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“It is possible to imagine a world that in a gradual yet also sudden way is moving away from all of 
its acquired conditions of truth, sense, and value.”
Jean-Luc Nancy

THE TECHNOLOGICAL DISPLACEMENT OF SENSE

“The meaning [Sinn] pervading technology [der technischen Welt] hides itself.”2 This is how Martin 
Heidegger characterized the situation in 1959, twenty years after he unambiguously spoke of the “age of 
consummate meaninglessness” that pervades the “essence of modernity” and described “meaninglessness” 
as the unconditional “horizon of modernity.”3 Yet in the face of the irretrievable loss of the “old rootedness,” 
which could no longer be maintained after industrialization, two high-tech world wars, and the beginning 
of the cybernetic transformation of human reality, Heidegger in the end did not mourn the passing of the 
old sense but rather focused on the rise of a “new autochthony”4 and the coming of a new sense under 
technological conditions. With an exceptional philosophical intuition for a transformation that was to a large 
extent still imminent, Heidegger sought to identify “a new ground and foundation” that will “be granted again 
to man” so he “can flourish in a new way.”5 Heidegger was thus far from opposing technology and sense and 
thereby understanding sense as a fundamentally pre-, counter-, or non-technical entity derived from a pure 
transcendental subjectivity and interiority that was threatened by the mass production of technical objects, from 
the technical apparatuses and automata that permeate all areas of existence, in short from the domination of 
instrumental reason—namely, the dogmatic philosophical attitude that extended from Husserl to the Frankfurt 
School. Instead, he postulated that a “hidden meaning touches us everywhere in the world of technology” and 
therefore the point is “to remain open to the meaning hidden in technology.”6 Despite his sympathy for the 
sense culture of the declining world of crafts, this was Heidegger’s surprisingly open-minded position in the 
face of the newly emerging context of technical objects.
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words: not a fascination with presence, which despite or perhaps because of the development of new media 
technologies always also involved a certain pre-technical and pre-medial demand for immediacy. What is more 
central for the determination of our current situation seems to be what I call (modifying Husserl’s wording) the 
technological displacement of sense (Sinnverschiebung), which refers to the destruction and displacement of 
the traditional significative and hermeneutic sense culture through technology, which fundamentally changes 
the concept of sense and thus reorients the entire sense culture.16 Under the technological condition, sense 
becomes a dimension of assemblages of coexistence that cuts through established ontological hierarchies. 
Under the sign of these assemblages of coexistence a fundamental “rediscovery of human reality” could 
take place (to use Gilbert Simondon’s words). It is even possible that a new post-human humanism of the 
technological age is imminent, assuming that “every age creates a new humanism that corresponds in a certain 
way to its circumstances.”17

The current shift in the history of sense is particularly informed by the rise of new object cultures that are more 
active and automatic, not to mention “smarter,” more and more immersed in our environments, informing our 
infrastructures, processing our experiences and backgrounds, and operating in new micro-temporal regions, 
which are all characteristics of the face and logic of cyberneticization. These object cultures, with which we are 
intimately coupled, are truly techno-logical, in an eminent sense of the term, and they ultimately unhinge the 
sovereignty and authority of the transcendental subject. The latter was a writing and reading, an alphabetized, a 
grammatized subject in the strictest sense, and later a cinematographic subject, but in each case it was a subject 
that integrated and embodied the media-technological conditions underlying its production of experience and 
meaning: thus it directly adopted its basal media-technological couplings in its schematics, and this is precisely 
how it incorporated its media-technological conditions directly in a subjective synthesis. For reading and 
projecting (i.e. alphabetic and cinematographic) subjects, however, the operations of new technological object 
cultures have for a long time been unreadable, imperceptible, and illegible; indeed, they increasingly disappear 
entirely.18This not only reverses the transcendental operating system that is specifically shaped by each media 
technology and points to a new and now unavoidable “transcendental technicity”19 that underlies all experience 
in today’s technical world, which is based on computational networks; rather, it ultimately shatters the entire 
significative sense culture that is centered in the hermeneutic type of subjectivity,20 as this type of subjectivity 
regarded aesthetic objects as carriers of meaning and banished, ostracized, negated, and displaced technical 
objects from the realm of meaning until well into the twentieth century.

In 1958—at the same time as Heidegger, but more fundamentally concerned with the evolution of technical 
objects and the development of cybernetics—French philosopher and mechanologist Gilbert Simondon 
characterized the traditional sense culture of meaning precisely according to its ancient object politics. In the 
introduction to his foundational work Du mode d’existence des objets techniques (On the Mode of Existence of 
Technical Objects), Simondon argues that the present culture, which is increasingly contrasted with a culture 
based on control and regulation, is “unbalanced because, while it grants recognition to certain objects, for 
example to things aesthetic, and gives them their due place [droit de cité] in the world of meanings [monde 
des significations], it banishes other objects, particularly things technical, into the unstructured world of things 
that have no meaning but do have a use, a utilitarian function.”21 For precisely this reason it still turns out to be 
“ancient culture incorporating as dynamic systems artisanal and agricultural techniques of earlier centuries,” 
whose code “is based on the experience of man working with tools.”22

Following Simondon, the “hermeneutic field”23 of the modern interpretation of the world can be characterized 
first and foremost through the forgetting or constitutive exclusion of technical objects, which are minorized 
to instrumental and utilitarian functions that correspond to the artisanal and agricultural world of the working 
man rather than the already extremely mediatized, industrial, technological world, and as a result this modern 
hermeneutic field must be undermined precisely through the evolution and proliferation of technical objects. 
Simondon refers to the emergence of “technical ensembles” or machine networks as “open machines,” which, 
unlike closed machines, constitute an entire “society of technical objects”24 that also includes humans as 
interpreters. The gradual transition from “closed object” to “open object,”25 and thus the advent of a networked 

If Heidegger’s early instrument-oriented hermeneutic of Dasein first raised the question of the sense of being 
by placing the subject in the world of objects and explaining all sense as fundamentally a matter of artifactual 
referential context, then he already recognized the unavoidable historicity and dynamism of object positions, 
which in the end were supposed to till the field of the hermeneutic of Dasein that he himself had cultivated. 
His powerful reformulation of meaning and his redefinition of the sense and scope of hermeneutics in general 
eventually appeared, in turn, to be permeated by a specific object-historical disposition that was understood to 
be in decline. As early as the mid-1930s, however, Heidegger justified his suspicion regarding the traditional 
interpretation of the thing-question with an argument inspired by the direct observation of younger scientific-
technical object cultures: “So it could be that in our natural world-view we have been dominated by a centuries-
old interpretation of the thingness of the thing, while things actually encounter us quite differently.”7 When 
considering quantum physics and technology, it eventually becomes apparent to him that “in fact, an original 
reference to things is missing.”8 From today’s media- and technical-philosophical perspective this statement is 
epoch-making and can be taken quite literally as the basic principle of a new and increasingly popular object- 
or thing-oriented onto-technology of genuine indeterminacy, original lack, constitutive need, unavoidable 
insufficiency, and fundamental fault that affects all forms of referentiality and relationality.

Although Heidegger ultimately did not have the conceptual tools necessary to develop a new and fundamentally 
philosophical redescription of the technical world, it is apparent today that his plea for openness with respect 
to the sense of the technical world, which remained hidden at the time, was extremely prescient. Although 
general cyberneticization has revolutionized our relations to things, to living entities, to non-human entities 
in general, to the earth, and lastly also to ourselves and others, in short: although the development of new 
information and communication technologies from the second world war until today has revolutionized the 
relations of subjectivity to its outside and supported concepts like “control” and “surveillance,” “emergence” 
and “autopoiesis,” “network” and “management,” it nevertheless signifies neither the final expulsion nor the 
technical end of sense in general, much less the technical end of all subjectivity as such. However, it is the end 
of a prominent, persistent, dogmatic, and conventional sense of sense—namely, the representative sense of 
sense in terms of significance.9

Early on and without realizing it, Claude E. Shannon formulated the slogan for this upcoming development 
in the history of sense with his famous turn towards the irrelevance of semantics, and thus signification, for 
the engineering problem of information and communication, out of which the new “general theory” of the 
communication age emerged,10 even though it was supposedly misunderstood for a long time as the manifestation 
of a crossing over into the non-hermeneutic realm beyond all sense. Under the epochal title of cybernetics, which 
refers not merely to a historical meta-discipline but rather to an ontological and epistemological formation in 
the history of power and subjectivity,11 we are subject to a fundamental transformation in the history of sense 
that produces and establishes a new post-significative order of sense.12 Ever since the arrival of cybernetics we 
have entered into the new territory of the technological condition, which is where the process of experiencing 
the world and constructing sense now takes place. The nature of this new territory gradually becomes clearer 
precisely through its groundlessness: as a regime of sense that exposes the originary technicity of sense, that 
constantly merges human and non-human actors, that operates before the difference between subject and 
object, that is endlessly prosthetic and supplementary, that is immanent rather than transcendental, and that is 
to an unheard-of degree distributed and indeed ecotechnological. This regime of sense requires a radically new 
description of its characteristic formative processes, which has yet to be performed.13

In recent years there has been no lack of skepticism concerning hermeneutics and interpretation, which already 
represents a reaction to this fundamental shift in the history of sense, even though these skeptics are mostly 
groping in the dark with regard to their own motives and backgrounds—that is to say, the epochal imperative 
that also applies to them. However, it seems to me that what is truly essential for a description of our current 
situation with regard to the history of meaning is not the constellation of “presence cultures” and “meaning 
cultures” or the return of an “intense desire for presence” and “presence effects,”14 which was displaced by the 
long-lasting “central position in the humanities of interpretation”15 and the dominance of sense cultures; in other 
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The reason why even radicalized negativity semantics, which are distinctive of a wide range of post-hermeneutic 
undertakings, lose their descriptive power and ultimately their relevance under technological conditions can be 
explained through the close connection between work, negativity, and meaning on the one hand and a certain 
antiquated image of technics on the other hand, which collectively shape the physiognomy of the disappearing 
sense culture. Jacques Derrida very precisely examined the extent to which work, signification, and negativity 
go hand in hand as a sense-historical triumvirate, so to speak, and the extent to which the meaning-giving subject 
is thereby only a philosophical translation of the working subject, so work is always the work of negativity, 
the work of meaning.33 However, Gilbert Simondon provided the insight that this entire sense culture depends 
on a certain interpretation of technics and represents the most influential expression of this interpretation. 
He revealed the tremendous epistemological and ontological structuring power of the “paradigm of work”34 
and demonstrated the central position of the hylomorphic schema in the history of sense, which turns the 
centering of work into the foundation of metaphysics. The entire ontological and epistemological organization 
of the occidental sense culture is encapsulated in the hylomorphic juxtaposition of form and matter, which is 
nothing else but a representation of work and its basic object relations, which minorize technical objects. In my 
opinion, this is the main point of Simondon’s study, and it is of central importance for an understanding of the 
technological displacement of sense.

For Simondon, work did not have any anthropological primordiality. In pre-cybernetic times, however, 
when technical object cultures were insufficiently concretized, work was a privileged action that focused on 
results and finality and obscured relations, mediations, and objects. Without direct dialogue, humans and the 
world or nature were placed in relation to the object, but only indirectly via the hierarchical structures of the 
community and in accordance with their purely functional organization. This notion of work and the closed 
work community restricted and denied any opening created by the technical activity of the individual and 
the autonomy of the technical object that arises from such activity—in other words, the supplementation and 
modification of being through individual technical labor—for at least as long as this was still somehow possible 
from an object-historical perspective.35 The hylomorphic schema, which distinguishes between form and matter, 
thus provided an important ontological descriptive pattern formulated under the banner of work and secured 
its dominance in the history of sense. Yet the schema itself not only has a clearly detectable “technological 
origin”36 in the world of manual labor (in the shaping process of brick production to be precise), so its relevance 
for forced technological relations is already very doubtful, but it also repudiates the fundamental technicity of 
the operation. The main point of Simondon’s work on the history of sense is that a hylomorphism that obscures 
technics in this way has shaped the entire occidental practice of describing concrete physical, psychical, and 
social processes, and as a result these processes are primarily modeled as anti-technical. As Simondon writes,

There is a gap in the hylomorphic representation that makes true mediation disappear…. The 
hylomorphic schema corresponds to the knowledge of a person who remains outside the workshop 
and only takes into consideration what goes into it and what comes out. In order to experience the true 
hylomorphic relationship, it is not enough to enter the workshop and work with the manufacturers: 
it would be necessary to enter into the model or pattern itself in order to trace the different levels of 
physical reality of the shaping operation.37

Against the background of the socialized representation of work and the individual inscribed in it, the 
hylomorphic concept also turns out to be limited to a specific and in the strict sense pre-technological sense 
culture, and it is therefore thoroughly historical:

The technical operation that form imposes on passive and undefined matter is not only the operation 
abstractly envisaged by a spectator who only sees what goes into the workshop and what leaves it 
again without understanding the process as such. It is essentially an operation that is ordered by 
someone free and carried out by slaves…. The active character of form and the passive character 
of matter correspond to the transmission conditions of the order, which presupposes a social 
hierarchy…. The difference between form and matter, between soul and body, reflects a city that 

structure, involves the embedding of these actors in the digital, information- and CPU-intensive environment 
of new media and in automatic environmental technologies, which collectively represent the new dispositif 
of transformatory technologies. This ultimately transgresses the basic categorial dispositions and forms of 
intuition that have been controlled by the meaning-giving and meaning-carrying intentional subject, which was 
formerly the central actor and key protagonist of the sense culture, and it replaces this subject with a new non-
intentional, distributed, technological subjectivity that is informed by machinic processes and speeds. Under 
the technological condition, the traditional categories of the meaning culture and its associated conceptual 
and intuitive regime—in other words, the pre-technological temporal and spatial relations of conscious 
subjects—simply forfeited their power to describe and provide evidence. It is increasingly apparent that the 
transcendentality expressed in these categories is limited, as it neglects all of the technology-saturated modes 
of production and operation of contemporary subjectivity. While Simondon still hoped to incorporate technical 
objects into the traditional world of meaning through his program of cultural reform, the evolution of technical 
objects had long since fundamentally transformed the sense culture itself and even the sense of sense. If the 
inferiorized and minorized technical object–which was once the degree zero of the sense culture, or let’s say 
its infamy–now appears in the technological age to be one of the main actors at the heart of the sense culture, 
then this fact represents an extremely far-reaching shift in the history of the subject and the object. It is a 
comprehensive treatment of this shift that has to be undertaken under the title the technological condition.

In almost all of the diagnoses of the present, this profound transformation in the history of sense through 
technology is grasped, sometimes even contrary to their own intention. This occurs in a very significant way in 
the case of the so-called “post-hermeneutic,”26 which Dieter Mersch plausibly described as the philosophical 
underground of the twentieth century and the philosophical-political order of the day; and it actually occurs 
precisely where it emphasizes as its own core content the indeterminable, unjustifiable, inaccessible “other 
of sense” (Sinnandere) or the “fundamental negativity” of the “eccentric, exterior, or ecstatic”—in short, the 
“emphasis of the ex-.”27 For the “oblivion of ex-istence”28 of the hermeneutic sense culture, which Mersch 
rightfully assigns even to its most extreme and radical philosophical outsiders, like Heidegger, Levinas, and 
Derrida, only becomes recognizable, in my opinion, through the ex- of technology. The original exteriorization 
and “being outside oneself”—the original and unavoidable exteriority—on which the post-hermeneutic 
fascination with negativity and its pathos of the “discovery of an original wound”29 depends, is first accentuated 
and implemented historically through technology. In any case, the prominent protagonists of post-hermeneutic 
thought have themselves affirmed that the ex- of existence, which for them is unavoidable, exposes precisely the 
“‘essential’ technicity of existence”30 and the “essential technicity that makes up (the condition of) finitude”:31 a 
technicity that continually refers to the originary fault—the always absent, missing, faulty origin—out of which 
all existence is endlessly technical and given over to technical becoming.32

Another issue is whether technological sense can still be adequately understood using the concepts and figures 
of exteriority, negativity, uncertainty, lack and default, as a long tradition culminating in post-hermeneutics 
suggests, or whether technological means have already brought us to the post-history of negativity and its 
corresponding semantics, in the sense of Alexandre Kojève’s statement concerning the end of history. Even 
though up until now technics has been undoubtedly understood most strikingly in theoretical milieus fascinated 
with negativity, and it has repeatedly been conceived as a form of prosthetic compensation, externalization, 
extension, and supplement to the insufficiently equipped, incomplete, and indeterminately finite living being—
in short, as the exteriorization of the primordial negativity of the human—this seemed thoroughly plausible 
under instrumental relations of being. These theories were based on the working subject’s relation to the 
world, as the working subject constantly had to negate and transform its conditions due to its own unavoidable 
needs. However, the technological displacement of sense could reveal a cybernetic constitution, which can 
hardly be described by means of a negative-anthropological or negative-ontological concept of finitude. I 
am thinking in particular of the immanentizing tendency, which is connected to the ecologization of being 
through the latest information and communication technologies, or also the interiorizing tendency resulting 
from nanotechnologies, biotechnologies, and the program of converging technologies. These are areas where 
technological development itself surpasses all of the established negativistic descriptions of the technical.
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there is no radical break between the human and the material to which he gives form.”48 The outside, to be 
more accurate, is thereby strictly speaking nothing but an exteriorization of the working man. The theory of 
exteriorization, which views objects, tools, and indeed all technics in general as an extension and projection 
of the human—a theory that is still or rather once again prominent today—maps precisely the situation of the 
organic natural state, and therefore it still defines the image of technics from this point of view. Against this 
backdrop, hylomorphism proves to be the ontological program of this natural state, formulated since Aristotle, 
which separates the active subject, who gives form and meaning, from the passive material or object, which is 
formless and senseless.

Under the conditions of the second mechanical natural state work is transformed into instrumental work, or 
rather, to be more precise, it becomes “an attribute of both living and non-living material forces.”49 The human 
itself is thus mechanized, as “human and non-human material forces  are assimilated into one another and 
collectively constitute a unified, homogeneous machine.”50 Moscovici specifies that the main actor in this 
natural state, under the machine conditions of classical mechanics, is “the transmission mechanism, which 
serves as the intermediary between the machine tool and the power source and which lends the desired direction, 
intensity, and complexity to its movement.”51 Only the third, cybernetic natural state, which had just appeared 
at the time of Moscovici’s reflections, abandons the hylomorphic sense culture formed by classical instrumental 
technics and work. On the basis of information and communication technologies, the central activity becomes 
transinstrumental control performance, which can no longer be described using the opposition of form and 
matter. Moscovici saw this clearly, even though he still appeared to hold on to the concept of work: “Regulating 
work thus belongs to a new genus. Its task is not the forming of objects.”52

My thesis is that in cybernetic relations, in which the forming of objects is no longer the core activity of 
human and non-human actors—and that is the defining characteristic of the technological condition—there is 
at the same time also a shift in the status and sense of objects as such, or what an object even means, towards 
systemic, active, intelligent, and communicating objects. This shift implies a momentous redefinition of our 
entire objective condition and the place that we as subjects occupy therein. The modification of the sense culture 
that is technologically implemented in this way eventually leads to a fundamental ecological reorientation of 
the mode of cognition and being, whose contours we are only just beginning to recognize.

In the first phase of the cybernetic natural state, the emergence of the technological condition was still 
commonly perceived and modeled from the theoretical and historical perspective of machines rather than 
objects, which was most likely due to a certain fixation on machines in the mechanical age. The transition from 
classical to transclassical machines that Gotthard Günther has repeatedly described since the 1950s, the already 
mentioned distinction between closed and open machines that was developed at the same time by Gilbert 
Simondon, Heinz von Foerster’s differentiation between trivial and non-trivial machines since the late 1960s, 
and Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela’s distinction between autopoietic and allopoietic machines were 
all to some extent reflections cast into systematic differences that simultaneously expressed the transition from 
the technical to the technological world.

Nevertheless, Simondon––undoubtedly in direct connection with Georges Canguilhem’s organology and 
later especially neocybernetic systems theories––already recognized the foundational object-historical 
tendencies and turned to questions and concepts that increasingly describe our technological condition, like 
milieu,environment or Umwelt. These concepts thus first attained their full actuality and scope through younger  
media-technical developments and visions, which heralded the proper phase of the cybernetic natural state.53 
Since the end of the 1980s, as Katherine Hayles phrased it, computation has begun to move “out of the box 
and into the environment.”54 This stage of intensified and comprehensive cyberneticization can no longer be 
grasped in terms of the machine and its concomitant conceptual politics. It is first and foremost a matter of 
the military-industrial repositioning of the object and object relations, which is still not closed and which 
brings us first into cybernetic relations in the strict sense: namely, into the relations of a network environment, 
which is saturated or indeed inundated with various technological object cultures, which is characterized by 

consists of citizens and slaves.38

This is the crucial point revealed by Simondon’s theory of technics and its extreme contemporaneity: in 
opposition to the unmediated community of the occidental fascination with work as a model of the sense culture 
of meaning, Simondon relies on the “collective group” (le groupe collectif) in the sense of a system, even a 
society, of psychic, technical, and collective individuals produced by technical activity: the “transindividual 
collective.”39 In accordance with the history of objects, this collective is participatory, like the network structure 
of open objects, and it consists of long chains of operations. The schema of this collective condition and 
the redefinition of collective relations in general, which could represent the basis of a newly emerging sense 
culture, is the “montage”:

The technical object, which has become separable, can be brought together with other technical objects 
according to one montage or another. The technical world offers an undefined number of available 
arrangements and connections. This enables a liberation of human reality, which is crystallized in the 
technical object; to construct an object is to prepare an arrangement and make it available.40

Years later, it is precisely this paradigm that catches on under the title “assemblages” (agencements) as a new 
post-significative schema that is no longer oriented towards the despotism of the signifier, even though its 
technicity is paradoxically effaced or negated. For Simondon, however, it is technical activity that first models 
the collective, creates a technical milieu of transindividuation, and thus inaugurates what I have termed a new 
technological sense culture. Technical activity is first and foremost a form of distributed agency, although it 
should be noted that this also to a certain extent contradicts Simondon’s emphatic, actor-centered appeal to the 
technician as opposed to the worker. It is no longer attributable to the unity of an actor or subject, but rather it 
is an expression of a distributed “ecotechnological subjectivity,”41 as we will soon see.

The struggle for a new description of the technical world still represents the primary task of media philosophy 
today. Blumenberg’s question, “where is the ‘problem’ of technology,”42 is in a way still unresolved with regard 
to the precise determination of the place of technology and the entire scope of the question. It involves an 
examination of not merely some regional site and aspect of the present, but rather the core of the contemporary 
question in general—in other words, it involves the highest virulence and urgency of contemporary thought. 
We are still in the process of developing a “technological theory of existence,”43 as Max Bense, one of the 
first cybernetic enthusiasts, had in mind. “This theory,” Bense clearly explained, “examines the technological 
condition of being and aims to provide an empirical outline of its categories and modes, which correspond 
to the expressions of actual existence.”44 Bense’s observation at the time concerning the surrationality of 
technology and the discrepancy it reveals between the old language and the new things is still valid today: “We 
must interpret, describe, explain, depict, represent, express, evaluate, affirm, and negate the things that we are 
suspicious of and that should be familiar, habitable to us—it is the only way to evade their oppression.”45

GENERAL ECOLOGY

The term “technological condition” refers to the new situation in the history of sense, which was instigated by 
cybernetics as a third natural state in contrast to the previous “technical condition” that characterized both the 
organic and the mechanical natural states. 

Serge Moscovici’s theory concerning the historicity of natural states,46 which I am using here, already explained 
in the 1960s the “relationship between human and non-human forces ”47 as the crucial problem area of a 
new science called political technology, whereby Moscovici, in my opinion, made Simondon’s thoughts on 
technical objects more historically precise. The first organic natural state extends from the end of the Neolithic 
Age to the Renaissance, and its sense culture is informed by the central position of the tool and the craftsman, 
as the work of forming objects is the center stage of human activity. “In this organic natural order,” Moscovici 
writes, “there is nothing beyond human contact, and everything is subject to it in a way. Consequently 
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connection with Michael Polanyi, Hans-Georg Gadamer und Martin Heidegger. Weiser introduces his program 
with these sentences: “The most profound technologies are those that disappear. They weave themselves into 
the fabric of everyday life until they are indistinguishable from it.”66

While this computer-based neo-ecologization was still primarily a topic in a speculative branch of computer 
science in the 1980s, the great transformation of the “background” recorded by Thrift with reference to 
Heidegger has since been rapidly put into effect albeit on a more solid technological basis:

All human activity depends upon an imputed background whose content is rarely questioned: it is 
there because it is there. It is the surface on which life floats. At one time, the bulk of this background 
would have consisted of entities which existed in a “natural order”, all the way from the vagaries 
of the surface of the earth through to the touch of currents of air or the itch of various forms of 
clothing through to the changes in the sky. But over time, this background has been filled with more 
and more “artificial” components until, at the present conjuncture, much of the background of life 
is “second nature”, the artificial equivalent of breathing. Roads, lighting, pipes, paper, screws and 
similar constituted the first wave of artificiality. Now a second wave of second nature is appearing, 
extending its fugitive presence though object frames as diverse as cables, formulae, wireless signals, 
screens, software, artificial fibres and so on.67

It is precisely these new, excessive, mostly electronic “object frameworks” that today guarantee the recursivity 
of the world and are to be understood as the technological unconscious. According to Thrift, they bend “bodies-
with-environments to a specific set of addresses without the benefit of any cognitive inputs. The technological 
unconscious is therefore a pre-personal substrate of guaranteed correlations, assured encounters and therefore 
unconsidered anticipations.”68 Through the implementation of intelligent environments the surfaces and textures 
of everyday life are intensified, automated, and powered by all kinds of software-controlled devices. This 
results in the genesis of a “process reality” that anchors “more and more of what was regarded as ‘human’ in 
the ‘environment’ in the form of small cognitive assists but which are drawn on pre-cognitively,” and therefore 
“this new technological world is working directly into our unconscious.”69

It is significant that Thrift also surmises the profound sense-historical dimension of such developments. By 
examining how they reshape being-in-the-world as a whole, his project is nothing less than “a genealogy 
of background”70 that is supposed to take into account the genesis of “a new sense of the world”71 due to 
progressive cyberneticization. He refers to the new sense of “a radio-active world” 72 and to the sense of a 
multiplicity of “new generative microworlds” 73 that radically change how the world appears, manifests, and 
reveals itself. What he is describing is nothing other than the technological displacement of sense. Under 
the technological condition, this new sense of sense can be understood, in Thrift’s words, as emerging from 
distributed, exteriorized “intelligencings” and “infovorous geographies.”74 It is no longer simply a question of 
hermeneutics, but rather a matter of “ecologies of intelligence.”75

Nevertheless, there is one common denominator in the descriptions briefly mentioned here: the new sense 
culture of the post-significative technological age, which follows the long-lasting sense culture defined by the 
technology of writing, is characterized as generally ecological, and its description is thus the task of a general 
ecology.76 The originary heterogeneity and complementarity of sense contemplated by Félix Guattari—the 
first general ecologist and theoretician of a technological unconscious—assumes a very clear form today: the 
“radical ontological reorganization” on the basis of a new and in the strongest sense exterior machine culture 
of “proto-subjective diagrams,” which displaces “the totalising scope of the concept of the Signifier”77 and its 
psychic and collective structuring power, is today the general ecological reality of an extensively cyberneticized, 
heterogenetic subjectivity that is techno-logically distributed in the environment. The cybernetic subjectivity, 
which can only be described ecologically as the integration of different psychic, collective, and technical-
medial milieus of subjectivization, follows the long-lasting scriptural subjectivity of the epoch of writing. 
The subjective transcendentalism of the age of writing is thus superseded by the transcendental technicity 

hyperconnectivity and an explosion of complexity, and which is automatically communicating and CPU-
intensive. Under the technological condition, people exist in a broadband world in which they are permanently 
connected to and embedded in diverse objects that communicate and operate automatically and by now for 
the most part even bypass subjects altogether. Against the backdrop of this “environmental” (“umweltlichen”) 
agency (as Heidegger would put it), which is distributed across a diverse array of objects, the concept of the 
machine itself is increasingly replaced by the concept of the object in theoretical descriptions of the culture.55

The idea of open objects linked to and extended through the existence of nets, which Simondon fundamentally 
apprehended as the signature of the technical-industrial world, is concretized today in the form of an 
infrastructural revolution. In order to name a prominent development, I am thinking in particular of the media-
technical evolution of RFID chips and thus labeled objects, which is supposed to culminate in an internet of 
things.56 Bruce Sterling refers to the military-hyperindustrial complex of the new object-orientation as the “RFID 
world,”57 which may have initially appeared as a primarily logistical reorganization with grave implications 
concerning the rise of a control society; however, what actually changes in the “RFID world” is nothing less 
than subjectivity itself at its deepest layers. In combination with embedded sensors, mobile technologies, and 
relational databanks, RFID simultaneously destabilizes traditional ideas of the human construction of the world 
and meaning, as Hayles points out. RFID thus provokes a profound “crisis of interpretation” and once again 
raises the question of “meaning-making in information-intensive environments”58 beyond all dogmatic sense-
cultural truisms, which is the ongoing sense-historical dimension from which Hayles’ analysis is ultimately 
carried out. RFID opens the possibility—and the stakes could not be greater—of “shedding the burden of 
long-held misconceptions about cognition and moving to a more processual, relational and accurate view of 
embodied human action in complex environments.”59

In short: RFID solidifies, according to Hayles, nothing more and nothing less than the popular contemporary 
program of distributed cognition. It objectively transforms our image of thought.60 The “smart dust” of minuscule 
interconnected objective actors reveals to a certain extent a transcendental technicity that increasingly displays 
the features of technological immanence. Machineness is thereby replaced by thingness. Consequently, “the 
emphasis shifts from the traditional triad of human/animal/machine,” with which first-order cybernetics still 
operated, “to human/animal/thing.”61 That is, in my opinion, the strong historical-ontological eventfulness of 
RFID, with which a new primarity or indeed primordiality of environmentality stands out as the main feature 
of the technological condition—an originary environmentality that in turn is also increasingly promoted in 
scientific research as well as in the arts, even if only casually noted, through phantasms of a new technoanimism 
of wild electronic environments.62

British geographer Nigel Thrift, an important surveyor of the new electronic geography and a precise observer 
of the ecotechnological turn, points out that while RFID technology is a key aspect of a general developmental 
tendency it is merely one element in the collective implementation of “a new kind of technological 
unconscious.”63 The rise of objects that are continuously transmitting in their environment, the rise of ubiquitous 
or pervasive computing as well as calm technologies after which computation becomes context dependent and 
seamlessly embedded in the environment and things are connected to ubiquitous invisible computer networks, 
the rapid proliferation of mobile media like GPS or smart phones, developments like smart clothing—clothing 
with embedded electronics—and grid computing all bring about a complete restructuring of everyday life and 
a readdressing of the world in general.64 In this new technical unconscious we will eventually be forced to 
recognize a technological unconscious in the strongest sense. 

Since the mid 1980s Mark Weiser and other pioneers from ubicomp, ubiquitous computing, have been occupied 
with a new conception of the way computers exist in the world. After the age of the mainframe and the 
subsequent PC era and contrary to this era’s reveries of virtual reality, computers were supposed to be released, 
distributed, and integrated into the external, physical world and ultimately to “vanish into the background” 
completely.65 According to this vision, therefore, computers were supposed to occupy the “tacit dimension” and 
the “horizon,” to sink back into the inconspicuousness of the “ready-to-hand,” as Weiser formulated it in direct 
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NOTES

1. A longer version of this text was originally published as the introduction to the anthology Die technologische Bedingung. 
Beiträge zur Beschreibung der technischen Welt, ed. Erich Hörl (Berlin: Suhrkamp, 2011), 7-53. This English translation 
comprises the first two sections of the longer text. The third and last section, which is not included here, contextualizes and 
discusses the various essays that are included in the book (original contributions by Dirk Baecker, Jean-Hugues Barthélémy, 
Massimo De Carolis, Alexander Galloway, Mark B. N. Hansen, N. Katherine Hayles, Nicole C. Karafyllis, Scott Lash, 
Jean-Luc Nancy, Frédéric Neyrat, Bernard Stiegler, Eugene Thacker and Gilbert Simondon). Die technologische Bedingung 
seeks to reformulate the (media)technical question under neocybernetic conditions at the beginning of twenty-first century. 
As such, it is part of a three-volume project. It follows Die Transformation des Humanen. Beiträge zur Kulturgeschichte der 
Kybernetik, ed. by Michael Hagner and Erich Hörl (Frankfurt/Main 2008: Suhrkamp) and it will be followed soon by On 
General Ecology. The New Ecological Paradigm in the Neocybernetic Era, ed. by Erich Hörl.
2. Martin Heidegger, Discourse on Thinking, trans. John M. Anderson and E. Hans Freund (New York: Harper & Row, 1966), 
55.
3. Martin Heidegger, “The Eternal Recurrence of the Same and the Will to Power,” Nietzsche III, ed. David Farrell Krell 
(New York: Harper & Row, 1987), 178, 181.
4. Heidegger, Discourse on Thinking, 53.
5. Ibid.
6. Ibid., 55.
7. Martin Heidegger, What Is a Thing?, trans. W. B. Barton Jr. and Vera Deutsch (Chicago: Henry Regnery, 1967), 40.
8. Ibid., 41.
9. This was formulated in connection with Jean-Luc Nancy’s outline of the history of sense. See Jean-Luc Nancy,“The 
Forgetting of Philosophy,” The Gravity of Thought, trans. François Raffoul and Gregory Recco (Atlantic Highlands, NJ: 
Humanities Press, 1977), 22.
10. See Claude E. Shannon, “A Mathematical Theory of Communication,” The Bell System Technical Journal 27.3 (1948), 
379.
11. Cybernetics is understood in this depth, for example, in Tiqqun,“The Cybernetic Hypothesis,” Tiqqun 2 (2001) <cybernet.
jottit.com>.
12. I have defined the concept of the history of sense more precisely in my essay “The Artificial Intelligence of Sense: The 
History of Sense and Technology after Jean-Luc Nancy (By Way of Gilbert Simondon),” trans. Arne De Boever, Parrhesia 
17 (2013); 11-24.
13. The concept of “ecotechnology” was developed in connection with Nancy’s speech about “écotechnie,” with which he 
described the general “becoming-technology of the world” and the “technological-becoming of Being or its finish.” Jean-
Luc Nancy, “War, Right, Sovereignty—Techne,” Being Singular Plural, trans. Robert D. Richardson and Anne E. O’Byrne 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2000), 129-142. For object-historical reasons, which will be revealed primarily in the 
second part of this introduction, I use this concept to focus on the merging of ecology and technology, which Nancy does 
not thematize.
14. Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht, Production of Presence: What Meaning Cannot Convey (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
2004), 19-20. On the opposition between “meaning culture” and “presence culture,” see 78-90.
15. Ibid., 21.
16. On Husserl’s critique of technology and its displacement of sense as well as my revaluation of his formulation and its 
diagnostic background, see Erich Hörl, “Die technologische Sinnverschiebung. Über die Metamorphose des Sinns und die 
große Transformation der Maschine,” Medien denken. Von der Bewegung des Begrifft zu den bewegten Bildern, ed. Lorenz 
EngelI, Jiri Bystricky, Katerina Krtilova (Bielefeld: Transcript, 2010), 17-35.
17. Gilbert Simondon, Du mode d’existence des objets techniques (Paris: Aubier, 2005), 101.
18. On the alphabetical background of the transcendental subject, see Bernard Stiegler, Taking Care of Youth and the 
Generations, trans. Stephen Barker (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2010), 23-30. In his famous essay on “The Origin 
of Geometry” in The Crisis of European Sciences, Husserl conceived of the transcendental subject as a “reading” subject 
who extracts living sense from dead forms and can thus “reactivate the self-evidence” that is stored in writing. See Edmund 
Husserl, The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology: An Introduction to Phenomenological 
Philosophy, trans. David Carr (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1970), 361-362. Wolfgang Iser redefined the 
reading subject as thoroughly phenomenological: Der Akt des Lesens (Paderborn and Munich, 1984). On cinematographic 
transcendentalism, see Bernard Stiegler, Technics and Time 3: Cinematic Time and the Question of Malaise, trans. Stephen 
Barker (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2011), 35-78; Lev Manovich’s Language of New Media (Cambridge, MA, 2001) 
is also relevant, as it is aggressively oriented around cinematography and, by his own account, seeks to decipher the language 
of new media through the conceptual lens of film theory and history. On the other hand, Mark B. N. Hansen emphasizes from 
the perspective of newer and more CPU-intensive networked media technologies the coming “noncinematic principles for 

of an ecotechnological process culture, which already grounds our present-day experience. It is nevertheless 
the vanishing point of the “phenomenal growth of a computer-aided subjectivity”78 already acknowledged 
by Guattari, with which a technological model of subjectivization and of the unconscious ultimately prevails 
as a result of the combination of information technologies and cognitive capitalism. In his discussion of this 
transformation in the history of sense Guattari emphasizes that the unconscious can be understood not in the 
traditional psychoanalytic framework derived from the culture of writing or as a matter of intrapsychic entities 
or linguistic signifiers, but rather only as assemblages of different semiotic and pragmatic dimensions that come 
from the most diverse, existential, media-technologically saturated territories.79

Nevertheless, the general ecology encompasses the intertwining of individual-mental, collective-social, and 
environmental processes that are consistently reconfigured in the era of the technological condition through 
a technical outside and thus become recognizable and readable as such for the first time in their originally 
integrated and metastable relationality. At its heart, the general-ecological question is about the relationship of 
subjectivity and exteriority, which is fundamentally renegotiated on a technological basis. Technology thereby 
traverses the immanence of the three interwoven ecological process cultures and integrates them into the new 
subjectivity and life form of ecotechnology. This constitutes the framework of the emerging concept of sense. 
It is basically incumbent upon us to elaborate and invent this sense more precisely as either hyperindustrially 
controlled or openly relational, which has already been the topic of arguments and debates for at least half a 
century and will be even more so in the near future. So much is certain, that the ecotechnological sense is our 
question and our horizon of care. 
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The more one hears the vocabulary of the “real,” the more a suspicion arises that something in reality isn’t 
right, as the high frequency of real-signifiers suggests some turbulence in the very sense of reality. The situa-
tion is similar with the crises and speculation of the financial industry: given the uncovered credits in financial 
markets, the dirty assets of the so-called real economy can still appear all-too attractive and idyllic.

It might thus be that what has recently been called “realism” or “speculative realism”—an emergence that has 
already made claim to a new branch of philosophy—not only represents a recent symptom of crisis, but also 
operates on the basis of a sort of covering-problem. Or at least this appears to be integrated into speculative 
realism’s central theses, which are (at least temporarily) shared by different programs and authors. 

A two-part profile can be found within these theses. The first part arrives at various consequences by pulling 
from a few philosophical dogmas since Kant and claiming that there is a world or a reality out there that holds 
its own—i.e., unmoved, indifferent, self-sufficient, sovereign, and fully independent of concepts and thought 
processes. What happens there does not depend on subjects, brains, and mental operations; what happens there 
does so with qualities that remain imperceptible and unthinkable for us. Herein manifests an uncircumventable 
break between thought and being.

Alternatively and in the second part of the profile, this outside, this inaccessible world must be grasped as 
an in-itself fixed reference point, as something on which every philosophical doubt will break. It surfaces in 
natural-scientific assertions, as seen in sentences like “the universe came into being 13.5 billion years ago” or 
“earthly life began 3.5 billion years ago.” And precisely because this or that happened out there (and before 
all human time), because this or that could occur (or perhaps not), it must appear—as Quentin Meillassoux 
says—as a reservoir of “eternal truths.”1 Because there is a human-free event that one knows took place one 
way or another—and thus contingently—a claim can then be made about the character of the Absolute: there is 
no doubt that something happened or will happen without us. 

THE REAL AND THE ALL-TOO-HUMAN
Joseph Vogl, translated by William Callison

In short, this entails three consequences. First, it means that, when confronted with this great Outside, all of our 
concepts, narratives and valuations collapse. This bears on all of those trying attempts that were once believed 
capable of controlling relations with the world and the limits of knowledge. From this perspective, even the 
transcendentals and the forms of intuition, even the categories and a priori’s of thought can appear only as 
contingent and untenable; at best, they attest to a narcissistic thought-entwinement of the subject with itself. 
Second and conversely, thought has here won new speculative freedoms: the less the world is conceivable, the 
more it summons thought to fabulate, to feign, to fantasize. Every attempt to think and conceptualize the world 
is forcibly speculative. Just as the literary realism of the nineteenth century once made fantasy and speculative 
fiction possible, so contemporary speculative realism engenders a new philosophical fantasy. Third, all of this 
is only possible because a new pivot, a new measure of value could be set with the Real: all constructions and 
constructivisms, all self-references and language games are fixated or even covered over by the vertical axis of 
the Real-Absolute or the Absolute-Real. Speculation has found its anchor, as it were, in a kind of philosophi-
cal gold standard. Against the relativisms in thought, it is the restoration of an old philosophical order and (as 
Ray Brassier put it) it is the hope that—with the tested dualisms of meaning and being, knowledge and feeling, 
concept and object—undiluted reason will once again take the throne.2

Even if I can only quickly and corruptly sketch out this philosophical scenario here; even if these blueprints 
give the impression of being more interested in providing answers than they are in asking questions; they 
nonetheless attempt to present a few turns that capture our time in thought [unsere Zeit in Gedanken erfasst]. 
A few problems are at hand, problems that bring us to the question of what thought [Denken] means today. Let 
me address a few problems in this list, then, while also making a few side remarks about speculative realism.
The first question and problem-figure naturally concerns the relation of “thought and the outside.” Even if, 
within the ambit of speculative realism, one laments that the outside has gone missing in philosophy, it is 
nonetheless conspicuous how such a cardinal philosophical position has already been staked out in the out-
side of thought. Martin Heidegger had already localized the task of thinking in the relation between thought 
and the unthinkable. In his essay “What Is Called Thinking?,” not only is philosophy attributed a constitutive 
beginninglessness, not only is the most “thought-provoking thing” [das “Bedenkliche”] marked by the always-
withdrawn element of thought. But beyond this, Heidegger also grasped the mere abstract possibility of thought 
as the possibility of that which “we are not yet thinking.” 3 Just as thought thus remains foreclosed from every 
practice of knowledge, so it conversely becomes the problem of a precarious act—that is, one which cannot 
be grasped through forms of imitation, through reproduction, through the similar and the analogous. The new 
realism obviously shares this intuition, the sharpest formulation of which can be found in Gilles Deleuze. For 
him, thought does not progress in the mediation between knowledge and non-knowledge as if in a never-ending 
process. There is no analogy, no isomorphy, no natural tendency, and no philia between thought and the out-
side;4 and it may be, write Deleuze and Guattari, “that believing in this world, in this life, becomes our most 
difficult task.”5

At issue here is nothing less than the form of encounter between thought and being, and here indeed looms a 
fundamental bifurcation. On the one side, the main concern of this so-called realism is the establishment of a 
philosophical discourse that “attempts to think what is there, where thought isn’t.” Not only does this secure a 
dualism that consolidates thought as consciousness and consciousness as human consciousness; it also gives 
the outside the position of the first principle, the post of an absolutely necessary contingency. The relation of 
thought and the outside is thus grasped as a problem of representation: the unrepresentable outside receives 
its place and its reference in the propositions of science. What cannot be thought is represented as outside of 
thought.

By way of contrast, for Deleuze, this is about a form of encounter that possesses all the features of violence. 
This in turn ruptures a dogmatic picture of thought that makes reference to the interiority of consciousness. In 
the encounter between thought and the outside, a contingent event escalates; since thought “has only involun-
tary adventures,”6 the outside of thought becomes manifest as violence, compulsion, and emergency in thought. 
Thus at the beginning of thought there is no aporetic relation to the outside, but rather a thought that has become 
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foreign to itself in contact with the outside. “Thought,” writes Deleuze, “is primarily trespass and violence, the 
enemy, and nothing presupposes philosophy: everything begins with misosophy.”7 The relation of representa-
tion is thus confronted with a relation of effect or action.

This leads directly to a second problem-figure, to an issue I would like to pose as a question of “the idiotic in 
thought.” In contrast with the new realism, the relation between thought and the outside need not be exclusively 
understood as a relation of exclusion. Rather, as authors like Blanchot, Deleuze or Foucault have advised, the 
seam between thought and the un-thought must be conceived as the inclusion of the outside in thought and thus 
as the end of representation. This carries several implications for the picture where thought makes itself from 
itself and confronts itself, as it were, in a shattered mirror. 

On the one hand, this means that the modern Cogito is exposed to a manifold violence, which, with the breach 
of finitude and the external world, interrupts the self-certainty of consciousness and the arbitrariness of its acts. 
Foucault described this as the discovery of those elusive and unobtainable powers of the outside: the emergence 
of the powers of life, labor, and language, which distend man to his own empirico-transcendental doubling and 
which hinder the re-location of the “I think” in the “I am.”8 Here is neither interiority nor consciousness, but 
rather a thought of the outside that recognizes in the self-presence of thought only alterity and the maximal 
distance of thought to itself. 

On the other hand and connected to this is the question that Deleuze and Guattari once posed: “What violence 
must be exerted on thought for us to become capable of thinking?”9 Thought emerges out of the unthinkable; 
however, this cannot be exorcized as mere negation, as factual obstacle, as error, deception, or illusion. It rather 
assumes the character of a constitutive powerlessness, which positions itself as the utmost outside on the inside 
of thought. Modern thought has its own lapses and misadventures in such moves, and the problematic diagram 
of that which is called thought is found less in a Discours de la méthode or in a Kritik. Rather, already avail-
able in the efforts of Daniel Paul Schreber, Antonin Artaud, or in other archives generated by psychiatry, is 
something psychiatry has applied: stereotypes, an endless rumination, an acephalus in thought, or simply the 
inability to have any sort of thought.10 Thus does something non-human, bestial, or idiotic spread itself out in 
the middle of thought. The edifying equation of human, subject, and consciousness thus shatters in the athletics 
of thought; and the appeal to a thinking faculty is haunted by a becoming-transcendental of stupidity or idiocy. 

Associated with this is a third problem-figure that occupies a systematic character. If the break between thought 
and being always poses the question of boundaries and transgressions, of the establishment of the one in the 
other, then what hangs in the balance are those continents that have been named the empirical and the transcen-
dental. And here modern philosophy runs into a crossroads that has produced not only different philosophical 
styles but also an intellectual incommensurateness. The one end is reclaimed by the most recent speculative 
solution. Here, if I see it correctly, the territory of the transcendental is constrained through an empirical field, 
which is itself characterized not by possible experience but by a necessary nothingness in experience. This 
would be what Meillassoux has called the ancestral: the territory of those pre-human dates and facts, which 
arrive in our world of experience with the formulas of science, but which only indicate the transcendental 
impossibility of empirical experience.11 What occurred or occurs outside will never be able to be an object of 
possible experience for us. In the ancestral, the transcendental obtains an empirical repartee, as it were. Put 
differently: the subject of possible experience (or of recognition) remains undisturbed, though it must resign 
itself—in favor of its final foundation in the Real—to the holes of impossible experience.

A different and opposed path is proposed by Deleuze, a path that at once eschews the question of a speculative 
foundation and yet holds to the dissimilarity between the empirical and the transcendental. Here the empirical 
field is not just any milieu in which one moves from the manifold to the object of intuition, from the sensory 
to the intelligible; it is not the field of recognition. It rather concerns an empirical field that precedes any em-
piricism and in which the sensory is given neither to objects nor to a subject. Here the condition is no longer 
grasped as the conditioned; and what Deleuze calls “transcendental empiricism” does not inquire into the 

conditions of possible experience, but rather into the real preconditions of actual experience. Deleuze says:  
“Something in the world forces us to think. This something is an object not of recognition but of a fundamental 
encounter. […] We ask, for example: What forces sensibility to sense? What is it that can only be sensed, yet 
is imperceptible at the same time?”12 What forces sensibility and what is it about sensibility that forces toward 
thought—in Deleuze, this leads to a differential theory of the faculties, which do not work together in the form 
of a sensus communis. They rather advance an increasing intensity: from something that can only be experi-
enced and yet that remains non-sensory when considered from an empirical standpoint, to something that must 
be thought and yet also remains unthinkable.13 The ground of thought thus lies neither in the subject nor outside, 
but rather in an empirical-transcendental field of immanence where thought and being are entangled before they 
develop into subject- and object-worlds. Here recurs in thought itself the very relationship that relates thought 
to the Outside. And this would be the incongruity: the metaphysical attempt to think the Outside as the Absolute 
is confronted with all of the tribulations entailed by the thought of immanence.

If this is correct after all—namely, that a turn from epistemology to ontology has been consummated in the new 
realism—then this makes up a fourth and final problem-figure: the question of what kinds of modes-of-being 
[Seinsweisen] one refers to in such a move. Here a peculiar kind of questionlessness breaks onto the scene, 
which constitutes some varieties of realism. And so, for someone like Quentin Meillassoux, the weight of real 
being is not only displaced into the lost region of the ancestral, whose existence can express only the inexis-
tence of the human. Its activities are thus limited, depending on the shape in which scientific propositions are 
incurred in the human world, and thus in the form of sentences that, in any case, demand interpretations.14 The 
utmost Real is indeed available [vorhanden], though it remains active only for itself.

For the sake of comparison one could—at least briefly—recall Martin Heidegger’s tool-analysis, which can 
be understood as an ontological key scene. For him, the existence [Vorhandensein] of things is no mere given-
ness [Gegebensein] but rather the result of a process in which their thing-character, their undetected being-at-
hand [Zuhandensein] dissipates and wins, in their very non-presence-at-hand [Unzuhandenheit], a mode of 
resistance, conspicuousness, and recalcitrance. It is precisely in its presence-at-hand [Vorhandenheit] that the 
world of things [Dingwelt] has its treacherous and rebellious character. It is only present-at-hand because it 
gives itself access to this outer region; it places itself at an extreme distance when one wants to grasp it. And if 
(according to Heidegger) Dasein is roused in its ontic daze, in its familiar being-in-the-world, this means that 
these things of the world [Welt-Dinge] never existed as isolated and unmoved. They are rather the productive 
forces of Dasein itself. The things-at-hand are defective tools and serve as a reminder that subjects are only 
begotten in grappling with things.15 Accordingly, the Real would not be outside; rather, it further involves 
products and productions that embody themselves in the subjects. Put differently: the quality of the ontological 
question is determined in whether and how it refers to that which is given [Gegebenheiten] or to that which is 
made [Gemachtheiten]. 

Those would thus be a few questions that are given with the actuality of speculative realism: the kind of en-
counter between thought and being; the inquiry into those forms of impotence that thought generates in itself; 
the way that the areas of the empirical and the transcendental are distributed; and the question of a kind of 
eventfulness that takes effect in the mode of being itself.

Let me then proceed to the conclusion. The present of new realism probably lies in the realization of a question 
that inheres in modern philosophy and from which it cannot break loose: the question of thinking contingency. 
At issue here, not least, is a predicament where the thought of contingency cannot be released from the ques-
tion of decision; it remains stamped by a decisive, decisionistic tension. Here two ways of thinking separate 
themselves irrevocably and for last time. The one, dogmatic way follows an eschatology of the Real and, with 
its decision for the universality of the contingent, disposes with the undecidable and accepts that it can only be 
newly decided in the sentences of science. The other, critical way is unholy, as it were, and finds in the thought 
of contingency only the contingent (i.e., restricted) place of its historical being. The finitude of the all-too-
human is sought in the human itself: with the question of the positive constraints of that which makes possible 
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events of the universalizable. Here the thought of contingency raises a claim on unredeemability; it concerns 
itself with the place and the effectivity of singular (i.e., contingent) events in that which manifests itself as 
universal, necessary, and binding.
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The debate on Habermas and literature, recently reignited by contributions from Pieter Duvenage,1 Lambert 
Zuidervaart,2 Nikolas Kompridis,3 David Coclasure4 and Nicholas Hengen-Fox,5 has sparked considerable in-
terest amongst literary critics. The Frankfurt School is, after all, one of the major progressive alternatives to 
Francophile post-structuralism and its sequelae, a real “road not taken” in Anglo-American literary-critical 
discourse. In particular, the positions worked out by Habermas represent a sophisticated, emancipatory social 
philosophy, one that defends not only the “specificity of the aesthetic,” but indeed the possibility that literature 
is rational. At the same time, efforts to develop a literary criticism from communicative premises have lately 
been sharpened by recognition that his aesthetics represents an acutely problematic region. In particular, the 
question of the nature of literature focuses theoretical difficulties that radiate outwards into Habermas’ main 
area of present engagement, in hugely influential recent contributions to the philosophy of religion.6 At least 
within the Frankfurt School’s research program, then, literary criticism and philosophical inquiry both have a 
significant interest in working out the relation between communicative action and the literary work. 

