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left/right

jean-luc nancy,
translated by matthew ellison

I
It is rather remarkable how our present-day distinction between left and right
wing came about by chance in 1789, when opposing political groupings sat to the
left or the right of the presidential rostrum in the Assemblée nationale. It is remarkable in its contingency, since it extended to the sphere of collective existence the
asymmetrical nature of the human body, with its unevenly sized hands, its heart,
usually found on the left side, and its liver on the right. Undoubtedly, certain
connections between anatomical symbolism and the division of space emerge as
soon as one places a subject there, or more precisely, as soon as one considers this
space itself as a subject. This is a well-known and well-documented question that
will no doubt continue to generate possibilities for today’s physicists.
The above is not to be taken as a mere curiosity. In the same way that the oppositions between front and back, vertical and horizontal, and near and far are laden
with considerable implications, values and discursive potential, it may be that the
seemingly more modest opposition between left and right holds within it much
more than what 230 years of political usage has accustomed us to.

Parmenides, for example, believed that in the womb, boys are to be found on
the left side and girls on the right. The Latin word sinister, or left, has given us
the word as we know it today.1 Etruscan soothsayers observed whether birds flew
over their templum from right to left or from left to right. In tarot, one may draw
cards with the left hand only. The distinction between right and left expresses a
profusion of forms of religious and cultural observance, of ideas, fantasies and
obsessions.
It is perhaps not irrelevant to note that this vast genealogy is related to the contingency at the origin of its political meaning. When, on 11th September 1789, the
members of the French National Constituent Assembly voted on the crucial question of whether to grant the King the right to veto—a right whose meaning and
purpose are easily comprehensible—those in favour of the granting the veto gathered to the right side of the presidential rostrum, while those against it gathered
on the left. Save for a few rare exceptions, the nobility and the clergy were grouped
together on the right and the tiers état on the left. (It is possible that the use of
groupings in the British House of Commons influenced this division into sides.)
The subsequent events of the French Revolution reinforced the topology that had
been inaugurated and opened it up to its worldwide usage.
Nevertheless, the idea of being to the right of an important person has long since
held a symbolic meaning, a feature one discerns from the Bible to dinner party etiquette. Perhaps it is inverted in other cultures, but I would be surprised—though
it would be necessary to check—if there existed a culture that did not in some way
exhibit the symbolism of the distinction between right and left.
II
However, what is at stake here is neither the study of this symbolism, nor of its
presence in the bodies of numerous animals or in other phenomena. There exists
a significant amount of scientific and speculative research on this question. It is
rather a matter of enquiring into the origins of this quite remarkable heritage,
which has infinitely exceeded that of other metaphors and metonymies (like the
Russian for ‘quickly!,’ which became the French word bistrot, or the Eskimo word
anorak, whose meaning has not ceased changing, to say nothing of all the Anglicisms in other languages). Neither is it a question of considering the meanings,
themselves also political, of colours like red, white, brown or green. Indeed, if in
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the 1920s ‘a red’ meant ‘a communist,’ this fact was also linked to another much
older logic, that of emblems and coats of arms and, more generally, to the collection of values and functions that colours have always represented in societies.
What is at stake is rather the simple fact that the opposition between the right and
the left side has by itself come to constitute a conceptuality quite independent of
its other meanings. Of course, I have mentioned the privilege which seems for a
long time to have ennobled (if one may use such a term) the ‘right,’ and which
may have contributed to this fact.
One thing remains certain: everything happens on one and the same level. There
is no third dimension, other than the throne of the king and the oﬃce of the
president. And indeed, it remains to be established whether the king retains any
eﬀective pre-eminence. The division between right and left occurs primarily on
the ground. There we see the symbol of what is at stake: the ground that we all
walk on, with no position of domination and, inversely, no place to hide and be
forgotten, on the ground that for the first time everyone walks on—the ground
upon which we walk neither for work nor for pleasure, but to gather, to assert that
we are on the same side.
What then is a side? A side is a facet or aspect of an object that has more than
one (let us leave one-dimensional objects to the mathematicians and physicists).
Indeed, such objects have two sides, the right and the left, but given that twodimensional objects are somewhat rare in the natural world, how are they constituted? They are constituted by the elimination of a third dimension, namely
elevation, and of the other facets or aspects that generally form the front and the
back.
An object that only had a right and a left could not be completed, enhanced or
enriched by any other kind of property. A redwood tree, a worm or a homo sapiens
can be big, small, bulky or misshapen, but this has no eﬀect on the fact that they
have a right side and a left side. What aﬀects this, as noted above, is rather the
presence of a subject that determines a right and a left, in the same way that the
direction in which a river flows determines its right and left banks.
A ship has a right side and a left side, which is easily understandable since it is
designed to sail bow-first, but its crew members do not always face in the same
direction at the same time, so in order to avoid misunderstandings a system was
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invented whereby the word ‘battery’ was written in large letters on the deck, thus
giving the only reliable indication regarding the two sides of the ship: ‘port’ and
‘starboard’ (in French bâbord and tribord fulfil the same function, while in German
on says Backbord and Steuerbord, and so on).
III
The maritime conquest of the world that emanated from Europe was a process
of navigation guided by directions, whether known or intuited (a new passage
to Asia, the possibility of new lands, and so on). It followed on from the imperial conquests in the Far East, around the Mediterranean and ultimately the conquests of the Roman Empire, which itself ended up conquered and dismembered.
In each case it was a question of territory: whether one speaks of an empire on
which the sun never sets, or a barony which stretches over the area of four cantons, the important point is that there was a territory, the drawing of boundaries
and in turn obedience to the authority that reigns over that territory. The importance of territory of course lies in its surface area, but this area itself, as well as
the eﬀorts to expand it, relates primarily or eminently, to use an old legal term, to
a given authority, whatever its origin may be (myth, conquest, allegiance, or typically all three at once).
In 1789, however, there emerged a new schema based neither on territory (which,
of course, did not disappear but instead became at once highly complex and immaterial), nor on soil with its fertility, strategic advantages and ancestral cultures.
This schema was not based on the soil of the “country” [pays] as the privileged
place of belonging, but on the “country” that considers itself above all as population: at a certain moment, what feudal custom had determined as belonging and
allegiance to a specific prince began to change, such that what now prevailed was
the idea of a “nation” and a “national people” which had no other belonging or
allegiance than to itself.
With this nation emerged a pure space in which one finds not places, morals or
techniques, but only positions with regard to this belonging or allegiance to self.
One is on the right or on the left with regard to the same thing: let us call it the
“good” of the nation. Under feudalism, all one could do is diﬀer from or oppose
the individual to whom one was loyal [féal].
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And yet, to simplify greatly, as is sometimes necessary, one might say that one
found on the right those who subscribed entirely to the model of territory endowed with an authority. Up until now the “right” has remained faithful to what
characterised it as the “honorific” side. Whatever the practical, supernatural or
symbolic reasons—which themselves are not without interest—for the benefits
recognised on the right, what matters here is the lineage, be it fortuitous or not,
from the most honourable position to another kind of position—here in the sense
of a “judgment”—according to which there exists in fact or by grace, whether
naturally or supernaturally, the more or the less honourable.
Whichever form it takes, the right does not primarily relate to power or order. If
it does so, it is because its very mode of thought is structured by a dominant order—be it natural or religious, it does not matter—that imposes itself. The right
wing is not simply that which wants order, security or respect for law and tradition. It seeks these because they alone respond both to the fundamental, cosmological, ontological or theological truth according to which this territory is here,
this people is here, these animals, these plants, and to an eternal knowledge of the
provenance or the necessity of all of this.
One might say: the right implies a metaphysics—or if one prefers, a mythology,
an ideology—of something given absolutely and primordially, and about which
nothing or very little can be changed. The left implies the opposite: that this can
and must be changed.
(Digression: here I am passing over Greek democracy, which no doubt already
contains important elements of the displacement I am trying to indicate; the
same goes for both Republican and Imperial Rome. From the point of view that
concerns us here, one finds nothing like “right-left” opposition in these periods,
not even in the slave rebellions that many empires saw, or in the conflicts or secessions in Rome between the plebs and the patricians.)
To put it schematically, up until 1789 there had existed every possible form of—at
times disastrous—confrontation between groups and peoples, between peoples
or within them, between given legitimacies and legitimised dominations. But it
had never been aﬃrmed that every legitimacy had to emanate from the “people,”
that is to say, from people assembled by a belonging and an allegiance who precisely now have to answer for their own legitimacy.
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(Another digression: the political life of Athens and Rome included a “civil religion,” the observance of a sort of originary legitimacy that could not be questioned. There is also the case of Christianity, where the feudal system, which had
come from elsewhere, had managed combine itself with Christian observance, but
this system was broken down by the establishment of the modern State, which
precisely allows nothing above itself.)
IV
Thus in 1789—to retain this symbolic date—there was a radically new split: where
legitimacy, and in turn authority, had always referred to a beyond, it now became
possible to demand that these be founded here. The “right” became the generic
name for all the ways of reserving a “beyond” (called “nature”), while the left
became the generic name for all the ways of trying to found things “here.” According to this designation, neither of the above has any other referent than its
“side.” Of course, each side oﬀered a justification other than laterality, but what
cannot escape our attention is that the “right-left” vocabulary alone maintains
such a distribution.
Is this split not astounding when one thinks that it arose only after three million
years of human existence? For all that time, while defining, configuring and governing the collective has certainly been at issue, it had never been envisaged that
a given collectivity could form itself without any higher principle, nor that it could
tend towards considering itself as the collectivity of all human beings. Yet the idea
that a collectivity can, on the one hand, form and govern itself and, on the other,
be oriented toward all of humanity—this is perhaps the minimal content of what
is called the left.
Here we must alter our habitual way of looking at things: we view 1789 as the
completion of a liberation, whereas we should learn to see it as the emergence—
after a period of maturation—of an entirely new anthropological condition. This
condition is fundamentally the one formulated by Marx, according to which humans are the producers of their own social existence, which also means that society is both the condition and the goal of human existence. Where before there
existed discrete unities—individuals, if one prefers—that were primarily indexed
to a lineage, territory, authority or sacrality, this individual (this “someone”) was
in a certain sense transformed into an atom of the social molecule of which it is at
once product and producer, agent and patient, part and whole.

6 · jean-luc nancy

It goes without saying that what appears here is related to the fact that at the same
moment—between the 15th and 18th centuries - the same humanity and society had
invented self-production [l’autoproduction] as the general regime of civilisation:
on the one hand, modern science as the production of calculable models (for
example, we no longer perceive the brightness of light but determine its speed
and constitution) and, on the other hand, wealth, which finds its principle not in
accumulation but in the act of investment, by which it produces more wealth. It is
with these two tools that technics [la technique] truly emerges: one sees the invention of ways of producing a form of energy other than that which is already given
(water, wind, human and animal bodies)—steam, for example—which result in
machines that are not only more powerful and thus more productive, but that
themselves initiate other forms of energy and in turn of production.
V
We do not pay enough attention to the fact that political revolution and industrial
or economic revolution involve one and the same process: namely, producing instead of reproducing the given—producing, therefore, that which is not given, the
absolutely new.
What profoundly separates the right and the left is that the former, faced with the
emergence of absolute Production, scrambles to bestow upon it the characteristics of the “given” (except in the case of those nostalgic for the aristocracy). This
time the givers [les donateurs] no longer need to be gods; it is nature that is worked
upon by the genius of humanity, which gives itself the means of Production. Ultimately, humanity is the self-producer par excellence, or even Production itself.
What results is the worship of Science, Industry, and money.
These schematic remarks could be unfolded and elaborated in a more contemporary context (it suﬃces think of commonplace questions like that of renewable energy or the control of financial transactions). What must be noted here
is rather the following: while the right initially related Production to a natural
given, and often invoking a supernatural guarantor (God blesses the productivity
of man, even if he does not confuse it with the secret of his soul), the left, on the
contrary, believed in good faith—and often all the more so since it was free from
God—that humanity gave itself to itself, that it drew from itself the means to produce a new existence.
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This is why up until now at least one absolute criterion at least has separated the
right from the left: that of justice. The right thinks justice as something given in
some way or other—not perfect, no doubt, but available and perfectible. Justice
is given in the conditions that nature and society make possible. For this reason,
a large part of the struggles for economic and social justice of the last two centuries have quite logically consisted in demanding that the necessary (in terms of
revenue, housing, education, etc.) be determined according to what is made possible by production: if it is possible to provide housing, treat illnesses and educate
people in such or such a way, then this is what must be done. It is in this direction
that all of their “progressive,” “social” or “humanistic” attitudes tend (and here it
is sometimes diﬃcult to discern left from right).
VI
There is, however, another possibility in the anthropological mutation that we
are speaking of, and perhaps not just a possibility, but a demand: the demand
that one understand justice in terms of allowing each and everyone (all by each,
and reciprocally) to be or to become the producer of his or her own existence.
In investigating the value of work and the share of this value (“surplus value”),
Marx was driving at nothing other than this fact: that the producer produces more
than the product, that he produces himself as humanity and that reciprocally, to
be human is to produce oneself as such. In this sense, Marx described the crux of
the mutation perfectly: humanity is not a given (no more than the whole of the
universe is).
The human being is nevertheless not a product, especially if it is the producer. Here
one can either insist on this contradiction, or wonder whether it is not precisely
the model of production and self-production (money, technology—technologies
of money and the financing of technologies) that has caused problems for the left.
The Soviet Union attempted to construct a society based on the self-production
and thus the self-reproduction of a humanity that was to become nothing other
than a producer in its rightful place. Nevertheless, on one hand, this society quietly reproduced enormous inequalities, while on the other—and this is related to
the first phenomenon—it established a profound separation between society and
another reality which was that of a military, police and political complex whose
sole aim was to be a world power. It is no doubt not incorrect to say that Mao Zedong wanted to avoid this risk in forcing, in the name of a “cultural revolution,”
everything together in what was supposed to produce (itself as) a truly diﬀerent
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society which would be just because in it each and all would be subsumed into a
new “people.”
Once again, however, and to say nothing of the all the violence to which this process gave rise, it was a question of producing, of producing the Producer and ultimately Production itself as the truth of humanity.
Fascism and Nazism gave us a slightly diﬀerent version in which production was
replaced by regeneration. Instead of positing a kind of pure emergence of productive power, they went back toward a generative force. The gesture of the right
always has to do with a prior giving, origin or pre-disposition. The gesture of the
left interrogates the future and above all allows itself nothing that is pre-given.
VII
There is nothing pre-given on the left, while on the right one finds pre-established
essences, foundations and principles. In the past the left nevertheless remained
dependent on a given, and this in two ways: on the one hand the old order had to
be abolished, and on the other the production or the invention of humanity (or
even of the world itself) implied at least an outline or a model of what had to be
brought forth.
The abolition of the old order was and still is conceived as the abolition of all dependencies. This is why the great words of the left have been freedom, emancipation
and the overcoming of alienation, to which one must add the word equality, without
which the very ideas of humanity and collectivity would have no meaning. And yet
the path to equality goes through emancipation (let us keep this word, which to
this day is most often taken up by left-wing discourses). The idea of emancipation
has the advantage of foregrounding the need to break out of a state of tutelage or
dependence (in Rome this was a legal act by which a master could take slaves out
of servitude and set them free). One easily gets a sense of the importance of this
idea when one thinks of all that traversed the movements concerning “nationality” of the nineteenth century, then all the former colonies that fought for their
independence, as well as all the emancipations of art, customs and thought that
marked the twentieth century.
In the twenty-first century, we have no doubt arrived at what one might call the
ideological dominance of an emancipation that, in a rather paradoxical way, can
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equally be invoked against political and economic oppression as it can in favour
of a consumerist individualism that no longer needs spelling out. After the overthrow of the clearly identifiable tyrants or masters in 1789, other, no less powerful, masteries and tyrannies have taken their place.
The left is discovering that it is finished with the most conspicuous forms of emancipation, those that responded to given realities like the Church and the overt exploitation of labour. However, it is seeing them reappear precisely where it used
to place its hope: in a number of other “opiates of the people”—which include the
incessant exaltation of emancipation (“democracy,” “human rights”)—and in the
limitless ways found by the conjunction of technology and capitalism to increase
the yield of resources, including what we call “human” resources. Whether one
thinks of a child in India who is destined for exhausting, miserably-paid work,
or of a middle manager in France cracking under ever-increasing pressure from
above: in both cases this can go as far as suicide, and in both cases too, existence
is defined as pure despair.
VIII
“Despair” and “distress” are words that today express the dominant mood of the
left which still wants to be the left but, for the above reasons, knows it no longer
is.
However, from these reasons there emerges a very strong argument —not for relaunching or renewing the left, as we have been doing for two centuries, but for
posing this simple question: if it is not only a matter of “emancipating” a “humanity” whose form we think we can discern, nor of identifying this “humanity” with
the product of a self-production, then what is at stake?
Perhaps it is a question of thinking otherwise than in terms of the “human.” Heidegger writes that “Humanism […] does not set the humanitas of the human being
high enough”;2 Levinas calls for a “humanism of the other man”;3 Deleuze speaks
of “becoming-woman,” “becoming-animal, becoming-imperceptible”;4 Derrida
aﬃrms that “Man has always been his proper end, that is, the end of his proper.”5
Here begins the path that must now be opened up.
Despite all the truths they contain, what is lacking in the philosophies of humanity—the “humanisms” as we say (which is usually put in the singular, implying
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that we know for sure what the “human” is)—is an understanding of the fact that
the modern anthropological and metaphysical mutation delivers man entirely to
himself and, moreover, delivers to him the totality of the world or of worlds.
It is not that the Human is some kind of given power to which we must submit
or in which we must place our trust, since it has clearly shown its capacity to destroy, humiliate, starve and crush any being, human or otherwise, that does not
correspond to the increasingly strained management6 of this Production which
can pretend only with embarrassment and bad conscience to be the production
of something like “human happiness” or a “total human.”
But it is precisely in this way that the human is delivered over to itself: it finally
becomes overwhelmingly clear that neither “salvation” [salut] in a beyond nor
the production of an ultimate totality is capable of representing the sense of an
existence which, precisely, makes sense in as much as it exists. In the same way, it
becomes evident that the existences of all the beings in the world co-exist and it
is only in their coexistence that the sense of the world resides; there is no other.
The human is the being whose sense, now that every other possibility of sense
has either been abolished or consigned to the order of archaic postures (whether
these be “spiritualities,” “asceticisms” or “heroisms”), has become its existence,
and the sense of the world as a whole has become its own animal, vegetable, mineral and cosmic existence.
Pascal, who knew all this thanks to his acute sensibility for the mutation that was
already under way, said that “The human infinitely surpasses the human.” If I
may gloss Pascal in this way, this means that humans are neither creatures of God
nor their own creation. The human is the infinite in actuality or, if one prefers,
he is the expression of—or witness to—this infinite in actuality that we call “the
world,” or “worlds,” which is to say of the elementary and vertiginous fact that
there is what there is and that we are here.
One might say that the right refers to orders, givens and constraints under which
one can play some kind of game of production: which is to say, in truth, of the
reproduction of constraints until the game is exhausted, the self-production of
wealth and technics to the point of revealing that the infinite is replaced by the
indefinite, by what is never finished or finite [fini] enough. Meanwhile, the need to
have needs is carefully articulated with the cynical maintenance of poverty, which

left/right · 11

is deficient inasmuch as it falls short of need in a state of distress and deprivation.
The left is truly what it is when it understands that the right refuses to consider
that we are here and the world is here and, on the contrary, aﬃrms the existence
of natural or supernatural constraints which, when used to their fullest degree,
allow one to play the game of an emancipation, not of human beings but of the
mechanisms of indefinite production.
The left is truly what it is when it says: we are here, the world is here, there is no
other given than the spatiality of this “we are.” “To be on the left” thus means, just
as it meant originally without us knowing it: we are here, the world is here, and
nothing else is given. In a sense, there is no emancipation to be sought because
no domination is given. This is not to deny what we know about tyranny, the
arbitrary use of power and exploitation, but to aﬃrm that these are not founded
in any kind of necessity. There is no necessity; the fact that the world exists and
that humans exist in it is not a necessity. It is a chance and a risk, a game of dice
thrown by a child, as the Greeks said. Even, and perhaps above all, for theology,
the existence (the creation) of the world is not and cannot be a necessity; to claim
the opposite would deny its own status as theology.
IX
It is therefore only by refusing to recognise any given or necessity, and at the
same time abandoning the Production of the Human and the World that the left
can embrace its original sense: the side of that which gives neither guarantee nor
foundation—the side of the world that discovers itself quite simply as its own
sense, as neither producible nor appropriable but “infinitely surpassing” everything we represent as “sense.”
Some will of course say that we are now far from the “right-left” question and
that everything has evaporated in the fog of metaphysics. But this is precisely
the point: the “right-left” division was not only the point of departure for a new
politics, society or morality and so on. Indeed, it expressed a much deeper reality,
not of historical progress or regression, but the opening of another history that
does not proceed from a given seed and has no necessary fruit, one that delivers
the world—cosmos, nature, forces and forms—entirely over to the responsibility
of the human as an indeterminate and indefinite being who is just as capable of
transforming everything into a product or “added value” as it is of infinitely ex-
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ceeding itself beyond any product or value in a burst of sense.
As impracticable or unrealistic as all this may sound, it is the truth: if the “left”
does not starting concerning itself with “sense,” there will be neither left nor right
but only variations on the theme of production that will end up as the production
of nothingness. For sense is never produced: it takes place, it passes, it occurs.
And it does not happen indiﬀerently between right and left; it opens the diﬀerence between the two sides on the basis of which one must orient oneself and
therefore decide.
POSTSCRIPT7
The above text was written in 2011 for the Italian magazine MicroMega. If six years
later it seemed appropriate for me to pass it to Lignes, I did so because I believed
it in part to be topical, as one says, or at least it had been topical for a long while—
and its future remains obscure but, up until now at least, open, possible, a demand even. Nevertheless, this obscurity has increased over the last nine years.
The slogan “neither left nor right,” an old fascist slogan that is often “apolitical”
(as if this term had anything but a right wing meaning), has become, or is at least
supposed to be, a respectable political watchword. This respectability is so fragile,
however, that it is even criticised on the right, where certain individuals aﬃrm, in
opposition to this dubious and miserable “neither…nor,” the overcoming or the
sublimation of divisions in the name of a supposed national unity.
After reading my text, Mathilde Girard suggested that the “left-right” couplet
could be understood in terms of the opposition between “impossible” and “possible.” I agree with her entirely: this is a way of naming what I was trying to say
when I opposed given constraints, which are accepted at the expense of sense, to
the demand of justice, which even when regulative remains imperative.
Justice—which Derrida describes as “undeconstructible”—is an impossible demand or a demand for the impossible in the very precise sense that it is not a matter of the possible. To do justice to someone (to a “person,” a “singularity”) or a
group (a “people” or a “class”) does not presuppose that we can clearly present
what is due to it. This becomes obvious as soon as one thinks about the question
of or the criteria for this “is due to”: for what? For merit, work, existence? And to
whom? To the citizen, the human being, the existent? How are we even to determine the meaning of these terms?
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It is utterly illusory to believe that we can satisfy ourselves with significations
that are acceptable, commonplace, or even those produced as a result of public
debate. Today, from Habermas to Sandel, we are seeing an ever-renewed appeal
to this idea of “public debate.” This appeal completely misses the fact that opinion is subject in advance to the most commonplace and most confused significations. This is why—to use a word whose signification remains uncertain—any
political thinking, and thus any political action, must initially be philosophical.
Since philosophy is only what it is when exposed to the Platonic “beyond being,”
this thought takes place beyond any given, recognisable or appropriable sense. In
this way philosophy creates nothing, but instead attempts to give voice to what
weaves its way silently and obscurely through the deep movements of history.
The left is nothing less than the gesture that keeps open not a utopian ideal but
justice as the irrepressible demand to maintain the sense of sense: neither happiness
nor harmony, but an incalculable value that is both unproducible and unproductive. Is it possible to say that this has been betrayed? The answer must be an affirmative one as soon as one thinks that human rights have always been those of
property owners, then of citizens or of whichever category of people was legitimated by the powers that be, but never those of human beings (considered, moreover, in terms of their connections with all other forms of existence). There is no
doubt that in each case there has been a degree of manoeuvring and the diversion
of a movement or an energy, but at the same time, what has made the betrayal
possible is the maintenance of the obscurity around the nature of the demand for
justice, of how it is a matter neither of the given nor of the possible (which always
emanates from the given). This itself belongs not just to the logic of accumulation, appropriation and domination, but also to that of the production and the
self-production of humanity.
Today we are perhaps beginning to realise that what we have produced is our exponential dependence on production itself, and moreover that we have produced
ourselves according to this production. It is not solely a matter of the ownership
of the means of production, but of the creation of its ends that cannot retroactively bear on its means. Now the only possible ends are indefinite ones, not that
“finality without end” which is nevertheless the “proper” [le propre] of humanity
if not of the whole world.
Above all—yes, more than anything—the left must learn that the thought of the
possible runs counter to its deepest truth, and that the thought of the impossible
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is neither utopian nor an irresponsible prediction but instead its touchstone and
driving force. When Rousseau said that democracy was possible only for a people
of gods, he entrusted us with the impossible. Perhaps he placed more faith in human beings than it seems.
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NOTES
1. The range of the French sinistre has a broader semantic range than in English. When used as an
adjective, it can also mean gloomy or dull, and as a noun refers to damage, devastation or harm.
2. Martin Heidegger, “Letter on ‘Humanism’,” in Pathmarks, trans. Frank A. Capuzzi (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1998), p. 251.
3. See Emmanuel Levinas, Humanisme de l’autre homme (Montpellier: Fata Morgana, 1972); Humanism of the Other, trans. Nidra Poller (Urbana & Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2003).
4. Gilles Deleuze & Felix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, trans. Brian Massumi (Minneapolis &
London: University Minnesota Press, 1987), pp. 232, 248.
5. Jacques Derrida, Margins of Philosophy, trans. Alan Bass (Chicago: The University of Chicago
Press, 1982), p. 134 (translation modified).
6. TN: In English in original.
7. TN: This postscript was written for the French publication of the essay in Lignes (2017).
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we bergsonians: the kyoto
manifesto

elie during and paul-antoine miquel,
translated by barry dainton

“WE BERGSONIANS…”
Of the philosophers working today, who deserves to be regarded as a true Bergsonian? Conferences and seminars devoted to “Bergson studies” may not be the
best testing ground. When Aristotle paid tribute to his master in the famous section of the Metaphysics on the doctrine of forms (“We, Platonists…”), it was to
develop his ideas in new directions. The result, as we all know, was a diﬀerent
philosophical system entirely. It would be astonishing if re-thinking the doctrines
of durée, becoming and genuine novelty were not similarly capable of yielding
new insights and pointing to new directions beyond Bergson’s work: not merely a
return to Bergson, a neo-bergsonism, but a philosophy for our own times.
A philosophy, however, cannot be instituted by decree; it needs to be actually
created. Now it may well be possible to be a Bergsonian despite Bergson, and—at
least up to a point—against Bergson, but if the distinguishing trait of bergsonism
is its methodology, we first need to ensure that this methodology continues to be
of genuine use. We need to explore what this methodology can deliver today, with
regard to the problems that we are currently confronted with. In this regard it is
obvious that Bergson scholars aren’t themselves always very Bergsonian when it
comes to the concrete forms of philosophical inquiry. As Gilson aptly put it: “The

