicting the condition of being free in an unfree circumstance. According to Schelling, the victory of 
fate in Greek tragedy also signifies the victory of the human subject, as the protagonist is able to embrace his 
fate, rendering his arbitrary punishment to be a part of his greater freedom—being free to will the seemingly 
unfree. The subjective and the objective are thereby bridged through the tragic in an expression of liberation. 
The heroic subject subjectively wills objective constraint, thereby surmounting the objective hindrance of his 
otherwise calamitous circumstance. 

Importantly, other philosophers and theorists, forming a single thread of the tragic, echo such a conception of 
the tragic. In parts one and two of his Aesthetics: Lectures on Fine Arts, Hegel claims that in classical tragedies, 
the protagonist comes to terms with his crime and wills his own punishment, thereby undergoing a purification. 
Schopenhauer states that, in tragedy, the Will comes to accept adverse and meaningless circumstances, becom-
ing resigned to the cruelty of life. Nietzsche also reads the tragic as a reaction of the hero to fate, where the 
hero challenges the insurmountable, and must embrace it through amor fati. Although tragedy is understood in 
different ways by these and other theorists of the tragic, the continuance of the dialectic between the human and 
the objective world remains evident. The role and function of the tragic varies in the worldview of Nietzsche 
and Hegel, Schopenhauer and Schelling, but irrespective of these differences, their views of the tragic converge 
in relation to the tragic hero overcoming adversity through either Will or contemplation. I will thereby seek to 
use their ideas on tragedy, not as separate readings and understanding of the tragic, but rather as examinations 
of the same, recurrent theme.  
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FATE AND THE INDIVIDUAL’S WILL: THE TRAGIC HERO AS A NA I

Images of a Relief has strong connections to the tragic, with the eye-gauging scene almost inviting a direct 
parallel between Leo’s experiences and the type of punishment found in Oedipus Rex. As with Greek tragedy, 
there is an ironic fate brought about by an earlier transgression. We learn that Leo took part in the removal of 
the eyes of a young boy, which is why Esther decides to remove his eyes. But there is another reason for his 
blinding. According to von Trier, the irony is two-fold in that Leo’s blinding is a type of narrative justice for 
him being a sexual voyeur. In one scene, Leo watches Esther’s intimacies with an African American soldier. 
Von Trier thereby cinematically conveys that Leo’s perversion is his very passivity, his contentment to watch 
rather than intervene. 

However, there is a stark contrast to be made between Oedipus and Schelling’s concept of the tragic, and Leo 
the passive Nazi. Leo is monstrously and perversely passive, whereas in Schelling’s conception of tragedy 
and in Oedipus Rex, the tragic protagonist actively resists his fate, his fate being his predestined transgression. 
In the encapsulating words of Paul Ricoeur, “The tragic properly so called does not appear until the theme of 
predestination to evil—to call it by its name  comes up against the theme of heroic greatness.”6 Ricoeur here 
merely restates Schelling’s conception of the tragic, namely that a heroic figure takes on a divine injustice. Even 
though it is foretold, Oedipus resists fate, attempting to avoid the murder his father. 

According to Schelling, it is this resistance that leads divine forces to punish the tragic hero, whom Schelling 
probably models on Oedipus. While we do not see Leo’s crimes, he seems to have been willing, or at any rate, 
compliant in his wicked deeds. There is an expository scene between Esther and Leo that illustrates Leo’s de-
fence as a defence of passivity: 

Esther: Everybody’s talking about what you did. The partisan boy you took last week. You ruined 
his eyes  
Leo: SS, they were from the SS.
Esther: He was only a child. I know you were there. Don’t you see that you have a responsibility too

Although Leo is not only a German officer but a war criminal that has taken part in the blinding of a boy, we 
never see Leo as an active figure or in active military service. His crime is not merely the fact that he is caught 
up in fate but that he does not resist it, for we never know to what extent Leo was ideologically Nazi. 