The main problem for anyone working on the topic of literary rationality, however, is that Habermas has not 
one, but two different positions on the nature of the literary work—and he believes that they are antitheti-
cal. Initially, he positioned literary works as forms of reflexive critique, making contributions to a distinctive 
aesthetic rationality by staking claims to be authentic works of art. Subsequently, Habermas decided that they 
engage in an imaginative form of language-use entirely unlike reasoned dialogue, releasing the rhetorical and 
figurative potentials of language in order to disclose new “worlds” of meaning and perception. The first pro-
posal involves a domain of truth within the differentiated validity claims of communicative reason, specifically, 
articulations of the validity claim to aesthetic authenticity. The second suggestion relates literary works to the 
“truth potential” of imaginative disclosures, which do not directly represent truth claims, but perhaps facilitate 
the making of such claims. 

‘A CATACLYSM OF TRUTH FROM A CRISIS OF FALSEHOOD’: 
READING HABERMAS ON CALVINO
Geoff Boucher

Accordingly, and despite Duvenage’s proposal for the reciprocity of critique and disclosure,7 debate has tended 
to polarise around the apparently opposed alternatives outlined by Habermas. Locating literature within com-
municative action brings it into contact with the possibility of influencing the public sphere, because it can be 
seen to articulate new interpretations of the subjective world of modern agents that might lead them to refor-
mulate general interests in democratic deliberations.8 Identifying literature with imaginative “world-disclo-
sure,” by contrast, connects its holistic representations of experiential complexes to the experimental process 
of semantic innovation, as well as to the participatory construction of meaning best articulated by reception 
aesthetics.9 The weight that Habermas himself gave to critiques of his communicative perspective on literature 
by Martin Seel and Albrecht Wellmer, added to the influential misreading of his position by Jonathan Culler 
and John B. Thompson as involving embarrassingly outdated reference to authorial sincerity, make defending 
the idea of literary truth claims seem like a difficult task.10 Yet it can certainly be argued that artistic rationality 
is not only an integral part of the architecture of communicative reason, but that the validity claim to aesthetic 
authenticity can be defensibly reconstructed. There can be no doubt that literary works disclose worlds. But—
contra Habermas—their reception as contributions to the “republic of letters,” articulating a specific kind of cri-
tique of matters of public interest, is not thereby negated. Frustrated by what I see as a false dichotomy between 
literature as rational critique and literature as imaginative vision, I have already philosophically defended the 
positioning of literary works within rational argumentation as a legitimate moment of a communicative liter-
ary criticism.11 In this article, a companion piece to the earlier essay, I want to show how the proposed critical 
approach works in mainly literary terms, while extending the philosophical reasoning of the initial piece. Now, 
the most efficient way to simultaneously exhibit the philosophical stakes involved here while showing that this 
approach constitutes a plausible literary-critical method is to return to the moment when critique and disclo-
sure diverged in Habermas’ work. As is well known, in The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity, Habermas 
criticises Derrida’s strategy of deconstruction on grounds that it drastically inflates linguistic world-disclosure, 
thereby transforming philosophical argumentation to a species of literary rhetoric.12 Less well known is that 
Habermas thinks that Italo Calvino’s If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler (hereafter, WN) is a more consistent ap-
plication of this programme than Derrida’s philosophical interventions.13 Practically unknown is the fact that 
this reading of Calvino was the moment in which Habermas definitively excluded narratives—including, as 
it turned out, both literary fictions and religious mythologies—from the domain of reasoned argumentation.   
On Habermas’s interpretation, Calvino’s novel attempts to exploit the potentials of literary disclosure in order 
to create a “generalised textuality” that swallows the world whilst subverting efforts to ground any determinate 
reading in aesthetic authenticity or authorial sincerity. For Habermas, the novel not only executes the decon-
structive program in a literary form—it also hilariously debunks the idea of literature as critique. As the fabri-
cator of apocryphal texts in the novel, Marana, notes of the author of inauthentic literature, Flannery: who on 
earth, in a vertiginously self-reflexive world composed entirely of literary fictions, would expect a “cataclysm 
of truth” to emerge from the “crisis of falsehood” (131)?14 

An interpretation of the novel as a sustained meditation on the connection between authentic literature and the 
desire to read, then, might seem rash15—yet that is exactly what I propose to do here. But in a novel composed 
of ironic reversals, literary auto-referentiality and metafictional self-reflexivity, we should not be surprised if 
the perspective of Marana and Flannery is not exactly the last word in what makes literature worthwhile. If this 
(extremely demanding) instance of contemporary literature can plausibly be interpreted from the communica-
tive perspective, then this will not only clarify how the authenticity claim might work under difficult circum-
stances, but it will also show what is missing from Habermas’ exclusive focus on literary world-disclosure. 
Literature is not just about exploring language for its own sake. It also clarifies those authentic desires that have 
been silenced in contemporary cultural formations. To arrive at this point will require detailed engagement with 
the rigorous protocols of both literary criticism and philosophy, but I will attempt to explain terms of art and 
to signpost the disciplinary significance of key moves throughout. Fortunately, once we get there, it will turn 
out that one other interpreter of WN does agree with the proposed perspective, but the reader will have to wait 
until the end to discover who it is.



‘A CATACLYSM OF TRUTH FROM A CRISIS OF FALSEHOOD’ GEOFF BOUCHER

LITERARY RATIONALITY—TRUTH CLAIMS, OR IMAGINATIVE DISCLOSURES?

To fully grasp the intellectual stakes in the proposed reading of Calvino, it is necessary to understand the sup-
posed opposition between literature as critique and literature as disclosure in philosophical terms. 
According to Habermas’s position on communicative reason, literary works are forms of reflexive critique that 
explore the nature of subjectivity and the means of its expression, thereby staking aesthetic validity claims to 
artistic authenticity. This position involves a claim that contemporary literary works contribute to cultural ratio-
nalisation by experimenting with post-traditional need-interpretations, thereby facilitating learning processes 
that develop the ego maturity of modern individuals. The argument here is that:

The power and significance of autonomous art is its capacity to bring into communicative circulation 
those linguistically excommunicated need-interpretations, those desires and feelings, which were 
split off in the process of socialisation. This happened because socialisation involved the internation-
alisation of the expectations of others, framed not as intersubjective agreements, but as quasi-natural 
imperatives backed by superego recriminations. The strong feelings that autonomous art unleashes 
are the product of its expression of these needs in ways that interrogate quasi-natural cultural tradi-
tions and rigid ego identities, thereby potentially catalysing a dramatic alteration in the motivational 
dispositions of modern individuals.16 

 
On this kind of interpretation, although literary works contain complexes of cognitive, normative, ethical and 
expressive elements, the evaluative task of literary criticism is to assess these complex wholes as proposals 
about the links between need-interpretations and legitimate forms of self-realization.

Yet, as we have seen, according to the position that Habermas subsequently adopted, literary works are forms 
of imaginative world-disclosure, a release of the rhetorical and figurative potentials of language through poetic 
and narrative devices. This results in semantic innovation and a refreshment of perception, but it is difficult to 
reconcile to the analytic argumentation characteristic of critique, because disclosure involves the holistic pre-
sentation of vicarious experiences that contain truth-potential, instead of implying validity claims. In acknowl-
edging a critical point made by Albrecht Wellmer, Habermas sums up the problem like this:

The aesthetic “validity” or “unity” that we attribute to a work of art refers to its singularly illuminat-
ing power to open our eyes to what is seemingly familiar, to disclose anew an apparently familiar 
reality. This validity claim admittedly stands for a potential for “truth” that can be released only in 
the whole complexity of life-experience; therefore, this “truth-potential” may not be connected to (or 
even identified with) one of the three validity-claims constitutive for communicative action, as I have 
previously been inclined to maintain. The one-to-one relationship which exists between the prescrip-
tive validity of a norm and the normative validity claims raised in speech acts is not a proper model 
for the relation between the potential for truth of works of art and the transformed relations between 
self and world stipulated by aesthetic experience.17 

At the intuitive level, the difficulty is that there appears to be a considerable difference between the literary 
work considered analytically as a disciplined exploration of contemporary subjectivity—say, in critical dis-
course (critique)—and the imaginative participation in the fictional world that happens in aesthetic reception—
say, in everyday reading (disclosure). In advocating a disclosive model, it appears that Habermas thinks that 
the situation of a literary work is the totality of a holistic pre-understanding of the world that is invoked by a 
disclosure and whose truth potential is redeemed as a possible form of existence through its integration into the 
life histories of individuals.18 The problem, as Habermas sees it, is that if aesthetic reception involves holistic 
experience, “then aesthetic reception cannot also involve rational critique, because rational critique is—for 
Habermas—specialised with respect to a validity claim and specific to the world modality—subjective, social 

or objective—thereby constituted as its extensional domain”.19 

Granted, there can be no doubt that literary works involve linguistic disclosure and that the act of reading 
engages holistic experiences based in imaginative participation, as specified by reception aesthetics.20 The 
question is whether acknowledgement of this fact logically excludes the possibility that literary works simul-
taneously involve critique. That is, does recognition of semantic innovation in the intensional totality of the 
work preclude the existence of an extensional domain? In terms of the way that Habermas has set the problem 
up, this reduces to the following: given that reading involves the experience of holistic meaning complexes that 
fuse cognitive, normative, ethical and expressive validity claims, is there any way to analytically separate these 
claims and evaluate their accuracy, rightness, appropriateness or truthfulness? Simply put, does literature, in the 
process of imagining worlds, represent anything at all—or is it pure linguistic self-reference?

The problem can be resolved once we see that validity claims are specialised, not exclusive, and that authentic-
ity claims involve a complex interplay of other types of validity claim. A differentiated cultural value sphere, 
such as that of modern autonomous art, does not exclude questions of the accurate representation of the world 
or the normative rightness of ethical values. It simply prevents these validity claims from disruptively predomi-
nating in the logic of value enhancement in the aesthetic domain, by refusing the evaluation of literary works in, 
say, ethical terms. So, for instance, the struggle of literary criticism from the mid-nineteenth to the mid-twenti-
eth centuries, to protect works from obscenity trials and then from censorious judgement, is not about the claim 
that works have no ethical dimension. It is about the claim that a work’s morality is not the basis for its value. 
Authenticity claims are a complex kind of meta-claim that, although they have genetic roots in self-expression, 
work quite differently to claims to subjective truthfulness. What is at stake in an authenticity claim is the his-
torical legitimacy of a form of individual or collective self-realization: this depends on establishing a relation 
between cultural interpretations of (historically variable) human needs and the socially accepted forms of self-
realization supposed to satisfy these needs in light of shared values.21 While authenticity claims can involve 
conformity to accepted standards, in modernity they generally involve the claim to have broken the rules in an 
exemplary way, in a way that while releasing new potentials for selfhood also sets new standards which should 
be acceptable to all (within a community).22 Artistic authenticity involves a representation of the connection 
between interpreted needs and ways of life that, in literary works, takes advantage of ironisation and equivoca-
tion to experiment with possibilities rather than to advance propositions. This sets in motion a potential critique 
of the relation between cognitive, normative and expressive components of an historical situation, under the 
predominance of an exploration of subjectivity. The role of literary criticism is to:

argumentatively redeem the authenticity claim that artworks implicitly (“mutely,” Adorno would 
say) articulate, by exhibiting these before a potentially universal audience as well-formed and 
intelligible instances of cultural need-interpretations, whose legitimacy potentially transcends this 
or that particular community. Once the artworks in question themselves articulate post-traditional 
need interpretations, then the interpretation of these works as symbolically coherent and culturally 
legitimate has directly universal implications … The contemporary form of the authenticity claim 
that art criticism redeems is therefore the claim that a symbolic construct: (1) innovatively presents 
a post-traditional need interpretation; which, (2), everybody can potentially feel, irrespective of 
cultural background.23 

Literary authenticity means an exploration in depth of a real aspect of subjectivity or a new aesthetic possibil-
ity that deserves public attention, because, in essence, it interprets needs in a fresh and important way. 

Now, given that this approach is not too distant from that of Habermas himself,24 it is worth asking why he 
rejects it in The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity. The answer, surely, is that his argumentative strategy 
is to drive a wedge between literary rhetoric and philosophical truth. As Habermas understands it, Derrida 
seeks to escape from the performative contradiction inherent in the total self-critique of reason, by relaxing 
the consistency requirement on philosophical discourse.25 The collapse of the distinction between logic and 
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rhetoric that deconstruction engages in is achieved through an intermediate step, which involves denying the 
distinction between literary criticism and literature itself.26 In turn, this aestheticisation of reason means a 
conflation of the world-disclosing function of poetic language with the prosaic coordination of action through 
everyday communication. The result is a drastic inflation of world-disclosure into a world-constituting capac-
ity of poetic language, in a way that prevents the correction of false knowledge through scientific research and 
moral argumentation.27 The materiality of the world is swallowed by a “general text” that engulfs the speaker, 
the interlocutor and the referent, releasing a para-literary semiotic playfulness that licenses scepticism at the 
expense of argumentatively redeemable truth claims. 

Keen, then, to assign disclosure to literature and critique to philosophy, Habermas is prepared to accept the 
“collateral damage” to his communicative position on literary works that this entails. 

Additionally, in Calvino’s WN, Habermas appears to think that he has encountered a text that engages in an 
exemplary disclosure of how, in literature, it’s “inauthenticity all the way down”. Against the background of 
Calvino’s literary criticism, and reading WN philosophically, Habermas argues that the writer’s effort is di-
rected to exploring a deconstructive generalised text. Calvino, Habermas argues, “who participates above all in 
the French discussion” around the world-disclosing potential of poetic language, “is interested in the question 
of whether a text could be reflexive in such a way that it could … absorb everything that is real … [and] expand 
into a totality”.28 Notoriously, Calvino’s novel includes the reader in the text as a character (the Reader), and 
directly addresses the reader in the text while speaking in the first person (“I,” “you”). Furthermore, WN is a 
book whose fragmentary narrative and metafictional commentary seem to deliberately frustrate any interpretive 
strategy that seeks to locate a master-code on which to base an argument about the novel’s referent. For Haber-
mas, this programme—to include the world in the text—is announced in the novel’s celebrated opening, (“You 
are about to begin reading Italo Calvino’s new novel, If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler. Relax. Concentrate. 
Dispel every other thought” (9)), and it is apparently summed up by the ludic postmodern cogito proposed in 
the work: “it writes … I read, therefore it writes” (139).29 For Habermas, Calvino’s novel is nothing less than a 
literary experiment in the realization of the post-structuralist intellectual programme.30

But, Habermas announces triumphantly, Calvino’s effort to include the world in a general textuality that levels 
out distinctions between reflexive argumentation, everyday speech and literary language, is forced to announce 
its own limits in problems of address that vitiate the novel’s conclusion. On Habermas’s interpretation, the 
experiment fails because the narrative cannot sustain the resulting tension between the (extra-textual) reader 
as potentially anyone and the character of the reader as a specific individual.31 The “dynamic of the action … 
moves the second-person pronoun further and further into the vicinity of a proper name,”32 something that the 
grammatical splitting of the reader into male and female readers, resulting in two characters, does not solve. 
Instead, with the character of the female reader, Calvino merely depicts, but cannot perform, the disappearance 
of the extra-textual reader into the world of the text.33 Fundamentally, the character of the Reader, the one who 
reads the character of the Other Reader in the text, cannot be at once a character in the novel and the person 
external to the novel who reads it. 

CROSSED HIERARCHIES AND NESTED ONTOLOGIES—ON LITERARY WORLDS

As a moment in an argument about the non-literal and metaphorical nature of literary rhetoric, there is some-
thing surprisingly literal about Habermas’s reading of WN. This is all the more astonishing in light of the 
fact that WN positively screams its fictional status as an encyclopaedia of literary forms with the capacity to 
generate bewildering ontological loops, within what appears to be a combinatory aesthetic. By the term of 
literary-critical art, “ontological loops,” I mean the way that the narrative systematically violates the normal 
distinctions and relations between the author, the narrator, the characters, and the characters that these charac-
ters invent and narrate. By a “combinatory aesthetic,” I mean a recognised, specific form of contemporary lit-
erature that explicitly adverts to its own narrative as a set of permutations and combinations of some elementary 
formal possibilities. It would therefore seem useful to read Calvino’s novel as literature for a moment, before 

stampeding to extract some philosophical propositions from its logical self-immolation. This will provide some 
preliminary grounds for thinking that the communicative reading of the novel might be plausible after all, while 
also serving the valuable end of describing the narrative for those who have not had the opportunity to study 
WN in detail. 

A helpful starting point in analysing the novel is provided by Brian McHale’s notion of “limit modernism,” as 
defined by the moment when an epistemological dominant is radicalised to the point of ontological instability 
within the novelistic diegesis.34 Calvino’s book can be described as consisting of three hierarchical ontological 
levels. It is the purpose of the radical epistemological uncertainty around the narrator’s identity, and around 
what the relation is between nested narrative fragments and the main world of the novel, to systematically 
confuse, or at least, complicate, this ontological hierarchy. I am going to refer to these three levels from now on 
as frame narrative, primary diegesis and secondary fragments. In the frame narrative, “I,” the narrator who is 
perhaps a proxy for the author, tells “you,” the extra-diegetic reader, that he (probably he, for reasons explained 
below) is recounting Italo Calvino’s new novel, WN. Within the primary diegesis of the novel, “you,” a reader, 
become a character, the Reader [Lettore], who in the course of trying to find the continuations of the beginnings 
of ten books, encounters a host of characters. The sequence passes through the Other Reader [Lettrice] (the love 
interest, Ludmilla), the Other Reader’s sister (the romantic distraction, Lotaria), Irnerio, a luddite Non-Reader, 
Marana, an apocryphal translator and Flannery, an inauthentic author, before finally marrying the Reader off 
to the Other Reader and concluding—as “you,” a reader again—Italo Calvino’s novel. Finally, the novel partly 
consists of ten beginnings of conventional narratives that break off at the moment of suspense, when romantic 
possibilities have appeared in a constellation with the potential for sudden death and the likelihood of rivalry in 
love. The contamination of ontological levels in the novel happens exclusively between the primary diegesis its 
adjacent levels, so that the aborted beginnings turn out to be writings by the inauthentic author, Silas Flannery, 
and forgeries by the apocryphal translator, Ermes Marana, while the frame narrative is anticipated by both (and 
so might be told by either). 

Because this is potentially confusing, and because on my reading everything hinges on the relationship between 
levels, I am now going to recapitulate this in an expanded way, starting at the bottom, while bringing out the 
details necessary to my interpretation. 

The secondary fragments—the ten beginnings of novels—are a hilarious trail of falsehoods: a falsified copy of 
Italo Calvino’s If on a winter’s night a traveler gives way to the Polish novel Outside the town of Malbork by 
Tazio Bazakbal. But Bazakbal’s novel is incomplete, and yields to a rare classic of the literature of the imagined 
Eastern European land of Cimmeria, Leaning from the steep slope by Ukko Ahti, which itself turns out to be 
but a fragment of the classic of the majority language of Cimbrian, Vorts Viljandi (formerly Ukko Ahti)’s With-
out fear of wind or vertigo. And on it goes, in an increasingly delirious spiral of forged novels in mendacious 
translation under falsified editions, all mere beginnings broken off at a structural point that only creeps forward 
across the ten fragments, until it transpires that this trail of fabricated world literature is actually the result of 
the conspiratorial activities of the apocryphal translator Ermes Marana, in competition (or perhaps in collusion) 
with the inauthentic writer of popular fiction, Silas Flannery. 

The secondary fragments are lodged within a primary diegetic world, and the relationship between primary 
and secondary levels is twofold. The key to the relation between secondary fragments and primary diegesis is 
that each aborted beginning responds exactly to Ludmilla’s (the Other Reader’s) declarations, in the previous 
chapter of primary diegesis, about her reading preferences. As Nella Cotrupi comments, Ludmilla’s “appar-
ently insatiable, heterogeneous, and catholic literary appetites provide the spur and the blueprint for each of 
the text’s novelistic fragments,”35 so that, as Marilyn Orr puts it, “the incipits begin to be designed specifically 
according to her expressed formulation of ‘the book I would like to read now …’ as it develops from chapter 
to chapter”.36 Ludmilla comments, for instance, that “I prefer novels … that bring me immediately into a world 
where everything is precise, concrete, specific. I feel a special satisfaction in knowing that things are made in 
that certain fashion and not otherwise, even the most commonplace things that in real life seem indifferent to 
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me” (28). In response to her declaration, in Outside the Town of Malbork, “everything is very concrete, sub-
stantial, depicted with sure expertise; or at least the impression is given to you, Reader, is one of expertise” 
(32). This is the structuring principle of the relation between the primary diegesis and the secondary fragments 
(see, e.g., 76 and 88). 

But the existence of this structuring principle is accounted for in the primary diegesis through Marana’s desire 
for the Other Reader, because “the secret spring [of Marana’s flood of apocryphal novels] was his jealousy of 
the invisible rival who came constantly between him and Ludmilla, the silent voice that speaks to her through 
books” (126). To interpose himself, Marana brilliantly introduces into her reading an experience designed to 
destroy “the idea that behind each book there is someone who guarantees a truth in that world of ghosts” (127). 
This intercepts Ludmilla’s desire to read with a perfect anticipation of what she demands—albeit as forgery 
rather than truthfulness—something intended by Marana to wean her from reading altogether, and win her 
back to him. Not surprisingly, Marana is aided in the primary diegesis by the complicity of the Non-Reader, 
Irnerio, a person whose relationship to literature is exhausted by the materiality of books, which he uses as raw 
materials for sculptures.

The primary diegesis, then, is a romance narrative between Reader and Other Reader, one with a highly con-
ventional telos in love and then marriage, in which suspense is generated by a proliferation of rivals (Marana, 
Flannery, Irnerio) and the distraction of the Other Reader’s politically militant sister, Lotaria. The Reader 
constantly searches for the continuations of the secondary fragments, which in his world are novel beginnings, 
as pretexts for maintaining a relationship with the Other Reader. As he does so, he discovers that the plots 
(conspiracies) of his rivals are the plots (emplotments) that he reads, traps designed to stop him reading and to 
enable the rivals to read (or be read by) Ludmilla. Overcoming the obstacles in the path of desire and continu-
ing to read are thus one thing, as is successfully managing to read the Other Reader by avoiding the vertiginous 
non-identity that is the Other Reader’s sister. This achievement of a conventional novelistic telos is parodically 
represented in a scene of marital bliss as (what else?) conjoint yet separate reading, in which “you lie down in 
the same bed like a settled couple … [where] two parallel readings … accompany the approach of sleep” (125). 
Just as the secondary fragments are constantly punctuated by ontological intrusions that represent the Reader’s 
reading experience (“The novel begins in a railway station, a locomotive huffs, steam from a piston covers the 
opening of the chapter, a cloud of smoke hides part of the first paragraph” (14)), so too the primary diegesis is 
continually interrupted by metafictional commentary on the Reader’s relationship to the other characters. These 
comments performatively enact the narrative development within the primary diegesis: “Your reading is no 
longer solitary: you think of the Other Reader, who, at this same moment, is also opening the book; and there, 
the novel to be read is superimposed by a possible novel to be lived, the continuation of your story with her, 
or better still, the beginning of a possible story” (30). This ironic performance of what is otherwise a conven-
tional romance accounts for the extraordinary charm of the narration. But unsettling excursions from the frame 
narrative, in which a reader—“you”—is/are reading the primary diegesis and its nested secondary fragments, 
are common at both primary and secondary levels, thanks to the ambiguity of the second person singular as 
universal shifter (you, a reader) and as deictic indicator (you, the Reader). The structure of a second person 
address that reflexively anticipates its own actual reading culminates in the novel’s final words: “Now you are 
man and wife, Reader and Reader. A great double bed receives your parallel readings. … And you say, ‘Just a 
minute, I’ve almost finished Italo Calvino’s If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler’” (205). 

Now, the frame narrative, in which “I” seem to be narrating Italo Calvino’s novel to “you,” is present, as has 
already been said, at the beginning and end of the book, and in the moments where personal pronouns work an 
ontological destabilisation of narrative levels. But it is also present, in the form of self-reflexive moments that 
anticipate the form and content of the actual novel, WN, in the primary diegesis. It turns out that both Marana 
and Flannery, albeit in different ways, have plans for a book that either closely resembles, or is identical with, 
WN. It seems to me that this strand is indeed privileged, for here we touch on the novel’s main plot—in the 
sense of trap, conspiracy. For the notion that “I” am narrating WN to “you,” in the context of a self-reflexive 
diegetic anticipation of this act in the text by characters who are a falsifier of translations and an inauthentic 

author, seems to pose the question: who am “I,” the author/narrator, and can “I” be relied on? This question 
about the relation between the author and the work—an epistemological puzzle in a trap narration about the 
lack of authorial originality or sincerity—is a perfect diversion from a better question, posed equally insistently 
but with less romantic ballast, about the relation between the reader and the text: who are you, the reader, and 
what do you want? As Marie-Anne Visoi notes, although “the narrative voice annihilates authorial power” and 
the reflexivity of the text implies a parody of the reader-as-hero, the ultimate reference of this self-reflexive 
structure is to “our own way of reading”.37 

In fact, Calvino’s novel is saturated with the motifs of reader-response criticism, which is the basic idea that 
reader and writer cooperate in the co-production of a “text” from the literary work, since in light of the under-
determination of meaning that is inevitable in literary diegesis, literary experience can only be completed 
through an active process of interpretation that generates, rather than receives or decodes, meaning. The reader 
response idea of an author-work/text-reader dichotomy provides a useful way to bring out the conceptual im-
plications this proposal that the author-work relation is a diversion from the text-reader relation.  

Starting on the “author-work” side of this opposition, then, WN, in a fairly obvious way, is all about how autho-
rial sincerity is irrelevant to questions of literary authenticity. In particular, the dialectic between Flannery and 
Marana foregrounds the impossibility of grasping a determinate meaning with reference to authorial sincerity. 
On the one hand, the novel trades amusingly on the ambivalence of plot as emplotment and as conspiracy, so 
that the secret society instigated (but no longer run) by Marana means that, for the Reader, “here is a trap-novel 
designed by the treacherous translator with beginnings of novels that remain suspended” (101). Meanwhile, 
although Flannery dreams of a work of convulsive disclosure by contrast with which the rest of his work would 
appear as the fake that it is, this work would be a piece of paradigmatically late modernist writerly écriture, 
something that would be the opposite of authorial sincerity because a form of automatic writing (139). Their 
plots, in other words, militate against authorial intentionality. On the other hand, the novel also trades on the et-
ymological ambiguity of “apocrypha,” as falsification and as the revelation of hidden secrets. Marana produces 
fake translations to defeat the “function of the author”: he dreams of “a literature made entirely of apocrypha, of 
false attributions, of imitations and counterfeits and pastiches” (127). At the same time, completely blocked for 
inspiration, Silas Flannery considers not only an anonymous writing, but that he must write “a crime that is hor-
rible, but which somehow ‘resembles’ the butterfly, which would be fine and light like the butterfly” (136). This 
crime is foreshadowed in the notion that the “author of every book is a fictitious character whom the existent 
author invents to make him the author of his fictions” (142). At this point comes the moment in which Flan-
nery considers partnership with Marana “to flood the world with apocrypha,” “because writing always means 
hiding something in such a way that it is then discovered … because there is no certitude outside falsification” 
(152). The twin plots against authorial intentionality, although they have the surface form of falsification and 
automaticity, have the hidden meaning of a murder—the (by now, banal) death of the author.

Or rather, this horrible crime is a sort of suicide, for significantly, these meditations on Marana’s plan to re-
place literature with apocrypha, and Flannery’s dream of an automatic writing that would be the unconscious 
transcription of the unsaid, both lead toward If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler. Marana proposes “a stratagem 
prompted by the literary tradition of the orient: he will break off his translation at the moment of greatest 
suspense and will start translating another novel … [which] will also break off … and so on…” (100). The 
intention here is to fundamentally disturb the reader’s relation to the author, for “if this idea … succeeded in 
imposing itself, if systematic uncertainty as to the identity of the writer … kept the reader from abandoning 
himself with trust … something would have changed forever” (127). Similarly, Flannery plots “the idea of 
writing a novel composed only of beginnings of novels” (156). Flannery goes on, in fact, to outline the entire 
narrative strategy of WN, up to and including the structure of second-person address and the primary diegetic 
romance narrative between the Reader and the Other Reader. 
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THE DEATH OF THE AUTHOR AND THE BIRTH OF THE READER

A first conclusion therefore imposes itself: WN is about the death of the author as an intentional centre whose 
sincerity guarantees expressive truthfulness. The effect of this, as both Inge Fink and Teresa de Laurentis have 
noted, is the author’s transformation into a function within a combinatory aesthetic.38In literary-critical terms, 
the problem here is that of the “intentional fallacy,” the fallacy of supposing that authorial intention governs 
the meaning of a literary work. Reader-response criticism conclusively demonstrates exactly why the “indeter-
minacy of the stratum of presented objects” (i.e., the incompleteness of every literary world) means that this 
simply must be the case. In line with this, Calvino’s novel ridicules the Reader’s anachronistic efforts to read 
the world in terms of authorial sincerity. But this is not the same as the impossibility of authentic art, because 
expressive sincerity is not equivalent to literary authenticity.

In the philosophical framework of Habermasian theory, the issue is that the literary work does not directly 
invoke the validity claim of expressive truthfulness in the same way that argumentative dialogue about a report 
on the subjective world of feelings does. Instead, literary works non-propositionally suggest that a certain inter-
pretation of the subjective world is plausible—by imaginatively representing it as un-/desirable possible real-
ity—while taking advantage of ironisation and equivocation to distance the author from propositional engage-
ment and to facilitate multiple potential readings. Literary criticism articulates this as worthwhile by reading 
the non-propositional suggestions of the literary work as a culturally-legitimate interpretation of subjectivity. 
At the same time, literary works—as artworks—are positioned in the space of aesthetic value, where criticism 
must demonstrate works’ implicit claims to artistic innovation. In short, the literary critic—a specialised kind 
of reader—redeems the authenticity claim, not against authorial truthfulness, but against the validity of the 
work’s representation of new possibilities for cultural subjectivity, as coordinated with the work’s innovative 
development of the means of artistic expression.    
  
This is why it is crucial not to fall for the lure of Flannery’s diary in the middle of the book, as Habermas argu-
ably does.39 Nothing is more tempting than the trope of authorial sincerity, especially for the inauthentic writer 
in the midst of a spiritual crisis that in part testifies to the persistence of these romantic (and inverted romantic) 
conceptions of literature. The diary records Flannery’s ruminations on reading and writing in terms of a desire 
to break through the dialectic of sincerity and insincerity (the “tormented” and the “productive” authors of 
Flannery’s imagination). For Flannery, this means either a devastating revelation that would annihilate false-
hood to such as degree as to escape representation altogether, or a purely automatic transcription process. Yet 
this is parodically handled in the chapter itself, for it is a sect who believes in UFOs who expect a cataclysm of 
personal sincerity from this crisis of falsehood, while the alternative turns out to be a computer that completes 
novel beginnings through permutations of its library of literary data. Thus, if the frame narration is the level 
at which truth emerges in WN, that truth is most certainly not a rehabilitation of authorial sincerity through a 
sort of liar’s paradox, in which truthful self-expression would reflexively return from the very midst of a novel 
about falsification and insincerity. 

The apparent reduction of the author to a selection function within a combinatory aesthetic means the libera-
tion of the reader—but only under highly specific conditions. It is perhaps to be expected that a novel about the 
love of reading foregrounds reading strategies as a particular concern. WN is, among other things, an almost 
exhaustive inventory of critical methods and readers’ approaches. These approaches range from the doctrinaire 
impositions of structuralism, psychoanalysis and Marxism represented by Lotaria, through the plastic yet naïve 
attitudes of Ludmilla, and the nihilistic rejection of literature by Ludmilla’s friend, Irnerio the Non-Reader, all 
the way to the stubbornly conventional line of the Reader. Particularly in the way that Ludmilla’s readerly de-
mands elicit the secondary fragments, the novel literalises the fundamental insight of reader-response criticism, 
that “reading causes the literary work to unfold its inherently dynamic character” because the act of reading 
realises a meaningful text from the mere signifying potential of the work.40 In this light, we can speak of the 
strategies of Flannery and Marana converging from opposite directions, complementary to their mutually re-
inforcing conclusions. For Marana, the key task in the annihilation of the author is the destruction of the Other 

Reader’s reading, through the devastation of any possible recourse to authorial intentionality. By contrast, for 
Flannery, the union of the authorial function and the ideal reader means a communion of minds that short-
circuits representation completely: “at times I am gripped by an absurd desire: that the sentence I am about to 
write be the one the woman is reading at that same moment. … [W]hatever I may write will be false, a fake, 
compared to my true book, which no one except her will ever read” (135). There is a strong sense that both are 
right: Ludmilla generates the novel fragments directly from her expectations, as these expectations play across 
a repertoire of conventional narrative beginnings. 

But that is not all at what is meant by the liberation of the reader, for these conventional beginnings are parts 
of a trap-novel. The sense in which these ensnare the reader is brought out by Flannery, for whom “for some 
time now, every novel I begin writing is exhausted shortly after the beginning, as if I had already said every-
thing I have to say” (156). In other words, the narrative telos latent in the beginning threatens to engulf the 
narration, catapulting the start forward into the end. It is as if the author and the reader are expert chess players 
for whom the developmental combinatory of openings and endgames is so thoroughly internalised that, after 
a determinate number of moves in any contest, there is no longer any need to play out the empty formality 
of the game itself because the result has become inevitable. Once the beginning itself becomes the object 
of readerly desire, the trap has been sprung.41 In other words, the fact that Ludmilla’s readerly expectations 
generate Marana’s apocryphal fragments, which consist of highly conventional narrative beginnings, is not a 
solution—it is a statement of the problem itself. Again, it is Flannery who brings this out. On the one hand, “I 
[Flannery] am convinced there is nothing better than a conventional opening, an attack from which you can 
expect everything and nothing” (140). On the other hand, “the romantic fascination produced in the pure state 
by the first sentences of the first chapter of many novels is soon lost in the continuation of the story” (140). 
It is precisely in order to defeat such an exhausted conventionality—which also means, diegetically, to defeat 
Marana’s machinations and win the Other Reader from the Reader—that Flannery dreams that he “would like 
to be able to write a book that is only an incipit, that maintains for its whole duration the potentiality of the 
beginning” (140). As Christina Mazzoni notes, WN represents just such a strategy  for sustaining the desire 
to read, which is equivalent to maintaining the potentiality of the beginning, by continuously raising and then 
defeating conventional expectations for as long as possible.42 

A second conclusion therefore appears: that beyond the “death of the author” is supposed to lie the birth of the 
reader—but only on condition that the “author function” manages to sustain the desire to read through literary 
innovation, which means, through raising and then defeating the reader’s conventional expectations.

To say that narrative development is a question of sustaining the desire to read by raising and then defeating 
conventional expectations is to say that, in a novel that had seemed to open up a typical self-reflexive mise-en-
abîme, we have suddenly and perhaps unexpectedly struck bedrock. Although many critics have commented on 
the centrality of desire in the plot dynamics of WN,43 this has not really been connected in the critical debate to 
the question of the conditions of possibility for the novel as a form. Instead, the conclusion reached relatively 
early on in the debate, that parody implies a negative gesture of demystification without any reconstructive 
moment,44 has remained virtually unchallenged. An exception to this rule—a rule that Habermas too follows 
in his reading—is Fink, who argues that despite “the death of the author, and the absence of any univocal 
textual message, Calvino in fact undercuts contemporary theories and re-establishes the traditional hierarchies 
of literary discourse”.45 But Fink’s conclusion is in tension with her recognition that Calvino’s strategy is a 
conventional game played with unconventional means, which implies that his negative gesture opens the space 
for something other than traditional literary discourse. The conflation of an exploration of narrative conditions 
of possibility with a return to tradition is precisely, on my reading, what WN resists.

On this reading, then, Calvino’s WN is not about a particular interpretation of subjectivity linked to a specific 
innovation in the means of its aesthetic expression. It is a sort of “quasi-transcendental” novel, about the condi-
tions of possibility for the novel as a form, where the form of subjectivity involved in reading is connected to 
an innovative form that expresses a compendium of reading positions. More simply, WN is about the problem 



‘A CATACLYSM OF TRUTH FROM A CRISIS OF FALSEHOOD’ GEOFF BOUCHER

of sustaining the desire to read.

Sustaining the desire to read as the fundamental problem of narrative is thematised in two ways in WN. On the 
one hand, it is implicit in the secondary fragments. As the topology of romantic encounter in the context of 
hidden danger risks exhaustion, the fragments gravitate toward a new constellation of possible betrayal linked 
to deadly danger for the protagonist. Then, this cedes place to a science-fiction-like threat of annihilation by 
nothingness as words lose their power to sustain literary worlds, and to the self-reflexive trope of the empty 
grave that awaits the protagonist as/at the narrative’s conclusion. The fragments get shorter and shorter, strug-
gling to maintain any suspense as they move in the direction of the tragic motif of the lethal destiny inscribed 
in the reader’s identity.46 Working against this fatal telos in order to sustain desire is the constant alternation of 
romantic betrayal and sexual confusion, that is, the story of the difficulties that stand in the way of the realiza-
tion of Eros, on its way to a goal that converges on death insofar as it must climax, which is to say, conclude. 
On the other hand, this motif of the dialectic of the desire to read as a metaphor for the dialectics of love and 
death is openly confirmed in the way that the primary diegesis literalises the metaphor that all reading involves 
a seduction of the reader. In relation to love, the tropes of courtship, foreplay, love-making and climax structure 
both the relationship between the Reader and the Other Reader, and the narrative progression of the text, for 
both are one in WN. When the Reader and the Other Reader make love, this is a process of “systematic reading” 
(123); like reading, love-making involves “a direction [that ] can be recognised in it, a route to an end, since it 
tends toward a climax, and with this end in view it arranges rhythmic phrases, metrical scansions, recurrence 
of motives” (124). In relation to death, the conclusion of every reading experience as a death of the reader, the 
paradox that the satisfaction of desire is its extinction, is metaphorically represented in the “empty grave” of 
the secondary fragments. Indeed, in the final five secondary fragments, the narrative represents an increasingly 
desperate “attempt to counter impending doom with scenes of last minute rescues”.47 This metaphorically 
represents the threat, lethal to readerly desire, that completion of the novel fragments would coincide with the 
attainment of Ludmilla in a way that would permit no sequel.

DESIRE IS THE DESIRE OF THE OTHER READER

We can make sense of this psychoanalytically, provided that we remain at the most abstract level of the gen-
eralities of a theory of desire. Desire, Lacan argues, is the desire of the Other; conversely, unconscious desire 
is the discourse of the Other. What is meant by this is that desire is self-reflexive and intersubjective. Desire is 
self-reflexive: desire for the other person is desire to be desired; the desire of the other person structures the per-
son’s desire insofar as a condition of being desired is to coincide with the object of the other’s desire. Desire is 
intersubjective: the reciprocally shared desire of the person and the other person, which is ultimately the desire 
of both to be recognised as desiring, is misrecognised as desire for an object that is a culturally accepted symbol 
of successful desire. This symbol is a conventional placemarker for that combination of power, desirability and 
legitimacy that Lacan calls the phallic signifier.48 The desire to be recognised as desiring, Lacan maintains, is 
unconscious, repressed, because it implies the “desolation of narcissism,” the evacuation of the empirical per-
sonality of the individual before the empty, non-empirical, context-transcending part of the subject. This is the 
part of the subject for which authenticity is always a question, because no empirical realization of desire would 
ultimately satisfy it.49 The dialectic between the unconscious desire to be recognised as desiring and the cultural 
symbols of the successful realisation of desire create a scission, experienced by the subject as anxiety, between 
desire for such an object, and the desire to postpone the final encounter, because the realization of desire would 
mean, in fact, the death of the subject as desiring. 

All of this plays out in a transparent way in WN, between the Reader and the Other Reader. If the secondary 
fragments are structured by the Other Reader’s demands, the primary diegesis is structured by the Reader’s 
desire (the Reader’s desire to read, which is also a desire for, and of, the Other Reader). The Reader’s desire 
is stubbornly linear, which is exactly what keeps him on the twisting path created by the obstacles to desire: 
“I like to read only what is written, and to connect the details with the whole, and to regard certain readings as 
definitive,” he says; and yet, he is forced to admit that “for a while now, everything has been going wrong for 

me: it seems to me that in the world there only exist now stories that remain suspended or get lost along the 
way” (203). The Reader desires closure. Specifically, he desires the closure of the novels that the Other Reader 
reads/generates, because these will allow him to read her desire. What he must learn—for this conventional 
romance is also another conventional sort of novel, the Bildungsroman that narrates the (reading) education of 
the protagonist (reader)—is that closure only arrives at the absolute end of any narration, looking backwards 
from death on a life history that has become narrative through its conclusion. Otherwise, desire remains open, 
by postponing closure; when one story ends, another begins.

All of which is to say that, in this comic novel, for generic reasons, love must cheat death. It does so through a 
completion that evades closure, thus keeping open the desire to read. Toward the conclusion of the novel, the 
narrator speculates that “now it is the stories that you [the Reader] live that break off at the climactic moment; 
perhaps now you will be permitted to follow the novels you read all the way to the end” (174). When the end 
arrives, however, it lacks closure, for in the library where the Reader tries to locate all ten fragments, one of the 
seven readers in the library mistakes the list of titles for the opening of another novel, a list whose final clause, 
supplied by the Reader, indicates the desire to go on:

If on a winter’s night a traveller, outside the town of Malbork, leaning from the steep slope without 
fear of wind or vertigo, looks down in the gathering shadow, in a network of lines that enlace, in 
a network of lines that intersect, on a carpet of leaves illuminated by the moon, around an empty 
grave—what story down there awaits its end?—he asks, anxious to hear the story (204).

This moment, where retroactive comprehension precipitates anticipation of a future prolongation, an end with-
out closure, pointing to a new beginning, catalyses a moment of truth in the novel. “The ultimate meaning to 
which all stories refer,” the elderly seventh reader announces, “has two faces: the continuity of life; the inevita-
bility of death” (204). Is this a moment of only apparent truth that is instantly ironised by the conventional (and 
inauthentic) romantic telos of the primary diegesis? 

I don’t think so, for three reasons: (1) the novel links sustaining the desire to read with literary innovation; (2) 
it is literary innovation that allows the novel to indicate beyond itself to the unsaid, to the existential realities 
of love and death beyond representation; (3) this capacity of literature to innovatively illuminate human needs 
through allusion refers us to the literary tradition, so that literary authenticity is not about absolutely fresh 
departures (rules without a game), but about unconventionally refreshing conventional departures (new rules 
for the old game). 

That is not to say that WN, as a novel about reading, lacks any empirical reference. The desire to read that 
sustains narrative development can only succeed through literary innovation, and “innovation” is inescapably 
historical and relational. WN thematises this in the opposition between Flannery and Marana, and especially 
in the way that, although both anticipate WN, only Flannery, seeking to escape inauthenticity, fully concep-
tualises the novel’s structure. Thus, Flannery is the best candidate for narrative voice, perhaps with Marana’s 
fragments nested within the diegesis as subordinate moments. Calvino’s novel locates the problem of literary 
inauthenticity in a particular social and historical context. The opposition between Marana and Flannery is 
located very precisely in the Europe of the late 1970s—a bourgeois society beginning to engage in processes 
of globalisation that are driven by that combination of commodification and technology which, in the literary 
field, appears as a new, global form of the culture industry. On the one hand, there is the translator/agent Marana 
who floods the market with a generic world literature manufactured through the exploitation of a combination 
of exotic locations, distant languages, remote customs and strange authorial names, together with hackneyed 
narrative clichés drawn from the innumerable threads of a culture that can be compiled into a database. The 
truth of this practice is Flannery, a best-selling author whose novels are product placement devices (98). On the 
other hand, there is the inauthentic “productive” author Flannery, from whom novels appear to grow organi-
cally and automatically, like pumpkins from a vine, in response to the ever-same demands of the mass literary 
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public. The truth of this practice is Marana’s machine, which works to select narrative sequences to complete 
novel beginnings by exposing a reader, who is strapped to the device, to sufficient combinatorial possibilities 
to gauge the best choice based on the reader’s encephalogram. The irony is, of course, that neither strategy of 
the Organisation for the Electronic Production of Homogenised Literary Works, works: Flannery cannot write 
because he has nothing meaningful to write about; Marana’s machine consistently fails to elicit a response 
from the constrained reader. The additional irony is, of course, that even Flannery and Marana do not regard 
this as a literary practice: for Marana, the homogenisation of literature is designed to defeat “the invisible rival 
who came constantly between him and Ludmilla, the silent voice that speaks to her through books” (126), by 
destroying the literariness of literature and thus eliminating the need for the author; Flannery, confronted by 
the demand to satisfy the terms of his contract by handing the work over to Marana’s machine, “turned pale, 
trembled, clutched his manuscript to his bosom—‘no, not that,’ he said, ‘I would never allow it’” (98).

In this respect, it is worth contrasting Flannery and Marana’s plots, for what is missing from Marana’s outline 
for WN is the conventional romance between the Reader and the Other Reader. Thus, Marana is excluded as 
a candidate for narrative voice, and the narrative voice therefore escapes from mere conventionality. This is 
true even though Marana’s narrative fragments are included in the novel’s texture, even though the primary 
diegesis involves conventional tropes of romance, and despite the fact that the frame narrative draws upon a 
literary source so ancient as to be one of literature’s (at least provisional) foundations. The implication of these 
characteristics of the novel is the very opposite of what a lazy postmodern reading might take it to be, namely, 
an exposure of the conventionality of the frame narrative as one final sceptical move in a game designed to 
render all meaning indeterminate because epistemologically “undecidable”. For if readerly desire can only 
be sustained through the representation of desire in terms that involve staying one jump ahead of convention, 
but this “one jump ahead” refers us back to the beginnings of literary canon formation in fairytales and folk 
tales, then this is because even a radically experimental, narratively innovative story needs to have content. 
Formal innovation is not enough. Literature must have substance, or formal experimentation collapses into an 
empty formalistic game without the potential for semantic innovation, something that is no different to the dull 
combinatorial aesthetic of Marana’s machine. In the chess game played between author and reader, a game 
that is all about the representation of desire, new moves that break the existing rules are the necessary, but not 
the sufficient, condition for sustaining the development from opening to endgame—for this representation of 
desire must refer to something. 

The author might be a function within a combinatory aesthetic—but this function is one of selection. Selection 
is both formal and substantive. Formally, it involves innovation—for instance, the radically experimental, self-
reflexive narration of WN. Substantively, it involves allusion to existential realities located in the human body, 
which can be conveniently adumbrated by love and death. And there is a link between form and content built 
into modern literary history, something that Peter Brooks’ Lacan-influenced Freudian theory of literature brings 
out. All works, he contents, have a libidinal economy that structures the desire to read through the representa-
tion of the dialectics of desire and repetition. Ultimately, the erotics of the realization of desire after a series 
of delays is in the service of a lethal—because quiescent—closure; and this closure is related to the authority 
of death precisely insofar as what makes something narratable is the finality conferred on a life history by its 
termination. The realist novel of the nineteenth century rushed confidently forward towards the realization of 
desire, only to discover, as conventional repertoires became exhausted, that the delays on the way to closure 
evidenced a structure of repetition working against desire. In twentieth century modernism, narrative becomes 
increasingly reflexive, which is to say, suspicious, about these repetitions, in a shift (if you like) from desire 
to drive:

The plots of narrative have become extraordinarily complex, self-subversive, apparently implausible. 
They have been forced to abandon clear origins and terminations in favour of provisional closures 
and fictional inceptions; their causes may work by delayed action and retroaction; their connections 
are probable rather than logical; their individual dramas stand in uncertain tension with transindi-
vidual imaginings. But if plot has become an object of suspicion, it remains no less necessary: telling 

the self’s story remains our indispensible thread in the labyrinth of temporality. It is of overwhelming 
importance to us that life still be narratable, which may mean finding those provisional, tenuous plots 
that appear to capture the force of a desire that cannot speak its name but compels us in a move-
ment—recursive, complex, unclosed—toward meaning.50

WN arrives late in this process where, in the multiple detours that constitute novelistic desire, something speaks 
in the repetition compulsion that structures these folds. Unsurprisingly, Flannery is preoccupied precisely with 
this “unsaid” to which literature insistently alludes without actually being able to explicitly describe: “the book 
should be the written counterpart of the unwritten world; its subject should be what does not exist and cannot 
exist except when written, but whose absence is obscurely felt by that which exists, in its own incompleteness” 
(136). But it is the Other Reader who outlines the reading strategy that would elicit the unsaid from the written, 
by abandoning “every foregone conclusion, to be ready to catch a voice … from somewhere beyond the book, 
beyond the author, beyond the conventions of writing: from the unsaid” (188-189). Is it necessary to add that 
the unsaid only emerges from the dialectic of desire, itself connected in literary representation to the question 
of aesthetic innovation?

CONCLUSION

That is why, in conclusion, we should be wary of the assumption that, because the frame narrative is based on 
the Arabian Nights, yet another explicit thematisation of the link between desire and reading, that this renders 
WN as a whole inauthentic, because unoriginal. On the contrary: once romantic originality and authorial sincer-
ity are disposed of, the author as selection function invests this decision with the dignity of a reference to the 
perennial interests of all authentic literature. The implication of the continuity between the beginning of all nar-
ration in fairytale and its latest self-reflexive incarnation in postmodern metafiction is that the representation of 
desire as including reference to existential reality is an unavoidable condition of literature. In other words, what 
is parodied in the primary diegesis is self-reflexively endorsed as a formal condition in the frame narrative. It 
is not that the novel advocates bourgeois marriage and conjugal life (Ludmilla), as opposed to, for instance, 
sexual adventures and revolutionary collectivities (Lotaria), but rather that it suggests that love and death are 
the existential horizon of the novel as a form. In this respect, If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler is probably the 
most typical novel in world literature.

Perhaps it is significant, although by no means decisive, that the well-known Italian writer, Italo Calvino also 
agreed that literature’s unique function lies in conjecturing future values in light of what he calls “the unsaid,” 
something that relates to an exploration of subjectivity within speculation on the nature of human existence.51 
As Calvino says, this “projection of desire” involves “the creation ... of a model of values that is at the same 
time aesthetic and ethical, essential to any plan of action, especially in political life”.52 If contemporary litera-
ture indeed engages a combinatorial aesthetic, then this death of the author and birth of the reader is funda-
mentally undertaken in order to release “the relationship between combinatorial play and the unconscious in 
artistic activity”.53 The aim, then, is not a curious short-circuit from deconstruction back to Romanticism, in 
which the text engulfs the world, but to find a voice for “preconscious subject matter”—that is, for an authentic 
articulation of desire.
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In Anti-Oedipus (1972) the first volume of Capitalism and Schizophrenia, Deleuze and Guattari say that capi-
talism “is the only social machine that is constructed on the basis of decoded flows, substituting for intrinsic 
codes an axiomatic of abstract quantities in the form of money.”1 They go on to insist on a ‘dualism’ between 
forms of money in contemporary capitalism, pointing to “the importance in the capitalist system of the dualism 
that exists in banking between the formation of means of payment and the structure of financing, between the 
management of money and financing of capitalist accumulation, between exchange money and credit money” 
(ibid, 229/271; trans. modified):

It is not the same money that goes into the pocket of the wage-earner and is entered on the balance 
sheet of a commercial enterprise. In the one case, they are impotent money signs of exchange value, 
a flow of means of payment relative to consumer goods and use value, and a one-to-one relation be-
tween money and an imposed range of products [...]; in the other case, signs of the power of capital, 
flows of financing, a system of differential quotients of production that bear witness to a prospective 
force or to a long-term evaluation, not realizable hic et nunc, and functioning as an axiomatic of 
abstract quantities (ibid, 228/271).