true Bergsonians are not those who merely repeat Bergson’s conclusions. Rather,
they are those who—following his example—make these conclusions their own,
and in diﬀerent areas succeed in doing something analogous to what Bergson
did.”1
We, Bergsonians, have read and re-read Bergson; we have studied the complex
ways in which his philosophy has been received. We have defended him against
his detractors; we have corrected misunderstandings, provided the overlooked
context of his oeuvre, and felt the singularity and force of his theses, the subtlety
of his way of thinking: demanding and “diﬃcult,” as Bergson himself acknowledged, misleading in its apparent informality (“How on Earth did anyone miss
that?”, he wonders). All this was necessary. But now is not the time to give a second youth to Bergson’s “philosophie nouvelle.” Bergson is already amongst us,
and he is not lacking in friends. The question we find ourselves confronted by is
how best to harness the impetus of his philosophy, even if this involves directing
it along new lines.
Bergsonism has been interpreted in various ways: the point is to change it and put
it to work in the context which is manifestly very diﬀerent from Bergson’s own.
We are setting out the case for an expanded bergsonism.
EXPANDED BERGSONISM
“Expanded” in what sense? First and foremost, our bergsonism must engage fully
with the sciences of today. It is important to remember that Bergson himself was
continuously stimulated and spurred on by the sciences of his time. His method
risks amounting to no more than an idle play of concepts if it is confined to purely
intra-philosophical issues. What is the point of reformulating the great metaphysical questions—determinism and contingency, matter and mind, monism etc.—in
terms of durée? Metaphysics is never conducted in a vacuum, it is never purely a
priori. Bergson insists that intuition is a form of reflection. But reflection on what?
Invoking the distinctive character of lived experience is of little help if it is not in
constant touch with the rich experiential content elaborated in the worlds of science and technology. Bergson wanted us to engage with the full-blown spectrum
of experience—“integral experience,” as he calls it. Admittedly, scientific experience is essentially committed to a symbolic framing of the given, but it would be
strange indeed to exclude from our inquiries such an essential part of our cogni-
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tive activity, or to confine it to the margins of the “ordinary.”
The necessity of once again putting bergsonism into direct confrontation with
the living sciences—science in the making—illustrates a more general requirement. What we need is not a new commentary, it is a new research programme:
one adapted both to the problems of today and the constellation of questions
that Bergsonians have traditionally focused on, but which permits deviation from
methodological orthodoxy if and when the need arises.
To successfully carry out a project of this sort, a project which takes Bergson as its
point of departure, it isn’t necessary to speak his language—on occasion, it may
even be preferable not to. To re-iterate: the task at hand is not to read or re-read
Bergson, it’s a matter of translating him. Translating Bergson requires us to escape
the stranglehold of his own words. We need to assess how well his claims fare in
new and diﬀerent contexts and frameworks. This stress-testing will bring Bergson
into contact with diﬀerent philosophical traditions, with their own terminologies.
Yes, we must continue to confront Bergson with phenomenology and analytic
philosophy, method against method. We need to imagine—why not?—an analytic
Bergson, a philosophically clean-shaven Bergson, as Deleuze said about Marx. Such
experiments are not intended for the perverse pleasure of watching Bergson turn
in his grave. The aim is to bring the distinctive features of a philosophical position
into clear view, and so bring the relevant domains of research into proper perspective—while in each case isolating the critical connection between philosophy
and the empirical sciences.2
There is an immediate advantage to adopting a broader, expanded bergsonism: those
who find much to admire in Bergson, but who are unable to count themselves as
his disciples, need no longer suﬀer from a guilty conscience. It is possible to be
a Bergsonian without giving any thought to safeguarding an orthodoxy from its
detractors. To extend one of his intuitions in a diﬀerent direction, or find new
avenues of attack, nothing forbids us from reconstructing his doctrines, or finding
novel ways of recombining his concepts. Similarly, there is nothing to prevent our
transforming or deepening his analyses by bringing them into contact with other
philosophical programmes, provided they intersect Bergsonian thought by virtue of having certain problems in common. The expanded bergsonism advocated
here will thus be a refracted bergsonism. This comes at a price. The risk is to run
on occasions into dead-ends or blind alleys. It may turn out that we have been in
pursuit of a mirage, a merely virtual bergsonism.3 But this, perhaps, is the price
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of all real experimentation. As Jacques Rancière put with regard to Deleuze: “The
strength of every strong thought is also its ability to arrange its aporia itself, the
point where it can no longer pass.”4
In the paragraphs which follow we outline the general shape of such an expanded
bergsonism, while reviewing some of the issues it must confront, as well as the
specific areas where we believe new research should be concentrated.
A SPECULATIVE EMPIRICISM: FOLLOWING “LINES OF FACTS”
Let’s start by marking one vitally important point. Bergson subscribed, as is familiar, to a “true empiricism.” He spoke of a “positive metaphysics” in order to
suggest that the philosophical elaboration of experience involves more than a
merely verbal reference to the whole of experience. By contrast with speculative
metaphysics, positive metaphysics develops in close—and critical—connection
with the symbolic frameworks devised by those whose primary aim is precisely to
come to terms with the facts.
The “immediate given” has sometimes been overlooked or misunderstood: there
is no phenomenologically pure experience that can be taken as philosophically
foundational. Even the most primitive forms of experience are compromised with
forms of objectivity originating in our cognitive activity: the primary manifestations of “intelligence” are as much a given as the revelations expected from
intuition. If it were not so, it would be impossible to understand why Bergson
attempted to forge the critical tools he did right from the start. It is critical that
we distinguish and disentangle space from durée, but we have no choice but to
start with this state of entanglement. Bergson’s pure durée is not simply given; it
requires eﬀort, it must be conquered. We cannot do otherwise than starting from
where we stand, in the midst of confusion. The “turn of experience” is a vanishing point, it will not yield “first principles” for our philosophical guidance. The
philosophical method of intuition cannot be a priori, nor does it take the form of
a transcendental structure in the classical sense.
This isn’t to say that that there is no philosophical grammar, and hence that Bergson’s spiritualist empiricism amounts to carrying out purely critical manoeuvres
performed in the vicinity of the natural sciences. The grammar is there, but it is
sometimes concealed, or only implicit, in the texts. It’s a constructive grammar,
rather than one that is given, or deduced. It must be understood in relation to
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a metaphysical imagination which, retrospectively, provides us with something
akin to a sketch: a nascent vision elaborated in the guise of a schema for reality. It
is only by resolving what is blurry in the picture or indeterminate in the schema
that metaphysical precision will be attained. The only way metaphysics can escape metaphors and be taken literally is by assuming this figurative condition.5
This is the source of the diﬃculty of Bergson’s language, and all the ambiguity
of his allegedly “imagistic” prose. An image, he writes, “isn’t a mere ornament,
it’s a suggestion of representations which, in order to be fruitful, should suggest
lines of research,”6. This is why several images are usually needed: if possible very
diﬀerent from one another, where these diﬀerences reveal the inadequacies any
single image might possess. An image oﬀers a line of sight, and in that respect it
fulfils exactly the same role as the lines of facts. The latter too must work together—they only reveal their full significance when they end up intersecting with one
another.7
Thus, phenomena which are at first sight as disparate as paramnesia (the sense
of déjà vu), the “panoramic vision” of the dying, or the stubborn persistence of a
“word at the tip of one’s tongue,” can all point to the existence of a single distinctive mode of being: an immemorial past that produces and conserves itself as
reality is itself being made. The facts are not only “stubborn,” as Lenin put it: they
are above all disjointed and scattered. That is why we need to re-arrange them
in accord with the “lines of facts.” The diﬃculty is to demonstrate—via tentative exercises of trial and error, while always taking care not to lose sight of the
heterogeneity of the given—to make these diverse lines of facts converge on the
same intended target. If it were not supported by this patient work of focusing,
the integral conservation of the past would remain nothing more than an obscure
metaphor. In all cases it is necessary to view the question under consideration
from multiple strategic vantage points: “Intuition isn’t an inspiration that has
dropped down from the heavens; it’s an approach which involves leaping to the
centre, after having taken sightings from all sides.”8
ONTOLOGICAL COMMITMENT AND CRITICAL DISTANCE:
THE CONNECTION WITH THE SCIENCES
If Bergson’s thought has never transformed itself into a neo-bergsonism, a spirit of
bergsonism has nonetheless had an impact on the entirety of contemporary French
philosophy, from Canguilhem to Deleuze, passing through Simondon, Ruyer, Merleau-Ponty and Foucault, to mention only a few. Its distinctive features include
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recognizing the importance that should be given to the lines of facts, and to the
empirical sciences which provide us with a detailed understanding of them.
In this regard we must note two points that continue to be overlooked by the
mainstream reception of Bergson’s ideas.
Contrary to what has often been assumed, for Bergson scientific knowledge is not
necessarily artificial, a mere play with abstract symbols. Science would not be as
eﬀective as it is if it did not carry ontological significance: in its own way, “science
reaches the absolute.” Even mathematics, in certain respects, “is by no means
just a game, but a real point of contact with the absolute.”9 “I would like to know
if there exists, among the contemporary conceptions of science, a theory which
gives to the empirical sciences a higher status.”10
As conceived by Bergson, intuition is not the perfectly precise instrument that
it has sometimes been taken to be, a kind of laser beam by which we are able to
penetrate through to the ground level of reality, where we directly apprehend becoming. Intuition provides the driving force, but left to itself its deliverances remain essentially vague. Intuition only becomes precise when its scope is focussed
and tightened.11 It needs, as we have just seen, to follow the lines of facts, and be
transposed into symbolic-conceptual forms.12
There is also a practical necessity. In order to be communicated at all, intuition
requires intelligence, it has to “ride on the back of ideas”.13 But Bergson takes a
further step:
As soon as we have intuitively apprehended the truth, our intelligence corrects itself, and gives intellectual form to its error. Having received a hint,
it provides in its turn control. As the divers will touch in the depths of the
ocean the shipwreck that the aviator has spotted from high in the air, so
our intelligence—immersed as it is in a conceptual environment—will analytically verify, point by point, what has been apprehended in a synthetic,
supra-intellectual manner.14
And better:
The intuition that I have spoken of can only enter into play after one has
studied, deepened, and often even expanded upon the empirical evidence
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that positive science has gathered on a certain issue.15
Science can reach the absolute, and intuition has need of science, not only in order to be communicated and conveyed, but simply in order to function. For these
two reasons, science is a good deal more than a domain in which the Bergsonian
methodology can be applied. Above all, the role of science is not confined to that
of the bogeyman that possesses only functional, “tool-making” intelligence, incapable of understanding life, that “spatializes” and distorts everything it touches.
This picture is all too familiar in the textbook version of bergsonism, but it is utterly misguided. Science is not there simply as a foil that one would set up to promote a general critical methodology aimed at recovering the vital, pre-reflective
aspects of reality. Rather science is the necessary precondition for the eﬀectiveness of the method in question. Bergson’s engagement with science goes beyond
both the hermeneutic mission of interpreting scientific works, and elucidating
the ontologies implicit in scientific theorizing: philosophy, Bergson maintains,
must “mould itself upon science”. But this intimacy indicates a true complementarity, rather than any subordination of one to the other. And this in turn presupposes that intuition introduces a critical distance—rather than a rift—with regard
to the sciences, albeit in a very diﬀerent manner than phenomenology or analytic
philosophy.
This is arguably the most important feature of “intuition as method,” to follow
in Deleuze’s steps. Intuition manifests itself initially by its capacity to refuse certain readymade intellectual schemas. Accordingly, the Bergsonian methodology
includes a crucial analytical aspect, which is manifested in the dialectical manoeuvres aimed at identifying and eliminating inadequate concepts and erroneous syntheses. Science is concerned to the extent that it sometimes yields to misleading
analogies and over-hasty generalizations. These can be prevented and corrected,
with the aim of bringing into the open the inconsistencies of the (often unconscious) metaphysical assumptions underlying scientific discourse. The proper use
of intuition, Bergson believes, will open new lines of questioning, and sometimes
lead to factual discoveries which may in turn lead to the reform of certain habits of
thought shared by working scientists. To sum up, philosophical interventionism
is the price one must pay for acknowledging the ontological weight of scientific
discourse. Our contention is that a bergsonism which had nothing to contribute
to the improvement of science would not be worth an hour’s eﬀort.16
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That said, the proper role of intuition does not extend to supplying science with
metaphysical “foundations”: science manages to function perfectly well without
these. Nor does intuition aim at panoramic “conceptions of the world,” as if the
task of philosophy was to supply science with broader and bolder syntheses, taking its theories to ever higher levels of generality along the same directions. This
would condemn philosophy, which can only ever engage with the sciences as they
are at a particular moment in time, to always lag behind on the path of scientific
progress.
Bergson has thus tried to connect metaphysics with the sciences in an entirely
new way. He started from the assumption that philosophical questions enjoy an
autonomous existence—something that is always diﬃcult to convey to scientists
who are as likely to forge their own “philosophy” as they are to repudiate all philosophy as entirely useless. But by demanding further refinements, distinctions
and diﬀerentiations, science invariably renders these same questions more precise
than they would otherwise be.
I see in the metaphysics that is to come an empirical science of sorts, one
that is cumulative, but also constrained—in the manner of other sciences—to treat the results to which its attentive study of the real has led it, as
being only ever provisional.17
Given this, in which directions should our eﬀorts be directed? What are the questions which should be occupying us today? Which lines of facts are ripe for philosophical scrutiny?
“Where will we be led? No one knows. No one can even tell us which science will
uncover the new problems. It could even be a science with which we are today
wholly unfamiliar.”18
NEITHER REDUCTIONISM NOR EMERGENTISM
Let’s try a few guesses anyhow. By way of a concrete example, consider living
organisms, or organizations. The real character of Bergsonian vitalism—often obscured by an overly strong fixation on the doctrine of the élan, or by an overly
simplistic opposing of mechanism with finalism—has been rediscovered. From
a critical perspective, the point to keep in view is that the Bergsonian approach
provides an alternative to conceptions of nature that are either reductively physi-
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calist and emergentist and hierarchical (with regard to both nature itself, and the
relationships between nature and culture). Emergentism can be developed in
terms of levels of reality, or levels of explanation (with higher-level properties
“supervening” on more fundamental properties). From the Bergsonian perspective there is a plurality—no doubt irreducible—of modes of existence, but this
plurality is not distributed in layers corresponding to increasing levels of complexity, crowned by the domain of consciousness; reality simply isn’t stratified in
such a straightforward manner, because genuine complexity cannot be the product of a mechanistic combination of elemental bricks of reality. As Ruyer puts it,
“the ‘new’ is being formed at each instant everywhere, but there are no superimposed layers … each bringing its characteristic ‘novum’”.19 (It goes without saying
that bergsonism also rescues us from more sophisticated forms of reductionism
or regionalism, such as Husserl’s philosophy of consciousness, or the ontological
phenomenology of Dasein.)
The Bergsonian approach to the nature of life starts from the idea that we are
always already immersed in entangled levels of durée, not (as Deleuze would have
it) in a “plane of immanence,” nor even in a plurality of such planes, but rather
in a redoubling of immanence. First of all because, as Frédéric Worms has noted,
there really are two meanings of life.20 Underlying the distinctive doctrines of Creative Evolution is a cosmological turn in Bergson’s thought, which accounts for the
fact that to experience the immanence of durée it is necessary to be able—simultaneously—to experience the “durée that is immanent in the whole universe,”
that is the cosmic consciousness to which our own consciousness is connected
by innumerable links of sympathy. The paradigmatic example is the well-known
“lump of sugar”: its melting participates in the absolute in two respects, because
in addition to bringing lived duration in the focus of attentive awareness, it also
bears the weight of the entire cosmic process. On the one hand, the melting is
the living symbol of my own impatient waiting; on the other, my impatience is
pitched against the whole spectrum of intertwined durations that make up my environment: I have no choice but to wait, and the lump of sugar is the living symbol
of the unfolding universe.21
These redoublings make it possible for particular episodes of durée to constitute
themselves, not only by enfolding or contracting more or less intense instances of
duration (this is how Bergson accounts for our phenomenological situation within
the world), but also, at the same time—and to diﬀerent degrees—by extrapolation or projection into other episodes of durée which in turn encompass them
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(this is the theme, less obvious but clearly present, of perspective, to which we will
be returning). Bergson introduces fundamental distinctions which help us orient
ourselves within this entangled domain governed by reciprocal causality: if we
are considering things statically, the relevant distinction is between the closed and
the open; from a dynamic perspective the relevant distinction is between iterative
repetition and creative repetition.
We believe the entangled levels of durée are a fundamental characteristic of the
living, one of the basic parameters determining biological organization. The concept of redoubled immanence takes a more explicit form in Simondon’s work,
with his claim that biological individuation should be construed as taking place in
a “theatre” in which it plays the role of an “actor.” The same intuition is at work
in Bailly, Longo and Montévil, when they urge that we conceive of the transition
from the physical to the biological in terms of an organism which lives and develops, repairs and reproduces itself in a space of extended criticality which exists in
addition to the standard range of physical properties.22
THE VIRTUAL AND THE POSSIBLE
From a Bergsonian perspective, the virtual is real, but the virtual is not simply
the possible. Life and memory, to the extent that they are virtual and never cease
virtualizing themselves, mean we must re-evaluate the character of the modal
relationship between the possible and the actual, between what is and what might
be. In other words, to take proper account of the nature of the virtuality which
underpins real-world processes, we cannot consider what might be as simply a
form of what is—and hence as something amenable to direct quantification and
calculation.
Suppose, for example, that we take the states of a biological system to exist in
space of possibilities which includes both the random and the probable. In so doing we would not be in a position to explain the radical novelty and unpredictability which, in reality, are characteristic of such a system. The evolution of life—and
the same goes for human memory—creates at each instant new possibilities. Evolution acts on and alters, in real time, the space of possibilities which (supposedly)
explains evolution itself. We are thus led to distinguish the concepts of what “is
diﬀerent” and what “might be,” between what is simply possible, and what is truly
contingent, and by nature unpredictable. These conceptual clarifications will no
doubt have an impact in domains such as decision theory and the philosophy of
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action.
A BROADER LOGIC
Bergsonian ontology requires—as with Simondon, albeit in a somewhat diﬀerent
way—a broadening of logic. This broadening does not involve our putting into
question the principle of non-contradiction, but it does require us to reject the
principle of the excluded middle: Not not-A and A are no longer equivalent.
This brings us back to Bergson’s views on the “two orders.” Matter is not merely
negative, it is not the reverse image of life, it does possess a form of durée, diﬀerent in nature from that of living things. On the one hand, the durée of matter is
characterized simply and solely by repetition, whereas the durée of living things
is characterized by invention, creation and self-overcoming (at least with respect
to their purely material nature). But on the other hand, it remains the case that
matter belongs to life, and is somehow folded within it. We here run into the
issue of emergence once again. Is organization something which emerges from
a primitive physical substrate, or is it the other way around? Isn’t the physical
best understood as the neutralisation or slowing down of the interactions that
are characteristic of the biological realm? This provides us with a fine example of
a non-conservative extension: to comprehend how the physical can go beyond its
own order it is necessary also to understand that the alleged physical basis was
itself the product of an idealization.
Similarly, for Canguilhem an illness isn’t nothingness, but rather another mode
of life—or (if one prefers) an illness is a deviant physiology, which also means it
can’t be reduced to the merely physiological. Inversely, life is a “dynamic polarity,”
which means that life isn’t simply the opposite of death, nor health the opposite
of illness: rather there is a pathological dimension inherent in life itself—death is
to be found within life and nowhere else.
Again, the issues are clearer and more explicit in Simondon. “To understand individuation,” he writes, “one needs to conceive of being not as substance or matter
or form, but as a system that is under tension, oversaturated, that exists over and
above the level of unity, which doesn’t consist solely in and of itself, and which is
therefore not constrained by the law of the excluded middle.”23 Which amounts to
saying that becoming itself is not nothing, or equivalently, that being isn’t whole.
Just as becoming has a mode of being, so too does being undergo becoming. Be-
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ing, as Simondon points out, can be out of phase with itself.24
It is only by rejecting the excluded middle that we can hope to be in a position to
understand how it can be that in the order of things, it is the virtual rather than
the actual which comes first. If the virtual is otherness, the actual is that which is
other than otherness.
PRESENTISM AND ETERNALISM
It is from this basis that one should consider the critical relevance of Bergson
to contemporary debates concerning the metaphysics of time. In the analytical
world we find “presentists” and “eternalists” doing battle over the domain that
should be given to the verb “to exist.” (Should it be confined to only the present? Or to the past as well, or perhaps even the future?) It is clear, however, that
their disagreement rests on a presupposition that is common to both camps, but
which passes largely unnoticed. It is being assumed, in eﬀect, that the past and
the present are fundamentally homogeneous in nature: that the past diﬀers from
the present only by virtue of no longer being present, and hence that the past and
present have exactly the same kind of contents, which is apparent in the fact that,
from the point of view of ontological calibration, they can only be diﬀerentiated
from one another modally. Once this assumption is made, we still need to explain
how the concepts of past and present nevertheless apply to successive states of
aﬀairs that do not diﬀer in kind. Some appeal to a mysterious “passage” of time
(which one can try to elucidate via the analysis of various “models” of the flux of
consciousness).25 Others appeal instead to perspectival notions compatible with
the view that reality in itself is perspective-free (hence the frequent appeal to
the indexical character of “now”: what counts now as “now” is dependent upon
our contingent location along the timeline). If, however, one views the present
and the past as fundamentally diﬀerent in kind—as diﬀerent, according to Bergson, as the actual and the virtual—then the metaphysical landscape is entirely
transformed and the philosophy of time must be grounded on new ontological
foundations. In order to achieve this, it is interesting to filter Bergsonian themes
through the analytic instruments provided by current debates in the philosophy
of time. The quarrels between “tensers” and “detensers,” proponents of A-time
and B-time, should not be dismissed as moot. Even pseudo-problems can be of
use when it comes to making Bergsonian ideas more precise. For it is not enough
to gesture towards the virtual, or to claim that space-like models of time give up
genuine becoming from the start. Gnomic formulations will remain opaque no
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matter how frequently they are repeated; such is the formidable claim that the
past conserves itself integrally “in itself.” Here again, philosophical debates out
new lines of facts, following, if need be, the latest developments in neuroscience.
RE-EXAMINING THE RELATION BETWEEN DURATION AND SPACE
We said above that we shouldn’t hesitate to loosen the stranglehold of Bergson’s
language and terminology. Let’s start with durée, bergsonism’s central concept.
In the literature it has generally been reduced to nothing more than a qualitative or heterogeneous multiplicity, entirely lacking any numerical dimension. As
established by several recent studies, this idea has had its day.26 In fact, durée
and number are not entirely foreign to one another: durée can be viewed as “an
obscure number,” “a special number”; i.e. non-spatial in nature. This idea, if properly developed, would lead us to a qualitative arithmetic, one that is capable of
describing physical phenomena without obliterating the temporal aspect inherent in their becoming. For, after all, what is measurement if not a way of coming
to terms with the internal rhythms of change?
Among the other taboo words for Bergsonians, “spatialization” is not the least
problematic. What is space? The critical role the category plays in Bergsonian
thought is clear enough, and there’s no need to return to the relevant points here.
But how do things stand with regard to the diverse plurality of spaces, both concrete and abstract, that are associated with the lives of humans and animals, as
well as with scientific and artistic activities? Are there lines of facts here which
might be of interest to philosophers? Bergson famously criticized the metaphysical assumptions behind the adoption of one particular kind of abstract space in
connection with relativity theory: the four-dimensional Minkowski spacetime,
with its characteristic pseudo-Euclidean signature. He took this construction to
be simply an extension of the kind of geometrical representations of movement
that are frequently to be found elsewhere, e.g. in the ordinary use of curves and
graphs depicting change-over-time. Would he have had the same to say about configuration or phase spaces in other areas of contemporary physics? If the spatial
mode of existence is indeed the ideal limit to which matter (qua extension) tends
by its own nature, how should this metaphysical thesis be situated with respect
to the diversity of geometrical constructions to be found in contemporary mathematics: not only n-dimensional non-Euclidean spaces, but complex spaces, discrete spaces, and the like? To turn to a related topic, what status should we give
to set theory? Is it merely a natural extension of the Bergsonian notion—quite
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new at the time—that mathematical objects should be construed as systems of
relations between elementary objects (points, instants)? And lastly, what should
we say about the purely topological properties of mathematical spaces? Bergson’s
critique of measurement was originally developed in connection with very basic examples of the kind one may find in the Transcendental Aesthetics (tracing
a line, building a triangle in Euclidean space, counting successive moments…).
Does the critique apply equally well to the more elaborate, but nonetheless effective and useful modes of spatiality developed in the wake of modern geometry
and physics?
There are a thousand reasons for remaining less than satisfied by the Bergsonian
treatment of the relationship between durée and space. Suppose we take seriously the idea that our intelligence is not confined simply to the pragmatic task of
manipulating the physical things under hand or manufacturing tools for doing so,
but is ontologically committed with the genesis of materiality, as Bergson claims.
Suppose, in addition, that the universe as a whole is continuously undergoing
becoming, as Bergson often insists, and that space is nothing more than matter
(and hence, duration) in its most relaxed state, i.e. an ideal limit for which geometrical concepts provide partial yet eﬀective templates. Then it is clear that real
space—let’s introduce the term by way of symmetry with the “real time” discussed
earlier—can have a content that is far richer than that allowed in Données immédiates, which is in fact mainly concerned with the intellectual schemes underlying
the representation of space as numeric multiplicity. If there is such a thing as
real spatiality embedded in the unfolding universe, surely intelligence must have
a grip on it. It is only the habits reinforced by the endless reliance on “useful
conventions”, to use Poincaré’s expression, that condemn us to eternally orbit
the circles of Euclidean geometry. It remains to be seen whether these richer and
more diverse modes of spatiality can be accommodated in the intensive schema
elaborated from Matière et Mémoire onwards, with its degrees of duration and variably contracted rhythms.
THE PROBLEM OF CO-EXISTENCE: THE LOCAL AND THE GLOBAL
Contrary to what Bergson himself sometimes suggested, the question of the nature of space lies at the heart of his debate with Einstein. One reason for this is the
simple fact that the concept of simultaneity is occupying centre stage—though it
should be noted that in his discussion of Einstein, Bergson was operating with a
conception of simultaneity that is altogether diﬀerent from the conception that
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can be found in his earliest works, where it is defined as the mere intersection of
time with space. There is a second reason: in developing his concept of “real time”
in Durée et Simultanéité Bergson was intending to project durée onto a particular
aspect of measured time. While this may come as a surprise to some, there can
be no doubt at all that real time—the figure of durée which comes to the fore in
Durée et Simultanéité—is a kind of time that is inherently measurable and quantifiable. The distinction between real and fictitious time (e.g. symbolic, or purely
mathematical representations of the temporal) runs within measured time itself.
If it were otherwise Bergson would never have dreamed of resisting the metrical
consequences of the famous “twins paradox” attributed to Langevin. What Bergson contests, clearly wrongly—as confirmed by all the relevant lines of facts—is
the thesis that the twin who is accelerated in his spaceship can give a diﬀerent
measure of the durée that has elapsed during his trip, a durée that is thus (allegedly) substantially identical, but also metrically equal, to the durée experienced
by his brother who remains on Earth. In more precise terms, Bergson holds that
there is only a single interval of “real time” between the moment when the twins
separate, and the moment when they are reunited. But it is clear that what is at
stake here is not durée in general, but only the particular times measured by conscious human observers, who are able to plot the flux of their lived experience
against the reference frame defined by their measuring equipment.
What is of interest to us in Bergson’s entangled discussion of this typically relativistic setting is the more general problem regarding the framing of time. The point
is that real time isn’t necessarily lived time: Bergson only requires that time can
be lived through. In contrast, it’s essential to real time that it should be actually
measured.27 Consequently, it is not enough to remind us that durée in its pure
state is by its nature unmeasurable or unquantifiable. We must accept that lived
durée can, in a manner of speaking, take leave of itself and adopt an observation
point in the domain of the measurable, so as to give a perspective on other durées,
and so recognize that their flows unfold simultaneously. For there is no room
for doubt: the twins are, in some real sense, contemporaries. To accommodate
this fact we have to accept that the “proper times” that can be found in distinct
spatial locations are in some way commensurable. This is the theoretical setting
that Bergson wishes to consider. Are relative measures of elapsed time enough to
capture the metaphysical import of the thick notion of simultaneity that Bergson
has in mind (i.e. a simultaneity not confined to zero-duration instants)? The difficulty is that the “proper time” of the equations of physics—the quantity that
is guaranteed to be invariant through changes in frame of reference—is a time
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which is completely lacking in global significance: it is a strictly local determination of time, bearing no perspective on other times. Mathematically speaking, it
primarily functions as a parameter. It is in some respects less artificial than the
coordinate times linked to particular inertial reference frames, but there is nothing intrinsically temporal about it. As Piaget would put it, proper time is nothing
more than “spatial succession.” Unless that is, a sort of “reality transfusion” occurs whenever we consciously think about it: then, the worldlines traced out by
the occupants of four-dimensional Minkowski spacetime become infused with
durée deriving from our own consciousness, with the resulting illusion that the
entire scene can be re-animated and set into motion despite the lack of an overall
time frame. But truly speaking, what we are dealing with here are purely local and
a priori disjointed measures of material durée. These measures exist alongside the
basso continuo of the lived durée of conscious observers—a durée characterized by
the degree of tension typical of humankind—without any straightforward notion
of real simultaneity between flows. Any attempt to uncover from these ingredients a genuinely temporal unity of the material universe is bound to fail. Anyone
attempting cosmological unification on such a basis would run the risk of indulging in psychological metaphors (a super-human consciousness sweeping across
the universe…), at the risk of being swiftly undermined by scientific objections—
not least those of Einstein, who, it will be recalled, refused to admit the existence
of a philosophical time, distinct from the time of the physicist and the time of the
psychologist.28 Above all, what is still lacking in the way the problem is framed
by physicist and most philosophers of physics is a clear conception of temporal
perspective, one which acknowledges the possibility of eﬀectively extending time
through space, via the operation of measurement. What we still need, in other
words, is a conception of real space—or if one prefers, real simultaneity—that is
fitted to address the cosmological challenge.
At the very least Bergson managed to point his finger in the direction of the principal problem: finding a mode of cosmological connection which accommodates
the legitimate demands of situation (context) and perspective, with determinations
of time that are global as much as local. His confrontation with Einstein’s special
theory of relativity led him to formulate an issue that is crucial to our understanding of the nature of physical time: the simultaneity or coexistence of spatially
separated flows (or fluxes) of duration, a coexistence that is irreducibly temporal
and spatial, and which in no way undermines the evidence suggesting that instantaneous simultaneity (the punctual “now”) is by necessity relative to the choice
of a particular reference frame (i.e. a system of coordinates extending through the
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totality of space).
Admittedly, the familiar Bergsonian distinction between durée and space, qualitative multiplicity and quantitative multiplicity, isn’t a great help here: the best
it can do is provide us with a name for our problem. The problem of simultaneity—of real simultaneity, envisaged sub specie durationis—should be formulable in
terms of space-time. It is unfortunate that physicists continue to think they are
doing philosophers a favour in conceding to them that the distinction between
lived time (“psychological time”) and objective time (“clock time”) still has relevance and validity. For this reason, and not withstanding their prominent role in
mainstream Bergsonian scholarship, we propose to banish all use of expressions
such as these, once and for all. It is now apparent that everything hinges—as in
reality it has done since the start of the debate—on measured time. Giving a privileged status to psychological time—as if it were a valuable treasure which must
be preserved from the threat of our inherent spatializing tendencies—assists not
at all in solving the problem. Langevin once proposed translating “lived time” by
“proper time”, as if it were a matter of finding a common lexicon. This concession
to the philosophers was meant as a conciliatory measure, but in the end it did
more harm than good. In the absence of a single temporal metric extending over
the whole of spacetime, any common measure of time at a distance is arbitrarily
bound to a particular reference frame. The fact that similar temporal units are
used across space produces an illusion of temporal homogeneity. The truth is that
in space-time one only finds spatio-temporal homogeneity: the intervals of proper
time corresponding to diﬀerent spatio-temporal trajectories remain in a sense
incommensurable, which lends support to the notion that time is fundamentally
and irreparably disunified. The paradox of the twins, who are somehow contemporary despite their diverging temporal experiences, embodies this general issue.
Einstein was candid enough to admit that he did not see any genuine problem
there. But the issue has recently returned in the guise of a proliferation of nonstandard definitions of simultaneity. If much of the philosophical debates largely
ended up focusing on the issue of whether such definitions are conventional or
non-conventional, it’s interesting to note that metaphysicians in the analytic tradition have recently been exploring the question while not confining themselves
to strictly epistemological considerations. These philosophers have started developing regional models of coexistence (featuring an extended, non-pointlike conception of location); these have the advantage of being directly derivable from the
topological structure of Minkowski space-time, thereby giving access to the deeper
features of real space.
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BETWEEN CONFABULATION AND CREATION: LIVING AND THINKING
WITH SCIENCE
By way of conclusion, let’s return to the relationship between philosophy and the
sciences. Bergson laid the foundation stones of his methodology, and undertook
his early research in a climate that was still largely dominated by a positivistic
faith in the elucidatory powers of mechanistic modes of thought. With the advent
of the 20th century, he was alert—as were others—to what would soon become
known as the “crisis of the sciences,” a crisis to which he would himself contribute: for example, by popularizing a pragmatist conception of scientific theories,
which were to be viewed as intellectual tools, designed to capture only the measurable aspects of physical reality. But there is no getting away from this fact:
much of what Bergson had to say on these matters needs revisiting in the light
of the revolutions which occurred in the first third of the 20th century, revolutions that so profoundly disrupted the scientific image of the world. Needless to
say, we are thinking here of general relativity, about which Bergson said practically nothing, but also of quantum mechanics, molecular biology and information theory—without even mentioning the foundational advances made in logicomathematical fields. These revolutions have led to a revision of the categorical
frameworks on which the philosophy of the natural sciences had based itself since
Kant. They have also impacted our understanding of the significance and scope of
scientific theories in general. Their sheer diversity greatly complicates the “grand
unification” project, which is based on the idea that nature is a totality governed
by universal laws. If our expanded bergsonism is to avoid exhausting itself fighting straw men—in the form of a “mechanistic” science which had already been
superseded in our grandparents’ day—it is crucial that we take proper account of
these recent developments.29
We noted earlier that a positive metaphysics must establish a “critical distance”
with respect to scientific theories, where this goes beyond elucidating their epistemological or metaphysical foundations. The need for such a distance derives, in
part, from the character of the sciences themselves, of which we now have a better understanding. To put it succinctly: the ontological claims made by a scientific
theory are genuine, but invariably limited. Although a theory will provide us with
a description of reality, it does so only in a certain manner, under a particular
perspective, and it will not be able to supply a full justification for so doing. Hume
was the first to make this point: a scientific theory will always be incapable of
supplying its own foundation or justification. Thanks to the work of Gödel on the
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incompleteness theorems, we can say the same today about the formal sciences.
From a Bergsonian perspective there is nothing surprising here: even mathematical proofs are, ultimately, nothing more than formalized gestures. As Guiseppe Longo
has established, as well as rules of inference, they invariably employ constructive
principles.30 This “deterritorialization” of science (as we might put it) is not a
product of the content of its theories, but is due instead to their essentially pragmatic or practical nature. We find here, illuminated from yet another angle, the
redoubling of immanence. A scientific theory tells us, at the level of thought, of a
world other than thought; it concerns the very same physical and biological world
to which we are ourselves anchored by the demands of action. As a consequence,
science brings into play what we can call an enlarged experience, or alternatively,
a decorrelated experience. We find ourselves simultaneously in the world of our
own thoughts, and in a physical world that is not our own. Thus although the
“points of view” of science and consciousness certainly intersect, neither can be
reduced to the other. Bergson introduced this thesis, in his own manner, in terms
of “systems of images” in the famous opening section of Matière et Mémoire.31 This
requires more than is oﬀered by either the scientistic approach, or phenomenological idealism. This is also the explanation of why we find Bergson’s approach at
the heart of lively debates in the contemporary French philosophical scene, ranging from Deleuze to Quentin Meillassoux, Pierre Montebello or Renaud Barbaras.
It is within the space of this impossible-to-fill critical distance that we find the
location of the artist, as construed by Bergson. In other words, and borrowing
from the fortuitous formulation of Jean-Marc Lévy-Leblond, science is not art. Just
as positive metaphysics cannot be reduced to the task of revealing the ontological commitments of a scientific theory, the truly creative work of an artist does
not consist in simply showcasing—by way of metaphor or simply illustration—a
concept or hypothesis that one would find ready-made, and more precisely stated,
in some scientific theory. Da Vinci’s paintings were not conceived to illustrate the
golden ratio, similarly, Duchamp’s installations were not intended to reveal to us
the nature of the fourth dimension. It’s quite the opposite. The artist is someone
who is essentially “distracted,” Bergson tells us: he is a seer, not a scientist—a
seer whose task is to reveal what scientists themselves cannot perceive, due to
the very ontological commitments of their theories. In acknowledging the clairvoyance of artists we are not, of course, committing ourselves to a (slightly) suspect neo-romanticism. The artistic vision can have the most abstract and formal
manifestations. Think of the work of François Morellet: although his artistic op-
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erations remain in the domain of the sensible, they are often indiscernible from
mathematical gestures. Art and science can also work together in an experimental mode, as shown by the “constrained” fictions invented by Philippe Ramette,
which illustrate so well the aﬃnity between certain artistic practices, and the rigorous yet risky activities of science conceived as “cosa experimentale.”32
In any event, there is no a priori convergence between artistic creation and technoscientific research. It’s rather their complementary divergence that we should be
emphasizing, because it makes the fiction and interpretation that are inherent in art
so valuable, even if there exist a wide range of potential interactions between art
and science. These considerations suggest a re-evaluation of Bergson’s notion of
a “fabulatory function.” This notion is originally associated with “closed” morals
and religion, but it’s worth wondering if a fabulatory dimension isn’t invariably a
feature not just of religion and morality, but in the sciences as well. There are two
reasons for this.
First, it is simply impossible to separate entirely science and culture. The two are
irretrievably locked together. Lévy-Leblond was right when he observed that we
find interpreters not only in music or theatre, but also in science, where they can
be good or bad (in the latter case we tend to label them “popularizers”). In today’s
highly complex sciences, the presence of an interpretive dimension is increasingly evident: the importance of the notion of a “model” in contemporary science
provides one illustration of this, another is linked to the fact that scientists are
systematically confronted with the problem of “underdetermination of theory by
data” (a theme found in the philosophy of science, in Duhem, Quine and Atlan).
Next, as Dominique Janicaud has noted, it is necessary to distinguish between
science itself and the power of science.33 Somewhere in between, we find technoscientific research, which is less and less devoted to science and more and more
devoted to its power. To put it another way, today’s technoscientific research lies
at the heart of a technoeconomic enterprise which is transforming nature at an
industrial scale—and industrial speeds. As Hans Jonas has shown, what nature is
now depends on what mankind can and wants to do with it. What we are dealing
with here is not solely a matter of fact, but also of value, so the problem of the
power of science isn’t just a theoretical problem: it’s an axiological problem, one
which places us at the intersection of knowledge and belief.
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However, to come back to Bergson’s original intuition, confabulation goes hand
in hand with closure, and it’s to the latter notion that we need to attend if we are
going to fully appreciate the critical requirement which underpins the relationship between philosophy—or culture at large—and science. The tension exerted
by scientistic prejudices upon the formulation and popularization of scientific
knowledge is an instance of the kind of closure that preoccupied Bergson, a relation which pushes the scientific world to close in on itself, rather than opening itself up to the cultural universe which in fact—paradoxically—feeds and
nourishes it. In another sense, we can also wonder how to properly understand
the distinction between fiction and confabulation. Here we venture a hypothesis:
artistic fictions and inventions do not rest on the same belief regime as science.
This becomes apparent when one examines the relationship between “cognitive
hallucinations” in science and the “suspension of incredulity” which operates in
fiction—and perhaps even more strongly in science fiction literature (and films).
Blondlot’s “N-rays” constitute one classic example of a cognitive hallucination in
the history of science, but we could just as easily cite controversies linked to the
supposed discovery of the “memory of water.” In such cases, how does one go
about separating the wheat from the chaﬀ? What distinguishes the rational belief
that is an inherent component of good scientific practice from wholly unreal fictional creations? Is there any alternative to mounting a critique of (what we might
call) the “spontaneous ideology of scientists,” or alternatively, a psychoanalytic
investigation of their motivational and cognitive biases? What really diﬀerentiates the hypotheses of N-rays from that of the ether—a hypothesis that was revived on several occasions over the past two centuries? Or the memory of water
from Ptolemy’s epicycles, or the epigenetics of contemporary molecular biology?
What is the diﬀerence between the “psychical sciences” in which Bergson was
once seriously interested—prior to their fall into disrepute, and subsequent categorization as mere pseudo-sciences—and certain researches conducted today at
the frontiers of art, anthropology and psychoanalysis? Such questions are on the
horizon of our expanded bergsonism: “alterscience” may just be pseudo-science,
but this should not blind us to the utopian potential of a truly open science.
ENVOI
Do we really need to spell it out? On all these questions, and on many others we
have been unable to consider here, we are not proposing to scrutinize contemporary sciences—or their ordinary modes of practice—for confirmations of one
or other of Bergson’s doctrines or presentiments. Irrespective of whether we are
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dealing with the enactive theory of perception, the neurophysiological basis of
memory, or any other line of contemporary research, intuitions do not exist to
be rediscovered and confirmed. Their role, rather, is to raise new questions, and
so in a fashion to make matters more complicated than they already are. Bergson
succeeded in devising a method which makes it possible to discern and create new
problems—the originality of some of the problems he formulated for himself still
have the power to astonish us. It is in the light of the questions he bequeathed to
us, and above all in the light of those he allowed us to pose in our turn—not any
particular doctrine or vision of the world34—that we have to ask ourselves today,
collectively, whether we still want to be Bergsonians, and whether we still can be.
In brief, we possess even now a certain number of lines of facts, which do not take
us as far as we want, but which we can extend hypothetically. I would like to follow
some of these with you. Each, taken by itself, will lead us to a conclusion that is
merely probable. But taking them all together, they will—by their convergence—
bring before us such an accumulation of probabilities that we shall feel that we
are on the road to certitude, or so I hope. Moreover, we shall come nearer and
nearer to it through the joint eﬀort of philosophers who will become partners.
For, on this view, philosophy is no longer a construction, the systematic work of
a single thinker. It needs, and unceasingly calls for, corrections and retouches. It
progresses like positive science. And like a positive science, philosophy too is a
work of collaboration.35
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1. Étienne Gilson, « Souvenir de Bergson », Revue de métaphysique et de morale, 64, 1959, p. 136.
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those who bear the mark of his influence, Édouard Le Roy, has always refrained from adopting
the same doctrines as the philosopher to whom he has rendered so many and so fervent tributes.
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of the Project Bergson in Japan, Tokyo et Kyoto, 10-13 décembre 2015). This manifesto—drafted
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3. In the first chapter of Matière et Mémoire Bergson describes the phenomenon of “total reflexion” which serves as an analogy for pure perception. (Matière et Mémoire, Paris Presses universitaires de France, 2007, p. 34).
4. Jacques Rancière The Flesh of Words: The Politics of Writing, trans. C. Mandell, Stanford University Press, 2004, p. 164.
5. See the introduction to “Bergson et la science”, P.-A. Miquel and F. Worms (eds.), in Annales
Bergsoniennes, n°3, Paris, Presses universitaires de France, coll. Épiméthée, 2006.
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universitaires de France, 1951, p. 4.
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8. Lydie Adolphe, op. cit., p. 4.
9. Henri Bergson, « Discussion à la Société française de philosophie, 28 novembre 1907 », in
Écrits, Paris, Presses universitaires de France, 2011, p. 353.
10. Ibid.
11. The “tightening” of problems is complementary to the process of “recoupement” (see note 8
above). The best example of the strategy is provided by Matter and Memory, and the decision to
concentrate on the phenomenon of memory, and more specifically, the exemplary case of aphasia, which allows Bergson to broach the question of mind-body dualism “at the point where the
activity of matter brushes against that of spirit.”
12. A point Camille Riquier brings out well in his Archéologie de Bergson, Paris, Presses universitaires de France, 2009, p. 253.
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14. Henri Bergson, La Pensée et le mouvant, Paris, Presses universitaires de France, 2007, p. 67.
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was published in November 1912 (Fonds Doucet, BGN 2966), and cited by C. Riquier, « “Voir
et cependant ne pas croire”: Intuition et méthode chez Bergson », Transparaître, n° 1, « L’intuition », décembre 2007, p. 192.
16. Although it’s clear that Bergson didn’t envisage philosophy being able to contribute directly
to the development of new scientific theories by substituting metaphysical considerations
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for scientific explanation, it’s equally clear that he didn’t see its role as being limited to one of
epistemological clarification. In certain cases a philosopher can propose to arbitrate between
competing theories, based on their ability to account for “experience in its entirety,” or at least
to contribute to an inquiry aiming at a more comprehensive view of reality: it’s in this way that
Bergson was an “interventionist” in the field of biology, to use Jean Gayon’s expression. We have
already cited this remarkable passage: ““The intuition that I have spoken of can only enter into
play after one has studied, deepened, and often even expanded upon everything that empirical
science has to say on a certain issue.” By following the lines of facts, philosophers can sometimes
uncover new ones.
17. Henri Bergson, « Le parallélisme psycho-physique et la métaphysique positive », in Écrits
philosophiques, Paris, Presses universitaires de France, 2011, p. 249.
18. Henri Bergson, La Pensée et le mouvant, op. cit., p. 72.
19. Raymond Ruyer, Néo-finalisme, Paris, PUF, 2012, p. 272-273.
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2013.
21. On this topic, see the remarkable analysis provided by Pierre Montebello in his L’autre métaphysique : essai sur la philosophie de la nature, Ravaisson, Tarde, Nietzsche et Bergson, Paris, Desclée
de Brouwer, 2003.
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Singularities, Berlin, Springer, 2014.
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Jérôme Millon, 2005, p. 25.
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25. By way of example, this is the approach adopted by Barry Dainton in his studies devoted to
temporal experience. Yasushi Hirai provided a very interesting examination of Dainton’s work in
a lecture at the “The Anatomy of Matter and Memory” conference in December 2015.
26. See the works of David Lapoujade, Hisashi Fujita or Sébastien Miravète.
27. There is no shortage of textual evidence of this thesis, but for present purposes three occurrences will be suﬃcient. On p. 82 of Durée et Simultanéité, we find “What is real is what is
measured by a real physicist”. On p. 207: “Real time is… the time that physicists perceive and
measure…”. Lastly, on p. 209: “Real time, measured by real clocks…”.
28. Regarding the context of Bergson’s confrontation with Einstein, see Jimena Canales, The
Physicist and the Philosopher: Einstein, Bergson, and the Debate that changed our Understanding of
Time, Princeton, Princeton University press, 2015, as well as the critical edition of Durée et simultanée by Elie During, Presses universitaires de France, 2009.
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achieved by the new mechanics in very Bergsonian terms, such as “spiritual élan” and even “élan
vital” (Le Nouvel esprit scientifique, Paris, Presses universitaires de France, 1934, p. 183).
30. Francis Bailly and Giuseppe Longo, Mathématiques et sciences de la nature : la Singularité physique du vivant, Paris, Hermann, 2006.
31. “No philosophical doctrine disputes the fact that the same images can enter at the same time
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into two distinct systems, one belonging to science, wherein each image, related only to itself,
possesses an absolute value; and the other, the world of consciousness, wherein all the images
depend on a central image, our body, the variations of which they follow.” Matière et Mémoire, op
cit, p. 21.
32. We take this expression, and the two examples, from Jean-Marc Lévy-Leblond.
33. Dominique Janicaud, La Puissance du rationnel, Paris, Gallimard, 1985.
34. Is the universe itself in the process of becoming? It will remain a matter of taste as long as
the reasons for holding one view or the other have not been fully spelled out. Following William
James, we need to make sure that genuine becoming makes a real diﬀerence. This is our advice
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35. Henri Bergson, Mind-Energy, tr. H. Wildon Carr, Henry Holt & Company, 1920, p.7.
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rancière's poetics of
knowledge: a critical
exploration
martin grünfeld