In this respect, Leo seems to encapsulate a sort of passive evil, maintaining that he is not wicked but that fate 
itself is wicked. Leo almost becomes an example of what Hannah Arendt famously terms ‘the banality of evil’ 
where evil exists through acquiescence with a sinister plan rather than the initiation of evil. In this respect, there 
are vague parallels between Eichmann’s defence as a bureaucrat and Leo’s as a mere witness. Leo’s crime is 
to be an ordinary instrument of power, not to be an exceptional monster. As Arendt comments in Eichmann in 
Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil, the evil of Eichmann lies in his very ordinariness, “that so many 
were like him.”7 According to Arendt, Eichmann deserved the death penalty, not because he was a heroic vil-
lain of radical evil, but because he refused his Kantian duties to think for himself, to be an end in himself and 
treat others as ends in themselves.8 Arendt argues that “there is an abyss between the actuality of what you did 
and the potentiality of what others might have done.”9 In other words, independent of whether others may have 
acted as we had, we still have the potential and obligation to act differently. It is worth noting that while Arendt 
does distinguish between the grave sin of omission and the crime of commission, and if Leo is to be believed, 
he is guilty of the sin not the crime, her logic could still be applied to Leo.10 Leo, after all, is banal, someone 
who fails to recognise his ethical duties. Indeed, neither Eichmann nor Leo recognises the gap between an 
individual’s agency and the human and natural networks in which one is subsumed. 

Esther almost mirrors Arendt’s logic when she tells Leo, “You don’t care what you see. You can be used. What 
sort of morality is that ” One might even wish to substitute Arendt for Esther, Arendt providing a powerful 
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condemnation of Eichmann, “Let us assume  that it was nothing more than misfortune that made you a 
willing instrument in that organisation  there still remains that you have carried out, and therefore, actively 
supported mass murder.”11 If one replaces mass murder with blinding, Esther and Arendt’s condemnation of a 
Nazi are revealed to be uncannily similar. Both Esther and Arendt criticise Nazis, not on the grounds of will-
ing evil deeds, but for complying with evil deeds. While Leo would contest that he was, in Arendt’s phrase, “a 
willing instrument,” it seems evident from Esther’s accusation that Leo never objected to being an instrument, 
and hence was, at least in part, a willing participant in war crimes through Esther’s logic. 

The trouble with Leo being a tragic hero then, is not just that he is a willing Nazi, but that he is a bourgeois 
figure without will, who, for the vast majority of the film, seems timid and helpless. Leo takes within himself 
the objective requirements of his situation without posing any resistance, becoming just an object, a means to 
an end, an example of an unfree, instrumentalised being. In these respects, Leo differs from the tragic hero as 
understood by theorists of the tragic. For example, in Nietzschean terms, Leo is not a “heroic man that  praises 
his own being through tragedy,”12 but the grovelling last man, a cowering wretch incapable of affirming his ex-
istence.13 Moreover, Leo does not resemble the tragic figure who is able to embrace his punishment as theorised 
by Modern German philosophers. Instead, Leo attempts to escape his responsibility in a way that Hegel might 
claim was distinctly modern and not tragic. As Hegel observes, 

The independent solidity and totality of the heroic character repudiates any division of guilt and 
knows nothing of this opposition between subjective intentions and the objective deed and its conse-
quences, while nowadays, owing to the complexity and ramification of action, everyone has recourse 
to everyone else and shuffles guilt so far as possible.  

In other words, Hegel claims that while the heroic figure of tragedy or antiquity could take responsibility for 
an act that was not his fault, the modern world makes a distinction between a subject’s actions and his inten-
tions. Hegel thereby differentiates between the times of the tragic hero and the modern world in which guilt and 
blame are assigned based on intention rather than mere circumstance. 

Leo lacks the equilibrium of Hegel’s “heroic character” that is at one with his sense of self and the world. Leo, 
belonging to Hegel’s modern world, cannot see any connection between his objective deeds and his subjec-
tive intention. Here lies the paradox of Leo. Leo argues for a division between his “subjective intentions” and 
his “objective deed.” Yet, Leo also claims that he has no subjectivity, that he was just acting out of objective 
necessity. Leo, in a contradictory move, blames everyone else but himself, shuffling “guilt as far as possible.” 
He becomes a wretch devoid of agency and is incapable even of killing himself. In Oedipus, Oedipus suc-
cessfully stabs out his own eyes. As Hegel observes in a way that follows Schelling’s account of the tragic 
hero, “ Oedipus  passes judgment on himself for the whole of these crimes and punishes himself as guilty for 
parricide and incest even though  neither was  within his knowledge nor his intention.”  Leo, on the other 
hand, cannot will his own punishment. In summary, Oedipus takes responsibility for a deed for which he has 
no responsibility, while Leo takes no responsibility for deeds for which he was responsible. He is punished for 
replicating the indifference of fate. 