The distinction between two forms of money can be traced back to Keynes and beyond,2 but starting with a 
1971 seminar at Vincennes on the themes of Anti-Oedipus, Deleuze relates the distinction between the two 
forms of money and the issue of the relation of finance to production directly to the work of two contemporary 
economic theorists, Suzanne de Brunhoff and Bernard Schmitt:

I would like to propose a principle: money, by its essence, plays as if on two tables, and it is the coex-
istence of the two tables which will be the most general basis of the mechanisms of capitalism. I will 
make use of two contemporary economists: Suzanne de Brunhoff (La Monnaie chez Marx [Marx on 
Money] and L’Offre de monnaie [The Money Supply], and a neo-capitalist economist who produces, 
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without wanting it, a completely schizophrenic economic theory, to the point that it allows us to pose 
the problem: what is the difference between a text of scientific ambitions in the domain of economics 
and a schizophrenic text, when what is at issue is the mechanisms of capitalism? This economist, 
who has a lot of brio [fougue] and talent, is Bernard Schmitt, and I will be basing myself on his book 
Monnaie, salaires et profits [Money, Wages and Profits].3

What interests Deleuze, he says in the seminar, is that “Suzanne de Brunhoff, a Marxist, and he [Schmitt], not 
at all a Marxist, say exactly the same thing: that there are two forms of money acting on two different sets of 
consequences, the one concerning the level of finance, the other the level of wages” (ibid). Both authors also 
converge on the same themes: “the power that banking capital has on the very organisation of production” and 
the “impotence of the wage-earner” (ibid) in the face of it. In the seminar Deleuze thus brings to light a surpris-
ing identity or a shared proposition, concerning the duality of money in modern capitalism, between Brunhoff, 
a Marxist, and Schmitt, a ‘neo-capitalist’. In Anti-Oedipus, Brunhoff’s and Schmitt’s ideas appear more woven 
together, and Schmitt is no longer labelled a ‘neo-capitalist’. In the first section of this essay, we outline Brun-
hoff’s approach to the duality of money, and in the second section, we turn to Schmitt’s. It will emerge that the 
identity between the two approaches does not go very far, and that in fact Brunhoff and Schmitt are saying quite 
different things about the nature of money, the activities of banks, and the relation of the latter to the productive 
economy. In the final section, the incompatibilities between the two approaches are discussed, and Brunhoff’s 
and Schmitt’s ideas are deployed to make sense of some of Deleuze and Guattari’s claims in the section of Anti-
Oedipus devoted to economic theory, ‘The Civilized Capitalist Machine’. It is suggested that Brunhoff’s and 
Schmitt’s theories shed light on different aspects of contemporary capitalism, and that each contains ideas that 
illuminate the recent programme of quantitative easing initiated in the aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis. 
But it is shown that Deleuze’s attempt to join the details of the two theories cannot succeed, and that his iden-
tification of what Brunhoff calls the money supply with what Schmitt calls money creation is mistaken. It turns 
out that Deleuze and Guattari radically change their approach to economic theory over the course of the two 
volumes of Capitalism and Schizophrenia: in 1972, in Anti-Oedipus, they are in tune with Brunhoff’s Marxist 
approach and remain critical of Schmitt, but in 1980, in A Thousand Plateaus4, they end up unexpectedly af-
firming a version of Schmitt’s theory. A justification will be sought for this shift, but none will be found. The 
conclusion will be that there are several quite different ways of reading Capitalism and Schizophrenia on the 
nature of money; but that Brunhoff’s ideas, and Deleuze and Guattari’s deployment of them in Anti-Oedipus, 
not only throw greater light on the structure and dynamics of contemporary money, but also provide powerful 
tools for understanding the economic turbulence of our times.

I. SUZANNE DE BRUNHOFF’S MARXIST THEORY OF MONEY

Suzanne de Brunhoff (1929-2015) produced a sequence of important works on economic theory from a Marx-
ist perspective, starting in 1965 with Capitalisme Public Financier [Public Finance Capitalism], publishing 
in 1967 what remains her best known book, La monnaie chez Marx (translated as Marx on Money in 1976), a 
patient explication of what she takes to be the three distinct aspects of Marx’s theory of money. Beginning with 
Marx’s account in Volume I of Capital of how money is a necessary component of all economies based on the 
exchange of commodities between private producers (and hence exists prior to capitalism, which is more spe-
cifically based not just on exchange, but on the accumulation of capital through the extraction of surplus value 
in the production process), Brunhoff moves to an explanation of the role of money in the reproduction of an 
expanding capitalist system (elaborating on the transformations of money-capital and the structure of capitalist 
financing in Volume II of Capital), working in the last third of the book towards a synthesis of ideas from the 
assembled drafts of Volume III on the dynamics of loanable capital and the status of the credit system into a 
coherent and complex theory of money. L’offre de monnaie [The Money Supply] (1971), subtitled ‘Critique of a 
Concept’, analyses the use of the concept of the money supply in classical (Ricardo) and modern (Patinkin) ver-
sions of the quantity theory of money, as well as in post-Keynesian critiques of the use of the money multiplier 
in quantity theory (such as that of Jacques Le Bourva); it goes on to criticise theories of money based on finance 
(Gurley and Shaw from the neoclassical side and Hilferding from the Marxist side), arriving in the last third of 
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the book at an elaboration of the Marxist theory of money defended in Marx on Money, which then serves as 
a critical vantage point on contemporary forms of monetary “dissimulation”, with particular reference to the 
response of French monetary policy to the events of 1968. Brunhoff went on to publish La Politique monétaire: 
un essai d’interprétation marxiste [Monetary Policy: An Attempt at a Marxist Interpretation] (1973), État et 
Capital (1976; translated in 1978 as State, Capital and Economic Policy), and the collection Les rapports 
d’argent [The Relations of Money] (1979), along with many essays; she remained active in the 21st century.5

Brunhoff arrives at something like the distinction between two kinds of money mentioned by Deleuze and 
Guattari towards the final third of The Money Supply, after she has distinguished her approach to money from, 
on the one hand, John Gurley and Edward Shaw’s Money in a Theory of Finance6, which interprets money in 
terms of financing, treating it as a form of debt, and on the other, Hilferding’s Finance Capital, which also gives 
priority to finance as the driver of the capitalist system, but from a Marxist perspective.

Analyses directly relating money to a structure of financing place themselves within a single perspec-
tive that dissimulates the particular character of monetary problems. In reality different structures are 
involved, those of means of payment and those of financing, and the problem is how they are related. 
If one attempts to install a direct relation, by situating money in a financial theory, one is obliged to 
use a quantitative conception of money, which takes on a functional character in such a way that the 
sole problem is that of regulating supply in relation to demand [...]. Another route can be chosen, 
one establishing an indirect relation between financing and money, by examining the formation of 
monetary conjunctures in which the relations of financing are adjusted insofar as they affect the usage 
of means of payment.7

Brunhoff promises a “dialectical” account of the relation between structures of financing and means of payment 
that takes account of the different kinds of money involved in contemporary capitalism, while nevertheless 
grounding them in a Marxist theory of money.8 

In Marx on Money, which provides the theoretical foundations for the approach taken in The Money Supply, 
Brunhoff argues that it is fundamental to Marxist theory that the understanding of money be rooted in the logic 
of a commodity economy.9 In a commodity economy, the relations of production (class relations, the distribu-
tion of property) are obscured, and privately produced commodities are “socialised” through exchange (cf. OM 
119). For exchange to take place a general equivalent is required, initially for two reasons: to measure value 
(and thus to fix a standard for prices) and to function as means of circulation. Money, endowed with these two 
functions, is thus a crucial mediator in any commodity economy (which is thus characterised by the ‘C-M-C’ 
[commodity-money-commodity] relation). Marx does not begin with a barter economy and then add money to 
it; he begins with the idea of a commodity (or market) economy and the need that arises for a general equiva-
lent. 10 Brunhoff draws attention to the way Marx derives the function of ‘measure of value’ from the concept 
of the general equivalent (MM 26). Marx says that “gold becomes the measure of value because the exchange 
value of all commodities is measured in gold, as expressed in the relation of a definite quantity of gold and a 
definite quantity of commodity containing equal amounts of labour time.”11 That is, gold serves as measure 
of value (and standard of price) because it functions as general equivalent.12 Brunhoff then highlights Marx’s 
argument (central to the Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy) that a primary dialectical conflict 
emerges between the two functions of measure of value and means of circulation. The two functions become 
“antithetical” in an economy based on a metallic standard, as with regard to its function as standard of price 
“when money serves solely as money of account and gold merely as nominal gold, it is the physical material 
used which is the crucial factor”, but “when it functions as a medium of circulation, when money is not just 
imaginary but must be present as a real thing side by side with other commodities, its material is irrelevant 
and its quantity becomes the crucial factor.”13 Due to the fact that the more it is used in circulation, the less ef-
ficient (more worn down, more “demonetized”) it becomes, metallic money is said to have a built-in tendency 
towards “dematerialisation” (MM 35, 37). This tendency results in hoarding (Fr: thesaurisation; Ger: Schat-
zung), which ushers in the third function of money, as object of a specific demand.14 Metallic money is therefore 

not enough by itself to support a stable system of exchange. Brunhoff argues that for Marx, money “properly 
so-called” only emerges with the intervention of the credit system, which embraces a wider range of ‘means 
of payment’ (MM 44): “acceptances, bills of exchange, banknotes, and cheques, in short, all evidences of debt, 
whether used only between merchants or monetized by the banks and used as a medium of circulation” (80).

However, the credit system has an independent, pre-existing basis, and obeys a fundamentally different logic—
hence the need to speak of another ‘kind’ of money. Brunhoff points out that Marx fully acknowledged that 
“credit-money [...] does not have the same circulatory characteristics” as the money involved in commodity 
exchange (OM 119). In the Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, Marx discusses how in the case 
of “a more advanced form of money” like banknotes, we find “that the conditions governing the issue of money 
determine also its reflux.”15 He refers back to the schema of flux and reflux identified by Tooke and John Ful-
larton.16 When loans are issued, a ‘flux’ of money pours into the account of the enterprise or individual which 
borrows it; when the money is paid back or the debt settled, there is a ‘reflux’ to the lender. The reflux returns to 
the source whence it came, and nowhere else; and the circuit is closed—it starts with a flux and is extinguished 
with a reflux, implying no further movement. In simple money circulation, on the contrary, “it is a matter of 
chance whether a particular buyer becomes a seller once again. Where actual circular motions are taking place 
continuously in the sphere of simple money circulation, they merely reflect the more fundamental process of 
production, for instance, with the money which the manufacturer receives from his banker on Friday he pays 
his workers on Saturday, they immediately hand over the large part of it to retailers, etc, and the latter return it 
to the banker on Monday” (ibid; cited in OM 120). This simpler kind of money “circulates as a function of the 
circuits of exchange of commodities and does not itself form a closed circuit at the level of simple circulation” 
(OM 120); the circulation does not have to end where it began, and in its character of endless exchange, can 
be treated as a reflection of the operations of the productive economy. As well as the difference in the mode of 
circulation, Brunhoff suggests, there is a further difference in the modes of “socialization” involved in the two 
forms of money:

Unlike the preceding kind, credit money reflects certain social relations in a more direct fashion. 
It is born in the relation between bank and commercial trader or entrepreneur. This private relation 
becomes a social relation of exchange when the operations of financing of commerce and production 
make the money created by an initial accord between bank and borrower circulate like a means of 
payment. It becomes a simple private relation again at the end of the process, when the debt [créance] 
is extinguished. Here, instead of money appearing as an element of the ‘socialisation’ of operations 
carried out by private economic agents, it only itself becomes a ‘socialised’ element because of the 
operations of production or commerce that it serves to finance. Otherwise it remains a simple private 
convention between bank and borrower. But it is this convention which gives to it its circulatory 
movement, which results from the fact that it must flow back by reason of its very conditions of 
emission (OM 119-20).

With the first kind of money, “even though it is an abstraction in relation to the social processes of production” 
(120) (class and property relations), money has an “immediate” social validation as the power of purchasing 
commodities. But with credit money, the social relation involved is initially a specific, private relation, and is 
only truly ‘socialised’ after the loan has been established. How does this happen? Only by looping through the 
real economy: the loan has to be put through a “mutation, in the course of which it takes then it loses its value 
as instrument of exchange” (ibid). The enterprise that takes the loan can only pay it back with interest if it can 
make a profit by investing it in a productive process; this means turning the money into means of payment for 
workers. Similarly, the trader can only cover the interest on the loan by converting it into means of payment 
in the course of his transactions. Thus whereas the first form of money is socialised immediately through ex-
change, the second form is socialised in an indirect or mediated manner, either through production or the trad-
ing of goods. Brunhoff’s attention focuses on this ‘mutation’ from one form of money to the other, which, given 
the tendency towards the dematerialisation of money, assumes a central role in modern monetary economies.
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Having identified the two basic forms of money, Brunhoff’s interest is directed toward how they are actually 
combined in market or commodity economies. Although credit money can be said to have independent roots 
to the money used in exchange, within a commodity economy, the use of credit money brings new complica-
tions and specific problems with it. We saw that Marx suggested that economies using banknotes have already 
shifted away from the model of exchange to the model of flux and reflux. So when printed money is introduced 
to replace gold, how is this effected? (OM 121). Does paper just take on, without interruption, the characteris-
tics of metal money in the first kind of circulation? No: money is given a new foundation at the same time: not 
on the ‘credit money’ of banks pure and simple, but on a system composed of three parts: banks and enterprises, 
and underpinning both and functioning as ‘pivot’17 of the system, a central Bank, which issues notes and coins 
and also, crucially, guarantees a “reciprocal convertibility” between the diverse kinds of money: not just bank 
notes and coins, but also the credit flows or fluxes (bills, cheques, etc.) that circulate between commercial banks 
and enterprises. “The functioning of the credit system implies that there is reciprocal convertibility of different 
kinds of moneys in usage at any given moment” (OM 123). In a system that includes credit money, money can 
only assume its function of being “a general equivalent of homogeneous character” when “its convertibility 
into any commodity whatever is in correlation with the convertibility of different sorts of money between each 
other” (OM 9). 

Gold survives in such a system by retaining its function as internationally accepted money, and as Brunhoff 
later shows at length in her work on the Nixon crisis in La politique monétaire18, it retains a crucial significance 
at the level of the global economy. She contends that the value of State money is in fact expressed, “in a derived 
and negative manner”, in the exchange-rates of different currencies and in flights of gold as international 
money, which can devalue national currencies and “alter the conditions of convertibility between equivalents” 
(OM 122). But internally to national economies, the nature of the ‘value’ of money is altered by the introduction 
of the credit system into the commodity economy. Internally, credit money does not have to be fully convertible 
back into one particular kind of money (gold or silver); the field of moneys is much larger, and what matters is 
securing the coexistence and survival of all the kinds of money. In fact, the different kinds of money only have 
to be actually convertible into each other under certain specified conditions (such as the ‘mutation’ of loans 
into wages). The reference point for value is thus “displaced”: money “no longer has a base fixed directly by 
social labour” (123); even if one argues that the quantity of money needed in the economy can be determined 
outside the monetary sphere, at the level of production, the introduction of different kinds of money into the 
system, and the guarantee of convertibility between them (122), implies that the reference point for the value 
of money becomes lost in “a permanent movement of confrontation and modification of equivalences” (123). 
Convertibility requires the existence of a central bank as ‘pivot’ of the credit system, and specific institutional 
relationships between central bank and commercial banks that guarantee liquidity in credit crises. “Scriptural 
money (sight deposits in the banks) is attached to central money (bills and reserves of banks in the central 
Bank)” (121). There is consequently ‘a specialisation and a centralisation in the system of monetary emission’ 
(123):

The structure of means of payments is dominated by the role of central money which guarantees 
the homogeneity of moneys even though these are emitted in decentralised fashion starting from an 
indefinite series of private relations between banks and borrowers. The centralisation of the guarantee 
of convertibility goes hand in hand with the decentralisation of emission. 

This is why the very notion of monetary mass can only have meaning relative to the workings of a 
system of credit in which different kinds of money are combined. Without such a system, one would 
have only a sum of means of payment that would have no access to the social character of the gen-
eral equivalent and would only serve in the local private circuits. Only in the centralised system can 
the different kinds of money become homogeneous and appear as the components of an articulated 
whole (OM 124).19

Quantities of money are emitted by banks “in a decentralised fashion”, but in a system not only “geared in 
such a way to assure the equivalence of moneys between each other” on the interior of the economy, but also to 
confront the pressure of foreign currencies and international flights of gold from the outside (OM 122). Since 
money as a whole is submitted to the necessity of convertibility, it becomes subject to an interplay of forces 
monitored and managed by ‘monetary policy’ [politique monétaire]20 (123), for which the overriding aim is the 
maintenance of convertibility. Thus while it remains true that money is “a category tied to that of commodity, 
the one and the other implying the socio-economic relations proper to the commodity economy’ (9)”, “it is in 
the monetary sphere, in the relations of moneys between each other that the problem of the reference-value of 
money is settled” (122). 

So for Brunhoff the question of the value of money becomes subordinated to the question of how the combi-
nation of the two forms of money is effected. Brunhoff’s dialectical approach allows her to criticise various 
previous analytical approaches to money as one-sided. When money is analysed as means of exchange (as for 
instance in classical Ricardian conceptions), the specific financial relations of flux and reflux are “dissimulated” 
(110); but when finance is put in the foreground, its relation to function of money in the exchange of commodi-
ties is in turn dissimulated (OM 110; cf. 114). But neither form of money can be reduced to the other: they obey 
different laws. Rather the task is to understand how they are related and combined, and to ascertain if there is a 
further dialectic to be discovered in the tendentially dematerialised system of money.

In the last part of Marx on Money Brunhoff proposes that in Volume III of Capital Marx was working towards 
a “unitary concept of credit”, which “includes the financial structures (markets and credit institutions) and their 
cyclical role in an interpretation tied to the unique properties of money and money-capital” (MM 76). Towards 
the end of the book, she identifies a cycle proper to the credit system itself, suggesting that the need to expand 
the credit system while holding off its collapse becomes the dominant contradiction in advanced capitalist 
society. As the credit system expands, it becomes more prone to disequilibrium, which causes it to ‘contract’ 
(and regress) into a form of commodity money. If credit evaporates, there is a flight to gold, and “a contraction 
of the functions of money into just one, that of money as object of hoarding” (MM 117). Thus the need for the 
banking system to “preserve a ‘monetary base’ embodied in the gold reserve of the central bank.” Brunhoff’s 
depiction of a system oscillating between gold and paper credit is borne out by the recent crisis, which saw gold 
prices rocketing from around £350 an ounce in 2006 to almost £1200 at the apex of the crisis in 2012. Rather 
than functioning as the ‘commodity’ base of the monetary system (or proving that gold is the only ‘sound 
money’) rising gold prices served as an alarm signal, calling for the response of ‘monetary policy’, with their 
fall measuring the success of that policy.

But now we need to introduce a crucial factor into the picture that has been left out so far in order to concen-
trate on the problem of the two forms of money. A capitalist economy is not just a commodity economy, but 
is governed by the formula M-C-M’: in capitalism, it is not only that exchange takes place in order to make 
money, but that commodities themselves are produced in order to accumulate further capital. If we introduce 
the dynamic of accumulation, the problem of maintaining the convertibility of kinds of money comes to life. 
In the middle section of Marx on Money, Brunhoff focuses on the dynamic role of money as capital. In a short 
article on ‘Fictitious Capital’, she notes the emergence of a “cycle of loaned capital” on the basis of capitalist 
financing.

[P]roductive capital, the value of which is created by labour, appears in diverse forms—first that 
of money capital, which is necessary for the payment of wages and the purchase of capital goods. 
This money capital, which is owned by a capitalist, may be loaned by a financier to an entrepreneur. 
Interest is payable, but this is solely a financial revenue derived from gross profit and has no ‘natural 
character’. According to the M-M’ formula (expressing the cycle of loaned capital), “capital seems 
to produce money like a pear-tree produces pears”, divorced from the process of production and the 
exploitation of labour. This is why, according to Marx, interest-bearing capital is the most fetishised 
form of capital.21
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The accumulation and concentration of loanable capital leads to the formation of a layer of capital Marx 
identifies as “fictitious.”22 Despite the illusory nature of this layer of capital, “the issue of bonds provides the 
right to a part of the surplus which will be created by future work” (ibid). Production can and does end up 
being directed by fictitious capital. Given the dematerialisation of money, crisis now becomes a permanent 
possibility.

Brunhoff situates her account of the relations between central Bank, commercial banks, enterprises and work-
ers in the theoretical context of Althusser’s ‘materialist’, non-Hegelian version of the dialectic, based around 
the dual action of contradiction and overdetermination (OM 12).23 The financing of capitalist enterprises and 
its irregularities, the tendency of money to devalue (inflation), as well as the arcane theoretical entity known 
as the ‘money supply’, all need to be understood within their particular historical “conjunctures”, and their 
overdetermined aspects correctly identified. The money supply provided by banks, for instance, is not a neutral 
quantitative datum, but only appears as the ‘money supply’ in particular kinds of conjuncture. 

[T]he notion of the money supply does not have meaning as a global quantity emanating from a sec-
tor of financing more or less homogeneous to other economic sectors, or as the specific product of a 
group of financial agents of which one could reconstitute the economic motivations. Its signification 
should be sought at the level of particular conjunctures, where a ‘supply’ is only formed in relation to 
a monetary policy [politique monétaire], so that there is no purely economic phenomenon disclosable 
as the money supply, independently of a political ‘over-determination’ (OM 12; cf. 110-11).

The idea that the money supply and the money stock (the sum of money taken at a given point of time), are 
both derivative forms goes back to Tooke, on whom Marx partly bases his own critique of Ricardian quantity 
theory.24 For Brunhoff, the money supply is not something existing independently, like a source or fountain of 
money subsisting in some ontologically rarefied way at the centre of commercial and/or central banks (we will 
see in a moment that for Schmitt bank money precisely has this magisterial ontological independence). Rather, 
given that the central function of the provision of liquidity by banks is to stop credit crises turning into banking 
crises (OM 128-9), the construct of a ready ‘money supply’ exists primarily to support this function; indeed, 
one only ever encounters the ‘money supply’ in its pure form (in the form of what we currently call ‘quantita-
tive easing’) during emergency responses to crisis (cf. OM 148).25 As well as only appearing in specific con-
junctures, the methods used in ‘monetary policy’ are limited for the further reason that the time lags involved 
before any change in credit policy takes effect in the economy mean that it is not possible to make linear causal 
connections between events and the monetary policy reaction to events.26 The last part of The Money Supply 
details the limited effects had by monetary policy in the wake of the events of 1968; there, the Bank adopted 
a liberal credit policy, but this exacerbated the flight of the franc set in motion after May, as well as boosting 
spending, having the overall effect of weakening France’s reserves; the resulting ‘crisis of confidence’ was not 
solved by monetary policy alone, only by general policy (ie. politics) (OM 145). 

Brunhoff stands by Marx’s insight that money is the form of value become “dazzling”.27 In The Money Supply, 
Brunhoff identifies various levels of dissimulation at work in contemporary money. She does not find any dis-
simulation in the basic economic form of money as general equivalent, but contends that it does “dissimulate 
its own character of social relation” (OM 10, italic added). Even in a basic commodity economy, money is not 
just an economic relation, but a “specifically social relation dissimulating the relations of production and repro-
duction of capital” (ibid, 110; cf. 10). Thus, at a first level, money dissimulates the relation of labour to value 
and prices, the social relations in a commodity economy, and the relations of production or class relations. 
But insofar as the credit system now supports the monetary system, and accumulation becomes increasingly 
financial, there is a second level of ‘dissimulation’, this time of the complex relations between the two kinds of 
money. As we will see in a moment, Deleuze interprets Brunhoff as claiming that the very attempt to guarantee 
the convertibility between the two kinds of money involves a dissimulation of the difference in kind between 
the two forms. However, it is not clear that she thinks convertibility itself is a dissimulation. The function of 
convertibility follows from the extension of the general equivalent.  When Brunhoff says that “the duality [of 

the two forms of money] cannot be reabsorbed for it corresponds to the nature of money as a specific social 
relation dissimulating the relations of production and of reproduction of capital” (OM 110), there appear to be 
two thoughts at work: first, that the duality in question cannot be reabsorbed because the two forms of money 
are fundamentally different; but, second, that since the duality concerns money, and money is intrinsically dis-
simulatory, the two forms dissimulate themselves and their relation to each other. There is thus dissimulation in 
the “mutation” that occurs in the loaning of capital to enterprises, during which money “takes then it loses its 
value as instrument of exchange” (120). On the one hand, the money that is paid to workers appears to them as 
an instrument of exchange; but it has descended from another level, that of finance; and it is part of a financial 
circuit of which they are not aware; nor are they aware of any of the pressure on commodity prices resulting 
from the interplay between banks, central Bank, and enterprises. On the other hand, the dependency of financial 
reflux on conditions in the labour market is dissimulated. The two sides threaten to come apart; and this also 
must be dissimulated. There is also another aspect to this level of dissimulation. The dependency of financial 
capital on the State, particularly when this dependency becomes fully visible, as in the injection of liquidity 
into the money supply during quantitative easing, also needs to be dissimulated. There is thus dissimulation in 
the way “the private character of economic agents manifests itself as such in opposition to the public character 
of a central action intervening at the aggregate level” (OM 134; cf. 142). The latter masks the indeterminacy 
of the supposedly ‘public’ norms or criteria for regulating the money supply, as well as the status of banks as 
private entities which want to stimulate demand; while the supposedly ‘private’ agents mask the fact that they 
are investors with money capital who are deeply dependent on the banking system. Finally, in the response of 
monetary policy to events in the economy, dissimulation emerges due to the time-lags involved in the penetra-
tion of credit into the economy. The mutually interlocked nature of the relationships concerned means that any 
presentation of purely objective data in the relation between monetary policy and economic or political events 
is misleading, and itself subject to further dissimulation.

In his 1971 seminar on Brunhoff and Schmitt, Deleuze presents Brunhoff as arguing that, in the light of the 
distinction between the two forms of money, capitalism “installs a fictive convertibility, notably between the 
two kinds of money”: 

This convertibility is completely fictive: it depends on the relation to gold; it depends on the unity of 
the markets, it depends on the rate of interest. In fact, it is not made in order to function, it is made, 
according to Suzanne de Brunhoff, in order to dissimulate the capitalist operation. The fictive con-
vertibility, theoretical, constant, of one form of money to another, assures the dissimulation of how it 
works. What interests me in this concept of dissimulation, is that at the level that Brunhoff analyses it, 
it is no longer an ideological concept, but an operational or organisational concept, ie. the monetary 
circuit can only function on the basis of an objective dissimulation: the convertibility of one form of 
money into another.

In fact, Brunhoff does not use the term ‘fictitious’ to describe convertibility. Her view is that “the functioning 
of the credit system implies that there is reciprocal convertibility of different kinds of moneys in usage at any 
given moment” (OM 123). Convertibility is the way in which money becomes “a general equivalent of homo-
geneous character” (OM 9) once the need to combine exchange money with credit money is acknowledged. 
Deleuze implies that convertibility itself dissimulates how the “capitalist operation” really works. Deleuze is 
right that Brunhoff presents a series of external factors, such as the relation to gold and the level of interest 
rates, on which convertibility depends, thus multiplying the variables involved and making the realisation of 
convertibility more precarious. But this does not mean that convertibility itself is fictitious, just that it is un-
stable and prone to collapse. Convertibility is a logical implication of the general equivalent in an economy 
that combines metal and credit; whether the levers of monetary policy are sufficient to actualise it at any given 
point it is a distinct issue. Moreover, Brunhoff seems to treat the problematisation of the notion of value that 
results from the introduction of the logic of credit as real: the ‘law of value’ identified by Marx henceforth 
only strictly holds at the international level, whereas internally to productive economies, it is subjected to the 
vagaries of ‘monetary policy’. The dissimulation lies in the attempt to cover over the instability of the contem-
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porary arrangement, in the way the interdependency of finance and production is hidden by attempts to reduce 
one to the other, and in the susceptibility of the system to crisis. The dissimulations all conspire to conceal the 
dominant contradiction in financialised economies: the instability of credit, and the liability of credit crises to 
turn into banking crises. The tendency for modern money to dematerialise provides the conditions for monetary 
dissimulation, but also, whether in the contraction of money back into gold, or the speculative mania of credit 
expansion, the conditions for the unravelling of that dissimulation in a crisis and subsequent depression. In the 
light of the recent financial crisis, Brunhoff’s theories demonstrate a clear explanatory value. They point to an 
underlying cause of the crisis (dematerialised speculative bubbles), to the specific character of the mechanisms 
used by the State to control the crisis, and by virtue of her Marxist position, provide ways of interpreting the 
manner in which the expansion of the money supply is a way of protecting capitalism; it becomes easier to 
understand how austerity for the poor, for workers, students, the disabled and the young, is the inevitable con-
sequence of the mechanism of quantitative easing, which exists primarily to support financial capital and to 
provide a cushion for enterprises no longer willing to risk investing in production.

II. BERNARD SCHMITT ON MONEY CREATION AND PURCHASING POWER

Given Brunhoff’s Marxist aims, it is striking that Deleuze and Guattari say that she could be saying the same 
thing as a “neo-capitalist” (Bernard Schmitt). What does Schmitt say about the dualism of money in modern 
capitalism? Deleuze says that Schmitt also “fully recognises the two forms of money, and tries to define them. 
The one, he says, is a pure creative flux—one already senses here that the fundamental phenomenon in capital-
ism is what the bankers call the ‘creation of money’”; the other, means of payment, is according to Schmitt 
derived from the former (1971 Seminar). The suggestion that money creation is fundamental to capitalism, and 
that in contemporary capitalism it is logically prior to money as means of payment, already points away from 
Marxism towards another climate of thought. Let us now examine Schmitt’s approach to money.

Bernard Schmitt (1929-2014) studied at Cambridge with D.H. Robertson and Piero Sraffa in the 1950s. Af-
ter publishing La formation du pouvoir d’achat [The Formation of Purchasing Power] (1960), he produced 
his major theoretical work, Monnaie, Salaires et Profits, in 1966. His other works include L’analyse mac-
roéconomique des revenues [The Macroeconomic Analysis of Revenues] (1971), Macroeconomic Theory: A 
Fundamental Revision (1972, in English), and Théorie unitaire de la monnaie, nationale et internationale [A 
Unified Theory of National and International Money] (1975). In his assessment of Schmitt’s economic theory 
François Rachline claims that Money, Wages and Profits announces a radical departure from classical and 
neoclassical tradition, where “money is a good comparable to all other goods, is a stock, and is of the nature 
of an acquisition”, and arrives at a novel conception of “active/passive, dematerialised, money”, understood 
as “a flow [flux] of essentially circulatory nature”.28 Schmitt’s work has influenced post-Keynesian economic 
theory, particularly the variant known as ‘circuit theory’, recently given a concise presentation by Augusto 
Graziani in The Monetary Theory of Production (2003).29 But Money, Wages and Profits can also be seen as 
a pioneering attempt to synthesise Keynesian ideas about money with Piero Sraffa’s attempt to move beyond 
the neoclassical theory of value and ground prices in the sphere of production rather than exchange.30 In con-
trast to Sraffa, Schmitt gives prominence to the role of banks and money creation in economic circulation; but 
Schmitt’s vision in Money, Wages and Profits is nevertheless deeply imprinted by his reading of Sraffa’s work 
on Ricardo, and in the last third of the book, his argument depends on a conception he discovers in Ricardo’s 
letters to Malthus—that the national product has to be treated analytically as an undivided whole, and not as a 
composite of separately existing elements of wages, profits and rents (as Adam Smith had thought). Schmitt’s 
claim is that banks initially create a flow of money to enterprises that is only “charged” or “enriched” with the 
key property of ‘purchasing power’ once it becomes a nominal sum of wages for workers in enterprises (who 
then buy the current product of the enterprises); according to him, profits only emerge through a ‘capture’ of 
income or revenue by individual enterprises from this nominal sum of wages. The equivalence of the nominal 
sum of wages with the sum of commodities produced, he argues, is the necessary condition for the integration 
of banking money into the real economy. The major intellectual hurdle that faces the reader of Money, Wages 
and Profits is not so much its theory of money creation (which is indeed baroque and counterintuitive, but is 

an illuminating account of a process that obviously has no model in nature or society), but rather his attempt, 
following in the footsteps of Sraffa but going beyond him, to revive insights from David Ricardo, the ‘prince’ 
of classical economists (and adherent to the labour theory of value, which Schmitt rejects), about the gross na-
tional product, and to fashion a new meaning for them in the context of modern monetary economies. Schmitt’s 
way of relating money to the productive economy is original and challenging, and despite his influence on 
circuit theory, his major theses about this relation do not seem to have been widely discussed.

The Problem of Integration

The opening paragraph of Money, Wages and Profits lays out Schmitt’s historical perspective, according to 
which economic theory is understood to have undergone a scientific revolution in the abandonment of the clas-
sical theory of labour value. 

Although the ‘Prince of Economists’, David Ricardo, began his inquiries with the study of money, 
the foundation of classical economic theory is in value and not in money. If a standard of value exists, 
Ricardo precisely denies that it can be found in money, whether it is fiduciary or even metallic. One 
must go deeper and find labour, chronometric principle of all value, real or nominal. From the 1870s, 
the economists known as ‘neoclassical’ rejected Ricardian value, for, like the ‘ether’ of physicians, it 
is absolute and mythical, whereas all effective value is relative. In spite of this revolution of thought, 
economic science continues with an unchanged method: the notion of value must precede everything. 
[Now], subjective value dictates its laws to different markets until the attainment of general equilib-
rium. But how should money be introduced? (italic added)31

Neoclassical economics liberated economic theory from the hold of a “mythical” concept, absolute value, just 
like the Michelson-Morley experiment and Einstein’s relativity theory liberated physics from the concept of 
‘ether’. Neoclassical theory started from “zero absolute value”, “denying all value which cannot be projected 
by subjects. This procedure is the basis of the model of general equilibrium” (MSP 95). The problem of the 
‘objective’ character of values is dissipated by analysis into marginal utilities, which become formulated within 
a schema of general equilibrium between supply and demand.32 Schmitt’s analogy between ‘value’ and ‘ether’ 
means that he cuts loose from Marxism, as well as from Ricardian labour value theory. As is indicated in the 
passage just cited, his problem will be how money fits into the new framework.

Money, Wages and Profit has three main parts. In the first part, Schmitt argues that neoclassical economic 
theory cannot provide a basis for an explanation of money and its effects on the real economy. Money cannot 
be ‘integrated’ with the value theory found in neoclassical economics. Walras’s theory ultimately treats money 
as a facilitator of exchange, secondary to the real economic forces of supply and demand, as neutral in its ef-
fects, and hence as merely a transparent ‘veil’ over the real economy (cf. MSP 217). Keynes’ work resulted in 
a keener awareness of the difference between money that resides in banks and money that is active in the real 
economy; the concept of ‘liquidity preference’ showed how there was a choice between different ways of hold-
ing money (ibid, 218): money can be saved, invested, or converted into possessions. Keynes also showed how 
money has real economic effects, for instance through the activities of banks, the sale of government bonds, the 
role of credit, and the raising and lowering of interest rates. The first part of Schmitt’s book is a critique of Don 
Patinkin’s Money, Interest and Prices, which presents itself as an attempt to ‘integrate’ post-Keynesian mon-
etary theory with ‘value theory’ (where ‘value’ means the subjective value of neoclassical theory). Patinkin’s 
approach is to contend that money should be seen as another kind of good, there being a ‘demand’ for money 
that is not different in kind to the ‘demand’ for goods. Using a broad definition of money (influenced at this 
point by Gurley and Shaw’s approach to money, as well as by the 20th century reworking of the quantity theory 
by Irving Fisher and Milton Friedman),33 Patinkin appeals to the concept of ‘real balances’—‘the real value 
of initial money holdings—that is, the purchasing power over commodities which these holdings represents’ 
(MSP 17)—to support a revised quantity theory of money. Schmitt identifies various problems in Patinkin’s ar-
gument, some rather technical and others relating more to the basic concepts of monetary theory. He focuses on 
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several interrelated questions. What is the basis for the distribution of initial money holdings (58)? Don’t ‘real 
balances’ ultimately function as a kind of deus ex machina? How does money acquire the ‘power’ of purchase, 
if absolute value no longer exists? Patinkin, he argues, crucially fails to differentiate “the purchasing power 
of money from the formation of this purchasing power.”34 But “by what precise operation is fiduciary money 
charged with a positive purchasing power?” (82). 

The Heterogeneity of Money and Goods: Schmitt’s Theory of Money Creation

With these questions unanswered by Patinkin’s attempt at integration, there is a sense of beginning completely 
anew in the Part Two of the book. The heterogeneity of money from commodities must be affirmed, urges 
Schmitt. Its integration must be sought in a different way to the one outlined by Patinkin. Schmitt now taps 
into the tradition already mentioned in the previous section, originating in Adam Smith’s distinction between 
transactions between dealers and between dealers and consumers, and elaborated in the nineteenth century by 
Tooke, Newmarch and Fullarton, the last of whom, as we saw in the last section, developed Tooke’s theory 
of money circulation in banking into a theory of ‘flux and reflux’. This line of thought continued in the early 
twentieth century with Ralph Hawtrey (Currency and Credit, 1919) and can be seen as leading to Keynes (in 
particular to his Treatise on Money, 1930). Marc Lavoie suggests this tradition is taken up once more by the 
post-Keynesians, who theorise “a monetary system that has been developed by bankers for centuries, based 
on scriptural means of payment, but which has been neglected by the mainstream as a result of its obsession 
with commodity money.”35 The idea that money should primarily be thought of as a debt was developed by 
Keynes in the Treatise on Money, which Schmitt cites. First of all, “money-proper in the full sense of the term 
can only exist in relation to Money-of-Account”36; but in order to become effective, money must not only take 
on the form of debt, as a relation of promise and settlement, but be a debt that is ‘emitted’ by a particular kind 
of institution, a bank.37 Particular promises made by individuals cannot serve as money, only promises made 
by and to banks circulate as means of payment. Schmitt points to the fact that on notes of the Bank of England, 
one reads of a “promise to pay the bearer one pound sterling.” He says that on the face of it, one should infer 
that the note is a mere promise of money, and that the ‘true’ money is not the note, but the ‘pound’ which is 
promised. But if one takes the note to the Bank of England, one will not get something called a ‘pound’ (which, 
on the assumption of convertibility of paper into gold, would amount to a tiny speck of gold). Actually, he says, 
“the promised pound has no positive existence at all; it is of account, and the only tangible money is constituted 
by the note itself. Progressively in history the promise has taken place of the thing promised: it identifies itself 
with its own object” (MSP 156-57, italics added). 

Conceiving money on the model of a promise has implications for both the issuing and loaning of money by 
banks. Money loaned is effective as means of payment from the moment of the promise; enterprises can spend 
it straightaway, without giving anything back immediately to the bank. But even if the loan is not “nourished” 
by a money already formed and which pre-exists in the real balances of the bank, the “self-endebting” of banks 
still “spontaneously” creates money: “it is constitutive of money” (166). Modern money functions as “a freely 
circulating debt” (160). It follows that it should not be taken as a ‘mass’, but as “a reality in perpetual flux and 
reflux” (ibid). Money is understood “as a flow rather than a stock”; and as an “endogenous variable that can 
be created and destroyed.”38 In Tooke and Fullarton’s sense of ‘flux’ and ‘reflux’, the ‘flux’ of loaned money 
cancels itself by the ‘reflux’ of repayment. The creation of money is followed by its ‘destruction’; debts that 
were created are extinguished at settlement. But Schmitt’s conception of ‘flux and reflux’ is distinctive, first in 
that Schmitt treats all money on the model of flux and reflux, and second in that he applies the schema to the 
relation of banks to the productive economy as a whole, so that the ‘flux’ generated by the banks as a whole is 
seen as being compensated by a ‘reflux’ that is channelled through production and the payment of wages as a 
whole. Moving beyond Tooke and Fullarton’s framework, Schmitt claims that the fluxes that run from banks to 
enterprises undergo “mutations”: from the creation of money by the banks to its transformation into purchas-
ing power for workers, the selling of products by enterprises and the final reflux to the bank, money changes 
form in various ways and must be understood as a “mutant flux”. Schmitt’s strange language here no doubt 
influenced Deleuze’s suggestion that Money, Wages and Profits taps into a latent ‘schizophrenia’ at the heart 

of capitalism.

Schmitt first of all argues that money has undergone various historical “mutations” (MSP 122). Early on, the 
functions of unit of account and means of payment were separate and involved different commodities. Once it 
was understood that metallic money (gold or silver) could be voluntarily (through seignorage) or involuntarily 
(through coin clipping) devalued, a “fictive” counterpart was sought that could stand in for metal as a means 
of payment. A gradual “mutation” came about, in which commodity money was subordinated to bank credit; 
finally, “all contemporary money” becomes “a form of debt” (160). There are similarities here with Brunhoff’s 
account of the dematerialisation of money, but they are superficial. Schmitt shows how this process takes hold 
of money by focussing in on the logic of bank deposits. Take a simple model of bank deposits. In return for 
lodging metallic money at the bank, the bank gives to the depositor a certificate of deposit. Now assume that 
both the metal and the certificates of deposit can serve as means of payment. This leads to four primary pos-
sibilities. The bank could keep the metal, and the depositor could keep the paper to himself; the transaction 
would be ‘sterile’, engendering no further effects. But the bank could also keep the metal, and the depositor 
could use the paper as a means of payment. Alternatively, the bank could loan the metal to someone else, while 
the depositor keeps the certificate. But consider the fourth possible case, where the bank loans out the metal 
and the depositor uses the certificate as means of payment. The following diagram (from MSP 127) tabulates 
the possibilities:

Deposited Metal Certificate of Deposit
1st case Reserved Reserved
2nd case Reserved Spent
3rd case Lent Reserved
4th case Lent Spent

For Schmitt, the fourth case is the hinge point of modern banking, and reveals “the trait that distinguishes 
[modern money] positively from the preceding forms”: that it can be conceived as “pure banking debt” (153). 
This case, in modern money, functions as the norm, and the ratio of reserves that banks hold is calculated in 
reference to it. In other words, money creation is a priori built into the logic of banking. A kind of “miracle” is 
accomplished: “money acts in two directions at the same time: metallic, it exercises its power of exchange to 
the profit of the borrower; fiduciary, it keeps the same power in the service of the depositor. The same money is 
effective twice over, since the actor and his double play at the same time” (128).

The point can be clarified and developed further by analysing the term ‘deposit’, which Schmitt claims is un-
fortunately used (particularly in Anglo-Saxon theory) to “designate two quite distinct operations” (157). Strict 
deposits, Schmitt argues, must be distinguished from initial deposits. “The strict deposit is a sum deposited in 
the bank; it prepares a mediating activity, the transmission of deposits”. The strict deposit can be analysed into 
the loan of a specific, actual possession: “the client cedes his actual possession against a future possession” 
(158). But in the fourth case above, the money involved is lent and spent at the same time. There is no prior 
fund that is then loaned, and banks no longer have a merely mediating function, but a “creative” one; the de-
posit is of a different nature, which Schmitt calls ‘initial’. In the latter case, one must speak of “creation rather 
than multiplication” (the latter which assumes strict deposits) (187, 200), and of creation strictly speaking, that 
is, “creation ex nihilo” (159). Banks engage in “two activities, of creation by initial deposit, and of mediation 
when it transmits a strict deposit. These two roles are distinct; and one can go further: they are separated at 
every point” (159). 
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Schmitt wants to show that whilst many theorists are nervous about the idea of money creation,39 “there is 
nothing frightening about creation” (188, 200). Having shown that banks do create money, and, by their nature, 
cannot not create money, Schmitt claims that this model of pure money creation (exemplified in initial deposits) 
can help us to understand the functioning of the entire economy, including the productive economy. He asks us 
to consider the two types of deposit “at the moment of their formation”: “The strict deposit does not make the 
bank a creditor to the productive economy. The sum deposited (or another in its place) is owed to the deposi-
tor” (159). But with the initial deposit “the bank becomes simultaneously (by the same operation) a creditor 
and debtor of the productive economy”. It endebts itself and puts credit into the enterprise’s account. The act 
of creation thus has two outcomes: the ‘negative’ debt in the bank and the ‘positive’ credit in the enterprise:

The lending of previously inexistent money: this is exactly the definition of a true creation (ex nihilo). 
Instead of transmitting a previously existing money, [...] the banks simultaneously induce a nega-
tive money (debt inscribed on their own liabilities) and a positive money (claim of the productive 
economy on the banks) (235). 

Recall the problem with which Schmitt started in Money, Wages and Profits, and which he saw Patinkin as 
attempting to address, that of how to ‘integrate’ money into the real economy. Schmitt’s claim is that recognis-
ing the heterogeneous character of money (ie. its difference from other commodities), and holding fast to the 
notion of ‘creation’, paradoxically provides the solution to the problem of integration. Schmitt argues that the 
integration of money with the economy happens at a much deeper and more structural level than the neoclassi-
cal economists believe: it occurs in the relation of the banks to the productive economy, and in the remuneration 
of workers with wages. “Money being from its birth heterogeneous to produced goods, integration is produced 
through a new operation, well known, if not in its effects: the remuneration of the factors of production” (216). 
The remuneration of workers is thus the missing link in the quest for integration, and the hidden condition for 
the activation of modern money. Banking money is powerless, or without “charge”, unless it is transformed 
into the positive power of purchase, or “money-revenue” (182, 199).40 The flux of credit can only be ‘charged’ 
by entering a productive process and becoming ‘purchasing power’ (wages) for workers.41 Against neoclassi-
cism, Schmitt argues that money is integrated with the economy through the system of production, rather than 
in the process of exchange; and that the mysterious ‘purchasing power’ of money doesn’t descend from heaven, 
but is the effect of a very specific interaction between banks, enterprises and workers that occurs across whole 
economies.42

This, according to Schmitt, allows us to see why money creation is nothing to be scared of. At the macro-
economic level, money creation is negative in the bank and positive in the productive economy. We arrive at 
a global view of the circulation of the economy, with the creation ex nihilo of money being matched by the 
creation of goods and the payment of wages to buy these new goods, and with the assets and liabilities of banks 
and enterprises nevertheless ultimately cancelling each other out. The notion of creation is thus not just the key 
to understanding the ‘integration’ of money into the real economy, but also to understanding how in modern 
capitalist economies money inexorably becomes “entirely the creature of banks” (200, italic added).

The Integration of Money through the Formation of Purchasing Power

Schmitt’s schema is as follows: The banks create money and put enterprises in credit; the enterprises then 
‘charge’ the money by transforming it into wages with a purchasing power calibrated to the range of currently 
produced goods; finally, by selling products to workers, the enterprises generate a reflux of money to the bank 
and, somehow, at the end of the circuit, yield profits for themselves. Money → Wages → Profits. Let us start by 
working through the money-wages relationship.

Recall the problem of the formation of purchasing power. “In classical and neoclassical theory money is con-
ceived as a power of purchase, either exercised (money in action in purchases), or held in reserve (money 

waiting in coffers)” (MSP 10). Schmitt contends that no account has been given of the formation of this power. 
How do coins, notes, etc. become ‘endowed’ with their mysterious power to command commodities? With his 
starting point now established in a theory of money creation by the banks, these questions can be sharpened. If 
monetary creation is primary, how does ‘newly born’ money assume the power of purchase? At its birth in the 
bank, at the instant of its projection, money can still be thought as a “personal” or “subjective” bond between 
borrower and lender. The bond goes “from subject to subject”, and does not concern products (199). “In this 
first state, statu nascenti, money exercises no power over real goods”. In order for newly emitted debts to as-
sume the power of purchase, some sort of “objective bond” must be in place. The question becomes: “How, 
from personal debt, does money form itself into a real claim?” How, “from being a personal claim” (256), in-
volving a “debt without object” (301), does it become a “right over products” (256), “a real claim on products 
that have appeared”? Beyond the subjective bond between lender and borrower, there must be an “objective 
bond between money and real goods” (ibid). How is this objective bond established?

First it is necessary to reflect on the way in which the lending and borrowing of money differs from the lending 
and borrowing of goods. A good can be borrowed and not owed, because I agree to exchange one of my future 
goods for it. Alternatively, a good can be borrowed and owed. If I borrow my friend’s car, it is understood that 
I will give him back the same car, not another one like it (230). In this case, the good is deposited with me 
as a possession. But with the borrowing of money by enterprises, there is no ‘acquisition’ properly speaking. 
Because “it is created by the banks, the money is not positively possessed by any subject: its expenditure does 
not signify any alienation of a positive possession” (ibid). As a claim on the banks, money in its “newly born” 
state is therefore a “null possession” (212, 228, 249-50, 254, 262, 306, 309), “pure availability [disponibilité]” 
(218, 236, 237, 308). In the mere creation of money, banks do not add to wealth. Money only becomes prop-
erly ‘positive’ when it enters into the productive economy. The integration of created money into economic 
revenues thus depends on a further operation in the productive economy. “From the moment that they employ 
it in the payment of factors [of production], the enterprises bring about the integration of banking money into 
goods in general” (277). The production of goods, and the remuneration of workers with wages that permit 
the purchase of this currently produced set of goods, are the conditions that allow for the banking ‘flux’ to be 
met with a corresponding ‘reflux’. Banks and enterprises are thus profoundly interdependent, and in modern 
economies, one cannot be understood without taking into account the other. Banks cannot produce wealth by 
themselves; and conversely enterprises cannot just make their own money. Banks and enterprises are rather two 
distinct components in a single process.

It turns out that there are two ‘creations’ involved in modern money. “The general equality of flux and reflux 
indicates a creation in two stages; creation of money (from banks by projection into the productive economy), 
creation of monetary revenue (distribution of nascent money to the factors of production)” (225-26). Thus a 
new distinction emerges: “The banks create money, while the productive enterprises create monetary revenues” 
(262). If there is a duality between two forms of money to be found anywhere in Schmitt, it is here. However, 
Schmitt is less concerned with constructing a dualism than with focusing on the mutation and transformation 
of money into different forms, or with the way it is ‘born’ in one form, and mutates into another. In fact, the 
closer one looks at Schmitt’s theory, the less evidence one sees of a fundamental ‘dualism’ between forms of 
money, and the more of an overriding monism. First, money is born as a special form of personal claim between 
banks and enterprises. It is only when it is reissued from the enterprise in the form of wages that it takes on 
purchasing power across the range of goods that are produced. Only then does money become a “possession”, 
endowed with the power of purchase. “This second movement of creation is much more important than the 
first” (277). “Distributed to the productive factors, money radically changes its state”: it is “added to the social 
space like a production which just appears, no more or less than if it had come from another nation” (278). The 
process of reflux to the banks will take in the entire productive economy. After the direct flux of new money 
into enterprises, the reflux that follows from enterprises to the banks will be indirect (216, 237, 240). It proceeds 
through the distribution by enterprises of the fresh money in wages to workers. The possession is initially in 
the hands of workers, and a further process, yet to be specified, is required for the enterprise to recoup its 
possession, complete the reflux to the banks and ‘capture’ profit. “The reflux absorbs the revenue thus created: 
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from the power of purchase, the money becomes again a sum due to the banking system” (223). According to 
Schmitt, this reflux occurs alongside the production of goods and the generation of profits. 

The very concept of monetary flow (or flux) undergoes a corresponding modification. According to the tradi-
tional account of flux and reflux associated with Tooke and Fullarton, flux and reflux are opposed to the move-
ment of monetary masses (commodities and cash) on the basis of their peculiar temporal properties. Whereas a 
mass or stock necessarily persists over certain time period, fluxes are “instantaneous” (235). Flux and reflux do 
not involve the displacement of masses, but are “provoked and withdrawn”. This is another feature of ‘dualism’ 
of money: banking money has different temporal properties to the money used for exchange and payment in the 
real economy. Schmitt agrees with this conception, but contends that “the notion of flux is deepened as soon as 
one makes it participate in monetary creation” (ibid):

The flux in creation is not conservative, it is mutant: at one extremity a null money is nourished, it 
hollows out a negative money, and, on the other side, it projects a positive money. Fluxes with mutant 
power do not limit themselves to imposing a movement on what is previously given; they are innova-
tors of the highest degree, they bring the positive (and the negative) into a whole which does not have 
these. The creation of money is a mutant flux (235).

There seem to be two reasons for calling banking fluxes “mutant”. At one level, the flux creates ex nihilo: it 
adds a sum of products and wages that were previously absent. But the mutation also concerns the second ‘cre-
ation’ described above, where pure banking credit mutates into a force in the real economy, in order to effect a 
reflux. When Deleuze draws attention to the “passage or mutation of one form [of money] into another”, and 
how “the capitalist system cannot work without that” (1971 Seminar), insofar as this refers to Schmitt, it would 
seem to refer to this second kind of ‘mutation’.43

The neoclassical idea that the payment of productive services is a transfer of purchasing power from the en-
terprise to agents is therefore “erroneous”. “In reality the payment of factors imposes a mutation on money 
created by banks, and only assumes purchasing power at that moment. Up until that point a personal claim, it 
is transformed into a real claim, while the factors remunerated acquire a power of purchase that the enterprises 
induce into their hands: there is no transfer but a creation” (MSP 10). “The flowing of products is not a resale, 
it is a first sale; for the remuneration of workers is not a purchase, it is the creation of the power to purchase” 
(286). “The monetary revenue of the factors does not proceed from a pre-existing nominal possession”; it is 
created. In section III, we will see that in his initial commentaries on these claims, Deleuze highlights the dis-
parity of this view with Marx’s claim that wages are to be thought of as the sale and purchase of labour power 
(1971 Seminar).