In recent years, there has been an increased focus on poetics in studies of knowledge production.1 Here I want to discuss critically one influential perspective,
which has been part of this renewed interest, namely Jacques Rancière’s poetics of
knowledge. Despite being rarely explicated and, hence, apparently playing a marginal role for Rancière, I will show how his conception of a poetics of knowledge
unites diverse parts of his work such as history, aesthetics, politics, and pedagogics. Rancière’s poetics of knowledge points in multiple directions that I will follow
here to explore the potential of Rancière’s thinking as well as critically reflect on
its inherent tensions. While it may be tempting to unfold a critique based precisely on the inherent tensions, I will show how they play a productive role in his
poetics of knowledge.
In my exploration, I focus on four important dimensions of Rancière’s poetics of
knowledge. First, I begin with Rancière’s earliest formulation, explicated in Les
noms de l’histoire, as a study of rules and literary procedures in historical writing.
Second, I show more generally how his poetics of knowledge not only concerns
writing, but also has implications for the thinkable, which, leads to a series of tensions between poetic regimes and singular voices. Third, his poetics of knowledge is marked by a duality between a descriptive account of poetic regimes and
a polemical intervention and redistribution of the sensible which I discuss with
reference to his politics of aesthetics. Fourth, I turn to the question of equality,

which features prominently in Rancière’s later reformulation of the poetics of
knowledge as a method of equality. The explication of these four dimensions will
develop as a gradual broadening of the scope of Rancière’s poetics of knowledge,
from its initial context of historical writing to its relation to aesthetics, politics,
and pedagogics.
However, before I begin my exploration, a brief proviso: There are (at least) two
diﬃculties in explicating Rancière’s poetics of knowledge. First, his texts function
as a fluid space for thinking between concepts and empirical material.2 Consequently, there is no ready-made theoretical framework that can be distilled and
transposed to other contexts. Second, Rancière’s style (at times) makes it diﬃcult to separate his voice from the voices of his sources. Even though he cites his
sources, what is particularly characteristic of his style is that he reduces the marks
of diﬀerentiation between his own voice and the voices of his sources, as well as
between literal and figurative levels.3 These diﬃculties—the particular context of
his interlocutions, and the uncertainty of his voice—entail that Rancière’s development of a poetics of knowledge cannot be taken as a static conceptual framework and that any generalizations are products of my reading, which is inherently
a dislocation. Yet this dis-location presupposes a location, so let me begin by locating Rancière’s poetics of knowledge in Les noms de l’histoire from 1992, where
he describes it for the first time.
I. THE POETICS OF HISTORICAL WRITING: LITERARY PROCEDURES
AND RULES IN THE DISCOURSE OF THE TRUTH
In Les noms de l’histoire, Rancière analyses the scientific revolution of historical
writing taking place in France after the Second World War. For him, this revolution presupposed a poetic revolution, which he traces to the work of Jules Michelet, who neutralized the appearance of the past by minimizing the apparent distance between the historian and the historical subjects.4 Consequently, Michelet
created a new poetics that redefined the conditions for historical writing.5 This
new poetics corresponded to the birth of a new subject in history—the people.6
Yet, Rancière’s Les noms de l’histoire is also a story about how the people appeared
in history before disappearing again in the development of history as a science
focusing on statistics and demographics. However, history as a science produces its
diﬀerence from history as narrative in a narrative.7 History needs the homonymous
ambivalence of histoire, which in French can designate both the narration of fiction and the academic discipline.8 Perhaps paradoxically, through literary means
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history constitutes itself as something more than a story and distinguishes itself
from literature: “literature makes history possible as a discourse of the truth.”9
Literature makes history possible as a discourse of truth by making an inventive
framework of poetic possibilities available for historical writing that enables history to distinguish itself not merely from stories, but also from earlier historical
writing.
Within this context of the poetic revolution of historical writing in France, Rancière describes his study as a poetics of knowledge:
Such a study falls under what I have chosen to call a poetics of knowledge, a
study of the set of literary procedures by which a discourse escapes literature, gives itself the status of a science, and signifies this status. The poetics of knowledge has an interest in the rules according to which knowledge
is written and read, is constituted as a specific genre of discourse.10
In this description, Rancière unfolds what he designates as a poetics of knowledge
(poétique du savoir) in his study of the poetic dimensions of historical writing. Instead of focusing on the truth or falsity of texts, a poetics of knowledge concerns
how knowledge is written (and read).11 It investigates the literary procedures
that enables a discourse to escape being categorized as literature and attain (and
maintain) the status as knowledge. So similarly to Roland Barthes’ delimitation
of poetics as not a science of contents, Rancière is focusing on the conditions
for the content.12 Indeed, as Rancière also expresses in a note, any reflection on
the poetics of knowledge is indebted to the work of Barthes.13 Yet such an antihermeneutic suspension of the content also runs parallel with Jacques Derrida’s
deconstructive bracketing of the transcendental reading.14 When Rancière later
reflects on his poetics of knowledge, he also describes it as a kind of deconstructive practice that “tries to trace back an established knowledge … to the poetic
operations—description, narration, metaphorization, symbolization, and so on—
that make its objects appear and give sense and relevance to its propositions.”15
The literary procedures Rancière particularly studies are the use of tense and person in the verb, the style of sentences and the play between the literal and the
figurative.16 These procedures are at work in the demarcation of a discourse from
being categorized as literature and in the constitution of its scientificity. As such,
a poetics of knowledge is a study of rules and procedures of diﬀerentiation and
legitimization involved in knowledge discourses, but at this point specifically tied
to historical writing and its (attempted) escape from being categorized as litera-
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ture.
While it seems straightforward that the poetics of knowledge is a study of literary procedures and rules involved in the constitution of knowledge discourses,
at times Rancière’s project suﬀers from conceptual vagueness. Even though Rancière explicitly defines his poetics of knowledge, his definition and analyses rely
on a set of concepts that are used without definition or theoretical foundation.
Yet as Badiou has pointed out, Rancière’s style can be seen as “a conceptual unfolding of examples with the goal of creating certain zones of undecidability between actuality and concept.”17 Such zones can ensure that a poetics of knowledge
remains sensitive to the examples, instead of resting on a contextually detached
theoretical viewpoint with predefined concepts. Consequently, it avoids a philosophical autism that isolates the thinker within an artificial world of concepts and
theories.18 This is a strength, because it entails that Rancière’s poetics of knowledge cannot function as a detached theoretical machine into which empirical material is inserted and predetermined results are generated.
Yet in order to study a poetics of knowledge it is important to know what to look
for, but when Rancière, for example, uses discourse with at least four diﬀerent
meanings (two of which are well-defined technical uses),19 the scope of his poetics
of knowledge becomes opaque. Discourse is a crucial part of his definition of the
poetics of knowledge but when discourse is left undefined, it becomes uncertain
what Rancière is studying. Thus, the potentiality and fluidity of his project must
be balanced with a demarcation of its scope, which I will briefly attempt to do
here by roughly specifying his use of the concept discourse. In the definition of the
poetics of knowledge quoted above, discourse is used twice: firstly, to describe a
discourse that escapes literature through a set of literary procedures and signifies
itself as science, and secondly, to describe the constitution of knowledge as a specific genre of discourse. While the first instance demarcates a specific discourse
(un discours) and its entrance into a group categorized as science; the second instance marks a broader meaning, namely a universe of discourse diﬀerentiated
according to rules of genre. Consequently, his poetics of knowledge is a study of
discourses (groups of words superior to the sentence)20 within discourses (larger
groups such as disciplines, institutions all the way to the universe of discourse).
What Rancière sets out to study is the demarcation of specific discourses that
through a set of literary procedures carves out a place characterized as knowledge
within a larger universe of discourses that also includes, for example, literature.
This is also indicated by Rancière’s use of savoir instead of connaisance in his nam-
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ing of his poetics as a poétique du savoir, which entails that it concerns the broader
frameworks of knowledge production (savoir) that frames any body of knowledge
(e.g. disciplines). So, parallel with Michel Foucault’s work, discourses can be understood as both co-extensive with disciplines (e.g. historical discourse or medical discourse), and as conditions of possibilities for statements of knowledge.21
Indeed, what Rancière and Foucault seem to agree on is that a historically variable
set of rules are operative in the constitution of a discourse as a genre of knowledge and a place for being in the true.
The idea of being in the true (dans le vrai) was originally expressed by Georges
Canguilhem, who used the term to describe the predication of a universal and
objective truth.22 However, Rancière and Foucault use the term with the opposite
meaning. For Rancière, being in the true designates a place for truth constituted by
a set of rules that may demarcate a specific discourse as a genre of knowledge.23
Meanwhile, outside of the true, discourses cannot be assessed as true or false,
because they lack a fundamental connection to the truth.24 Foucault’s discussion
of Gregor Mendel provides a nice example of this diﬀerence between being inside or outside of the true: “Mendel spoke the truth, but he was not dans le vrai
(within the true) of the biological discourse of the time.”25 The distinction, which
grounds Foucault’s claim, is between the predication of truth and acceptability.26
To be within the true entails to conform to a set of historically variable rules of
acceptability. Rancière’s poetics of knowledge is precisely a study of such rules,
especially pertaining to literary procedures and poetic norms that may constitute
the scientificity of historical discourse.
Yet in their analyses of rules, both Rancière and Foucault seem to presuppose the
regularities they are analyzing. Indeed, an important presupposition in Rancière’s
poetics of knowledge is that a set of rules exist that are operative in the writing
of knowledge and its constitution as a genre. This focus on rules also brings the
poetics of knowledge into proximity with Foucault’s work on the regularities of
discourses. For example, in Les mots et les choses, Foucault in a similar vein presupposes the existence of the regularity he is searching for.27 However, to claim
the existence of rules of writing in knowledge production is hardly controversial
given the extensive masses of documents such as authorial guidelines and manuals
of style bearing witness to an extensive (attempted) regulation of academic writing. Thus, the important question here is not whether rules exist, but how they
are operative in the production of truth. As we will soon discover, the poetics of
knowledge concerns more than writing, and the demarcation of the true has im-
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portant implications for thinking.
II. THE THINKABLE: POETIC REGIMES AND THE UNEXPECTED
The poetic revolution Rancière describes as crucial for the transformation of historical writing is not merely about finding a more persuasive way of writing history. As he points out, poetics concerns more than rhetoric: “it is not a question
of rhetorical turns of phrase, but of poetics of knowledge.”28 This distinction between rhetoric and poetics resonates with Fernand Hallyn’s distinction between
a rhetorical analysis of ways of persuasion, and a poetical perspective (which Hallyn designates as a profound rhetoric), which sets out to discover the processes of
invention and the hidden literary traces.29 Likewise, Hayden White has proposed
a similar understanding of poetics as concerning a mode of language use transforming an object of study into a subject of a discourse.30 Consequently, White,
Hallyn and Rancière share a sense of poetics as treating a deeper level of writing
than stylistics, namely the literary procedures involved in the making of knowledge. Thus, more than merely considering writing as a secondary activity, poetics
concerns the thinkable. As Rancière explains: “The question of the poetic form
according to which history can be written is then strictly tied to that of the mode
of historicity according to which its objects are thinkable.”31 Here Rancière’s poetics of knowledge runs parallel with Barthes’ analysis of how diﬀerent modes
of historical narration expose past events in diﬀerent ways.32 Yet the connection
between poetic form and the thinkable entails that diﬀerent poetics not merely
represent the past in diﬀerent ways, but constitute what is visible and thinkable
for the historian diﬀerently. As White has also described it, poetics prefigures the
field in a specific way that constitutes the objects of study before any analysis.33
Thus, the literary procedures Rancière studies literally produce eﬀects in reality
by providing models for speech and thought.34
When the scope of a poetics of knowledge is related to the thinkable, it also resonates with Foucault’s crucial question, which features prominently in the beginning of Les mots et les choses: “But what is it impossible to think, and what kind
of impossibility are we faced with here?”35 Foucault’s way to answer these questions is to introduce the concept episteme as a historical a priori that demarcates a
field of possible knowledge and defines the modes of being of objects that appear
within this field.36 For Foucault, thought is always situated within an episteme that
regulates and organizes the production of knowledge.37 As Rancière points out,
similarly to Foucault he has attempted “to historicize the transcendental”.38 In
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Les noms de l’histoire, Rancière introduces the concept regime to articulate how
the thinkable is potentially demarcated by historically variable poetic regimes in
which specific objects are thinkable and truth can be produced.39 Yet this conceptual aﬃnity with Foucault’s work imports a risk of overly generalizing poetic
regimes.
Rancière’s poetics of knowledge is in danger of overly generalizing when it abstracts from textual analysis to the level of poetic regimes. By moving from a level
of textual analysis to a general level of poetics, Rancière relies on the synecdoche
as a trope of thought that enables a move from specific instances of knowledge
production to general descriptions of poetics. A similar problem is present in
Foucault’s elucidation of the epistemes guiding knowledge production at diﬀerent times. This problem has also been pointed out by Oliver Davis, who criticizes
Rancière’s poetics of knowledge for elucidating a poetics from the textual analysis
of a few selected, canonized works.40 The problem is also related to a question
posed by Eric Méchoulan in the context of Rancière’s work on politics and aesthetics: “what happens if we step aside and choose other names and other ways
of making historical intertwinings visible?”41 In other words, if a diﬀerent choice
of texts and names alters the picture, the poetic regime may not be generalizable
beyond the concrete texts.
Yet a possible way out of this problem of generalization lies in Rancière’s modification of the aﬃnity between his and Foucault’s work. While, as we have seen,
Rancière similarly with Foucault attempts to historicize the transcendental, the
former underscores that he has simultaneously attempted “to de-historicize
these systems of conditions of possibility.”42 This move of de-historicizing entails
that poetic regimes are not exhaustive of the possibilities of knowledge production at a specific point in time.43 In contrast, Foucault explicates that: “In any
given culture and at any given moment there is always only one episteme that defines the conditions of possibility of all knowledge.”44 Despite of this apparently
clear-cut statement, Foucault is, however, rather ambiguous about the scope of
an episteme.45 Nonetheless, such statements mark a diﬀerence between Foucault
and Rancière’s conceptions of the limits of the thinkable and their philosophies of
history. While Rancière understands poetic regimes as conditions for writing and
thinking, poetic regimes co-exist in varying ways and may overlap, and one regime
does not delimit all options of expression and thought.46 This way of thinking
regimes has the advantage that it almost entirely sidesteps the tired old dispute
between historic continuity and discontinuity.47 Poetic regimes are potentially

rancière's poetics of knowledge · 49

contradictory, plural, non-exhaustive, and open. Hence, any exposition of poetic
regimes is a finite sketch and there is always the possibility of diﬀerent competing
poetics. However, not only is there always the possibility of diﬀerent competing
poetic regimes, it is also always possible to escape poetic norms. Despite of his
focus on poetic regimes, Rancière does not subscribe to the idea of a general system of knowledge, but emphasizes the force of that which is out of place.48 Hence,
his generalizations always occur in the context of the potentially unexpected and
singular that may rupture every possible generalization.
While his emphasis on the possibility of the unexpected may save Rancière’s poetics of knowledge from the charge of being overly generalizing, this emphasis in
conjunction with the conception of poetic regimes as conditions for writing and
thinking produces a series of tensions. For example, between poetic norms and
singular voices; between being in the true and the force of that which is out of
place; between regularity and the unexpected; and between historicity and revolutionary subjects. Another duality that nicely exemplifies the operation of these
tensions is between genre and style. Just before formulating his general description of a poetics of knowledge, Rancière points out that “the question at stake is
not that of the style of the historians, but of the signature of science.”49 While style
here refers to the personal style of the historian, i.e., the individual and singular
characteristics, the signature of science refers to a set of shared procedures that
constitutes a discourse as scientific. Yet, later in his analysis of the revolution of
the poetics of history, it is precisely Michelet’s style that takes the center stage:
“We will attempt to show, on the contrary, that Michelet’s ‘phantasms’ and eﬀects
of style really define the conditions of the scientific speaking of the Annales.”50
This way of connecting Michelet’s eﬀects of style with the level of poetics runs
parallel with Barthes’ analysis of Michelet, where Barthes identifies the structure
of a writer’s imaginative world with his or her obsessions.51 But with the emphasis on the importance of Michelet’s style in the poetic revolution of historical
writing, a tension between genre and personal style appears. This tension marks
a dual stream within Les noms de l’histoire, in which history is simultaneously described as constructed by poetic norms and formed by singular voices.52
Although Rancière’s poetics of knowledge concerns rules pertaining to literary
procedures and poetic norms, it is important to realize that for Rancière people
are freer than social sciences determine them to be, which means that the unexpected can always occur.53 In other words, Rancière emphasizes the possibilities
of thought, which can always escape regulation and strict historicity.54 And yet
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we began this exploration of the thinkable from precisely the opposite side, with
Rancière’s statement that poetic form is strictly tied to a mode of historicity according to which objects are thinkable. How can we make sense of this tension?
We can attempt to abolish the inherent tensions by following a one-dimensional
interpretive path that focusses either on poetic norms or on the force of that
which is out of place, but not both. Yet this is not a very attractive path. Alternatively, we can criticize Rancière for being inconsistent and self-contradictory.
However, I find that the inherent tensions in the heart of Rancière’s poetics of
knowledge becomes a possible solution to a problem haunting Foucault’s elucidation of the episteme as a historical a priori, namely the risk of assimilating empirical content to its conditions of possibility.55 In Rancière’s work, this problem is
overturned, because he wants to leave a space open for the revolutionary subject
to act. Consequently, the problem turns into a productive tension between the
poetic regimes and the subjects out of place that yields a framework for intermingling philosophical and empirical analyses. Moreover, these tensions inherent in
Rancière’s poetics of knowledge provide a fruitful framework for thinking about
poetic norms and singular voices. To speak the truth, one must likely comply with
a set of poetic norms pertaining to ways of writing as well as suitable methods
and objects of study. Meanwhile, the danger of speaking outside of the true is neither to be heard nor published, but such a dangerous path may also lead to radical change and redistributions of the thinkable. Rancière’s poetics of knowledge
renders it possible to think poetic regimes as constituting specific patterns for
thought without constituting a totalitarian framework drawing absolute limits of
the thinkable.
III. THE DESCRIPTIVE AND THE POLEMICAL: THE (RE)DISTRIBUTION
OF THE THINKABLE
Now as we have seen, Rancière’s poetics of knowledge concerns not merely writing but also has implications for the thinkable. Yet it is characteristically split by
inherent tensions. Such tensions also bring to light another duality in Rancière’s
poetics of knowledge between a descriptive elucidation of poetic norms and a polemical emphasis on the possibilities for thought and action. This duality marks
a diﬀerence between either understanding the poetics of knowledge as aiming at
describing poetic regimes and limits of the thinkable or understanding it as a polemical intervention aiming at challenging established hierarchies (of discourses,
disciplines, voices) and redistributing the sensible. In other words, between dis-
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tribution and redistribution. To scrutinize this duality, let us begin by returning
to Rancière’s initial formulation.
In Les noms de l’histoire, Rancière continues his description of a poetics of knowledge by specifying that “it attempts to define the mode of truth to which such
knowledge is devoted—not to provide norms for it, nor to validate or invalidate
its scientific pretense.”56 Contrast this formulation with Aristotle’s aim in the Poetics: “The subject I wish to discuss is poetry itself, its species with their respective capabilities, the correct way of constructing plots so that the work turns out
well, the number and nature of the constituent elements.”57 Contrary to Aristotle’s poetics, Rancière’s poetics of knowledge is not intended to put forth rules of
composition and provide norms for knowledge production. Furthermore, as the
previous quotation shows, the poetics of knowledge is not an attempt to validate
or invalidate the scientific pretense of a discourse. This formulation has led White
to conclude that Rancière is not attempting to dissolve the boundaries between
science and literature and assign the status of fiction to history.58 In his major historiographical work, Metahistory, White expresses an abstention in judging validity very similar to Rancière’s formulation: “I will not try to decide whether a given
historian’s work is a better, or more correct, account of a specific set of events or
segment of the historical process than some other historian’s account of them.”59
Rather, what White is aiming at is identifying the deep structural components of
some major historical accounts of the nineteenth century. Perhaps likewise, Rancière’s poetics of knowledge can be understood as a descriptive account of poetic
regimes, yet distinguishes itself from White’s formalism by its focus on singular
voices and the unexpected beyond structural boundaries.
However, if Rancière’s poetics of knowledge is merely a descriptive account, it
risks becoming a parasite forever caught inside the discourses it analyses. As
a descriptive project, it is tied to the production of knowledge as a second-order reflection that feasts upon the texts it analyses. This aspect of the poetics
of knowledge resembles a central part of Derrida’s deconstruction, which as a
consequence of residing at the edge of metaphysics, needs the resources it deconstructs.60 According to Richard Rorty, Derrida is forever trapped within the
system he is trying to undermine.61 But for Derrida it would be naïve to think that
it is possible to place oneself outside of metaphysics altogether in order to judge
it.62 Likewise, a poetics of knowledge embodies this duality: it feeds on the texts
it analyses, but also has a critical potential to challenge dominant hierarchies and
support diﬀerence and multiplicity. For example, in a later reformulation of the
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poetics of knowledge, Rancière describes how it crosses established boundaries
between disciplines in order to challenge hierarchies of knowledge production.63
This characteristic is also linked to Rancière’s general conception of his philosophical practice: “what I always tried to do is to blur the boundaries that separate
the genres and levels of discourse.”64 So in a way, a poetics of knowledge functions
parallel with deconstruction as an immanent critique. While the polemical dimension needs the descriptive dimension in order to provide grounded critiques
from inside the systems of thought, the descriptive dimension needs the critical
dimension in order to be more than merely parasitical. This entails that the poetics of knowledge is not as innocently descriptive as it might appear in Rancière’s
early formulations.
Perhaps then, it might be tempting to ascribe a kind of polemical turn to Rancière’s poetics of knowledge. However, while it is possible to contrast his early
descriptions of a poetics of knowledge with later more explicitly polemical descriptions, I believe that Rancière’s poetics of knowledge is from the very beginning polemical. It is, indeed, possible to read Les noms de l’histoire as an attack
on the scientific approach to historical writing and the erasure of the people in
its narrative. Similarly, Davis has argued that Rancière’s analysis of the rhetoric
of the Annales school functions as a critique of its claim to scientificity.65 Likewise,
Watts describes the main object of Les noms de l’histoire as challenging the scientific approach to historiography.66 Thus, rather than being a merely descriptive
enterprise that elucidates the poetics of a given discipline without judgment, the
poetics of knowledge is from the very beginning critical and polemical. While the
poetics of knowledge may not provide norms for knowledge production (at least
explicitly), it is a polemical description of poetic norms operative in knowledge
production and an (at least implicit) challenge of their validity.
Yet claiming that a set of literary procedures are operative in the constitution of
a discourse as knowledge, and challenging the validity of poetic norms may entail
assigning the status of fiction to history (or any other knowledge discourse for
that matter). Indeed, seen from the outside, studying the poetics of knowledge in
terms of literary procedures and rules of genre may per se appear as an invalidation of the scientificity of a discipline. However, in his early formulation of a poetics of knowledge, Rancière explicitly points out that the aim is not to invalidate
the scientific pretense of disciplines. In line with this formulation, Rancière later
restates that a poetics of knowledge is not about claiming that disciplines are false
knowledge.67 Rather, disciplines for Rancière are distributions of the thinkable.68
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While, the poetics of knowledge can be used to uncover norms and potentially
challenge their validity, this does not entail that history is turned into fiction.
Rather, when history is thought within the framework of poetic regimes constituting the objects of study and forming the narrativization of historical events, the
dichotomy between fact and fiction seems to blur.69 This, however, does not entail
that history is false knowledge, but rather it shows how an unperceivable past is
reimagined. In this reimagination, literary procedures constitute specific ways of
narrativizing that simultaneously demarcate historical writing as a discourse of
knowledge.
To understand how Rancière’s descriptions work as polemical interventions, it
may be fruitful to think of poetic regimes in relation to his conception of the
distribution of the sensible (partage du sensible). In Le partage du sensible, Rancière
determines politics as concerning what is visible and sayable and develops a political aesthetics that investigates the distribution of the sensible, i.e. the conditions guiding what shows itself in experience.70 In this way, politics and aesthetics
are interrelated in the implicit double sense of partager, which can both mean to
share and to divide.71 This means that visibility is also invisibility, possibility is also
impossibility, inclusion is also exclusion. But with the partage not only politics
and aesthetics are interrelated, they are connected to the production of knowledge, because aesthetics designates a specific regime of visibility and intelligibility. Knowledge always has an immanent aesthetic dimension.72 In this broad sense
of aesthetics, Les noms de l’histoire is also precisely an aesthetics of knowledge that
describes how poetic regimes demarcate what can be said of the past and how
the historian perceives it.73 This entails that poetic regimes are tied to particular
distributions of the sensible that guide what shows itself in experience and distinguishes between rational speech and nonsense. In other words, Les noms de
l’histoire is also about the aesthetic and political consequences of poetic regimes.
When Rancière describes how poetic regimes form historical writing at diﬀerent times, he is not merely describing what is made sensible and thinkable, but
precisely also what remains invisible and unthinkable (e.g. the people). But Rancière’s poetics of knowledge is about more than just laying out the poetic regimes,
it is also about stressing the possibilities for redistribution and revolt. Hence, his
poetics of knowledge not merely concerns distributions of the sensible and thinkable but is explicitly polemical in its emphasis on the possibilities of redistribution. Rancière also conceives his own methodology as an intervention, which is
not intended to produce theory, but critically reconsidering a given distribution
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of the sensible within which we understand the world and act.74 Thus, poetic regimes are uncovered not merely to show what and how they make knowledge
possible through historically specific distributions of the sensible, but also how
they are historically constituted and may be challenged by alternate poetics that
redistribute the sensible and the thinkable. This intertwinement of knowledge
production with poetics, aesthetics and politics leads to a crucial challenging of
hierarchies and borders between discourses, in a movement towards redistribution and equality.75
IV. REDISTRIBUTING THE SENSIBLE: THE POETICS OF KNOWLEDGE
AS A METHOD OF EQUALITY
Rancière’s poetics of knowledge not only describes the distribution of the sensible
within historically variable regimes, but polemically emphasizes the possibilities
for redistributing the sensible and revolting against established hierarchies and
borders. This emphasis on the possibilities for revolt marks the critical potential
of Rancière’s poetics of knowledge as a method that potentially redistributes the
space for thoughts and actions.76 Consequently, the poetics of knowledge also becomes a project of emancipation attempting to liberate discourses, which brings
it in direction of the question of equality that features prominently in Rancière’s
work. Indeed, in a later formulation, Rancière reframes his poetics of knowledge
as a method of equality:
A poetics of knowledge is not a simple way of saying that there is always
literature in attempts at rigorous argumentation. Such a demonstration
still belongs to the idle logic of demystification. The poetics of knowledges
does not claim that the disciplines are false knowledges. It claims that
they are disciplines, ways of intervening in the interminable war between
ways of declaring what a body can do, in the interminable war between
the reasons of equality and those of inequality. It does not claim that they
are invalid because they tell stories. It claims that they must borrow their
presentations of objects, their procedures for interaction and their forms
of argument from language and common thought. A poetics of knowledge is first a discourse, which reinscribes the force of descriptions and
arguments in the equality of common language and the common capacity
to invent objects, stories and arguments. In this sense, it can be called a
method of equality.77
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In “Thinking between disciplines: an aesthetics of knowledge” appearing in this
journal in 2006, Rancière reformulates his poetics of knowledge as a method of
equality that does not claim that disciplines are false knowledge or invalid because they tell stories. Rather, it returns disciplines and discourses to a state of
war. In this way, Rancière’s poetics of knowledge becomes an instance of what
he designates as in-disciplinary thought, which recalls the context of war and ignores imagined disciplinary boundaries.78 In other words, a poetics of knowledge
challenges the auto-legitimation on which a discourse of knowledge rests.79 For
Rancière philosophy becomes an in-disciplinary practice: instead of attempting to
ground the order of discourse, it disrupts it.80 A crucial premise for the possibility
of such egalitarian disruptions lies in the shared capacity of common language. As
Rancière describes it in the quotation above, a poetics of knowledge “reinscribes
the force of descriptions and arguments in the equality of common language”.
Thus, in the heart of Rancière’s poetics of knowledge, we find an operation of
equality that brings the objects of knowledge and the modes of knowing back to
the level of common language.81 Thereby, Rancière emphasizes the democratic
potential of common language.
With his poetics of knowledge as a method of equality, Rancière aims at removing
the force of descriptions and arguments from an unequal distribution by stressing
the fundamental equality of the imaginative powers of language. Consequently,
he presupposes the equality of common language as a condition for disrupting
the orders of discourse. In Rancière’s understanding of language, equality is builtin as a potential. This means that, in principle, everybody can appropriate language, and it is precisely the excess of language, which makes redistributions of
the sensible possible.82 In contrast to the fear of writing expressed by Socrates in
the Phaedrus, where writing is seen as circulating uncontrollably leading to misinterpretations and monstrosities, for Rancière it is precisely in the excess of language that we find its democratic potential.83 So the possibilities for ruptures and
redistributions of the sensible and thinkable depends on more than revolutionary
subjects and the force of that which is out of place—the possibilities are also tied
to the equality of common language. This presupposition is explicated nicely in
the quotation above, but is already pronounced in Les noms de l’histoire, when Rancière describes the power of language, which is always susceptible to allow those
excluded entry into its community.84
However, the possibility of an egalitarian redistribution presupposes more than
revolutionary subjects and language as a common resource. As Bram Ieven has
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pointed out, the potential of a redistribution of the sensible in Rancière’s thought
rests on ontological indeterminacy.85 Rancière does not elaborate his ontological
position, on the contrary, the abstention from ontology is a main point for Rancière, who understands ontology as a practice of order, which reduces complexity
and possibilities.86 Nevertheless, as Ieven argues, Rancière’s abstention from ontology is problematic because Rancière needs ontology to explain heterogeneity
and complexity.87 Ieven’s point is that by abstaining from ontology, Rancière is
unable to say anything about the real heterogeneous and multifarious nature of
truth, and remains constrained to speak within the aesthetic regime. Nevertheless, by demanding an explicit ontological position, Ieven overlooks that he is presupposing an ontological schema in which it is possible to define reality without
supplement. By choosing poetics over ontology, Rancière emphasizes that ontology also depends on poetic regimes and historically variable logics of order in its
attempt to provide a foundation for politics, aesthetics, or ethics.88 Indeed, ontology is intertwined with poetics because it is an insertion of order in the sensible
and potentially an establishment of inequality through a logic of demystification.
By stressing the democratic nature of language as a shared imaginative resource,
Rancière’s poetics of knowledge is an attempt to challenge the logic of demystification. For Rancière, the logic of demystification has functioned as a way for
research to assume power and authority over people allegedly unable to perceive
truth themselves.89 The logic of demystification plays on the image of the hidden
that is unveiled. Indeed, the ability to constitute and perceive the hidden is what
fuels knowledge discourses with power and inserts a vertical diﬀerence between
the knowing and the ignorant.90 According to Rancière, it is precisely by following
the logic of the hidden that the Annales school (as well as Louis Althusser and Pierre
Bourdieu) establishes a position of mastery from where the intellectual knows
best.91 In contrast, the poetics of knowledge functions as a counter movement
that attempts to return knowledge discourses to their poetic moment, which entails a return to a fundamental equality of speaking beings.92 This is also an attack
on what he calls “Plato’s lie”, where knowledge is distributed unequally through
a distinction between those who know and those who do not know.93 What it is
worth noticing here is how the poetics of knowledge not only challenges borders
and hierarchies between discourses and disciplines, but also social hierarchies.
With his poetics of knowledge, Rancière wants to reinstate the silenced voices
and thoughts, which have been oppressed in the hierarchy underlying social order.
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The critique of the tendency of demystification connects the poetics of knowledge with Rancière’s writings on emancipatory learning. In Le maître ignorant,
Rancière rewrites Joseph Jacotot’s controversial method of education, setting oﬀ
from the basic presupposition of equality of all intelligences.94 This, however, does
not mean that every manifestation of intelligence is equal, but it means that “the
same intelligence makes poetic fictions, political inventions or historical explanations, that the same intelligence makes and understands sentences in general.”95
In this presupposition of equality lies an understanding of all speaking beings as
equal in the sense that every human being is capable of appropriating and using
language.96 However, as Hallward points out, Rancière does not explain how universal equality leads to concrete forms of empowerment.97 In particular, Rancière
does not diﬀerentiate between levels or kinds of knowledge. Hence, as Hallward
argues, one must consider whether all fields of knowledge are equally accessible,
and without such diﬀerentiations Rancière’s egalitarianism remains within the
domain of the imagination.98 Yet a first step towards empowerment is the disruption of hierarchies of discourses, which Rancière challenges by arguing that
there is “no language of the master, no language of the language whose words and
sentences are able to speak the reason of the words and sentences of a text.”99 In
other words, there is no higher language of reason accessible only to the knowing.
For Rancière there cannot be given a positive boundary between those who can
and those who cannot think.100 Thus, with his poetics of knowledge, Rancière
wants to rewrite history “from below,” not only by tracing back discursive competences to an egalitarian level of linguistic competence and poetic invention,
but also by acknowledging the silenced voices and other forms of thought. By underscoring the possibilities of redistributing the sensible and thinkable, Rancière
reinstates the force of those who are out of place. In this sense, his poetics of
knowledge resonates with the central aim of his philosophical project, namely to
overthrow the performance of inequality.101 With his poetics of knowledge, Rancière not merely challenges hierarchies and boundaries of discourses and disciplines, but also social hierarchies in the name of equality.
V. CONCLUDING REMARKS
Rancière’s poetics of knowledge is an egalitarian polemic not merely aiming at
describing poetic regimes but also opening the possibilities for redistributions of
discourses and social hierarchies. It is not about the truth or falsity of a given text,
rather it concerns the conditions of possibilities for writing, thinking and action
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and their potential redistribution. As such, it is far from innocently descriptive,
not merely because every description is a selection that omits something else, but
also because it directly aims at destabilizing borders and hierarchies. What is remarkable about Rancière’s poetics of knowledge is that it provides a broad, multifacetted, and open perspective on diverse fields of knowledge production. Indeed,
Rancière’s thinking is precisely aiming at openness and wide applicability, or as
he remarks: “experience seemed to teach me that the power of a mode of thinking
has to do above all with its capacity to be displaced, just as the power of a piece
of music may derive from its capacity to be played on diﬀerent instruments.”102
More than this, however, Rancière establishes an in-disciplinary perspective that
incorporates history, aesthetics, politics, and pedagogics in his study of poetics,
which constitutes a space in-between from where to challenge hierarchies and
borders between discourses, disciplines and social positions.
Yet this in-disciplinary space for thought is constituted by a series of inherent
contradictions and tensions rendering it unstable. As we have seen, the poetics of knowledge oscillates between being a merely descriptive enterprise acting
as a parasite inside the body of tradition and being explicitly polemical declaring war against borders and hierarchies. While the polemical dimension needs
the descriptive account of poetic regimes as a foundation for the declaration of
war, the descriptive dimension needs the polemical opening of the possibility of
redistributions to become more than merely parasitic. Yet both the descriptive
and polemical dimensions are based on an exploration of literary procedures and
rules that demarcate a discourse as knowledge. Consequently, Rancière’s poetics
of knowledge relies on a generalization from textual instances of literary procedures and rules to poetic regimes. However, two inherent tensions let Rancière
escape the charge of being overly generalizing. First, because one poetic regime
does not limit all options of expression, action, and thought, it is always possible
to find other regimes that intermingle with the picture he draws, which is consequently open and contradictory. This also entails that the poetics of knowledge
can transgress the tired old historiographical continuity/discontinuity dichotomy.
Second, the generalizations are always situated within the context of the unexpected, which entails that the generalizations are always finite and unstable.
Rancière’s emphasis on the unexpected in his descriptions of the regulatory marks
a crucial duality in the heart of his poetics of knowledge, which is embodied in the
apparent contradiction between conceiving of poetic form as strictly tied to a
mode of historicity according to which objects are thinkable, and the claim that
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thought can always escape regulation. As I have shown, this duality leads to a series of tensions between poetic norms and singular voices, between being in the
true and the force of that which is out of place, between regularity and the unexpected, and between historicity and revolutionary subjects. However, instead of
attempting to abolish such tensions, we must realize that they become productive
forces in Rancière’s poetics of knowledge and render it possible to think the borders of thinking outside a totalitarian framework.
While it may appear tempting to dismiss Rancière’s poetics of knowledge as simply too contradictory to be of any use today, it is crucial to note that the inherent
contradictions become productive tensions that enable the poetics of knowledge
to avoid a rigid philosophical autism and provide a powerful framework for thinking, writing, intermingling, revolting. In the space left open by the absence of a
rigidly demarcated theoretical framework, a fertile soil for further research exists.
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neuroaesthetics and critique
francis russell