Nevertheless, as a passive, contemplative figure of suffering, Leo embodies some of the qualities of the tragic 
hero as described by theorists of the tragic. Images of a Relief even bears some resemblance to Nietzsche’s no-
tion of the tragic spectacle, Leo becoming a passive receptacle for tragic meaning, even through his inactivity. 
As Nietzsche observes,  

It has been a real misfortune for aesthetics that the word drama has always been translated as ‘action’ 
 Ancient drama aimed at scenes of great pathos it precluded action (moving it before the begin-

ning or behind the scene).16 
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Nietzsche’s challenge to Aristotelian narrative replaces the activity of Aristotelian tragedy with the experience 
of a religious ritual. Through Nietzsche’s optic where tragedy involves “not  a doing but a happening,”17 we 
can see how Leo might perform the function of a hero in tragic drama, undergoing ritualistic pain. Nietzsche’s 
excision of the ethical activity and agency of the tragic agent allows the possibility for Leo to become a vessel 
for suffering and tragic meaning. Von Trier in part confirms such a perspective when he argues that Images of a 
Relief is about a religious longing, and an attempt to find beauty in the ugly. Identifying the film’s aesthetic with 
the mystic, almost religious work of Tarkovsky and Herzog, von Trier argues for a poetic cinema of elemental 
evocation.18 Like Nietzsche’s notion of the tragedian who presents us with ugliness in order to glorify life and 
render life sacred, von Trier’s ugliness ultimately shares Nietzsche’s aim of the affirmation of life. As von Trier 
states, “We could call it the moral of that story, if we want, in that no matter how bad things go in certain situ-
ations, there’s always life underneath.”19

The conclusion thereby grants Leo the status of the tragic hero when he does not deserve it, fulfilling Plato’s 
fears about tragedy in The Republic, namely that tragedy can beautify ugliness and thereby dissolve distinc-
tion between the good and the abhorrent. Yet von Trier’s aims are not entirely ignoble. Leo is redeemed, but 
only after he has been purified through suffering and recognition. A sign of his humanity is when he starts to 
remember his childhood and the joy he took from trying to communicate with the birds. At one point, Leo again 
attempts to communicate with birds in the woods, becoming childlike and regaining some of his innocence, 
signalling his potential for engaging with his environment. Near the end of the film, before being elevated to 
heaven, Leo screams when he recognises the crimes he has committed. Esther addresses Leo earlier in the film, 
saying “you store it up. At some time a reaction will come.” She then asks coldly, “When will you scream ” 
The scream becomes a sign that Leo has become human, and even a symbol of universal humanity, a criminal 
who is also a victim who is also redeemed. Hence, von Trier describes the meaning of the conclusion to Images 
of a Relief as an expression of humanity, an expression that can be understood in terms conceived by Schelling, 
Schopenhauer, Hegel and Nietzsche.

With Leo’s elevation to the heavens, his individuality is overcome and he rediscovers a connection with place 
and his surroundings. According to Hegel in his reading of Oedipus Rex and Oedipus at Colonus, the hero is 
ultimately able to comprehend his actions and take responsibility for his deeds, ‘purified from within’.20 The 
reconciling power of the tragic can also be conceptualised in Schopenhaurian terms. As with Schopenhauer’s 
conception of tragedy, Leo, in his final moments, goes beyond the will of imprisoned individuality. Von Trier is 
thereby vindicated when he says that, ‘I myself regard this as a profoundly positive and humanistic ending’.21 
His statement no longer seems merely to be a provocation. But the sentiment is still troubling, in that, as von 
Trier concedes, many audience members would not view his film as a beautiful statement of humanity. It is 
troubling to think that acts of moral ugliness such as the blinding of a boy can become part of a celebration of 
the human capacity for self-transformation and reconciliation.  