Those bits of metal and paper are thus activated by very specific macroeconomic process unlike anything in 
nature, and organised around the concepts of ‘creation’ and ‘mutant flux’. One does not have to be a Deleuzian 
to think it all looks a bit mad. Are the concepts weird, and the reality explicable with other, more ‘commonsense’ 
economic concepts? Is using the concept of creation, which is theological in its primary meaning, in order to 
explain the structure of economic circulation akin to explaining, for example, embryological development 
with the idea of entelechies? Or is the reality itself weird, and only strange concepts allow one to grasp it? 
Schmitt’s logic is nevertheless clear enough: he denies that modern money can be understood in terms of the 
commonsense concept of exchange, but affirms that the production process in modern economies is intimately 
related to banks; since banks do create money, we have no choice but to incorporate the strange banking 
concepts of creation and flux into general economic theory. 

Schmitt claims that the whole of the money created is redistributed in the nominal wages. So how do profits 
emerge? Schmitt’s argument now takes an unexpected turn, with a return to Ricardo. By arguing that purchas-
ing power cannot be activated without taking wages into account, Schmitt has already moved beyond neoclas-
sical theory. His next step is to follow Sraffa and delve deep into Ricardo’s writings and letters in search of an 

explanation of the relation between wages and profits. Schmitt brings to light a principle he calls the ‘comple-
mentarity of wages and profits’ (which, however, seems to be nowhere fully articulated by Ricardo). He will 
argue that this principle retains its meaning and force even if one rejects (as both he and the neoclassicals do) 
Ricardo’s theory of labour value.

The Complementarity of Wages and Profits: Schmitt, Ricardo and Sraffa

Schmitt cites a letter of 11 August 1814 to Malthus in which Ricardo reflects on the meaning of the concept of 
the gross national product:

Individuals do not estimate their profits by [...] material production, but nations invariably do. If we 
had precisely the same amount of commodities of all descriptions in the year 1815 that we now have 
in 1814 as a nation we should be no richer, but if money had sunk in value they would be represented 
by a greater quantity of money, and individuals would be apt to think themselves richer.44

Schmitt insists that Ricardo here discovers “a profound conception: the production of commodities is indepen-
dent of money. Whether the latter is scarce or abundant, it still ‘represents’ the same commodities and the same 
national wealth” (MSP 134). Ricardo arrives at this conception on the basis of the “intuition”45 that labour alone 
is the principle of the value of commodities. But Schmitt suggests that there is a ‘rational kernel’ to this concep-
tion that has been missed by neoclassical theorists, and which not only withstands the neoclassical critique of 
labour value but can be redeployed in the context of the modern relationship between banks, enterprises and 
workers. The notion that labour gives an absolute value to commodities does not have to be seen in terms of the 
‘embodiment’ of quantities of a rather abstruse, almost spiritual substance, in a commodity. Instead, one can 
start from the mere idea of a relation of equivalence between two quantities. Imagine the sum of labour on the 
one side, faced with the sum of produced goods on the other. “If we posit a necessary and reciprocal relation 
between each unit of labour and each unit of production, we obtain an ‘absolute’ equivalence” (137). A certain 
amount of labour produces a certain amount of value; if the one goes up, so does the other; what matters is the 
size of the sum as a whole. Two important points follow. 

First, this “absolute equivalence [...] precedes exchange” (137). Prices are “predetermined from the moment of 
production itself”, and not freely decided by exchangers. Exchange value is rather preceded by a ‘natural price’, 
determined through the production process. In his Introduction to Ricardo’s Principles of Political Economy 
and Taxation, Sraffa argued that the early Ricardo bases himself on a simple agricultural model in which “the 
same commodity, namely corn, forms both the capital (conceived as composed of the subsistence necessary for 
workers) and the product; so that the determination of profit by the difference between total product and capital 
advanced, and also the determination of the ratio of this profit to the capital, is done directly between quanti-
ties of corn without any question of valuation.”46 In this ‘corn model’ one can see what Sraffa will call ‘the 
production of commodities by means of commodities’. As Sraffa will go on to elaborate in his neo-Ricardian 
model (to which we will turn in a moment), commodity prices (or relative values), can be determined on the 
basis of the weight of the respective component parts of the production process, and on the “preponderance” 
of production over consumption. Sraffa’s approach thus allows for the identification of the appropriate relative 
prices for commodities without having to make reference to subjective value and general equilibrium. Instead, 
the relation of exchange is determined by the internal features of the productive process.

Second, Ricardo’s approach to the national product also permits a different approach to the determination of 
wages and profits to the one taken by Adam Smith, by Ricardo himself in the Principles of Political Economy 
and Taxation, and which will be restated in a new form by Marx. Smith treated wages, profits and rent as dis-
tinct components of the national product, with their own natural rates. The national product was therefore a 
sum of these three income or revenue ‘streams’. In his letters to Malthus, Ricardo, by virtue of his intuition of 
a “unique principle”, labour, “starts from a whole that is first of all undifferentiated” (MSP 150), and proceeds 
to the division of the product into wages and profits from there.
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Labour being principle of value, the national revenue is a global given, issue of the totality of ex-
pended labour. It would therefore be paralogical to construct revenue starting from its elements, by 
the addition of wages and profits. The whole first reality of the national product is already global, no 
summation is necessary; the product ‘comes into the world’, like an undivided whole; the division is 
logically subsequent; in a word, the formed product is divided, but the formation of the product is not 
a function of the elementary parts: wages and profits are the divisions of revenue, and not properly 
speaking its elements. A subtle conception, but very clear. One does not have the ‘bricks’ (wages 
and profits separated) before the edifice (the revenue); on the contrary, the edifice (the product in its 
correspondence with labour) is formed from a single piece, and the compartments are relative to an 
already formed revenue (MSP 284).

If one looks at the undivided whole, there are no special portions marked ‘profits’ and ‘wages’ that can be 
distinguished as pre-existing elements. Wages, taken in isolation, therefore “do not have any influence on the 
national revenue: whether they are high or low, the value produced is constant. The same application holds 
for profits. Only the sum of wages and profits establishes the significant unit” (150; italics added). The ratio of 
wages to profits can be varied proportionally, but “the gain of one side is lost by the other (wages are nourished 
on profits or inversely)” (135). 

One does not say: the production being what it is, wages and profits divide it up; this would be tau-
tological. One affirms that wages and profits come from the same productive source, from a unique 
energy, which on the one hand is nourished on itself (necessary consumption = wages) and which is 
creative for the rest (positive profits); “for whence do riches come but from production preponderat-
ing over consumption” [Ricardo, Letter to Malthus, 30 August 1814, Works VI, 129]. From this unity 
it results that money cannot be related either to wages or to profits in isolation, but only to their sum 
(134-35).

The fundamental “complementarity” of wages and profits permits money to be understood as a “pure nominal 
expression” in the sense that “it ‘expresses’ a structure that it finds already constituted” (ibid). For Ricardo, 
both in his letters and in his major work, this structure rests on the absolute value contributed by labour. With 
Ricardo’s intuition as an assumption, it is easy to understand Schmitt’s next move: if labour is the sole source 
of value in production, why not simplify the picture and stipulate that the whole sum of value is identical, in 
principle, to the sum of nominal wages alone? Profits would thus be a deduction from a whole sum that should 
first and foremost be considered as a sum of wages. However, Schmitt will argue that this move can be justified 
even without upholding the principle of absolute labour value. Indeed, Schmitt suggests that Ricardo himself is 
hampered from making full use of his own insight by his very adherence to the theory of labour value.

How does Ricardo determine profits in The Principles of Political Economy and Taxation? According to Sraffa, 
Ricardo states his guiding principle in his letter to Malthus of 26 June 1814: “The rate of profits and of inter-
est must depend on the proportion of production to the consumption necessary to such production.”47 Sraffa 
states that “[t]he advantage of Ricardo’s method of approach is that, at the cost of considerable simplification, 
it makes possible an understanding of how the rate of profit is determined without the need of a method for 
reducing to a common standard a heterogeneous collection of commodities”48 (as happens in neoclassical eco-
nomics). But according to Schmitt, Ricardo’s explanation of profits in the Principles rests on a further distinc-
tion, which influenced Marx, between ‘labour’ and ‘labour power’. It is this distinction that Schmitt wishes to 
criticise.

Schmitt starts by noting how profits cannot emerge from exchange for Ricardo. “Since exchanges conform in 
money with absolute predetermined values, they are made in equivalence” (MSP 138). Rather, Schmitt argues, 
on Ricardo’s model in the Principles, “profits are born from two exchanges, from the difference between two 
equivalences” (ibid). What are these two equivalences? “If labour is the principle of all value, it does not fol-
low, according to the great classical tradition, that the power [force] of labour is anything other than a product 

among others. Labour power [force de travail] designates in effect the energy of the worker, energy constantly 
nourished and restored by the consumption of products of labour” (191).  Ricardo’s position in the Principles 
is that “wages have the value of precisely the labour power expended, no more no less” (ibid). Even though 
labour contributes all the value, enterprises need only pay their workers enough to renew their labour power: 
the cost of subsistence for them and their families. Wages can thus be separated out as equal to the cost of re-
storing the labour power spent. Nevertheless the value the labour of workers gives to commodities, and which 
determines the prices of those commodities, exceeds the value of the labour power contributed.49 It follows 
that “the confrontation”, Schmitt says, “of these two equivalences (wages = labour power; commodity prices = 
labour) releases profit” (ibid). The difference between labour and labour power is the condition for the forma-
tion of profits:
 

Equivalence 1: wages = necessary consumption; 
Equivalence 2: products = labour;
Therefore, labour—necessary consumption = profits.

Schmitt notes that this is a solution that is far from both “common sense” and “the received knowledge since 
the subjectivists and marginalists” (MSP 138). He also acknowledges, while curiously not mentioning Marx’s 
name, that this difference between two equivalences “is soon to be called surplus value” (138). Nevertheless, he 
rejects this explanation of profits. He abruptly says that “labour value only exists in theories. The distinction of 
labour and its power is derived and the notion of absolute value is not only abstruse: it is quasi-mystical” (192). 
He then turns to Sraffa’s own The Production of Commodities by Means of Commodities, stating that Sraffa 
“saves the Ricardian explanation by a bold simplification, the total abandonment of absolute value” (200). We 
saw how Sraffa found the model of a ‘production of commodities by means of commodities’ in Ricardo’s early 
‘corn model’: there, a circular, self-replicating economy is conceived where the outputs produced by workers 
are identical to the inputs consumed by the workers in order to continue their work. Schmitt sees this in terms 
of “productive energy nourishing itself on its own power” (134). In The Production of Commodities by Means 
of Commodities, Sraffa went on to present elaborated versions of the ‘corn model’ by incorporating the pro-
duction of the means of production into this framework (recalling Marx’s reproduction schemes in Part 3 of 
Volume II of Capital.50 He starts with the model of a self-replicating economy with wheat and iron as the two 
basic commodities:51 

280qt. of wheat + 12t. of iron → 400qt. of wheat
120qt. of wheat + 8t. of iron → 20t of iron

The two sides of the equation are equal in sum, and the equation depicts a self-replicating economy in which 
quantities of wheat and iron are produced in two industries relative to the consumption of quantities of wheat 
and iron in each industry. The apparent surplus of wheat in the first industry is necessary for the ‘purchase’ 
of 12 tons of iron from the second industry; and correspondingly the surplus of iron in the second industry is 
necessary to buy wheat for its workers. There is no reference to labour value, and the surplus produced in each 
industry is not calculated in relation to labour power alone, but in relation to what is required for consumption 
in the other industry. Sraffa goes on to produce an algebraic formulation of this equation that can handle any 
number of industries.

Sraffa’s model allows for a basic distinction to be drawn between necessary production and surplus production 
(recalling Ricardo’s idea of the “preponderance of production over consumption”). For Sraffa, profits arise 
when a real, not just apparent, surplus is produced, and is appropriated by a property-owning class. Although 
there is no ‘surplus value’ in Marx’s sense, there is a potential surplus, and it can be exploited. Thus Sraffa has 
a theory of the exploitation of labour, but it is based on different principles to Marx’s. Here it is worth compar-
ing Schmitt’s reading of Sraffa with other interpretations. Making use of Sraffa’s insights about the unity of 
the social product, the difference between self-replicating and surplus economies, and the derivation of profits 
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from the surplus product, Pietroangelo Garegnani suggested that the whole neoclassical approach to value 
and distribution could be abandoned, and a return made to the ‘classical’ conception of value and distribution, 
“which had at its centre a notion of ‘social surplus’”.52 The peculiar feature of the ‘classical’ or ‘surplus ap-
proach’ revived by Sraffa— “the determination of the shares of the product other than wages as a residual or 
‘surplus’”—“has its logical basis in the consideration of real wage and social product as being determinable 
prior to those shares.”53 For Garegnani, Sraffa produces a viable model that allows for the transcendence of 
neoclassicism. For others, Sraffa’s theory provided a way out of the quandaries of Marx’s theory of labour 
value: attempts were made by Ronald Meek and Maurice Dobb, for instance, to show the proximity and deep 
resonances between the Sraffian ‘surplus approach’ and the core ideas of Marxism.54 

Schmitt, however, entirely bypasses the class dimension in Sraffa’s thought, and goes on to undermine Sraffa’s 
account of profits by dismissing the question of the surplus. He asks why one needs to conceive of a ‘modern’ 
economy in terms of circular self-replication in the first place. He criticises Sraffa for presenting what amounts 
to an updated version of the physiocratic theory (191, 200): because his theory “is founded on the physiocratic 
hypothesis of production nourished by itself, it is bound to fail” (200). Why? Schmitt says: compare Sraffa’s 
closed economy with an ‘open’ economy that “participates in an absolute principle” (196), like labour for 
Ricardo. The value produced by labour exceeds what is necessary for subsistence (for the replenishment of 
labour-power). Surely we need another such principle, in order to register this difference, and to determine the 
quantity and direction of production? He argues that even if one rejects labour as a candidate for an absolute 
principle, there is no need to reject the idea of an absolute principle. And he points to the banks, saying that it 
is there that we should look for our absolute principle: the creation of money by the banks, on the model he has 
outlined, gives us the absolute principle that is required. Modern economies are ‘open’, he says, because they 
rest on money creation by banks (196). 

We have just seen that Schmitt finds problems in the theories of profit presented by Ricardo in the Principles 
and by Sraffa. Now let us return to the buried possibility Schmitt finds in Ricardo’s letters to Malthus: the for-
mal equivalence between the whole undivided national product and the nominal sum of wages. Schmitt says 
that if we reflect on monetary integration in the way he is doing, it will be possible to “rediscover the great idea 
of the classical economists, that of the objective bond between money and products” (263). 

Schmitt puts forward what is at first sight is an unlikely proposition: “In our contemporary economies, the 
‘wage-earners’ receive in monetary form the totality of the national revenue” (265, italic added). Whereas in 
Adam Smith, “nominal wages are only equivalent to a fraction of the product”, for Schmitt, nominal wages are 
equivalent to the whole product. How can this be possible? The first thing to note is that Schmitt’s term ‘wages 
[salaires]’ is meant to be taken “in the largest sense” (ibid), and includes ‘directorial’ labour. Schmitt goes on 
to explain the equivalence follows in contemporary economies not because of the primacy of labour value, but 
because “the enterprises expend the fresh money that they have borrowed from the banks and divide it among 
the totality of employed factors”, in such a way that “the set of nominal wages (direct and indirect) confers 
the exact power to purchase the totality of the newly produced goods, which are of consumption or of produc-
tion” (266). His argument only makes sense from within the framework of banking money creation that he has 
established. The first thing to grasp is that, according to him, “the payment of services of production is not a 
transport, but a creation of possession at the heart of society as a whole [...] The remuneration of services does 
not transmit a pre-existing wealth, it creates a nominal wealth in correlation with the productive process” (246, 
263). Second, and more specifically, if “production is grasped as a true creation” (268), and if we are attempting 
to chart the reflux of this creation, then labour takes on a new meaning. “Labour pierces the whole product in 
monetary form; for, distributed to the factor of labour, money enriches itself [...] with the power of purchas-
ing current production” (281). Labour is “the unique factor of production”, but not because of the primacy of 
absolute labour value, or because the cultivation of land, for instance, is dependent on it; rather it is because, as 
recipient of wages, it plays a crucial role in the reflux of the created money back to the banks. From the point 
of view of national accounting that Schmitt has adopted, labour has significance not because of its productive 
function, but for two startlingly distinct reasons: 1. because it is consumer of the national product and 2. within 

the modern context, because it is a crucial channel for the reflux of money to banks, and completes the integra-
tion of money with production. If labour is the “unique beneficiary” of the social product (266), the money with 
which enterprises pay workers has nothing to do with them, being rather ‘projected’ into the economic system 
by the banks and accepted as debt by enterprises. Workers, despite being responsible for the whole product, are 
to be conceived merely as middlemen in the relations of credit/debt between banks and enterprises. We have 
thus at last arrived at the ‘objective bond’ between money and products, the answer to the problem of integra-
tion. “It belongs to nobody, individual or group, by whatever intervention, to increase or diminish the acquisi-
tive power of money [...]. The power is imposed on everyone” (263). Having found its proper place, Ricardo’s 
conception of the national product now takes on the “magnificent coherence” (151) that is proper to it. An 
explanation has been given for why “no theory of an objective monetary power can surpass it” (ibid)—but one 
does not have to take a Marxist or a Sraffian perspective to be struck by the extent to which Schmitt seems to 
have had to squint and practically stand on his head in order to make the phenomena to fit his peculiar vision.
Finally, how do profits emerge on Schmitt’s account? Like Ricardo and Marx, Schmitt denies that profits can 
emerge from exchange; but unlike them, he denies that they are derived from the production process (from the 
difference between labour and labour power). At one level, it is quite simple. Profits are “revenues of substitu-
tion”, or “transfer”. Labour “receives all the product, for the nominal wages [...] exhaust the national revenue” 
(273). Profits are not produced in addition to wages; they are ‘captured’ from wages (ibid). Profits are derived 
by increasing sales to workers. The profits of one enterprise “are obtained at the detriment of the other” (219), 
and the capturing of profit involves quasi-military campaigns: enterprises or ‘companies’ “borrow from good 
military virtues like campaign (publicity), strategy, entente, retrenchment, and before everything else, heavy 
equipment” (291). 

Profit is not a ‘residual’ revenue (ie. something left over). For Ricardo in the Principles, profit is a residual, 
ie. what is left after wages and rent have been paid. Schmitt suggests that his own idea of profit is closer to 
Ricardo’s theory of differential rent than it is to his theory of profit.55 “The ‘mechanism’ of substitution has a 
famous precedent, the Ricardian theory of rent” (297). If the same agricultural commodity can be produced 
on one piece of land A with less labour than on another piece of land B, due to differences in their fertility, 
then given that the market dictates that both sets of produce sell for the same price, landowner A does not gain 
an advantage over landowner B by selling the produce at a lower price, but by charging rent for the land (cf. 
289). Ricardian rent is not a residual, but a revenue of substitution; it involves a kind of “borrowing” (290) or 
“capture” of a part of the sum total of revenues distributed. Profits too, Schmitt says, are not leftovers, they 
are revenues that are “‘won over’ [capté], one could even say ‘captured’ [capturé]” (283). “Just as classical 
rent is nourished from profits and wages, in modern analysis gross profits are ‘caught’ [capté] from the wages 
distributed” (297). But it is this active character of the pursuit of profits that ultimately distinguishes Ricardian 
rent from Schmittian profit: profit does not flow automatically, like rent does to the landowner, and is not based 
on external factors such as fertility of land; enterprises have to go “looking for” profit, hunting it down.56 Profit 
“flows from a specific action; revenue of conquest and not of simple waiting” (290). Profit is not received pas-
sively, like rent; it is ‘plucked’ [‘cuelli’] by an act of will (291). Schmitt says “one immediately draws from that 
its indivisible character”; the formation of profits is “canalized” into a single stream “in one go” [en un seul jet] 
(292) due to this activity, not because there is a separate pre-existing channel for them.

Nevertheless, there are also structural dimensions to the capture of profit. First, Schmitt says that even though 
wages encompass the totality of the nominal revenues produced in enterprises, “one can easily see how profits 
can be positive. For that it is enough that enterprises succeed in disbursing products at prices higher than the 
distributed wages” (288). However, if there is competition between enterprises (campaigns and ‘price wars’), a 
‘capture’ of this nature cannot last for long (unless there is some kind of monopoly or cartel). Second, he says 
that although labour “receives all the product, for the nominal wages [...] exhaust the national revenue”, this 
sum is “not the real wages, of course” (273). He goes on to say that “real wages are only a part of” the national 
revenue. How can this be, is there some other source in the national revenue? No: he has stated that profits 
involve the transfer or substitution of wages of workers to particular enterprises. The distinction between 
nominal and real wages is explained in another way, at the very end of the book, when Schmitt discusses the 
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role of inflation in lowering real wages (cf. 332, 346). Enterprises can succeed in “capturing revenues outside 
of the normal route of profits: from revenues of pure inflation” (322). However, Schmitt suggests that despite 
the emergence of “cumulative inflation” (333), this source of profit is transitory, and is counteracted by an ac-
companying general rise in nominal wages; so the hunting down of profit has to be continually renewed.
So the structural dimensions of profit capture do not correspond to any kind of systematic exploitation of work-
ers. Having abandoned the ideas of value and surplus value, along with Sraffa’s distinction between subsis-
tence and surplus economies, Schmitt is left with no account of how structural exploitation can occur through 
the under-remuneration of labour time, or through the paying of subsistence wages and the appropriation of 
a surplus by a property-owning class. Like later circuitists, he replaces the determining role of class division 
in the distribution of the surplus by the sectorial determination of the structure of economy and society.57 His 
claim that labour “receives all the product”, moreover, airbrushes marked and systematic differences between 
wage-levels out of the picture. 

III. DELEUZE AND GUATTARI ON BRUNHOFF AND SCHMITT

In his 1971 Vincennes seminar, Deleuze draws attention to what he calls “the diabolical aspect of Schmitt’s 
thesis”, the proposition that “it is the transformation of the first form of money, the creative flux of money, into 
the second form, money-revenue, that creates the power of purchase; the power of purchase does not pre-exist 
the form of money-revenues.” This is diabolical, it is suggested, because of its implications: “the worker is not 
bought, there has been no robbery, there is no surplus value; Schmitt says that Marx is wrong; for there to be 
surplus value, it is necessary that the labour power of the worker should be bought, but wage-revenue cannot do 
that because the power of purchase is created by revenue, it is not presupposed by revenue” (ibid). For Schmitt 
wages are not themselves a purchase (as the buying of labour power by the capitalist is for Marx), instead they 
are a by-product of “a form of mutation of one money into another” (1971 Seminar). The attitude of perplexity 
continues in the account of Schmitt in Anti-Oedipus:

Who steals? Certainly not the finance capitalist as the representative of the great instantaneous cre-
ative flow, which is not even a possession and has no purchasing power. Who is robbed? Certainly 
not the worker who is not even bought, since the reflux or salary distribution creates purchasing 
power, instead of presupposing it. Who would be capable of stealing? Not the industrial capitalist as 
the representative of the afflux of profit, since “profits do not flow in the reflux, but side by side with, 
deviating from rather than penalizing the flow that creates incomes”. How much flexibility there is 
the axiomatic of capitalism, always ready to widen its own limits so as to add a new axiom to a previ-
ously saturated system! You say you want an axiom for wage earners, for the working class, and the 
unions. Well then, let’s see what we can do—and thereafter, profit will flow alongside wages, side by 
side, reflux and afflux (AO 238/283).58 

Deleuze and Guattari’s vantage point in these passages is clearly Marxist. If the worker is “not even bought”, 
then Marx’s argument that exploitation occurs through the purchase of labour power and the under-remuner-
ation of labour time cannot get off the ground. Schmitt thus appears as the representative of a new phase in 
capitalist cynicism. Whereas in the Golden Age of capitalism, the capitalist did not hide his cynicism, and 
(especially if the capitalist subscribed to Ricardo’s labour theory of value), did not pretend not to be extorting 
surplus value, then now “how this cynicism has grown—to the point where he is able to declare: no, nobody is 
being robbed!” Deleuze and Guattari also mock the idea that profits and wages flow “side by side” (although 
this latter point is probably a misinterpretation of Schmitt).59

However, despite this apparently firm Marxist framework, in the immediately preceding passage Deleuze and 
Guattari seem to accept Schmitt’s critical attitude toward the concept of surplus value, and go on to suggest 
that Schmitt’s depiction of an economy grounded in money creation corresponds to the “true economic force” 
in contemporary capitalism:

Surplus value [...] cannot be defined by the difference between the value of labour [ie. the value of 
labour power] and the value created by labour power, but by the incommensurability between two 
flows that are nonetheless immanent to each other, by the disparity between the two aspects of money 
that express them, and by the absence of a limit exterior to their relationship—the one measuring the 
true economic force, the other measuring a purchasing power determined as ‘income’ [‘revenu’].60 
The first is the immense deterritorialized flow that constitutes the full body of capital. An economist 
of the calibre of Bernard Schmitt finds strange lyrical words to characterize this flow of infinite debt: 
an instantaneous creative flow that the banks create spontaneously as a debt owing to themselves, a 
creation ex nihilo that, instead of transferring a pre-existing currency as means of payment, hollows 
out at one extreme of the full body a negative money (a debt entered as a liability of the banks), 
and projects at the other extreme a positive money (a credit granted the productive economy by the 
banks)—“a flow possessing a power of mutation” that does not enter into income and is not assigned 
to purchases, a pure availability, nonpossession and nonwealth. The other aspect of money represents 
the reflux, that is, the relationship that it assumes with goods as soon as it acquires a purchasing 
power through its distribution to workers or production factors, through its allotment in the form of 
incomes—a relationship that it loses as soon as the latter are converted into real goods (at which point 
everything recommences by means of a new production that will first come under the sway of the 
first aspect). The incommensurability of the two aspects –the flux and the reflux—shows that nomi-
nal wages fail to embrace the totality of the national income, since the wage earners allow a great 
quantity of revenues to escape. These revenues are tapped by the firms and in turn form an afflux by 
means of a conjunction; a flow—this time uninterrupted—of gross profit [profit brut], constituting 
“at one go” an undivided quantity flowing over the full body, however diverse the uses for which it 
is allocated (interest, dividends, management salaries, purchase of production goods, etc.) (AO 237-
38/282-83; trans. modified; first two italics added).

Schmitt does not talk about an ‘incommensurability’ between banking money and monetary revenues, al-
though, as we have seen, he does identify a radical difference between the fluxes of pure banking debt and the 
money that serves to purchase goods. From his point of view, he is ultimately arguing for the quantitative com-
mensurability, via the circuit of flux and reflux, of the two kinds of money. Moreover, it appears that Deleuze 
and Guattari have not at this point correctly identified how profits are made by ‘capture’ on Schmitt’s account. 
As we will see later, they go on to adopt and endorse aspects of Schmitt’s concept of ‘capture’ in A Thousand 
Plateaus (while retaining an idiosyncratic view of what Schmitt means). So there are some deviations in the 
details that need to be considered. But let us leave these on one side, and ask how Deleuze and Guattari are 
deploying Schmitt’s theory in Anti-Oedipus. 

After the passage on Schmitt pointing to his denial that there is any stealing, robbery or exploitation of labour 
in capitalism, Deleuze and Guattari conclude that “the incompetent observer has the impression that this whole 
economic schema, this whole story, is profoundly schizo” (AO 238/283). If Schmitt is correctly described 
as ‘diabolical’ or ‘cynical’, then Deleuze and Guattari could be read as cocking an eyebrow at Schmitt’s ac-
count, and scorning it. Schmitt, the neo-capitalist, is attempting to pass off a ludicrous, ‘mad’ theory as a good 
explanation. But it was mentioned at the beginning that in his 1971 seminar, Deleuze says that Schmitt is “a 
neo-capitalist economist who produces, without wanting it, a completely schizophrenic economic theory to the 
point that it allows us to pose the problem: what is the difference between a text of scientific ambitions in the 
domain of economy and a schizophrenic text, once what is involved is the mechanisms of capitalism?” That im-
plies that Money, Wages and Profits is a pathological text, but one that nevertheless, in its ‘madness’, speaks a 
truth. However, there is a further ambiguity, if we assume this second alternative: are Deleuze and Guattari say-
ing that Schmitt’s text exudes madness because it faithfully expresses a ‘madness’ inherent to capitalism, or is 
it that there is something delusional, yet instructively so, about the story Schmitt, a ‘neo-capitalist’, tells about 
capitalism (which might not be as mad as it looks)? Toward the end of Anti-Oedipus, Deleuze and Guattari 
say that “among modern economists, [Schmitt] has for us the incomparable advantage of offering a delirious 
interpretation of an unequivocally delirious economic system (at least he goes all the way)” (AO 374/449).61 
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But this raises further questions: what precisely is the advantage of offering a delirious interpretation of a 
delirious system? Why not instead offer a rational interpretation of a delirious system? Are they saying that 
the ‘delirium’ of capitalism is all-encompassing and blocks any rational perspective on it? Or that it is deviant, 
off-the-rails and ‘irrational’, from the ‘sane’ perspective of Marxism?

Perhaps the idea is that there is something ‘schizophrenic’ about Schmitt’s schema because of the way it in-
vokes intangible entities (pure monetary flows) and obscure forces (the ‘charging’ of money), and inhabits a 
twilight atmosphere in which workers have become shadows in a wider, barely comprehensible financial pan-
orama. The causalities of ‘daylight’ explanations of economic experience (based on exchange) are overturned, 
and economic circulation is subjected to the interruptive temporality of ‘creation’ and ‘destruction’ imposed 
by the banks. If Schmitt’s text is interpreted as a document of a delusion, one could attempt to understand and 
explain it from a Marxist perspective. Having abandoned the theory of objective value along with the neoclas-
sical economists, Schmitt has ended up seeing the banks as the creative agents in the economy; money appears 
to him to be miraculously produced by banks; production appears to happen because of money creation, rather 
than because of labour; and where he is to be found insisting on not one but two creations, in order for money 
to be converted into ‘purchasing power’ for workers, he is just compounding the delusion. Schmitt has lost the 
plot when he says that workers do not ‘sell’ their labour power (for the reason that neither sale nor purchase ex-
ist prior to the ‘charging’ of bank money by enterprises), and instead have magical consumption tickets placed 
into their hands, which are unconnected to any work they do. Despite his own dismissals of labour value for be-
ing ‘quasi-mystical’, he has ended up producing an angelology of money, charting the ‘descent’ of ‘spirit’ (pure 
debt), via purchasing ‘power’, into matter (purchase and consumption): a Neoplatonic idealism for bankers.

But on the other hand, Deleuze and Guattari also suggest that Schmitt’s discussion of intangible entities and 
forces, of creation, flux and reflux, and destruction, is entirely lucid and expresses the true economic forces in 
contemporary capitalism. When Deleuze and Guattari talk of how “monetarization everywhere comes to fill the 
abyss of capitalist immanence, introducing there, as Schmitt says, ‘a deformation, a convulsion, an explosion—
in a word, a movement of extreme violence’” (AO 250/298; citing MSP 285), they could be talking about the 
ways in which financial speculation can dominate the productive economy, and praising Schmitt for his accu-
rate description of the ‘instantaneous’ and ‘creative’ character of money creation. The table on which economic 
exchanges are made is insignificant compared to the table on which the gods of finance play; the forces Schmitt 
depicts would be real, relating to the ultimate entities of contemporary economic reality. In the 1971 seminar 
Deleuze also suggests that Schmitt’s schema of money creation can be applied to the State (we will come back 
to this). So the economy is dominated by strange forces. Schmitt is just the messenger; if his theories look mad, 
that is not his fault, he is just trying to depict the weird reality of the modern monetary economy that he inhab-
its. (On the ‘delusional’ interpretation, on the other hand, the passage just cited would take on an ironic tone: 
Deleuze and Guattari would be saying something like ‘this economist shows how delusional one can get about 
what banks do, and how misled one can be about money creation and the dissimulatory phenomena emanating 
from money in its capitalist form’).

It may be that Deleuze and Guattari have a shifting, ambivalent attitude toward the views Schmitt presents. It is 
hard to see how Schmitt can be ‘cynical’, ‘diabolical’ and ‘schizophrenic’ all at once—put together, the charges 
appear to become incoherent. Let us assume that Deleuze and Guattari intend to be critical of Schmitt; that they 
think he is ‘deluded’. From the perspective of Brunhoff’s theory, Schmitt can be criticised for being in thrall 
to the dissimulations of modern capitalist money. Schmitt might be able to provide a (distorted) description 
of the processes involved, but from Brunhoff’s perspective he would be a participant in the dissimulation. In 
Deleuze and Guattari’s terms, Schmitt would be bewitched by the ‘miraculating’ surface of money on which all 
economic behaviour is inscribed in capitalism. Schmitt has been dazzled by money, whereas Brunhoff wants 
to see behind its dissimulations, to the commodity economy and labour value that lies beneath it, to the forces 
of capital accumulation and the relations of class domination. Brunhoff has also identified a disparity between 
the forms of money at work within contemporary money, but retains a critical and dialectical view of the rela-
tions between these different forms, founded firmly on Marx’s theory of money. For Schmitt, money creation 

is ontological, and lies at the basis of modern money; for Brunhoff, it is a specialised and restricted function,62 
and bank money in general is an outgrowth of money as a component of commodity economies. Schmitt thinks 
that banking money is originally a ‘non-possession’ or ‘negative possession’. Brunhoff effectively turns this 
view back on its feet: not at all, the financial system is based on money-capital possessed and actively invested 
by capitalists. The primacy given to ‘initial deposits’ also masks the accumulation and concentration of capital. 
Having endowed banks with extraordinary powers, Schmitt believes he is able to explain the ‘integration’ of 
money with production. In La politique monétaire, Brunhoff criticises Schmitt’s “optic”, which she says “is 
not our own [...] Our critique does not at all aim to oppose an ‘integration’ of money into the ‘economy’ to the 
dichotomy money/economy. That would be to abandon our critical point of view: capitalism is necessarily a 
monetary economy, but that does not at all suppress the particular character of money and the contradictions of 
financial circulation.”63 Schmitt can be criticised for completely detaching money from the underlying structure 
of the commodity economy, for severing the link between money and labour time by making the former the 
‘creation’ of the banks, and for proceeding as if monetary creation is primary, when monetary power really 
derives from the concentration of money-capital. Schmitt also fails to pay attention to the central Bank, and its 
relation to commercial banks. Money creation by the central Bank (in quantitative easing) cannot be identified 
with money creation by commercial banks. The towering mirage of ‘the money supply’ should not be seen as 
another instance of money creation, but as a construct with the function of reinforcing confidence in capitalism 
in the face of ongoing fluctuations and crises. From the perspective of Brunhoff’s theory, what Deleuze calls the 
“passage or mutation of one form [of money] into another” (1971 Seminar) would instead refer to the looping 
of banking refluxes through the exploitation of labour (without which “the capitalist system cannot work”), but 
could also be applied to the fraught relation between gold and credit money, the poles between which money 
oscillates, and to the attempt to dissimulate the underlying rhythm of the contraction and expansion of credit; 
the capitalist system cannot work without this oscillation, because capitalist money is fundamentally torn be-
tween these two poles. The sense of ‘beginning again’ in Schmitt’s ideas about money can therefore be seen 
as illusory, and the inevitable result of his decision to accept the flawed assumptions of neoclassical theory for 
the purpose of subjecting them to immanent critique; the analogy with the shift from ether to relativity theory 
is correspondingly mistaken, as to throw out labour value is to throw out the determining factor of economic 
value.64

The fundamental divergence between Brunhoff and Schmitt comes to the surface in the important closing para-
graphs of the section on ‘The Civilized Capitalist Machine’ in Anti-Oedipus: “Doubtless Marxists will appeal 
to the fact that the formation of money as a specific relation within capitalism depends on the mode of produc-
tion that makes the economy a monetary economy. The fact remains that the apparent objective movement of 
capital—which is by no means a failure to recognise or an illusion of consciousness—shows that the productive 
essence of capitalism can itself function only in this necessarily monetary or merchant [marchande] form that 
commands it, and whose flows and relations between flows contain the secret of the investment of desire” (AO 
239/284, italics added). Now, if the implied critique of Marxists is also meant to be targeted against Brunhoff, 
it does not work, as she precisely insists on the internality of money to capitalism, on the basis that the latter 
is a species of commodity economy. However, why would Deleuze and Guattari criticise other Marxists when 
they have just shown the importance of Brunhoff’s work in developing a Marxist theory of money? Are they 
then suggesting that despite Brunhoff’s attempt to draw attention to the dissimulation involved in money and 
capitalist financing, “the fact remains” that there is something irreducible about “the apparent objective move-
ment of capital” in money creation and financial flows, and that Schmitt’s theory more adequately gets across 
the force of this movement? The immediate response is surely: no matter how forcefully this apparent motion 
presents itself, why not look beyond at the real motion? To do otherwise would to risk being bewitched by the 
‘miraculating’ surface of money. Why would Deleuze say that Schmitt’s theory is ‘diabolical’ at all, if he is not 
implicitly relying on the critical Marxist standpoint adopted by Brunhoff? So why not say the exact opposite 
to what they have just suggested: that the fact remains that banking capital is founded on dissimulation and 
exacerbates dissimulation?



MARXISM AND MONEY IN DELEUZE AND GUATTARI CHRISTIAN KERSLAKE

The text involving the vacillation between Schmitt and Brunhoff immediately precedes the well-known pas-
sage in Anti-Oedipus that identifies “the revolutionary path” with that of “acceleration” in the direction of the 
markets. This has always been a difficult passage to comprehend. Why accelerate the movement of the mar-
kets? Because, Deleuze and Guattari say, “perhaps the flows are not yet deterritorialised enough, not decoded 
enough, from the viewpoint of a theory and a practice of flows with a highly schizophrenic character” (ibid, 
239/285; translation modified).65 The first thing to note here is that the ‘viewpoint’ alluded to here would seem 
to be implicitly Schmitt’s (since he is the one who develops a theory that expresses the ‘schizophrenic’ char-
acter of monetary flows). So it is from the point of view of Schmitt’s theory that the flows are not ‘deterritori-
alised’ enough. But why ‘accelerate’ the flows or fluxes in Schmitt’s sense? To pump more money—and more 
products—into the system? But accelerating fluxes and their refluxes might also be taken to mean reducing the 
products made and the contributions of workers in the ‘middle’ of the process. In fact, it is hard to work out 
what ‘acceleration’ would mean in the context of Schmitt’s theory alone. 

Perhaps then we should return to the point from which we started. Deleuze’s discussion in the seminar begins 
from the premise that Brunhoff and Schmitt, from different perspectives, have converged on the same subject-
matter—the two forms of money—and have given explanations of the nature of money that bear striking simi-
larities. Maybe Deleuze and Guattari want to combine Schmitt and Brunhoff to create a worst-case scenario, 
in which one gets a monstrous financial system, prone to crises, but nevertheless able to plug any puncture 
with the money-making machine. In the 1971 seminar, Deleuze specifically suggests that there is an overlap 
between Brunhoff and Schmitt on the topic of money creation. He alludes to “the famous monetarization of an 
economy by the creation of money”, and says “the role of the central banks is determining here: to create mon-
ey”. He goes on to situate Schmitt’s overall argument that the creation of money generates purchasing power 
in this context. What Deleuze says seems to suggest that he sees an increase in the money supply by central 
banks and money creation by commercial banks as one and the same thing. The central Bank creates money. 
Hence the ultimate ‘impotence’ of the worker: if capitalism can ‘monetarize’ the economy at will, no crisis can 
truly afflict it. The system would indeed only work by breaking down in crises and then starting up again with a 
re-monetarization (AO 230/274). We might perceive an element of historico-political masochism in Deleuze’s 
stance: that things have to become more oppressive and claustrophobic in order for true resistance to flare into 
action. Perhaps combining Schmitt’s and Brunhoff’s views could somehow even lead to a properly immanent 
critique of contemporary capitalism. One would accelerate in order to expose the fundamental monstrosity of 
the capitalist system, and the predicament that emerges due to its apparent immanence (another meaning of 
‘immanence’ is: ‘no way out’). Perhaps there is some sort of deep compatibility between Brunhoff and Schmitt: 
Brunhoff would give one a straight critical view of the system, while Schmitt would express its monstrosity; 
and by drawing attention to this he would, despite his own avowed intentions, lead us back to Marxism. 

However, ‘the fact remains’ that Deleuze and Guattari implicitly appeal to a distinction between real and ap-
parent motion, and in Anti-Oedipus seem mostly to want to criticise the dissimulations of the capitalist mon-
etary system. Only Brunhoff’s theory allows them to do this. And as we have seen, there are many reasons 
for thinking that Brunhoff’s theory is incompatible with Schmitt’s. Crucially, Brunhoff does not identify the 
money supply with money creation. The increase of the money supply by the central Bank proceeds on entirely 
different principles to the creation of money by commercial banks for enterprises. So Deleuze appears to be 
mistaken in the seminar when he gives the activities of central Banks as an example of what Schmitt means by 
money creation. 

However, if we relate the passage on acceleration to Brunhoff’s theory alone, interesting results emerge. Brun-
hoff puts a lot of emphasis on financial crisis in Marx on Money. Whereas Schmitt (like both the classical 
economists and Sraffa) sees crises as merely frictional phenomena, Brunhoff focuses attention on the structural 
instabilities generated by the ‘credit cycle’. If capitalist expansion were to be accelerated, it follows that it 
would be more prone to financial crises. An acceleration of capitalist expansion, followed by a financial crisis, 
and the intervention of monetary policy, would provide a confirmation of Brunhoff’s view of the dynamics 
of capitalism. The acceleration would first of all be a property of capitalist expansion. The will to accelerate 

would be a will to push the capitalist system to its limits, and to provoke a crisis. Brunhoff herself does not talk 
of a will to accelerate; if ‘acceleration’ were to mean anything in her theory, it would refer to a property of the 
financialised system, insofar as it is based on capital accumulation and its indefinite expansion. But if Deleuze 
and Guattari were to encourage acceleration in this sense, what would that mean? Bring on a crisis, because it 
will expose the limits of capitalism? Because it would puncture the ‘delirium’ of capitalism; because it would 
end the ‘bewitchment’, and expose the dissimulations? If the State money supply is not identical with the ca-
pacity for money creation, they could no longer be confident that the system would ‘work’ by breaking down.
We will come back to these questions at the end of the essay. For the moment, let us leave aside the question 
of the ‘imperative’ to accelerate, and instead focus on Brunhoff’s hypotheses about the consequences of ac-
celeration in the financial system. According to Brunhoff, the overextension of credit risks crisis, and the ex-
posure of the insubstantial and fragile nature of modern financialised money. The occurrence of a crisis would 
provoke the State to call on the money supply, and to emit a fog of dissimulation around the functioning of 
money. The gulf between the two forms of money—financial flows on the one hand, and means of payment on 
the other—would open up. Credit money would be threatened with collapse, and gold prices would surge. The 
chasm between the two forms of money would need to be dissimulated. Financial capitalists would need their 
fluxes to continue to come back to them in reflux, but they would also need industrial capitalists to continue to 
exist so that this could happen. Releasing the money supply into the balances of the industrial capitalists would 
allow them to continue their refluxes back to the banks, for the bosses and the management of enterprises to 
remunerate themselves, but would also encourage enterprises to cut production and lay workers off. At the 
aggregate level, this would lead to wages being pushed down, and to precarious work becoming the norm. 
International bond investors would add pressure on enterprises to cut back further. All this has come to pass. If 
one takes Brunhoff’s view, and opts to remain critical about the use of the money supply in crises, relating it 
to the preservation of money-capital, one will be in a position to perceive the role of class domination underly-
ing the increase in the money supply. Quantitative easing might appear to be formally neutral, but it was clear 
two years into the recent financial crisis that its accompaniment was austerity for non-propertied workers, the 
ratcheting up of debt for the young who had not yet entered employment (the trebling of university tuition fees 
in England occurred simultaneously with QE), and the draining of finance from public services in general. If we 
start from Brunhoff’s critical approach, we become capable of seeing through the simulacrum of the increase of 
the money supply in the mechanism of quantitative easing and of understanding how the mechanism reinforces 
the privilege of financial capitalists and silently exacerbates class inequality. Far from showing workers and fi-
nancial capitalists “moving to the same rhythm” (AO 239/284), the crisis reminds us of the difference between 
the “flow of workers” and the “flows of money” channelled by financial capitalists (the ‘mania’ involved in 
financial speculation is obviously different in nature to the ‘madness’ of workers resorting to payday loans to 
meet living costs). Brunhoff’s theories about the tendency toward financial crisis, and her examination of the 
mechanisms that hold it off, and that react to it when it has happened, thus stand firm, amidst the wreckage of 
neoclassical theories based on the supremacy of consumer desire and the equilibrium of supply and demand. 
Those theories fail to take account of the fragility of financial accumulation, and of the crucial structural rela-
tions between banks, central Bank, and enterprises. Schmitt’s theory is disconfirmed by the crisis: there was no 
question of money creation to get out of the crisis. Brunhoff was right: it is clear that the increase of the money 
supply is a distinct capitalist mechanism that exists to dissimulate the gulf that opens up in crises between the 
two forms of money, so that workers and the population at large bear the cost.

Given the role of Brunhoff’s theory as critical instrument in Anti-Oedipus, one is therefore surprised to read in 
A Thousand Plateaus that “Bernard Schmitt has proposed a model of the apparatus of capture [...] that admit-
tedly revolves around money as a capitalist economics. But it seems to be based on abstract principles that 
transcend these limits” (ATP 445/555). In the relatively detailed exposition of Schmitt’s ideas that follows, in 
which the notion of ‘capture’66 now plays a dominant role, it appears that Deleuze and Guattari have occupied 
Schmitt’s perspective, and now, moreover, follow him in returning to Ricardo, rather than Marx, for a founda-
tion for a theory of profits. There is a brief reference to Brunhoff’s Money Supply in A Thousand Plateaus, 
but as in the 1971 seminar, it attributes the creation of money to central Banks, not to commercial banks (ibid, 
226/276), which, as we have seen, is not Brunhoff’s point. The discussion in this latter passage is closer to 
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Schmitt than it is to Brunhoff; and Deleuze and Guattari proceed to say that what can be said of banking power 
can be said of “every central power” (ibid), with the concept of ‘power’ going on to do all the work. One could 
argue that if anything seems ‘diabolical’ here, it is for Deleuze and Guattari to shift without comment from 
saying that Schmitt’s view is ‘cynical’, ‘schizophrenic’, etc. to saying that it portrays universal features of all 
economies, not just those that belong to a contemporary form of capitalism where financial and fictitious capital 
have become the dominant forces.

At the start of the relevant section, ‘Proposition XII’ of the ‘plateau’ entitled ‘Apparatus of Capture’, Deleuze 
and Guattari suggest that “a modified marginalism provides a basis for a hypothesis” that one can determine 
economic ‘exchange’ “independent of any reference to such notions as stock, labour, and commodity” (ATP 
437/545). Any exchange, they argue, presupposes a “collective evaluation” of the objects exchanged; this 
evaluation can be conceived in marginalist terms as “the idea of the last objects received, or rather receivable, 
on each side”.67 Marginalism, not Marxism, thus provides access to the ‘natural’ state of economic activity for 
Deleuze and Guattari in A Thousand Plateaus. Deleuze and Guattari then say that “stockpiling begins only once 
exchange has lost its interest, its desirability for both parties” (440/548). Once the marginal ‘limit’ has been 
crossed, and exchange becomes futile, the response is to stockpile, presumably because it is considered point-
less to rely on further interaction with external agents. The formation of stocks and the feudal appropriation of 
territories that were previously independent of each other lead to the parcelling up of territories into ‘land’, 
comparable in terms of ground-rent. Deleuze and Guattari then develop an account of rent on the basis of Ri-
cardo’s theory of differential rent in the second chapter of the Principles (which, as they observe, has been in-
terpreted as an anticipation of marginalist theory). For Ricardo, “the worst land (or the poorest exploitation) 
bears no rent, but it makes it so that the other soils do bear rent, ‘produce’ it in a comparative way [...] Ground 
rent homogenizes, equalizes different conditions of productivity by linking the excess of the highest conditions 
of productivity over the lowest to a landowner: since the price (profit included) is established on the basis of 
the least productive land, rent taps the surplus profit accruing to the best lands” (ATP 441/549-550). Deleuze 
and Guattari say that Ricardo’s conception of differential rent presents “the very model of an apparatus of cap-
ture” (ibid).68 An apparatus of capture in general is said to involve two processes: ‘comparison’ and ‘appropria-
tion’. In the case of rent, when territories are treated in terms of their potential ground rent, “differences in 
quality [become] comparable to one another, from the standpoint of a quantity establishing a correspondence 
between them and exploitable pieces of land”; but at the same time, “the set of exploited lands” is treated as 
“appropriable, as opposed to exterior unclaimed land, from the standpoint of a monopoly that fixes the land-
owner or -owners” (ibid).69 The ‘capture’ involved in rent is thus conceived as involving an ‘apparatus’ that 
surveys the whole range of land, ranking it according to quality, considering it according to its potential for 
yielding stocks, and subjecting it to monopolistic appropriation by landowners. Basing themselves on the 
“model” of rent, Deleuze and Guattari then go on to discuss two further ‘apparatuses of capture’, one involving 
the capture of profits from labour, the other involving taxation. Only the former will be discussed here.70 To be 
persuaded that Deleuze and Guattari have abandoned Marxism in A Thousand Plateaus, it is enough to look at 
what they say about labour and profits in this passage.71 The ensuing discussion of Schmitt revolves around the 
treatment of labour as ‘stock’. Our authors say that “Bernard Schmitt has proposed a model of the apparatus of 
capture that takes into account the operations of comparison and appropriation” (445/555). Observing that 
Schmitt’s “point of departure is an undivided flow that has yet to be appropriated or compared, a ‘pure avail-
ability,’ ‘nonpossession and nonwealth’”, they acknowledge that for Schmitt these ideas relate to what happens 
“when banks create money”, but nevertheless say that “taken more generally it is the establishment of the stock, 
which is the creation of an undivided flow” (445/556). This generalisation is open to criticism: detached from 
his ideas about banks, Schmitt’s notion of an undivided flow has little meaning; and if it is being implicitly 
related back to his Ricardian ideas about the gross national product, it would not make sense to bring in the 
notion of ‘stock’. They go on: “[t]he undivided flow becomes divided to the extent it is allocated to the ‘fac-
tors’”. Following Schmitt, but not referring to his reasoning, they say that “there is only one kind of factor, the 
immediate producers [...]. We could call them the ‘poor’ and say that the flow is distributed among the poor. 
But this would be inaccurate because there are no pre-existent ‘rich’” (445/556). Deleuze and Guattari proceed 
to work through Schmitt’s account of the expression of total national income in the set of nominal wages, 

dwelling once more on the point that wages are not a purchase, and that purchasing power derives from wages 
(ibid). As in Anti-Oedipus, they allude to the difference between real wages and nominal wages, and go on to 
propose an analogy that is presumably supposed to support the claim that Schmitt’s model can be applied out-
side modern monetary economies: “Real wages are only a portion of nominal wages; similarly, ‘useful’ labour 
is only a portion of labour, and ‘utilized’ land is only a portion of the land that has been distributed. We shall 
call Capture this difference or excess constitutive of profit, surplus labour, or the surplus product” (446/557). 
The difference produced in each case by this comparative calculation is said to be subject to a monopolistic 
‘appropriation’. But the notion of the capture of profits is sharpened: Deleuze and Guattari relate the capture of 
profits directly to Schmitt’s account of the difference between real and nominal wages. On this basis, they head 
toward what they suggested in Anti-Oedipus were Schmitt’s ‘schizo’ conclusions about the non-existence of 
exploitation. “As Schmitt says, there is neither thief nor victim, for the producer only loses what he does not 
have and has no chance of acquiring” (ibid). The same goes for surplus labour and surplus product. “From a 
standpoint within the capitalist mode of production, it is very difficult to say who is the thief and who the vic-
tim, or even where the violence resides” (ibid). Where have Deleuze and Guattari led us? Schmitt has removed 
the questions of surplus and surplus value from the picture, so it is no longer possible for him to criticise the 
‘capture’ of profits as exploitative. But Deleuze and Guattari’s suggestion, following Schmitt, that the source of 
profit is ultimately to be found in the difference between real and nominal wages, is problematic, because it 
omits Schmitt’s premise that profit as ‘capture’ is first and foremost a revenue of substitution, and neglects the 
transient nature of capture through inflation. Deleuze and Guattari also seem to appeal to a ‘stock’ that pre-
exists the whole national product that is expressed in wages, when there is no place for such a stock on Schmitt’s 
account.72 Having dug their own hole, Deleuze and Guattari end up effectively appealing to their own version 
of a deus ex machina: the famous Urstaat. They say—at first sight, quite preposterously—that the reason one 
cannot tell the difference between the thieves and the victims “is because the worker is born entirely naked and 
the capitalist objectively ‘clothed’, an independent owner” (447/558). What? If the worker is born naked and 
the capitalist clothed, that is rather a big difference, and it is difficult to imagine how it could pass unnoticed. 
But their point seems to be that there is some kind of radical socio-political division that accounts for the forma-
tion of stocks and their monopolistic appropriation, but which pre-exists the economy. Their conclusion is that 
“what gave the worker and the capitalist this form eludes us because it operated in other modes of production. 
It is a violence that posits itself as preaccomplished, even though it is reactivated every day”. Having been led 
into confusion by Schmitt, their only recourse is to find the source of exploitation in the political, rather than 
the economic sphere. Their final grim-faced conclusion is: “This is the place to say it, if ever there was one: the 
mutilation is prior, preestablished” (447/559). They end up affirming the pseudo-radical proposition (shared by 
neoliberal theorists) that the source of all exploitation is the ‘State’, a repressive form that apparently dates back 
to the dawn of historical time.