Neuroaesthetics is an emerging discipline that attempts to utilise innovations
in brain-imaging technology and the broader disciplines of neuroscience, cognitive science, and evolutionary biology in order to open up what is claimed to be
an entirely new space for studying and evaluating artistic production both past
and present. The stated goal of neuroaesthetics is to understand the “neural substrates of human aesthetic experience”.1 That is to say, neuroaesthetic accounts
of art attempt to naturalise artistic practice and aesthetic experience by locating
both in dynamic brain events. Rather than being limited to a discipline-specific
readership, however, neuroaesthetics has proven to hold mass appeal, with the
findings of various scientific experiments working their way into a host of popular
publications. To date, such titles include, but are certainly not limited to: Margaret Livingstone’s Vision and Art: The Biology of Seeing, John Onian’s Neuroarthistory, Stephen Davies’ The Artful Species: Aesthetics, Art, Evolution, and Jonah Lehrer’s
Proust Was a Neuroscientist and Imagine: How Creativity Works. Indeed, as the neuroscientist and philosopher Raymond Tallis has argued, the neurobiological study
of creativity and its products has become a “growth industry” in recent times.2
The emergence of such a growth industry has prompted many in the humanities
to assume what appear to be conservative—if not reactionary—positions against
this emergent discipline. As Nima Bassiri has argued, the apparent extension of
neurological inquiries across various humanities domains has produced the attempt to shore up a “biological constructivism” that places cultural processes

firmly at the centre of subjective phenomena, against the apparent “biological
essentialism” of the neurosciences.3
While it is important to avoid an uncritical acquiescence to the claims that neuroaesthetics might make about its capacity to unearth truths about art, it seems
equally important to ensure that such a critical engagement with a neurological
turn in the arts does not descend to the level of a mere defence of territory. This
should be done not only to prevent the repetition of clichés about the incommensurability of the humanities and the natural sciences, but also to prevent the
question of the specific characteristics of the emergence of such a neurological
turn in aesthetics from falling out of sight. Accordingly, rather than attempting to
produce either a defence of traditional humanities approaches to art, or a championing of the purported innovative and progressive mixture of science and humanities scholarship, there is a need to find alternative modes of inquiry. Put diﬀerently, this paper looks to engage with the line of questioning introduced by Bassiri
in his contribution to the volume Neuroscience and Critique, when he writes:
Instead of asking how the neurosciences are encroaching on or unduly
dictating the terms of subject-formation, we might ask: what would incite
clinicians, researchers and even institutions for that matter to speak and
think neurologically about people, when there may have been no essential
reason to do so in principle?4
Rather than viewing the neurosciences as having overstepped their bounds (as if
to suggest that scientific researchers themselves have collaborated in a project to
undermine or overtake work within the humanities), Bassiri poses the question of
what function the knowledge produced by neuroscience might play in a broader
political and cultural milieu. It is worth keeping in mind that, even if certain researchers were committed to finding biological explanations for aesthetic experience, the value of neuroscience is not self-evident. Microbiology and immunology
are just two examples of disciplines within the life sciences that could provide
novel pathways into conceptualising artistic practice and aesthetic experience.
Nevertheless, humanities scholarship has tended to look towards neuroscience
as a potential site for collaboration. Accordingly, if neurology is increasingly advanced as the science of art, it is worthwhile considering how the truth claims of
this science function discursively. That is to say, beyond a critique of those specific truth claims, what can be discovered by critically investigating the ends to
which such truth claims have been deployed in the reframing of art and aesthetic
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experience?5
This paper looks to the work of champions of neuroaesthetics and neurobiological approaches to art such as John Onians, Denis Dutton, and Steven Pinker in
order to investigate the ways in which these figures deploy neurological discourse
in order to reshape art’s subject matter. While there are ample critiques of the
internal consistency of attempts to naturalise artistic activity and aesthetic experience via neurology, such critiques typically overlook the broader function of
neuroaesthetic discourse—i.e., to shift discussion of art away from questions of
cultural particularity and political dissensus. In this way, not only does the discourse of neuroaesthetics present the risk of a conservative, if not a reactionary
push to view art as independent of political questions, but, moreover, it raises
questions of whether there is room for critique in a manner of discussing art that
seems so thoroughly technocratic and post-political.
NEUROLOGICAL DISCOURSE
In his text “Who Are We, Then, If We Are Indeed Our Brains?” Bassiri attempts to
carve out a space for a critique of neuroscience that belongs neither to the mode
of compliance or simple renunciation. His investigation contends not with the
task of questioning the validity of the truth claims of neuroscience as a specific
kind of scientific knowledge, but rather with the kinds of subjectivity that are
fashioned through such knowledge.6 He claims that, far from being inevitable, the
“incitement to tell the neurological truth of ourselves” has emerged out of a specific context and should be engaged accordingly.7 The question then, for Bassiri, is
not ‘Are the neurosciences correct in their account of subjectivity?’ but is, instead,
something more like ‘Why are these accounts being called upon now?’ Of use for
this paper is the way in which Bassiri’s Foucauldian approach links neurological discourse to the political problems facing specific institutions and disciplines.
Such an approach allows for a critical space to be opened in which the desirability
and suitability of neuroaesthetics can be questioned. As a case study of this kind
of approach, Bassiri engages with the way that certain forms of medical knowledge were called upon in the nineteenth-century to help deal with the impacts
that new forms of technology were having on the previously dominant notion of
a stable and unified self. As Bassiri argues, over the course of the nineteenth-century, the question of the relationship between pathology and industrial accidents
had emerged as a significant medico-juridical aﬀair.8 Train accidents, and subsequent litigations by passengers raised the significant medical and legal question
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as to the possibility that certain industrial shocks might cause lasting illnesses.9
As Bassiri states,
The primary forensic inquiry that framed the examination of traumatically induced psychoneuroses was not responsibility or accountability, but
rather authenticity. Given the possibility of generous compensation, suspicion emerged around the motives of plaintiﬀs or injured parties, along
with the belief that many were simply simulating illnesses, in an attempt
to defraud railroad companies, employers, or the state.10
Against a progressive model of scientific inquiry, Bassiri develops an interesting
genealogy of neurological discourse that situates it—although not exclusively—
within a particular period of crisis regarding the self. If it were possible that an
industrial shock—like that of a train accident—could cause someone to pathogenetically emerge with a radically diﬀerent set of behaviours—and perhaps as
a radically diﬀerent person—a new body of knowledge would be required to instruct prominent institutions on how to tell a ‘real’ case from one that was simply
simulated. In other words, if a radical shock or trauma could produce an almost
entirely diﬀerent person, prior knowledge that would be used to adjudicate the
authenticity of a claim in court—especially on regarding personal injury or suffering—would have to be able to take into account a certain notion of subjective
plasticity that was hitherto unavailable. As Bassiri writes,
Nineteenth century neurological discourse was not mobilised to salvage a
stable conception of personhood but instead to provide a system of knowledge by which to ground and render intelligible these new deviations and
abnormalities of the self, pathological possibilities that were intertwined
with emerging forensic conundrums and novel political-economic concerns.11
In other words, rather than neurological discourse functioning as a mere extension of prior medical and legal notions of selfhood, they are presented by Bassiri
as functioning to enable established institutions to deal with the veritable “crisis
of the modern subject,”12 a crisis that, amongst other places, can be located in
the legal challenges oﬀered by newly emerging industrial accidents. Indeed, for
Bassiri, such an example helps to demonstrate how “a system of knowledge was
mobilised to make sense of people, at a moment when the category of personhood
found itself in a precarious moment of indeterminacy and preoccupation.”13
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By engaging with neurology as a discourse, and one that gained a certain dominance due to its capacity to allow phenomena to be understood in certain ways,
we can challenge the purported self-evident status of claims about the innovativeness of a neurologically grounded aesthetics, without having to argue against
its specific truth claims. Indeed, one could very well wonder why neuroscience
has been grasped as the advanced and innovative field through which aesthetics should be reborn. The vast majority of benefits that a neurological turn in
aesthetics would oﬀer are still speculative, and, given that there are many other
life sciences that are advanced and that capture the imagination of the public and
funding bodies—such as microbiology—one wonders what it is that neuroscience
has allowed art theorists and historians to see? Instead of studying the brain to
better understand art, why not turn to the biome of the human organism in order
to forge a new aesthetics?
Accordingly, and for the purposes of this article, the question that follows from
Bassiri’s work is whether or not a similar crisis can be seen within discourses
around contemporary art. If we suspend the notion that neuroaesthetics has
caught the attention of art theorists and historians because it is simply the next
most advanced study of art—relying, as it does on advanced mechanical imaging
technology—we can pose the question of the way neurological discourse functions in the accounts of those who study it and champion it.
NEUROAESTHETICS VERSUS THEORY
While many of us are now accustomed to hearing discussions of a crisis in art—or
of the ‘end’ or ‘death’ of art—we hear less often of a crisis in aesthetics. Yet, such
a crisis seems to be precisely what is diagnosed by prominent philosophers of
art such as Arthur Danto and Noël Carroll. For Danto, the emergence of ‘theory’
in the 1970s—embodied in the work of figures like Jacques Derrida and Michel
Foucault—presented a challenge to the dominant modes of aesthetic inquiry that
prevailed throughout the majority of the twentieth-century.14 As Danto argues,
“theory was then to define the attitudes of many who entered academic life by the
eighties,” insofar as it “tended to split departments” into those who treated art in
terms of aesthetic or formal qualities and those that pursued art in terms of political categories.15 Similarly, Noël Carroll notes a fundamental split between those
philosophers of art and critics that view their role as necessitating the evaluation
of art by way of conventional aesthetic categories, and those that view their role
to be that of providing political critique. He writes:
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I maintain that what might be called artistic evaluation—evaluation in
light of artistic categories—is fundamental, whereas the ruling theories of
criticism endorse primarily political evaluation and are often even suspicious of artistic evaluation.16
While Carroll qualifies that he would not contend that the “political is never an
appropriate dimension of criticism,” he nevertheless maintains that the diﬀerence between his position and that of ‘theory’ entails the he sees aesthetic or conventional evaluation of artworks as “always apposite” whereas for those engaging
in ‘theory,’ this is not always the case.17 “Their interpretations,” i.e., proponents of
theory, “pave the way for negative evaluations of candidates in terms of sexism,
classism, logo-centrism, etc.”18
The dominance of ‘theory’ and continental philosophy in discussions of art has
created the opportunity for an alliance to emerge between scientific approaches
to aesthetics, and more conservative approaches to the philosophy of art. While
neuroaesthetics is often discussed as being an exciting and innovating field within
the overall study of art, its discursive functioning typically involves shoring up
the study of art in terms of perception, beauty, and universality, against the tendency of theory to focus on mediation, power, and the particularity of culture. As
Marcello Frixione has indicated, much work in neuroaesthetics is accompanied
by a normative dimension that either tacitly or overtly reinforces specific understandings of what art should be.19 While Frixione is careful to avoid arguing that
all neuroaesthetic research must involve a normative claim on what counts as
‘true art’, we can translate his argument into a strong and weak normativity that
can be persistently observed. On the one hand, the weak normative claim, which
typically issues from the way research is structured, involves the tendency for
neuroaesthetic research to restrict itself to questions about the brain’s functioning during the experience of beauty. As Alexander Kranjec,20 and Bevil R Conway
and Alexander Rehding21 have argued, this tendency is most likely a product of
the dominance of beauty, in Western culture especially, as a conceptual category
for distinguishing artworks from other objects, and the relative ease of studying
conventionally beautiful artworks neurologically, when compared to more avantgarde or conceptual artworks. This weak claim is not made consciously, and is
instead implied through the ways in which studies frame aesthetic discourse so
as to reinforce conservative ideas about what constitutes an artwork—i.e., framing art in terms of its status as a beautiful object. On the other hand, the strong
normative claim involves the overt argument that knowledge of brain functioning
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while experiencing art provides us with knowledge of what art should be. This
strong claim is often, though not always, accompanied by a direct attack on the
perceived dominance and deficiencies of theory and continental philosophy within the academy and art institutions.
The clearest example of this strong normative dimension can be found in the
work of John Onians. On Onians’ account, it is not simply that neuroaesthetics
can function to provide an explanation of the neuronal substrate that underpins
aesthetic experience, but that, moreover, neurological discussions of art can help
us to move beyond the dominance of ‘theory’ and continental philosophy. The
influence of these two heterogeneous traditions, on Onians’ account, has become
so dominant within the contemporary academy that there is an urgency to take
seriously the newly emerging development in cognitive neuroscience.22 Onians
remarks that, if a student were to utilise an explanatory framework that borrowed
from evolutionary biology or cognitive neuroscience, “he or she would almost
automatically be marked down. Even discussing the possibility of the influence of
nature on culture is likely to be rejected in a knee-jerk reaction”.23
Beyond stifling free thought in the classroom, Onians believes that approaches
drawing on Marxism, psychoanalysis, post-structuralism, and continental philosophy also function to limit the very possibility of critical thought about art.24 In
order to illustrate this problem, Onians turns to drawings from the Chauvet caves
in France—works that date back roughly 32,000 years.25 Onians claims that the
depictions of bears discovered in these caves are vastly superior to those found
in the Lascaux caves (produced 15,000 years later), and even drawings of bears
completed by Renaissance greats such as Leonardo da Vinci.26 “The only images”,
Onians claims, “that match these as studies of the form and behaviour of animals
are those of modern wildlife photography.”27 The explanation provided argues
that the purported superiority of these 32,000 year old works lies in the absence
of a cultural tradition that would have obscured the ‘artist’s’ capacity to see nature directly.28 As Onians states, the superiority of the Chauvet cave works lies in
the fact that “the neural resources that guided the makers’ hands were ones that
had rarely—or never—been exposed to art, but much exposed to real animals”.29
The supposed inferiority of later works is analogous to what Onians sees as approaches to art that emerge out of cultural studies and ‘theory’, insofar as “most
of the theoretical frameworks used by social historians—whether they are Marxist, Freudian, Semiotic, Structuralist, or Post-Structuralist—lay emphasis on the
particular importance of words”.30 Unfortunately for such historians, so Onians
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argues, “a main function of words is to stop our brain using all its resources to
pursue an objective enquiry into the data sent to it by our senses”.31 Neuroaesthetics, then, beyond providing us with an understanding of the brain functions
that accompany aesthetic experience, can also help us to understand what is fundamentally flawed about discourse analysis, close attention to language, and the
role of concept creation in artistic practice. Indeed, Onians contends that neuroscience can also help us to explain why so many academics are wrongly attached
to traditions like Marxism and post-structuralism, insofar as
the mere mention of the name Marx or Benjamin, Freud or Lacan, Foucault or Derrida, Deleuze or Agamben, to a reader or listener who has decided to place their trust in one of them, ensures that their caudate nucleus encourages their nucleus accumbens to deliver them a neurochemical
reward; and so important is that reward to such a reader or listener that
the last thing they would do is question it. This is why the last thing that
so-called “critical” approaches are is critical.32
Further examples of this strong normative claim can be found in the hugely successful The Art Instinct by the American philosopher Denis Dutton. In this text,
Dutton holds that neuroaesthetics could and should serve as a much-needed catalyst for major reform in the approaches to thinking about art. As he states,
a determination to shock or puzzle has sent much recent art down a wrong
path. Darwinian aesthetics can restore the vital place of beauty, skill, and
pleasure as high artistic values.33
The depiction of contemporary art as being misguided—insofar as the concept
of beauty or certain notions of technical skill have become less central in discussions of art since at least the early twentieth-century—and of the humanities as
being stagnant are common themes that surround the popular discourse of neuroaesthetics, as is oﬀered by figures like Dutton. However, it is important to note
that this appeal to conventional forms of artistic production is specifically related
to the absence of something like a universal scientific perspective in contemporary thought. For example, prior to making these remarks about “Darwinian aesthetics,” Dutton laments the impact of figures like Ludwig Wittgenstein, Thomas
Kuhn, and Benjamin Lee Whorf, insofar as he sees them as being partly responsible for the rise of notions of “forms of life” or “paradigms” that have produced
an inability to universalise scientific knowledge.34 It seems that, by Dutton’s ac-
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count, the “wrong path” that recent art has been sent down is inseparable from
the concomitant crisis of aesthetics, insofar as the dominant forms of philosophy,
philosophy of science, and linguistics within the twentieth-century have hindered
our capacity to think of the truth claims of aesthetics as being truly universal. Accordingly, without such a universal perspective, artistic practices become, following Dutton’s account, impoverished by an absence of normative strictures.
Steve Pinker echoes these complaints about the absence of a universal scientific
vision in contemporary humanities works. In an article entitled “Science Is Not
Your Enemy,” he claims that, while any diagnoses of the contemporary “malaise”
within the humanities would have to take into account the “anti-intellectual
trends in our culture” and “the commercialisation of our universities,” there is
the need to acknowledge what he refers to as the “self-inflicted” damage that has
occurred in the humanities.35 Pinker argues that not only have the humanities
become stagnant—suﬀering at the hand of the “defiant obscurantism, dogmatic
relativism, and suﬀocating political correctness” of postmodernism—but that the
solution is to be found in the possibilities oﬀered by the natural sciences.36 As he
states,
a consilience with science oﬀers the humanities countless possibilities for
innovation in understanding. Art, culture, and society are products of human brains. They originate in our faculties of perception, thought, and
emotion, and they cumulate and spread through the epidemiological dynamics by which one person aﬀects others. Shouldn’t we be curious to
understand these connections? Both sides would win.37
It seems diﬃcult to separate the purportedly neutral scientific advances that have
led to the possibility of a neuroaesthetics, from the broader reaction to reassert a
normative idea of art based on championing notions of beauty. Consciously or unconsciously, conservative ideas about what art is and what kind of conversations
about art matter typically accompany neuroaesthetic discussions of art. Especially on the question of the flows of political power in the shaping and production
of art, neuroaesthetics seems to be mute, or openly hostile. In this way, neuroaesthetics appears, not such much as a radical rupture with the dominant strains of
late twentieth-century discourses on art, but instead as part of a broader nostalgic
and conservative turn towards the universality of the beautiful and away from
art’s implication in the particularity of political struggles. As Janet Wolﬀ reminds
us, over the course of the 1990s the “return of beauty” emerged as a point of
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contention that captivated many. Amidst a flurry of publications declaring the
ascendance of beauty, influential critics like Dave Hickey declared that beauty was
of central importance to art criticism in the nineties, while Klaus Kertess—curator of the 1995 Whitney Biennale—argued that there was a need to make beauty
central as opposed to the political emphasis of previous biennales.38 Similarly, the
science wars of the 1990s saw continental philosophy and ‘theory’ castigated as a
charlatan’s trick, and an enemy of reason,39 and theory written oﬀ as irrelevant if
not overly contentious.40 As Hal Foster writes, over the 1990s and early 2000s it
could be observed that, as a consequence of being
bullied by conservative commentators, many academics no longer stress
the importance of critical thinking for an engaged citizenry, and, dependent on corporate sponsors, many curators no longer promote the critical
debate once deemed essential to the public reception of diﬃcult art.41
This broader cultural backlash against the reframing of artistic discourse through
the lens of traditions like Marxism, feminism, and continental philosophy, should
give us pause to reconsider the claims that neuroaesthetic’s value lies in its capacity to push discussions about art beyond some kind of impasse. While it is conventional to see neuroaesthetics framed in terms of exciting new possibility for
the study of art, its function seems to be closer to that of reinforcing conservative
ideas about what art is and should be. According to neuroaesthetics, the ‘innovative’ approach to researching artistic activity enjoins one to study it in terms of
classical aesthetic categories like beauty. Or, as with figures like Onians, Dutton,
and Pinker, neuroaesthetics is taken to enjoin one to see the issues raised by ‘theory’ and continental philosophy as stifling and obscurantist. Indeed, it is interesting to note that for Raymond Tallis, a severe critic of the epistemological incoherence of neuroaesthetics, there is a “bitter irony” in the “swing to biologism”42 that
has accompanied the “neurological” turn in art. On the one hand, Tallis is critical
of this turn in the work of art critics like Norman Bryson, insofar as the latter is
seen to have accepted pseudo-scientific truth claims about art.43 On the other one
hand, Tallis congratulates Bryson for abandoning the view that art and science
are “simply collections of signs”.44 Thankfully, on Tallis’ account, Bryson has left
behind the notion that art is fundamentally implicated by political concerns, and
that truth claims are inextricably bound to the flows of power.45 It seems then
that, even for a critic of neuroaesthetics like Tallis, this appeal of a discursive shift
away from the cultural and political mediation of art is desirable.
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THE RETURN OF PRESENCE
Though she does not mention Onians, Dutton, or Pinker, their work can be aligned
with what Janet Wolﬀ has referred to as the “lure of immediacy”, or the return of
presence within the aesthetics and art theory of the late nineties and early twentyfirst-century.46 For Wolﬀ, neuroaesthetics can be seen as one attempt among several others—such as the turn to aﬀect, the post-human, and new notions of materiality—to move beyond the discussion of art in terms borrowed from ‘theory’,
cultural studies or sociology, and to return to the “presence” that artworks purportedly oﬀer.47 Wolﬀ states that there are three primary factors motivating this
turn away from the discussion of language, culture, politics, and mediation, and
toward the “unmediated” presence of the artwork: the marginalisation of emotion and aﬀect in cultural theory; the perceived absence of discussions of taste
outside of sociological parameters; and the persistence of the mythical status of
artworks as being able to “escape” or “transcend” the linguistic or conceptual.48
Following Wolﬀ’s argument, we can see neuroaesthetics recast as a discourse of
stabilisation rather than one of innovation. While neuroaesthetics cannot undo
the pluralism of the world of contemporary art, it can nevertheless oﬀer a universal discourse for its study and evaluation. Indeed, neuroaesthetics allows a
return to the materiality of the artwork, a reassertion of the primacy of beauty in
the study of art, and the marginalising of politics in restructuring of aesthetic philosophy. Further, and as William P. Seeley has observed, despite their claims to innovation, recent aesthetic studies grounded in cognitive and neurological science
share a great deal with conventional philosophical inquiry—such as that of Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten—insofar as neuroaesthetics and cognitive aesthetics
are “not so much a new direction as a contemporary spin on a traditional view of
philosophical aesthetics.49 Neuroaesthetics has perhaps become such a compelling way of engaging with art, not because it is more sophisticated than other
scientific engagements with art, nor because it innovates on the work currently
done by cultural theorists, but because it allows for a reemphasis of aesthetics as
a singular and autonomous discipline, the aﬃrmation of the beautiful art object
as being of universal significance, and of aesthetic discourse as autonomous in
relation to questions of politics and power.
If ‘theory’ and continental philosophy has shown the experience of art to be mediated, and therefore implicated in a whole manner of political, existential, and
conceptual questions, neuroaesthetics can once again make art fully present. This
is not to say that neuroaesthetic discourse sees itself as being free of any form

76 · francis russell

of mediation. Indeed, we find within such accounts the clear argument that art’s
truth cannot be located except via the mediation of neurological science. Nevertheless, that truth can be made present and universally so, insofar as it can be
connected to brain events that purportedly condition its possibility. Wolﬀ herself
wonders whether or not neurobiological accounts of art oﬀer us particularly useful perspectives, insofar as they seem to further remove us from the phenomena
in question.50 Notwithstanding the techno-scientific mediation required to produce neuroaesthetic research, the discipline runs the risk of framing art as synonymous with the evolutionary and neurobiological account that describes it. While
figures like Onians, Dutton, and Pinker might overtly argue that ‘theory’ and continental philosophy’s critiques of self-identity, presence, and positivistic accounts
of truth need to cleared away to make room for the valuable insights into art offered by neuroaesthetics, their work appears to support the inverse claim. Rather
than clearing space for such insights into art and aesthetic experience, the value
of neuroaesthetics, as it features in the writing of these aforementioned thinkers,
appears to be precisely that of producing an argument for emancipating art from
discussions of cultural and political mediation. Indeed, following this line of argument, art’s previously complicated meaning can once again become self-present
and self-assured, that is, once aesthetics has become a neuroaesthetics.
NEUROAESTHETICS AND THE POST-POLITICAL
Part of the value of resisting the narrative of scientific ‘overreach’ can be found in
the way it avoids playing into an unhelpful dichotomy between, on the one hand, a
science characterised as innovative and enterprising, and on the other, a humanities tradition that is largely static and conservative. If the humanities are simply
to assume the position of defending itself, it runs the risk of uncritically reproducing characterisations of the humanities as traditional, conservative, and oblivious
to the ideas of the natural sciences. For this reason, it is important to not only
challenge the idea that there is no serious dialogue between the humanities and
the natural sciences, but also to challenge the idea that there is little value to humanities’ critiques of the ways in which such dialogues are dominantly framed.
As was stated at the beginning of this paper, there is no need to bemoan a discord
between ‘traditional’ humanities scholarship, on the one hand, and the life sciences on the other hand, insofar as the work of figures like Gilles Deleuze, Félix
Guattari, Catherine Malabou, Adrian Johnston, Slavoj Žižek, Elizabeth A. Wilson,
and Donna Haraway—to list only a few—all show an interest in engaging critically
and creatively with current research in neuroscience and microbiology. However,
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while this paper has not attempted to defend or protect traditional humanities
approaches from the ‘encroachment’ of the life sciences, it has nevertheless been
argued that it is important to critically investigate specifically how neuroaesthetics has been framed as useful, and how the specific theoretical horizon produced
by neuroaesthetics functions to privilege certain ways of thinking, whilst presenting itself as a discourse of neutral scientific truths. If critics of the neuroscientific turn within the humanities limit themselves to defences of territory, or to
immanent critiques of neuroscience’s truth claims, then there is the potential to
miss the opportunity of investigating why thinkers and practitioners within the
humanities would be interested in speaking with a neuroscientific vocabulary.
It is a common trope of neuroaesthetic discourse to posit both the imminent arrival of innovative knowledge concerning art, and to argue that a ground must be
cleared in order for such knowledge to exist. Especially in the writing of figures
like Onians, Dutton, and Pinker, we find the argument that neuroaesthetics cannot
emerge without a fundamental challenge to the humanities’ purported aversion
to the natural sciences. Nevertheless, perhaps the risk presented by this desire to
clear the way for the flourishing of neuroaesthetics in the academy and popular
imaginary alike should be thought of less in terms of the possible disappearance
of the humanist notion of personhood at the hands of the natural sciences—a notion that has been thoroughly critiqued within theory and continental philosophy.
Instead, perhaps the more concerning risk that can be located in neuroaesthetic
thought is its implicit or overt desire for a post-political and technocratic aesthetics. Indeed, neuroaestheticians would not be unique in their turn to neuroscience
to escape political dissensus. As Pykett,51 and Nadesan52 have respectively argued,
the utilisation of neuroscientific research to understand economic and political
crisis often functions to depoliticise the function of governance. The sociologist
William Davies provides a particularly depressing example of this risk in his book
The Happiness Industry, where he discusses the turn by politicians, researchers,
and journalists towards brain science and neurochemicals to explain the global
financial crisis.53 The issue with such a turn towards the neurological is not that
it might come to replace ‘traditional’ humanities’ forms of inquiry. Again, such a
view overemphasises the influence of neuroscience and underestimates the innovations already occurring within its respective fields and traditions. Instead, what
is disquieting is the often-overt tendency for neuroscientific discourses to oppose discussions of power and political struggle. Instead of acknowledging the inextricable relationship between knowledge and power, such discourses function
to reframe phenomena in technocratic terms, reaﬃrming the ascendancy of the
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specialist, and dampening dissensus through an appeal to universal knowledge.
Writing on neuroscientific and neurobiological approaches to art, Jean-Pierre
Changeux states that
there is an evident evolution of art. Yet this evolution surprisingly seems
to show no obvious progress although it demonstrates constant renewal,
possibly as a consequence of still largely unexplored universal features of
human brain interaction with fast-changing social and cultural environments.54
Here, the implication seems to be that, if artistic activity has changed rapidly—and
especially over the last two hundred years—it is because the universal features of
the human brain have come into contact with a rapidly changing society. While
the human brain would move us towards certain universal modes of aesthetic
inquiry, that universality is shaped by the particularity of the culture one finds
oneself in. Aside from being an ontological problem, the question of whether or
not art shows us a perpetuation of certain universal human traits—even though
they are in some ways diﬀerentiated through a long historical evolution—is also
a political question, a question of whether or not art should be viewed as brain
activity or as an event. We can contend that, if the art of the twentieth-century—
from Dada to Gutai, Edvard Munch to Jean-Michel Basquiat, from Claude Cahun
to ORLAN, and from Fluxus to the Otolith Group—showed a tendency towards
subverting our very expectations of what constituted an artist, a body of knowledge, and an audience, then this should not be subsumed under the notion of a
universal brain encountering a rapidly changing world. Instead, we should take
seriously the political challenge oﬀered by these various groups and individuals—
i.e., to understand art’s role as being that of challenging, even if gently or subtly,
our tendency to overlook, if not suppress diﬀerence in favour of apparent stability
and consensus.
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1. POLITICS THAT DOES NOT COMMAND
Since the publication of his last book-length political polemic, Hatred of Democracy (2005), the work of Jacques Rancière has generally focused on developing the
conceptual and historical features of his account of aesthetics. With the recent
publication of his 2009 debate with Axel Honneth, Recognition or Disagreement?
(2016), we have good reason to return to his political thought as it is outlined in
Disagreement: Politics and Philosophy (1995) and related texts such as his “Ten Theses on Politics” (1998). Programmatically speaking, Rancière conceives of politics
as a practice of dissensus enacted in the name of equality. But in examining the
debate between Rancière and Honneth, Jean-Philippe Deranty and Katia Genel
have recently sought to reframe Rancière’s account of dissensus in the terms of
Honneth’s theory of recognition. Drawing on the subtitle of Disagreement, it is
necessary to critique Deranty and Genel both at the level of politics and how this
politics implicates philosophy. Elsewhere, I have already indicated how reframing
dissensus as a form of the politics of recognition blunts the radicality of Rancière’s methodological commitments.1 I will not revisit these claims here. Instead,
I would like to dispel the assumption that makes this “recognition” reading—as
one variant of a generally liberal reading of Rancière—possible. On this assumption, Rancière holds that dissensual speech is political action. As Deranty writes,