According to von Trier, the conclusion of Images of a Relief is a type of “nature poetry.” 22 Yet to create a poetic 
vision concerning a Nazi remains perverse. Adorno famously banishes poets after Auschwitz in his essay “Cul-
tural Criticism and Society” in Prisms.23 However, poetry is banished not from the ideal republic of Plato but 
from the barbaric world of modernity.   For Adorno, Auschwitz revealed the dark core of human potentiality 
and fractured any hope for idealised metaphysical notions of totality.  Von Trier attempts a poetic and aesthetic 
confluence of the ugly and the beautiful, where the individual and his objective world converge. As Hannah 
Arendt points out, the Oedipus complex, which here performs the function of the tragic, can become a clich  
used to excuse evil.26 When von Trier states that he wants to elevate the ugly and desires to extend compassion 
to the Nazis, he appears to be not only harnessing Adorno’s barbaric qualities of the poetic but also to be fulfill-
ing the fears of Arendt. If read as a perversion of tragic myth, Images of a Relief reveals the perversity at the 
core of the tragic, namely the phenomenal or metaphysical redemption of a criminal. 

However, Adorno does not merely object to poetry after Auschwitz, he claims that there cannot be poetry after 
Auschwitz. Since it would be barbaric for poetry to exist in a world that could produce gas chambers, and given 
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that poetry (at least in the sense that Adorno means) cannot be barbaric, poetics becomes impossible. But von 
Trier is not only attempting to create poetry after Auschwitz, but poetry about the perpetrators of Auschwitz. 
The metaphysical redemption in Images of a Relief thereby becomes a convoluted redemption. While largely 
intended by von Trier to be a simple experiential, aesthetic redemption through metaphysical imagery, the film 
initiates a new fusion of Christian and tragic perversity that renders a poetics possible. In order to dignify the 
suffering of a Nazi, von Trier aligns the perversion of tragedy with the perversity of Christianity. Ironically, 
given that the Christian hope for salvation can be conceptually framed as antithetical to the tragic, tragic 
redemption comes through the very Christian notion that forgiveness is open to everyone. By engaging with 
Christian iconography, Images of a Relief seems to challenge the notion of the tragic but also to reconstitute it, 
reconfiguring fate as history and the divine as a cessation of historical and earthly mechanisms. 

THE TRAGIC PUT ON HOLD: DIVINE DETERMINATION AND DISRUPTION

In the lineage of the tragic derived from Schelling, the fate assigned by the Gods comes into conflict with the 
human agent. But at the end of the tragedy, the human reconciles with the divine. While the Gods are never 
depicted in Images of a Relief, there is nevertheless a sense of the divine and a clear example, at the end of the 
film, of the deus ex machina—a divine intervention, in this case with the protagonist lifted up into the clouds. 
Here the religious side of the tragic becomes unveiled, where we are saved by our contrition.  Aristotle, in his 
Poetics, famously detests intervention by the divine, since divine intercession removes any sense of causal 
necessity.27 Far from revealing divine justice, intercession is proof of divine injustice. In Christianity, Christ 
suspends judgment on humanity, just as von Trier ultimately wants us to transcend our judgment of Leo. The 
Nietzschean sentiment expressed at the beginning of the film, that acts motivated by love necessarily take us 
beyond good and evil,28 is also a Christian sentiment where even the sinner is granted grace—we are provided 
with forgiveness even though we do not deserve it. 

In order to understand the significance of the reconstitution of the tragic through Christianity that takes place 
in Images of a Relief, it is necessary to have a lengthy theoretical contextualisation. According to George 
Steiner, Christianity is antithetical to the generation of tragic meaning. If there is hope for improvement, even 
in a future life, the human condition cannot be tragic. Moreover, hope in Christianity can be more than the 
preservation of life in a future life. As Hegel observes, Christianity introduces into the world a reconciliation 
between subjectivity and the universal through the coming of Jesus.29 The Messiah, who in Christianity accepts 
responsibility for a crime he did not commit, reveals the eternal possibility of salvation. Christ shows that his-
tory can be stopped, that carnage can be overcome. As Benjamin observes concerning the notion of the Jewish 
Messiah, the messianic allows one to believe that one can change the course of history. This potential halt to 
historical determinism differs from the situation of the tragic hero who tries to suspend historical mechanisms 
but cannot—he struggles with fate but must succumb. The tragic paradox of being guilty when one is not is 
sidestepped by the idea that one can deny and overcome causal mechanisms.   