Why did Deleuze and Guattari attempt to base themselves on Schmitt’s theory in 1980? One possible answer 
is the growing uncertainty in the 1970s about the relation between value and labour time in Marxism. In the 
1960s and 1970s, the Sraffian view promoted by Garegnani, Meek and Dobb had begun to provide a way 
to criticise exploitation in capitalism without relying on labour values. A left-leaning reading of the shift to 
Schmitt’s theory in A Thousand Plateaus, might attempt to correlate it with an underlying shift of emphasis 
away from reliance on labour values to a view closer to the social surplus approach.73 The truth is that Deleuze 
and Guattari’s discourse of ‘surplus absorption’ in Anti-Oedipus shows that their Marxism in that book is al-
ready heterodox. This cannot be demonstrated here.74 Nevertheless, Anti-Oedipus lives and breathes Marxist 
ideas in a way that A Thousand Plateaus does not: it is heavily invested in the crises of Marxist theory. Deleuze 
and Guattari’s turn to Schmitt, however, does not help to solve any of these theoretical crises. One cannot avoid 
the impression that the authors of A Thousand Plateaus have ended up adopting an ‘eternalistic’ perspective on 
economics, sacrificing the properly historical-materialist perspective that pulses through Anti-Oedipus (despite 
and perhaps even because of its mutinies over the specifics of the theory of labour value and the tendency of 
the rate of profit to fall). Absorbed in birdsong and speculations about ancient history, Deleuze and Guattari 
sound like they have checked out of historical and social reality. But history continued regardless; and the 
turbulence of Anti-Oedipus now seems more relevant than the static eternity of A Thousand Plateaus (in which 
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the ‘second’ Oedipus, of Oedipus at Colonus, seems to wander like a revenant; the book echoes with a sense 
of ‘afterwardsness’). 

We are thus left with at least three ways of understanding the economics of Capitalism and Schizophrenia. One 
appears most clearly in Anti-Oedipus, and is based on the ideas of Brunhoff. The second only emerges in A 
Thousand Plateaus, and is founded on the ideas of Schmitt. The third, a combination of theses from both Brun-
hoff and Schmitt, may be closest to Deleuze’s actual intentions in Anti-Oedipus (and the 1971 seminar), but is 
incoherent. Brunhoff’s theory seems to make more sense of the period we are living through, and also helps to 
bring to light trajectories in Anti-Oedipus that were perhaps not clear when it was written. Anti-Oedipus was 
composed at the turn of the 70s, at the peak of the long boom, on the eve of the Nixon shock and the OPEC 
crisis; in other words in a time when ‘surplus absorption’ might have seemed like the main problem. But as 
Sweezy himself would later document with Harry Magdoff in Stagnation and the Financial Explosion, the 
crises and stagnation of the 70s led to a new phase, in which enterprises increasingly sought to realise their 
now dwindling surpluses by financial means (a process which John Bellamy Foster and Fred Magdoff contend 
in The Great Financial Crisis ultimately terminated in the 2008 financial crisis). The financial madness only 
really began in the period after Anti-Oedipus was written. Sweezy’s turn to financial issues in the 80s could be 
held to show the transient nature of the ‘surplus absorption’ problem, which, if it existed, was perhaps no more 
than an episode, specific to the post-war situation. The overall trajectory, as Brunhoff demonstrates in Marx 
on Money, is towards the financialization of capitalism, and the instability that goes with it. The ‘madness’ of 
capitalism is thus not an effect of the choking of the system with surplus; it is tied up with a specific kind of 
acceleration: the acceleration of financialization and the precipitation of crisis. It can be inferred that, from their 
historical position, Deleuze and Guattari were not able to discern the real movement that Brunhoff had already 
clearly articulated. But they also remained conceptually unclear about where the acceleration was heading. The 
real movement has only become clear in the wake of the financial crisis. Perhaps it will be possible to move 
towards a new theory, in which the rise and fall of surplus value can be related to the vicissitudes of financiali-
sation, which could be represented as a third epoch in the formation of surplus value. 

It was remarked that the connections between Schmitt and the social surplus approach are still worth exploring 
further, since all the questions about value, surplus value, and the creation of value by machines, are far from 
being resolved. A further reason for turning to Schmitt can be singled out from the perspective of the British 
post-crash economy. Schmitt’s investigation into the ‘charging’ of the power of money, combined with the 
observation of the absence of such ‘charging’ after quantitative easing, provoke interesting and very contem-
porary questions about the relation of money to the productive economy. The money supplied by the central 
Bank in Britain has precisely not been ‘charged’ with purchasing power and employment by the commercial 
banks and enterprises; instead, the hiatus was used to re-engineer a low-wage economy, facilitated by, amongst 
other things, the draconian use of benefit sanctions. This could serve as further proof that Deleuze is mistaken 
in his ideas about ‘monetarization’: the money supply situated in the central Bank and the money creation of 
the banks are different things. Furthermore, with monetary power no longer ‘charging’ wages with purchasing 
power, and the return of the subsistence wage, objections to the idea that labour power is bought and sold also 
crumble away. But the failure of the British economy to conform to Schmitt’s model is nevertheless instructive. 
Without a restoration of the relation of money to labour-time after the crisis, the sudden loss of monetary power 
led to the opening up of a chasm between financial and industrial capitalists on the one side, and workers and 
the rest of the population on the other. Capitalists and the State joined together in an exercise of dissimulation. 
The deep dependency between the decentralising forces of commercial banks, financial intermediaries and 
commercial enterprises, and the unifying force of the central Bank and the need to maintain convertibility be-
tween the threatened credit money and the other more material kinds of money (rooted in wages), needed to be 
newly dissimulated. Enterprises needed to maintain the illusion that they were ‘private’, and the State, exposed 
once more as the protector of a financial elite, needed to maintain the illusion it was ‘public’. But the conditions 
had changed: speculative capital no longer moved on its own, and now mummified by the bandages of State 
money, was instead to be seen shuffling around attached to a drip, attended by State medics. In the intensive 
care-unit of the economy, quantitative easing steadily provided enterprises with life-support, restoring balance 

sheets, but not activating the real economy. It was significant that the London wing of the Occupy Movement 
seemed to dematerialise after an action in Threadneedle Street, leaving the pressing question of the status of 
the money behind quantitative easing hanging in the air.75 For the truth was there for all to see: money indeed 
seemed to have lost its ‘charge’, its ‘objective’ power. What was ‘capitalism’ after the crisis? Property owner-
ship; not rocking the boat; steely dissimulation; the feudal babble of social media and networking. The ghosts 
of Ricardo and the capitalists of the Golden Age would have thought that capitalism had died. But perhaps 
capitalism really had encountered its limits, in full view, and still no one could quite believe it. 
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mainstream of economic analysis was already moving in a different direction” (Pietroangelo Garegnani, “Surplus Approach 
to Value and Distribution”, in J. Eatwell, M. Milgate and P. Newman eds., The New Palgrave Dictionary of Economics, Vol. 
4. London, Macmillan, 1987, 560.
53. Garegnani, “Surplus Approach to Value and Distribution”, 561.
54. See Ronald Meek, “Mr. Sraffa’s Rehabilitation of Classical Economics”, Scottish Journal of Political Economy, Vol. 8, 
1961; reprinted in J. Cunningham Wood, ed. Piero Sraffa: Critical Assessments, Volume IV. London, Routledge, 1996, and 
Maurice Dobb, “The Sraffa System and the Critique of the Neo-Classical Theory of Distribution”, De Economist, 1970, 118, 
347-362; reprinted in E. Hunt and J. Schwartz eds., Critique of Economic Theory. Harmondsworth, Penguin, 1973. For an 

invaluable history of the debates, see M.C. Howard and J.E. King, A History of Marxian Economics, Vol. II, 1929-1990. 
London, Macmillan, 1992, and the 1985 edition of their The Political Economy of Marx, London, Longman, 1985 [first ed. 
1975], which also attempts a synthesis of Marxism and the surplus approach.
55. Ricardo argues that Adam Smith is wrong to think of rent as a separate stream of revenue that affects the exchange value 
of agricultural produce. The rule that governs the exchange value of agricultural products is rooted in the “comparative 
quantity of labour by which they were produced” (On the Principles of Political Economy and Taxation, 77-78). To be sure, 
the more fertile land is, the lower the labour input needed to produce the same amount of produce. But what this means is 
that the value of the produce is ultimately “regulated by the quantity of labour bestowed on its production on that quality of 
land, or with that portion of capital, which pays no rent” (74; italic added). The value of agricultural produce is determined 
by the quantity of labour needed to produce it under “the most unfavourable circumstances” (Ricardo, Principles, 73, italics 
added). As Deleuze and Guattari put it, “the worst land [...] bears no rent, but it makes it so that the other soils do bear rent, 
‘produce’ it in a comparative way” (ATP 441/549-50). Originally, “on the first settling of a country” (Principles, 69), there 
is no rent because there is an abundance of rich and fertile land. “No one would pay for the use of land, when there was 
an abundant quantity not yet appropriated” (69); “if all land had the same properties, if it were unlimited in quantity, and 
uniform in quality, no charge could be made for its use” (70). So “when land is most abundant, when most productive, and 
most fertile, it yields no rent; and it is only when its powers decay, and less is yielded in return for labour, that a share of the 
original produce of the more fertile portions is set apart for rent” (75). This ‘decay’ does not happen by itself, but is caused 
by population growth. Increasingly, “land of an inferior quality [...] is called into cultivation”; and this provides the condition 
for the emergence of rent. “When in the progress of society, land of the second degree of fertility is taken into cultivation, 
rent immediately commences on that of the first quality” (70). When in turn land of the third quality is taken into cultivation, 
rent is charged on the second, but at a lower rate than on the first, and so on. Thus for Ricardo, rent is not an ‘absolute’ sum, a 
pre-existing stream of revenue alongside wages for labour, but emerges ‘differentially’, in step with the increasingly intensive 
character of agricultural production. As we will see in the final section, Ricardo’s conception of rent becomes important for 
Deleuze and Guattari in A Thousand Plateaus.
56. Schmitt cites Pierre Dieterlen’s discussion of the ‘pursuit of profit’ in Au-delà du capitalisme, Paris, PUF, 1946, chapter 
12.
57. Deleplace and Nell point out the way circuit theory in general focuses on how “access to money discriminates groups of 
agents: banks produce it, firms obtain it to finance production, including paying wages to households”, and wages themselves 
become a “drawing right on the output of consumer goods”. All this implies a “specific hierarchy between groups”, based 
on economic sector. Schmitt’s conception is similar (Deleplace and Nell, “Introduction: Monetary Circulation and Effective 
Demand”, Money in Motion, 10-16.
58. In accordance with Marxist terminology, in this passage Deleuze and Guattari name what Schmitt calls banks, ‘financial 
capitalists’, and what he calls enterprises, ‘industrial capitalists’. See the next footnote for a retranslation of the quotation 
from Schmitt embedded in this passage.
59. In his discussion of profits as revenues of substitution in Money, Wages and Profits, Schmitt actually writes that it is 
“much too ‘facile’ to give oneself wages and profits side by side in order to form from their addition the expression of national 
revenue” (MSP 266). Wages and profits do not exist side by side: according to Schmitt, profits are captured from wages. In the 
passage cited by Deleuze and Guattari, what is discussed is profits flowing alongside a reflux, not flowing alongside wages. 
The passage occurs in the context of another discussion of profit and as an elaboration of the claim that “the constitution of 
profits is truly the redistribution of revenues” (291). Schmitt says: “A good auxiliary image here is indirect fiscality. Taxes 
swell individual prices and are charged from an additional current in reflux, from a supplement which, far from retracing 
the initial flux, extends it to the State, so that it makes use of it instead of the taxpayer. Similarly, profits flow, not in reflux, 
but side by side, in deviation from and not in sanction of the creative flux of revenues [Pareillement, les profits coulent, 
non pas dans le reflux, mais côte à côte, en déviation et non en sanction du flux créateur des revenus; the rendering in the 
English translation of Anti-Oedipus says: “profits do not flow in the reflux, but side by side with, deviating from rather than 
penalising the flow that creates incomes”]. In their receipts enterprises find two parts; the money that has flowed back and 
is extinguished, and, in a state of growth, if their affairs are going well, a monetary revenue is deducted from the whole of 
the revenues distributed. The reflux ‘intercepts’ [‘surprend’] a positive purchasing power, which will flow back through the 
enterprises and not through wage-earner or their household” (MSP 291). Schmitt’s remarks here refer to his idea that a part 
of workers’ purchases flows back in the reflux to the bank (and are thus ‘ratified’ or ‘sanctioned’ by the reflux, rather than 
‘penalising it’, as the English translation says; the term ‘sanction’ can be read in either way, but the former way is supported 
by Schmitt’s theory), while profits are a deviation from the reflux. Cf. the passage cited earlier on the absorption of revenue 
by the reflux (MSP 223). So Deleuze and Guattari are wrong to infer that for Schmitt “wages and profits flow side by side”. 
However, they are right, as is suggested above in the section on the complementarity of wages and profits, that Schmitt’s 
conception of profits is not at all Marxist, and is open to attack from a Marxist perspective.
60. This passage also suggests that the notion of surplus value needs to be redefined because of something called “machinic 
surplus value”. On this concept, see footnote 74 below.
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61. The full passage discusses the difference between the preconscious ‘interest’ of capitalists, and their ‘unconscious libido’. 
“The system teems with preconscious investments of class and of interest. And capitalists first have an interest in capitalism. 
A statement as commonplace as this is made for another purpose: capitalists have an interest in capitalism only through the 
tapping of profits that they extract from it. But no matter how large the extraction of profits, it does not define capitalism. 
And for what does define capitalism, for what conditions profit, theirs is an investment of desire whose nature—unconscious-
libidinal—is altogether different, and is not simply explained by the conditioned profits, but on the contrary itself explains 
that a small-time capitalist, with no great profits or hopes, fully maintains the entirety of his libidinal investments: the libido 
investing the great flow that is not convertible as such, not appropriated as such—‘nonpossession and nonwealth,’ in the 
words of Bernard Schmitt, who among modern economists has for us the incomparable advantage of offering a delirious in-
terpretation of an unequivocally delirious economic system (at least he goes all the way). In short, a truly unconscious libido, 
a disinterested love: this machine is fantastic” (AO 374/449). Here the claim is that Schmitt’s idea of banking credit as a 
‘non-possession’ corresponds to the object of an unconscious libidinal investment. The flow of credit appears as object of an 
unconscious fantasy that supports the capitalist’s preconscious investment in generating profits. The psychoanalytic aspects 
of Deleuze and Guattari’s theory are entirely left out of the discussion in the present essay. 
62. Cf. Brunhoff’s remarks on the constraints on money creation imposed by the relation between central Bank and com-
mercial banks (OM 38, 44). Interest rates on loans are decisive in constraining the creation of money (127); banks need to 
‘attract’ deposits by offering interest, before they are able to ‘create’ money (100). 
63. Brunhoff, La politique monétaire, 175.
64. This is not to say there is no significant overlap between Schmitt’s and Brunhoff’s discussions of modern capitalist econo-
mies. As well as the distinction between two forms of money, there are further reasons why Deleuze might have thought there 
is a hidden identity between Brunhoff’s and Schmitt’s views. Both Brunhoff and Schmitt criticise the neoclassical approach 
to money as ‘exogenous’ (OM 8; cf. MSP 49, 95). When Brunhoff talks about the “mutation” of private banking money into 
an instrument of exchange (OM 120), she might even be influenced by Schmitt’s thinking. However, although Schmitt and 
Brunhoff both agree that the dominant form of money involves banking flux and reflux, Schmitt opposes this to money as 
means of payment in acts of purchase of commodities that have been summoned into being by banks, while Brunhoff op-
poses it to money as a function of the exchange of commodities that have value because of the labour put into them. The 
meaning of the mutation of money is different in each case. For Schmitt, the mutation of money into wages does not involve 
any separation of surplus value (s) from variable capital (v) and constant capital (c), nor any reference to the reproduction 
of human labour power; but for Brunhoff, the mutation of finance into wages does involve its ‘descent’ into the exploitation 
of human surplus value.
65. The translation misses out “of flows”. With the translation error, the passage suggests that the theory and practice them-
selves are not schizophrenic enough, a much less defensible position.
66. ATP 437-446/545-558. In Anti-Oedipus, although Deleuze and Guattari use the term ‘capture’, they do not explicitly 
refer to Schmitt’s use of the term, and the occurrences of the term appear in the context of discussions of how surplus value 
is ‘captured’ by social ‘codes’ (cf. AO 39/47, 313/374).
67. On marginalism, see footnote 32 above. “By ‘last’ or ‘marginal’ we must understand not the most recent, nor the final, but 
rather the penultimate, the next to the last, in other words, the last one before the apparent exchange loses its appeal for the 
exchangers” (ATP 437/545); if any less of the desired object were received in the exchange, or any more had to be given up 
to receive it, one would be better off trying to change one’s habits and looking for satisfaction with another kind of object al-
together. “It is an economic given of every enterprise to include an evaluation of the limit beyond which the enterprise would 
have to modify its structure” (438/546). Deleuze and Guattari say that “This is an economics of everyday life”, and apply it to 
the alcoholic’s ‘idea’ of the ‘last glass’ before returning home. However, they themselves note that this example immediately 
suggests how the alcoholic can fool himself, with the idea of the last glass easily becoming a highly flexible, indeed meaning-
less, measure. The example thus backfires on them, although they do not seem to mind: “What counts is the existence of a 
spontaneous marginal criterion and marginalist evaluation determining the value of the entire series of ‘glasses’.” They insist 
that this conception makes exchange a mere appearance and that “there is neither exchange value nor use value but rather an 
evaluation of the last by both parties (a calculation of the risk involved in crossing the limit), an anticipation-evaluation that 
takes into account the ritual character as well as the utilitarian, the serial character as well as the exchangist” (439/547); how-
ever it is not clear why their adaptation of marginal utility cannot be classed in terms of use value; their claim that “the issue 
is one of desirability” (ibid) does nothing to alleviate this concern, as Jevons and Menger would continue to class everything 
Deleuze and Guattari say under the heading of ‘utility’; one is left with the impression that Deleuze and Guattari’s appeal to 
‘desire’, at least in this passage, is a weak echo of the marginalist drive to ground value on subjective utility.
68. Deleuze and Guattari cite Ricardo’s Principles, 71, cited by Marx himself in Capital, Vol. III, 788: “rent is always the 
difference between the produce obtained by the employment of two equal quantities of capital and labour”. See footnote 55 
above for a brief account of Ricardo’s conception of differential rent.
69. Deleuze and Guattari note that the “forms of differential rent are based on comparison. But Marx maintains the existence 
of another form, unknown to the theorists (Ricardo), but with which the practitioners, he says, are quite familiar: absolute 

rent, based on the special character of landed property as monopoly” (ATP 567/550). Ricardo had shown how rent can be 
explained in terms of the labour theory of value, but he thought that there was no such thing as ‘absolute’ rent, only a ‘dif-
ferential’ determination of rent according to the levels of fertility offered by land and the advance of intensive agricultural 
production. Marx argues, however, that a meaning can be given to the term ‘absolute rent’ within capitalism. Agriculture 
is more ‘labour-intensive’ than other sectors of the economy, and thus involves proportionally less constant capital. If the 
equalisation of profits (due to the competition between capitals) across industries is assumed, then the prices of production in 
agriculture should end up below their values. “A capital of a certain size in agriculture produces greater surplus value than it 
receives in the way of profit, because sectors contribute to the total social surplus value according to the labour power they 
employ but receive surplus value according to the total capital they advance” (David Harvey, The Limits of Capital, London, 
Verso, 2nd edition, 2006, 350-1; cf. 63). However, the fact that land is finite and of varying quality means that it can be ap-
propriated and become the property of landowners. Marx argues that there is a sense in which “those who derive rent from 
monopoly are right. Just as it is the monopoly of capital alone that enables the capitalist to squeeze surplus-labour out of 
the worker, so the monopoly of land ownership enables the landed proprietor to squeeze that part of surplus-labour from the 
capitalist, which would form a constant excess profit” (Marx, Theories of Surplus Value, Volume II. Trans. S. Ryazanskaya. 
Moscow, Progress Publishers, 94; italics added. Cited in M.C. Howard and J.E. King, The Political Economy of Marx, 104). 
The landowner can therefore block the equalization process and tap the excess of the value of commodities over their price 
of production as a “surplus profit” (Marx, Capital, Vol. III, 885), converting it into rent. Agricultural products are then sold 
at above their prices of production, while selling below and up to their values. This part of the excess surplus value that is 
‘filched’ by the landowner thus defines an ‘absolute’ rent, unenvisaged by Ricardo in his ‘differential’ account of rent. While 
Deleuze and Guattari refer to Marx’s theory of absolute rent at this point, their Ricardian account of the components of rent 
as an apparatus of capture already includes the aspect of monopolistic appropriation, and the introduction of Marx appears 
to make no difference to it. As is discussed in footnote 72, Deleuze and Guattari go on to draw on the distinction between 
differential and absolute rent in their discussion of the capture of surplus from labour, but the use of the concept of absolute 
rent in this context turns out to be opaque.
70. Despite the use of Schmitt’s ideas in A Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze and Guattari ultimately adopt a different conception 
there of the specific relation of banks to the economy to that of Schmitt himself; and their account also deviates from the 
Schmitt-influenced ideas about banking and money in Anti-Oedipus. Schmitt’s idea of the creation of an undivided sum of 
money by the banks, as we will see in a moment, is generalised into a schema depicting an ‘apparatus of capture’, while his 
specific ideas about money creation by the banks are replaced by another conception, based on Edouard Will’s discussion 
of the economy of ancient Greece in his Korinthiaka (Paris, Debroccard, 1955). Deleuze and Guattari write that “Will has 
shown, in relation to the Greek city and in particular the Corinthian tyranny, that money derived not from exchange, the 
commodity, or the demands of commerce, but from taxation, which first introduces the possibility of an equivalence money 
= goods or services and which makes money a general equivalent. In effect, money is a correlate of the stock; it is a subset 
of the stock in that it can be constituted by any object that can be preserved over the long term” (ATP 442/552). They go 
on to say: “As a general rule, it is taxation that monetarizes the economy; it is taxation that creates money, and it necessar-
ily creates it in motion, in circulation, with turnover, and also in a correspondence with services and goods in the current 
of that circulation. The State finds in taxation the means for foreign trade, insofar as it appropriates that trade. Yet it is not 
from trade but from taxation that the money-form derives. And the money-form thus derived from taxation makes possible 
a monopolistic appropriation of outside exchange by the State (monetarized trade)” (443/552). The claim that “taxation 
monetarizes the economy” introduces a new idea with no source in Schmitt or Brunhoff, and seems to obscure the interesting 
perspectives opened up on modern money and banking by Deleuze and Guattari’s discussions of the ideas of these latter two 
thinkers. Even if it were historically true that ‘monetarization’ begins with taxation, it is not clear how this would assist in 
understanding modern money and banking. In modern economies, taxation by the State and the monetary activities of the 
banking system are obviously quite clearly demarcated. Deleuze and Guattari go on to state that rent, profits and taxation are 
simultaneous parts of an overall structure of capture: “Money is always distributed by an apparatus of power under conditions 
of conservation, circulation, and turnover, so that an equivalence goods-services-money can be established. We therefore do 
not believe in a succession, according to which labour rent would come first, followed by rent in kind, followed by money 
rent. It is directly in taxation that the equivalence and simultaneity of the three develop” (ibid). Thus Deleuze’s claim (in the 
1971 seminar) that the central Bank creates money, as well as Schmitt’s claim that modern banks as a whole create money, 
here both disappear, and are replaced by a conception in which State taxation is the original source of the “monetarization” of 
the economy, which somehow works in conjunction with the capture of rent by landowners and of profit by enterprises. De-
leuze and Guattari suggest, rather oddly, that this threefold arrangement can be thought of as a new version of Marx’s ‘trinity 
formula’ (a formula involving wages, profits and rent that Marx himself attributed to ‘vulgar’ economics). In our discussion 
in the main text, this aspect of Deleuze and Guattari’s account in A Thousand Plateaus is bracketed out, for the reasons just 
outlined here, but also (i) in order to follow Deleuze and Guattari’s generalising redeployment of Schmitt’s ideas, and (ii) to 
underline the fact that Deleuze and Guattari’s economic theory in this volume is not Marxist. The historical account of the 
role of taxation seems to add nothing substantial to their theory, and the specific relations between rent, profit and taxation 
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are not in any case developed in any detail.
71. Deleuze and Guattari say that labour should be treated as a kind of ‘stock’. It too can be made the object of a “comparison 
of activities”, and a “monopolistic appropriation”. They say that “not only does labour concern the stock—either its consti-
tution, conservation, reconstitution, or utilization—but labour itself is stockpiled activity, just as the worker is a stockpiled 
‘actant’” (ATP 442/551). Marx would completely reject this, because his fundamental position is that labour is the source 
of value. Labour might be held in reserve, or deployed on large projects by an imperial State; it is still the source of value, 
whether it is acknowledged as such or not. In what follows, on the basis of a discussion about surplus labour, Deleuze and 
Guattari go on to implicitly reject Marx’s theory of labour value. First they say: “Even when labour is clearly separated 
from surplus labour, they cannot be held to be independent: there is no so-called necessary labour, and beyond that surplus 
labour. Labour and surplus labour are strictly the same thing”. Why? They refer back to an earlier discussion, where they 
invoke Marx’s account of Asiatic mode of production to deduce an “immemorial Urstaat, dating as far back as Neolithic 
times, and perhaps farther still” (427/532-33), that “is erected upon the primitive agricultural communities”, and yokes their 
populations to labour on “large-scale works (surplus labour)” (428/533). Where one might expect an economic account of the 
difference between labour and surplus labour, they offer a pseudo-historical account of the emergence of an archaic State that 
can command any amount of labour it likes. Deleuze and Guattari do go on to draw a theoretical distinction between labour 
and surplus labour, but it is not Marxist: they say that the term ‘labour’ should be “applied to the quantitative comparison of 
activities”; while the second term, surplus labour, relates “to the monopolistic appropriation of labour by the entrepreneur 
(and no longer the landowner)”. So the extraction of a surplus labour relates to ‘monopolistic appropriation’ alone; it is not 
related to any extraction of surplus value from labour. They nevertheless assert that “there is no labour that is not predicated 
on surplus labour. Surplus labour is not that which exceeds labour; on the contrary, labour is that which is subtracted from 
surplus labour and presupposes it” (442/551); and they infer: “It is only in this context that one may speak of labour value, 
and of an evaluation bearing on the quantity of social labour” (ibid, italics added). They conclude that “since it depends on 
surplus labour and surplus value, entrepreneurial profit is just as much an apparatus of capture as proprietary rent” (ibid, italic 
added). Three things should be noted here: Deleuze and Guattari offer no economic explanation of the obscure idea that “la-
bour is subtracted from surplus labour”; and, more acutely, they go on to say that the idea of labour value only makes sense in 
the context of such a ‘subtraction’ from ‘surplus labour’. Whatever this means, it surely has nothing to do with Marx: for him 
labour value is an independent principle, and both surplus value and the allocation of labour derive from it, not the other way 
around. Finally, given the obscurity of the difference between labour and surplus labour, the notion of profit becomes opaque. 
As will be discussed shortly in the main text, Deleuze and Guattari turn to Schmitt’s account of the difference between real 
and nominal wages for an explanation of the emergence of profit; but we will see that there are problems with this as well. 
However, it can already be seen that Deleuze and Guattari’s notion of profit has completely different foundations to Marx’s, 
which is defined by the ratio of surplus value to total capital outlay (s/(c+v)).
72. Deleuze and Guattari elaborate that “just as the comparison of lands and the appropriation of land are the apparatus of 
capture of the territory”, “labour and surplus labour are the apparatus of capture of activity” (ATP 567/552; italics added). 
They note that “Bernard Schmitt [...] distinguishes between two forms of capture or ‘harnessing,’ [‘captage’] which cor-
respond moreover to the two principal figures of the hunt, waiting and pursuit [MSP 289-90]. Rent would be a residual or 
waiting kind of capture because it depends on external forces and operates by transfer; profit would be a capture of pursuit 
or conquest because it derives from a specific action and requires a force of its own or a ‘creation.’” (ibid). They then add 
that what Schmitt says “holds true, however, only in relation to differential rent; as Marx noted, absolute rent represents the 
‘creative’ aspect of landed property (Capital, Vol. III, 889)”. There are three problems here. First, as was shown in section 
II, Schmitt thinks that both waiting (rent) and pursuit (profit) operate by transfer or substitution; it is just that the latter kind 
is active rather than passive. Second, to talk of a capture of activity does not gel with Schmitt’s account: it is rather that the 
capture of profits is active. Third, the reference to absolute rent (see note 69 above) is opaque: although in the passage cited 
from Marx’s chapter on absolute rent, Marx says that in differential rent “landed property seizes only the surplus profit that 
the farmer would otherwise pocket”, so that “landed property simply causes the transfer of a portion of the commodity price 
that arises without any effort on its part” (Capital, Vol. III, 889)—which is broadly consistent with Schmitt’s formulation of 
differential rent as a revenue of transfer—when Marx talks about landed property itself ‘creating’ a rise in price, he is not 
referring to the creativity of land as such (as Deleuze and Guattari acknowledge at ATP 567/552), but to the independence 
of the basis of absolute rent from differential rent, and the raising of the price of production for agricultural produce through 
the blocking of the equalisation of profits by the monopolistic appropriation of land (see footnote 69 above). But in that case, 
since absolute rent only involves the capture of a species of ‘surplus profit’, it has nothing to do with stock, nor can it provide 
a model for the monopolistic appropriation of profits in general (because it presupposes Marx’s definition of profits).
73. After the attempts by Garegnani, Meek and Dobb to reconcile Sraffianism and Marxism, Ian Steedman’s Marx after 
Sraffa (London, Verso, 1977) split the two sides and pitted them against each other. See Steedman et al., The Value Contro-
versy (London, Verso, 1981) for a snapshot of the debate in the English-speaking world at the time of the publication of A 
Thousand Plateaus. Brunhoff belonged to the anti-Sraffa camp, and contributed, along with Jean Cartelier and Carlo Benetti, 
to a presentation on “Elements for a Marxist Critique of P. Sraffa” at a colloquium devoted to Sraffa at Amiens in 1973. 

Brunhoff’s article on “Marx as an A-Ricardian” is based around a rejection of Sraffa and the ‘neo-Ricardian’ reading of Marx. 
For a recent account of Sraffa’s deep sympathies with Marxism, see Riccardo Bellofiore, “Sraffa and Marx: A Reopening of 
the Debate”, www.host.uniroma3.it/eventi/sraffaconference2010/abstracts/pp_bellofiore.pdf, based on research into Sraffa’s 
unpublished notes.
74. In Anti-Oedipus Deleuze and Guattari seem to affirm the heterodox view of the notion of surplus held by Paul Sweezy 
and Paul Baran in Monopoly Capital. This conception goes back to Mikhail Tugan-Baranowsky’s Studies on the Theory and 
History of Commercial Crises in England, written at the turn of the twentieth century, and published in several editions in 
Russian, German and French (but never in English; although see the translation by Alejandro Ramos-Martinez of chapters 1 
and 6 of the German edition in Research in Political Economy, Volume 18, Value, Capitalist Dynamics and Money, 2000). 
On Marx’s view, spelled out in chapter 13 of Volume III of Capital, a falling rate of profit is inevitable in capitalism due to 
an increase in the ratio of constant capital (c) to human labour or variable capital (v), and the consequent fall in the rate of 
surplus value (s). The more machinery is used in production, the fewer workers are necessary, and since profit is derived from 
the extraction of surplus value from labour, the overall rate of profit must fall. Tugan-Baranowsky rejected Marx’s argument. 
He pointed out that “every capitalist is convinced that his profit is generated—using Marx’s terminology—from the constant 
part as well as from the variable part of this capital. The capitalist does not notice any difference regarding the creation of 
profit between both component fractions of capital” (Tugan-Baranowsky, Studies, chapter 6, Research in Political Economy, 
90); and in this, suggests Tugan, the capitalists are correct. The first problem with Marx’s argument, he says, is that “the ef-
fect of the productivity rise on the value of products is completely neglected. The replacement of workers by machines must 
increase the productivity of labour” (ibid, 93). The second problem is that there is no reason to expect the rate of surplus 
value to remain constant during an increasing mechanisation and automatization of production. The corresponding increase 
in size of the ‘industrial reserve army’ pushes wages down and raises the rate of surplus value. “We reach the conclusion 
that the replacement of workers by machines, in itself and for itself, not only does not imply a tendency for the rate of profit 
to fall; rather it implies a rising tendency of this rate” (96). In his Theory of Capitalist Development (New York, Monthly 
Review Press, 1942), in the section entitled “A Critique of the Law” (100-108), Paul Sweezy went on to elaborate a version 
of Tugan’s critique (without mentioning his name in this regard, although he discusses Tugan’s critique of Marx’s reproduc-
tion schemes, which served as a trigger for Rosa Luxemburg’s arguments in The Accumulation of Capital). The same argu-
ments find their way into chapter 3 of Baran and Sweezy’s Monopoly Capital (New York, Monthly Review, 1966; Penguin 
edition, 1968), “The Tendency of Surplus to Rise”: “If we provisionally equate aggregate profits with society’s economic 
surplus, we can formulate as a law of monopoly capitalism that the surplus tends to rise both absolutely and relatively as 
the system develops” (Penguin edition, 80). In his Qui est aliené ([Who is Alienated?], Paris, Flammarion, 1970; 2nd edition 
1979, cited in AO 232/276 and 238/283), Maurice Clavel raises similar points (but mentions neither Tugan nor Sweezy and 
Baran): “What to respond to the liberal economist who tells us that machines also work”, and produce value (25)? Clavel 
claims that Marx’s argument for the falling rate of profit does not get off the ground, again because machines cannot not be 
said to increase productivity and create value. Deleuze and Guattari’s notion of “machinic surplus value”, about which quite 
a large amount of nonsense has been written, needs to be related back to this problematic if it is to make any sense. The 
point to emphasise here is that Deleuze and Guattari take up and affirm a line of thought that is based on a distinct heterodox 
tradition in Marxist thought, with a radically different set of implications from orthodox Marxism. For Sweezy and Baran, 
the problem is not that there will not be enough surplus value for capitalism to continue, but that there is a “tendency for 
surplus to rise”. The problem of modern capitalism for them is about how to absorb this surplus. Where Marx is concerned 
with exploitation, Sweezy and Baran become concerned with waste: irrational absorption of the surplus in advertising and 
militarism, for instance. The overheating machines of Anti-Oedipus, and the cloying sense of claustrophobia, emerge first of 
all from Deleuze and Guattari’s adoption of the surplus absorption scenario. But Deleuze and Guattari conceal the premise 
on which the surplus absorption conception rests—the rising of surplus—so their argument is difficult to follow. However, 
if the surplus did not rise, there would be no need to absorb it. If one discounts Sweezy and Baran’s views as non-Marxist, 
then Brunhoff’s theory stands out as one of the few genuinely Marxist components in Anti-Oedipus. However, it is too easy 
to dismiss Sweezy and Baran’s view as ‘non-Marxist’ and leave it there. Part of the power of Anti-Oedipus derives from 
the way it lives, breathes and sweats the crises of twentieth-century Marxist theory. At one level, Deleuze and Guattari see 
the problem of surplus absorption as making capitalism less, not more, tolerable. They are presumably suggesting that the 
theory of surplus absorption is consistent at some level with Brunhoff’s Marxist theory of money (Baran and Sweezy had not 
developed a theory of the financial aspects of capitalism at this point, and for Deleuze and Guattari, Brunhoff’s theory would 
have filled the gap). The problem is that Brunhoff rejects Sweezy’s views (cf. MM 69-70, and La politique monétaire, 136, 
180, on the notion of ‘monopoly capitalism’), and holds to a relatively orthodox conception of value and surplus value, so it 
is hard to see how surplus absorption can be consistent with Brunhoff’s theory of money. Thus, at another level, Anti-Oedipus 
pulsates with overheating machines not just because it has incorporated the theory of surplus absorption, but because there 
is an inconsistency, pushed under the surface in the text, between the theory of surplus absorption and the orthodox Marxist 
view of surplus value. If the text expresses the airless world of surplus absorption, it also expresses the bifurcation of Marxist 
theory in different directions. It floridly presents symptoms of some of the major crises in twentieth-century Marxist theory, 
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many of which remain unresolved (the Sweezy-Baran-Monthly Review school and the orthodox Marxist schools of thought 
seem to remain just as opposed on the issues of value and surplus value as ever). A Thousand Plateaus gives the appearance 
of having transcended these travails. There, both surplus absorption and Brunhoff’s theory of money are sidelined, and De-
leuze and Guattari move into what it wouldn’t be unreasonable to call a ‘post-Marxist’ climate of thought.
75. Guardian, 12 May 2012.
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The habitus is the logical place where something like a theory of subjectivity could have been born. 
Giorgio Agamben, Opus Dei1 

The abnormal, while logically second, is existentially first.  
Georges Canguilhem, The Normal and the Pathological2 

AGAMBEN’S ‘DISPOSITIVE’ RELIGION

In his essay “What is an Apparatus?” Agamben relates the genealogy of the Foucauldian dispositif of biopower 
directly to the notion of positivity in Christian theology as highlighted by Hyppolite in a passage from his In-
troduction to Hegel’s Philosophy of History. Agamben believes that this ”passage […] could not have failed to 
provoke Foucault’s curiosity, because it in a way presages the notion of apparatus”.3 Agamben then sets up a 
lengthy genealogy: he first relates the notion of biopolitical dispositif to Hegel’s notion of positive religion and 
then moves from there to the theological term dispositio. According to Agamben, the Latin dispositio trans-
lates the Greek word oikonomia, which in the early centuries of theology designated “the administration and 
government of human history” by Christ.4 Agamben thus proposes to take the form in which Christianity was 
propagated and governed as the archetype of Foucault’s modern dispositif of biopower. 

The passage from Hegel as quoted by Hyppolite is the following: 

A positive religion implies feelings that are more or less impressed through constraint on souls; these 
are actions that are the effect of command and the result of obedience and are accomplished without 
direct interest.5 

WHAT AN APPARATUS IS NOT: ON THE ARCHEOLOGY OF 
THE NORM IN FOUCAULT, CANGUILHEM, AND GOLDSTEIN
Matteo Pasquinelli



WHAT AN APPARATUS IS NOT MATTEO PASQUINELLI

THE NORMALIZING APPARATUS OF FOUCAULT

What exactly did Foucault say during the course Abnormal at the Collège de France, in his lecture on January 
the 15th 1975 when he used the term dispositif for the first time? On that day, Foucault was introducing his 
research project on the “normalization of sexuality” in modern France:

The eighteenth century, or the Classical Age, also set up a State apparatus [appareil] that extended 
into and was supported by different institutions. And then—and it is on this that I would like to focus, 
or which I would like to serve as background to my analysis of the normalization of sexuality—it re-
fined a general technique of the exercise of power that can be transferred to many different institutions 
and apparatuses [appareils]. This technique constitutes the other side of the juridical and political 
structures of representation and is the condition of their functioning and effectiveness. This general 
technique of the government of men comprises a typical apparatus [dispositif], which is the disciplin-
ary organization I spoke to you about last year. To what end is this apparatus [dispositif] directed? 
It is, I think, something that we can call “normalization.” This year, then, instead of considering the 
mechanics of the disciplinary apparatus, I will be looking at their effects of normalization, at what 
they are directed toward, the effects they can achieve and that can be grouped under the rubric of 
“normalization”.11

To what does Foucault relate the idea of dispositif in this passage from 1975? What is the purpose of the dis-
positif that Foucault himself is suggesting and in what ways does it diverge from the merely mechanical reading 
of the disciplinary apparatuses? The answer to both those questions is: “Normalization”. 

The concept of normalization is pivotal in Foucault’s thought and he would use it again in Discipline and 
Punish, which was published that same year. Both in his course and in his book, Foucault explains normaliza-
tion by following his teacher Canguilhem’s interpretation of the norm in The Normal and the Pathological. 
Canguilhem defines the norm as something that operates differently from the law, as Foucault recalls: “The 
norm’s function is not to exclude and reject. Rather, it is always linked to a positive technique of intervention 
and transformation, to a sort of normative project”.12 The dispositif of normalization in Foucault’s Abnormal 
thus emerges as a further and more complex evolution compared to the notion of positivity in The Archeology 
of Knowledge, as in this case the dispositif is not just a positive heterogeneous agent (law) but becomes, rather, 
a normative autonomous agent.

CANGUILHEM’S NORMATIVE BOURGEOISIE

In the chapter “From the Social to the Vital” in The Normal and the Pathological, Canguilhem aims to retrace 
the history of the words ‘normal’ and ‘normalization’ in the French language. As he explains, before entering 
common speech, the term ‘normal’ was used only in educational and medical institutions to indicate a prototype 
of learning and health as required by the modernizing reforms following the French Revolution. The process 
of normalization of French society began silently with the normalization of language, but in order to pursue a 
more ambitious political plan: in the years in which the bourgeoisie was taking over the means of production, 
it expropriated, for the same reason, the grammar of the French language. According to Canguilhem, the bour-
geoisie thus appeared as the new normative class. Compared to the previous regimes, the bourgeoisie started 
to exercise power not through the old laws (that were functioning on the basis of repression), but above all 
through new norms (that were structural):

Between 1759, when the word “normal” appeared, and 1834, when the word “normalized” appeared, 
a normative class had won the power to identify—a beautiful example of ideological illusion—the 
function of social norms, whose content it determined, with the use that that class made of them.13 

In other words, positive religions introduce a form of power or management of the soul, one that is both indirect 
and automatic, as Agamben explains: 

While natural religion is concerned with the immediate and general relation of human reason with the 
divine, positive or historical religion encompasses the set of beliefs, rules, and rites that in a certain 
society and at a certain historical moment are externally imposed on individuals.6 

Agamben intuits here the embryo of the future paradigm of biopolitics: originally, the definition of biopolitics 
would have emerged from a kind of spiritual manipulation, one that operates “without direct interest”, as Hegel 
said, and in a way that is similar to the automatic and impersonal movements of a mechanism.

According to Agamben, Foucault in his The Archeology of Knowledge (1969) often uses the term positivity of 
power in this sense (yet, as Agamben notes, without ever defining or referencing it), only to replace it with the 
term dispositif in his research on power from 1975 onwards.7 Agamben points out that the term dispositif has 
three main definitions in Foucault and in the French language more generally: a juridical one, a technological 
one, and a military one. He immediately emphasizes, however, that “[t]his fragmentation [of meaning] gener-
ally corresponds to the historical development and articulation of a unique original meaning that we should not 
lose sight of”.8 After opening his essay with a long quote by Foucault9 on the diverse meanings of dispositif, it 
seems odd (at least to this reader) that Agamben would then promptly inaugurate a quest towards the notion’s 
“unique original meaning”. 

Specifically, Agamben retraces Foucault’s dispositif to an etymology that goes back to the first centuries of 
Christian theology and the disputes against the Monarchians, a heresy denying Trinity in favor of God as a 
single person. Agamben does not provide any philological reference for this theological liaison within the 
Foucauldian corpus: he underlines only that theologians such as Tertullian, Hippolytus, and Irenaeus translated 
the Greek word oikonomia (the divine government of the worldly things) with the Latin word dispositio, that 
is cognate to the French dispositif. 

Yet Agamben nonetheless appears quite confident that his etymology can be tied back to Foucault:

The Latin term dispositio, from which the French term dispositif derives, comes therefore to take on 
the complex semantic sphere of the theological oikonomia. The “dispositifs” about which Foucault 
speaks are somehow linked to this theological legacy. They can be in some way traced back to the 
fracture that divides and, at the same time, articulates in God being and praxis, the nature or essence, 
on the one hand, and the operation through which He administers and governs the created world, on 
the other. The term dispositif designates that in which, and through which, one realizes a pure activ-
ity of governance devoid of any foundation in being. This is the reason why dispositifs must always 
imply a process of subjectification, that is to say, they must produce their subject.10 

Evoking remote and alien forces, Agamben thus works very hard to resolve a question that can actually be 
resolved—this is, indeed, what I propose to show—much more easily, while staying closer to the sources of 
the Foucauldian corpus itself. 

The task of the historian of ideas should be to use a complex reading (lectio difficilior) when a text does not 
provide a context, but here the context seems clear enough. It may indeed be wiser to look at the sources that 
Foucault himself quotes when he employed the term dispositif of biopower for the first time. The history of 
the idea of dispositif in Foucault is, of course, plural and complex, but it can be explained without the detour 
through the remote Christian oikonomia: by simply visiting the German Naturphilosophie that Foucault him-
self knew very well. 
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Perception (1945).

In Goldstein the normative power is first and foremost an attribute of the living and not necessarily a faculty of 
institutional apparatuses such as scientific knowledge and medicine. Goldstein always reframes the definition 
of pathology from the point of view of the patient: “the sick man is not abnormal because of the absence of a 
norm but because of his incapacity to be normative”, as Canguilhem informs us in a passage praising Gold-
stein.20 For Goldstein, in general, the normative power is the ability of each organism (and specifically of the 
human brain) to invent, modify and destroy its own norms, internal and external habits, rules and behaviors, 
in order to adapt better to its own Umwelt (or surrounding environment), particularly in cases of illness and 
traumatic incidents and in those conditions that challenge the survival and unity of the organism.21 In Gold-
stein, the normative proceeds from the constant antagonism of the organism against its environment.22 Yet 
Goldstein’s originality lies not in the recognition of this antagonism alone, but rather in conceiving sickness 
and all that is usually considered psychopathological and socially abnormal as a manifestation of a positive 
normative process itself. Thus, the organism is always in-becoming. Truly ‘sick’ is instead the organism that is 
incapable of invention and experimentation of new norms: the organism that is, paradoxically, not capable of 
making mistakes.

Canguilhem closely studied the holistic neurology of Goldstein, including his sophisticated idea of   biological 
knowledge23 and transformed it into a veritable epistemology of medical sciences, thus approaching and inter-
rogating the broader field of social sciences. In particular, he took Goldstein’s intuition of the normative power 
expressed by the subject and applied it to the whole social field. In this way he began to analyze the normative 
power of the institutions in charge of producing and normalising the subject itself. At this point, Foucault ex-
panded and transformed Canguilhem’s epistemology of the living into an epistemology of power. 

It is rarely recalled that Foucault himself had studied Goldstein. Indeed, Foucault opens his first book Maladie 
mentale et personnalité (1954) with a strong critique of Goldstein’s definitions of mental illness and organic 
medicine (based on the notions of: abstraction, abnormality, and environment), surely as part of an implicit dia-
logue with his teacher Canguilhem.24 As a bizarre and circular coincidence, it is worth noting on this count that 
the last public and authorized text by Foucault is the new introduction to the English edition of Le Normal et 
le pathologique. Following again Goldstein’s track, Foucault famously writes there: “life is what is capable of 
error”.25 In this way Foucault seems to conclude in the last days of his research that life is itself the ab-normal, 
the life that does not imitate itself, the life exceeding the norm. In such an encounter of the geophilosophical 
faults of the old Continent, the austere monism of German thought and Goldstein’s holistic philosophy are 
turned upside down in Foucault’s ostensibly pagan polytheism and analytics of power. 

Gilles Deleuze describes very well this pluralistic blooming of French post-structuralism, exploding further 
Foucault’s dispositif into a cosmic diagram. “What is a dispositif?” asks one of his essays, written a decade 
before Agamben’s essay with the same title:

In the first instance it is a tangle, a multilinear ensemble. It is composed of lines, each having a different 
nature. [...] Each line is broken and subject to change in direction, bifurcating and forked, and subject 
to drifting. [...] Great thinkers are somewhat seismic.26 

Here Deleuze’s operation is to explode German organicism to the limit of the cosmos, challenging the very 
organic and teleological unity of the living that was inaugurated by Kant in the Critique of Judgment. Indeed, 
as Deleuze and Guattari remind us in A Thousand Plateaus: “The enemy is the organism. The Body-without-
Organs is opposed not to the organs but to that organization of the organs called the organism”.2

In his course Abnormal, Foucault himself underlines those passages where Canguilhem describes such a nor-
mative period of French modernity that transformed the whole society by inventing new educational, medical 
and industrial norms. It is clear that Canguilhem anticipates several research fields that Foucault would take 
up and provides him with a conceptual toolbox for the analysis of the “power of normalization” and the “tech-
niques of normalization”. 

In Discipline and Punish Foucault refers very clearly to Canguilhem:

The power of the Norm appears through the disciplines. Is this the new law of modern society? Let 
us say rather that, since the eighteenth century, it has joined other powers - the Law, the Word and the 
Text, Tradition—imposing new delimitations upon them. The Normal is established as a principle of 
coercion in teaching with the introduction of a standardized education and the establishment of the 
écoles normales; it is established in the effort to organize a national medical profession and a hospital 
system capable of operating general norms of health; it is established in the standardization of indus-
trial processes and products.14

Canguilhem, among other things, extends his analysis also to the close relationship between technological 
norms and legal norms; how they must develop in harmony and go hand in hand in their innovation, always 
as part of the grand and silent plan of the new bourgeoisie. He thus writes in a way that, looking back from the 
present, can be said to resonate with Agamben: “A bureaucratic and technocratic myth, the Plan is the modern 
dress of the idea of Providence”.15 In contrast to Agamben, however, Canguilhem stresses that “the normal is 
not a static or peaceful, but a dynamic and polemical concept”.16 The normal is continuously produced and 
redefined by the immanent field of social forces. 

In this historical ontology of the norm, Canguilhem is keen to deny any dominant function by a superior power 
and he recognizes the logical primacy of the abnormal over the normal. At the heart of the definition of norm 
there is no transcendent form but, instead, the abnormal, which remains the norm’s primary and conflictive 
kernel: 

The abnormal, as ab-normal, comes after the definition of the normal, it is its logical negation. How-
ever, it is the historical anteriority of the future abnormal which gives rise to a normative intention. 
The normal is the effect obtained by the execution of the normative project, it is the norm exhibited 
in the fact. [...] Consequently it is not paradoxical to say that the abnormal, while logically second, 
is existentially first.17 

The Normative Organism of Goldstein

Foucault’s idea of biopolitical dispositif thus found its first historical inspiration in Canguilhem’s account of 
the normative power of the French bourgeoisie in the Napoleonic period. In The Normal and the Pathological, 
however, the genealogy of the idea of norm, in spite of all the references to the history of French medicine, 
comes directly from the work of the Jewish-German neurologist Kurt Goldstein, who had remained Canguil-
hem’s main inspiration over the years. Whereas Foucault adopted the notion of normativity from Canguilhem, 
Canguilhem adopted the notion of normativity from Goldstein. 

Throughout several passages in The Normal and the Pathological, we witness the application of Goldstein’s 
idea of normativity to the history of the definitions of pathology.18 A cousin of Ernst Cassirer’s, Goldstein 
was well known in French philosophical circles. His main work Der Aufbau des Organismus (literally, The 
Structure of the Organism) was dictated in exile in Amsterdam in 1934, after the Nazis arrested and expelled 
him from Berlin.19 In 1952 Merleau-Ponty had it translated in French in the series for Gallimard that he was 
co-directing with Jean-Paul Sartre. Merleau-Ponty himself cited Goldstein countless times: already in The 
Structure of Behavior (1942; the book’s title even mirrors Goldstein’s title) and also in Phenomenology of 
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These two passages show that the term dispositif in Canguilhem and Foucault is first tributary to the emerging 
mechanical craftsmanship of the 17th century and to a technological view of power rather than to a Hegelian 
translation of the paradigm of positive religion. 