“politics in Disagreement is a battle of justifications, mainly a battle about what
counts as justification and who is entitled to proﬀer and expect justifications.”2
But Rancière’s work isn’t about how to distribute social goods and allocate duties
and entitlements to such a degree that we will willingly accept inequalities in our
societies. So I will argue, by contrast, that for Rancière speech functions as a metonymy for a broader praxis of egalitarian, dissensual politics. More specifically,
I will contend that Rancière’s egalitarian politics entails two forms of praxis: the
symbolization of equality through dissensus and the subversion or elimination of
relationships of command, coercion, or force implemented by regimes of policing.3
Were it merely an issue concerning interpretations of Rancière, I would not argue
in the somewhat polemical terms that follow. However, I reject the recognition
reading because it depoliticizes forms of policing—capital accumulation and the
state—that have a stake in political conflict, a stake in maintaining inequalities
that abet accumulation and control. This criticism applies to both, in Nancy Fraser’s terms, “aﬃrmative” models of recognition and “transformative” models. On
her definition, aﬃrmative models “aim to correct inequitable outcomes of social
arrangement without disturbing the underlying social structures that generate
them.”4 Honneth’s theory is on this definition an aﬃrmative form of recognition. In his debate with Rancière, Honneth—unwilling, metaphorically speaking,
to leave the sphere of circulation and commodity exchange—concedes that the
“freedom of contract in the labor market” is integral to his model of recognition,5
thus depoliticizing capital accumulation. Moreover, when Rancière argues that
Honneth’s theory of recognition emphasizes a relationship between already existing entities and identities, this not only echoes Rancière’s earlier critique of
Jürgen Habermas (which is discussed below), it also bears a striking resemblance
to Fraser’s critique of aﬃrmative remedies for misrecognition.6
Perhaps then Rancière’s politics would be closer to what Fraser calls a transformative politics, which aims “to correct unjust outcomes precisely by restructuring the underlying generative framework.”7 In what follows, I will argue that Rancière’s account of dissensus involves both practices of symbolizing new names
and meanings of equality, and practices of combatting and eliminating the forms
of command that implement apparatuses of inequality that are similar to what
Fraser calls “status subordination.” For example, Fraser argues that the status
subordination of women encompasses both maldistribution (the division between so-called productive and reproductive labor and between higher-paid
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male-dominated manufacturing and professional occupations and lower-paying,
lower-prestige domestic service occupations) and misrecognition (the androcentrism that is “an institutionalized pattern of cultural value that privileges traits
associated with masculinity, while devaluing everything coded as ‘feminine,’ paradigmatically—but not only—women”).8 Redressing status subordination, for Fraser, would entail both redistribution (she proposes, as one possibility, a universal
basic income) and a form of recognition (in the case of gender inequalities) that
would deconstruct the “symbolic oppositions that underlie currently institutionalized patterns of cultural value,” such as those codings that diﬀerentiate between
men’s and women’s work.9
Despite the similarities between them, Rancière’s politics diﬀers in important
ways from Fraser’s transformative paradigm of redistribution/recognition. In his
landmark Red Skin, White Masks, Glen Sean Coulthard criticizes the recognition
paradigm vis-à-vis Indigenous struggles for self-determination, concluding that
her own transformative theory of recognition nonetheless depoliticizes the settler state. He writes: “Fraser’s status model rests on the problematic background
assumption that the settler state constitutes a legitimate framework within which
Indigenous peoples might be more justly included.”10 Indeed, the full recognition
of Indigenous nationhoods would encompass the full recognition of Indigenous
title against settler sovereignty and throw into question the normative status of
the settler state-form of governance. Thus, he argues, when Fraser claims that
her status model seeks to address political demands in “polyethnic” polities like
the United States, her contention is “premised on a misrecognition of its own…
as a state founded on the dispossessed territories of previously self-determining
but now colonized Indigenous nations.”11 Coulthard’s critique demonstrates how
Fraser’s work assumes the normative status of the state as mediator of competing
claims, while Rancière’s politics explicitly frames the state as a form of policing.
Hence, for Rancière, the state—among the other institutions of policing—cannot
play the role of neutral arbiter of political, even democratic, consensus.
For Rancière, politics is dissensus and disagreement. Here I aim to demonstrate
how Rancière’s account of policing has the conceptual tools to show the coercive
and latent violence in apparatuses of policing such as the state (manifest for example in the judicial system, the penal system, and police enforcement), institutional political representation, and work under capitalism. This list is not intended to be exhaustive, but these examples are often routine fixtures of many our
everyday lives, and cops and bosses happen to enforce lines of command which
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carry punitive consequences. But there is a second sense in which this list is not
exhaustive. I would argue, given more space, that the way that these apparatuses
of command impinge on our lives varies according to social norms that, whether
or not they are also to a degree latently coercive, guide, direct or legitimate how
cops or work or pedagogy impinge more frequently and/or more intensively on
some bodies rather than others. Thus I will assume that the reader takes it for
granted that in the United States or Canada (among other settler-colonial states,
obviously) we cannot provide a complete analysis—and more importantly, we
cannot organize eﬀectively against oppression and domination—of a legal system, political representation, or work, without addressing how the norms of heteropatriarchy, anti-black racism, settlerism, and ableism privilege some bodies
and marginalize others.
I will restrict my focus here, though, to Rancière’s analysis of the problem of command and coercion. I intend this analysis to provide textual evidence from Disagreement and “Ten Theses on Politics” to establish that command and coercion
are important problems for Rancière.12 Rancière, in fact, argues that command
and coercion need not be legitimated by prior forms of oppression, but rather that
the very form of command or an order produces or institutes relations of inequality
where they may not already be present. In this regard, Rancière’s thought bears a
strong similarity to the anarchistic anthropology of Pierre Clastres. To my knowledge, Rancière has never cited Clastres. However, I am not the first to notice the
similarity. Miguel Abensour’s opposition between what he calls “insurgent democracy” and the state, for example, draws upon both Rancière’s discussions of
democracy and Clastres’ account of societies against the state.13 And Arash Joudaki
uses Rancière’s concept of equality to reconsider some of the ethnographic data
gathered by Clastres, though I would argue that it would be more productive for a
non-Eurocentric political discourse to have used Rancière’s critique of the epistemological biases of the social sciences to undermine the way that Clastres lapses
into a variation of “salvage ethnography”.14 While examining the ways that Abensour or Joudaki have put Rancière and Clastres to productive use, I noticed that
neither of the former had highlighted latter’s emphasis of the productive dimension of command. For Clastres the point is explicit. In Society Against the State, he
attempts to isolate the origin of alienated labor in the formation of state power,
that is, in the implementation of relations of command and coercion.
The political relation of power precedes and founds the economic relation of exploitation. Alienation is political before it is economic; power precedes labor; the
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economic derives from the political; the emergence of the State determines the
advent of classes.15
It is not my intent here to evaluate this ‘origin’ story of political power or the
role it plays it in his polemic against Marxist anthropology. I only want to note
that Clastres viewed command as the institution of hierarchical power over what
would otherwise be egalitarian societies; what destroys the egalitarian relations of
indigenous societies against the state is “the power to compel; it is the power of
coercion; it is political power.”16 While the point is explicit for Clastres, we have
not yet adequately theorized the problem of command in the work of Rancière.
As I will argue below, the problem of command plays a central role in his descriptions of how policing produces and reproduces stratifications of social relations
in a given society, how policing distinguishes and organizes the roles of those
whose task it is to rule and those who must be ruled, and those whose task it is
to think and those whose task it is to work. What marks a significant advance of
Rancière beyond Clastres’ analyses is that, for Rancière, command is not just imposed, as if from above, by the state, but can be deployed in practices and norms
that are much more diﬀuse.
I have divided my argument into three parts. Before proceeding, though, I would
like to address how we might understand the relationship between command and
coercion (which I discuss here), and violence (of which command and coercion
are but one form). Rancière does not have a theory of political violence, though
he does write about command in policing. A liberal reading of Rancière might suggest, as we reconstruct a theory of political violence in his work, that Rancière’s
opposition of politics and policing is analogous to Hannah Arendt’s opposition of
political power and violence. I believe such an analogy to be superficial. On the
one hand, Arendt defines power broadly as “the human ability…to act in concert,”
whereas for Rancière politics is strictly egalitarian, a dynamic of subjectivation
that begins from the supposition of the equality.17 His politics is much more narrow, relegating much of what Arendt would consider political power to policing.
On the other hand, though I cannot consider it here, in On the Shores of Politics,
Rancière argues that the demands made during the workers’ strikes in France in
1833 were based on the possibility of outright revolutionary violence.18 Elsewhere,
I argue, on the basis of On the Shores of Politics and other texts, that Rancière rejects the strict opposition of politics and violence.19
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Having made these interpretive decisions explicit, we can now proceed. In Section 2, I outline Rancière’s opposition between politics and the police. While doing so, I propose that we can interpret Samuel Chambers’ and Todd May’s diﬀerences concerning Rancière—aside from the obvious fact that Chambers isn’t an
anarchist and May is—as rooted in the respective weight each gives to the role of
symbolization and the role of combating coercion in Rancière’s politics. In Section 3, I show how the problem of coercion is outlined in Rancière’s Disagreement
within what other critics have analyzed as his polemic with Habermas. Finally, in
Section 4, I will argue that, by emphasizing the way that egalitarian politics combats reified structures of command, coercion, or force, we can have done with
the objection—raised by Jodi Dean—that Rancière’s politics is, at best, merely
symbolic, that is, merely dissensual speech. I have titled this section “Why Fascism
Isn’t Politics” because I conclude by showing how Rancière’s work demonstrates
that fascistic or quasi-fascistic movements of the extreme right are not political,
but rather contemporary parapolitical modes of social policing.20
2. POLITICS AGAINST THE POLICE
Rancière draws a sharp distinction between politics and the police. For those of
us involved in political organizing, his terminology vividly evokes the opposition
in the streets between demonstrators and cops. But just as we acknowledge that
cops enforce order when the broader forms and institutions of domination and
exploitation are challenged by mass movements, Rancière argues policing is not
just what uniformed cops do, but also includes much of what passes as politics in
our discourses (including the features of consensual democracy or parliamentarianism such as elections, representative government, or governance). All of these
practices and institutions share a common assumption: that society necessitates
an inegalitarian and stratified distribution of roles and places in society.21 By contrast, Rancière contends that politics is the enactment of the supposition of the
intellectual equality of any and all human beings.
Thus, while we might begin with the vivid image of people in the street resisting
cops, there’s also a degree of abstraction in Rancière’s conceptual distinction between politics and the police. He refers, for example, to the subject of politics as
“the part of those who have no part” rather than specific sociological groups. Such
abstraction, in this case, is deliberate on Rancière’s part, for it forestalls delimiting
a priori conditions of political agency concerning who this part is, since this ontologizing move risks excluding political subjects who have yet to emerge (or have
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yet to enter into sociological description) and who we political theorists cannot
foresee.22 However, in drawing the opposition between politics and police, there
remains a degree of ambiguity in their relation. At some points, Rancière highlights their heterogeneity: “Politics stands in distinct opposition to the police,”23
or “politics occurs when there is a place and a way for two heterogeneous processes [i.e. policing and equality] to meet” (Rancière, 30).24 At other points, as already
indicated in the latter quotation, he underlines that despite their heterogeneity,
politics takes place when practices of equality confront policing; at various points,
he defines dissensus as two worlds—one where the part of those who have no part
are visible or counted by virtue of their self-empowerment and one where they
remain invisible or uncounted—in a single world.25
This paradoxical politics has been a point of contention in Rancière scholarship.
Slavoj Žižek and Dean, for example, accuse Rancière of proposing a “pure”—and
thus always already impractical—politics, a form of politics that is absolutely heterogenous to policing and thus ineﬀective.26 We will address Dean’s critique below. But a similar line of critique has been advanced by Samuel Chambers against
Todd May. According to Chambers, May advocates an “pure” anarchistic politics that departs from what Chambers sees to be a crucial feature of Rancière’s
thought: that politics is by definition impure, that is, politics is always a supplement to the distribution of a given order of policing. While I will grant Chambers’ criticisms in part, I will also emphasize how May remains attentive to the
antiauthoritarian features of Rancière’s politics that are overlooked by Chambers’
loosely liberal interpretation of Rancière. May is correct to point out that politics and policing must be heterogenous practices of organizing social relations,
for these practices can be either egalitarian or inegalitarian, but cannot be both.
Maintaining this point is hardly purist.
At this point, I will begin mustering textual evidence for my reading of Rancière.
In Disagreement, he defines the police as
an order of bodies that defines the allocation of ways of doing, ways of being, and ways of saying, and sees that those bodies are assigned by name to
a particular place and task; it is an order of the visible and the sayable that
sees that a particular activity is visible and that another is not, that this
speech is understood as discourse and another as noise. (Rancière, 29)
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Policing is a stratified form of organizing what Rancière calls a “distribution of the
sensible” (partage du sensible). As Rancière notes, distribution or partition (partage) is to be understood, first, as both sharing and division of the sensible (aisthesis), and then, second, as an account or count of how this aisthesis is shared or
divided. A distribution of the sensible orients socially lived experience; it defines
the roles, actions, places, and meanings of those within a given community. Policing involves distributing bodies and roles, but it also symbolizes these relations in
a specific manner; as an apparatus of symbolization, policing allots ways of speaking, acting, and being and delimits speech and noise, visibility and invisibility, existence and inexistence.27 Rancière characterizes a policed symbolization of social
order in two ways. He holds that it naturalizes distinctions so they are understood
as immediate and objective rather than historically mediated.28 And, then, as we
will see below, he also characterizes policing as a form of symbolizing social space
as saturated space. In the Seventh Thesis of “Ten Theses on Politics” Rancière argues that policing symbolizes the community without remainder or supplement:
Politics stands in distinct opposition to the police. The police is a distribution of the sensible whose principle is the absence of void and supplement. The police is not a social
function but a symbolic constitution of the social. The essence of the police lies
neither in repression nor even control over the living. Its essence lies in a certain way of dividing up the sensible…Political dispute brings politics into being by
separating it from the police, which causes it to disappear continually either by
purely and simply denying it or claiming political logic as its own.29
According to the logic of policing, all parts of the community are accounted for;
this count precludes—via symbolization—the possibility that there is part of the
community that is not counted, what Rancière calls a “part of those who have no
part” or the “part with no part” (part des sans-part). In, for example, contemporary systems of consensus, demonstrations against the wrongs produced by that
system are often symbolized as pathology, delinquency, criminality, or terror.30
For our purposes, Thesis Seven appears to undermine my claim that policing entails both symbolization and coercion—as Rancière notes, policing is neither repression nor control over the living; it is a “symbolic constitution of the social.”
However, there are two ways to respond to this problem. First, I take such a remark to mean, as Chambers argues that when we’re talking about policing, “there
can be no clear-cut diﬀerence between distribution and its enforcement.”31 By
conceptualizing the police as a regime of distributing the sensible, Rancière seeks
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to avoid two unilateral models of police power: the first, which he associates with
the concept of an ideological state apparatus, is that a given distribution of the
social order is imposed from above by the powers that be and then subsequently
enforced by the police order (Rancière, 29); the second is that of Lacanian political critique—as we will see with Dean—in which policing is first a repressive
force, and then a force that subsequently distorts all attempts to symbolize the
social order.
There is additional evidence that Rancière does not view the police as merely an
apparatus of symbolizing the distribution of social space. On this point, we can
return to the diﬀerences between Chambers and May on Rancière’s politics. We
have thus far said little about what Rancière’s politics involves, because that is the
point at issue in our discussion. However, there are two programmatic claims we
can begin with:
“Political activity is whatever shifts a body from the place assigned to it or
changes a place’s destination; it makes visible what had no business being
seen, and makes heard [entendre] a discourse where once there was only
place for noise; it makes understood [entendre] as discourse what was once
only heard [entendu] as noise”. (Rancière, 30)Politics involves an “open
set of practices driven by the assumption of equality and by the concern
to test this equality”. (Rancière, 30)
At issue is how politics relates to policing, and I have deliberately chosen two
passages that leave this question open. Nevertheless, we can glean that politics
involves enacting the supposition of equality and that it involves some form of
distributing bodies that subverts the distribution within a given regime of policing. I will argue, in more detail below, that for Rancière, politics (la politique) is
egalitarian insofar as (a) it symbolizes equality by introducing new ways of relating subjects, places, and objects; and (b) it resists, disrupts, and subverts social
relations of command.
Now, Chambers argues that May eﬀects a kind of “Manichean transformation” of
Rancière, introducing a pure politics untainted by policing: “May ‘elevates’ politics to a pure form of action, while reducing police to an anti-political and implicitly repressive order of domination and injustice.”32 Certainly, there are points
where Chambers’ critique is warranted. For example, May at points too readily
identifies “distribution” with “policing,” arguing that “distributions are what gov-
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ernments do. But they are not what people do.”33 By contrast, as we see in the
first passage on politics above, if we embody egalitarian practices, that too is a
mode of distributing the sensible. Nevertheless, I do not think that the distinction
between “pure” and “impure” politics isolates the central point of contention between Chambers and May. To situate, as Chambers does, May’s reading against an
exegesis of Rancière’s texts neutralizes how Chambers proceeds, like May, to do
things with Rancière’s work rather than to merely interpret it. Chambers treats
speech and “literarity”—an “excess of words” to defined places—as the emblematic paradigm of Ranciere’s politics.34 By contrast, May notes that while speech is
often privileged in Rancière’s account of politics, it need not be the metonymy
for politics tout court—we could also conceptualize politics through metaphors
of place, embodiment, and direct action.35 Their diﬀerence, then, could be that
Chambers emphasizes how politics is symbolized while May emphasizes how
relations of egalitarian praxis are by definition opposed—heterogenous—to the
inegalitarian distributions of the police order. Thus, when Rancière argues that
political conflict “forms an opposition between logics that count the parties and
parts of the community in diﬀerent ways,”36 May emphasizes how these “logics”
are embodied through political subjectivation or techniques of policing. And, as I
will argue below, if in Disagreement command is one of the central problems of policing, then we need take seriously Rancière’s other claim, in “Ten Theses on Politics,” that an egalitarian or democratic politics is, according to the supposition of
equality, a practice of “command that does not command (commandment de ce qui
ne commande pas).”37 May takes politics and policing to be heterogenous because
egalitarian praxis must carve new spaces where inequality—command and coercion—are no longer instituted. This is especially evident in his essay, “Rancière
and Anarchism,” where May argues that Rancière’s work indicates the possibility
of forms of governance that embody the idea that everyone is equally entitled to
govern: “at certain points, some might be entitled to give orders to others, who
might be obliged to obey them. On the other hand, it would not be a form of governance that presupposes that those giving the orders would be entitled to those
orders in the sense of being justified by any quality they possessed.”38 While May
strives to consider how relations of equality might be institutionalized—which
for Rancière is not possible39—this hardly constitutes a kind of “Manichean transformation” of Rancière, introducing a pure politics untainted by policing.40 If the
problem is whether, when politics takes place, our politics embodies relations of
command or not, and relations of coercion or not, of violence or not, then May’s
point is hardly Manichean; it’s a self-reflexive question about whether our practices prefigure the demands we’re fighting for or not. This politics divides the com-
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mon world into two, but it must also, to some degree, always come into conflict
with policing in the common space of the community, both combatting relations
of command and coercion and forms of symbolizing, legitimating, and naturalizing the arguments for inequality.
3. DISAGREEMENT AND COMMAND
So far I have argued that Rancière’s claim that the police is a symbolic constitution of the social order does not preclude the further claim that policing institutes
relations of command and coercion. If policing entails both the stratification of
roles and occupations in a given society and the symbolization and normalization
of these forms of inequality, then politics must involve resisting and combatting
both. Rancière makes this explicit in the third of his “Ten Theses on Politics” during a brief analysis of Plato’s Laws, where he focuses on how, for Plato, democracy
is equivalent to drawing lots to govern; what both share is “the complete absence
of any entitlement to govern.”41 In contrast to Plato’s attempt to ground social inequality in a foundational principle, title, or arkhê, Rancière contends that politics
is “a specific break with the logic of the arkhê,” a form of “command that does not
command (commandment de ce qui ne commande pas).”42 It might be possible to
consign such a remark to its circumstances, namely, Rancière’s reading of Plato.
However, he weaves together the threads of Theses Three and Seven in Thesis
Eight. There, he phrases policing as a symbolic constitution of social space, in the
form of an order or command: when these modes of constituting social space are
disrupted in a scene such as a demonstration, the police instruct the bodies in a
given space to “Move along! There’s nothing to see here!”43 Indeed, kettling protestors or cordoning oﬀ demonstrations is not just a form of containing political
action but also an attempt to control the visibility of contested social spaces.
In what follows, I will argue that political mobilization against command and coercion plays an important role in Rancière’s account of politics in Disagreement—
when politics is enacted, it is not merely symbolic, but it also it undermines or
combats relations of command and coercion. By focusing on how politics is always
“doubled,”44 confronting relations of coercion and forms of symbolization, we can
also demonstrate the coherence of Rancière’s claim that politics is heterogeneous
to policing even though it possesses “no objects or issues of its own;” indeed, that
“its sole principle, equality, is not peculiar to it and is in no way in itself political”
(Rancière, 31). Politics is heterogenous to policing insofar as it combats relations
of command and coercion. But politics also has no objects or issues of its own
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because it enacts the supposition of equality in such a way that raises a dissensus
about common objects or issues; it takes terms such as justice or democracy and
opens a space for their symbolization that departs from what they mean within
a police order. Thus we need not introduce what Chambers has criticized as the
“three-term model” of Rancière’s politics: both Jean-Philippe Deranty and Oliver
Marchart have argued that Rancière’s opposition between politics and policing,
to be coherent, requires the concept of a space that mediates between the two,
which they call “the political” (le politique as opposed to Rancière’s la politique).45
While there are texts where Rancière does discuss the diﬀerence between la politique and le politique, Chambers notes that “Rancière’s central works on politics
from the 1990s were all produced after the 1991 lecture that had suggested three
terms (in English), yet Rancière did not bother to fold that terminology into La
Mésentente.”46 And when the term le politique appears in Disagreement, Rancière
generally uses it to signal how critics and ideologues deny the possibility of politics (in which the object or place of politics is a point of dissensus) by positing
the political as an already defined, or even originary, object or place of politics.47
To claim though, as Rancière does, that politics has “no objects or issues of its
own;” that “its sole principle, equality, is not peculiar to it and is in no way in
itself political” seems to point to another three term model: politics, policing,
and equality (Rancière, 31). To complicate matters, he not only claims—as we
have seen—that politics is the enactment of the supposition of equality, that
equality is not particular to politics, but he also states that “inequality is only
possible through equality” (Rancière, 17). The latter two claims seem to suggest
that equality is a fundamental or original social relation, an ontological substrate
that delimits human being-in-common.48 However, this would commit Rancière
to reinstating the logic of an arhkê. Instead, he refuses to ontologize equality; his
use is functional, meaning that he focuses on how relations of equality are enacted.49 First, on the one hand, relations of equality are not exclusive to politics.
As the broader work of Rancière has shown, there can be relations of equality in
pedagogy, literature, and aesthetics. Furthermore, May has argued that friendship
can embody relations of equality. These relations, when enacted, open temporary spaces where the inequalities of policing are resisted or undermined. On the
other hand, there are some actions in which no relation of equality, in Rancière’s
sense, is operative, such as killing. Thus far I have not discussed violence beyond
the scope of command or coercion because I do not think we can outline a Rancièrean concept of violence without first examining the latent violence present in
apparatuses of policing, and it is this latent violence of coercion that means that
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we are not dealing merely with a discursive or symbolic politics.
We will focus on two points in Disagreement where Rancière analyzes the performative contradictions of relations of command. Not only do these passages demonstrate that command and coercion are, for Rancière, part of the police order,
but they also echo arguments found in the rich tradition of Francophone anticolonialism. The first passage appears at the end of Chapter 1, when Rancière contends that all forms of inequality are historically contingent. Though the Western
tradition of political philosophy has sought to naturalize these inequalities, all
social stratification is premised on a contradiction:
There is order in society because some people command and others obey,
but in order to obey an order at least two things are required: you must
comprehend the order and you must comprehend that you must obey it.
And to do that, you must already be the equal of the person who is ordering you. It is this equality that gnaws away at any natural order. (Rancière,
16)
A command institutes the diﬀerence between those who command and those
whose task it is to obey. And commands are coercive because they carry the implication of retribution if they aren’t carried out: unemployment is one tangible result for a worker who does not obey orders at work. And yet all commands imply
a performative contradiction. On the one hand, an order indicates a power diﬀerential between those who give orders and those who are supposed to follow them.
On the other hand, despite this asymmetry, those who command performatively
concede that those who obey understand them. Therefore, relations of command
and inequality are paradoxical: to command requires dividing humanity into (at
least) two categories—those who command and those who obey—but to make
this division legible, those who command must assume the intellectual equality
of those who command and those who obey.
In the second passage, Rancière analyzes the performative contradiction of the
“false interrogative”: “Do you comprehend?” (Rancière, 44) This analysis plays an
important role in Chapter 3, “The Rationality of Disagreement,” situated as it is
within a broader polemic against Habermas. While this polemic has drawn the attention of numerous scholars, I consider Matheson Russell and Andrew Montin’s
analysis to be the most concise and attentive account of their diﬀerences.50 For
Habermas, they write, the theory of communicative action is to provide the nor-
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mative foundation for a discourse that aims for the mutual recognition of interlocutors “as equals with respect to their capacity for rational speech and rational
evaluation of speech.”51 Though mutual recognition and the ideals of communicative action are attenuated by concrete circumstances, Habermas believes that
partners to a communicative understanding cannot ultimately refuse these ideals
while availing themselves of the legitimacy and warrant provided by them. Rancière, then, undermines Habermas’ framework by demonstrating that, for “common understanding” to be reached by interlocutors in an intersubjective setting,
“it is not necessary for the speaker to presuppose the equal standing of the hearer
as a partner in dialogue. An understanding may just as well be reached on the presupposition of the hearer’s incapacity as on the presupposition of their capacity
to participate in rational discourse as an equal.”52
To illustrate this problem, Rancière points toward the speech situation in which
the question “Do you comprehend?” functions as a technique for distinguishing
between those who command and those who obey. As Russell and Montin point
out, the question presumes that the addressee is incapable of rationally contributing to a dialogue about the implicit command framed as an interrogative—it is
presumed that the addressee could only disagree on the basis of a misunderstanding or failure to comprehend, but not for good reasons.53 I agree with their gloss on
the problem, but I think their conceptual choices are not incisive enough in this
case. A command need not assume prior inequality between interlocutors; it produces this inequality. As Rancière writes, as a command, “Do you comprehend?”
“draws a line of division [partage]” between two senses of the word comprehend
and two categories of speaking beings; it makes it understood to its addressee(s)
that there are those who comprehend and those from whom the speaker expects
a response and those whose task it is to follow orders (Rancière, 45).
We are, however, not only interested in how command produces inequality, but
also how the implicit supposition of the equality of intelligences that is also communicated by a command can be politicized. Rancière notes, while analyzing the
meaning of “Do you comprehend?” that the term comprendre—like many other
expressions concerning comprehension or understanding (entendre)—needs to
be interpreted nonliterally; instead, it should be understood ironically (Rancière,
44). More specifically, he contends that disagreement can emerge when “Do you
comprehend?” is understood (entendre) both literally and ironically. He argues
that the addressee must understand her relation to the enunciator in order to
know whether the question “Do you comprehend?” requires a response to the
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problem at hand, or whether the content of the question is “It’s not up to you to
comprehend; all you have to do is obey,” but it is precisely this understanding that
comes into question when politics enacts the rationality of disagreement (Rancière, 45; xii). Therefore, in what follows, I will examine Rancière’s usage of the
terms disagreement (la mésentente) and entendre before returning to the problem
of command, for it is through disagreement that politics symbolizes its dissensus
with a given police order.
In work subsequent to Disagreement, Rancière has noted that the translation of
la mésentente as disagreement loses some connotations of the French.54 An Anglophone reader could hear disagreement as a juridical dispute, given that Rancière
not only characterizes, throughout Disagreement, politics as the litigious demonstration of a wrong, but he also illustrates his account of political subjectivation
through a scene drawn from the 1832 trial of Auguste Blanqui (Rancière, 37–38).
However, a juridical interpretation carries the connotation that disagreement
takes place between “specific parties that can be adjusted through appropriate
legal procedures” (Rancière, 39). The rationality—the measure—of politics, then,
would be circumscribed within an already existing legal framework, which, on
Rancière’s terms, is an apparatus of policing. La mésentente, by contrast, is a “polemical knot” that ties together the “diﬀerent senses of the word ‘to understand’
[entendre] (see, comprehend, agree) that sums up the sensible and conflictual dimension of the political community.”55 Therefore, the politics of disagreement
does not concern already constituted persons, classes, categories, or objects; for
Rancière, it enacts practices through which unanticipated subjects, situations, or
objects, are made manifest—political subjects are those “whose very existence is
the mode of manifestation of the wrong” (Rancière, 39). By Rancière’s definition,
disagreement disrupts or reinscribes the received meanings of a given entendre
(understanding, agreement, and perception) of the social and sensible world; it
makes these meanings political and conflictual.
It is unsurprising, then, that in a polemical text such as Disagreement, Rancière’s
use of the term entendre and its cognates is performative and self-reflexive, illustrating how common and contentious ideals such as justice and democracy become
focal points of disagreement. Rancière uses entendre to signal disagreement between terms when they are politicized in contrast their received meanings; this
doubling and opposition of understandings of a given term appears in the definition of la mésentente itself: disagreement is “a determined kind of speech situation
in which one of the interlocutors at once understands and does not understand
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what the other is saying [où l’un des interlocutors à la fois entend et n’entend pas ce
que dit l’autre]” (Rancière, x). Furthermore, the frequent use of entendre in Chapter 3, “The Rationality of Disagreement,” serves to emphasize how the politics of
disagreement practices the interruption and subversion of relations of command.
Before returning to “The Rationality of Disagreement,” where entendre is frequently used, we will examine two other usages of entendre. When he defines concepts such as equality, subjectivation, or democracy, he uses entendre or its cognates to signal that his definition displaces received meanings of the terms or the
genealogies of these terms (see Rancière, 30; 35; 99). As I have argued elsewhere,
when Rancière evokes Descartes in his definition of subjectivation, for example,
this signals a subtle critique of Heideggerian and Marxist understandings of the
history of modern philosophy:
By subjectivation I mean [on entendra] the production through a series of
actions of a body and a capacity for enunciation not previously identifiable within a given field of experience, whose identification is thus part
of the reconfiguration of the field of experience. Descartes’s ego sum, ego
existo is the prototype of such indissoluble subjects of a series of operations implying the production of a new field of experience. Any political
subjectivation holds to this formula. It is a nos sumus, nos existimus. (Rancière, 35–36tm)
By linking political subjectivation to Descartes, Rancière shifts our attention from
received interpretations—of Descartes as the modern epitome of technicity56 or
of 17th century bourgeois ideology57—to a current of Cartesian egalitarianism that
takes the supposition of “good sense” (bon sens) at the beginning of the Discourse
on Method as its point of departure.58
In contrast to the first three chapters of Disagreement, the use of entendre is infrequent in chapters four through six; it most often signals the way that political
philosophy suppresses the possibility of politics. In Chapter 4, for example, Rancière contends that “parapolitics” is a form of political philosophy that reduces
political conflict to a conflict of interests among diﬀerent parts of the community.
He contends that Hobbes’ modern parapolitics reinterprets politics, as the conflict between the part with no part and the police, as the threshold between the
state of nature and the state of sovereignty. While human beings are by nature
intellectually equal, this equality gives rise to the equality of competing interests:
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this “equality of hope in attaining of our Ends” provokes the enmity of those
who desire the same things, leading to the war of all against all.59 Therefore, in
the state of nature, according to Hobbes, nobody is able to meet and secure their
respective needs; in order to do so, individuals alienate their natural freedom to
a sovereign and thus enter into a commonwealth. To suppress the possibility of
politics within the commonwealth, Hobbes subsequently reinterprets disagreement as the conflict between public and private life. Rancière writes: “The truly
calamitous evil, says Hobbes, is that ‘private persons’ take it upon themselves to
decide what is just and unjust. But what Hobbes understands [entend] by ‘private
persons’ is nothing other than those who…‘have no part’ in the government of the
common sphere” (Rancière, 76–77). Hobbes, on Rancière’s account, suppresses
the possibility of disagreement by excluding equality—including that capacity to
disagree over what counts as justice and injustice—from society.
To return to “The Rationality of a Wrong,” to return to the problem of how to politicize and undermine the coercion of command, Rancière argues that disagreement is possible insofar as those who (are supposed to) obey can simultaneously
understand and not understand the command. By instituting the division between
those who command and those who obey, an order also falls into a performative
paradox that cannot eliminate the possibility of disagreement. That is, it is possible for those who obey to accept both the received meaning of what command
entails (the distribution of command and obedience) and how command subverts
itself by both presupposing and disavowing equality. In other words, an order
cannot eliminate the gap between “the capacity to speak and the account of the
words spoken” (Rancière, 46). Rancière argues that there is a supposition of capacity—the supposition of equality—that must be assumed for an order to work.
However, the supposition of equality can be politicized and symbolized by contesting the paradox between the performative and symbolic functions of an order.
Rancière illustrates how disagreement can arise when those who obey receive an
order:
We comprehend that you wish to signify to us that there are two languages
and that we cannot comprehend you. We perceive that you are doing this
in order to divide the world into those who command and those who obey. We
say on the contrary that there is a single language common to us and that
consequently we comprehend you even if you don’t want us to. In a word,
we comprehend that you are lying by denying there is a common language.
(Rancière, 46; my emphasis)
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We see in this passage evidence of the claims I made at the outset: first, while a
command can reproduce the inequalities already instituted within a given police
order, this passage also demonstrates that, for Rancière, in a situation where no
prior relation of inequality is instituted, a command produces relations of inequality. Then, we also see the ambiguity of inequality: for an order to be obeyed, the
addressee must comprehend the order and that it must be obeyed. However, to
understand this order, the addressee must already be the equal of the enunciator.
This is, he states, how equality “gnaws away at any natural order” (Rancière, 17).
Through this analysis of the problem of command, it is now possible to interpret
what Rancière means when he states that equality is not particular to politics—
and that equality is also supposed once an order has been given. In conceptualizing the problem in this way, we adhere to a practical interpretation of equality
without having to substantiate it as the ontological foundation of social order.
When Rancière states that politics and policing are heterogeneous, he means that
politics and policing involve diﬀerent practices of relating to equality. While policing suppresses equality by imposing the division of those who command and
those who obey, politics works to disrupt, undermine, and eliminate relations of
command. Though politics and policing are heterogeneous, this heterogeneity
must still be staged between them. By diﬀerentiating between political symbolization and practice, Rancière can paradoxically hold that politics and policing are
heterogeneous while maintaining that “politics runs up against the police everywhere” (Rancière, 32). It is through symbolization that a place emerges for these
two heterogeneous dynamics to meet, and it is because symbolization is historically situated that Rancière needs not search out political claims that explicitly
take equality as their object. Instead, he argues that politics “has much more to
do with literary heterology, with its utterances stolen and tossed back at their
authors…than [contra Habermas] with the allegedly ideal situation of dialogue”
(Rancière, 59).
Rancière illustrates this point about heterology through Pierre-Simon Ballanche’s
retelling of the plebeian secession on Aventine Hill—which advances our discussion of the problem of command because the secession opened a space where
previous relations of inequality were temporarily eliminated. The Roman Republic at that time was structured through a division between patricians—the elite
who commanded political and economic power and possessed religious status—
and plebeians, who did not. The “plebs,” as Martin Breaugh points out, lacked
civil and religious status; the term initially “referred to individuals who had nei-
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ther names nor the right to speak in public.”60 Furthermore, they were “heterogeneous” in composition and in relation to the patricians: their plebeian status
initially referred to their exclusion from political life rather than any positive,
shared characteristics.61 In 494 BCE, facing destitution and debt that could cost
them their status as free men, the plebs withdrew to Aventine Hill. When Menenius Agrippa went to Aventine Hill, he saw that the plebs were acting as if they
enjoyed the same status as patricians. The plebs, Rancière writes, were executing
a series of speech acts that mimic those of the patricians: they pronounce
imprecations and apotheoses; they delegate one of their number to go and
consult their oracles; they give themselves representatives by rebaptizing
them. In a word, they conduct themselves as beings with names. Through
transgression, they find that they too, as speaking beings, are endowed
with speech that does not simply express want, suﬀering, or rage, but intelligence. (Rancière, 24–25tm)
On the one hand, these practices symbolized the politics of disagreement, in
which plebeians acted as if they were equals to the patricians.62 As Clare Woodford phrases it, the plebs disrupted the “existing police order because rather than
relating to the dominant order in the expected subservient manner the subjects
take the rights before they are given them, asserting the equal status they should
have been accorded straightaway.”63 On the other hand, Rancière also argues that
the Aventine secession undermined previous relations of command. By appropriating the practices of the patricians, the plebs symbolized their equality. However,
Rancière—via Ballanche—argues that their secession makes it possible for them
to stage the intersection of two distributions of speech, not only of what is spoken, but who has a claim to speech. The plebs stage a new distribution of the sensible, in which plebs and patricians become equal as speaking beings, upsetting the
already constituted social order in which the plebs are merely at the command of
the patricians. Menenius concedes, performatively speaking, when he gives an inegalitarian argument that the patricians are the belly of the Republic and the plebs
the extremities, that the plebs must be reasoned with, that they must come to
understand, that they, too, are equals as speaking beings. For Rancière, “from the
moment the plebs could comprehend Menenius’ apologia—the apologia of the
necessary inequality between the vital patrician principle and the plebeian members carrying it out—they were already, just as necessarily, equals” (Rancière, 25).
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We must pause here to establish the political meaning of this moment on Aventine Hill. To claim that the patricians and plebs are equals remains ambiguous.
Deranty has recently discussed Rancière’s diﬀerent readings of this scene in order
to claim that the secession results in a moment of recognition. While recounting
Ballanche’s narrative of the secession in an earlier essay, “Heretical Knowledge
and the Emancipation of the Poor” (1985), Rancière writes: “this rebellion was
characterized by the fact that it recognized itself as a speaking subject and gave
itself a name.”64 But the use of the term recognition does not a theory of recognition make. Rancière continues: “Roman patrician power refused to accept that the
sounds uttered from the mouths of the plebeians were speech, and that the oﬀspring of their unions should be given the name of a lineage.”65 The passage in full
indicates, instead, that these plebeian practices were a form of self-empowerment
rather than a dialectic of mutual recognition between patricians and plebs. It is
also telling that Rancière’s narrative never indicates the subsequent changes to
Roman governance that followed from the plebs returning to Rome.66 The political
moment of the Aventine secession is neither that of a possible mutual recognition
or of institutional transformation. There is, in the politics of disagreement, both
an aisthesis in which the plebs emerge as speaking, intelligent beings, but also the
enactment of a scene in which the two groups are situated as equals rather than
divided as rulers and the ruled. But we must be more specific. The two groups are
situated as equals, not in Rome, but in the division of a common world enacted
by the secession. Thus the plebs become equals of the patricians at the moment
of dissensus, when they symbolize themselves as speaking beings and when they
refuse, through seceding from Rome, the latent coercion that treats them as those
who merely work and not as those who act, speak, and have names.
To summarize: politics enacts both the symbolization of equality and the disruption of relations of command through the introduction of practices of equality.
When, to return to one of the claims discussed above, Rancière argues the following, we should interpret these claims as entailing both a process of symbolizing an
unprecedented aisthesis (distribution of the sensible) of socially lived experience
and as the reconfiguration of social space that disrupts, reduces, or eliminates
relations of command.
Political activity is whatever shifts a body from the place assigned to it or
changes a place’s destination; it makes visible what had no business being
seen, and makes heard [entendre] a discourse where once there was only
place for noise; it makes understood [entendre] as discourse what was once
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only heard [entendu] as noise. (Rancière, 30tm)
By tracing the ways that politics is doubled, operating against the policing of discourses and spaces, I have shown how, for Rancière, the same command that produces inequality also presupposes the supposition of equality that undermines the
very stratified order in which these commands function. I have also argued that
while symbolizing equality provides the discursive space in which politics and
policing meet and conflict, the respective ways that politics and policing relate
to equality (as a logic, praxis, and aisthesis) remain heterogeneous. Thus, I have
shown how that politics and the police intersect while remaining heterogeneous
without introducing a concept of “the political” (le politique) as a neutral meeting ground for politics (la politique) and the police. In addition, by emphasizing
how politics involves both discursive and practical opposition to command and
coercion, I have reinterpreted the central point of contention between Todd May
and Samuel Chambers; May focuses on the enactment—in his words, the “activation”—of equality against command, while Chambers interprets May as giving an
account of political symbolization. Finally, by emphasizing how Rancière’s work
challenges the latent violence and coercion of command within the stratified order of policing, we are able to distinguish his work from the various theories of
recognition current in critical theory. The primary flaw of these theories is that
each one presumes some historically situated social institution—the market or
the state—as the neutral background or adjudicator of political agonism and recognition, whereas Rancière’s attention to command shows how the state and the
so-called free market (that is, capital accumulation) are—when it comes to asymmetries of power, wealth, and governance—never neutral.
4. WHY FASCISM ISN’T POLITICS
Now that I have made the case that Rancière’s politics involves both the symbolization of equality and the struggle against coercion, I would like to address
Jodi Dean’s Leninist-Lacanian interpretation of his work.67 Woodford has already
responded to Dean’s critique in detail. As she points out, Dean takes what Chambers intends to be a virtue of Rancière’s work—that politics can never be pure
because politics takes place within spaces that are also policed—as its main failing: “‘politics’ is weak and ineﬀective because it is always infected by the ordering
it wishes to challenge and can never therefore overturn that ordering in a meaningful way.”68 Woodford rebuts two problematic aspects of Dean’s interpretation
that rest upon terminological equivocations. First, Dean equivocates between two
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meanings of politics, assuming that any meaningful politics must be a politics of
taking power, while for Rancière, politics takes place through the enactment of
the supposition of equality. Woodford rephrases their diﬀerences to show that
Rancière’s politics focuses on how the supposition of equality can be employed
to undermine the stratified ordering of the police while Dean defines eﬀective
politics, in Rancière’s terms, as building “better police orders.”69
Then, Dean also equivocates between two distinct definitions of democracy. For
Rancière, democracy is a synonym for politics: not a “set of institutions”, but the
“forms of expression that confront the logic of equality with the logic of the police
order” (Rancière, 101). By contrast, Dean argues that democracy an institution:
If the dominant order presents itself as democratic, if the order of the
police is the order of democracy, then only non-democratic stagings of
disagreement can be political since only they set up a contrast with the
conditions of their utterance. Far from exclusively democratic, politics
can be fascist, anarchist, imperial, communist.70
As Woodford notes, politics in Rancière’s sense cannot be fascist, anarchist, communistic, or democratic in the way we refer to these terms as forms of instituting
political practices; instead, “politics is exclusively democratic (in Ranciere’s new
usage of the term) because it is based on the universal claim to equality in a way
that none of these ideologies are.”71
Given the very public re-emergence of the extreme right in the United States,
Canada, and elsewhere, I would like to dedicate my own analysis to Dean’s claim
that politics, in Rancière’s sense, could be fascist. I think she can only arrive at
this possibility through substituting a psychoanalytic concept of policing for Rancière’s own. As we have seen, for Rancière, policing is both the institutionalization
and symbolization of inequality. By contrast, as I suggested above, the Lacanian
model conceptualizes policing first as a repressive force, and then as a force that
subsequently distorts all attempts to symbolize the social order. Or, in Lacanian
terms, Dean argues that democratic politics—by attempting to outflank the limited form of democracy implemented by the dominant order—plays out at the
level of the imaginary or the symbolic order and thus cannot challenge the real:
the inequalities produced by the socio-economic system of capitalism and imperialism. Thus, for Dean, while Rancière’s appeals to democratic politics are already
captured within the symbolic co-ordinates of the dominant order, fascists break
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the symbolic deadlock by articulating demands that undermine the conditions of
their utterance. Following Rancière’s terms, we would draw a diﬀerent conclusion. He argues that politics is a dynamic of political subjectivation whereby the
part of those who have no part asserts that what was once heard as noise is speech,
or what was once invisible is visible. Though the extreme right has become more
visible (in terms of its public relations and media profile), it does not follow that
its mobilization is politics. No matter how many posters they put up saying “It’s
okay to be white,” as if their voice has been suppressed, whiteness designates having a part in the settler-colonial societies such as the United States and Canada.72
Arguing that fascism is not already part of the dominant order, especially given
that the ongoing history of nation-building in the United States readily involves
the ideology and institutions of white supremacy and settlerism, is a really bad
take. Rancière would not draw this conclusion; nor does Žižek in a discussion
of fascism that is embedded in his own critique of Rancière.73 So how does Dean
get there? In my view, at this particular point in her argument, in attempting to
show how Rancière’s politics is merely symbolic, she attempts to refute his work
by discursive, symbolic means. Therefore, on her terms, given that the symbolic
co-ordinates of American political discourse are always couched in democratic
terms, only political movements that symbolize their politics in anti-democratic
terms do so in terms not already included in the system—hence Rancière should
be led to the conclusion that fascism is, on his account, politics. Yet when Dean
claims that fascism, especially since she seems to imply its American variants,
articulates its demands in terms that cannot be accommodated by the system, I
ask: which part of the system? She cannot be referring to the parts of policing in
the United States that are imbricated in structures of heteropatriarchy, settler
colonialism, and anti-black racism. The only way she can draw this conclusion is
by reducing politics, at that point in the argument, to its symbolic and discursive
elements. In other words, when Dean treats Rancière’s work as abstract and symbolic it is her account of politics that becomes abstract and symbolic. Given that
we are diametrically opposed to everything that these fascists, the alt-right, and
their alt-light cronies stand for, the stakes are too high to concede the point on the
status of their attempts at protest and social mobilization. Any kind of social mobilization that implements, or aims to implement, coercive and inegalitarian social relations cannot be politics, nor should it be respected as such. And, as the leading antifascist critic of the alt-right Matthew N. Lyons shows, the fundamental
goals of the alt-right include retrenching the coercive and hierarchical practices
of white nationalism and patriarchy.74 Thus on Rancière’s terms the alt-right is not
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political; it’s a form of policing. In fact, we can phrase this more stringently—the
alt-right movement cannot be political, it can only be a parapolitical social mobilization aimed at policing others.
But the problems raised by the re-emergence of a very public fascist, white supremacist social movement in North America extend beyond conceptualizing
how they are parapolitical forms of policing. They also bear on our left politics.
Hence, I cannot accept Dean’s assumption that any politics that does not aim
at taking power is not politics. In Dean’s defence, I would note that the terrain
of both what the left counts as politics and what the left counts as policing has
shifted since “Politics without Politics” was published. And I would note that I
recognize the so-called crisis of the left as Dean articulates it; it stems from a
frustration with how the anti-globalization movement that shut down the World
Trade Organization meeting in Seattle in 1999 was unable to relay that victory
into a broader social movement, and with how the antiwar movement following
9/11 was largely phrased as registering dissent against the Bush administration’s
version of American imperialism.
Today, however, I would hardly say that the left (as broadly speaking as possible,
as either organizers or accomplices) is in a crisis of praxis—as numerous movements such as #blacklivesmatter, #idlenomore, #NoDAPL, the prison abolitionist
movement, and antifascism, among others, take aim at the forms of latent state
and capitalist violence that I have discussed above—while also situating the injustices of the state or the police as they are operative within a broader system of
imperialist, antiblack, heteropatriarchal, settlerist norms. My point isn’t that any
of these movements or the motives of their organizers are ‘Rancièrean,’ but rather
that they are guided by a similar discontent with the status quo and with prominent reformist frameworks such as the politics of recognition. And that it would
inimical to the way these movements are organized and to their goals (combatting
forms of state and capitalist coercion and violence) to suggest that taking power
is immediately more political than combatting the kinds of violence and injustice
enacted by both the state, capital accumulation, and the parapolitical mobilization of the alt-right. And given that many of the movements that I’ve mentioned
have roots in decades of political practices in North America, it seems that any
discussion of the ‘crisis of the left’ must always self-reflexively implicate the way
that our perceptions of politics—what, precisely, has value and what doesn’t; what
makes the antiglobalization movement a synecdoche of the left rather than some
other movement; or what leads authors, as even I claimed above, to claim that
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the terrain of politics has shifted without stipulating for whom, when often the
for whom is in question—are often shaped by our own positions in academia and
society in general. When Dean contends that the left has played into its own victimization, and when she suggests the metonymic chain “We protest. We talk. We
complain. We undercut our every assertion, criticizing its exclusivity, partiality
and fallibility in advance as if some kind of purity were possible” epitomizes leftist criticism, she’s not sensitive to the way that this characterization can be used,
has been used, and could continue to be used by leftists to forestall direct action
from marginalized groups and their accomplices, and silence leftist criticism from
marginalized voices within our often tenuous communities of solidarity.75
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the use of ears: agamben
overhearing derrida
overhearing heidegger
naomi waltham-smith