Images of a Relief depicts Leo as someone who claims he could not have acted otherwise. Despite his participa-
tion in abominations, the laws of nature and the world are momentarily suspended and Leo rises up to heaven, 
forgiven. Leo must be punished in a way that is partly averse to the tragic or the reverse of the tragic—he 
is punished for not resisting fate. The justice he experiences is a punishment that fits both within the Judaic 
proportionality of an eye for an eye and the tragic irony of Oedipus’ fate. Yet, just because Leo has suffered 
too, does not change the fact that he was responsible for suffering, nor does it warrant his eternal salvation. 
Perversely, Leo even becomes a Christlike figure, someone who undergoes suffering and death to ascend to 
the heavens and forgive humanity its evil. According to Hegel, Christ bridges humanity and the divine, render-
ing the human subject universal. Leo becomes a dark symbol of human apathy that is redeemed, and shares, 
through divine ascension, the destiny of Jesus. 

There is still a lingering sense of the tragic amidst the Christian conclusion. Leo, though not necessarily wholly 
willing in his crimes, must still take responsibility for what he did not entirely will. While Leo lacks any of the 
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heroic traits assigned by Schelling to the tragic hero, Leo still undergoes part of what Schelling describes as the 
sublime moment of the greatest tragedies. Leo takes responsibility for a deed that he claims he did not commit. 
Indeed, Leo may only have witnessed the blinding of the child by the SS, we do not know for certain whether 
he actively participated in it. By becoming responsible for the whole suffering of the war and the brutalities 
committed, Leo is able to take within himself the fate that he did not actively seek. At the close of the film, 
there is a convergence between the sublime movement of tragic consciousness and Christian consciousness. 

What the tragic and the Christian have in common is an ability to transform injustice into justice. While there 
is the obvious connection between predestined evil and the notion of original sin, the movement of injustice 
to justice in Christianity is more tragic and terrifying than the tragic. Christianity grants those who have been 
guilty, even wilfully guilty, forgiveness. This is almost the reverse of what is often considered ‘the tragic’ 
where the hero is unjustly punished. In the words of George Steiner, the tragic involves the protagonist and 
all humanity being punished “far in excess of our guilt.”30 The movement of Christianity, however, allows one 
to be rewarded in excess of what one deserves and to avoid a true proportional justice. In both instances there 
is a movement toward redemption. For a moment in Images of a Relief, the Christian and the tragic converge 
aesthetically. Hence, the conclusion takes on a sublime movement within our consciousness, reconciling tragic 
and Christian meanings. The tragic hero, who gains reconciliation with the world, and Christ figure, who suf-
fers for all of humanity so that it may be redeemed, converge so as to open our eyes to history’s scapegoats.  

This redemption becomes a source of unease, even though von Trier claims that the conclusion is meant to 
inspire beauty: 

It’s pretty beautiful. That it happens to be a Nazi officer might be seen as a provocation on my part. 
But again, this is the moral: everywhere there is beauty and life to be found, even within the soul of 
a Nazi officer.31

Von Trier reads Images of a Relief as a type of reconciliation between the individual and the world, where Leo 
returns to the heavens. This reconciliation has a tragic quality that at first seems different to the Christian no-
tion of being reconciled with God. In Nietzsche’s conception of tragedy, the Dionysian earth nourishes us, and 
the individual is both dissolved and revived, not preserved in heaven. In Hegel’s conception of tragedy, the 
protagonist experiences a reconciliation with his environment that takes place in this life. However, there is still 
a sense in which Christianity involves a purifying return. In both the tragic and the Christian worldview there 
is a recovery where we move and discover what has always been, that there is a good beyond our particular 
individuality. Leo thereby loses his self-centred, self-preservative instincts. Suffering in both Christianity and 
tragedy allows a return to a forgiving originary force.  