Foucault’s book Discipline and Punish is closer to this technological genealogy of the dispositif: the Panopti-
con is an acephalous form of power that functions without a center of command, indeed as a dispositif. On the 
other hand, Foucault’s course Abnormal links the dispositif to “the emergence of the power of normalization” 
in modern France and to the institutionalization of the categories of “the normal and the pathological”. Here the 
dispositif is not simply an acephalous structure, but a full normative structure. Both lineages are important to 
understand the evolution of the term dispositif. Both refer to the problem of organic normativity in Canguilhem: 
whereas the normalizing dispositif refers to the autonomous production of the categories of the normal and the 
pathological by state apparatuses, the disciplinary dispositif refers to the ‘organic’ incarnation of power into an 
impersonal infrastructure of procedures, standards and norms. 

Interestingly, in Canguilhem’s critique of Descartes the problem of a Christian account of the machine-organ-
ism returns. However, Canguilhem’s attention goes in a direction opposite to Agamben’s. Canguilhem is aware 
of the influence of Christian transcendence on Descartes. And like Agamben, he is very aware that the paradigm 
of Christianity introduced a form of power that directs without acting, as this passage illustrates:

This is to accept that it is possible to direct without acting; we might call this a magical conception of 
direction, because it implies that directing transcends execution. On the contrary, according to Des-
cartes, a mechanical dispositif that executes replaces a power that directs and commands—but God 
has set the direction once and for all; the direction of the movement is included by the builder in the 
mechanical dispositif that executes it.33 

In his works, Agamben may have properly recorded (via Carl Schmitt) a stigma of Western thought, namely the 
reincarnation of religious paradigms into political ones. However, he repeats that stigma himself by obliterating 
the possibility of autonomous normativity and imposing on the Foucauldian dispositif a Christian lineage that, 
even from a philological perspective, is not central to it.34 Canguilhem, by contrast, has registered an alternative 
lineage of thought that, crossing German biophilosophy, attempts to illuminate the normative autonomy of the 
subject and, specifically, technology as a potentiality of the living, not just as extension of power.35 

If Canguilhem addresses the problem of the definitions of machine and organism, it is ultimately to inscribe the 
machinic in immanence and not as an evil transcendence. Deeply influenced by the German Lebensphilosophie 
and Spinozian monism that were permeating Goldstein’s work, Canguilhem takes a stand for the autonomy of 
the bios in the third part of his essay:

We have come to the point where the Cartesian relationship between machine and organism is re-
versed. In an organism—and this is too well known to need insisting—one observes phenomena of 
self-construction, self-conservation, self-regulation, and self-repair.36 

THE DANGERS OF BIOPHILOSOPHY 

In discussing organic and social normativity in 1966, Canguilhem proceeds cautiously and well aware of the 
dangers of organicism, that is of the metaphors that were born within the biological sciences and then clumsily 
transplanted into the political sciences.37 He intends to overturn the organicist understanding of the normative: 
whereas the organism is formed around an internal environment of organs that can grow but not significantly 
change their configuration, Canguilhem sees society as an external disposition of machine-organs that often 
extend and accumulate against each other. These two domains evolve in a completely different way. The social 
norm, Canguilhem reminds us, is quite different from the organic one, precisely because it is an external and 
not an internal norm, a norm, in other words, which must be invented and not merely observed, a norm which is 

CANGUILHEM AND THE CARTESIAN GOD IN THE MACHINE

So far we have had the chance to illustrate the conceptual genealogy that, via Canguilhem, links Foucault’s dis-
positif of normalisation to Goldstein’s normativity of the organism. However, at which point does Goldstein’s 
structure of the organism turn into a political diagram of the body and into the form of a (biopolitical) disposi-
tif? Another text by Canguilhem provides the philological evidence for the first usage of the term dispositif in 
relation to political philosophy. 

Foucault must have known Canguilhem’s essay “Machine and Organism” (published in 1952, originally a lec-
ture given in 1947), as Canguilhem uses there the term dispositif in a way that is very similar to how Foucault 
would do so later. The polemical target of the essay is Descartes and his transcendent mechanistic program 
for the human body and for the living organism in general. Canguilhem intervenes against a strong, dualistic 
reasoning that traverses French thought and obliterates the very autonomy of the living in favor of mechani-
cism. The essay can be divided in four parts: “the meaning of the comparison of the organism to a machine; 
the relationship between mechanism and finalism; the reversal of the traditional relationship between machine 
and organism; and the philosophical consequences of this reversal”.28 In the conclusion, Canguilhem reverses 
Cartesian mechanicism in favor of an organicism that is resonant with both Goldstein’s holism and German 
Naturphilosophie. 

The use of the term dispositif by Canguilhem occurs in a passage discussing Descartes’ short treatise “The 
Description of the Human Body”. Descartes explains the voluntary movement of the human body with a pre-
organization and pre-disposition of its organs, so as to make the soul unnecessary as a prime mover of the body:

The soul cannot produce any movement without the appropriate disposition of the bodily organs 
which are required for making the movement. On the contrary, when all the bodily organs are dis-
posed for some movement, the body has no need of the soul in order to produce that movement.29 

Descartes, says Canguilhem, attempts to prove that the soul does not move the body in the way that a general 
moves his army, but rather through gears connected to each other like in a well-thought out clockwork. “He 
is thus a tributary, intellectually speaking, of the technical forms of his age: of the existence of clocks and 
watches, water mills, artificial fountains, pipe organs”, Canguilhem notes.30 

At a conceptual level, Canguilhem insists, this model is the transition from the political image of command to 
the technological image of command.

Thus, in Descartes, the technological image of “command” (a type of positive causality by a dispositif 
or by the play of mechanical connections) substitutes for the political image of commandment (a kind 
of magical causality; causality by word or by sign). [A] mechanical device that executes replaces a 
power that directs and commands—but God has set the direction once and for all; the direction of the 
movement is included by the builder in the mechanical device that executes it.31 

It is in this passage that Canguilhem mentions, for the first time, an impersonal dispositif of power that replaces 
a power that directs and controls in the first person. What must be emphasized here is that Canguilhem presents 
the dispositif as a form of power but without an explicit and visible command. This passage resonates strikingly 
with a description of disciplinary power in Discipline and Punish:

The power in the hierarchized surveillance of the disciplines is not possessed as a thing, or transferred 
as a property; it functions like a piece of machinery [machinerie]. And, although it is true that its py-
ramidal organization gives it a ‘head’, it is the apparatus [appareil] as a whole that produces ‘power’ 
and distributes individuals in this permanent and continuous field.32 
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When Foucault intervenes in this chain of influences, he tears the normative dispositif away from medical 
sciences and its biological substrate and applies it to the analytics of power. Foucault’s intervention can be il-
lustrated by considering the titles of these two works alone: Canguilhem’s Knowledge of Life is conceptually 
reversed into Foucault’s “The Will to Knowledge”.45 Here, we see a shift from knowledge as an expression 
of life to knowledge as an expression of power upon life. The Foucauldian dispositif ultimately appears as the 
secularization of Goldstein’s structure of the organism and the reversal of its normative potentia into the mirror 
of power. As in the nightmares of the worst German Staatsbiologie, Foucault’s power apparatuses appear to 
cast the shadow of a gigantic macro-organism of which we would not dare to think.

The contemporary history of the concept of dispositif has been running, then, from normative potentiality (po-
tentia, puissance) to normative power (potestas, pouvoir) and not, as Agamben believes, from a divine plan to 
a secularized technological plan. In this transmission and circulation of concepts, however, something is lost: 
the very autonomy of the subject that Foucault will try to re-establish in the works about the care of the self in 
his last years. Regarding the problem of the norm, that is the Latin habitus and the Greek ethos, Agamben has 
briefly recognized more recently that indeed the problem of the normative has never been properly addressed: 
“the habitus is the logical place in which something like a theory of subjectivity could have been born”.46 What 
the fascinating archaeology of the idea of norm from Goldstein to Canguilhem and Foucault shows, on the con-
trary, is that such an experiment has already been already attempted within contemporary European philosophy 
itself, and that it has reached the following postulate: the abnormal is first and comes before the power logic 
of the normal.

openly destroyed, rewritten and revolutionized by the forces of history. Macherey has pointed out that Canguil-
hem does not explain the social with the categories of the organic; on the contrary, it is the social that absorbs 
the living—for example, because one of the principal organs of society is knowledge, whose constitution is 
collective and ‘political’.38 

In an inspiring and almost sci-fi passage, which reflects some of the optimism of post-war French cybernetic 
modernism, Canguilhem says that the social organization is able to invent new organs that are no longer an 
imitation of nature but follow its sense of production: “organs to look for and receive information, organs 
to calculate and even make decisions”.39 To clarify the positions of this debate on vitalism, I propose to call 
biomorphism that model in which life does not imitate itself, but is projected into ab-normal social relations, 
mutant relations of production and further planes of consistency without looking back; organicism, on the other 
hand, would stand for the application of the hierarchical and normalizing idea of organic unity to the whole 
ontological structure without any autonomous plane of consistency.

Canguilhem’s reading of organicism can be historically understood only against the background of the German 
Lebensphilosophie and the catastrophe of Nazi Staatsbiologie. Somehow Canguilhem seems to have found in 
Goldstein a sort of antidote against that totalitarian organicism that started to permeate German philosophy and 
its doctrine of the state long before the crisis of the Weimar Republic. The question of organicism is ancient. 
As Rottleuthner recalls, since Plato’s Republic metaphors of the human body have often been used to describe 
power, and it is only in the 19th century that they are replaced by the technical jargon of biology and in par-
ticular by the modern concept of organism.40 All the German Naturphilosophie, from Kant to Goethe, from 
Humboldt to Haeckel, from Driesch to Uekxüll, is built up around the organic unity of the living, which is then 
delivered ‘hands tied’ to political philosophy and legal theory. Hegel and Schelling already saw the State as 
an organism.41 In this spirit German Naturphilosophie is responsible for the very term Biopolitik, coined by a 
reactionary and proto-Nazi branch of the Lebensphilosophie that Foucault knew very well. As Esposito reminds 
us, the word Biopolitik appears for the first time in the German context in the 1917 book by Rudolf Kjellén Der 
Staat als Lebensform (literally, The State as a Form of Life).42 

Organicist and holistic metaphors and images were also infiltrating the artistic circles of the Weimar Republic, 
where they were associated with a cultural and aesthetic renewal: German Expressionism itself was breeding 
this common hatred towards the civilization of machines and here it is enough to remember the atmospheres 
depicted in Fritz Lang’s Metropolis. The organicist paradigm led German society to drift, eventually, into the 
catastrophe of Nazism.43 

Nevertheless, in the ‘80s life sciences resurfaced in Germany to enter legal studies and sociological theory once 
again, this time passing through the more liberal California: the most important example is here the paradigm 
of the autopoiesis of biological systems by Varela and Maturana  on Luhmann’s social systems theory and Teu-
bner’s autopoietic law.44 Somehow this trend recovered a typical German attraction for the bios that perhaps 
was never appeased. 

CONCLUSION

To conclude: inspired by Canguilhem’s notion of socio-organic normativity, Foucault defined the dispositif of 
power as a normative project in 1975. Some twenty years earlier, in 1952, Canguilhem had already discussed 
the structure of the organism in Descartes using the term dispositif. What Canguilhem ultimately recognized 
in the dispositif of the organism, however, was not a transcendent and divine design but a power of self-actu-
alisation, i.e. the autonomous normative power of the organism that Goldstein had presented in his 1934 book 
Der Aufbau des Organismus. Canguilhem absorbed the idea of the normative autonomy of the organism from 
Goldstein, in order to then apply his own idea of normativity to the social field and the institutions of French 
modernity in the final part of The Normal and the Pathological in 1966. 
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INTRODUCTION

This essay raises the question of “what is community?” and, more specifically, “what is a community of liv-
ing beings?” In light of historical and contemporary attempts to address the notion of community, I want to 
ask once again: what is it that makes sharing among the living possible? How may the “sense” of being alive 
constitute community? In other words, is there such a phenomenon as a community of life and if so, then, 
what constitutes the community of living beings? To begin questioning this way, it is necessary to take into 
consideration the historical context from within which this question arises. In this respect, one cannot address 
the question of community or life without speaking to the biopolitical horizon that characterizes Western mo-
dernity. The biopolitical community of life, as I examine below, is an exclusionary community of care for the 
living (strictly defined through their biological life) relying on the distinction of the human population from its 
“natural” environment. The latter, in its turn, is objectified either as a sterilized space containing the population 
or as a threat of “wilderness” that must be secured. In this regard, there is a way in which the biopolitical com-
munity of life becomes reducible to humanity, conceptually foreclosing life’s openness to a non-human outside. 
In response to this closure, I want to put biopolitical theory into conversation with a radical phenomenology 
of life in order to think a community of life that is not marked by such a closure, but is rather open to a variety 
of human and non-human forms of living. Driven by this aim, the present essay firstly examines the notion of 
a biopolitical community of life and identifies its problematic, which, I propose, is not body but interiority or 
“soul.” Given this problematic, I argue that biopolitics is subject to a critique of naturalist bias, which consists 
in denying nonhumans the “privilege” of interiority or soul that lies at the basis of the biopolitical community 
of care for human life. Based on a deconstruction of naturalist ontology, this essay proposes that we might 
begin to think a community of life “beyond” biopolitics based on Roberto Esposito’s project of affirmative 
biopolitics as well as on animist thought, the kernel of which, I suggest, can be found in Michel Henry’s radical 
phenomenology of life. As a result, the aim of this essay is two-fold: the first is to trace the fate of interiority 
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or “soul” in contemporary biopolitical theory, and the second is to attempt to “redeem” this notion of “soul” 
through recourse to the animist principles found in a radical phenomenology of life, which opens to the pos-
sibility of thinking a community of life as shared interiority. The primary claim of this essay is that rethinking 
and affirming non-naturalist “soul” is one of the key strategies of resistance to modern biopolitics and the 
exclusionary mechanisms of its community.

This project unfolds at the intersection of four streams of research, all of which have significant presence in 
academic literature. Firstly, as it sets out to argue that the primary problematic of biopolitics is “soul,” it taps 
into and extends the work that has been accomplished by a number of post-Marxist, post-operaist or autono-
mist philosophers who, in most general terms, concern themselves with the questions of cognitive capitalism, 
and immaterial and affective labour.1 The notion of “soul” appears in their work, however metaphorically, to 
mark the primary site of intervention of biopolitical government in late capitalist societies. The work of Franco 
Berardi in particular stands out in this regard, as he argues, following Foucault, that while during the formation 
of industrial societies the primacy was given to the disciplining and subsequent exploitation or subduing of 
the “body” by the machines of social production, with the rise of “semiocapitalism,” the primary tools for the 
production of value become “the mind, language and creativity” or, simply put, the “soul.” The soul, according 
to Berardi’s materialistic definition, has nothing to do with spirit, but is “the vital breath that converts biological 
matter into an animated body.”2 In other words, it is “animated, creative, linguistic, emotional corporeality.”3 
This soul is put to work by semiocapitalism, constituting a new form of alienation. Berardi concludes that with 
the rise of post-Fordist mode of production “[c]ontrol over the body is no longer exerted by molar mechanisms 
of constriction ... [but] by the modelling of the soul” through such mechanism as “psychopharmacology, mass 
communication and the predisposition of informatics interfaces.”4 While I agree with Berardi’s excellent analy-
sis of the soul’s exploitation by semiocapitalism, I suggest that control over the body through modelling of inte-
riority is co-originary with emergence of biopolitics, coinciding with the process of industrialization. Through 
a reading of Foucault, I argue that the disciplining practices, which Berardi identifies as primarily corporeal, 
were already intimately connected with the work on the soul performed by the multiple apparatuses of social 
production. Furthermore, while Berardi’s analysis is focused on the ways in which the specifically human soul 
is modelled and exploited by capital, I want to illuminate the logic of exclusion of nonhuman, “soulless” life 
in the process of production of human, “ensouled” life that emerges as the primary object of biopolitical care. 
The second body of research relevant to the present essay revolves around Roberto Esposito’s genealogy and 
critique of “the dispositif of the person,” the biopolitical function of which consists in separating and exclud-
ing natural or animal aspects of life from the human domain indexed by the artifice of personhood. Esposito’s 
work on the person has gained significant recognition in recent, particularly post-humanist, scholarship that 
strives to examine the question of the constitutive relationship between humanity and animality. The aim and 
the logic of the argument of the present essay is very close to that of Esposito’s; however, in order to outline 
the biopolitical mechanism of distinction of the human population from its natural environment, I rely on the 
notion of “soul” rather than “person,” interpreting the former as a dispositif in its own right that has intersected 
with the latter throughout history, but became practically identical with it only after the Christianization of both 
notions, and especially with the emergence of Protestantism.5 Consequently, de-theologization of these notions 
may lead to their decoupling, resulting in two distinct conceptual complexes (“the living person” in Esposito’s 
case, and community of shared “soul” or interiority in mine), which equally index positions of resistance to the 
negative effects of biopolitics. The third stream of research that this essay speaks to and aspires to contribute 
to has recently become, under a general name of “animism” or “new animism,” an important tool of the de-
colonization of thought within such varied academic disciplines as anthropology, geography, political theory 
and philosophy.6 Lastly, instead of directly addressing indigenous animist beliefs and practices, which lie at the 
core of research on “new animism,” this essay attempts to illuminate an animist kernel in Michel Henry’s phe-
nomenology of life and to show how his understanding of the community of life can be extended to non-human 
living beings, thus contributing to scholarship that integrates post-humanist aspirations with phenomenological 
inquiry focused on Henry’s philosophy.7 
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BIOPOLITICS OF BODIES AND SOULS

Michel Foucault has famously suggested that modernity is marked by a shift in political ontology: if once poli-
tics was only an additional capacity of a living human animal, modern politics places this animal’s existence 
as a living being in question.8 Life itself becomes the primary object of power and its technologies that aim to 
study, measure, and control, enhance, multiply or simply care for it. This “life,” however, is not just a neutral 
domain in which politics intervenes. Politics partakes in the construction of its own object: it invests life with 
a certain meaning that allows life’s very politicization. As Foucault notes, modern “man” had to learn what it 
means to be alive, to be a living being: “[m]ethods of power and knowledge assumed responsibility for the life 
processes and undertook to control and modify them. Western man was gradually learning what it meant to be 
a living species in a living world.”9 That is, life was objectified as a property of “man” that had to be studied 
and analyzed. 

This objectification of life is based on a specific development in the 19th century—the establishment of “the 
conditions of possibility of a biology”—a rigorous scientific approach to life.10 It is possible to discern some im-
portant aspects of Foucault’s analysis that illuminate the process of emergence of biopolitics (which became the 
primary object of his work in the 1970’s and 1980’s) in The Order of Things, Foucault’s early archaeological 
work of 1966. There Foucault shows how the transition from the Classical to the Modern episteme is marked 
by a shift from a “taxonomic” to a “synthetic” notion of life, and it is the latter that established the ground for 
the emergence of modern biology and biopolitics. According to Foucault, the “synthetic” notion refers to life 
as the invisible “unity” that reconciles and draws together “the great dispersion of visible differences” of living 
organisms. If the taxonomic notion of life was based on a tabular representation of the multiplicity of beings, 
the synthetic notion of life aims to establish transcendental continuity between visible beings or empirically 
observable living organisms. However, while living organisms can be easily accessed by scientific techniques 
and subjected to experimentation, life itself, the “enigmatic” centre of identity supposedly shared by these 
organisms, receives no essential definition, it is rendered “non-perceptible” and “purely functional.” As such, 
it can be experienced, perceived or known only through the observation of the multiple “plans” for its mainte-
nance. “Life withdraws into the enigma of a force inaccessible in its essence, apprehendable only in the efforts 
it makes here and there to manifest and maintain itself.”11 The life of an organism is thought of as a synthesis 
of the functions of its own maintenance; as such life is paradoxically excluded from its own field, which is 
instead occupied by the visible bodies that share in the universality of something called “life,” in the power that 
moves them but itself remains absent. In sum, from the perspective of modern biology, the only way life can 
be manifest is as living organisms; and so, the modern notion of life develops in correlation with the visible 
domain of the living body. This objectification of life’s “essence” through organismic representation bears real 
consequences for politics: it allows this “life” to become a field that can be governed, ordered and cared for by 
means of scientific knowledge. Biopolitics, in governing life, has no need to speculate about the essence of life, 
but only to know life—to constantly incite the production of new hard evidence of what it means to be a living 
body, which can be then applied to the ordering of populations.

What are the domains of knowledge upon which biopolitics relies in its government of life? The first domain is 
biology, as noted above, and the related scientific disciplines that take upon themselves the study of life and its 
functions. The second is the domain of human and social sciences that, far more often than biology, mediate the 
relationship between politics and “life.” The reason for this is that biopolitics aims to care not for all life equal-
ly, but singles out human populations as its primary site of intervention. In a way, biopolitics, in its government 
of living bodies, relies upon the centuries old distinction between a body and a soul and, consequently, relates 
differently to those bodies that presumably are endowed with “soul” (i.e., human bodies) and those that possess 
inferior kinds of “soul” or lack it altogether (i.e. animals, plants, inorganic objects, etc.). In other words, the 
site of biopolitical care is the living body; however, a body indexed by soul is the privileged body of this care. 
As a result, the human and social sciences emerge to address this modern need to know human life—the life of 
an organism that has interiority or “soul”—and practically replace previously dominant Christian practices of 
pastoral care for the soul. In sum, the modern biopolitical government of human populations occurs through 

the mediation of the human sciences, while the non-human living mass can be ordered and governed based on 
the evidence produced by the natural sciences.

It is my contention that the production of knowledge about “life” by the human sciences conceals the void, 
which life necessarily remains for biology, and creates an impression of power’s control over “life” by filling 
this void with knowledge about human “soul,” mind, consciousness or interiority. As Foucault notes, when “bi-
ological existence was reflected in political existence; the fact of living was no longer an inaccessible substrate 
... [but] passed into knowledge’s field of control and power’s sphere of intervention.”12 What this effectively 
amounts to is that the human sciences make bodily regulation available to politics via the work they perform 
on “soul.” This important aspect of biopolitical care has remained obscured in Foucaultian scholarship due to 
Foucault’s own continuing emphasis on the material or bodily aspect of biopolitical power-knowledge rela-
tions. As Simona Forti similarly notes, for many scholars the notion of “the biopolitics of souls” would appear 
as an oxymoron, since biopolitics is generally used to describe a “politics of the body.”13 However, as already 
noted above, the question of soul has captured attention of such thinkers of affective and immaterial labour as 
Berardi, Hardt and Negri, Lazzarato, and Virno, who suggest that in post-Fordist societies the production of 
value is derived through the exploitation of the souls of the new class of intellectual workers or “cognitariat” 
(i.e. their communicative capacities, imagination, affects, etc.) The work of Nikolas Rose in also remarkable 
in this regard. In Governing the Soul he presents an excellent analysis of how the human sciences and “human 
technologies” that developed in the twentieth century “have played a constitutive role in shaping the ways in 
which we think of ourselves and act upon ourselves.”14 Specifically, he shows how in liberal and neoliberal so-
cieties the citizens’ “souls,” i.e. thoughts, feelings, actions, intelligence, and personality, are socially organized 
and managed in minute particulars. That is, he points to the way in which conduct is regulated by governments 
by acting upon citizens’ mental capacities and propensities through various complex apparatuses, such as the 
military, the school, the family and the justice system. Most importantly, Rose shows how the modern “govern-
ment of the soul depends upon our recognition of ourselves as ideally and potentially certain sorts of person, 
the unease generated by a normative judgement of what we are and could become, and the incitement offered 
to overcome this discrepancy by following the advice of experts in the management of the self.”15

In a similar vein, I want to suggest, without denying the fact that the body is the ultimate object of biopolitical 
regulation, that it is not any body or any biological entity that is equally cared for, but rather the specifically hu-
man body, which is a body that is thought to be endowed with “soul.” While biology studies the hidden depths 
of the body in total disregard for its real or fictitious interiority, the human sciences address the privileged site 
of biopolitical government or intervention—variously identified as the soul, interiority, mind or consciousness. 
Thus, what we witness in this “division of labour” between the natural and the human sciences is the establish-
ment of life as the all-inclusive biological continuum and the simultaneous fragmentation of this continuum 
into non-human existence, which is either completely soulless or animated by an inferior “kind” of soul, and 
the pliable material of human life that can be politicized through an intervention into its “soul” by means of 
rational knowledge. 

But what is this “soul” of biopolitics? It is surely not the soul of theologians, not a pre-existing God-given sub-
stance, but an effect of power. It is an instrumental invention, a meta-fiction that provides access to the body. 
Foucault writes: 

the soul is the effect and instrument of a political anatomy; the soul is the prison of the body. ... This real, 
non-corporal soul is not a substance; it is the element in which are articulated the effects of a certain type of 
power and the reference of a certain type of knowledge, the machinery by which the power relations give 
rise to a possible corpus of knowledge, and knowledge extends and reinforces the effects of this power.16 

While earlier forms of government relied on the violent dictum of the sovereign, who had the “right to take 
life or let live,”17 modern biopolitics relies on the more “gentle” practice of “conducting conduct.”18 From a 
slightly different angle, modern biopolitics operates by “governing the soul,” based on various practices of 
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subjectivation, i.e. cultivation of certain kinds of selfhood, subjectivity or interiority. As Rose puts it, “the ‘soul’ 
of the citizen has entered directly into political discourse and the practice of government.”19 I believe that in his 
later works, Foucault returns to the question of “soul” as the primary site of both intervention of biopolitical 
governmentality and of resistance or freedom. Such notions as “technologies of the self” as well as “care of 
the self” can be interpreted as indicative of Foucault’s lasting interest in the role of something like interiority 
in power relations.

In sum, I argue that there are two major aspects of modern biopolitics: first, it relies on the biological (i.e., 
scientific) objectification of life; and second, it constructs or “models the soul,” to use Berardi’s phrase, as the 
site of governmental intervention directed at the body. This has a direct effect on the kind of community that 
biopolitics produces. The simplest way to think of this biopolitical community is biological, meaning that the 
community of life is merely the sum total of all organisms that “qualify” as living according to the scientific 
method. That is, membership in the community of life depends on meeting the requirements of the lowest com-
mon denominator that distinguishes the living from the non-living (metabolism, growth, response to stimuli, 
reproduction, etc.). However, this is not the case in practice, since, as suggested above, biopolitics depends 
on an added quality of interiority. Consequently, the biopolitical community of life, of care for the living, is 
centred on humanity, insofar as it is only humanity that is endowed with “soul” in the “naturalist ontology” of 
modernity. But what defines this naturalist horizon within which biopolitics emerges and operates?

“THE CERTAINTIES OF NATURALISM”: NEUTERED NATURE AND IMMUNIZED 
COMMUNITY

Contemporary French anthropologist Philippe Descola, in an attempt to denaturalize the commonsensical dis-
tinction between “culture” and “nature” characteristic of Western modernity, suggests that once we step outside 
the Western world we will, in fact, encounter alternative ontologies, not all of which subscribe to this dualistic 
worldview. Nevertheless, he proposes that despite noticeable local differences, it is possible to discern a uni-
versal “syntax for the composition of the world” that is shared by all the civilizations about which we have 
learned something from ethnography and history.20 This syntax is defined by a combination of two particular 
factors or levels of experience that serve as the tools of identification and categorization of beings and things 
that humans encounter in their environment. This “mechanism of ontological discrimination,” of the establish-
ment of continuities and discontinuities among various beings and things, relies on the attribution or denial to 
them of the qualities of “physicality” and “interiority.”21 The latter refers to what we generally call “the mind, 
the soul, or consciousness,” and the former “concerns external form, substance, the physiological, perceptive 
and sensorimotor processes, even a being’s constitution and way of acting in the world.”22 Descola addresses 
possible criticisms of the universal projection of this distinction and suggests that binary oppositions are not a 
Western invention but are widely used by all peoples. They constitute “a system of elementary contrast” and, 
consequently, it is not its “form” that must be questioned but “rather the suggested universality of [its] con-
tent.”23 That is, the formal distinction of interiority from the physical exterior does not predefine the content of 
these interior and exterior worlds. While, for instance, the limits of self or person (as “a single unit of experi-
ence”) in the Western world would, at least in the majority of cases, coincide with the limits of a “body,” many 
examples from other ontological systems suggest that the “inner person” is not necessarily limited to a single 
body, but can be fragmented into many units and distributed among various human or nonhuman elements 
in the environment.24 However, Descola argues, this fact of variation in the content of “self” is not enough to 
dismiss the universality of its formal appearance across all known peoples or civilizations.

Peoples attribute the characteristics of interiority and physicality differently to human and non-human entities 
in their environments, resulting in the constitution of “four major types of ontology”—“totemism,” “analo-
gism,” “animism,” and “naturalism.” Descola explains:

Faced with some other entity, human or nonhuman, I can assume either that it possesses elements of physi-
cality and interiority identical to my own [totemism], that both its interiority and its physicality are distinct 

from mine [analogism], that we have similar interiorities and different physicalities [animism], or, finally, 
that our interiorities are different and our physicalities are analogous [naturalism].25 

We can observe different ways of “patterning of the world” based on the selective assignment or denial of the 
attributes of interiority and physicality to other existing things. Importantly, these systems of attribution “in 
turn provide anchoring points for sociocosmic forms of aggregation and conceptions of self and non-self.”26 In 
other words, they outline the various conditions of possibility of community.

Naturalist ontology is most relevant for my purposes since it is prevalent in Western modernity. From a natural-
ist perspective, humans are similar to non-humans because they possess shared materiality, they emerge from 
the same “nature”: “since Descartes and above all Darwin, we have no hesitation in recognizing that the physi-
cal component of our humanity places us in a material continuum within which we do not appear to be unique 
creatures any more significant than any other organized being.”27 However, at the very same time, humanity 
is distinguished from nonhumans through mind, soul, subjectivity, and language, etc. This ambivalence is a 
symptom of “an essential paradox of modern naturalism”: it regards a nonhuman, especially an animal, “either 
as the lowest common denominator of a universal image of humanity or else as the perfect counterexample 
that makes it possible to define the specific nature of that humanity.”28 Even though this paradox is inherent to 
naturalism, it is the latter attitude that has dominated the West: the material continuum of life is endlessly dis-
rupted or relegated to the background through an emphasis on “the exceptional nature of the internal attributes 
by which humans are distinguishable from other existing beings.”29 Biopolitics is a product of this naturalist ho-
rizon, particularly insofar as it depends on the objectification of life through biology—the establishment of the 
“material continuum” of life (“nature”)—and, simultaneously, on the distinction between basically “soulless” 
existence and a domain of human artifice (“culture”), marked by the activity of conscious persons or subjects.
What position does the naturalist exterior of “nature” occupy in relation to the human domain of “culture”? 
Through the advance of scientific knowledge and technology, the mathematization of space, and the invention 
of “new tools for making reality visible” (e.g. the emergence of landscape painting and the new rules of per-
spective artificialis, the invention of the microscope and the telescope, etc.), mastery over wild nature finally 
becomes possible. In Descola’s words, “nature, now dumb, odor-free, and intangible, had been left devoid of 
life. Gentle Mother Nature was forgotten, and Nature the cruel stepmother had disappeared; all that remained 
was a ventriloquist’s dummy, of which man could make himself, as it were, the lord and master.”30 Thus, nature 
has not been discovered through the efforts of a cohort of great minds, but has been rather “constructed little 
by little as an ontological tool of a particular kind, designed to serve as the foundation of the cosmogenesis of 
modernity.”31 And in this modern cosmos, a human subject, one who “knows” and who, presumably, “acts” 
out of free will (a product of “soul”), is assigned the responsibility to understand and control the nonhuman. 
The modern continuum of life emerges as essentially split into subjective life, the primary object of biopoliti-
cal mastery and normalization, and “dumb” life or “nature” that comes to the attention of politics as a domain 
that has to be sterilized or neutralized in order to secure the well-being of human populations. The nonhuman 
domain has no significant agency and as such it is only a part of the environment, the “interests” of which can 
be represented only by humanity and for the sake of humanity.

Descola’s analysis of the split between culture and nature in naturalist ontology becomes even more relevant 
for the problem of political government when we compare it with Foucault’s analysis of the modern mecha-
nisms of security, which broadly rely on management of the relation between the inside and outside, as well 
as between natural and artificial “milieus.” On many occasions, Foucault addresses the process of securing or 
protecting populations as an integral part of biopolitical care.32 Mechanisms of security are directed at control-
ling both external threats and internal dangers that arise within the social body itself. The practice of “racism,” 
for example, is inevitably linked to the need to protect society from the contaminated or impure elements in the 
social body. Racism introduces “a break into domain of life” between what may live and be protected and what 
must be eliminated or simply allowed to die.33 Interestingly enough, many of these practices of racism might 
be better described as forms of “speciesism,” insofar as the threat that has to be eliminated is often presented 
in nonhuman or dehumanized form.34 
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“Nature” primarily concerns biopolitics as a source of danger and impurity or as a source of vital resources 
necessary for the well-being of that “set of elements that form part of the general system of living beings” 
(population). The environment enters into relation with populations as pathogens, parasites and vermin that 
infest the city and that have to be eliminated and controlled, or as food or shelter, which, again, have to be 
decontaminated and sterilized for the sake of securing population’s good health. For example, a town, as a mod-
ern space of security, is constructed with a number of functions in mind, one of which is “hygiene”—a spatial 
arrangement that is supposed to allow for the proper circulation, “airing” and thus minimization of potential 
risks, inconveniences and “morbid miasmas.”35 

Foucault refers to this “field of intervention” of the apparatuses of security as their “milieu”—“the space in 
which a series of uncertain elements unfolds.”36 These apparatuses fabricate, organize and plan a milieu in 
order to shape a population that inhabits it. Importantly, the milieu is a set of both “natural givens—rivers, 
marshes, hills” and “artificial givens—an agglomeration of individuals, of houses, etcetera.”37 And political 
power is exercised at the point of their connection, “where nature, in the sense of physical elements, interferes 
with nature in the sense of the nature of the human species,”38 that is, at the intersection of “nature” and “ar-
tifice.” As a result of this intervention, of acting on the milieu, it becomes possible for power to change the 
human species, i.e. to mould a population. We can once again notice how through the mechanisms of security 
human populations are distinguished from the general mass of living and nonliving beings, further exemplify-
ing the naturalist fragmentation of life’s continuum. Biopolitical care for life is thus a practice of closure, of 
severing life’s connection to its own openness and (material) community. However, Foucault would insist that 
this closure is never permanent or stable insofar as a milieu is not a fixed set of elements that allow for perfect 
knowledge and control, but rather a space of uncertainty. In the end, the mechanisms of security rely only on 
“probabilities,” knowing full well that the risky and the inconvenient will never be completely suppressed. The 
aim of biopolitical government, then, is to ensure proper or effective circulation of the multiple elements in its 
milieu, and to prevent the accumulation of “morbid miasmas” rather than to eliminate them completely.

AFFIRMATIVE BIOPOLITICS AND CORRECTIVE NATURALISM: TOWARD POST-
HUMANIST COMMUNITY

Roberto Esposito’s notion of “immunity” and his later notion of the “dispositif of the person” significantly 
further our understanding of the biopolitical mechanisms of security and, specifically, of their interaction with 
the milieu. Esposito’s examination of the process of immunization clarifies the connection between the natural-
ist ontology of the modern biopolitical regime and the kind of community it shapes. In a nutshell, according to 
Esposito, while community “breaks down the barriers of individual identity,” immunity is a way of construct-
ing these barriers “in defensive and offensive forms, against any external element that threatens it.”39 Immunity 
protects life from its communal element, from extending too far toward the insecure outside and at the same 
time keeps this outside from reaching inside. Immunity forms an impermeable membrane that aggressively 
regulates the relationship between the safe inside and the insecure outside. While immunity is necessary for the 
preservation of life, when it goes beyond a certain threshold, “it forces life into a sort of cage where not only 
our freedom gets lost but also the very meaning of our existence—that opening of existence outside itself that 
takes the name of communitas.”40 

If “life is the event, the situation, which by definition tends to escape its own confines—it tends to break down 
its own limits and turn itself inside out,”41 then immunization represents “the sacrifice of the living—of every 
qualified life, that is—for the sake of mere survival. It is the reduction of life to its bare biological matter.”42 
As a result, politics that regulates and orders life is in direct contact only with biological life. However, as dis-
cussed above, biopolitics, despite its reduction of life to biology, requires access to a dimension of interiority 
for its operation. Life as “mere survival” or biological existence, then, is not a homogeneous substratum but is 
differentiated at least into two major forms: one that possesses interiority or soul and one that lacks it. Esposito 
addresses this question through the notion of “the dispositif of the person.”43 He shows how in the West an attri-
bution of personhood to certain forms of life results in their inclusion into an immunized community, such as a 

community of law. In other words, life declared worthy of living is personal life, while biological mass lacking 
in the qualities of personhood can be easily ignored or even destroyed. What “survives” the process of immu-
nization is the person, resulting in a hierarchical organization of different forms of life. I argue, in this respect, 
that what Esposito calls the dispositif of the person is analogous to a more general dispositif of the soul, upon 
which modern biopolitics cannot help but rely in its government of human bodies and populations. These two 
dispositifs have intersected throughout history and become practically indistinguishable in Christian thought, 
especially with the advent of Protestantism. As a result, it is possible to analyse the naturalist bias of modern 
biopolitics through both the notion of personhood as well as soul, however, their critical de-theologization 
(which is an explicit task of Esposito’s critique of the person) must also result in their decoupling. As such, 
I suggest that it is possible to speak of interiority in a non-spiritual, non-personal and non-immunized sense, 
thus reworking the biopolitical dispositif of the soul in positive terms that may outline a possibility of a non-
exclusionary community of inner life.44

In a similar way to Descola, who suggests that modern naturalist ontology prioritizes humanity over the non-
human, confining the latter to exterior “nature,” Esposito shows how the modern mechanisms of immunity 
endeavour to keep at bay the “impersonal” elements present in any milieu by declaring them “threats” to the life 
of the human persons and populations. In the end, modern biopolitical community is a product of the ongoing 
process of exclusion and separation of the inside from the outside. It is essentially a community that is immune 
to life’s openness to the outside; it is immune to its own commonality. Biopolitical community, then, is noth-
ing but auto-immunity. However, despite the similarities, what distinguishes Esposito’s analysis of immunity 
from Descola’s critique of naturalism is his insistence on the dialectical ambiguity of the immunitary dispositif. 
Esposito suggests that the negative or exclusionary operation of the latter simultaneously presents a condition 
of possibility of an opening toward a more inclusive community of life. 

Esposito frames his solution to the problem of the negative effects of immunization in terms of “affirmative 
biopolitics,” which consists in conceptualizing “the function of immune systems in a different way, making 
them into relational filters between inside and outside instead of exclusionary barriers.”45 In this respect, he 
identifies two fronts of action: the first is directed at “disabling the apparatuses of negative immunization” and 
the second at “enabling new spaces of the common.”46 It is the latter task that guides Esposito’s current thought, 
suggesting a way of thinking community “beyond” the exclusionary model of modern biopolitics grounded, 
as I argued above, in naturalism. However, Esposito’s project of affirmative biopolitics, similarly to many new 
materialist philosophies, does not invent a new non-naturalist ontology, but rather reworks naturalism so as to 
bring out and affirm historically marginalized trends of thought that had recognized the material continuity of 
life as the ground of the common. In this framework, affirmative biopolitics creates an opening to life’s com-
munity through an embrace of the nonhuman outside or, rather, through a partial erasure of the limit between 
interiority and exteriority, through blurring the boundary between the human and the animal, and bringing out 
the inhuman within the human (while the role of biopolitics consists in repressing the inhuman). 

While Esposito suggests that immunitary biopolitics primarily secures life from “an excess of community,” he 
does not fail to acknowledge a different side of this modern dispositif. It is this ambiguity of immunity that al-
lows for an affirmation of life’s power. Biopolitics holds a dual potential: it can take the form of either “the self-
destructive revolt of immunity against itself or an opening to its converse, community.”47 The key to a positive 
function of immunity proceeds from a rethinking of the notion of the self (or the inside) that the immunitary 
mechanism is supposed to preserve. Relying on the findings of immunological research, Esposito brings to our 
attention the fact that, for example, such phenomenon as immunitary tolerance is not a failure of the immune 
system but rather its active product. And, consequently, “if tolerance is a product of the immune system itself, 
it means that, far from having a single-response repertoire, that of rejecting other-than-self, it includes the other 
within itself.”48 As in the case of human pregnancy, the coexistence of the mother and the fetus depends on the 
strength of reaction of mother’s immune system as well as on genetic foreignness of the father: the mother’s 
immune system generates antibodies that “mask” the fetus and thus ensure the survival of this “alien” body 
of the fetus within mother’s body. This coexistence, then, is not a peaceful symbiosis, but a furious battle, in 
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which survival of the fetus directly depends on the strength of attack of the mother’s immunity. But in the end, 
this fight is not to the death but “to life,” which turns immunity into community and proves that difference 
and conflict are not necessarily destructive.49 The immunitary mechanism, while it rejects an exterior threat to 
a body’s integrity, essentially depends on the system’s communication with its environment; in other words, 
despite its closure, immunity relies on exposure to the outside. This exposure is not accidental; it is an integral 
part of what defines the interiority of “self” in the first instance. In this respect, immunologists, such as Alfred 
Tauber, suggest that “organic integrity is only a secondary, derivative function of the immune system, while 
its main function is to define the identity of the subject,” which is “the ever-changing product of a dynamic, 
competitive interaction with the environment rather than a definitive and inalterable given.”50 The self, thus, 
emerges at the intersection of the inside with the outside, as a result of the interaction between two different 
series of elements—human and nonhuman.

Immunity protects the self, but its limits are flexible: the “immunological self” is “permeable” or “semi-per-
meable.” It is able to interact with human and nonhuman others, and its body is an “ecosystem” or “a social 
community” rather than a locus contained by the outer layer of the skin. The body is thus modifiable insofar 
as it enters into a symbiotic relationship with what is other than itself. “It bears within itself another body ... or 
an other-than-body: a thing, device, or machine.”51 Due to its numberless “prostheses,” the subject no longer 
coincides with its own “skin.” In sum, Esposito argues that the balance or equilibrium that the immune system 
reaches is not the result of a mere reaction against something other than self, “but the joining line, or the point 
of convergence, between two divergent series.”52 Similarly to the apparatuses of security that, as Foucault 
suggests, intervene at the intersection of the artificial and natural milieus, the immunitary dispositif functions 
at the point of convergence between the inside and outside, between the “interiority” of the human self and 
nonhuman “exteriority.”

In this respect, Esposito’s recourse to Deleuze’s notion of “becoming-animal” is emblematic. Esposito, similar-
ly to Foucault and Descola, observes that modern ontology is marked by the rejection of the material continuity 
of life, insofar as humanity continues to be defined through opposition to the animal. The figure of becoming-
animal or, to use the term coined by Esposito, of “the living person” is “the vindication of animality as our 
most intimate nature ... The animal—in the human, of the human—means above all multiplicity, plurality, as-
semblage with what surrounds us and with what always dwells inside us.”53 It is a gesture that brings to the fore 
the material unity of embodied life and blurs the distinction between human personal life and the impersonal 
existence of nature. Contamination and metamorphosis rather than purification are the guiding principles of the 
relationships that a human self establishes with its nonhuman others. And unlike the dominant ontology of mo-
dernity, which separates and keeps at a distance the domains of humanity (“culture”) and its mute counterpart 
(“nature”), the living person “brings into relationship completely heterogeneous terms—like a human being, 
an animal, and a micro-organism; but even a tree, a season, and an atmosphere: because what matters in the 
becoming-animal, even before its relationship with the animal, is especially the becoming of a life that only in-
dividuates itself by breaking the chains and prohibitions, the barriers and boundaries, that the human has etched 
within it.”54 The living person is coextensive with life and, as a result, the community of life is a community that 
is coextensive with the “living personhood” of the various elements of the heterogeneous multiplicity, which is 
in no way limited to humanity. The living person embraces immunity as an opening toward the outside rather 
than as a mechanism of closure. Its immunity merely mediates the unstable relationship between interiority and 
exteriority, thus constructing a dynamic space of “self” that embraces otherness. However, it remains unclear 
exactly how Esposito envisions the constitution of this inner self of the living personhood and its concrete 
phenomenality. It appears to be the most positive and at the same time most underdeveloped aspect of his oth-
erwise powerful critique of the Western apparatus of personhood. I believe that if through “the living person” 
Esposito had presented a much needed elaboration of the nonhuman or impersonal interiority in more concrete 
and stronger terms, he might have provided a radical shift in our conception of community beyond naturalism 
and beyond biopolitics. But surprisingly, after a long elaboration of the problems of the Western dispositif of 
the person, the discussion of this novel impersonal, inhuman or living personhood remains practically absent in 
Esposito. It comes up on the last page of Third Person and remains covered in silence.

As a result, Esposito’s affirmative biopolitics, I argue, lacks radicality and remains a project of corrective natu-
ralism: Esposito rethinks the continuity of matter that held the failed “promise” of community for naturalism in 
terms of the living person, and precisely for this reason, community can now embrace all of nature. Interiority, 
in the sense of personhood, formerly an exclusively human attribute, is now dissolved into a general charac-
teristic, although with variations, of multiple organisms and even natural phenomena. Differences in personal 
interiority between various beings, both human and non-human, become mere derivatives of the differences 
in physicality, and as such they are differences only of degree and not of nature. Through an affirmation of 
the material continuity of life (where visible differences express only a degree of general variation within life) 
interiority is dispersed across the multitude of beings and things as a function of physicality; and thus it is hard 
to distinguish this dispersion of interiority from its practical erasure. In this regard, the irrelevance of “soul” 
as a valid (and not a merely secondary or imaginary) space of sharing appears to have become an axiomatic 
premise of not only affirmative biopolitics, but also of many recent materialist philosophies.55 In other words, 
corrective naturalism addresses the problem of the exclusionary nature of modern community primarily by way 
of rethinking the material continuity of life. The primacy of human personhood, interiority or soul, which has 
grounded the hierarchical organization of modern communities, has been dismissed in favour of the equalizing 
primacy of matter, which always conditions the emergence of any interiority. This new common is distinctively 
post-humanist, meaning that even as humanity belongs to it, it no longer occupies a privileged place. Interest-
ingly, this raises the question of whether affirmative biopolitics prepares a space for a new kind of govern-
mental intervention where, due to the dispersion of “soul” across life’s unity (i.e. weak interiority), everything 
becomes an equal subject of regulation. From this point of view, government, ordering, and even the “free” 
movement of such diverse entities as a human being, an animal, and a rock, whether they possess similar “kind” 
of interiority or all lack it, must occur on equal footing or, rather, be based on the premises of “flat ontology.”56 
It is my suggestion that Esposito’s notion of “the living person” ultimately gives way to this sort of materialist 
flat ontology, insofar as he is unwilling to envision the interiority of living personhood by itself, and not as a 
mere derivative of materiality. In other words, it is my contention that, despite his strong emphasis on the fluid-
ity of the relationship between human interiority or “self” and ecological exteriority, Esposito fails to develop 
a sense of strong post-humanist interiority (shared equally by humanity and the inhuman elements) that would 
effectively position his project beyond the philosophical reproduction of naturalist ontology, and that would 
enable a radical overcoming of the biopolitical closure of community. 

LIFE IN COMMON: ANIMIST SOUL AND AFFECTIVE COMMUNITY 

Building on the achievements of the project of affirmative biopolitics and, simultaneously, diverging from it, I 
want to pursue a way of addressing the problematic, exclusionary nature of modern biopolitical community by 
explicitly turning toward an “animist” approach, which consists in thinking the possibility of a community of 
life as shared (strong) interiority rather than materiality. This turn to animism is not meant to preach or suggest 
the possibility of mass conversion to an indigenous “religion” of some kind, but is rather meant as a form of 
provocation that pushes both modern naturalism as well as the corrective naturalism of affirmative biopolitics 
slightly further than they seem to be willing to go. The former is challenged, again, to question its hierarchi-
cal organization and the exclusionary nature of its community based on the selective attribution of governable 
“soul” to humanity; and the latter is challenged to reflect on its lack of serious engagement with or rethinking 
of interiority on its own terms, and not as a mere effect of power or an extension of physicality (i.e. its lack of 
strong post-humanist interiority).

Descola uses the term “animism” to describe an ontology, commonly found in South and North America, in 
Siberia and in some parts of South-East Asia, which is based on a continuity of souls and a discontinuity of 
bodies. In this system of identification humans and non-humans are conceived as having the same type of inte-
riority, but possess their own physicality. Importantly, in the animist worldview what is shared by most beings 
is “humanity” as a general condition, and not as a species. As a result, the attribution of analogous interiority 
to such entities as plants and animals “humanizes” them, because the soul with which they are endowed “al-
lows them not only to behave in conformity with the social norms and ethical precepts of humans but also to 



BIOPOLITICS AND COMMUNITY OF LIFE INNA VIRIASOVA

establish communicative relations both with humans and among themselves.”57 Importantly, this humanization 
of nonhumans is not an “anthropocentric” practice but is rather an “anthropogenic” one. The former, Descola 
notes, characterizes naturalism, insofar as it defines nonhumans through their lack of humanity and proclaims 
that humanity and its attributes “represent the paragon of moral dignity that other existing beings lack.” Anthro-
pogenesis, on the other hand, presumes that humans and nonhumans share in the same condition, and the only 
“privilege” that humans have is their ability to “engage with nonhumans in relations founded upon common 
norms of conduct.” As a result, “animism is ... anthropogenic in that it derives from humans all that is necessary 
to make it possible for nonhumans to be treated as humans.”58 In a way, humanity generates its own expansion 
not in order to dominate its otherness, but rather to embrace it as a part of its shared soul—a heterogeneous 
network of relations.59 

In this respect, an introduction of animist principles into the naturalist framework of identification of beings 
creates a breach in their exclusionary mode of aggregation. Accepting that some or all nonhuman entities may 
have interiority comparable to the kind humans possess may open up the horizon of modern biopolitical com-
munity. That is, insofar as in animism interiority is decisive, it presents the conceptual possibility of another 
community. Furthermore, if it was the notion of life that held the “promise” of community for naturalism (i.e. 
the continuity of matter), then by rethinking this notion we may rethink community as well. Consequently, 
the main question is: what is this shared living interiority that equally belongs to all beings? Inspired by the 
phenomenological work of Michel Henry, I suggest that life itself constitutes the shared interiority and thus 
community of human and nonhuman beings. Henry’s philosophy contains an animist kernel insofar as it admits 
of the community of life as shared interiority that is open to all beings that bear life, and so it undermines the 
biopolitical mechanisms of exclusion of non-human life from the common. Importantly, this animist life dis-
cussed by Henry is “unconscious,” defined not by the visibility of “nature,” but by the invisible experience of 
“self-sensing,” “self-affection” or self-suffering.60 Henry argues that before a living being establishes a relation 
to the world, its life reveals itself to itself in the “solitude” of interiority through self-affection. In short, life is 
an immanent movement of self-revelation in self-affection. It is my contention that Henry’s understanding of 
life as an inner experience of self-affection available to all the living offers a notion of strong interiority that 
was lacking in Esposito’s project of affirmative biopolitics.

Henry’s rereading of Descartes on the cogito exemplifies his argument that life reveals itself in the interior 
movement of self-affection prior to any worldly manifestation. And consequently, as I will show below, the 
community of life consists in the shared materiality of interior affect rather than “biology.” Henry suggests that 
what Descartes discovers after he doubts everything (which is epoché or the phenomenological reduction) is 
not the certainty of thought, but rather the certainty of feeling or self-affection: “I sense that I think, therefore 
I am.”61 Sense appears before thought, and so the truth of feeling is prior to the truth of being. In the radical 
reduction of the world only the certainty of self-feeling remains, “the primal semblance.”62 As a result, this 
kind of interiority is not a fiction or a mere product of power relations (weak interiority), but a certainty of self-
feeling or self-affection, the reality of which is not determined by an objective, worldly manifestation (strong 
interiority).

This acosmic self-feeling is essentially “suffering,” but not only in a negative sense of painful mental or physi-
cal experience, but rather as a mode of access to the truth of life, an inescapable experience of “bearing” one-
self, of pathos and affectivity, in which life embraces all that lives. Life presents itself immediately to itself in 
suffering: life presses against itself and the living, and has to bear itself for as long as it lives. In suffering (as 
well as in joy), the self plunges into the power which established it, becomes submerged in “the intoxication of 
life.”63 Life is not separate from the living, and a living being is all the life within it. As such, there is no separa-
tion or gap within life, it reveals only itself; life is “auto-revelation.”64 Life is also immanence: it is anterior to 
the living, but there is also no life without the living as there is no living without life. “Life ... resides inside, in 
every living being, as that which causes it to live and never leaves it for as long as it lives.”65 From the perspec-
tive of the living, this “primal suffering,” the submission to the power of life at each moment is “unfreedom” 
or “passivity” in regard to self. Life’s “hyperpower,” then, is impotence insofar as it is unable to be rid of itself. 