UNHEARD ECHOES
In a pivotal chapter of The Use of Bodies, Giorgio Agamben makes a claim that
pricks up the ears:
Being does not preexist the modes but constitutes itself in being modified,
is nothing other than its modifications. One can then understand why Leibniz could write . . . that the bond is something like an echo, “which once
posited demands the monads.” (U, 170; my emphases)1
This is an important passage that gets to the heart of Agamben’s philosophical
project in which he attempts to reformulate, via a triad of concepts, the relation
between essence and existence, between Being and beings. What he is proposing
here is nothing short of a new ontology that breaks with metaphysics’ relation to
the transcendental: this is what goes under the name of a modal ontology or, more
broadly, under the concept of use. There is much in this coincidence of echo,
mode, and demand to unpick and we shall return at the end of this essay to the
concept of modifiability. Let us start, though, with Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz’s
echo. What is the significance of this sonic metaphor? And in what ways does
the sonorous open up the possibility of rethinking the ontological relation? What

does it meant to think use as aurality—as the use of ears?
It is necessary to go back to the beginning of the chapter to understand why Agamben seizes upon this figure of the echo to describe the relation between Being and
being. Leibniz’s echo is introduced within the context of his debate with Bartholomew Des Bosses over the nature of the bond that joins multiple beings into
a composite substance. What exactly is the nature of the relation that allows a
composite body to be perceived as a substantial unity rather than as an aggregate
of monads? Des Bosses insists that this relation is a mode of the monads, while
Leibniz rejects this suggestion because the bond does not modify the monads. For
Leibniz, the bond introduces a new principle, still of the order of substance, but
which is neither straightforwardly mode nor substance.2 But what is the nature of
this relation between bond and monads if it does not alter the latter in any way?
Close readers of Agamben’s work will recognize why he homes in on the character of the relation in this debate. If there is one driving force in his philosophical
project, it is arguably to develop a new theory of the relation between Being and
beings—in short, the problem of the transcendental. That is what links his thinking on sovereignty to his early work on language. In Homo Sacer he shows that the
structure of sovereignty in the state of exception corresponds to the linguistic presupposition (HS, 21),3 and The Use of Bodies shows beyond doubt that the central
animating idea of Agamben’s thought has consistently been the presuppositional
character of metaphysics. Metaphysics, he argues, is “the ontological apparatus
[that] always divides being into existence and essence, into a presupposed subject
on the basis of which something is said and a predication that is said of it” (U,
125). Metaphysics, insofar as it is onto-logy, imagines a non-linguistic essence that
lies underneath—or, in Heideggerian terms, that withdraws—while still founding
its existence in language. What is obscured in this presuppositional relation is the
pure potential of language. “We imagine the non-linguistic as something unsayable and non-relational that we seek in some way to grasp as such, without noticing that what we seek to grasp in this way is only the shadow of language” (U, 119).
Likewise, the relation between actual and potential that Agamben analyzes in
his reading of Aristotle takes the same presuppositional form. In a passage from
the beginning of the Homo Sacer series, the significance of which has now been
confirmed in its final installment, Agamben called for philosophy to abandon the
metaphysical structure of presupposition.
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Instead one must think the existence of potentiality without any relation to Being in the form of actuality—not even in the extreme form of
the ban and the potentiality not to be, and of actuality as the fulfillment
and manifestation of potentiality—and think the existence of potentiality
even without any relation to being in the form of the gift of the self and
of letting be. This, however, implies nothing less than thinking ontology
and politics beyond every figure of relation, beyond even the limit relation
that is the sovereign ban. Yet it is this very task that many, today, refuse to
assume at any cost. (HS, 47)
Agamben devotes time to explaining why the concepts of mode and demand are
central to this task, but he says very little about the role of the echo except to
make two observations. First, the concept, he notes, is appropriate insofar as the
bond relates to the monads in the same way that the Leibnizian soul is an echo
of them. Leibniz reaches for this “acoustico-musical image” to express a “curious intimacy” that is “at the same time” an “exteriority” between bond and the
monads it unites (U, 149). In adopting this concept of echo, Agamben thus seeks
to conceptualize a relation that is neither absolute diﬀerence (“a diﬀerent substance and not their bond”) nor absolute identity (“if it were something inherent
to them, it would be one of their accidents”). “The mode,” explains Agamben,
setting aside Leibniz’s terminological quibbles about the word, “is at once identical and diﬀerent—or, rather, it entails the coincidence, which is to say the falling
together, of the two” (U, 164). The concept of echo thus names a form of relation
that collapses the opposition between identity and diﬀerence.
Second, Agamben recognizes the paradox that confronts Leibniz, who seeks to
think something originary (a source of the modifications) via a figure that seems
to be anything but substantial: “if it is possible to conceive of sounds (monads)
without an echo, we cannot see how it is possible to think an echo without the
sounds that precede it” (U, 149). It is precisely the echo’s ambivalent relation
to substance that presents a challenge to metaphysics. For Leibniz, this echo is
also a demand. By demand, though, he does not seem to have in mind a necessity
or obligation. The echo demands (exigit) the monads without implying them essentially (essentialiter involvit) or depending (pendet) upon them, for it can exist
without the monads and the monads without it.4 So long as one continues to
think in terms of substance this remains paradoxical: how can something be the
same substance and another one at the same time? But modality challenges one
to think Being adverbially: mode is not what being is but how it is (U, 164). This
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notion of a demand that is “neither a logical entailment nor a moral imperative”
(U, 170) dissolves the distinction between inside and outside and allows one to
think “Being itself, declined in the middle voice”—that is, without distinction
between active and passive, agent and patient. This deactivates the metaphysical
structure of presupposition by transforming the relation between potential and
act. In the traditional conception, the possible is what demands to exist in actuality. Modal ontology reverses this, such that the actual demands its possibility.
What it demands is not something else—neither its other nor its outside. Rather,
it is a modification of how actuality can be. Being is nothing other than its modifications, its uses—its echoes.
Agamben, though, still does not tell us why ontological diﬀerence should be rethought as aurality. And I say rethought to suggest that Agamben’s eﬀort to think
ontology anew is at the same time an echo of Martin Heidegger. What does it
mean to think ontological diﬀerence yet again in the guise of the sonorous when
for Heidegger—and for French deconstruction echoing him—philosophy’s relation to Being is figured as listening? And what consequences does this resounding
have for Agamben’s eﬀorts to delineate a politics beyond the supposed paralysis
and powerlessness of deconstruction? This echo of Heidegger and of Jacques Derrida is precisely what goes unheard in Agamben’s discussion of Leibniz, even (or
exactly) when he is confronting head on the Heideggerian theme of the relation
between Being and beings. Commentators have repeatedly remarked upon—and
strongly criticized—Agamben’s persistent Heideggerianism5 and indeed Heidegger is not so much excluded from the discussion of modal ontology as he is
pushed to its margins as a kind of frame for this chapter. At its end, Agamben observes that in Being and Time, Dasein is not an essence as such but only “its own
proper mode of being [seine eigene Weise zu sein].” Agamben, however, laments the
fact that Heidegger was constrained by his Aristotelianism from making explicit
the modal character of his ontology and that he did not “understand the ontological diﬀerence must be completely resolved into the being-mode relation” (U, 175).
Agamben had also evoked Heidegger at the end of the previous chapter entitled
“Theory of Hypostases,” which culminates in a note on Heidegger’s characterization of ontological diﬀerence as a withdrawal of Being from beings (U, 144–45).
As Agamben observes, Heidegger defines metaphysics as the forgetting of this
“retreat from and abandonment by being” or what Derrida describes as “the withdrawal of the withdrawal” (RM, 80).6 What goes completely unheard, though, in
Agamben’s confrontation with Heidegger is Derrida’s own confrontation with
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this very question. The Use of Bodies is entirely silent on Derrida’s notion of an
alternative withdrawal of metaphysics—not the withdrawal that characterizes
metaphysics (subjective genitive) but deconstruction’s withdrawal of this withdrawal (objective genitive) which is also to say its withdrawal from metaphysics.
What is more, not only Derrida but also Jean-Luc Nancy and Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe have persisted after Heidegger in thinking ontological diﬀerence and philosophy’s own relation to the transcendental as a form of listening. If, as Agamben
notes, “Leibniz is constrained to hypothesize something like an ‘originary echo’”
(U, 149), is it not this resonant condition of possibility that Derrida and Nancy are
attempting to think when they reflect upon (s’)entendre (hearing[-oneself]) and
écouter (listening)?
This omission is all the more striking in a book devoted to the concept of use.
As we shall see, Derrida thinks the problem of metaphysical withdrawal via the
concept of retrait, meaning both retreat and retracing. Though, at the same time
he describes metaphysics and its retreat as metaphor, as a process whereby the
particular meaning of specific beings gives way to the abstract figures of Being.
Metaphysics, Derrida observes, has always thought metaphor as a wearing-out,
an erasure, an exhaustion of particularity. The metaphysical withdrawal of Being,
its retrait, is thus also an usure of beings. If the relation to the transcendental is at
once both hearing and usure, I propose to capture this coincidence by speaking—
in an echo of the title of Agamben’s book—of the use of ears.
With this syntagm, I also aim to expose two unheards in The Use of Bodies: namely
deconstruction and hearing itself. Nothing could surely be more appropriate for
a thinker of the presupposed, the unthought, the unsaid, the unheard.7 Agamben,
much to Derrida’s chagrin, is always the first one to hear what has been previously gone unheard.8 If metaphysics consists in leaving something unheard (which
Derrida would not dispute), Agamben’s critique of deconstruction is that it, at
worst, perpetuates the structure of presupposition through the interminable supplementarity of the trace and, at best, radicalizes the presuppositional structure,
making the unheard audible without relinquishing it. There can be no doubt that
Derrida has been an important interlocutor for Agamben throughout his career,
but the critique that has appeared ever since his earliest writings goes completely
unheard in The Use of Bodies. There is not even a single mention of Derrida or
deconstruction despite the fact that Derrida has treated the same Heideggerian
theme that features so prominently in this book.
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Agamben’s relation to Derrida has always been fraught. In an interview Nancy
confessed that, as a friend of both, the tensions between them were “a rather difficult and painful subject” for him, and Peter Szendy recounts Derrida’s rather
dismissive marginalia in his copy of The Time That Remains.9 The final book in the
Homo Sacer series settles many areas of ambiguity or contention in Agamben’s
corpus, but it does not expressly settle the score with Derrida. As I hope to show
over the following pages, there are several points of implicit contact, a few allusions here and there, that point to a (final) confrontation with deconstruction.
Kevin Attell has already traced the complex interweaving of these two thinkers
and their often silent tracking of one another in Agamben’s writings up to Profanations.10 To my knowledge, however, no-one has yet focused on the path that
Agamben’s critique of deconstruction takes in the series’ final book. If the Heideggerian thematic of being and saying is omnipresent, it is not so much of a leap
to imagine that Agamben might at the same time be silently tracking one of the
closest readers of the withdrawal of being even if he does not put it into words.
There are, I suggest, a number of telltale signs that indicate that, despite extensive explicit treatments of deconstruction in earlier writings, Agamben still has
Derrida in mind. For instance, shortly after the final reference to the Leibnizian “echo” (U, 170), Agamben invokes Emile Benveniste’s attempts to sever preSocratic rhythmos from its schematic interpretation as a paradigm for the fluidity of being as mode. Derrida had cited exactly the same definition of rhythm
from Benveniste’s Problems in General Linguistics to describe the “measure and
order of dissemination, the law of spacing” that characterizes arche-writing (D,
178n4).11 Even if this overhearing might be no more than coincidence, the silent
engagement with Derrida’s reflections on writing is also hinted at when Agamben characterizes the relation between substances and modes as a ductus, that
is, “in the vocabulary of graphology . . . the tension that guides the hand’s gesture in the formation of letters” (U, 171). It is diﬃcult not to hear in this passage
a veiled reference to Derrida’s contemplation of a new “cultural graphology” in
1967 (G, 87).12 This reference is important because, even if Derrida later insisted
that he had demonstrated the impossibility of founding any new science of writing bearing the name “grammatology” (R, 52)13 and Agamben likewise observes
that “grammatology was forced to become deconstruction” to avoid its aporias (P,
213), Agamben seems here to be retrieving—no doubt with a rhythmic modulation—the project that Derrida once contemplated during the late 1960s and early
1970s, not of a generalized writing—of arche-writing as transcendental condition
of possibility—but a “regional science . . . renewed and fertilized by sociology,
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history, ethnography, psychoanalysis” (G, 86–87).14 Hence Agamben appears to be
thinking modifiability in proximity to Derrida’s notion of generalizability which,
as David Cunningham has illustrated, can only take place in more specific, conditions levels and modes of generality.15
And it is on the question of the generalizable, of transcendentalism, and its relation to specific, conditioned forms of existence that Agamben, I would argue,
still feels the need to mark out his diﬀerence from Derrida. Meticulous readers
of Derrida, such as Geoﬀrey Bennington and Alexander García Düttmann,16 point
out that diﬀérance can never be absolute or infinite, but is, on account of its autoimmune character, always self-limiting, which is to say that it only ever takes place
in specific material, conditioned diﬀerences. It is, pace Agamben’s objections to
a thwarted messianism, not a Kantian ideal or any other unsullied telos or pure
norm. As Derrida wryly puts it, “infinite diﬀérance is finite” (V, 87).17 “If it became
infinite—which its essence excludes a priori—life itself would be returned to an
impassive, intangible, and eternal presence: infinite diﬀérance, God or death” (G,
131; using Bennington’s modified translation). This is precisely, in fact, the charge
that Derrideans level at Agamben: that his notion of being as pure impotentiality,
with its reification of indetermination, reinstates a fictional purity which from
other perspectives has been described as a “voluntarism” without subjective volition or a “linguistic vitalism”18 and which relegates politics to a solipsistic escape
into an albeit profane otherworldliness.
From the Derridean standpoint, Agamben, by making impotentiality ontological,
commits the error of reducing the power of diﬀérance to a presentist category—it
seeks to make the power to become other present—and hence to the category
of the proper insofar as it thereby makes it something graspable. The attention
that Agamben pays to the inappropriable in this text may be read not merely as a
Heideggerian echo but as an attempt to fend oﬀ this line of attack which, though
not exclusive to the Derridean camp, is perhaps most sorely contested there precisely because Derrida is, for Agamben, “the thinker who has identified with the
greatest rigor” (L, 39)19 not only the aporias of self-reference but also the diﬃculty
of thinking potentiality without its possibilization and appropriation, as a lifepuissance that precedes and subverts all ontological reductions. For Derrida the
subjunctive puisse, which he takes from Hélène Cixous, is “the quasi-underivable
trace that one must presuppose so that the other instances (for example, power,
posse, dynamis, dynasty, potentiality, then act and eﬀectiveness) might [puissent],
precisely, appear” (HC, 71).20 This potentiality is neither a being-for-life nor a be-
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ing-for-death. Rather, it is necessary to surrender not only to the subjunctive but
also to the presupposition, to the “for” on account of which every potentiality is
substitutable by another: “this for that, this one in place of the other” (HC, 87). If
Agamben is getting at something like this substitutability when he speaks of the
“modal oscillations” of being, he also appears too ready to imagine a rhythmic
modulation that “takes itself up,” an echo that hears itself in a “music of being”
(U, 173).
This is all to say that Agamben is, I believe, silently lending an ear to Derrida in
this book. He is overhearing Derrida in the sense of secretly eavesdropping on
him. At the same time, it is precisely hearing that goes unthought in Agamben’s
writings. Notwithstanding the theory of signification that he develops as early
as Stanzas and Language and Death, and the reflections on the Museic that are
taken up in the recent What is Philosophy?, Agamben does not develop a theory of
listening or hearing as such.21 And yet one can trace a set of mutual overhearings
between Agamben and Nancy from which one may tease out something like an
Agambenian concept of the ear. Agamben’s appropriation of Leibniz’s echo suggests that Being’s relation to itself, its use of itself, is something sonorous, or—in
terminology far more reminiscent of Nancy—the self set into vibration, Being as
resonance. Even if it goes unacknowledged, I think it is important not to overlook
this resonance between Agamben and Nancy, no less than Agamben’s ambivalent
relation with Derrida. I thus attempt to discern what they share in their thought
of resonance—what might therefore be described as the as yet unheard resonance
of their resonances.
Aware of the irony of declaring myself the first to hear what has hitherto gone
unheard, I nonetheless aim to track this silent tracking, to follow the animal that
is (following) and to follow what survives in The Use of Bodies of the confrontation between Agamben and deconstruction. Particularly challenging for Nancy
and other friends of Derrida has been the way in which Agamben’s radical rejection of deconstruction coincided with his appropriating some of the central
themes in Derrida’s œuvre, often without any explicit mention of his name. I
suggest that The Use of Bodies likewise enters into the closest proximity with Derrida precisely at the moment that this intimacy is disavowed. When Agamben
proposes the concept of use as a means to evade the Heideggerian withdrawal of
Being, it is perhaps not too much of a stretch to hear a certain resonance between
this pure usage and the notion that Derrida describes under the heading of usure
in the double sense of usury and wearing-out, and at which we shall eventually
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arrive.22 This essay asks what it would mean to think the two alongside one another: in what ways would this transform Agamben’s notion of use and would it
reveal more precisely the stakes of his critique of deconstruction? This essay also
seeks to show that approaching this juxtaposition from the perspective of aurality—as a use of ears—can add to what we have already heard about the dissonant
resonance between these two thinkers and can help to specify more precisely the
political stakes of this dissonance.
(IM)POSSIBILITY OF HEARING
If hearing is a prominent Heideggerian theme echoed in French deconstruction,
it is not expressly thematized as such in Agamben’s writings. Some might argue
that the ear is ever-present. There is no doubt that the opposition between phōnē
and logos, between sound and sense, is a recurring theme in Agamben’s work from
Stanzas onwards. It underpins his critique of Derrida’s grammatology in Language
and Death and also, via the temporality of rhyme in the poem, of his allegedly
“thwarted messianism” in The Time That Remains (TR, 78–87, 103).23 The Use of
Bodies recapitulates this concern with signification. In its claim that the philosophy of Being is an onto-logy—that Being is only insofar as it is said (U, 131)—it
realizes Agamben’s early intuition that “presence be always already caught in a
signification” (S, 156).24 If we take the presuppositional power of language as the
organizing figure of Agamben’s entire philosophical project, then at its center lies
the transformation of what metaphysics posits as the purely sonorous outside of
language into sayability, use, form-of-life, inoperativity, and so forth. The sonorous has thus always been at stake in Agamben’s critique of metaphysics and of
deconstruction.
And, of course, when I say that hearing as such goes unsaid, it could be objected
that hearing is implied whenever there is a sound. It perhaps goes without saying
that Agamben’s thinking about the voice is always already a thought of the ear.
This is the position of deconstruction. For Derrida, the ear is always a carrying
of the voice, an idea to which we shall return.25 Peter Szendy, following Derrida,
questions even more strongly: “does [sound] even exist, by the way, without ears
to hear it?”26 The ear of the other is sound’s condition of (im)possibility of the sonorous.27 For his part, Agamben reverses Heidegger’s oft-repeated claim that we
have ears because we hear, arguing instead that the organ precedes its use and its
habitual function (U, 51). For Nancy, meanwhile, sound and listening cannot be
disentangled insofar as they share the same structure of resonant referral (renvoi)
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(E, 7).28 For deconstruction, then, there’s no sound without hearing and hearing
itself is a resonant spacing.
This is why Szendy speaks of “overhearing [surécoute]” as the condition of (im)
possibility of the sonorous. I am always already overheard. This aural espionage
is not only one form of listening among others but is what makes listening in
general possible. At the same, this overhearing marks an impossibility of hearing.
One of Szendy’s chief examples of the intrinsic failure of overhearing is Orpheus,
who, “all ears,” dreams of hearing everything—but then, distracted by an oﬀ-stage
noise, he ruins music’s panacoustic power.29 As Szendy has it, “when we try to
hear everything, we do not hear anything.”30 It is perhaps Kafka’s “The Burrow,”
though, that presents an even more elegant example of the structural impossibility that he analyzes.31 The more exhaustive and exhausting its eﬀorts to track
down the noise, what the “mole” fails to hear is its own being overheard. Which is
to say that overhearing is deaf to the ear of the other, or that when two ears meet,
each straining to hear, they miss (one another’s) hearing.
Derrida observes a similar aporia at the beginning of On Touching, where he imagines approaching his friend Nancy so closely that their eyelashes touch (T, 2–3).32
In this moment, he wonders, do two eyes meet or two gazes? Does each see the
vision of the other, that he sees, or does one see only what is visible, that is the eye
of the other? Is it possible to see the other seeing me or is there always a certain
blindness where one can see the eye or the gaze of the other, but not both at once?
And what about the possibility of seeing my own gaze or my own eye reflected in
that of the other, their gaze or their eye?
Szendy, translating Derrida’s meditations into the auditory realm, attempts to
capture this multiplicity of possibilities with the expression ils s’écoutent.33 This
could be that each hears oneself without hearing the other, that each spies on the
other, or that each misses the hearing of the other. But this is where the gap between the visual and the auditory opens up. If for optics there is eye, gaze, and seeing, for acoustics there is ear and hearing, but no distinct word for the aural gaze
before Szendy’s invention of surécoute in French. Since in typical English usage
overhearing refers to a hearing that goes unnoticed, the retranslation of surécoute
back into English introduces a novel meaning and an aporia. We can recognize a
gaze if we see one, but what does the other’s hearing even sound like? Perhaps it
is possible to exchange gazes and see the other seeing me as I see them, although
this is always an oscillation between seeing them and seeing their gaze, blind to
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one or the other at any given moment. But is it really the case that I could hear
overhearing if only I were deaf for a moment to sound? Can overhearing itself be
audible in the same way that the gaze is visible? Or is it perhaps the case (and for
seeing as well) that overhearing is only audible insofar as I can hear the sound of
myself as it is overheard by the other? Which is to say that my experience of myself is always already an experience of the other, and my experience of the other is
always already an experience of myself. I cannot hear without borrowing the ears
of the other and without also being overheard by the other in my overhearing.
It could be said that exposing this structural (im)possibility is the task of deconstruction. Hence Szendy, overhearing Derrida, describes overhearing as a “quasi-transcendental.”34 Overhearing excludes itself from the field of the overheard.
It thereby introduces a deaf point. What overhearing cannot overhear is overhearing itself. Overhearing mishears—and misses hearing—overhearing itself.
For this reason, there is always a certain moment of failure when overhearing
tries to fulfill its totalizing ambitions. Later, as I argue for developing Szendy’s
concept explicitly as an usure of the ear, I suggest that overhearing by its very nature overextends itself, becomes over-hearing, hearing too much and, in so doing,
exhausts itself, wears out the ear’s capacity to hear. Overhearing is always already
over-hearing, which is to say mis(sing) hearing.
There’s no sound without (mis[sing]) hearing. The irreducibility of overhearing makes sense if you consider how hard (impossible, perhaps) it is to contain
sound.35 Sound is on the point of escaping, leaking out of its inadequate enclosures. And ears have no ear lids. So sound is always spacing itself out and retreating, but we cannot retreat from sound. This no-sound-without-(mis[sing])-hearing, though, does not just mean that sound depends on the possibility that it be
(over)heard. It also depends on the possibility that it be over-heard—which is to
say heard too much, to the point where it is misheard or even not heard altogether.
In other words, if there is no sound without the possibility that it be heard, there
is no sound without also the possibility that it not be heard.
Some will already recognize how this analysis moves into a certain proximity with
Agamben’s idiosyncratic reading of Aristotelian (im)potentiality, even though, as
I shall demonstrate, there is a crucial diﬀerence that separates the quasi-transcendental from Agamben’s ontological reduction of impotentiality.36 This has
already been discussed widely in the literature and so it is not my intention to
go over this terrain in detail once again,37 except to show how hearing appears in
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Agamben only in the guise of its impotentiality and, later, to argue that over-hearing (in the multiple senses elaborated here) is the guise in which this potential of
potentiality is experienced as a use of the ear.
Any attempt to reconstruct an Agambenian notion of hearing is usefully situated
against the backdrop of Derrida’s insistence that when it comes to the metaphysical transcendental “indefatigably at issue is the ear” (M, xvii) and the risk of deafness. Not once but twice “indefatigably” there is the possibility of an ear that
might survive its wears and tears, that might exceed its usure. Hearing is the way
in which philosophy relates to its outside, to a condition of possibility it excludes
so as to preserve its own self-identity. This ear creates an impression of absolute
proximity and properness, producing the “idealizing erasure of organic diﬀerence
. . . the pacifying lure of organic indiﬀerence.” It hears its other, which is to say
the other as its own, and also the other as its own own, as another proper (M, xi).
Derrida speculates whether this metaphysical ear could take a beating. If philosophizing is to “tympanize” (M, x)—to strike its outside with a hammer in an echo
of Nietzsche’s idol-bashing—is it possible to rupture this hearing without making
philosophy deaf? If philosophy’s eardrum were to be punctuated from the outside, could it still hear?
If philosophy has always intended, from its point of view, to maintain its
relation with the nonphilosophical . . . if it has constituted itself according
to this purposive entente with its outside, if it has always intended to hear
itself speak [entendue à parler], in the same language, of itself and of something else, can one, strictly speaking, determine a nonphilosophical place,
a place of exteriority or alterity from which one might still treat [trait] of
philosophy? Is there any ruse not belonging to reason to prevent philosophy from still speaking of itself, from borrowing its categories from the
logos of the other, by aﬀecting itself [s’aﬀectant] without delay, on the domestic page of its own tympanum (still the muﬄed drum, the tympanon,
the cloth stretched taut in order to take its beating, to amortize impressions, to make the types [typoi] resonate, to balance the striking pressure
of the typtein, between the inside and the outside), with heterogeneous
percussion? Can one violently penetrate philosophy’s field of listening
without its immediately . . . making the penetration resonate within itself,
appropriating the emission for itself, familiarly communicating it to itself
between the inner and middle ear. . . . In other words, can one puncture
the tympanum of a philosopher and still be heard and understood? (M, xii)
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Let us follow Derrida’s virtuosic attack blow by blow. First, he describes philosophy’s relation to the transcendental as an “entente”. This word in French, meaning
agreement, is derived from entendre, the word used not only for understanding
but also specifically for hearing. In turn, it comes from the Latin intendere, meaning to strain or stretch out toward, to direct one’s attention to. Latin tendere also
has the sense of tightening, as Nancy suggests in his gloss on the expression tendre
l’oreille, typically translated as to prick up an ear, and literally meaning to stretch
it (E, 5). This implies that there is “a more tense, attentive, or anxious state” of
hearing, a state of being “all ears [à l’écoute]” (E, 4), like an aural sentry who is
“on the lookout [sur le qui-vive]” (E, 69n4).38
The word entente in Derrida’s text is attentive to all these resonances. It starts
with the idea that metaphysics has reached some kind of understanding or accord
with its outside, that its relation to it is settled even if that relation is potentially
strained. And so it is that Derrida describes philosophy’s eardrum as a drum skin
“stretched taut to receive the blows [tendue, tenue à recevoir les coups]” (M, xii; my
translation and emphasis). The intensive also suggests a certain force in this relation, an insatiable curiosity perhaps, even a compulsion on philosophy’s part to
keep worrying over its outside again and again, even—and I now am straining my
ear for something that may not be in Derrida’s ears—an overintensification and
overuse by which philosophy risks wearing itself out. Nancy (in what is surely an
overhearing of Derrida) uses the word entente to describe a certain deafness of
philosophy (E, 1). For Nancy, it is not entendre (hearing) that is the more attentive but écouter (listening) that intensifies the former. It is this stretching out of
the ear that philosophy, for all its straining, misses hearing. And so, at the risk of
over-hearing Nancy, of hearing his saying too much, écouter is at once an excess of
hearing and what emerges once hearing exhausts itself in its eﬀorts.39 Écouter is an
over-stretched entendre, extended beyond its limits—in short, an usure of the ear.
It is the risk of philosophy’s deafness—of over-tiring the ear, or more precisely,
or over-hammering it—that vexes Derrida in this passage. This possibility is the
measure of philosophy’s relinquishing the proper, of philosophy’s relinquishing—
for this amounts to the same thing—the transcendental. For anyone familiar with
Derrida’s deconstruction of Edmund Husserl’s transcendental veçu, it comes as
no surprise that he links the transcendental to a certain kind of metaphysical
hearing. In fact, he explicitly describes this entente as an entendre à parler, immediately echoing the deconstruction of phenomenology’s silent parler s’entendre.
At stake is whether philosophy can break free of the circularity of its pure auto-
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aﬀection. Is there another kind of hearing whereby philosophy would not aﬀect
itself (s’aﬀectant) without temporal delay? Temporalization, as Derrida’s famous
over-hearing of Husserl goes, makes the voice ideal and seemingly eliminates any
limits or outside, but the temporal stretching-out of retention disrupts its illusion
of absolute intimacy. Without wanting to rehearse again this familiar argument,
note that, insofar as self-presence is divided by between now and not-now, there
intervenes a minimal exteriority, a minimal spacing.
Nancy targets precisely this self-enclosed intentionality in distinguishing entendre
from écouter.
Is philosophy capable of listening? Or . . . hasn’t philosophy superimposed
upon listening (l’écoute), beforehand and of necessity, or else substituted
for listening, something else that might be on the order of understanding (l’entente)? Isn’t the philosopher someone who always hears (and who
hears everything), but who cannot listen, or who, more precisely neutralizes listening within himself, so that he can philosophize? (E, 1)
The diﬀerence hinges on tension. Between these two kinds of hearing lies the
diﬀerence between tension and balance (adéquation)—an overhearing, possibly,
of Derrida’s reference to balancing (équilibrer) the beatings between inside and
out. If écouter involves stretching the ear toward the tension, in entendre tension
wins over and overwhelms (gagne) the ear (E, 69n5). Nancy overhears a certain
“intension” in this tension, and, by extension, an “intention,” a vouloir dire (E,
69–70n6).40
Entendre attends to sense-as-signification but overlooks—dare we say, in an English neologism and translation of the German überhören, overhears?—sense-assensation, the pure resonance of sound, that is, sound as it spaces itself out. This
is what Nancy means when he describes écouter as a tending toward. Listening
is a mode of being that is always already moving outside itself. Listening is extensionality rather than in-tentionality. This resonant referral (renvoi), moreover,
is the imperceptible condition of possibility of signifying sense (E, 29). Nancy also
suggests that listening is “nothing but” this resonant spacing (E, 30, 77n7). Noting
sound’s tendency to be inside-out and outside-in all at once, Nancy thus describes
another kind of philosophical hearing that, to answer Derrida’s question, does allow itself to be penetrated (E, 13–14).
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RETRAIT
The question is whether philosophy’s ruptured tympanum is battered beyond repair, whether philosophical hearing is necessarily deaf to listening—to its own
condition of possibility. This brings us to the issue of retreat (retrait). Although
Derrida will treat this theme more prominently in “The Retrait of Metaphor”
and Memoirs of the Blind, in “Tympan”—and this is the final observation I will
make about this richly resonant passage—it is explicitly implicated in the question of hearing. If philosophy constitutes itself through its entente with its outside, through its s’entendre parler, is there a place of exteriority, asks Derrida, from
which one might still treat (traiter) of philosophy (M, xii)?
What, though, does it mean to treat of philosophy? In the context of an essay
devoted—in its argumentation and form—to the margin, let us first observe that
the trait marks an in-between. The trait joins and separates inside and outside.
The tympanum of the ear, then, is a trait. It traces a division between inside and
outside to open up a relation between them. But the trait is both tympanum and
beating. Like a brush stroke that divides the space on either side of it, it creates
a margin, but it also tends toward striking. Cloth and hammer, it strikes its own
“domestic page.” As Derrida observes of the printing press, however, there are
multiple tympans (M, xxvi). In a similar way, and notwithstanding that Derrida
has been taken to task for failing to discard Heidegger’s metonymic reduction of
ears to the single ear, deconstruction necessarily insists upon a multiplicity of
ears.41 So too is the trait always plural, always redoubled, always therefore retraits
(RM, 80).
We saw earlier that an ear always already presupposes the ear of the other. The
trait likewise always presupposes another trait. Just as the margin does not precede or exist independently of the two columns of text it separates, the trait is
nothing before or without the relation it creates (RM , 75). It therefore cannot refer to itself, aﬀect itself, only erase itself (s’eﬀacer). Derrida thus says that the trait
is always a re-trait in the double sense that it both retreats and also retraces. Or,
to be more precise, the trait cannot retreat without at the same time re-treating,
treating again. If I cannot hear myself without borrowing another’s ears, so too
can the trait not withdraw itself without presupposing another supplementary
trait that would open up the relation between the first trait and “itself ” (RM, 66).
The trait is thus what traces a margin between the trait and its withdrawal, and—
because the trait is always a retrait—between the withdrawal and its withdrawal,