But while the divine ascension of Leo allows for both Christian salvation and tragic redemption, the film does 
not have a happy ending. In the final shot of the film, we see Esther drive away in her car, troubled by her ac-
tions. Images of a Relief thereby confronts themes concerning the discoveries that are made when humanity 
confronts its predestination with evil. Schelling understood tragedy as an aesthetic solution to the mind-world 
division. He understood that tragedy was not a conceptual or theoretical solution to the seeming chasms be-
tween human freedom and necessity. Likewise, von Trier’s Images of a Relief only aesthetically shows a world 
in which monstrous humanity can quite literally be elevated. Leo at once seems separated from the Nazi ap-
paratus but also conforms to it. He, moreover, seems to be humane, writing a love letter to his lover, but also 
inhumanely passive, incapable of responding to her intimacies with another man. He is always at once mon-
strously free and horribly captive, becoming a symbol of human entrapment, criminality and redemption. It is 
doubtful that one human being in reality could represent these extremes to such an extent. But Leo reminds us 
of the unsolvable dilemma of the subject and the objective world and the question of real evil. Whether we see 
him as a tragic figure, or whether we forgive him or not, he is a symbol of humanity, and represents the most 
irresolvable gaps between our ethical impulses. 
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. Quoted in Ole Michelson, ‘Passion is the Life Blood of Cinema,’ in Lars von Trier Interviews, ed. Jan Lumholdt (Jackson, 
Mississippi: University Press of Mississippi, ), .
. Quoted in, Peter Szondi, An Essay on the Tragic, trans. Paul Flemming (Stanford: Stanford University Press, ), . A 

translation of the original text can be found in: F.W.J. Schelling, ‘Tenth Letter,’ in Philosophical Letters on Dogmatism and 
Criticism in The Unconditional in Human Knowledge: Four Early Essays, trans. Fritz Marti (London: Associated University 
Presses, ), . 
. Szondi, An Essay on the Tragic, . 
. Ibid., - .  
. Schelling, Tenth Letter in Philosophical Letters in The Unconditional, .
. Paul Ricoeur, The Symbolism of Evil, trans. Emerson Buchanan (New York: Harper  Row Publishers, ), .
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. Hannah Arendt, Responsibility and Judgment, ed. Jerome Kohn (New York: Schocken Books, ), .
. Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem, . 
. Friedrich Nietzsche, Twilight of the Idols in The Portable Nietzsche, ed. and trans. Walter Kaufmann (New York: Penguin 

Books, ), .
. Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra in The Portable Nietzsche, - . 
. G.W.F. Hegel, Aesthetics: Lectures on Fine Art v. I., trans. T.M. Knox (Oxford: Clarendon Press, ), .
. Idem. 
. Friedrich Nietzsche, The Case of Wagner in Basic Writings of Nietzsche, ed. and trans. Walter Kaufmann (New York: 

Random House, ), .   
. Idem. 
. Michelson, ‘Passion is the Life Blood,’ in Lars von Trier Interviews, .
. Ibid., .
. G.W.F. Hegel, Aesthetics v. II, . 
. Quoted in Michelson, ‘Passion is the Life Blood,’ in Lars von Trier Interviews, .
. Idem.
. There are parallels with Plato, in so far as Adorno and Plato both see poetry as distorting truth and both object to art being 

too representational. However, Plato objects to tragic poets precisely because they blaspheme and disfigure the ideal whereas 
Adorno’s objection to poetry (which is largely using the term poetry metonymically) is on the grounds that it conceals the 
cruel reality of the modern world. In this respect Adorno reverses the Platonic injunction, as if to say, we need not banish 
poetry from ideal republics but from broken republics. For Plato’s claim that art blasphemes, see Section II of The Republic 
in The Collected Dialogues of Plato, ed. Edith Hamilton and Huntington Cairns (New Jersey: Princeton University, ), 

- . 
. ‘Cultural Criticism and Society,’ in Prisms, trans. Samuel and Shierry Weber (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 

), .
. Theodore W. Adorno and Max Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment, trans. John Cumming (London: Verso, ).
. Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem, .
. Aristotle, Aristotle’s Poetics, trans. James Hutton (New York; London: W.W. Norton  Company, ), .
. Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil in Basic Writings of Nietzsche, ed. and trans. Walter Kaufmann (New York: 

Random House, ), .
. Szondi, An Essay on the Tragic, - . See G.W.F. Hegel, The Spirit of Christianity and Its Fate in Early Theological 

Writings of Hegel, trans. T.M. Knox and ed. Richard Kroner (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, ).  
. George Steiner, The Death of Tragedy (London: Faber and Faber, ), . 
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