And since this radical powerlessness also applies to every living self, any relationship with an “other” origi-
nates only in life. The self cannot be the point of departure for relations with others: finding its origin in life, self 
can establish its relations with others only in life. Consequently, the passivity of self-suffering, the primal unity 
of life and the living, defines the community of life: vital intersubjective relations necessarily “put Life into 
play.”66 That is, they emerge in life and through being alive: before being “placed” in being, in the world, every-
thing living is “placed” in life, partaking in the community of life—a community of shared affective interiority.
Community “occurs in us as an affect” and never as representation.67 Each member of this community is related 
to “others” in life and since life escapes objectification and can only be experienced as pure affectivity, this 
“primal experience [of community] is barely conceivable.” It is “a subterranean affective layer” to which each 
living being has an immediate access, but “without knowledge and without distinguishing between the self, the 
other, and the basis [i.e. life].”68 The experience of the in-common occurs as affect—the invisible experience 
of life’s relentless arrival into itself and so the arrival of each one into itself. The essence of the community 
of life, then, is not something that simply “is” but is always “becoming”: life “occurs and does not cease oc-
curring. This incessant coming of life is its eternal coming forth in itself, a process without end, a constant 
movement.”69 The constant movement of life is the movement of the in-common, where no living is separated 
from life’s movement of self-revelation. Since life is a process without end, the community of life also does 
not have an end, in the sense of both termination and goal. The “end” of the community of life is life itself. 
Furthermore, this community, I argue, is unpolitical because the affective layer never appears as such in the 
world of politics. The unpolitical community of life is in no way “pre-political,” meaning that it tends toward 
eventual politicization. Life and its community are rather positively indifferent to any political expression of its 
essential relationality, even though it always conditions this expression and forms its real content. As a result, 
the community of life cannot be lived out as politics but only as ethos. In this regard, the activation of new 
spaces of the common cannot occur through politics, but must engage the unpolitical space of ethics, which 
remains invisible and silent, beyond the reach of political action. 

Importantly, the community of life is a community of living beings: life does not require the human but only 
the living, and the living is not reducible to “man.” As a result, community cannot be limited to humans alone, 
but “includes everything that is defined in itself by the primal suffering of life and thus by the possibility of suf-
fering. We can suffer with everything that suffers. This pathos-with is the broadest form of every conceivable 
community.”70 The primal suffering of life is the shared interiority equally available to humans and nonhumans; 
the shared pathos of life is the community of life open to nonhuman suffering. And this shared passion of liv-
ing, of suffering oneself, is essentially com-passion: openness of life to every living defined by suffering or 
passivity in relation to life. This community of life cannot be known but remains intelligible or available to 
experience “on the basis of the primal intelligibility of pathos.”71 This implies equality of every living thing in 
its access to the single community of life through the primal suffering of life. In sum, the community of life as 
co-suffering, insofar as it is not a secondary operation of coming together or aggregation of a dispersed multi-
tude but an a priori disposition of all the living, makes the processes of immunitary differentiation and closure 
impossible. Life cannot be separated from itself, it cannot be reduced to a lesser degree; consequently, its unity 
is discernible in each of its modalities. Com-passion (pathos-with), then, is community per se that precludes 
immunity, separation or distancing of the in-between. As Hannah Arendt puts it, “because compassion abol-
ishes the distance, the worldly space between men where political matters, the whole realm of human affairs, 
are located, it remains, politically speaking, irrelevant and without consequence.”72 This political irrelevance, 
which I prefer to call indifference, is not a weakness but an act of affirmation. Affirmation of the community of 
life as com-passion is an unpolitical ethos that “remembers” life’s acosmic togetherness and accepts unpolitical 
responsibility for this primal sharing. Once again, this community of life is passive since it does not require a 
secondary act of establishing relationships between distinct self-feeling “individuals”: they do not share their 
private affective interiorities because they do not have ownership over life and only share it as a gift. As a re-
sult, their living in-dividuality is itself constituted as “dividual,” as shared by all the living.73 Life understood as 
self-affection is community per se and not a merely subjective and unrepresentable precondition of community.
Life, even though it can be experienced by all, can be thought only by humanity, and as such, the conception 
of the community of life as shared self-suffering relies on a projection of human experience of life onto non-
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humans. However, this projection of human experience of life onto other living beings is not another form of 
anthropocentrism since humans themselves are not more than just living: they do not possess “more” life than 
other living beings but only share in the gift of life. This, then, is a form of anthropogenesis. Sharing in the gift 
of life constitutes the essence of every possible community: what is shared in common is the “original given-
ness as self-givenness,” “the internal experience that brings to life everything that is.”74 As long as one is alive, 
one shares in the a priori community of life, which is not a secondary mechanism of aggregation of the multi-
plicity of beings but is given in the very fact of being alive, of being able to sense or bear oneself. Life is the 
interior experience of self-feeling and thus its community can be thought as shared interiority that cuts across 
the heterogeneous worldly manifestations or forms of life. In this respect, it is “animist” insofar as life admits 
variation in its worldly projections while embracing everything that lives in a community of shared interiority. 
It is worth noting that this understanding of community as shared affective interiority or soul does not constitute 
a new form of spiritualism since it is immanent, i.e., distinctively non-dualistic: there is no separation between 
body and soul insofar as self-affection of life is always an incarnation, an enfleshed experience of living.
The community of life as shared interiority does not require “constructive” action insofar as we already live 
it. It rather requires recognition, affirmation or “remembering,” since modern naturalism constitutes merely a 
form of “forgetting” of life’s shared essence, but does not completely abolish it. Importantly, the forgetting and 
remembering are not temporal insofar as what is forgotten is life itself and not some past event or attitude. What 
is remembered, then, is life’s ahistorical self-revelation in the truth of affect and not some “thing” or a historical 
event. Furthermore, while modern biopolitical community relies on the exception of nonhuman forms of life 
from its field of care or on their subjugation to the needs of populations, and also instrumentalizes soul as both 
a field and a product of governmental intervention, an animist affirmation of the community of life as shared 
interiority of “pathos” blocks the operation of these exclusionary mechanisms of immunity. Moreover, it allows 
for a more inclusive and a more responsible community that embraces diverse human and nonhuman forms 
of life and that, without relying on political action, creates possibilities for transformation and enrichment of 
social relationships through compassion. Finally, the affirmation of an animist community of shared interiority 
or soul may also contribute to the task of resistance to biopolitical exploitation of the living by capital, offering 
a way of differentiating between the kind of “soul” or interiority that is modelled for the sake of extraction of 
value and a form of affectivity that remains beyond the reach of capitalist objectification, thus offering a con-
ception of the common that may empower new subversive practices of cognitariat.
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French thinker Pierre Hadot is famous for his claim that ancient philosophia was conceived in the Greek and 
Roman schools as a way of life, including existential or “spiritual” practices (such as forms of meditation, 
memorisation, bodily exercises and privations) to reshape students’ beliefs, desires, and actions.1  The vision 
of philosophy that emerges from his work is strikingly at odds with most contemporary conceptions and insti-
tutional practices, although it has won a wide audience both within the academy (in some measure via the later 
Foucault’s avowed debt to Hadot) and amongst a more general readership.  ‘Today’, Hadot can quote Thoreau, 
‘there are professors of philosophy, but no philosophers’2: the principal products of contemporary philosophy 
are not philosophical men and women, but theoretical papers and monographs.’

Hadot’s vision of the Hellenistic philosophers which were his principal focus after 1970 (especially the Stoics) 
is also markedly different than what one finds in leading angloamerican commentators on the philosophy of 
this period, such as Inwood, Striker, Annas, Engberg-Pedersen, Nussbaum, Long, and Cooper.3  Hadot contends 
that texts like Marcus Aurelius’ Meditations or Epictetus’ Encheiridion can only be critically comprehended as 
documents in the Stoic philosophy being ‘applied’, repetitively formulated, varied, and enjoined by an author 
eis Heauton or to beginners (ta prokoptonta), with a view to their ethical reformation.4  They are not, as we 
might otherwise suppose, attempts to construct an original theoretical system for its own sake, or for a general 
audience, on the model of academic philosophical writing today.  Hadot’s striking claim that the cultivation of a 
heightened philosophical attention (prosochē) to the living present and the greater whole of nature (physis) lay 
at the heart of both ancient Epicureanism and Stoic philosophy finds no near parallels in contemporary analytic 
interpretations of these schools.  Hadot’s work has indeed attracted criticism from several leading representa-
tives of that tradition for falsely conflating philosophy with ‘religion,’ undervaluing the specific role of rational 
argument and theoretical construction, and projecting a determinately neoplatonic metaphilosophy back across 
the other ancient schools.5

TO NOT FORGET: PIERRE HADOT’S LAST BOOK ON GOETHE.
PIERRE HADOT, N’OUBLIE PAS DE VIVRE: GOETHE ET LA 
TRADITION DES EXERCISES SPIRITUELS 
(ALBIN MICHEL, 2008)

Matthew Sharpe

Yet Hadot’s last book, completed in 2008 and so just two years before his passing, was not on the ancient or 
Hellenistic philosophers he so loved.  The work takes as its subject the modern poet, novelist, scientist, states-
man and philosopher Johann Wolfgang von Goethe.  Dedicated to his grandson and “haunted” by reflection on 
his own imminent mortality6, Hadot’s 2008 study N’Oublie pas de vivre: Goethe et la tradition des exercise 
spirituels is a deeply sympathetic and beautiful book. Written in Hadot’s characteristically limpid prose, it 
represents both a novel intervention in scholarship on Goethe, and a revealing insight into Hadot’s distinct 
metaphilosophy and weltanschauung.  The book’s long third chapter on Goethe’s enigmatic “Orphic” poem 
Urworte underscores what the gentle sufficiency of Hadot’s prose can make his readers pass over7: the way that 
his untimely classical style, far from reflecting any shallowness of reflection, was underwritten by the author’s 
extraordinary erudition, spanning across ancient philosophy, literature, and the West’s mystical, hermetic and 
esoteric traditions. (169-181, 215-220)  

N’Oublie pas de vivre: Goethe et la tradition des exercises spirituels, which has remained untranslated, has 
hitherto attracted little scholarly recognition or critical notice, even in its native French.  It is this situation that 
this review essay hopes to redress, in the small way permitted to any such piece of writing.  In what follows, 
we examine in turn Hadot’s framing claims concerning the shaping ends and origins of Goethe’s species of 
neoclassicism (Part I), his claims concerning Goethe’s debt to the classical or Hellenistic tradition of spiritual 
exercises (Part II), before our closing remarks (Part III) challenge some of Hadot’s claims concerning the 
author of Faust, and then reflect on the significance of the fact that this last philosophical testament of Pierre 
Hadot’s was on a modern novelist, scientist, and poet, not an ancient philosopher.

I. ORIGINS, ENDS, FOUNDATIONS

Hadot takes the title of N’Oublie Pas de Vivre from Goethe’s characteristic, brief poem of 1826:

One knows of the memento mori
I love best to not resay
Why I must in the flight of life
Torture you with the limit!
This is why, an aging barbarian Docendo,
I recommend to you
My dear friend, according to the manner which is yours
No more than vivere memento! (Goethe at 11, 147)

Reflecting this poetic counsel, N’Oublie pas de vivre’s culminating fourth chapter is given over to expounding 
what for Hadot represents the core of Goethe’s philosophical message.  This in Hadot’s eyes is a full-blooded 
affirmation of this life and all it contains (“Le Oui à la vie et au monde”), as per the key poem “One and All”: 
Into the limitless to sink, 

No one, I trow, will ever blink, 
For there all sorrow we dismiss. 
Instead of cravings and wants untold, 
Fatiguing demands and duties cold, 
Surrender of one’s self is bliss. (Goethe at 249-250)

For Hadot, the overwhelming tonality of Goethe’s work is one of a conscious joy in being-there (freude am 
dasein/joie d’être-la (240-245)), captured well in Goethe’s comments to Schiller in a letter of June 1796:

Pleasure, joy, communion with things, it is that which is uniquely real, and all of what produces [true] 
reality.  All the rest is only vanity and deception. (Goethe at 244)
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The basis of this celebration of being-there, Hadot (like Karl Löwith8) stresses, lay in philosophical and aes-
thetic foundations which place Goethe in stark contrast to the historicism which was to emerge in Germany 
in the generations immediately following9.  For absolutely basic to all of Goethe’s work, Hadot argues, was a 
species of pantheistic naturalism: one which found voice alike in Goethe’s biological studies as in his novels 
and poetry—a remarkable conjunction Hadot examines in his previous work on natural philosophy, The Veil of 
Isis.10  Goethe’s species of pantheism, Hadot underscores, embraces a highly dynamic vision of nature, antici-
pating later lebensphilosophie, but observant of, and responsive to, a primordial register of physis beyond what 
humans, one passing part of the natural whole, typically evaluate as good and evil:

What we see of nature is force devouring force: nothing remains present, all passes, a million germs 
are destroyed at each instance, a million germs born ... beauty and ugliness, good and bad, all exist 
side by side with the same right. (Goethe at 248)  

Goethe’s joyous Oui to existence thus extends even to affirming the terrifying (au terrifiant/das Ungeheuer).  
The highest “sentiment of existing” for Hadot’s Goethe is thus—as it would later be for Schelling (253) and 
many of the later modern existentialists—a joy at once tinged with a certain “astonishment [saisissement]” or 
even angoisse before that which is “more profound than our selves” (sic.): an angoise with which his Faust 
identifies “the better part of man” (Goethe, Faust I, 6272-4), and Goethe the “primal experience” of life and 
being:

The immediate perception of originary phenomena plunges us into a sort of anguish … Before the 
originary phenomena, when, as they must, they appear to our senses, we feel a sort of fear which can 
pass into anguish … (255)  

The culminating section of N’Oublie pas de vivre hence sees Hadot highlighting the deep proximity of Goethe 
to his admirer, Friedrich Nietzsche.  (11, 256-267)  Unlike Nietzsche himself, and most other commentators11, 
Hadot has less than we might expect to say concerning Goethe’s well-known debts to Spinoza. (11; 48; 240; 
269)  More time is spent by Hadot on Goethe’s reading of the great German philologist Winckelmann’s influen-
tial work on the Greeks. (34-5)  Some fine pages are devoted to Goethe’s observations of classical ruins in his 
journey to Italy, and his captivation by representations of ancient life in the mural art at Pompeii and Hercula-
neum (26-31; 38)—all of which Hadot positions as decisive in moving Goethe away from the Sturm und Drang 
of The Young Werther to that mature position the “sage of Weimar” would later express in his conversations 
with Eckermann: “the classical is what I call the healthy; and the romantic the sickly…” (cf. 22-3; 25)

Indeed, while Hadot situates Goethe within a lineage of modern pantheistic philosophical naturalist thinking, 
his more idiosyncratic claim in the book is to resituate Goethe as what we might almost call an “ancient”: the 
worthy legatee of a much older Greek heritage of thought.   As his subtitle, Goethe et la tradition des exercises 
spirituels flags, however, this heritage is not that of the Greeks as envisaged in the idealisations of Winckel-
mann and Schiller, those untroubled lovers of natural beauty and mesure (33-36). (We do note, though, that 
his commentary in N’Oublie pas de vivre on Goethe’s celebration of ancient art’s ability to capture the eigen-
blick evoke this kind of romantic philhellenism closely enough that Hadot feels the need to distantiate Goethe 
from it. (36-38))12  The Hellenic (and Hellenistic) heritage Hadot wants to situate Goethe within is rather that 
which Hadot’s earlier work, principally Philosophy as a Way of Life, has uncovered.  This is a heritage from 
the philosophical Greeks; albeit one in which philosophical discourse, and theoretical accounts of human and 
wider nature were coupled with specific argumentative, meditative, somatic and rhetorical practices aimed to so 
deeply impress the results of the schools’ theoretical inquiries upon the psychai of students that they reshaped 
their entire sense, and ways, of life.  If Goethe valorised and celebrated in the classical Greeks and Romans an 
elevated species of serenity, Hadot argues: “what Nietzsche saw well [is also true], … that this serenity was 
acquired and not primitive, resulting from an immense effort of will … above all, it existed in the ancient world 
in a philosophical will to find such peace of the soul by the transformation of the self and its way of seeing the 
world.” (40)13

We turn now to Hadot’s claims concerning Goethe as conscious legatee of the ancient tradition of philosophi-
cal paideia or practice: a “voluntary, radical transformation of one’s way of living and looking at the world”14 
through existential or spiritual exercises.

II. THE SPIRITUAL EXERCISES IN GOETHE: ATTENTION TO THE PRESENT MO-
MENT AND THE VIEW FROM ABOVE

The first half of N’Oublie pas de vivre, in two lengthy chapters, is devoted to uncovering in Goethe’s literary 
productions, autobiography, correspondences and conversations, key “spiritual exercises” Hadot contends lay 
at the heart of ancient philosophy, taking varying but deeply cognate forms in the different schools.

The first of these exercises spirituels is a mindful attention to the present moment: “the only Goddess I adore,” 
as Hadot quotes Goethe in the title of his first chapter. (15)  Despite all their differences, Hadot contends that 
there is a “grande analogie” in the ways both the Stoics and Epicureans enjoined in their adherents a refined 
attentiveness to the present moment, as a key component of eudemonia and characteristic of philosophical 
enlightenment. (42)15  In the words of Marcus Aurelius (the subject, beside Goethe, of Hadot’s only other 
book-length study16 on a single author after his early works on Plotinus,17 Porphyry and Victorinus18): “All the 
happiness you are seeking by such long, roundabout ways you can have right now … I mean, if you leave all 
of the past behind you, if you leave the future to providence, and if you arrange the present according to piety 
and justice.”19  From Exercises spirituels et philosophie antique (largely translated as Philosophy as a Way of 
Life20) and Hadot’s other texts, Hadot unpacks several chains of reflection underscoring this high valuation of 
the present moment in Greek thought. N’Oublie pas de vivre concisely recounts these philosophical claims, 
tracing their logic through the extant Epicurean and Stoic texts:

• the recognition that the present alone, as against past and future is that tense in which we can act or 
suffer, and in which all our experiences, and all the things we can change within them, occur (as per 
Seneca’s advice to Lucilius: “Two things must be cut short: the fear of the future and the memory of 
past discomfort; [since] the one does not concern me anymore, and the other does not concern me 
yet.”21

• the recognition, which can be reanimated forcefully by memento mori (another key theme for 
philosophical meditation22), that the present is nevertheless passing and irretrievable, hence singular 
and precious, to be seized, sur-le-champ (as per the Epicurean Horace’s famous carpe diem! (42)23);
the reflection that the present, just as it is, is what we celebrate and wish to recur when we are happy 
(this is the aspect Nietzsche later highlights);
• and the acknowledgment that these significances of the present (Goethe’s eigenblick or the Stoic 
kairos (27)) are nevertheless most often forgotten by us, so that we do ‘forget to live’: instead becom-
ing caught up in the mundane present (Goethe’s das Gemeine (24)): our attention lost in concerns 
for external goods, the objects of unnecessary desires, the consideration of future possibilities and 
anticipatory rehearsal of responses to them24, the opinions and concerns of others, and futile regrets 
or nostalgie concerning things past.

The key instance Hadot highlights of Goethe’s advocacy of such a heightened attention to the present moment 
comes from the extraordinary second book of Faust.  It is the moment when Faust, in whom Hadot sees the 
definitively dynamic modern hero (16), glimpses a brief moment of happiness: almost long enough for him to 
wish for an instant to stop to say “stay a while, you are so beautiful”, and so lose his wager with Mephistoph-
eles.  Helen, the paradigmatic symbol of ancient beauty (22), has appeared to Faust.  Almost instantly, oneiri-
cally, the two fall in love.  Together then les amants begin to speak in rhyming lines, Faust at first offering to 
teach Helen this modern conceit (cf. 21), she quickly coming to complete his lines as if out of his own mouth:

Faust—Not backwards, forwards is the spirit’s sight,  
This moment now, alone … 
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Helen—is our delight.25

It is a moment of such intensity that, as Hadot comments, time itself seems for the hero and heroine to stop (19), 
and neither is untouched by that kind of angoisse before the sheer “splendour of being” (22) we met above:

Helen—I feel so far away and yet so near, And gladly say now: ‘Here, I am! Here!’
Faust—I scarcely breathe, I tremble, speech is dead: This is a dream: time and place have fled.
Helen—I seem exhausted, yet created new, Enmeshed with you, the unknown and the true.
Faust—Don’t seek to analyse so rare a fate!  Our duty is to live: though but for a day.26

This momentary exchange, that for Hadot so piquantly evokes the possibility of an elusive synthesis of ancient 
and modern, activity and contemplation (20-26), gives the title of one of Hadot’s essays in Exercises spirituels 
et philosophie antique.  In that essay as in N’Oublie pas de vivre, though, Hadot is able to cite ample instances 
of such a valorisation of the present instant in Goethe, notably in the Marienbad Elegy’s appeal to “with joyful 
wisdom / Look the instant in the eye! Do not delay!” (Hadot 1996, 231)  Also paradigmatic here for Hadot is 
Goethe’s tellingly titled “Rule Of Life” of 1815, which closely mirrors Seneca’s cited advice to Lucilius above:

If you would live unruffled by care -
Let not the past torment you e’er
Be angered as little as you can
And let the present be ever enjoyed;
Never let your heart be moved with hate,
And as for the future, confide it unto God. (Goethe at 231)

It is the same enigmatic advice Goethe was to give, late in his life, to Eckermann, directly echoing what Hadot 
takes to be the heart of the ancient philosophical exercises27: “Only persist in this, … hold fast by the present. 
Every situation—nay, every moment—is of infinite worth; for it is the representative of a whole eternity.”28  
Goethe, Hadot claims, “was in his way of living the present moment, … ‘half Stoic and half Epicurean.’  He 
enjoyed the present moment like an Epicurean, and willed it intensely like a Stoic.”29

Such advocacy of attention to, or enjoyment of, the present moment—which Hadot does not shrink from 
describing as verging on a “mystical dimension” in the Stoics30—raises many questions.  It can appear as an 
unphilosophical celebration of immediacy, as John M. Cooper31 has charged against Hadot—and the Neo-
Kantians charged of Goethe.  Nevertheless, as per Goethe’s cited advice to Eckermann, Hadot stresses that 
this ancient philosophical valuation of the present was the flipside of a larger sense that the present moment, 
seen aright, “offers us the whole of reality”32: as in the Stoic Chrysippus’ enigmatic claim that “If a person has 
wisdom for one instant, he is no less happy than he who possesses it for an eternity”; and Epicureans’ similarly 
enigmatic claims concerning the pleasure that was for them the highest good, that “[a]n infinite period of time 
could not cause us more pleasure than can be derived from this one.”33 

These difficult thoughts open onto the theme of Hadot’s second chapter on Goethe and the legacy of ancient 
philosophical exercises.  This is Goethe’s recurrent use, in reflections upon his own art and in his works them-
selves, of images of physical elevation and of looking down upon human affairs en haut, from above.  Once 
more, readers of Hadot’s better known works will be familiar with this “view from above” as a spiritual exer-
cise Hadot shows to have been advocated by figures like Seneca or Philo, practiced by Aurelius, and suggested 
in Plato’s Theaetetus, Timaeus and Republic.34  The view from above is an exercise in what Hadot, following 
the Stoics, calls lived physics (physique veçue).  In this exercise, the apparently wholly theoretical or con-
templative process of ascending philosophically from out of mundane opinions and concerns towards a more 
general understanding of the natural whole is advocated as a means to generate concrete but elevating ethical 
effects in practitioners.  As Hadot stresses again in N’Oublie pas de vivre, cultivating this “view from above” is 
directed in the ancient descriptions at generating two, complementary existential effects upon the person of the 

inquirer.  These are, first, what Foucault under Hadot’s influence calls a sense of “the irony of the miniscule”35.  
Seen from this new perspective, our everyday concerns, in which we have hitherto been caught up, are shown 
to be almost ant-like: less mountains than mole hills (as when Plato’s Socrates in the Theaetetus reports that the 
true philosopher, whose mind is “borne in all directions … studying the stars, and investigating the universal 
nature,” because of this considers all the usual political concerns of his fellows “petty and of no account”36).  
Secondly, and as a flipside to this reflective distancing of ourselves from our mundane selves, learning to philo-
sophically re-see our lives from this elevated perspective thus involves cultivating a kind of true or philosophi-
cal megalopsychia: “the epistēmē which makes one be above those things whose nature it is to happen to good 
and bad persons alike,” as the Stoics had redefined this aretē.37

These same senses of the view from above, Hadot claims in N’Oublie pas de vivre, are also in play at decisive 
moments in Goethe’s literary and poetic oeuvre.  As Hadot writes:

…. it is characteristic of the older Goethe to stage on high mountains the decisive moment of inner 
transformation of his heroes, where they detach themselves from their past, finally to rejoin in some 
way and to reorient themselves towards a new life … (119) 

Faust, devastated after Euphorion (his progeny by Helen)’s death in Faust II, is carried up on his beloved’s 
vestments “far above all that is vulgar, towards the highest ether”: and is thus able to surmount his sorrow, just 
as his recovery after Grechen’s death has been occasioned by the “joy” he senses in the living nature around 
him.  Wilhelm Meister, at the opening of the second volume of the Journeyman Years, is likewise placed by 
Goethe on a mountain peak looking down, before undertaking to remodel himself. The liberating release such 
“looking down” upon mundane concerns occasions, however, is in Goethe’s stagings, as in the ancient texts, 
the direct reverse of what Goethe presents as a profound re-connection with the larger whole.  Consider these 
extraordinary lines from “Granite”:

Seated on a bare summit, embracing in my regard a vast land, I can say to myself: ‘You rest here 
immediately on the rock which goes to the profoundest depths of the earth.  Nothing is interposed 
between me and the primitive world.’  In this instant, where the forces of attraction and of movement 
of the earth are exercised equally upon me, where the influences of the sky encircle me most closely, 
I am opened to the highest considerations over nature …. Here on the most ancient altar, which is 
raised without any intermediary on what is most profound in creation, I offer a sacrifice to the Being 
of beings: I touch the first, the most solid beginnings of our existence, I look on high at the world, the 
abrupt valleys with their soft slopes, these fertile plains that I see in the distance. My soul is elevated 
above herself and above all, and it is filled with nostalgia for the sky which is so close to me ….

For Hadot’s Goethe ‘above all’, though, such an elevation operates not simply as a recurrent image of spiri-
tual transformation within his poetry and novels.  It operates also as an image of poetry and artistic creativ-
ity itself, and thereby of Goethe’s own existential calling. “The poet, as a bird, can hover above the world,” 
Goethe writes, and his Faust compares the human spirit itself to a skylark: “it is inborn in every man, that his 
spirit sours onwards and upwards.”38  In some fascinating passages, Hadot traces Goethe’s fascination with the 
Montgolfier, the hot air balloon first flown in November 1783: which for Goethe in a letter to Schiller becomes 
an apt metaphor for the elevation he was just then experiencing reading Homer—as if he were himself one of 
Homer’s deities perched on Olympus looking down on the fields of Ilium below.39  “True poetry”, as Goethe 
reflects likewise in his autobiography (significantly entitled Poetry and Truth):

… is recognised in the way that, like a profane gospel, it is capable of delivering us from the earthly 
weights that we accept, because it procures to us at the time an inner serenity and external pleasure.  
Like a hot air balloon, true poetry elevates us, with the ballast which is attached to us, into superior 
regions where, because of her, inextricable human labyrinths are unravelled under our regard, which 
sees them now from on high …40
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In Hadot’s characteristic language, that is, Goethe’s conception of poetry was deeply philosophical, not simply 
for the many philosophical themes Goethe undertook to write upon, but as itself a means of spiritual or existen-
tial transformation: “to elevate each above himself.” (Goethe at 266)41

III. CONCLUDING REMARKS
 
N’Oublie pas de vivre is arguably the most personal of Hadot’s works: one which he avows with characteristic 
candour is a work of love, based upon a lifelong process of returning to and savouring Goethe’s works. (9) The 
very fact that Goethe was pre-eminently a great poet and that Hadot is comfortable situating him in a legacy of 
great litterateurs (pre-eminently Lucian and Voltaire) who, in his eyes, carried forward the ancient philosophi-
cal exercises as institutional philosophy devolved over Western history into “theory alone” reflects what is a 
distinct signature of Hadot’s meta-philosophy.  Hadot has long challenged any simple, hard and fast division 
between philosophy and literature, based on his sense of philosophy as a practice, and its shared concern with 
the literary arts always “to produce an effect, a habitus within the soul, or to provoke a transformation of the 
self of [their] addressee[s].”42  The focus on this-worldly life-affirmation (“the happiness and duty of existing 
in the cosmos”43) which Hadot celebrates in Goethe, cultivated through the two exercises of attention to the 
present moment and its demands, and assuming a reflective “view from above,” undoubtedly reflect the sub-
stantive core of Hadot’s untimely image of philosophy as an existentially serious business: “il ne s’agit pas de 
s’informer, mais de se former”. (10)  Hadot’s own writing in N’Oublie pas de vivre, finally, brings together, in 
a characteristic coincidence of opposites, Hadot’s classical restraint and encyclopaedic learning with the quiet, 
insistent affirmation of real existential commitment underlying his authorship.  For the Hadot of 2008, as much 
as in any of his previous works, the ideas he seeks and finds in Goethe concerning how to live, even in the sure 
knowledge of death’s immanence, matter existentially: not descriptions of ways of life only, they are also chal-
lenges and calls to self-transformation.

In the brief space available here, let me state two of the many questions Pierre Hadot’s last book may suggest 
for its reader. 

First, from the side of assessing the meaning and force of Pierre Hadot’s Goethe: a critical reader might ask 
whether Hadot’s attempt to situate Goethe as a legatee of Greek philosophical bios and the exercises spirituels 
does not, for all its insight, also blinker us from weighing aright the ways in which Goethe—the man and, as 
it were, the “human dynamo”—was in some ways definitively modern: more Faust than Helen or Hellenistic; 
and a dedicatee of world-transformation, rather than the serene world-contemplation of the Hellenistic sophoi.  
There is no question that Goethe’s definitive hero, Faust, begins as a good model for appreciating the Hadotian-
vision of philosophy.  This disgruntled scholar’s restless quest for life comes out of the same kind of ennui with 
academic studies that attracts many scholars today to Hadot’s work:

I’ve studied now Philosophy  
And Jurisprudence, Medicine,— 
And even, alas! Theology,—
From end to end, with labour keen;  
And here, poor fool! with all my lore  
I stand, no wiser than before … 
That which one does not know, one needs to use; 
And what one knows, one uses never.44

Yet, if we are to take Faust as Goethe’s crowning or emblematic work, as Hadot seems at times comfortable 
with doing, it is unclear whether Goethe’s hero ever overcomes that restless dynamism that sees him “storm 
through life,” as he reflects45: “every moment … unsatisfied.”46  Nor, short of his final otherworldly beatifica-
tion, is it wholly clear that Faust achieves any kind of meaningful spiritual tranquilitas or ataraxia in this life, 
or ability to look the present moment in the face: the goal of the Hellenistic schools central to Hadot’s later 

work. Throughout the poem’s two books, this veritable force of nature “desires, achieves my course, desires 
again, and so, with force …”47 until we finally see him sighting fulfilment in a project that for the Greeks would 
surely have seemed definitively hybristic: that of trying to subdue the seas, à la the Persian King at Salamis.48  
It is true that, elevated by the voyage en haut after Euphorion and Helen depart, Faust does at least begin to 
place his titanism at the service of others.  It is Faust’s envisaging of a “free earth: where a free race, in free-
dom, stand” that delivers Faust “the developer”49 his “highest moment” and mortal rest with the ability to at last 
say to the present moment: “‘Stay a while! You are so lovely!’50  Yet the final scenes of the epic are famously 
enigmatic, beginning with Faust’s responsibility for the forcible relocation—like some perverse Zeus—of the 
elderly, defenceless Baucis and Philemon in the name of his new utopia; continuing through Faust’s “last and 
greatest act of will”51 in the creation of “a Paradise /Whose boundaries hold back the raging tide”52; to his 
death, transfiguration and beatific vision as Doctor Marianus.  Even as Faust contemplates the new paradise for 
“many millions” he foresees, he avows that “[t]he last word wisdom ever has to say” is that “[h]e only earns his 
freedom and existence, who’s forced to win them freshly every day.”

Just so, the sage of Weimar’s classicism so ably brought out by Hadot formed but one component of that intense 
spiritual dynamism that saw Goethe himself produce novels, poems, dramas, over 3000 sketches, scientific 
works, an autobiography, and over 10,000 letters (written up until the very week of his death).  Hadot is forced 
to confront Goethe’s distinctive modernity in his long chapter on the poem Urworte, which ends by appealing 
to hope (elpis), in contrast to the well-known ancient cautions concerning the last thing out of the Hesiodic 
Pandora’s box.  Hadot tries, via recourse to Goethe’s pantheism, to interpret the poem in a way consistent with 
the kind of immanent world-affirmation he sees in the Hellenistic philosophies:   

… Hope in Primal Words [is] a power which, in turning us towards what is elevated, permits us to 
reinterpret the destiny which is imposed on us and to act with confidence by situating our action 
within the perspective of the All and the will of God-Nature.  Hope is inherent to life and to action.  
To hope, it is to be in life, it is to be active …” (236) 

Yet it is difficult, even for Hadot, to square Goethe’s stated conviction late in his life “… of our survival 
[beyond death] coming from the concept of activity”—viz.: “If, until my end, I act without an instant of rest, 
nature is obliged to assign me another form of existence …” (235)—with the philosophical dogmata of any of 
the ancient schools.  For all of Goethe’s criticisms of Francis Bacon, this ethical activism indeed stands much 
closer to Bacon’s influential criticism of the ancient ethical philosophers in The Advancement of Learning as 
privileging the contemplative over active lives, and private contemplative perfection over charitable, dynamic 
devotion to the public good.53

To criticise Hadot’s rendition of Goethe, however, seems peevish given the many riches, and the unique intel-
lectual perspective, N’Oublie pas de vivre brings to the study of the sage of Weimar.  Our closing thoughts here 
then will concern Hadot’s oeuvre as a whole, and the particular light this last, lesser-known book on Goethe 
retrospectively casts back on his better-known studies.  

By far the predominant anxiety expressed by Anglo-American critics of Hadot’s work concerns the way that his 
emphasis on philosophy as cultivating an ongoing state of attention or awareness can be seen to sit in tension 
with rigorous argumentation and the dispassionate concern for truth.  N’Oublie pas de vivre will do nothing 
to allay those academic anxieties about Hadot’s work: arraigning Goethe, a self-professed poet, as a principal 
modern legatee of classical philosophy, if anything highlights the methodological and substantive distance be-
tween his work and predominant, analytic later modern readings of classical and Hellenistic philosophy.  While 
Hadot’s published work turned increasingly to the Hellenistic schools after 1970, the Compte rendus of his 
courses at the École Pratique des Hautes Etudes54, and three late commentaries on Plotinus’ Enneads (Traités 
9, 38, and 5055), shows Hadot’s continuing interest in Western mysticism.  It also invites the supposition56 that 
his early experiences and encounter with Plotinus overwhelmingly shaped his wider sense of philosophia, as 
well as his particular sensitivities in reading Goethe. (251)
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A more provocative consideration prompted by N’Oublie pas de vivre, as it seems to me, concerns the sig-
nificance of Hadot choosing to write his last monograph not on the ancient thought whose study had made 
his name, but on the modern personage of Goethe.  In What is Ancient Philosophy? in particular, the status 
of modern philosophy in Hadot’s picture is left tellingly underdeveloped: on the one hand, modern purely 
theoretical philosophical discourse carries forward the subordination of philosophia of the Christian era into 
modernity; while on the other, Hadot briefly invokes a series of figures, from Montaigne to Kant, Thoreau, and 
Wittgenstein, who he argues have remained aware of, or practiced, varieties of philosophising as a way of life.  
N’Oublie pas de vivre’s work on Goethe clearly serves in part to fill this lacuna in Hadot’s historical narra-
tive, and to show the kind of rereading of modern thinkers opened up for readers by Hadot’s methodology and 
metaphilosophy.  Yet, as his last philosophical testament, this book on Goethe casts a revealing, indirect light 
on Hadot’s own, seemingly wholly antiquarian, “return to the ancients.”  Hadot has been remarkably forthcom-
ing in interviews concerning his intellectual development.  In that development, he assigns central, formative 
places to the moderns Montaigne, Nietzsche, Kierkegaard, Wittgenstein, Goethe and Heidegger.  Certainly, 
then, when we turn back via N’Oublie pas de vivre to the earlier works, one is struck by just how central Goethe 
in particular has been in his work: particularly in shaping his key essays in Philosophy as a Way of Life on the 
exercises of attention to the present moment and the view from above.57

The placing of N’Oublie pas de vivre as Hadot’s effective, last philosophical testament then inescapably raises, 
on one hand, the question of the influence of the modern philosophical visions Hadot was surrounded with, 
as a student in the 20th century, and his vision of ancient philosophy.  At the deepest level, though, Hadot’s 
choice to write his final work on Goethe’s living debt to ancient thought and arts of living can I think be seen 
as emblematic of a much more important register of Hadot’s lifework.  This was Hadot’s desire not so much to 
rearticulate, in either elegiac or celebratory mode, any absolute “ancient-modern” opposition.  Hadot’s work, 
it seems to me, stands as its own distinct kind of challenge to the historicist suppositions that usually underlie 
such “philosophies of history” altogether.58  Hadot’s own way of writing for its part attests that as well as “mak-
ing people love old truths”, as he once described his goal59, his larger ambition was to in effect short-circuit the 
idea that ancient truths are of interest only to antiquarians.  Through sympathetically showing how these old 
truths speak to continuing human needs and interests, these books aim to inspire new generations of modern 
readers: as he once described this “indirect communication,” “allowing [sic.] a call to be heard that the reader 
has the freedom to accept or refuse.”60  It is in such a remarkable invitation to new generations to “take up, from 
scratch, the task of learning to read and to re-read these ‘old truths’” (“for their meaning to be understood, these 
truths must be lived, and constantly re-experienced”61) that Hadot’s own Lynceus-like62 task, elpis and “highest 
moment” surely lay.  N’Oublie pas de vivre: Goethe et la tradition des exercises spirituels, which closes with 
its own veritable hymn to a joie de vie that is as much Hadotian as Goethian (273), is a fitting last call in this 
lifework: not a ‘call for papers’, but for new philosophers.
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Philosophy and the study of the actual world have the same relation to one another as onanism and 
sexual love. 
Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The German Ideology (1847)1

The fantasy of language separating us from authentic being exemplifies philosophical onanism.
Leo Bersani, Thoughts and Things (2015)2

“Onanism,” in the epigraphs above, is bad—a kind of slur. And yet, ironically, what Bersani calls “philosophi-
cal onanism” (which, of course, would be a mere tautology for Marx and Engels, for whom “philosophy” is 
“onanism”) is precisely what Marx and Engels appear to be guilty of when they argue, immediately prior to the 
lines quoted above, that one must simply “leave philosophy”: “leap out of it and devote oneself like an ordinary 
man to the study of actuality.”3 After all, wouldn’t such a retreat from “philosophical phraseology”4 assume as 
its very condition of possibility “the fantasy of language separating us from authentic being,” i.e., precisely that 
which exemplifies “philosophical onanism”? 

In this way, perhaps we must add Marx and Engels to a hypothetical list of other “philosophical onanists” 
already treated in the Bersanian corpus, which, when read retrospectively (from behind, ass first), would have 
to begin with (the letter A), “Artaud, Birth, and Defecation,” Bersani’s 1976 essay for Partisan Review.5 Here, 
“Artaud’s mistrust of verbal language” (A 446) and, specifically, his desire to abolish the dispossessing, dis-
seminating “tyranny of the text” (A 439) in order to devote himself to “the physical immediacy of the theater” 
(A 439) is symptomatic, for Bersani, of a consciousness retreating to “the brutal if illusory omnipotence of 
masturbatory fantasies” (A 450). Or as Bersani puts it:

Artaud’s most urgent need is to abolish the space between the self and the world . . . to save itself 
from any extensions or, to use a Derridean term, any dissemination which would scatter and destroy 
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presence. (A 446) 

[Thus:]

The brutality of desire has to do with its solipsistic nature: the world it conjures up is responsible only 
to a personal formula for satisfaction. In a sense, the ideal context for triumphant desire is masturba-
tion. (A 451) 

So, already in 1976, “masturbation,” for Bersani, is master-bation, a form of “brutal if illusory” mastery. And in 
seeking to abolish the space—or what we might call the spacing of writing—between “the self and the world” 
in order “to save itself from any extensions,” Artaud exemplifies the “paranoid relationality” (TT 3)—the 
hatred of the world promoted by ideologies of self-preservation (and self-love)—that will become a dominant 
motif in Thoughts and Things, particularly in chapter 3, “‘Ardent Masturbation’ (Descartes. Freud, Proust, 
et al.).” which attempts to trace this “paranoid relationality” to a powerful Cartesian assumption in Western 
thought, namely, “the ontological gap separating res cogitans from res extensa” (the disjunction between the 
self and the world), which has, according to Bersani, “accustomed us to thinking our connection to otherness in 
terms of epistemological appropriation and possession” (TT ix). In a word: master(y)-bation.

Thoughts and Things, however, is more than Bersani’s attempt to re-treat masturbation. Rather, in this latest 
collection of essays, Bersani asks an even more diabolical question: What would it mean to retreat from the 
“masturbatory retreat” (Bersani TT 34)? Or as he wonders in chapter 3:

Is there a nonmasturbatory mode of thinking, and of writing? In asking this last question, I don’t 
mean, absurdly, to reduce thinking and writing to masturbation. (Bersani TT 54)

And yet, when Bersani advises his readers at the start of Thoughts and Things to skip ahead and begin their 
reading with chapter 3, “‘Ardent Masturbation’ (Descartes, Freud, Proust, et al.),” the implication is clear: be-
fore speculating about any “nonmasturbatory mode of thinking,” we must first come to grips with that “brutal 
if illusory” will to knowledge and mastery embodied by a “masturbatory mode of thought” (Bersani TT 63), 
beginning, above all, with the solitary retreat of Descartes’ Meditations (1641). 

Although just one of many retreats treated in Thoughts and Things—from the masturbatory fantasies of Genet’s 
prison cell (Our Lady of the Flowers) and Proust’s cork-lined room (Remembrance of Things Past), to the story 
of an orphan who retreats into the woods to merge with a tree in Pierre Bergounioux’s La Casse (1994)—Des-
cartes’ Meditations nevertheless remains the model, if not the inaugurator, of a modern “pattern of autonomous 
self-reflection” (TT 42) which, as Bersani says, “links Descartes to otherwise very distinct thinkers who follow 
him” (TT 42) in the “arduous”—if not “ardent”—discipline of “approaching, encircling, and finally mastering 
the inner grounds of thought’s certainty” (TT 42). And indeed, it is the discipline of this step-by-step proce-
dure of (mental) mastery, so meticulously inventoried in the Meditations, which interests Bersani. He quotes 
Descartes: “‘I will now shut my eyes, stop my ears, and withdraw my senses’; ‘I will converse with myself 
and scrutinize myself more deeply’” (TT 40). This movement of withdrawal—of solitary retreat—not only 
exemplifies the “paranoid relationality” of Cartesian introspection. As a prelude to a form of epistemological 
master(y)-bation, Bersani suggests, its hard-won discoveries are like so many “sublimated climaxes” (TT 54):  

These discoveries curiously resemble preludes to an activity of considerably less historical signifi-
cance [namely, masturbation] . . . . In fantasy, as in Cartesian introspection, the world is set aside in 
order that the elements of its presence within the subject may be reassembled in view of a mastering 
of the world—in masturbatory fantasy, [it is] a mastery coterminous with the rearrangement itself, 
[while] in Descartes [it is] a mastering subsequent to the solitary introspective reassemblage of the 
instruments of conquest. (Bersani TT 54; emphasis added)
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Either way, this “apparently trivializing analogy” (TT 54) sets the stage for what Bersani, at the end of chapter 
3, will invoke as the possibility of a “nonmasturbatory, world-immersed mode of thinking and writing” (TT 
56).6 

Although there are several hints as to what this might look like—for instance, Bersani considers the “oneness 
of cosmic being” (TT xii) in chapter 5, “Far Out,” and affirms the “anti-Cartesian assumption of a commonality 
of being among the human subject and both the human and nonhuman world” (TT 62) in chapter 4, “‘I Can 
Dream, Can’t I’”—the two main examples of this “world-immersed” mode in Thoughts and Things involve 
what we might call filmic retreats, namely, the (utopic) figure of the Foreign Legion in Claire Denis’s film Beau 
travail (1999), and the (dystopic) figure of Wrenwood in Todd Haynes’s film Safe (1995). 

Before considering these two retreats, however, we should note that for Bersani the retreat of masturbation is 
always profoundly bound-up with the familial (or Oedipal) retreat, so that the figure of “the orphan” running 
throughout Thoughts and Things, by its very absence of parents (or family relations), would seem to promise 
new modes of relationality—unfamiliar modes of connectedness and sociality—beyond “the relational identi-
ties imposed on the subject” (TT xi) by the insular violence of the “family retreat” (TT 114) and its imperatives 
of self-preservation (and self-love). It’s no accident then that Bersani describes the (utopic) figure of the Le-
gionnaires in Beau travail as “an international collection of ethnically orphaned men, many of them displaced 
foreign nationals with a past from which the Legion allows them to escape” (TT 6). For these “nation-orphans” 
(TT 100), as Bersani calls them, the Legion—not France—is homeland. Having no “fatherland,” the Legion-
naires in Beau travail represent not only a retreat from the “family [nation] retreat,” but, in the many scenes of 
them arduously training together on “an arid plateau overlooking the sea and facing three volcanic formations 
rising from the water” (TT 11), as Bersani notes, the Legionnaires embody an expansive, “world-immersed” 
mode of depsychologized connectedness. 

By removing (or withdrawing) these training scenes from any militaristic base, Denis treats the Legionnaires 
less as a subject-to-know than as a “filmic experiment in bodily relatedness” (TT 11). As Bersani puts it:

The exercises we now see have no clearly discernible combat function; they prepare the Legionnaires 
for nothing except the sociality being improvised by their bodies in their choreographed movements. 
The choreography demilitarizes them. [ . . .] Intimacy is exhausted by the exhausting repetition of 
a strenuous and fundamentally indifferent coming together. An energetic choreography stifles the 
movements of desire before they can become psychic designs. Sensuality, depsychologized, is pre-
vented from mutating into the sexual. The pleasures into which the Legionnaires exercise themselves 
are nonpurposive pleasures of touch. (TT 11-12)

If this (utopic) “nonsadistic movement” (TT 12) embodied by Denis’s Legionnaires is as close as we get to a 
“nonmasturbatory, world-immersed mode of thinking and writing” in Thoughts and Things, then the (dystopic) 
retreat of Wrenwood would seem to be its sinister twin. 

Sinister because, like the Legionnaires, Carol White in Safe could also be read as a figure of retreat from the 
“family retreat,” leaving her family behind to join the Wrenwood commune after being made aware of her 
“world-immersed” connectedness to and oneness with the environment (albeit in the negative form of allergy 
and disease). And yet, while the removal (or withdrawal) of the Legionnaires moves towards an expansive, 
depsychologized sociality, for Bersani, Carol’s retreat seems to move in the opposite direction: towards a psy-
chologized solitude of self-preservation (and self-love). It’s no surprise, then, that Bersani describes Carol’s 
supposedly toxin-free quarters at Wrenwood in terms that recall the (masturbatory) retreat of Cartesian intro-
spection and its “paranoid relationality”:

[Carol] has to leave her cabin, still too exposed to poisons from the outside, and take what may be 
permanent refuge in a small, white, windowless, porcelain-lined, almost furniture-free, igloo-like 

structure that leaves her sequestered even from the sequestered Wrenwood community, alone with 
the self that is, she has been taught to believe, both the source of her illness and a possible cure (TT 
28). 

The fact that Carol has been taught these things—this “gospel of self-love” (TT 32), as Bersani calls it—by 
Peter Dunning, the pastoral father-figure of Wrenwood, only further proves that Carol, unlike the “orphaned” 
Legionnaires, never truly retreats from the “family retreat,” or, more sinisterly, has simply replaced one (fam-
ily/masturbatory) retreat for another.7 Indeed, the insidious message of father Peter to his Wrenwood flock—
i.e., that environmental/immune diseases can be treated by self-love—is one Bersani believes he has heard 
all-too-well before “during the early years of AIDS”:

Especially during the early years of AIDS, we were repeatedly told that the best and safest protection 
against dangerous relations with others is to renounce intimate relations with them and to practice 
abstinence. And if abstinence must allow for some sexual practice, that practice will of course be 
masturbation—that is, sexual self-love. Thus gays were once again marginalized, this time with ap-
parent scientific authorization, in order to both save us from a world that had become too dangerous 
for us, and to save the world from the danger we embodied. (TT 33; emphasis added)

Bersani, here, changes his tack. Instead of masturbation being a form of “brutal if illusory” mastery and (self-) 
possession, it’s now as if the (gay) masturbators themselves are mastered, duped by well-meaning gurus like 
Peter, and put in their (safe) place. Thus, “Wrenwood is the perfect servant of a political strategy designed by 
networks of power to isolate individuals from political life” (Bersani TT 33). This “Foucauldian” (TT 33) tack 
is then developed by Bersani below in what can only be called an unbelievable passage:

Safe is indeed “about” AIDS in the sense that it enacts, as a voluntary retreat from society, the 
banishment from the relational field of intimacy that a homophobic culture was able to present as 
a hygienic imperative, and that poor, mystified Peter sees as an opportunity for self-knowledge and 
self-love. Peter has learned how to love Peter, which also means that Peter has learned to make of 
his own peter the principal object of his desire. His cure for dangerous relations—a cure for himself 
and for others—is the oxymoron of a masturbatory relationality . . . . At the same time, in obeying 
the now medically authorized homophobic goal of removing [gays] from sexuality (and especially 
nonmonogamous sexuality), the social order granted us a new kind of legitimacy: one earned by our 
acceptance of a masturbatory retreat, our acceptance of “Wrenwood” as providing the boundaries of 
our identity. (TT 34)    

This passage is unbelievable for several reasons. 

First, it should be noted that Foucault initially planned to include a separate volume on masturbation (La Crois-
ade des enfants) in his History of Sexuality series, which he later abandoned. But judging from his lectures at 
the Collège de France on the Abnormal (1974-1975), we can assume that, as Foucault sees it, the invention 
of “the children’s crusade”—and its ardent quest to eradicate masturbation by violently pathologizing and 
responsibilizing its relations—was carried out, precisely, in the name of what Bersani above calls a “hygienic 
imperative.”8 The fact that Bersani himself attempts to turn masturbation into a “hygienic imperative” in the 
passage above—repeating this pathologizing/responsibilizing violence—is not only a massive irony at the 
heart of Thoughts and Things. It is, frankly, hard to believe that Bersani could be so oblivious to such a key 
part of Foucault’s corpus. 

Second, the notion that masturbation “removes” gays from sexuality, as Bersani claims above, is unbelievable 
in its assumption that masturbation is not itself a form of “sexuality,” as if “sexuality” only occurs between two 
(or more) human beings, or as if one is ever truly “one,” ever truly “alone.” Indeed, one wonders how Bersani 
would respond to the implication of Lacan’s aphoristic claim that “there is no sexual relationship,” namely, that 
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all “sex” (even what Marx and Engels, in our epigraph, call actual “sexual love”) is masturbation with a partner 
(whether two or more humans are involved or not)?9 

Third, the idea that masturbation (or the “masturbatory retreat”) could ever provide “the boundaries of our 
identity,” as Bersani claims above, is unbelievable since, unlike the inventions of “the heterosexual” and “the 
homosexual,” the invention of “masturbation” in the eighteenth century never solidified into a “sexual iden-
tity.” Indeed, “the great interest of autoeroticism,” as Eve Sedgwick has pointed out, is precisely as a “form of 
sexuality . . . that today completely fails to constitute anything remotely like a minority identity.”10 Of course, 
for Bersani to admit this “complex history” (Sedgwick 135) would also mean admitting that the term most 
associated with masturbation since the eighteenth century is not “self-love,” as he repeatedly insists, but “self-
abuse”—a kind of “battering or mutilation of oneself” (Sedgwick 145). So why this erasure? 