the use of ears · 127

between the retrait and the retrait of the retrait.
Derrida’s question turns out to be a very condensed overhearing of Heidegger,
specifically his claim that the concept of metaphor belongs to metaphysics. The
word retrait retraces the Heideggerian thematic of the Entziehung (withdrawal)
of Being (RM, 64–65). For Heidegger, metaphysics is the tradition in which Being
retreats under the cover of beings, but, as we saw earlier, it conceals this withdrawal, papering over this absence with a veil of presence. The trait opens up a
margin between Being and beings, between the figurative and the proper—which
is why metaphysics coincides with metaphor. It then hides this withdrawal of Being by making it appear in the guise of its second term, in the form of a proper,
substantive reality, masking its fundamental negativity. That is why the retrait of
Being is always also a retrait of the retrait. Moreover—and importantly, for our focus on aurality—this withdrawal of the withdrawal coincides, for Heidegger, with
listening to (hören auf) Being.
For Derrida, there is first a metaphorical withdrawal of Being, and then a withdrawing of this metaphorical withdrawal. In calling for a withdrawal of the withdrawal, he thus merely radicalizes Heidegger without abandoning metaphysics. At
stake—and this is the crux of Agamben’s critique of Derrida—is whether Derrida
succeeds in over-hearing Heidegger to the point of eﬀacing metaphysics. Derrida’s answer—to which shall return when we come to consider the issue of usure—
is that deconstruction is a “quasi-cataechresis,” an “abuse” of metaphysics (RM,
67). There is a diﬀerence, he insists, between the retreat of metaphor understood
as subjective and objective genitives: between the withdrawing that characterizes
metaphor and withdrawing metaphor, between the withdrawal that constitutes
metaphysics and a withdrawal from metaphysics. To retrace this diﬀerence, however, would require another trait.
That is the diﬃculty: how to hear Being in its withdrawal if it is always already
withdrawing from the ear? The retrait thus comes up against the problem confronted in “Tympan”: how to find an exterior vantage point from which to “treat”
philosophy’s withdrawal? Otherwise put, the withdrawal of Being opens up space
for the metaphysical concept of metaphor, but that withdrawal is itself not strictly
metaphorical. It is like the ear trying to hear something inaudible or that is retreating into inaudibility. Because the trait always requires another to refer to
itself, philosophy can only think the withdrawal of metaphor by recourse to another trait, whose withdrawal can in turn be thought only by borrowing yet an-
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other metaphor. This leads to a “generalization” of metaphoricity, a “metaphor of
metaphor,” or what Derrida will also call an “invagination,” a refolding of borders
(RM, 66). In a similar way he will refer to the labyrinthine folds of the ear (M,
xviii).
Derrida’s addresses this problem of the infinite regress—without absolving it in
Hegelian fashion—by making the trait (trace) a quasi-transcendental.
Habitually, usually, a metaphor claims to procure access to the unknown
and indeterminate by the detour of something recognizably familiar. . . . According to this common schema, we would know in a familiar
way what withdrawal means, and we would try to think the withdrawal of
Being or of metaphor by way of it. But what comes about here is that for
once we can think the trait of re-trait only starting from the thought of this
ontico-ontological diﬀerence, on the withdrawal of which has been traced,
with the borders of metaphysics, the common structure of metaphoric usage. (RT, 68)
It is impossible to access Being in its withdrawal via metaphor. Deconstruction
therefore does not think Being or metaphor but, Agamben contends, only this
withdrawal as such, only diﬀérance. Diﬀérance, which takes the form of the trace
and hence always a retreat, is revealed, on Agamben’s reading, as the negative
ground of Being.
In this way deconstruction does not so much mark a retreat from the transcendental as a retracing of its long retreat in the history of Continental philosophy.42 As
Catherine Malabou argues, deconstruction is one of several ways to confront the
problem of the transcendental without entirely relinquishing it.43 The Hegelian
critique incorporates the excluded transcendental, as Derrida explains in Glas—a
text preoccupied with sound and hearing:
The transcendental or the repressed . . . the unthought or the excluded . . . organizes the ground to which it does not belong. What speculative
dialectics means (to say) is that the crypt can still be incorporated to the
system. The transcendental or the repressed, the unthought or the excluded must be assimilated by the corpus, interiorized as moments, idealized
in the very negativity of their labor. (Gl, 166a)44
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The second, deconstructive approach of supplementarity and dissemination
seeks to avoid the transcendental by denying anything in its chain of substitutions
a privileged position. But is it really so easy to avoid reference to the transcendental? The danger is that
each time a discourse contra the transcendental is held, a matrix . . . constrains the discourse to place the non-transcendental, the outside of the
transcendental field, the excluded, in the structuring position. The matrix in question constitutes the excluded as transcendental of the transcendental, as imitation transcendental, transcendental contra-band. (Gl,
244a)
Derrida himself thus appears to concede the impossibility, allowing Agamben to
claim that diﬀérance exposes the structure of withdrawal as such without withdrawing from it (L, 39).
This is the crux of the critique that Agamben, like Malabou, launches against deconstruction. And it is precisely at this point that listening emerges in Agamben’s
thought. Agamben’s concept of Voice developed in Language and Death has remarkable similarities to the retrait of Being. For Agamben, Voice consists in presupposing the animal voice that withdraws in order to open up the possibility of
signifying human speech. Voice, then, is the trait that opens up a space and creates
a relation of inclusive exclusion between sound and sense. Voice is also a retrait
insofar as it is a withdrawal of the animal phōnē and a withdrawal of that very
withdrawal. Hot on the heels of a devastating dismissal of Derridean grammatology, Agamben wonders:
Isn’t it precisely the self-withdrawal of the origin (its structure as trace—
that is, as negative and temporal) that should be thought (absolved) in the
Absolute (that is only at the end, as a result, that which truly is the turning
in on itself of the trace) and in the Ereignis (in which diﬀerence as such
comes into thought; no longer simply the forgetting of being, but the forgetting and the self-withdrawal of being in itself?) (L 39)
Derrida errs, to Agamben’s mind, in failing to deconstruct the fundamental negativity of metaphysics. Deconstruction, as much as Hegel or Heidegger, retains the
negativity of metaphysics. If the dialectical negativity redoubles itself without re-
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mainder to form a solution, deconstructive negativity consists in a retracing that
displaces and diﬀerentiates itself. Like Malabou, though, he is concerned less to
distinguish between diﬀerent “economies of negativity” than to highlight what
they share.45
In response to the “phoneme as the ‘phenomenon of the labyrinth,’” Derrida poses the question of writing. Agamben argues that, for deconstruction as for Greek
grammatical thought, the gramma serves as a transcendental to halt the infinite
regress of signification: “as a sign the gramma presupposes both the voice and its
removal, but as an element, it has the structure of a purely negative self-aﬀection,
of a trace of itself” (L, 39). Otherwise put, what troubles Agamben is that the
retrait of the retrait has the structure of a “sovereign autoconstitution” (U, 267),
the pure movement of the trace relating to itself. The human speaking voice presupposes Voice (which might be understood as another name for arche-writing or
diﬀérance) as a pure capacity (for speaking) that withdraws itself from every act
(of speaking). Because all potential is always also impotential (it can not speak),
when this potential for speaking aﬀects itself, it realizes itself as actual speech (it
can not not speak).
With this indistinction of necessity and contingency, “act is only a conservation
and a ‘salvation’—in other words, an Aufhebung—of potential.” Derrida, of course,
is eager to distance the self-withdrawal of the trace from the self-identical autoaﬀection of the Hegelian absolute.
It withdraws/redraws itself [se retire], but the ipseity of the itself by which
it would be related to itself in a single stroke does not precede it and already supposes a supplementary trait in order to be traced, signed, withdrawn, retraced in its turn. Retraits is thus written in the plural, it is singularly plural in itself, divides itself, and gathers up in the withdrawal of the
withdrawal, the retracing of the retracing. (RM, 80)
In Agamben’s contentious over(-)hearing, though, the Hegelian relève and the
Derridean retrait still share the logic of presupposition. Derrida merely exposes it
without overturning it.
If Voice has the structure of presupposition, what about listening? The closest
Agamben comes to a thought of listening as such is probably is the epilogue to
Language and Death, a passage to which Nancy refers in Listening (22). Here Agam-
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ben is arguing that the human being has no voice to call its own (L, 107).46
When we walk through the woods at night, with every step we hear the
rustle of invisible animals among the bushes flanking our path. Perhaps
they are lizards or hedgehogs, thrushes or snakes. So it is when we think:
the path of words that we follow is of no importance. What matters is the
indistinct patter that we sometimes hear moving to the side, the sound of
an animal in flight or something that is suddenly aroused by the sound of
our steps. The animal in flight that we seem to hear rustling away in our
words is—we are told—our own voice. . . . We walk through the woods:
suddenly we hear the flapping of wings or the wind in the grass. A pheasant
lifts oﬀ and then disappears instantly among the trees, a porcupine buries
in the thick underbrush, the dry leaves crackle as a snake slithers away.
Not the encounter, but this flight of invisible animals is thought. Not, it
was not our voice. (L, 107–108)
We are only ever hunting down the retreating animal voice. This is not a silent
withdrawal but a flight that becomes barely audible as it rubs against the undergrowth—the usure of retrait.
Hearing emerges in this passage as a relation to the retrait of Voice. To that extent, it is consistent with the conception of hearing we find in Heidegger and
deconstruction. Indeed, the footpath, the footsteps, the entire scene of a country
path with a menagerie of escaping woodland animals, is unmistakably Heideggerian.47 At the same time, this idea of hearing resonates with Nancy’s conception
of listening to the extent that it locates hearing in the interval between sound and
sense. In fact, Nancy cites Agamben in a footnote when he refers to the resonance
by which a voice is modulated in which the singular of a cry, a call, or a song vibrates by retreating [se retirant] from it (a “voice”: we have to understand what
sounds from a human throat without being language, which emerges from an animal gullet or from any kind of instrument, even from the wind in the branches:
the rustling [bruissement] toward which we strain or lend an ear [tendons ou prêtons l’oreille]. (E, 22)48
In aligning listening-as-resonance with Voice, Nancy’s overhearing suggests that
there exists a pure potential for signifying whose withdrawal opens up not only a
relation between sound and sense but also that between voice and ear, between
listening and hearing, between hearing and touching—and so forth, in an infinite
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spacing out of resonance. Nancy’s ontologization of resonance aims to put a stop
to this infinite regress but does so only by setting aside the Derridean point that
the attempt isolate something like a pure resonance (“nothing but” resonance)
is a fiction or phantasm, the eﬀect of thinking being as something that resonates
and hence overflows in the direction of the other. What would it mean, though,
to theorize philosophical hearing beyond every figure of retrait if such a thing
could be said to be anything more than a phantasm? In what follows, I attempt
to reconstruct out of Agamben’s recent work another kind of hearing that I dub a
“use of ears.”
USED-UP USE
Use has emerged as a distinct and central concept in Agamben’s recent work, but
it has its origins in a critique of commodity fetishism that goes back to his writings of the 1970s. In the intervening period, the idea of use has appeared under
the guise first of play and then of profanation—terms that are conspicuously absent from The Use of Bodies. There is a clear continuity between Agamben’s early
reflections on playing with disused objects in the essay “In Playland: Reflections
on History and Play” in Infancy and History (I, 75–96)49 and the proposal in State of
Exception that we play with or study the law. Referring to Kafka’s characters who
“study” and “deactivate” the law in order to “‘play’ with it,” Agamben speculates:
One day humanity will play with law just as children play with disused objects, not in order to restore them to their canonical use but to free them
from it for good. What is found after the law it is not a more proper and
original use value that precedes the law, but a new use that is born only
after it. And, use, which has been contaminated by law, must also be freed
from its own value. This liberation is the task of study, or of play. (SE 64)50
From about 2000 with the publication of The Time That Remains, this notion of
play gradually comes into close proximity with, though is disguised from the ultimately failed strategy of the Franciscan usus pauper, all the while with an eye on
a critique of the commodity. In Profanations (from 2005)—in a passage that he
tracks closely six years later in The Highest Poverty—Agamben argues that in “the
extreme phase of capitalism in which we are now living . . . spectacle and consumption are the two sides of a single impossibility of using” (Prof, 82).51
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At this point he introduces the thirteenth-century dispute between the Franciscans and the Roman Curia over the possibility of a pure de facto use removed from
the sphere of law and rights (explained in greater detail in AP, 129–34).52 Pope John
XXII, as resolute in his opposition to the order as he was subtle in his legal argument, contends that, in the case of consumable things, it is impossible to separate
use from ownership. This is because usufruct is a use so long as it does not use
up, a use that is precisely not usure. Recall that, if I lend my ears, I probably expect
to get them all back in one piece. In consumption, by contrast, use coincides with
abuse and destruction. In this case, argues the papal bull, use is inseparable from
ownership, which grants the right to exhaust and wear out, a right to usure. Mere
use, on the other hands, requires that the object be left intact. Furthermore, there
exists no use that one can actually “have”. The use in consumption, insofar as a
part is always passed and another yet to come, is instantaneous and transient. It
exists therefore only in memory or anticipation and hence cannot be possessed—
with radical consequences.
By radically opposing use and consumption, John XXII, in an unconscious
prophecy, furnishes the paradigm of an impossibility of using that was to
find its full realization many centuries later in consumer society. A use
that it is never possible to have and an abuse that always implies a right
of ownership and is moreover always one’s own indeed define the very
canon of mass consumption. In this way, however, perhaps without taking
account of it, the pope also lays bare the very nature of ownership, which
is aﬃrmed with the maximum intensity precisely at the point where it coincides with the consumption of the thing. (AP, 131)
There is a use that one cannot have and a having that one cannot use, a fracture
between possession and use. The Franciscans ended up losing the battle because
they succumbed to the Curia’s terms of debate. As Agamben argues in a reference to this passage in The Use of Bodies, their mistake was to conceive of use as
a renunciation of property (U, 80). This negation of ownership, operating within
the horizon of the will, leaves the fundamental relation of appropriation intact.
What is required—following a note jotted down by Walter Benjamin that “justice . . . lies in the condition of a good that cannot be a possession”53—is an object
that is completely inappropriable and that can only be used.
The Use of Bodies thus returns to a very early and lengthy analysis, first published
in 1972, of use-value in Marx.54 In that text Agamben is already searching for a
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“particular kind of use-value, which cannot be grasped or defined in utilitarian
terms” (S, 53). On the one hand, Agamben criticizes Marx for failing to surpass
the utilitarian horizon because he adheres to the idea that “the enjoyment of usevalue is the original and natural relation of man to objects” (S, 48). He targets the
abstraction of capitalist accumulation on behalf of the concrete particularity of
use. On the other hand, Agamben concedes that Marx’s position on use-value is
hardly consistent, citing a passage that implies that use-value is as much an artificial result of the property relation as exchange-value:
Private property has made us so stupid and one-sided that an object is
only ours when we have it—when it exists for us as capital, or when it is
directly possessed, eaten, drunk, worn, inhabited, etc.—in short, when it
is used by us.55
This discussion of Marx permits comparison with Derrida’s analysis of use-value in Specters of Marx, where we also find an echo of Derrida’s concept of usure
first developed in the early 1970s in the context of a theory of metaphor.56 Pace
Paul Ricœur’s mishearing,57 Derrida there insists that usure is not reducible to
the wear and erosion of proper meaning, as the traditional continuist interpretation of metaphor would have it, but also consists in usury—in “the supplementary product of a capital, the exchange which far from losing original investment
would fructify its initial wealth, would increase its return in the interest, linguistic
surplus value” (M, 210). Some twenty years after “White Mythology” Derrida invokes the idea of a “wearing down beyond wear” (usure au-delà usure) to launch a
deconstruction of Marx (SM, 100). A chapter entitled “Wears and Tears” (usures
now in the plural) opens with the claim that “the world is going badly. It is worn
[usé] but its wear [son usure] no longer counts” (SM, 96). Citing a line from the
painter’s speech at the beginning of Timon of Athens—“How goes the world?—It
wears, sir, as it grows” (SM, 97)—Derrida announces a litany of evils that characterize neoliberalism (unemployment, social exclusion, foreign debt, inter-ethnic
wars and so forth).
If the usure of metaphor is a discoloration, a bleaching, even a white-washing,58
this wearing beyond this wear is an unmistakable “blackening” (noircissons) of the
world (SM, 100). This usure beyond usure, this overuse, this exhaustion of usure,
this usure of usure is thus a withdrawal of usure’s whitening, the retrait of usure.
Or, observing the logic of spectrality that haunts Marx’s analysis of capitalism, we
might say that use is always already shadowed by its capitalist commodification.
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Use-value is always “in advance contaminated, that is, pre-occupied, inhabited,
haunted by its other” (SM, 201), by exchange-value. Even if it is not actually present, the commodity-form “aﬀects and bereaves” use-value “in advance” (SM, 201).
Significantly for a comparison with Agamben’s theory of use, Derrida describes
exchange-value as a separation from use-value that is not simply its negation:
Just as there is no pure use, there is no use-value which the possibility of
exchange and commerce . . . has not in advance inscribed in an out-of-use
(hors d’usage)—an excessive signification that cannot be reduced to the
useless (l’inutile). (SM, 200–201)
The commodity, then, may be “out-of-use,” but it is not entirely useless, not entirely without or beyond use. Just as “il n’y a pas de hors-texte” aims to relinquish
the transcendental, use is not constituted by the exclusion of its other. But, as
Malabou would point out, it is impossible to abandon the transcendental without
relinquishing this irreducibility of the hors d’usage to an outside of use, to uselessness.59 Otherwise put, in Derrida’s commodity there remains a certain trace of
the “discontinued,” “out-of-order,” the “temporally out-of-service,” which is to
say that, from an Agambenian standpoint, it therefore consists in a falling short
of full usefulness, a suspension of use. It is the irreducibility of this out-of-use
to uselessness—because it is always already contaminated by its possible use—
that again gives the structure of presupposition Agamben consistently exposes in
grammatology, in the trace, in messianism without messianism, and so forth. To
discern this structure of presupposition in Marx is surely an over-hearing, even a
mishearing, for, as Daniel Bensaïd argues,
the Grundrisse and Capital present themselves as labor of mourning for
ontology, a radical deontologization. . . . There is no longer any founding
contrast between Being and existence, nothing behind which there lies
concealed some other thing that does not come to light.60
By contrast, Derrida’s commodity—at least to Agamben’s ears—sounds like a use
without use, a use from which use is withdrawn, the retrait of use, a use that withdraws itself, erases itself, wears itself out—in short, usury as usure. The Derridean
retort, meanwhile, is that there is no pristine use that has not already been worn
down. Like any other quasi-transcendental, Agamben’s use is produced through a
“fabulous retroactivity,” the phantasmic eﬀect of an usure that ensures the transcendental position, far from being eroded through the empirical, is always al-
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ready exhausted, worn out, over-used.
But what of Agamben’s use? The Use of Bodies makes it clear, if anyone was ever in
doubt, that Agamben is no Marxist,61 but how close is he to Derrida? In his early
analysis of capital, Agamben overhears Baudelaire reject every utilitarian reduction of the artwork and instead work towards an “absolute commodity” in which
use and value at their limits enter into a zone of indistinction (S, 42). Value coincides with pure uselessness and use with pure intangibility—a possibility that
Derrida explicitly rejects (recall that hors d’usage is irreducible to inutility and use
to utility). When Agamben returns forty years later to use-value in The Use of Bodies, he repeats his anxiety about reducing use-value to utilizability (U, 41). Even if
production is oriented toward use-value, however, it is the surplus of use-values
over demand that allows their transformation into commodities. At this point he
exposes the deconstructive impulse in Marx—and this is where I do not think it is
over-hearing to suggest that Agamben is (silently) overhearing Derrida.
Now it is obvious that at the moment when an object is brought to market to sell it one cannot use it, which implies that use value in some way
constitutively exceeds eﬀective utilization. Exchange value is founded on
a possibility or surplus contained in use value itself. (U, 41–42)
Agamben goes on to reach the conclusion that exchange-value, founded on the
excess of potential over actual utilization—or utilizability—is “suspended” usevalue, “maintained in the potential state” (U, 42). But Agamben wants to reach
beyond this deconstructive impasse—to stretch the ear a little further, to overhear Derrida. Instead of this aporetic presupposition of use—that is, a retrait of
use, a use that uses itself up—Agamben wants to think an excess of use over utilizability immanent to use itself, independent of that over exchangeability. Following Agamben’s analysis of potentiality, this turns out to be a potential not to use,
an inoperativity. If consumption is an impossibility of use, Agamben’s free use is
an impotentiality of use. It is a surplus immanent to the object that allows it to be
inappropriable. The use of the ear, then, is the potential for philosophy’s outside
not to be appropriated, incorporated, swallowed up. There is an impotential immanent to use that exceeds its actualization. Use, though, is also
a principle internal to potential, which prevents it from being simply consumed in the act and drives it to turn once more to itself, to make itself a
potential of potential, to be capable of its own potential (and therefore its
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own impotential). (U, 93)
Use is the potential to be used without being used up and the use of potential without
using it up—the potential for use without usure and the use of potential without
its usure.
Still, does Agamben really overhear Derrida when not even a word is whispered
of usure, of wear, or of usury? Can we say that Agamben is over-hearing in the
sense of mis(sing )hearing when his concept of use seems to rub away any trace
of usure’s “proper” Derridean meaning? Notwithstanding this deafening silence,
it is perhaps not too much of a stretch to hear an echo of Derrida’s catachresis
in Agamben’s definition of use as chrēsis. While this may be nothing more than a
fortuitous symptom of etymology, what is striking is that both arrive at a kind of
chrēsis, a kind of use—whether that be a pure use or an abuse—as a solution to the
same philosophical problem, to the problem of the transcendental. Catachresis
is mobilized in “White Mythology” precisely as a way to put an end to this metaphorical retrait of Being by aﬃrming the ruin of the transcendental. Catachresis
is a deconstructive withdrawal of the withdrawal. Agamben, meanwhile, identifies a chapter in the history of relinquishing the transcendental in which thinkers
shifted the a priori to language as such, to the pure fact of language before any
semantic content (U, 113), and even though his name is not on the list, it is hard
to imagine that he is not in fact thinking of Derrida’s diﬀérance (or, perhaps, of
Nancy’s écouter).62
If The Use of Bodies shows beyond doubt that the central organizing idea behind
Agamben’s project has consistently been language’s presuppositional character, we
can say that the sayability is the trait that divides Being from what is said of it.
Every trait is a retrait, though, and what initially appears as the non-linguistic
turns out to be nothing other than language itself which retreats in actual speech.
The outside that philosophy strives to hear is nothing but the shadow of its own
hearing—that is, the scarcely audible rustling of philosophy in its retreat, trying
to catch its own tail.
Agamben’s notion of use-as-chrēsis proposes “a way out of the transcendental”
(U, 113) by dissolving the distinction between inside and outside, specifically in
the form of the relation between subject and object, agent and patient, activity
and passivity. Agamben’s argument relies on the fact that the Greek chresthai is in
the middle voice, a form of the verb that is neither active nor passive. Regardless

138 · naomi waltham-smith

of how convincing the philological discovery is (and philosophy is always overhearing) this move claims to have the eﬀect of deconstructing deconstruction.
Overhearing Benveniste’s formulation of the middle voice as “eﬀecting while being aﬀected [il eﬀectue en s’aﬀectant],” Agamben defines use as “the relation that
one has with oneself, the aﬀection that one receives insofar as one is in relation
with a determinate being” (U, 28). The use of ears is thus the aﬀection one receives insofar as one is in relation with one or more ears. This use of ears is at
once overhearing and being overheard, overhearing one’s being overheard, overhearing overhearing.
By comparison, cata-chresis is a misuse, a violent abuse of metaphor. The prefix
cata- has the sense of the kind of perversion and unsanctioned desire, perhaps,
that Agamben mentions approvingly in Nudities and that “uses the organs of the
nutritive and reproductive functions and turns them—in the very act of using
them—away from their physiological meaning, toward a new and more human
operation”.63 A sign is already aﬀected by an idea—already has a use—but catachresis then imposes upon it another idea that has no sign of its own (M, 255).
That is, it imposes a new, improper use. Derrida argues that philosophy is not
metaphorical, as Heidegger thinks. Rather, insofar as its founding concepts (such
as logos) withdraw their relation to any proper meaning, philosophy is catachrestic.64 But philosophy’s defining trope—the one at the end of a chain of metaphors
excluded from its field—the one that “subtracts itself as a metaphor less” (M,
220), is metaphorical precisely insofar as it withdraws itself. Catachresis—as the
metaphor of metaphor, as the “extra” metaphor—is therefore an usure of metaphor, the exhaustion of metaphor’s canonical use. In other words, catachresis is
over-extended, used-up metaphor.
Much of this is already included in the metaphysical tradition of metaphor that
Heidegger identifies and therefore does not necessarily come from overhearing
Derrida’s overhearing. A passage in Stanzas, however, where Agamben addresses
metaphor in relation to use and commodity fetishism suggests that he does have
Derrida in mind. In a novel reading of the story of Oedipus and the Sphinx, Agamben argues that “metaphor becomes in the realm of language what the fetish is in
the realm of things” (S, 148). What they share is a structure of disavowal (Freud’s
Verleugnung), of “eclipse” and “shadowing over.” In contrast to the traditional
interpretation of metaphor, “there is not simply a ‘transport’ from a proper to an
improper signified” (S, 149) or, translating this into the language of commodification, between exchange- and use-value. Rather, in what sounds like a reference
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to deconstruction, there is only “the purely negative and insubstantial space of
a process of diﬀerence and . . . of never-substantializable negation between an
absence and a presence.”
More precisely, the fetish is the presence of an absence that “alludes continuously
beyond itself to something that cannot be possessed” (S, 33). Metaphor points
towards the “barrier resistant to signification in which is guarded the original
enigma of every signifying act” (S, 149). There is not first an opposition between
proper and improper, between the inside and outside of signification, that metaphor traverses. Instead, it is the disavowal of signification’s condition of possibility that, like the Derridean trait, draws a line between them. Moreover, Agamben
here explicitly connects metaphor with sound and listening: “In contrast to the
Sphinx and its metaphorical discourse, Oedipus appears like Nietzsche’s deaf
man, who . . . pretends to know what it is that is called sound.” Just as the commodity consists in the separation of use- and exchange-value, signification is split
between the Sphinx’s concealment and Oedipus’s revelation. Agamben instead
prefers to find the point of their indiﬀerence. Hence many years later, he will seize
upon Leibniz’s echo as a figure of indistinction between inside and outside.
Does Agamben, though, also overhear the idea introduced by Derrida that metaphor is not reducible to usure but is also usury? At the risk of a stretch too far, we
might recall that chrēsis is related to chrematistics. The Greek chrēma, meaning
wealth or riches, is literally a thing that one uses; both words come from chraomai.
Marx, lending his ear to Aristotle, opposes chrematistics to economics.65 Unlike
economics, which is governed by use-value, chrematistics is a science in which
circulation becomes the source of an unlimited monetary accumulation. Aristotle
argues that the quantity of possessions valued for their use in making life pleasant
is not unlimited. There is, however, a second mode of acquiring things in which
there is no limit to possessions. Agamben stands accused of neglecting precisely
this second, endless spiral of self-valorizing capital in his exclusive focus on oikonomia in The Kingdom and the Glory.66 Chrematistics is the sphere of the financialization of debt, of derivatives, of futures, options, and swaps—those instruments
that Randy Martin has analyzed as a progressive erosion of metaphor.67
So, on the one hand, there is a chrēsis and, on the other, chrematistics. At the
risk of an overly dialectical schema, imagine for a moment, on the one side, an
usury so completely withdrawn from use that it coincides with—is nothing other
than—this withdrawal. Insofar as withdrawal is a wearing away, this pure usury
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inverts into a pure usure. Meanwhile, on the other side, imagine an usure that uses
itself up, wears itself out, eﬀacing even itself and polishing itself into a frictionless usury untethered from use. This is a withdrawal from metaphor into “banking on words,”68 which is why, in this age of financialization, Szendy calls use the
“fundamental figure of our time.”69 So, there is a withdrawal that pulls away from,
spacing itself out, and then there is a withdrawal that withdraws into itself, contracting itself into a point. But is there anything between chrematistic accumulation and the catachrestic movement of diﬀérance? Derrida would, of course, insist
upon their noncoincidence, but, from Agamben’s standpoint, this merely shifts
the a priori back to usure, thus, rather like the society of spectacle, radicalizing and
exposes the chrematistic accumulation of metaphysics without deactivating it.
From an Agambenian perspective, only if alterity—the diﬀerence between usure
and usury, between potential and act—is thought as immanent to use and potential is it possible to put an end to endless capitalist accumulation.
This immanent other is precisely what withdraws and goes unheard as it opens
up the gap between usure and usury. It is nothing other than the pure potential
for use—which is to say its impotentiality, a potentiality that is not used up. Usure
and usury are contaminated not by the traces of the other as it withdraws but by
an excess immanent to both on account of which neither category coincides with
itself. This is what it means to describe hearing as the use of ears. The tympanum is
not a limit between philosophy and its outside. Rather, over-hearing is the excess
on account of which neither philosophy nor its other are self-identical, and on
account of which each opens onto the other. This use of philosophy’s ears is the
immanent threshold between philosophy and itself that renders philosophy as
inappropriable to itself as its outside.
But what is this immanent negativity if it is not simply determinate negation or
deconstructive negativity? This is where the idea of the echo as the relation between Being and its modifications comes into play. The unheard is not the other
of hearing but simply its modifiability—what we might, after Malabou, call the
71
plasticity of our ears.70 The problem with grammatology, as Malabou sees it, is
that
it is unable to imagine its own exhaustion, that it might ever be used up. And
when Derrida tells us that deconstruction is always a beating and wearing-out of
the tympanum, it is “indefatigably” so (M, xvii). Agamben’s echo instead invites
us to think—beyond the mutual contamination of usure and usury—a new use of
ears that is at once completely useless. To which a Derridean can but plead that
any such unconditional listening only ever takes places in the empirical, condi-
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tioned, limited uses of our ears that are made in the name of a use which they
never quite are—not because some failing belatedly befalls our listening but because listening is constitutively a mis(sing )hearing.
This has several consequences—philosophical and political. In the first instance,
it keeps the rebounding echo back and forth between Agamben and Derrida alive
not in the hope of one day gaining complete purchase on (and triumph over)
the other’s ideas but because, insofar as philosophy is listening to the other, an
irreducible mis(sing)-hearing animates it from the start. More significantly, it
also means that we should continue, as many have done, to question the political stakes of Agamben’s thought. If use is presented at the end of the Homo Sacer
series as an aﬃrmative politics of sorts, it comes at the expense, I would argue,
of reiterating a certain dogmatizing moralism, prevalent on the left, that forces a
choice between, on the one hand, denouncing the workings of politics as they are
with indignant righteousness and in the hope that some radical event or decision
will break with the status quo and, on the other, pragmatically renouncing that
ideal. As Christian Haines argues, Agamben’s use-as-contemplation pays the price
of a radical break with relationality as such and with it the empirical, materials
conditions of our world.72 Derrida, for his part, would insist that the arrival of the
unconditional cannot be cleanly separated from the messy business of life as it is
lived with all its limitations and lapses. Characterizing the finitude of infinite différance as “scatter,” Bennington argues:
Scatter is thinkable only as relatively gathered. The right measure (the
right rhythm) of this scatter and gather is never given—not given here and
now, not given in advance, not even in the form of a regulative Idea, but
has to be invented each time, singularly, necessarily playing with chance,
as it comes.73
The right use of our ears, if there is any, can only be invented each time we listen
and try to find, at the risk of their exhaustion and multiplication, the right rhythm
of the echo between them.
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the univocity of substance
and the formal distinction of
attributes: the role of duns
scotus in deleuze's reading
of spinoza
nathan widder

This paper examines the role played by medieval theologian John Duns Scotus
in Gilles Deleuze’s reading of Spinoza’s philosophy of expressive substance;
more generally, it elaborates a crucial moment in the development of Deleuze’s
philosophy of sense and diﬀerence. Deleuze contends that Spinoza adapts and
extends Duns Scotus’s two most influential theses, the univocity of being and
formal distinction, despite neither appearing explicitly in Spinoza’s writings. “It
takes nothing away from Spinoza’s originality,” Deleuze declares, “to place him
in a perspective that may already be found in Duns Scotus” (Deleuze, 1992, 49).1
Nevertheless, the historiographic evidence is clearly lacking, leaving Deleuze to
admit that “it is hardly likely that” Spinoza had even read Duns Scotus (359n28).
Indeed, the only support he musters for his speculation is Spinoza’s obvious interests in scholastic metaphysical and logical treatises, the “probable influence”
of the Scotist-informed Franciscan priest Juan de Prado on his thought, and the
fact that the problems Duns Scotus addresses need not be confined to Christian
thought (359–360n28).
The paucity of evidence supporting this “use and abuse” of history, however, does
not necessarily defeat the thesis. Like other lineages Deleuze proposes, the one he
traces from Duns Scotus to Spinoza, and subsequently to Nietzsche, turns not on
establishing intentional references by one thinker to his predecessor, but instead
on showing how the borrowings and adaptations asserted to create the connec-