If the term “self-abuse” never occurs in Thoughts and Things, it is because, I believe, it cannot occur there 
without radically undermining Bersani’s claims about the “masturbatory retreat” and its supposedly “paranoid 
relationality” of self-protection and self-preservation. This erasure, in other words, is itself an act of self-
protective, self-preserving “self-love.”

Perhaps the most blatant of these (self-protective, self-preserving) erasures of Thoughts and Things occurs in 
chapter 3, “‘Ardent Masturbation’ (Descartes, Freud, Proust, et al.).” As Bersani notes, the title “ardent mas-
turbation” is taken from a non-standard translation of Freud’s German phrase: “die eifrig geübte Onanie” (TT 
53). With its connotations of burning mastery, we can understand why Bersani would “prefer” Joan Riviere’s 
non-standard translation (“ardent masturbation”) to a more literal translation, such as “diligently practiced 
onanism,” or even “eagerly skilled onanism.” However, we must ask: what has been lost in this “preference”? 
Is “onanism” the same as “masturbation”? 

Although such a question is never asked by Bersani, his allusion to Derrida’s Dissemination (1972) in his early 
Artaud essay (if not in Thoughts and Things) begs it.11 Dissemination, after all, is a text littered with refer-
ences to an (undecidably) in/voluntary spilling and scattering of “seeds (spermata)” (351) which, as Derrida 
says, is “always carried out at a loss and unto death” (351). Dissemination, we might say, is sown in the sticky 
refuse of Onan, the man put to death in the Old Testament book of Genesis after having “spilt his seed on the 
ground,” but whose name, ironically, gives birth to “onanism,” that eighteenth-century invention disseminated 
throughout Europe in various medical manuals and sensational handbooks. As Stengers and Van Neck recount 
this “crime of Onan” (Gen. 38: 6-10):

Judah, the Bible says, had three sons, the eldest of whom where Er and Onan. Er married Tamar, but 
he “offended Yahweh greatly, so Yahweh brought about his death. Then Judah said to Onan, take 
your brother’s wife, and do your duty as her brother-in-law, to produce a child for your brother. But 
Onan, knowing the child would not be his, spilt his seed on the ground every time he slept with his 
brother’s wife, to avoid providing a child for his brother. What he did was offensive to Yahweh, so 
he brought about his death.”12

Onan, we might say, refuses to play the “family game” (Bersani TT 14)—the generation(al) game—through a 
kind of technique of the spilt seed “carried out at a loss and unto death.” 

In fact, it is this retreat from the “family retreat”—this onanistic refusal of reproductive futurity—that ulti-
mately provokes death. It’s no accident that Tissot, in his infamous anti-masturbation treatise, L’Onanisme, ou 
Dissertation physique sur les maladies produites par la masturbation (1760), compares onanism to “an act of 
suicide.”13 Indeed, Bersani himself seems to sense something of this “self-negativizing” (TT 35), as he calls it, 
in the (masturbatory) retreat of Carol in Safe. But if “the negativity of Carol’s withdrawal from the world” (TT 
93) remains a mysterious black hole in Thoughts and Things—“it is up to us to decide,” as Bersani says, “if 
that body harbors some as yet unnamed passion” (TT 36)—this mysterious remainder nevertheless attests in 

its very “negativity” to an erasure of onanistic “self-abuse” at the heart of Thoughts and Things (as if ardently 
rubbed-out), a “self-abuse” whose dissemination is beyond willful mastery and indifferent to self-preservation, 
or as Derrida says, “spills it in advance” (268).  

In a similar way, Genet—the onanistic orphan—remains a foreclosed figure of “negativity” at the heart of Ber-
sani’s reading of Our Lady of the Flowers. It’s ironic because, as we’ve seen, the figure of “the orphan” usually 
appears in Thoughts and Things as a promise of (utopic) retreat from the insular violence of the familial (or 
Oedipal) retreat. Indeed, Bersani ends chapter 1, “Father Knows Best,” in exalted praise for “orphans”:

I would like my own exercise in witnessing [in Thoughts and Things] to be taken as an admittedly 
exalted collaboration with the children who refuse the family game imposed on them, children who 
insist, in their play, on the foreignness of that game and on their determination to remain orphans. 
(TT 14)

But if Bersani never mentions Genet’s orphanhood—in stark contrast to his exalted Legionnaires—perhaps it’s 
because Genet remains too much a prisoner of what Bersani calls “his exalted masturbatory fantasies” (TT 16). 
And yet, how else would “the children,” as Bersani says, “refuse the family game imposed on them,” if not by 
refusing the Oedipal game and its suppression of masturbation, imposed, as Freud says (in the case of a boy), 
by parents “forbidding him to manipulate his genitals”?14 After all, Freud is clear: “Every new arrival on this 
planet is faced by the task of mastering the Oedipus complex.”15 And the epitome of this mastery is precisely 
the renunciation, as Freud says (this time speaking of a girl), of “the manual stimulation of her genitals.” In 
fact, so crucial is this renunciation that Freud himself wonders in his last book, An Outline of Psychoanalysis 
(1940), whether the Oedipus complex would even exist without this suppression of masturbation, stating: “no 
investigation has yet been made of the form taken by [the Oedipus complex] among races and in civilizations 
which do not suppress masturbation among children” (O 93). 

Admittedly, Bersani’s reconsideration of the mother-child dyad—as a way of questioning “the necessity of 
the father as the vehicle of entry into the social” (TT 110)—seems to offer an alternative: “There is a warmth 
of fusion prior to the relational itself” (Bersani TT 113). And indeed, it is precisely the figure of “the orphan” 
in Bergounioux’s La Casse that invites us, as Bersani says, to consider “maternal warmth not as fortifying a 
world-denying intimacy, but as spreading beyond the child and suffusing otherness not with echoes of familial 
violence but rather with a nonfamilial familiarity” (TT 114). Here, finally, we might say, is a “nonmasturbatory, 
world-immersed mode of thinking and writing.” And yet, what else is this “maternal warmth” but “the warm 
flow of milk” (T 47), as Freud says, stimulating the child’s lips as it ardently sucks at the mother’s breast? As 
Freud notes, “To start with, the child certainly makes no distinction between the breast and its own body” (O 
89); “it has no sexual object, and is thus auto-erotic” (T 48). But isn’t this auto-eroticism precisely what Bersani 
wants to call a “warmth prior to the relational itself”? Ironically, if “maternal warmth” (or “cosmic oneness”) 
turns out to be just another name for “auto-eroticsim,” then Bersani ends up sounding a lot like “poor, mysti-
fied Peter.” 

If not, in his ardent desire to retreat from the “masturbatory retreat,” Bersani has simply proven himself a true 
disciple of the “philosophical onanism” of Artaud, who once wrote:

I have only a face of wax and I am an orphan
And yet wherever I go Angels come
To show me the path of that strange Father
Whose heart is softer than a human father’s heart

Seek me out, I come from the kingdom of peace,
That peace that penetrates the very stones,
And I have pity on this incessant dust
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Of human bones returning to the burned ground.

I am he who can dissolve the terror 
Of being a man . . . .16
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In her new book, Cut of the Real: Subjectivity in Poststructuralist Philosophy,1 Katerina Kolozova—profes-
sor at the Institute of Social Sciences and Humanities Research in Skopje, Macedonia—seeks to recover the 
concepts of the Real and the One for contemporary poststructuralist and feminist philosophy. Drawing upon 
the non-philosophy of Francois Laruelle by using non-philosophical materials, Kolozova provides a corrective 
for the poststructuralist overemphasis on multiplicity, plurality, and heterogeneity, in the domain of the subject.

Kolozova begins her book by identifying Speculative Realism as indicative of “the need in twenty-first-century 
continental philosophy to traverse the postmodern or poststructuralist limits of thought.”2 Citing the correla-
tionist position that the Real is outside of access by thought, Kolozova calls for a return to the possibility of 
thinking the being of the world through terms such as ‘the Real’ or ‘the One’. Francois Laruelle introduces the 
book with a non-philosophical treatment of the distinction between sex and gender. Laruelle’s non-philosoph-
ical critique seeks to undermine the confidence of philosophy by pointing out that philosophy supplies itself 
with its own sufficiency and its own assurance when in fact the terms that philosophy employs “do not manage 
to determine their object precisely.”3 Following from Laruelle’s preface, the introduction to Cut of the Real 
situates the book against the threefold backdrop of Meillassoux’s critique of correlationism, Zizek’s argument 
for a Lacanian version of the Real, and Laruelle’s attempt to think the One outside of the auto-legitimation 
of traditional philosophy. Elsewhere, Laruelle writes that “[p]hilosophy continuously talked about the One, 
presupposed it, invoked it, but without properly thematizing it”.4 This observation that “the One is an object at 
the margins of philosophy” and that philosophy suffers from a “forgetting of the One” then leads Laruelle to 
the proposal “to think the One ‘itself’, independently of being and the other” and in such a way that attempts 
to “think according to the One rather than trying to think the One.”5 In this way Kolozova can be seen to be 
extending Laruelle’s imperative to rethink and recover the One.

Kolozova’s argument begins with several explanations of Laruelle’s terminology, one of which is “Vision-in-
One”. Vision-in-One, for Laruelle and Kolozova, prevents the simple equivocation of thought and the Real, 

THE RECOVERY OF THE ONE. KATERINA KOLOZOVA, 
CUT OF THE REAL: SUBJECTIVITY IN POSTSTRUCTURALIST 
PHILOSOPHY (COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY PRESS, 2014)
Maxwell Kennel

while permitting thought to access the Real through the circumlocutions of the non-philosophical vocabulary. 
Laruelle’s grammar of thinking is difficult, and it turns in upon itself (intentionally or unintentionally) with 
the goal of providing a rigorous manner in which to bring thought in line with the Real. Laruelle’s “rigorous” 
and “scientific” approach attempts to aggressively critique the self-sufficient auto-legitimation exhibited by 
much contemporary philosophy. Kolozova’s critique is much narrower, despite the fact that she uses the same 
resources, and her critique of philosophical thinking focuses on feminist poststructuralist discourse, and the 
discourse on and of ontology.

Laruelle critiques the intercontamination of thought and the Real (‘amphibology’) for foreclosing the possibil-
ity of “rigorous theoretical investigation”.6 Kolozova extends this critique, arguing that the inability of con-
temporary philosophy to think of the Real as meaningless indicates a tautologous affirmation of the principle 
of identity (A=A). Levelling a critique of transcendence against the mixing of thought and the Real in a term 
such as “being”, Kolozova suggests (with Laruelle) that the transcendental representation of being should be 
made immanent by a particular nominative gesture which understands “’the One’ as one of the ‘first names’ of 
the Real.”7 The second half of her introduction extends the use of non-philosophy for the purposes of critiquing 
“the mainstream legacy of poststructuralist feminist philosophy”—a critique which straddles investment in the 
discourse, and a posture which is external to that discourse.8 One way in which Kolozova critiques from within 
and without, is by identifying the tendency, in poststructuralism, to crystallize the binary form. She writes,

...there seems to be a consensus concerning several binaries of asymmetrical opposing terms. One of 
the two elements of the binary is always negative and excluded (as meaningless) from the explana-
tory apparatus of what is deemed and recognized as postmodern theory of authority. It is excluded 
not only as meaningless, irrelevant, inoperative for the postmodernist and poststructuralist stance in 
interpreting Reality but also as a politically reactionary and morally wrong notion.9 

This critique of asymmetry is certainly in the spirit of feminist poststructuralism, and it is this critique of asym-
metry which Kolozova reverses on three accounts: (1) the critique resists the equivocation of the One with 
totalitarian thinking, (2) the critique resists the restriction which asserts that the One is off-limits to thought, 
and (3) the critique rejects the reduction to language of thought’s access to being.10 These three critical points 
are outlined at the outset and then approached in different ways throughout the text of Cut of the Real. 

Departing from the conditions of poststructuralist thinking, such as the critique of binary thinking, Kolozova 
critiques the common resistance to stability and universality by objecting to the connection between poli-
tics and epistemology in poststructuralist thinking. The intercontamination of the political resistance to any 
universalization with the ontological and epistemological registers too readily shuts down the possibility of 
“conceiving of new forms of universalism that do not have to be totalitarian.”11 For Kolozova, the way towards 
a universalism without the violence of totalitarian thinking is through Laruelle’s radical concepts, and more 
importantly through her own argument for “a radically universal solidarity” which “correlates with the Real of 
women’s subjugation and gendered violence.”12 This type of universality, more developed in the fourth chapter 
of her book The Lived Revolution: Solidarity with the Body in Pain as the New Political Universal,13 aims to be 
both “categorical and minimally transcendental,” without the imperialistic reduction of differences exhibited 
by totalitarian thinking.14 

The first chapter of the book, “The One and the Multiple”, presents an inspiring challenge to confront the 
automatic self-assured legitimacy of one’s own scholarly discipline, and Kolozova then proposes a radical 
questioning of the unseen axioms inherent to poststructuralism in particular. In this spirit of a “free and uncen-
sored movement of thought” she questions the “essentially nonunitary nature of the subject” and its widespread 
acceptance in poststructuralist thinking.15 Against this fundamental axiom Kolozova asks, 

Doesn’t this proposition’s very stability render it exclusive? Doesn’t the stabilization of this particu-
lar truth introduce binary, oppositional, and dualistic thinking into the constitutive layers, into the 
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very tissue of the discourse?16

This resistance to the restriction of identity to multiplicity and dispersion also informs a subsequent critique 
of the hegemony of textual thinking. Kolozova writes that “[p]raise of the paradox propagates yet another 
unending flux of the much praised unrestrained textuality.”17 This critique of deconstruction is again aimed 
at its treatment of the binary relation. Kolozova claims that instead of diminishing the role of binary opposi-
tions, the insistence on a nonunitary subject “perpetuates a more insidious variety of dualistic thinking” in the 
automatic dismissal of even the possibility of a unifying principle.18 In response to the dualistic treatment of 
the One and the Many, Kolozova seeks to complicate dualistic thinking in her suggestion that the “dichotomy 
between either and exclusively metaphysical and unitary or and exclusively nonmetaphysical and nonunitary 
thinking about the subject creates a vicious circle whereby each of the two mutually exclusive positions recip-
rocally generates its other.”19 Under the conditions of her argument, the nonunitary subject itself is in need of 
the deconstruction from which it arose, and part of this deconstruction of the nonunitary subject is a call for 
honesty about the ways in which the subject really is cohesive. Instead of only thinking that the “multiple is the 
truth of the one” Kolozova provides a corrective in the reverse, that the One is also the truth of the Multiple.20

In her search for the ways in which the subject retains unity and cohesion after its deconstruction and disper-
sion, Kolozova identifies the ways in which deconstruction has avoided deconstructing its own “language 
economy”, especially on the question of the “Name of the One”.21 The name of the One has suffered under 
a reduction to its negative consequences, and therefore terms such as unity, stability, and cohesion have been 
conflated with “totality, fixity, and exclusiveness”.22 This conflation is the central object of Kolozova’s critique 
in the first chapter of the book, and she pursues this task first through a reading of Rosi Bradiotti’s attempt to 
recover the notion of “essence” outside of any reductive tendency, and second through a reading of the possibil-
ity of ‘continuity’ in the subject, in the work of Judith Butler.  

In the second chapter of Cut of the Real, “On the Real and the Imagined,” Kolozova addresses the question of 
sex and gender, stating that the “dichotomy between sex and gender reflects and reproduces the opposition be-
tween the real and the unreal”, or reality and fiction, or being and nonbeing.23 The reinforcement of these onto-
logical dichotomies by the couplet of sex and gender causes Kolozova to ask the question: “Is sex to gender as 
reality is to fiction?”.24 Through Butler, Deleuze, and Laruelle, Kolozova argues for a reaffirmation of the Real, 
but not in such a way that falls either into correlationism or an affirmation of an essentially nonunitary subject.

The third chapter, “On the Limit and the Limitless,” seeks then to reaffirm the Real as a positive category 
through a discussion of territory, boundary, and limit. Instead of perpetuating the postmodern spirit of “cross-
ing”, Kolozova seeks to recover the possibility of an “utter limitation”, a “ban”, a “no”.25 After discussing 
Badiou and Lacan, Kolozova returns to Laruelle and outlines his critique of the poststructuralist treatment of 
the binary relation. Where poststructuralists claim to transcend dualisms and binaries, Laruelle and Kolozova 
hold that what often occurs is that one of the two terms (usually the dominant one), is replaced by the other.26 
This critique is sharp, and it calls even Kolozova’s work into question, given that she is providing a corrective 
to the treatment of the subject as nonunitary. The critique of the nonunitary subject risks falling prey to the 
aforementioned critique because of its desire to elevate stability, unity, and cohesion, over instability, nonunity, 
and dispersion. This corrective impulse always carries within it the possibility of overcorrection, and so Kolo-
zova’s echoing of Laruelle’s critique is important not only for her argument in chapter 3, but also as a check 
and balance for the trajectory of the whole work. 

In chapter 4, “The Real Transcending Itself (Through Love)”, while contrasting Badiou and Laruelle, Kolozova 
outlines the radical critique of transcendence offered by nonphilosophy. In doing so she reiterates and clarifies 
her thesis: “[t]he one, as already said, is neither totalizing nor total. Rather it is the minimal, the densest and 
irreducible quantity of the radical (or of pure immanence). It is not the universalizing One in the sense of the 
reductivist idea of a unity of differences either.”27 Kolozova then extends this thesis, which has run throughout 
the book, towards an affirmation of the mediate role of love as “the compulsory mode of being for the Real”—

a concept that itself rests upon radical solitude.28 Kolozova sees the human attempt to overcome the solitary 
nature of the Real as being grounded in love, and love’s own desire to surpass the radical solitude of the self.29 
Kolozova then writes that “[i]n spite of the split within thought that has been produced by the vision of the 
inconsolably asymmetric duality, the real inescapably reiterates its desire to transcend the state of radical soli-
tude.”30 Love, solidarity, mediation, and relation are the key themes of the fourth chapter, which concludes with 
a particular description of an experience of radical solitude: Kolozova’s experience of the loss of her father. 
This unexpected expression of particularity shows Kolozova’s own situatedness as an author of a philosophical 
text. Her own description of grief and trauma bring the appropriately abstract discussions of discursivity and 
ontology, to the immanent and existential concreteness of human experience. 

In the final chapter of Cut of the Real, “The Real in the Identity,” Kolozova summarizes the previous discus-
sions of unity, limit, and gender, and develops a concept of radical identity defined by a recovered sense of 
singularity in the Real.31 This recovery of unity and singularity attempts to overcome the problems identified in 
the earlier critique of replacement, in the critique of binary terms. This attempt to rethink the relation between 
terms which are commonly thought to be dichotomous initiates a “search for the points where the two meet, 
intertwine, and coproduce realities.”32 This complication and problematization of the precritical treatment of bi-
nary terms is a vital resource for the maintenance of a critical methodology in any discourse, and here Kolozova 
shows one key way in which non-philosophy can assist thinkers in the radical critique of their own disciplinary 
and discursive formations. 

In summary, Cut of the Real is more significant than its popular construal as a mere introduction to the thought 
of Francois Laruelle (although it is effective in this task), and its theses should challenge discourses beyond 
feminist poststructuralism. Kolozova not only provides a valuable critique of the discursive grammar of con-
temporary continental philosophy, but also points the way beyond critique towards new constructive iterations 
of the concepts of the One, and the Real. 

UNIVERSITY OF WATERLOO
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All three volumes of Mécréance et Discrédit have now been translated into English: The Decadence of 
Industrial Technologies: Disbelief and Discredit Volume One (D&D I), Uncontrollable Societies of Disaffected 
Individuals: Disbelief and Discredit Volume Two (D&D II), and The Lost Spirit of Capitalism: Disbelief 
and Discredit Volume Three (D&D III).1 This series of works sets out to explore a phenomenon described in 
Bernard Stiegler’s previous and parallel series, Symbolic Misery, as the symbolic and spiritual “misery”—
misère: poverty, misery, destitution—manifested when spirited symbol-users, a.k.a. humans, have their modes 
of expression and individuation co-opted by, constantly correlated with, repeatedly rerouted via, and ultimately 
converging in 

a computational system of globally integrated production and consumption […] technologically 
linked by universal digital equivalence (the binary system) to telecommunication systems and to 
computers, and, through this, directly articulated with logistical and production systems (barcodes 
and credit-cards enabling the tracing of products and consumers), all of which constitute the hyper-
industrial epoch strictly speaking, dominated by the categorization of hyper-segmented ‘targets’ 
(‘surgically’ precise marketing that organizes consumption) and […] functioning in real-time.2 

The four chapters of the first book, five chapters of the second, along with the two chapters and ten-page 
conclusion of the closing volume (the second volume very much leaning on the first, the first providing 
key definitions and explanations elaborated in the second, the third a critical reading of The New Spirit of 
Capitalism3 in light of the analyses advanced and elaborated in the first two volumes) examine this—our 
current condition—and explore what could be called tactical techniques for individuation in the “impasse” of 
this “impossible” state of affairs.4 

In an era of digital mediation and technical reticulation on a planetary and even post-planetary scale—an era 
wherein global change is dictated by technical innovation rather than by political deliberation—the reactive 
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Keeping with the language of ancient Greek antiquity—“the Presocratic, tragic style of thought”12—to which 
Stiegler turns throughout his work, duplicity in the sense of transformative political struggle accords with 
the Greek mètis (cunning craftiness, tricky tactics and turning or redoubling “duplice”) examined in Marcel 
Détienne’s and Jean-Pierre Vernant’s 1974 Ruses de L’Intelligence: la Mètis des Grecs (Cunning Intelligence 
in Greek Culture and Society, 1991).13 In the spirit of the Greek prometheia and epimetheia,14 and hence with a 
nod to the titans of Stiegler’s Technics and Time, we would like to bring the duplice of Disbelief and Discredit 
to bear on the notion of mètis after which the titans Prometheus and Epimetheus (pro-mètis/metheia/mathèsis 
and epi-mètis/metheia/mathèsis) were named: those two figures/brothers/others at the origin of Stiegler’s 
chef-d’œuvre and his ongoing analyses—figures in whom Stiegler, like the Greeks before him, finds the gift 
(‘poison’ and ‘cure’) of hope for humanity. 

A ‘hopeless’ condition is one in which there is no space and no time for struggle—hence the terrible threat that 
hyper-industrial hyper-synchronization presents. By the latter two terms, Stiegler designates the 20th-century 
emergence of “a new kind of industry” in the United States: an industry functionally dedicated to marketing 
and publicity, and one in which “culture” becomes “a strategic function of industrial activity” evolving out 
of analog transmission technologies (especially and initially radio), the program industries (especially and 
subsequently television), and (ultimately, that is currently) advanced digital technologies15 which eventually 
make possible the “real-time” synchronization and mass production of human behaviour with a consequent 
planet-wide attenuation of desire.16 The globalization of hyper-synchronized consumerist cultural capitalism 
directly leads to proletarianization, which Stiegler reconceives as the real-time mass-mechanization17 of human 
perceptions—which he elsewhere calls “the proletarianization of sensibility”18—along with a massive loss of 
human creativity and knowledge resulting from the mechanization of work. “Proletarianization” refers to the 
loss of workers’ knowledge (“know-how”: savoir-faire and savoir-vivre) altogether and for an entire society: 

the reality of proletarianization is, more than pauperization, the worker’s loss of knowledge, the 
worker tending to become unskilled pure labour force lacking any motive to work beyond the need 
to subsist. In this way, the worker becomes a proletarian, which also means that the proletarian 
ceases to be a worker […]. This is how the globalization of capitalism was completed, by imposing 
the proletarianization of the consumer […]. [J]ust as workers-become-proletarian find themselves 
deprived of the capacity to work the world through their work, that is through their savoir-faire, so 
too consumers lose their savoir-vivre insofar as this means their singular way of being in the world, 
that is, of existing.19 

In the first volume of Disbelief and Discredit,20 Stiegler proclaims that “Europe is in the course of transforming 
itself into a gigantic museum”—this in a manner not unlike that portrayed in Julian Barnes’s Booker-Prize-
winning England England, we might add.21 Here Stiegler echoes (in spirit, at least) not only Barnes but also 
the late Terence McKenna, who suggested that culture is being traded in for ‘mall culture’ and ‘shopping by 
remote’ which amounts to a betrayal of culture and is dehumanizing.22 This new spirit—symbolic and spiritual 
poverty, misery, destruction, destitution, and its ‘mall’- or ‘museum’-ification of the world—spreads like 
darkness at the speed of light23 thanks to hyper-industrial hyper-synchronized broadcast-media. Consequently, 
the spaces of public and private life in and for the industrial demos will be reconfigured by tele-technics and 
tele-technologies which are principally tools of ‘tele-action’ (action at a distance) that enable the remote-
controlled navigation of information databases in order to access stocks of cultural data (and which are, 
arguably, no longer ‘cultural’ at all). For Stiegler, this is the generalization and concretization of a control-
society model in which all processes—domestic and professional, as well as military, police, scientific, logistic, 
and consumer—become remotely controlled and algorithmically governed.24 As instruments of tele-action, 
hyper-industrial hyper-synchronized broadcast-media will be the means and medium for the digital capture and 
control of human consciousness: 

This is why Microsoft […] has explicitly aimed since 1997 to control digital television: in that year, 
Craig Mundie, the vice-president of the global corporation, declared that the world contained a 

adoption of consumer technologies and consumerist values has led to a crisis: the loss of belief or faith in 
the positive power of politics. We no longer live in a ‘political’ society, one created by political struggle for 
a shared civic spirit by people who communicate with each other through words and deeds. Rather, today we 
live in a hyper-capitalistic and technologically-synchronized age of hyper-consumption: one that preemptively 
and collectively co-opts populations—denying them their power of individuation—for purposes of their socio-
economic control through commerce (rather than politics). For Stiegler, this global condition has led to the 
general impoverishment and even the possible extinction of our capacities for individuation, our savoir-faire 
and savoir-vivre—that is, our knowing how to live and knowing what constitutes a ‘good life’. In addition, 
this condition’s instrumentalized view of technology has also prevented human beings from understanding 
and affirming the technical conditions of their existence, as Gilbert Simondon argued—albeit not with an 
explicit focus on our present planetary/post-planetary condition—in his treatise On the Mode of Existence of 
Technical Objects (1958).5 Disbelief and Discredit can be seen as an exemplary expression of Stiegler’s overall 
project to re-think ‘the political’ through and as the question of technics (i.e. his development of a political 
philosophy of technics). Our aim is to offer an overview of some key concepts in the volumes of Disbelief and 
Discredit (otium, negotium, nihilism, proletarianization, struggle, hope, singularity, duplicity, incalculability, 
individuation and fiction/fabrication) as well as to suggest some additional concepts that support and further 
Stiegler’s arguments (e.g. hyperstition and mètic transduction). 

In the opening pages of the first volume, Stiegler lays-out his central message that the current dominant global 
model of ‘industrialization through consumption’ has failed. Today, democracies are facing crises on such a 
vast scale that neither cavalier attitudes of ‘business as usual’ nor (on the opposite end) serious attitudes about 
‘reform’ seem tenable. The only solution, he suggests, is to create a new pathway: to “project ourselves into 
the invention of a new process” of “supranational psychic and collective individuation.”6 But how? Right from 
the outset, Stiegler criticizes those approaches that seek to either indict or absolve the American model of the 
‘knowledge society’ and that either naively or intentionally produce smokescreens or panaceas for the view 
that public power is obsolete and in decline. Through propaganda and deception, these approaches send the 
message that the political power of the public must be replaced with the buying power of the consumer. For 
Stiegler, “consumption is a rupture in the relation to citizenship”7 that strategically leads to the disintegration 
of the political practices of democracy. In contrast to this strategic deception that seeks to capture and control 
the practices of public power by making consumerism the end (telos) of any and all human actions, Stiegler 
offers the idea of ‘invention’: the deployment of a type of tactical duplicity that releases the creative and 
multiplicitous tendencies at work in any and every human action. In this way, duplicity also opens onto duality, 
the splitting, doubling and branching out of any (seemingly) programmatic or deterministic tendency. By 
inventing new ways of practicing democratic politics that do not merely reproduce a programmatic culture of 
consumption and production, well-used duplicity is transformed into artfulness, that libidinal creativity through 
which humans connect both with each other and with technical objects. Duplicity, when put in the service of 
public power, provides the means for renewing collective individuations and public struggle—capacities which 
Stiegler proclaims to lie at the very heart of the power (or “rule”: kratos) of the demos.8 

Duplicitous struggle is the name of the game if there is any hope for humans in the hyper-industrial age, and 
in this respect (as a positive and productive power) duplicity loses all of its more negative and/or nihilist 
connotations, becoming instead a source of hope for Stiegler. Like Friedrich Nietzsche, to whom he repeatedly 
refers, Stiegler relates the ancient Greek concept of hope or elpis to eris: namely, that “struggle of which war is 
the extreme version, but that also proceeds more stealthily and silently during peacetime.”9 For Stiegler (as for 
the Greeks), struggle can be good or bad, well-directed or ill-directed: “the process of individuation is a state of 
permanent war, but a war contained and transformed through that psycho-social competition which the Greeks 
called eris—the elevation towards an always possible best, ariston. But eris may always turn into destructive 
struggle, and become discord. The ariston as a motive is therefore duplicitous: the best may contain the 
worst.”10 Duplicity, in other words, can be ‘good’ and ‘productive’—rather than merely ‘destructive’—when 
directed by and towards transformative political struggle. This follows Stiegler’s overall ‘pharmacological 
approach’: his thinking about political activity in terms of ‘poisons’ and ‘cures’.11 
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fiction,” writes Stiegler.42 This is what Gilbert Simondon, and Stiegler after him, calls individuation43—and it is 
essentially a technical process, a technical operation (which explains why “technics was suppressed as an object 
of thought”: “precisely because it was declared structurally and irreducibly fictive”44). Stiegler’s fundamental 
claim concerns the relationship between fiction, individuation and techno-politics: “individuation on the basis 
of the fiction and artificiality of technics,”45 “technics as artifice and fiction,”46 “fiction as operation,” and 
“operation as political performance”—that is, performance as an operation that is essential to and definitive of 
all political engagement.47 “[W]hat is politics, in fact, if not […] creating fictions [and thereby] transforming 
the world—‘making’ it within the conditions of tekhnè, that is, also, of potential and of the potential to […] 
invent”?48 

This power, this potential, is rendered impotent, powerless, by the displacement and substitution of “inherited 
potentials” or “pre-individual funds” by culture- and programming-industry “productions” as well as by the 
public adoption of retentional funds (technological means for recording memory) as conceived by the needs of 
marketing”—“hence the production and promotion of […] bits of entertainment to delight and amuse visitors 
and to stimulate the desire to buy.”49 The problem is that such funds cannot form the object of symbolic 
participation (i.e. of active fiction-making and/or actual hyperstition) for those who are thereby distracted from 
their own individuation (i.e. “for those who thereby lose the possibility of individuating themselves”) 

because they [—the latter—] are internalizing the collective secondary retentions produced every 
day in production-studios and broadcast en-masse by a hyper-synchronic broadcast-system aiming 
precisely to reduce the differences between primary selections—that is, to intimately control the 
process by homogenizing individual pasts.50 

The result of this is, according to Stiegler, the end of the political (nevermind of the individual and individuation) 
as we know it. This is what he defines as a condition of symbolic and spiritual ‘misery’, namely the absence 
of the power ‘of’ and ‘to’ fiction (or again, of hyperstition) and the regression, in the light—or in the darkest 
depths—of this individuational inability, toward reactive rather than active behavior: a “regress[ion] toward 
reactive behaviour and the survival instinct, which induces, in the desiring beings that we are, the reign of 
the drives” qua pulsions/impulses (hence the reign of the impulsive; cf. D&D II, 4). The reign of the drives/
pulsions/impulses is the reign of panic: “a becoming reactive” characterized by “panic behaviour” and the 
various characteristics of the Greek god Pan, all of them typically bestial, herdish, and rather bleatishly, 
blearily, dimwitted.51 “We live under this reign” explains Stiegler, and moreover this “we” is washed-out 
(blearily white-washed) by the “all” that is pan (pan, in Greek, meaning “all”); “this ‘all’ is no longer a we: it 
is panic […] the loss of elpis (‘hope’, ‘expectation’), the loss of the very possibility of constituting horizons of 
expectation of a we.”52 

Invention is the key to understanding the present crisis of individuation. In Stiegler’s analysis, the problem, for 
which there is no turning back, is the near-ubiquity of “non-belief” in political power.53 Reinforced and reproduced 
by hyperindustrial cultural capitalism, the perpetuation of non-belief has led to a planetary-wide regression 
and stultification of psycho-physiological energies, cognitions and sensibilities (i.e. “the proletarianization of 
sensibility”). Today “there is no longer any belief in nor possibility of a pursuit of individuation”;54 Stiegler, 
here directly following Nietzsche, calls this miserable condition “nihilism”: “everything lacks meaning (the 
untenability of one interpretation of the world, upon which a tremendous amount of energy has been lavished, 
awakens the suspicion that all interpretations of the world are false).”55 The overcoming of nihilism and 
decadence requires the willing of new symbols and the invention of a new epoch of the individuation process, 
one that requires “the necessary leap from the national to the planetary—without which no political thought is 
possible today.”56 As Stiegler rightly notes, “more than its money or military might, American power consists in 
the force of Hollywood images and of the computer programs which it has conceived—in its industrial capacity 
to produce new symbols around which models of life are formed.”57 

billion televisions, enabling just about every consciousness on the planet to be reached. […] [A]
t very nearly the identical moment that Mundie launched his mission for a new television system 
based on multimedia technology, to be created by Microsoft […], Irving Kristol was declaring that 
the ‘missionaries live in Hollywood’.25 

Like the missionaries that Canadian director David Cronenberg had portrayed a decade earlier in Videodrome 
(distributed by Universal Pictures, Hollywood) as agents of “The Cathode Ray Mission” (cf. Cronenberg 1983 
and D&D I, 21), Stiegler also emphasizes that it is very much a matter of missions; “that is, of spiritual 
war, even if this crusade has, since the illegitimate election of George W. Bush, been transformed into a 
‘conventional’ war.”26 

There can be no ariston (improvement, betterment, amelioration) in and of any condition, and hence no elpis 
(hope, expectation, aspiration) whatsoever, without eris (struggle, conflict, contention, competition). Hyper-
industrial hyper-synchronization, however, ‘levels’27 and ‘liquidates’28 precisely those points (those times and/
or spaces) “where it is a matter of engaging in combat” and individuation through eris,29 where “what Heraclitus 
called the anelpiston” can arise (the anelpiston, i.e. “the unexpected […] that is nevertheless the object of any 
expectation, of all elpis” 30). The first two volumes of Disbelief and Discredit begin with a pair of epigraphs 
each (the third volume ‘closing’ with three epigraphs at the beginning of its ten-page conclusion),31 and the eris 
that allows for elpis figures prominently in the second epigraph of both volumes: explicitly in D&D II, where 
the “wound required by the adversary powers” of eris is itself the very incarnation of “mad” (unexpected and 
incalculable) love—the epigraph taken from André Breton’s Mad Love: L’Amour Fou—and implicitly in D&D 
I, via Joë Bousquet’s existential exclamation that “my wound existed before me” and “I was born to incarnate 
it”.32 Bousquet’s exclamation exemplifies for Stiegler the flowering of a bouquet beyond the ‘miserablism’ 
of present-day ‘populism’33 and in a sense the Bousquet epigraph can be seen as an initial indication of 
the elpisian vision articulated throughout Disbelief and Discredit: that of overcoming otherwise crushing 
conditions (conditions wherein one might easily ‘give up’ rather than ‘overcome’ and thereby ‘overturn’ them), 
and overcoming them by being in ‘excess’ of—i.e. exceeding—existent ‘facts’ so as to exist—or as Stiegler 
says, ex-sist34—as their “incommensurable […] excess.”35 Bousquet’s paralyzing wound could have left him 
in the position of a “miserable human being […], no longer feeling that he ex-sisted” (the condition of the 
murderous Richard Durn described on page 48 of D&D I), but instead he struggled “against that which […] 
could lead him to no longer be himself, to no longer ex-sist,”36 deciding to rise up rather than to give up—to 
rise up even though he was paralyzed and bedridden (“he never again raised himself up: he finished his life 
bedridden; and yet he did, nevertheless, raise himself: that is, he became a writer and he wrote his wound”37).  
 
In an act which elsewhere in D&D—throughout the volumes—Stiegler describes in terms of duplicity 
(“duplice: the translation as ‘duplicity’ contains an echo not only of duplicitousness but also of duplication and 
multiplicity” write the translators38), Bousquet double-dealt the hand he had been given, bringing into play two 
otherwise opposed tendencies by their hyper-stitching or—in the language of belief and credibility, disbelief 
and discredit, rather than wounds-and-stitches—by their hyperstition. Hyperstition, that word that resounds of, 
yet escapes from (indeed rises above), superstition, defines fictions that make themselves real (the imperceptible 
crossing where the real and the fictional meet, indeed merge),39 and although it is a term foreign to D&D, as a 
concept it is far from foreign to it. Indeed, it captures one of the crucial dimensions of its argument—arguably 
its creative crux, its crucible—“because decisions rest on fictions” and “a fiction which only lasts as long as 
people believe in it.”40 ‘Good’ hyperstition is thus akin to the notion of duplicity well-used, that is: hyperstition 
directed towards the enactment of public power and productive struggle. Stiegler’s focus is on the question of 
fiction as an operation qua political performance, which is simultaneously also a “will-of-believing as fiction, 
and the fashioning [facture] of this fiction, such that it is always in some way a manufacture”, as well as the 
question of power, namely “of a power to believe, of a power to fiction, of a power of fiction, of a potential 
that conditions a will, but also of an impotential that, as regression, can provoke this fiction.”41 The power ‘of’ 
and the power ‘to’ fiction is the power ‘of’ and the power ‘to’ will ‘to believe’: ‘willing’ what is fictional into 
the real and in this way ‘realizing’ (or in the words of Bousquet, ‘incarnating’) it; “it is deciding to realize a 
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Nihilism, however, can be made active through the transductive duplicity of productive struggle (the basis for 
Nietzsche’s political thinking of Grossepolitik, or “great politics”). Active nihilism is no longer nihilism that 
resists/reacts to the duplicitous and healthy incalculability of Becoming (the generative matrix of all psychic 
and collective individuation). 

We live in the era of “all” or nothing, which amounts to “the installation of a system of terror,” argues Stiegler.69 
Terror is also an attribute of Pan and of the “panic behaviour” (characteristic of Pan) which Stiegler calls 
“bête”—that is: beastly, brutal, brutish, herd-like, dimwitted and (as it is translated in D&D) stupid. Perhaps for 
present purposes “dimwitted” is the correct term, since Stiegler suggests that the problem with this condition 
is that we have all lost our wits, have become witless, without Witz as they say in German (or devoid, as Kant 
says, of our Mutterwitz).70 The cleverness, craftiness, wily and witty ways of Prometheus, titan of Technics and 
Time—the pro-mètis/metheia/mathèsis definitive of this chthonic character—is precisely what has exited, or 
as Stiegler says, been “liquidated,” from our era’s equations (by dint, no doubt, of its incalculability: its rather 
hypotenusial disinclination toward equation and equivocation). The mètis of Prometheus—mètis being the 
Greek word for cunning craftiness, “duplice” or duplicity: a word which in Greek antiquity was sometimes 
used as a synonym of technè: technicity71—operates “in shifting, disconcerting, and ambiguous situations” 
(such as the emergence qua invention of the human-all-too-human in the myth of Prometheus), “where 
precise calculation and rigorous logic either fail or lack time to operate” (here quoting a passage from Everett 
Wheeler quoted in Andrés Vaccari’s essay on ‘Stiegler and the Hegemony of Technics’).72 In his ‘Alternance 
Tripolaire et Raison Expérientielle’ (1999), Noël Denoyel argues that the ancient Greek mètis (sometime-
synonym of technè) should be taken, moreover, as a synonym of Simondonian transduction (which in turn 
functions in the manner of Charles Sanders Peirce’s abduction: Peirce’s term for fictive realization, a.k.a—
again—individuation).73 Mètis operates on the principle of duplicity “as the articulation of a dual tendency”74 
in the absence of complete comprehension with respect to these tendencies (where “we remain ignorant 
about the way [our actions/activities] will turn out”75), but without letting this absence impede the process of 
individuation—indeed abducting or transducting this absence, this not-knowing, such that “this not-knowing 
become[s, in a sense], an object of political attention” and tactical action.76 This practice cultivates, or rather 
is the practice of “cultivating the difference between consistence and existence” according to Stiegler—“this 
difference being the singular, that is, incomparable, and in this sense inexistent, reality (if by existing one 
understands calculable) of that difference, itself improbable (that is, which we do not know how to prove), 
between existence and subsistence.”77 It requires a maintenance of the distinction between, and hence a double-
articulation of, both consistence (a.k.a. the “archi-protention” of D&D I, 92) and existence (a.k.a. the “ex-
sistence”-beyond-mere-“sub-sistence” of D&D I, 48) as well as a distinction between the business (i.e. labour) 
of negotium and the pleasure (i.e. leisure) of otium: this double-articulation articulating the “composition” rather 
than “opposition” of these dualities otherwise dissolved—“liquidated”—in and by the hyper-synchronized 
hyper-industrial “program society” outlined by Stiegler. “What Luther brought into play was the liquidation 
of that difference and hierarchy that, hitherto, had constituted negotium insofar as it was defined as that which 
was not otium.”78 The confusion of otium and negotium eliminates the indeterminate interstice that allows for 
the hyperstitching qua hyperstition Stiegler calls “the practice [italics in the original] of otium”:79 that which we 
used to call culture and that which lies at heart of what the Greeks called eris (the practice qua ongoing struggle 
to “elevate” ourselves that resounds in the French word élève, a word used to designate one in the midst of 
education/e-ducere80), the engine of human, nevermind Promethean, invention. 

When the processes of individuation and invention become “black-boxed”—as inevitably they have become 
during the hegemony of hyper-industrialized capitalism—part of the trick becomes to use the tools at one’s 
disposal to invent ways out (poroi) of the “aporias” of hyperindustrial consumerist capitalism and its planet-
wide computational logic and logistics. In Stiegler’s poignant analysis, the aporia at the heart of the problem 
concerns reason: “it involves an aporia lying within hyper-industrial capitalism itself, insofar as the question 
is no longer only economic: it is the spirit of capitalism, and its rationality—that is, its reason—that here 
encounters its own limit insofar as it becomes self-destructive. Reason, understood by the spirit of capitalism as 
ratio and rationalization—that is, as reckoning and rational accounting (as shown notably, by Weber)—tends to 

What, then, is to be done? What, in effect, can be done to secure “invention” as the anchor of present and future 
experiments in living, especially when the Xerox corporation (with its motto of “the best way to predict the 
future is to invent it58) seems to have already beat us to the punch? How are we to hyperstitch the rifts left in 
the wake of the capture (monetization) of temporality in which ‘time is money’? Or, put differently, how can 
and must we re-will the “pathos of distance” (to use a Nietzschean phrase) between otium (the time of free 
play otherwise-known-as ‘leisure’) and negotium (the time of monetized labor otherwise-known-as ‘work’) 
which is necessary for any aristocratic (ariston) ‘elevation’?59 Stiegler warns that eris—the productive struggle 
characterizing all political relations—can be achieved neither through the politics of resistance, which usually 
involves resentment and reactivity and is not only futile but ‘obsolete’,60 nor through the politics of indifference 
which leads to a worsening of the pandemic de-sensitization characteristic of hyper-synchronized cultural 
capitalism today. Stiegler’s solution? Invention rather than resistance: the only way to remain un-ensnared 
by nihilistic delusions61 is to take up the adversary’s tools, but to use them in new and unprecedented—that 
is, unforeseen and incalculable—ways. “[H]aving become cultural and at the same time hyper-industrial, 
capitalism is today essentially computational, and as such tends to eliminate those singularities that resist the 
calculability of all values on the market of economic exchange.”62 

From the perspective of what kind of schema could incalculability (as the play of singularities) be introduced as 
a tactic (thus remaining strategically incalculable) of productive political struggle, especially within the context 
of a global system that is designed to subject everything possible to its computational logic? Stiegler, here again 
wholly consistent with Nietzsche, rightly turns to the notion of duplicity: 

Becoming is intrinsically duplicitous, and its law is that of struggle. The theatre of this individuation 
struggling for and against itself […] is capitalism. Capitalism must go to the end of its process, and 
we remain utterly ignorant about the way this will turn out […]. This process is the expression of 
becoming insofar as it is always duplicitous.63 

For Stiegler, duplicity evokes both double-dealing and doubleness, both the necessary act of fictionalization 
as well as the necessary operation of heterogenous multiplicity within any and all processes of individuation. 
Duplicity is that which transductively mobilizes forces that are normally deemed contradictory (and therefore 
illogical or non-sensical). Following Simondon, “transduction” is “this originary contradiction within 
individuation, that tension constituting it as its dual motive”; it is “what Simondon thinks when he characterizes 
individuation as a metastable equilibrium that is […] on the one hand partially stable […] and yet on the other 
hand partially unstable.”64 “Becoming” can be seen as an “originary” albeit duplicitous “contradiction” of 
tendencies—one that nevertheless permits the bridging between opposing tendencies without annulling or 
resolving their respective potencies (recalling the ancient principle of palintonos harmonia, the “back-stretched 
connection”65 discovered by Heraclitus66). As a relation of mutual consistence rather than of subsistence (or of 
conjugation rather than of subjugation), becoming, when freed from the hegemony of being by duplicity, can 
be conceived transductively—that is, as “form” that “maintains itself” while never ceasing “to become other 
than what it is,”67 which is to say, “incalculable” (or “beyond good and evil” as Nietzsche himself tried to say). 
Within such a transductively incalculable schema, tensions cannot be ascribed as inherently good or evil, but 
rather, primarily either strong and active, or weak and reactive. In this Nietzscheo-Simondonian sense (which 
is at also very much Deleuzo-Stieglerian), reactive nihilism (what Nietzsche associated with “passive” nihilism 
and its regime of “petty” politics, or Kleinepolitik) is the condition in which psychic and collective processes 
of individuation weaken and become reactive but nonetheless dominant or hegemonic: 

a tendency is never bad in itself; it is the condition of the tendency to which it seems to oppose itself, 
while in reality, it never ceases to compose with it […]. It is possible, however, that at times runaway 
tendencies can form, which, becoming hegemonic, tend to eliminate the contrary tendency and, as 
a result, can destroy the relation through which they constituted themselves, and in so doing, may 
destroy themselves.68 
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Nihilism’, and Chapter Three, on the ‘Pharmacology of Capital’. “It was Jacques Derrida who opened up the question of 
pharmacology” in and for the present, he explains (pp.19-20); and Derrida lifts the notion from the texts of Plato (specifically 
Plato’s Phaedrus). The pharmakon is that technical (and/or pharmatechnical) object or prosthesis which is useful, which 
helps us, and upon which one winds up in a relation of addiction and dependence: it is therefore a ‘cure’ for some problem or 
other—something that would otherwise (without the pharmakon) be more difficult—which in turn becomes somewhat of a 
problem, e.g. an addiction. “This dependence is also what Plato described in relation to hypomnesis,” explains Stiegler in the 
third volume of Disbelief and Discredit (D&D III, 3), “that is, in relation to that prosthesis of memory that is writing”—which 
Stiegler’s late contemporary Friedrich Kittler described as and in terms of a technical “storage medium” and “which Plato 
referred to as a pharmakon” (ibid.). Also see the note immediately preceding this one (above), re: the “transductive relations 
between pharmaka and individuals” at work within Stiegler’s proposed “[pharmatechnical] polemology” (D&D III, 89-90). 
12. Here is the full description: “the Presocratic, tragic style of thought [...] characteristic of Heraclitus [...] and first 
rediscovered by Nietzsche” (Bernard Stiegler, D&D III, 47).
13. Mètis “operates on a shifting terrain, in uncertain and ambiguous situations. Two antagonistic forces confront each other. 
Over this fraught and unstable time of the agon, mètis gives one a hold without which one would be at a loss. During the 
struggle, the man of mètis (compared to his opponent) displays at the same time a greater grip of the present where nothing 
escapes him, more awareness of the future—several aspects of which he has already manipulated—and richer experience 
accumulated from the past” (Marcel Détienne and Jean-Pierre Vernant, Les Ruses de L’Intelligence: La Mètis des Grecs. 
Paris: Éditions Flammarion, 1974, 21; Cunning Intelligence in Greek Culture and Society, trans. Janet Lloyd. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1991, 14). In D&D III, Stiegler notes that “what goes on between the so-called ‘ideas of May 
′68’ and capitalism amounts to what could be called a ruse of history: the activists of 1968 imagined they were fighting 
capitalism, whereas in reality they helped it evolve, accompanying and legitimating its transformation while believing they 
were being transgressive; they helped it become, to give birth to what was brought-forth as the historical necessity of a cloud 

destroy the motives for producing as well as consuming.”81 Stiegler here struggles to rearticulate and resuscitate 
reason (logos) by forcing it outside of a computational paradigm (and the metaphysical project of the Occident) 
into what he calls “the political economy of singularities,”82 involving the “becoming-symbolic of the noetic 
sensible.”83 And yet, was it not Nietzsche who described nihilism precisely as the “devaluation of the highest 
values” in which an active force which initially fortifies a system eventually cannabilizes and destroys it? “[M]
orality was the great antidote against practical and theoretical nihilism […]. But among the forces cultivated 
by morality was truthfulness: this eventually turned against morality […]—and now the recognition of this 
inveterate mendaciousness that one despairs of shedding becomes a stimulant […]. This antagonism […] 
results in a process of dissolution.” The aporia of reason is at the heart, it seems, of the problem of psychic 
and collective individuation today. So how does one have hope of struggling through and getting out of such a 
seemingly “no-win” (a.k.a. “aporetic”) situation? This is a question that Sarah Kofman also asked in Comment 
s’en Sortir? (1983), but her answer differs from Stiegler’s: it is not by way of logos but rather by way of mètis 
that one must find ways out of untenable situations: 

To relate it to mètis is to give philosophy the same soteriological end as [given] to technè: that of 
inventing poroi to get man out of aporias, [out] of all sorts of difficult situations without exit. It is 
mètis, indeed, that allows one to push through a poros, to clear a path, a course through obstacles, to 
invent an expedient (poros) to find an exit out of (poros) an aporetic situation without exit. Where 
indeterminacy (apeiras), reigns [there is] the absence of limit and direction—obscurity; where you 
are trapped, surrounded, prisoner of inextricable entanglements, it is mètis that intervenes—inventing 
strategies, expedients, tricks, ruses, machinations, mechanè and technè, in order to go from absence-
of-limit to determination, from obscurity to light.84

Outside the schema of the logos—of rationalizations, standard measures—established oppositions 
(“contradictions”) find themselves reticulated as elements within a ubiquitous technical network of ongoing 
modifications, which Simondon characterizes as being in a constant and constitutive process of transduction. 
Cunning intelligence is a mode of duplicity that proceeds by way of skillful handling or manipulation, by 
“tricks [rather] than by general methods”85 (that is, rather than by way of logical—calculable—measures). 

As Détienne and Vernant remind us (via the Greeks of antiquity), in the “fraught and unstable time of the 
agon”—for Stiegler, our present time-period: one in which the failures of hyper-consumptive industrialization 
can no longer be ignored—mètic duplicity is an “absolute weapon” more precious than any force of arms; 
“mètis gives one a hold without which one would be at a loss.”86 In antiquity, for example, the duplice of mètis 
was a source (and resource) both for the political cunning of Themistocles and for the pro-mètis/metheia/
mathèsis qua pronoïa (foresight) as well as epi-mètis/metheia/mathèsis qua epinoïa (hindsight) of Prometheus 
and Epimetheus.87 The mètic mentality, when directed toward the political task of productive struggle (‘good’ 
eris), comes to the service of—rather than opposes—noetic intelligence (the act of carefully thinking, of 
thinking with care, of caring to think: that of which we must, in our present crisis, “take care” says Stiegler). 
Being distinct from logos, the duplice of mètis—the elpis of cunning ‘hyperstition’ productively rather than 
destructively employed—duplicitously ‘gives back’ to reason, “giving and ‘giving back’ because it gives a 
gift and a counter-gift—what I call a circuit”:88 this latter being the pre-condition for inventing what Stiegler 
calls the “long circuits” of social and collective individuation (Simondonian “transindividuation”).89 The elpis 
that is the duplice of mètis understood as the eris of productive struggle (the struggle to cultivate singularities) 
creates the conditions for transindividuation in which the process of becoming—devenir—“is transformed into 
a future—avenir—by its insertion into psychic and collective individuation.”90
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singularities, which are thereby transformed into particularities” (D&D III, 22). 
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