tion make sense of the way the second philosopher surmounts blockages he faces
while responding to issues left unaddressed by the first. With Deleuze’s reading
of Spinoza, univocity and formal distinction become the means to deliver on the
immanence and unity Spinoza attributes to substance within the infinite diversity
of its products, but they can do so only if adjusted away from their Scotist formulations, which shy away from the full implications the two concepts present as a
consequence of Duns Scotus’s aim to secure divine transcendence. Casting the issue in this manner, I maintain that a close reading of Duns Scotus’s ontology, one
that makes clear how he limits univocity and formal distinction particularly in
relation to individual diﬀerence, can redeem Deleuze’s claim that Spinoza “uses
and transforms” (66) both concepts. Through such a reading, one can see how
Spinoza, without using these terms and without perhaps not even having Duns
Scotus in mind, “restores formal distinction, and even gives it a range it didn’t
have in Scotus” (66), and liberates univocity from a Scotist position that “seems
compromised by a concern to avoid pantheism…freeing it from the indiﬀerence
and neutrality to which it had been confined by the theory of a divine creation”
and making it “the object of a pure aﬃrmation” (67). These achievements, in turn,
set the stage for Deleuze to bring Duns Scotus and Spinoza to bear on broader
ontological questions concerning diﬀerence and multiplicity.2
The following will first establish the context in which Deleuze seeks to bring Duns
Scotus and Spinoza into conversation before elaborating the concepts of univocity and formal distinction, moving from their Aristotelian origins to the theological concerns that lead Duns Scotus to limit their range. It will then examine how
Deleuze reads Spinoza as revising and extending both concepts via the concept
of expression. The conclusion will highlight the limitations Deleuze still finds
in Spinoza’s univocal being, and how this leads him to Nietzsche as the figure
who completes the doctrine by reversing the Spinozist priority of substance over
modes. In this way, as will be seen, connecting Duns Scotus, Spinoza, and Nietzsche together allows Deleuze to formulate an ontology in which diﬀerence is
both foundational and productive.
IN THE SERVICE OF “A GENERALIZED ANTI-HEGELIANISM”
Deleuze frequently posits non-intuitive and seemingly fanciful links between
thinkers in order to develop unorthodox and creative readings of figures in the
history of philosophy. Nonetheless, the connection he draws between Duns Scotus and Spinoza might seem particularly surprising. Smith believes Deleuze to be
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the first commentator to have proposed it.3 Yet specific, albeit passing references
from sources influential to Deleuze suggest a basis for it. Étienne Gilson’s Jean
Duns Scot: Introduction à ses positions fondamentales, which serves as Deleuze’s primary reference for Duns Scotus’s philosophy, twice mentions Spinoza, first holding that Spinoza’s substance, acting as the complete cause of all its eﬀects, entails
precisely the kind of absolute monism Duns Scotus rejects by reserving power for
secondary causes, and later aligning Spinoza and Hegel as exemplars of a sort of
modern dialectical systematization that Duns Scotus refuses.4 Martial Gueroult,
whose work Deleuze is known to have admired,5 twice mentions Duns Scotus or
Scotism in his influential study of Spinoza’s divinity, first to reject Scotist formal
distinction as applicable to the relations among substance’s attributes, and later,
having endorsed univocity between substance and its attributes, to reject it between substance and its modes in order to maintain substance’s transcendence
and ontological distinctness.6 Deleuze’s reading of the Duns Scotus–Spinoza relationship challenges Gilson and Gueroult on all these fronts: modes, he argues,
are not subsumed by substance but instead are univocal in form with substance
while being distinct in essence by virtue of their power or conatus; formal distinction is real distinction, and so not “merely” formal in the way Gueroult contends;
there is univocity between substance, its attributes, and its modes; and finally,
Spinoza’s system is in fact a challenge to modern dialectical philosophies. With
this last point, Deleuze follows Gueroult in positioning Spinoza against Hegel and
contesting the Hegel’s dialectical dismissal of Spinozist substance.7
This use of Spinoza against Hegel speaks to the broader aims of Deleuze’s interpretive strategy, which, while superficially appearing to reconstruct the nuanced
positions of historical figures from within their historical contexts, ultimately involves placing them within another, more contemporary one. With Spinoza, this
leads him to build his reading around the problem of expression. Historically,
Deleuze holds, the concept of expression is the basis of a broader anti-Cartesian
movement in which Spinoza and Leibniz both participate (17). But he also maintains that “what is expressed is sense” (335). The concept of sense, which recurs
throughout Deleuze’s early works, relates to a unity of diﬀerences that holds together traditional oppositions between the universal and individual, material and
conceptual, subject and object, etc., and in which what is expressed in sense has
no existence outside its expression. It thus concerns the constitution of the Absolute. Sense as an ontological concept has its roots for Deleuze in his Hegelian
teacher, Jean Hyppolite’s thesis that Hegel establishes the Absolute as an immanent ontological sense by way of speculative contradiction.8 In conceiving expres-
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sion as the expression of sense, Deleuze holds that Spinoza and Leibniz develop
notions of the Absolute that go beyond the Cartesian clear and distinct idea of
God’s infinite perfection. This makes them “Postcartesians in the same sense that
Fichte, Schelling and Hegel are Postkantians” (325), as they seek a foundation for
Cartesian thought just as these later thinkers seek one for Kantian transcendental
philosophy. Spinoza in particular, Deleuze contends, challenges the post-Kantian
and specifically Hegelian idea of the Absolute.9 The focus on expression thereby
allows Deleuze to deploy Spinoza against Hegel, putting Spinoza in the service of
“a generalized anti-Hegelianism” that Deleuze identifies in his own time.10
Aligning Spinoza with this post-Kantian project requires an objectivist rather than
subjectivist reading of the attributes. Deleuze thus privileges Spinoza’s definition
of God as “substance consisting of infinite attributes, each of which expresses eternal and infinite essence” over both the definition of the attribute as “that which
the intellect perceives of substance as constituting its essence” and the statement
that “nothing exists except substance and modes.”11 Expression is epistemological
as well as ontological, since knowledge is expressive (14). In being more than epistemological, however, it invokes metaphors of not only the mirror and reflection,
which aligns it with the intellect and understanding, but also the seed remaining
within and expressing the whole it will become, which aligns it with an internal
ontological genesis (80–81). Expression denotes ideas of manifestation and demonstration, which accord with the first metaphor, but more significantly, Deleuze
argues, it includes corollary notions of involvement and explication, implication
and explication, which accord with the second (15–16). Involvement and implication are not opposed to evolution and explication, but rather “imply a principle of
synthesis: complicatio [complication]” (16). Implication and explication are in fact
the same synthetic process understood from diﬀerent perspectives or levels, akin
to the way in the process of weaving or knitting the intertwining of the threads
is at the same time the unfolding of the larger garment. Spinoza’s substance, for
Deleuze, involves and explicates itself in an infinity of attributes that express its
essence, and further in an infinity of modes that express this expression (14), with
substance complicating all of these (16) in a production in which the expressed
has no existence outside of or apart from its expression (42).
Conceiving substance’s productivity as an internal or immanent synthesis allows
Deleuze to argue that Spinoza oﬀers an alternative to the post-Kantian Absolute.
If his value to this project has gone unnoticed, Deleuze contends, it is due to prejudgments against Spinoza that suggest, first, that he fails to achieve an immanent
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ontology because he retains an external relation between substance and modes,
and, second, that he remains at the level of predication, whereby attributes are
simply properties inhering in substance.
Postkantian philosophers would seem to have been well placed to recognize the presence in Spinozism of that genetic movement of self-development for which they sought anticipations everywhere. But the term
“explication” confirmed their view that Spinoza had been no more able to
conceive a true evolution of substance, than to think through the transition from infinite to finite. Spinoza’s substance seemed to them lifeless,
his expression intellectual and abstract, his attributes “attributed” to substance by an understanding that was itself “explicative.” (18)
The concept of expression, for Deleuze, answers these criticisms. Expression’s
explication never entails the externalization of substance’s products; rather, substance continues to complicate its products, which cannot be without it. And given their expressive role, attributes cannot be confused with properties or propria,
which “express nothing” (50). Properties result from a division of the world into
genus and species, subject and predicate, which “carries over mere distinctions
of reason into substantial reality” (36) and leads to merely nominal definitions
(73). They touch only the most superficial attributes of reality, even in the case of
divine properties such as Descartes’s infinite perfection, which characterizes all
of God’s attributes without saying anything about what God is (69–70). In contrast, the unity of expression, which denies any separation of expression from expressed, provides the ground that the conceptual distinctions that relate thought
to its object take for granted (18–19).
For Deleuze, the univocity—that is, the singleness of voice or expression—of being and formal distinction ensure expression’s immanence. Invoking Duns Scotus
thereby aids Deleuze in advancing his own agenda of introducing Spinoza into
this post-Kantian milieu. Like Heidegger before him, Deleuze finds in Duns Scotus an alternative to analogical conceptions of being, which organize a diversity of
senses of being in order to sustain the eminence and transcendence of a highest
Being.12 The historical debate between univocity and analogy reflects medieval
theological concerns about how to conceive the separation of the transcendent
from the mundane. Yet it remains relevant to more recent philosophical debates
inasmuch as it originates in metaphysical problems bequeathed by Aristotle concerning the unity of the categories and the nature of definition, which themselves
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connect to post-Kantian concerns regarding the ground of judgment.13 For Deleuze, although Duns Scotus’s formulations of univocity and formal distinction
are shaped for the purpose of retaining divine transcendence, the concepts really
lend themselves to an ontology of immanence, which is the direction he holds
Spinoza to take them.
UNIVOCITY VERSUS ANALOGY
Univocal and analogical conceptions of being respond to quandaries in Aristotle’s
account of definition. For Aristotle, definition involves the division of the indeterminate identity of a genus into the determinate identities of contrary species
by way of specifying diﬀerentiae: thus man and bird divide the indeterminate genus “animal” into distinct types by way of the qualifications “winged,” “bipedal,”
and “rational.” A definition is the formula for a substance’s essence,14 and it is
characterized by a reciprocal adequacy, in that man is never anything other than
a two-footed rational animal and a two-footed rational animal can only be a man.
Further predication only qualifies an already defined entity and is therefore extraneous: “white man” is not be amenable to definition inasmuch as whiteness is
added to a fully delineated essence. “White man” is nevertheless a formula, and
indeed anything that can be named can be given a formula to describe it. But only
at the species level can this formula be a definition.15 With specification limited in
this way to what determines a genus as a species, specific diﬀerences become the
contraries that mark the extreme forms species can take while remaining within the common identity of their genus: an animal can be bipedal, quadrupedal,
winged, etc., and still be an animal. For this reason Aristotle declares that contrariety is the greatest and most perfect form of diﬀerence.16 Strictly speaking,
contradiction is a larger diﬀerence, but as contradictories cannot both be predicated of species within the same genus, Aristotle considers them imperfect and
extraneous to definition and essence.17 Diﬀerence is thereby constitutive, with
specific diﬀerence making the species a species, but only insofar as it fits within
the requirements of the broader commonality of a genus.
The precariousness of this arrangement is underscored by the diﬃculties that
arise when considering identities and diﬀerences beyond those involving a species nested within its genus, considerations that move one direction towards the
individual and in the other direction towards the most general categories and
ultimately to being itself. Insofar as definition applies to substance understood
as formula or essence but not as “the concrete thing” capable of generation and
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destruction, it indicates that “there is neither definition nor demonstration of
sensible individual substances.”18 Predicates involved in delineating an individual
of a species cannot fulfil the requirement of definition that each predicate applies generally even while together they refer only to one single being,19 and no
enumeration of general predicates can provide an account of the individual with
the reciprocal adequacy that obtains for the species defined by the combination
of genus and diﬀerentiae. Ultimately, there remains an irreducible “thisness” to
the individual, an existence hic et nunc that cannot be signified by general predicates, making possible not the definition but only a designation of the individual:
Socrates is a man with these distinct properties who is standing over there. Aristotle
eﬀectively concedes this point by admitting that while there can be knowledge
of species belonging to a genus, there can only be recognition of individuals belonging to a species.20 He thus identifies but leaves unresolved the problem of
accounting for individual uniqueness and thus the primary diversity among individuals of the same species—for the way Socrates and Plato remain irreducibly
diﬀerent despite sharing a common human essence, and thus the way that, as
human beings, they belong under a common identity, and yet, as singular beings,
they also do not.
Conversely, while diverse genera are subsumed under the most general categories
such as substance, quantity, quality, and relation, which comprise the categories
of being, neither being nor oneness, which is coextensive with being, can be their
common identity—in short, there is no highest genus. As Deleuze summarizes,
this is “because diﬀerences are.”21 While genera are predicated of their species
but not their diﬀerentiae—we say “man is an animal” but not “rational is an animal”—being is predicated of all genera, species and diﬀerentiae, of terms for both
identity and diﬀerence—and so we do say “winged is.” Aristotle states:
But it is not possible that either unity or being should be a genus of things;
for the diﬀerentiae of any genus must each of them both have being and be
one, but it is not possible for the genus to be predicated of the diﬀerentiae
taken apart from the species (any more than for the species of the genus
to be predicated of the proper diﬀerentiae of the genus); so that if unity or
being is a genus, no diﬀerentia will either be one or have being.22
This points to an equivocation in the nature of being, to an irreducible plurality of
meanings or senses as it applies to its categories, and thus to an irreducible diversity among the categories themselves. Definition as the specification of a larger
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identity is undermined inasmuch as identity does not obtain at the highest levels
of generality. Yet it seems also that being must be more than a shared epithet with
completely disconnected meanings. It is not merely a homonym like “dog,” which
names entities as unrelated as an animal and a star, or “bank,” which names a river’s edge, a financial institution, and the cushion of a pool table. Aristotle states:
“there are many senses in which a thing may be said to ‘be.’ but they are related
to one central point, one definite kind of thing, and are not homonymous.”23 This
common sense appears in the universality of the law of contradiction: no substance, quality, or other being can simultaneously be and not be under the same
relation. Such a commonness without identity oﬀers a way to restore order to being’s categories and their subdivisions.
Univocity and analogy oﬀer rival understandings of this commonness. The choice
of one to resolve the problem of the categories shapes the answers oﬀered for not
only the problem of individual diversity but a later Christian theological diﬃculty
of the relationship within irreducible disparity between God and His creatures.
The latter concerns how to connect finite beings to an infinite and transcendent
Creator without reducing the latter to the former yet while also allowing qualities such as goodness and wisdom, which can only be known through creatures,
to be applied to the divine. A lack of connection would entail a negative theology
widely rejected by the Scholastics, where no qualities apply; an indiscriminate
connection would create an equally intolerable pantheism, where all qualities apply equally.
Aquinas is the most prominent champion of analogy.24 He takes his cue from Aristotle’s statement that being’s many senses refer to a single idea, and also borrows Aristotle’s elaboration of this point through the example of “health,” which
applies diﬀerently when speaking of healthy organisms, of diets that cause health,
and of symptoms that indicate health, but in all cases expressing a common idea
of healthiness. From this, Aquinas maintains that being applies primarily to substance and analogously to the other categories, which exist only by adhering to
substance, and so too that it applies to God primarily and to creatures secondarily
as they depend on Him for their existence. This same reasoning is then used to
conceive a proportional relation for qualities positively predicable of both God
and creatures: there is an analogy or proportion between God’s infinite wisdom
and humanity’s finite wisdom, and so on.25 In this way, analogy establishes a unidirectional relation of resemblance, whereby creatures resemble God by bearing
His mark as their Creator, but God does not resemble and continues to transcend
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His creatures, just as “a portrait can take after a man but a man does not take
after his portrait.”26 Analogy thereby oﬀers a middle position, Aquinas contends,
between the extremes of equivocity, which allows no connection between God
and creatures, and univocity, which allows no separation.
Against this, Duns Scotus argues that while analogy pertains to judgment, and so
to complex propositions such as “Socrates is wise,” this attribution presupposes
simple apprehension or cognition of being, which allows no middle position of
analogy: even granting a proportionality between God’s and Socrates’s wisdom,
between the statements “God is” and “Socrates is” there can only be equivocity
or univocity, with the former precluding the very connection being sought. Any
analogy of predicates must therefore be grounded in a prior univocity between
infinite and finite substance: “we must look beyond all our ideas of attributes or
quasi-attributes, in order to find a quidditative concept to which the former may
be attributed.”27
Duns Scotus also claims Aristotle as the authoritative source of this very diﬀerent univocal conception of being, referring to the passage from the Metaphysics
quoted earlier and holding that in arguing that being cannot be a genus because
it is predicated of diﬀerentiae, Aristotle shows that this is “not…because of any
equivocation, but because it [being] has a greater commonness and univocation
than the commonness of a genus.”28 As this commonness is not an identity, it
does not reduce the diversity of diﬀerences it encompasses. Univocal being is
able to serve as an indeterminate foundation for definition because it “possesses
suﬃcient unity in itself, so that to aﬃrm and deny it of one and the same thing
would be a contradiction.”29 It is also, as already indicated, a quidditative concept,
meaning that univocal being is predicated in quid and signifies the entire essence
of its subject, be it at a generic, specific, or individual signification: an animal; a
man; this man; God. It therefore, in accordance with its role in apprehension,
refers specifically to substances, or to the sense of substantial being, to anything
for which the question, “What is it?” has the answer, “It is a being.” In this way, it
applies to all beings before any enquiry into their finitude or infinity, and before
enquiry into whether their essences can be known.30 Being also has in quale senses, which are expressed when it is said of diﬀerentiae and accidents that qualify
substance. There is no univocity between the sense of their being and that of the
being of substance, and so no one sense of being is common to all intelligible
things.31 Nevertheless, Duns Scotus holds, an order obtains amongst these diﬀerent senses, with the quidditative sense having priority, first, in a direct manner
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as it applies univocally to substances that need not share a common identity, and
second in an indirect or “virtual” manner as the in quale senses refer to substance
as that which has the power (the virtus) to give them being. The in quale senses are
in this way “virtually included” in the quidditative sense.32
Being’s univocity for Duns Scotus is transcendental rather than generic. A transcendental is characterized by its indiﬀerence to the diﬀerence between the finite
and infinite. Being’s transcendental univocity thus applies to God and creatures
without gathering them under an identity. In contrast, generic univocity is a sense
of shared identity, which characterizes the categories and subcategories of finite
being. As Deleuze says, for Duns Scotus, “univocal being is understood as neutral,
neuter, indiﬀerent to the distinction between the finite and the infinite, the singular and the universal, the created and the uncreated.”33 Those predicates that
similarly cross the infinite/finite divide, and so can be said of God alone or of God
and some or all of His creatures, are also transcendentals. Unlike being itself, they
need not be predicated of all things, but must simply avoid being subsumed by a
genus: “not to have any predicate above it except ‘being’ pertains to the very notion of a transcendental. That it be common to many inferior notions, however,
is purely incidental.”34
Whatever pertains to “being.” then, in so far as it remains indiﬀerent to finite and infinite, or as proper to the Infinite Being, does not belong to it as
determined to a genus, but prior to any such determination, and therefore
as transcendental and outside any genus. Whatever [predicates] are common to God and creatures are of such kind, pertaining as they do to being
in its indiﬀerence to what is infinite and finite. For in so far as they pertain
to God they are infinite, whereas in so far as they belong to creatures they
are finite. They belong to “being.” then, prior to the division into the ten
genera. Anything of this kind, consequently, is transcendental.35
In this way, Duns Scotus extends univocity beyond being to various classes of transcendentals: first, to those predicates coextensive with being, namely oneness,
goodness, and truth; second, to disjunctive binaries such as necessary/contingent,
which together apply to all beings even if, for example, only the one infinite being is necessary and all others are contingent; and, finally, to pure perfections
such as wisdom and potency that can be predicated of God and some or all creatures because they are capable of modal variation, there being an infinite wisdom
and power along with various finite forms ordered by degrees of intensity. These
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terms are all said univocally of the diﬀerent beings they predicate, but with the
third class of modal variations, being is also said univocally of them, because the
degrees of intensity distinguishing these modes do not create separate types the
way diﬀerentia divide a genus into distinct and diverse species: diﬀerent intensities of the colour white all express the same whiteness; diﬀerent luminosities are
all light.36 The theological upshot is that one can say “God is wise” and “Socrates
is wise” with wisdom carrying a common sense and common mode of being but
without it establishing a common identity, since infinite and finite wisdom are
not species of a shared genus: “And so ‘wisdom.’ or anything else, for that matter,
which is common to God and creatures, can be transcendental. A transcendental, however, may also be predicated of God alone, or again it may be predicated
about God and some creature. It is not necessary, then, that a transcendental as
transcendental be predicated of every being, unless it be coextensive with the first
of the transcendentals, namely ‘being.’”37 For Deleuze, Duns Scotus’s extension of
univocity to modal variation allows it not only to express a common sense of different substantial beings, but of the being of diﬀerence itself.38
Duns Scotus employs univocity to secure the unity of the categories and the relation between God and the world, but not to address the problem of the primary
diversity of individuals. The same indiﬀerence by which univocity extends to certain modal diﬀerences also justifies this limitation. Predicates such as materiality, which apply only to finite creatures, do not count as transcendentals and
cannot be considered univocal. Nor do the individuating diﬀerences that make a
finite thing this finite thing—being is said univocally of Socrates as an individual
substance but not of the “Socraticity” that makes him so—because God’s individuation follows from His infinity and simplicity rather than some final finite
determination.39 The theological reason is obvious: without the principle of indiﬀerence limiting univocity to transcendentals, every predicate could be considered univocal, making it impossible to limit what can be aﬃrmed of God and
resulting in precisely the pantheism univocity and analogy both seek to avoid. As
Deleuze states, “we can see the enemy he [Duns Scotus] tried to escape in accordance with the requirements of Christianity: pantheism, into which he would
have fallen if the common being were not neutral.”40 In contrast, Deleuze reads
Spinoza as revising univocity precisely so as to extend it to individual diﬀerences,
so that Spinozist pantheism rests on a univocity not only of substance, attributes,
and modes, but of diﬀerence itself.
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FORMAL DISTINCTION AND INDIVIDUATION
Although Duns Scotus does not apply univocity to the problem of individual difference, Deleuze holds that his account of individuation similarly follows from
the inadequacies of analogy. Individuals within a species are related by equality
rather than proportion, since what makes Socrates this individual man does not
make him more or less of a man than Plato. The analogical conception falters
here, as it must consider the individual diﬀerence that makes a thing a unique and
concrete reality to be inessential or accidental.
It is henceforth inevitable that analogy falls into an unresolvable diﬃculty:
it must essentially relate being to particular existents, but at the same time
it cannot say what constitutes their individuality. For it retains in the particular only that which conforms to the general (matter and form), and
seeks the principle of individuation in this or that element of the fully
constituted individuals.41
In contrast, Duns Scotus insists on a positive concept of individual diﬀerence,
even though he bars this positive diﬀerence from expressing the univocal sense
of being in order to preserve divine transcendence (67, 166). He must also provide
an account that reconciles it with the quidditative entities it qualifies. For this
task he turns to the concept of formal distinction. The extension of univocity to
individuals and individuating diﬀerences that Deleuze attributes to Spinoza must
therefore be accompanied by a revision to this corollary Scotist concept.
Duns Scotus formulates the problem of individuation as involving the relation
within the concrete individual between its common nature and its “thisness” or
haecceity. Common nature is not a species, which the intellect draws from abstraction and then predicates of individuals, but a real unity that is less than numerical
unity and that is implied by the real similarities and diﬀerences that exist between
individuals. It therefore has a reality independent of the intellect, whereas species are products of the intellect. Real individuals, Duns Scotus argues, must have
similarities and diﬀerences with other individuals, and this implies generalities
that serve as their measures. The latter must be real, “because what are measured are real and are really measured,”42 and because the absence of such real
measures would entail the absurdity of all things being equally distinct, making
it impossible to say, for example, that Socrates is more like Plato than he is like a
line.43 Moreover, unless things are really similar and diﬀerent, they cannot be re-
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ally individual.
Haecceity is the positive aspect of a thing that ensures it is finally diﬀerent from
everything else. It has numerical unity and therefore is incommunicable, applying
only to one thing, whereas common nature with a unity less than numerical unity
is communicable and so compatible with being part of many things.44 Haecceities
are therefore primarily diverse, meaning that nothing may be abstracted from
them to form a common notion or general idea,45 and making them the reason individuals are irreducibly diﬀerent even if they belong together at higher levels of
identity.46 Duns Scotus opposes haecceity as a principle of individuation47 to various alternatives that account for individuation on the basis of formless matter,
quantity or some other accidental trait of the concrete thing, an existence added
to the thing’s essence, or a two-fold negation that purports to unify the thing and
to separate it from everything it is not.48 Although haecceity “constitutes something
precisely in material being,”49 it is neither matter nor form nor a combination of
them,50 as these principles fall on the side of common nature and the composition
of quiddities. It is nevertheless a formal principle, or a principle of a form’s final
reality—haecceity, Deleuze states, is “the ‘ultimate actuality of form’”51—and thus
it belongs to the lowest order of a categorical hierarchy that passes through genus
and species to reach the individual.52 Duns Scotus maintains that haecceity is “added” to common nature and “contracts” it into a singular existence with numerical unity, similar to the way specific diﬀerentiae contract a genus into a species;
in both cases the diﬀerentia or haecceity is the active principle for a nature that
is potentially further determinable.53 Haecceity is thus a diﬀerence that, distinct
from the diﬀerences and similarities relating diverse individuals, acts upon the
common nature constituted by these latter relations to make a singular being. In
doing so it constitutes a reality that goes beyond the quidditative, and thus, pace
Aristotle, beyond the realm of essence understood as definition: whereas quiddity
marks the thing as a thing, haecceity marks it as this thing.54
Concrete common nature and concrete haecceity compose the individual without
being really distinct, since they form a single reality. Yet their distinction is not
merely conceptual, since they are not products of the mind but the real foundation
of the mind’s abstractions. Duns Scotus thus holds them to be formally distinct,55
this being his contribution to a wider medieval debate seeking to formulate an
intermediate distinction between real distinction and conceptual distinction.56
While oﬀered as a solution to the problem of individuation, it also plays a broader
role in explaining unity and simplicity within diversity. Indeed Duns Scotus also
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uses formal distinction to account for the diversity of divine attributes or names,
the paradox of the Trinity, and the relations between genus and diﬀerentiae, essence and its proper attributes, the soul and its faculties, and more.57 But there are
crucial diﬀerences in these various applications.
The understanding of formal distinction to which most interpretations of Duns
Scotus refer, sometimes without further elaboration, is taken from its use in the
Ordinatio to account for the plurality of divine attributes.58 This is the case also
with interpreters who consider Deleuze’s application of Scotist formal distinction to Spinoza.59 On the face of things, of course, this seems to be an appropriate
approach to reading Deleuze, since he deploys formal distinction in his discussion of the attributes in Spinoza. But it is neither representative of the varied
ways Duns Scotus presents the concept nor is it the most useful for revealing
how Deleuze sees Spinoza revising and extending it. In Duns Scotus’s discussion
of divine attributes, formal distinction is presented as a distinction between two
realities (realitates) or formal reasons (rationes formales)60 within a thing, wherein
the essences of these realities—and thus their definitions in cases where they are
susceptible to formulation by genus and diﬀerentia—do not include each other
and yet no real distinction obtains between them as would be the case between
thing and thing. Formally distinct relata, then, can be essentially disparate but really the same; as such, formal distinction is a diﬀerence internal to a thing that
does not render the thing composite. If accepted as a legitimate distinction,61 this
is enough to provide an understanding of how the simplicity of God’s essence still
admits a qualitative multiplicity. The infinity of each attribute entails that none
can be considered a potential that is actualized by another, which explains how
no composition is involved.62 This is very diﬀerent to the case of formal distinction within the Trinity, where the infinite divine essence is shared by each divine
figure but still forms no composition with the personal property that formally
distinguishes them. Unlike the attributes, then, with the divine persons there is
essential though not formal identity: the Father essentially is the Son and the Son
is the Spirit.63 In both cases, however, Scotist formal distinction within the divine
reflects a neutrality and indiﬀerence of relata comparable to the univocity Duns
Scotus asserts between the divine and His creatures.
Such neutrality, however, cannot apply in the account of individuation, where formal distinction is not required to sustain the simplicity of the divine but instead
to account for a real construction. In the composite finite individual, not only are
formally distinct common nature and haecceity neither essentially the same nor
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essentially distinct (since essence applies only to one of the terms), but they are
also actively related, as one is the principle that actualizes the other. Moreover,
in the case of the individual, no real identity can be posited alongside the formal
diﬀerence between its distinct realities. Were such an identity between common
nature and haecceity allowed, it would validate Ockham’s critique of formal distinction as Duns Scotus uses it with concrete individuals: namely, that if common
nature and haecceity were not really but only formally distinct, then they would be
really identical, which would entail such absurdities as common nature being really individual and contracting diﬀerence being common to many things.64 Formal
distinction in the individual must therefore involve a proper, non-neutral diﬀerence between the components it brings together.
With regards to the individual, then, Scotist formal distinction becomes a principle of synthesis, where the formalities it brings together “form not a mere aggregate of intelligible items which the mind lists in catalogue fashion, but they are so
ordered to one another that they constitute a single intelligible whole.”65 It does
not involve a real distinction between thing and thing—indeed, such a notion of
real distinction would be unsuitable as it applies only to fully formed individuals—nor a real identity. Instead, it involves a diﬀerence that weaves together, on
the one hand, the real similarities and diﬀerences between such individuals and,
on the other hand, a second form of diﬀerence that appears within their composition and enables individuals and the concepts abstracted from them to correspond. In this regard, and despite Duns Scotus’s description of formal distinction,
oﬀered in his discussion of divine persons,66 as being weaker than real distinction
between things but stronger than the conceptual distinction between beings of
reason, it is not simply a halfway house between the real and the conceptual.
Rather, as it applies to the individual, it is a second order diﬀerence that relates
the ways real individuals are both similar to and diﬀerent from what they are not.
It holds together the orders of identity and primary diversity, common nature and
haecceity, without being subsumable under the former (since it is not a distinction
comprising a common nature) and without fulfilling the requirements of the latter (as it is not a unique diﬀerence or “thisness”; rather, formal distinction is a
principle). In doing so, it engenders their concrete unity.
Although Deleuze discusses formal distinction in the context of Duns Scotus’s
answer to the problem of divine names, and generally avoids examining its very
diﬀerent role in individuation, he nevertheless reads Spinoza’s adaptation of the
concept as one that treats it as a principle of synthesis. Deleuze thereby takes a
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non-neutral configuration of formal distinction, which in Duns Scotus appears
only in the composition of the finite individual, and reads Spinoza as introducing it into the domain of the divine. This allows Deleuze to answer Gueroult’s
dismissal of Scotist formal distinction as being an indiﬀerent, “merely formal”
diﬀerence that is insuﬃcient to account for the combination of real unity and real
incommensurability that characterizes Spinoza’s attributes,67 while also allowing
him to follow Gueroult in positioning Spinoza against Hegel.68 Formal distinction
is now a real, intrinsic, genetic and synthetic diﬀerence, a constitutive diﬀerence
that retains univocity across the diﬀerences it brings together,69 thereby rivalling
the constitutive diﬀerence of dialectical contradiction. When introduced into the
infinity of the Absolute it becomes a “labor of the concept” that answers Hegel’s
labour of the negative (28). Together with a concept of univocity being extended
to include attributes, modes, and individuating diﬀerences, this reworking of Scotist formal distinction sets the stage for Deleuze to present Spinoza as fulfilling
the post-Kantian demands for an immanent and productive Absolute.
DELEUZE’S SPINOZA
Deleuze’s argument that Spinoza pushes univocity and formal distinction past
Duns Scotus’s limited theorizations works through the concept of expression. His
presentation of Duns Scotus often seems manifestly to confuse Duns Scotus’s
diﬀerentiations of the quidditative and the qualitative, and to conflate the formal
reason for qualities, which is the quiddity in which they inhere, and the formal
distinction that Duns Scotus sets out between the thing’s quidditative and nonquidditative realities. Deleuze thus holds “rational” and “animal” to be distinct
quiddities composing a finite unity that, when taken to infinity, also designate
formally distinct quiddities composing the divine (63–64), all of which prefigures
the claim that Spinoza’s picture of substance consisting of an infinity of distinct
but ontologically univocal attributes is Scotist in origin. This might seem to be a
Scotism bereft of its fundamental distinctions. But Deleuze suggests that these
distinctions are theological in origin and have no further justification. As a theologian, Duns Scotus still maintains the equivocation and eminence characteristic
of analogical conceptions of being, along with “a subtle anthropomorphism” (46)
that seeks to assign human qualities to God. For Deleuze, this entails that divine
attributes are misunderstood as properties, which cannot say what God is but
only what he has (49–51, 66–67). Spinoza’s break with Duns Scotus and others, he
argues, comes by distinguishing attributes from properties, insisting on the expressive nature of the former and holding the latter, which theology seeks to attri-
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bute to God, to belong to the inessential realm of signification and predication.70
If Spinoza’s attributes, which most certainly are qualitative, can also be considered quidditative, a sense of being pertaining only to substance, it is because each
attribute expresses the entirety of God’s essence, rather than merely a part or a
qualification of it. This allows Deleuze to claim a Scotist inheritance for Spinoza
when holding that the being of Spinoza’s attributes is said in the same sense as the
substance they express and that this univocity further extends to the modes that
express substance’s expressions. But this post-Scotist univocity is no longer neutral, common to God and creatures only because the sense of substantial being is
indiﬀerent to the diﬀerence between them. Instead, it is expressive, the common
sense between substance and mode resulting from their immanent connection
by way of the attributes. Attributes are “forms of being common to creatures and to
God, common to modes and to substance” (46). This does not mean, however, that by
way of the shared attributes a creature’s form is merely an eternal Idea thought by
God or in some other way an image or copy of the divine. Univocity ensures “the
identity of form between creatures and God, while permitting no confusion of
essence” (47), because while attributes constitute the essence of God and cannot
be thought without Him, they are only implied by the modes that involve them,
and so “can very easily be conceived outside their modes” (47).71 In this way, even
though substance produces and remains implicated in its modes, they remain
distinct in essence from one another and from substance itself, even while they
are all univocal in form. In eﬀect, modes are virtually included in the attributes,
“belonging to them insofar as they constitute the essence of God” (47), but this virtus
is the power of an immanent causality, as attributes “contain or comprehend the
essences of modes, and this formally, not eminently” (47). There is thus also an
equality among substance’s products, as the attributes are prior to but not higher
than the modes. In contrast, analogical conceptions of being confuse divine and
created essences by distinguishing them only by proportion or degree (48), with
created essences of finite creatures being copies, emanations, or degradations
falling away from the divine.
If formal distinction, in turn, can be pushed beyond the neutral character it retains when Duns Scotus applies it to divine perfections, it is because of the genetic
aspect of expression. As concrete expressions of substance’s sense, Spinoza’s attributes are, pace Duns Scotus, formally distinct in that they can be neither separated into distinct realities apprehended under diﬀerent subjects nor treated as
diﬀerent orders of abstraction of the same reality where each order would be de-
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fined independently were it susceptible to such formulation.72 Spinoza, however,
explicitly calls this a real distinction between attributes, not a formal one.73 What
allows Deleuze to infer a Scotist inspiration despite Spinoza’s terminology is his
contention that formal distinction within the Absolute is real distinction, not only
because, in being more than a conceptual distinction, formal distinction was already “a minimally real distinction” (64) in Duns Scotus, but because the Absolute is now conceived as a synthesis. This redefinition of formal distinction as real
distinction that is synthetic without implying separate entities or substances74
also lays the foundation for Spinoza’s critique of Cartesian real distinction. The
basis of this critique, Deleuze contends, is the idea that Descartes confuses real
and numerical distinction by treating real distinction as what obtains between
independent finite substances. This allows two substances to share the same attribute, which makes them only numerically distinct and demands an external
cause that determines that they exist in this particular number, contradicting
substance’s fundamental character as self-suﬃcient being (32). But this problem
reflects the error of treating attributes as properties, Descartes holding that only
a distinction of reason exists between a substance and its attributes, a distinction
that moreover is the product of abstraction (29). The result is a fundamental ambiguity in the Cartesian idea of attributes, which are sometimes qualifications of
substance and sometimes modalities that diversify substance (29–30).75 Against
all this, Deleuze continues, Spinoza insists that if real distinction and substance’s
primacy are to be taken seriously, then “numerical distinction is never real,” and,
“conversely, real distinction is never numerical” (34). Real distinction is “purely
qualitative, quidditative or formal,” and “excludes any division” (38). In this way,
it is carried into the Absolute. Even Descartes’s real distinction is a positive or affirmative diﬀerence, as “the terms distinguished each retain their respective positivity, instead of being defined by opposition, one to another” (60). Real distinction in the Absolute is a positive constitutive internal diﬀerence rather than an
extrinsic distinction between already constituted things or a negative dialectical
diﬀerence that only purports to be constitutive.76
Substance’s immanent production is not a creation (104), as “the things that are
produced are not imitations any more than their ideas are models” (180–181).
Substance’s self-expression, through which it involves and explicates itself in
attributes that it also complicates, is formal and qualitative (185), as attributes
themselves are qualitative and indivisible. But inasmuch as they are matter or
pure potentiality for the modes that further explicate them, attributes have a
corresponding non-numerical infinite quantity that allows them to be divided
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through the production of modes (191). The production of modes, or the expression of substance’s expression, is thereby quantitative (186), with modes being
divisible and hence numerical (33–34). Although they are part of an immanent
genesis, modes are the externalization or exteriorization of this process, essences
posited “outside the attribute” (213). They are expression going outside itself to
produce what is numerically and extrinsically distinct.
Nevertheless, Deleuze argues, there are two forms of quantity pertaining to the
modes, one extrinsic and the other intrinsic or intensive. The first relates to the
mode’s actuality, its existence as a thing divisible into extrinsic parts and enduring in time and space (191–192, 196). The second relates to the mode’s essence
or being, and thus to its conatus, its power to aﬃrm its essence in existence.77
Spinoza holds this intensive quantity to be a quantitative infinity or indefiniteness of things such that “they cannot be equated with any number, yet they can
be conceived as greater or less” (Spinoza, quoted in Deleuze, 1992, 192). While
numerical quantity refers to modal distinction as a distinction between individuals, intensive quantity presents it as “an intrinsic principle of individuation” (196)
and thus as a positive constitutive diﬀerence—a haecceity, but one that is very
diﬀerent from the haecceity that for Duns Scotus establishes the uniqueness of
the fully constituted individual within the numerical diversity of its common nature. By virtue of this diﬀerence, the individuality of modes is consistent with
their univocal connection to the substance they express. Modes are distinct and
singular by way of intensive diﬀerences in the same way that, pace Duns Scotus’s
discussion of modal variation, diﬀerent intensities of whiteness are singular in
themselves but still univocally express the same whiteness (196). The univocity
between substance and primarily diverse individuating diﬀerences is based on
a common sense of power expressed by this non-numerical intensive quantity:
“each finite being must be said to express the absolute, according to the intensive
quantity that constitutes its essence, according, that is, to the degree of its power”
(197). A mode expresses and explicates the essence of substance according to an
intensity of power, a quantity that corresponds to the infinite quality of the attributes that express and constitute divine essence (199). This is how the distinction
of essences remains consistent with the community of form by way of attributes,
as “only a quantitative distinction of beings is consistent with the qualitative
identity of the absolute” (197).
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CONCLUSION: TOWARDS A UNIVOCITY OF DIFFERENCE
Deleuze seems to find formal distinction to have been adequately worked out
in Spinoza—at the very least he does not seem to oﬀer further revisions of the
concept when he returns to it in later works—but with respect to univocity he
explicitly states that the formulation he draws out of Spinoza is inadequate and
incomplete. While Spinoza transforms Duns Scotus’s neutral univocal being into
an expressive sense, Deleuze maintains that he continues to give priority given to
identity over diﬀerence: “Spinoza’s substance appears independent of the modes,
while the modes are dependent on substance, but as though on something other than themselves. Substance must itself be said of the modes and only of the
modes.”78 While substance is defined as that which exists and is conceived only
through itself—only substance is substance—modes are defined as diﬀerences dependent on substance and existing only through it—they are precisely substance’s
modes.79 An equivocation thus persists between substance and modes, wherein
they express diﬀerent senses of being and ultimately a sense of diﬀerence belonging to identity. Against this, Deleuze proposes a reversal wherein substance is said
of the modes and only of the modes. This would entail identity being said of difference, making it diﬀerences’ identity, a commonness and univocity of diﬀerences,
and specifically of intensive quantitative diﬀerences. “Such a condition can be
satisfied,” Deleuze contends,
…only at the price of a more general categorical reversal according to which
being is said of becoming, identity of that which is diﬀerent, the one of the
multiple, etc. That identity not be first, that it exist as a principle but as a second principle, as a principle become; that it revolve around the Diﬀerent: such
would be the nature of a Copernican revolution which opens up the possibility of diﬀerence having its own concept, rather than being maintained under
the domination of a concept in general already understood as identical.80
Only diﬀerence can be said univocally of both itself and that which diﬀers from
it. The latter would amount to diﬀerence being said of what diﬀers from diﬀerence—that is, of identity. Expression must express the sense of diﬀerence, said of
all things equally and univocally in a world of diﬀerence produced immanently.
For Deleuze, this is achieved by Nietzsche’s philosophy of will to power and eternal return. Nietzsche envisions a world in which a will to power installed in all
beings compels them to strive beyond their limits and overcome themselves. This
is the becoming of all beings, whereby any identity, “produced by diﬀerence, is de-
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termined as ‘repetition.’”81 It requires being to be conceived as becoming, that is,
as eternal return. The eternal return, for Deleuze, is not a return of identical beings and events over an infinity of time, but instead a return of diﬀerence wherein
any appearance of identity or self-sameness is a product of becoming diﬀerent.
The eternal return is equated with a series of dice throws that are “formally distinct, but with regard to an ontologically unique throw.”82 While Spinoza’s system
of formally distinct attributes and modes that relate to substance while remaining
ontologically one matches this eternal game point-by-point, what Spinozism still
required, Deleuze contends, was “to realise univocity in the form of repetition in the
eternal return.”83
In this way, Deleuze’s lineage of univocity leads to a univocity of diﬀerence through
the progressive elimination of theological and identitarian assumptions. Removing the crutch of a transcendent divinity entails the immanence of an Absolute
that is not a simple and indiﬀerent substance but a synthesis of formally distinct
internal diﬀerences. Against a dialectical synthesis wherein diﬀerence returns an
identity of identity and diﬀerence, Deleuze proposes a univocity of formally distinct diﬀerences that return only diﬀerence. As univocal diﬀerences are primarily
diverse, their distribution “must be called nomadic…without property, enclosure
or measure.”84 They are “equal” inasmuch as each diﬀerence expresses a power of
overcoming. For Deleuze, this is how the lineage of univocity dovetails with the
generalized anti-Hegelianism that guides his thought: “Univocal Being,” he declares, “is at one and the same time nomadic distribution and crowned anarchy.”85
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"'fore me, this fellow
speaks!": rancière and
plebian equality
oded zipory

It once happened that all the other members of a man mutinied against the stomach, which they accused as the only idle, un-contributing part the whole body,
while the rest were put to hardships and the expense of much labour to supply
and minister to its appetites. The stomach, however, merely ridiculed the silliness
of the members, who appeared not to be aware that the stomach certainly does
receive the general nourishment, but only to return it again, and redistribute it
amongst the rest. Such is the case,” he said, “ye citizens, between you and the senate. The counsels and plans that are there duly digested, convey and secure to all
of you your proper benefit and support.1
The first to tell us of the Secessio Plebis—the retirement of the plebeians from
Rome in 494 BC—are Livy and Plutarch.2 According to the story, the plebeians,
the majority in Rome and in the Roman army, decided to retire from the city and
set camp on the nearby Aventine hill. Deprived of political power by the patricians, and intimidated by their wealth and control over the army, the plebeians
left the city and conducted what can be regarded as the first ever ‘general strike.’
The senate decided to reconcile with the plebs, and the popular former consul
Menenius Agrippa was sent to negotiate with them. When addressing the people,
Agrippa told the famous fable of the belly and the limbs, in which the members of
the body (representing the plebeians), refused to continue feeding the stomach
they accused of idleness and lack of contribution to the whole body. The stomach

(representing, of course, the patricians) ridiculed the members’ silliness and assured them that all nourishment it receives is redistributed among them again.
Agrippa concluded by saying that the patricians do take care of all the residents of
Rome, appeased the seceding, and the plebs agreed to return to the city.
What is the value of this historical episode and moral tale for contemporary politics? For Jacques Rancière, not only is this event much more than an irrelevant
ancient dispute, but it constitutes no less than ‘the beginning of our history’ and
the point where self-knowledge and radical equality start. For him, the Secessio
Plebis signifies an irreducible and constitutive moment of equality.3 However, the
identity of the plebs, the meaning of their actions, and their contemporary implications are far from obvious. The aim of this essay is to gain a better understanding of Rancière’s concept of equality, analyzing the Plebeians’ secession in order
to put it in the larger context of egalitarian political thinking.
First, I briefly describe Rancière’s concept of the presupposed ‘equality of intelligences.’ which is present in his account of the plebs’ secession. I then address
the problems that arise from Rancière’s description of the event, and especially
what seems to be his overenthusiastic evaluation of what could also be viewed as
the exact opposite of equality—the silence of the plebeians and their quiet approval of the fable’s ‘truth.’ To settle this possible contradiction, I draw on the
literary descriptions of the episode by Shakespeare in his play Coriolanus, as well
as adaptations of this play by Bertolt Brecht and Gunter Grass. Finally, I discuss
the philosophical use of the term ‘pleb’ in Andre Glucksmann’s work, and its continuation but also transformation by Michel Foucault. By conducting this short
genealogy of the term ‘pleb,’ I suggest that, for Rancière, equality is primarily an
equal capacity for political articulation in which speech itself is key. This notion
of equality is strikingly opposed to normative egalitarian politics, and it enables
us to think of equality beyond the hierarchic logic of distribution.
RANCIÈRE’S EQUALITY AS A PRESUPPOSITION
One of Rancière’s most original and influential ideas is that of equality as a presupposition.4 For him, equality is not something that can be given or distributed
by the state or by any other agency, but should be presupposed in order for it to
take place. Rancière opposes, both, those who claim that an inequality of intellectual capacities exists as a biological or social fact, and those who view equality as a
normative value to which egalitarian society should strive. As a radical alternative,
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he suggests treating an equality of intelligences “between anyone and everyone”5
as a point of departure, and for him the basic challenge of all egalitarian politics
is therefore: to aﬃrm equality as an axiom, as an assumption, and not as a goal.
But also to refuse a partition between intellectual equality and social inequality;
to believe that even if egalitarian assumptions are alien to social logic and aggregation they can be aﬃrmed there transgressively, and that politics consists of this
very confrontation.6
Rancière views the Secessio Plebis as exactly such a confrontation. He regards this
event as a moment of equality in which the dominant conception of the plebs
as inferior was suspended. What Agrippa did was unthinkable—he assumed that
the plebs’ intelligence matches his own, and by speaking with the plebeians who
demanded equality, he verified this presupposition.7 Agrippa’s choice of the fable
is also interesting. Although the diﬀerence between the bodily organs is physical, natural and absolute, the context in which the fable is being told undermines
these diﬀerences and is aimed at overcoming hierarchy. From the moment the patricians understood they had to talk with the plebs, there was already, to a certain
extent, a state of equality between them. In Rancière’s own terms, we can say that
Agrippa joined the plebs in presupposing and verifying equality.
Livy described the Secessio as no more than a simple mutiny driven by hunger.
Rancière, on the contrary, quotes Pierre-Simon Ballanche, and points to the origin of the quarrel in speech itself. At stake was the possibility of a shared stage in
which the plebeians could be heard as intelligent beings whose voice is not “only
transitory speech, a speech that is a fugitive sound, a sort of lowing, a sign of want
and not an expression of intelligence.”8 Ballanche, followed by Rancière, refers,
of course, to Aristotle’s famous claim that speech is what makes man a political
being,9 and since the very ability to speak logically is the essence of this dispute,
he regards the secession not as an irrelevant ancient conflict but as “the beginning
of our history: that of the self-knowledge that makes yesterday’s plebeians and
today’s proletarians capable of doing anything a man can do.”10
Although Rancière’s words make some sense, I still find this account of the secession unsettling. In a reference to the fable, Proudhon ridicules the relations
between the belly and limbs and states the obvious when he writes that
When Menenius related to the people his fable of the limbs and the stomach, if anyone had remarked to this story-teller that the stomach freely

rancière and plebian equality · 179

gives to the limbs the nourishment which it freely receives, but that the
patricians gave to the plebeians only for cash, and lent to them only at
usury, he undoubtedly would have silenced the wily senator, and saved the
people from a great imposition.11
So why didn’t any of the plebeians give this remark? Why wasn’t the senator “silenced”? And why didn’t the plebs outright reject the fable, that, according to
Marx, made the individual an “automatic motor of a fractional operation” and
made “man a mere fragment of his own body”?12 The plebs’ revolt, therefore, can
also be read in a totally diﬀerent way than Rancière’s, emphasizing this time their
intellectual inferiority. From this perspective, the plebeians were too blind or stupid to figure out the blunt lies in Agrippa’s fable, and only after being ridiculed
and told a nice moral tale, they calmed down. They acted irrationally, until came
the aristocrat and set them straight. This is hardly the way any meaningful equality should look like. Also, Rancière seems to totally ignore the content of the fable.
For him, its importance lies only in the fact that every single plebeian felt that the
speech was directed at his intelligence, and knew that he had full right to apply it.
But did the plebeians use their intelligence at all? Rancière does not consider their
reaction, and he is not concerned with the possibility that they indeed accepted
Agrippa’s ridiculous analogies. Was Rancière wrong to describe such a situation as
egalitarian? Isn’t this episode just another decisive proof of the patricians’ intellectual superiority?
This seemingly contradiction between possible readings of the historical event is
not trivial because it touches the very foundation of political equality—is equality
realized in proper understanding of dominant metaphor for a unified society? Or
is it realized through the act of introducing conflict and antagonism into both unified society and common understanding of it? We need to ask, then, what was it
exactly that the plebeians did, and even more generally: what is the ‘plebs’? Since
their own motives are missing from the various historical accounts and even Rancière and Ballanche do not pay much attention to them, we can at least imagine
their voices and thoughts. William Shakespeare, Bertolt Brecht and Günter Grass
help us to do so.
THE MYSTERY OF THE PLEBS’ RETURN TO THE CITY
Shakespeare, in his political play Coriolanus, gives us fascinating insights into the
plebs’ motives. By examining the plebeians’ words and actions in the play, it be-
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comes even more apparent that the source of the dispute is political articulation,
and not merely hunger. The play is based on the life of Roman leader Caius Marcius Coriolanus, and it takes place in 494BC right after the return of the plebeians
from their first retirement.13 There is a food shortage in Rome, and the hungry
plebeians threaten to rebel (again) against the patricians. They agree to give up
the rebellion once they are guaranteed representation in the senate, but as soon
as they hear this good news, a war with the Volscians breaks out. Caius Marcius,
an arrogant and hot-tempered military leader, fights for Rome, for his triumphs
in the battlefield, and for the successful occupation of the Volscian city of Corioli.
For this, he is rewarded with an honorable name: Coriolanus.
He is then asked to become consul, but continues to look down at the plebs even
though he needs their votes. The tribunes, who are the representatives of the
plebs, conspire against him. He is accused and convicted of treason, and subsequently he is banished from the city. In his trouble he joins his former enemies,
the Volscians, and leads their attack on Rome. He stops only when his mother
begs him to spare the city that was once his home, and eventually he is killed by
the Volscian leader Aufidius.
The play opens with Menenius Agrippa oﬀering the plebeians the story of the belly
and the limbs. As someone who is considered a friend of the people, Agrippa gets
to speak but he is constantly interrupted. When he asks the plebs to let down their
bats and clubs, and claims that the leaders of Rome love them and take care of
them, the plebs laugh at the possibility.14 However, one of the citizens is willing to
hear the fable, and yet warns Agrippa not to think that the tale will ‘fob oﬀ [their]
disgrace.’ When he interferes further, angrily supporting the “oppressed” organs,
Agrippa seems surprised and says “‘fore me, this fellow speaks!” as if the fact that
a plebeian can articulate himself clearly is not obvious. Eventually, Agrippa completes the tale but we do not know the reaction of the plebs because Coriolanus
enters the room and insults the plebeians.15
Bertolt Brecht, who adapted the play in 1954, wrote with his colleagues a detailed
analysis of this scene in which they discussed some of the diﬃculties and complications caused by absences and ambiguities in Shakespeare’s text.16 They were
especially concerned with the plebeians giving up the intentions of their revolt,
whether this happened as a result of Agrippa’s phony tale or for the fear of upcoming war. One of the participants in the discussion suggested that the declaration
of a revolt, followed by an immediate retreat from this intention, is supposed to
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have a comic eﬀect. Brecht did not agree. He claimed that “if they let themselves
be taken in [by the fable], I wouldn’t find them comic but tragic. That would be a
possible scene, for such things happen, but a horrifying one.”17 He was of the opinion that the rebellion did not happen at the same moment, not because the plebs
were persuaded to believe that the patricians are essential to their well-being, but
because choosing to rise up is the hardest, most intimidating course of action the
oppressed can choose:
Think of how reluctantly men decide to revolt! It’s an adventure for them:
new paths have to be marked and followed; moreover, the rule of the rulers is always accompanied by that of their ideas. To the masses, revolt is
the unnatural rather than the natural thing, and however bad the situation
from which only revolt can free them, they find the idea of it as exhausting
as the scientist finds a new view of the universe.18
Brecht’s solution to the plebs’ silence in front of Coriolanus, and to their retreat,
gives us further insight. He suggested that Coriolanus would enter the scene accompanied by armed Roman soldiers and watch the heated conversation even
before Agrippa greets him. Performed like this, the scene reveals the oppressive
foundations of the ideology presented in the fable, and suﬃciently explains the
fear and retreat of the plebeians. In other words, for Brecht the ‘pretty tale’ was
not convincing at all. Instead, his version of the scene demonstrates intellectual
equality—both sides proved they are able to speak, create metaphors and poetically interpret their political situation. In a small addition to the original text (one
of very few strategically placed edits), Brecht also hints at the reason for which
the plebeians agreed to hear Agrippa’s tale in the first place. When Agrippa asks
for attention to his story, a plebeian citizen replies: “It’s hardly a time for stories.
But I for my part have long wished to learn how to make a pretty speech. And that
can be learned from you, Agrippa. Fire away!”19 It is speech that the plebeians wish
for, not only food.
The importance of public speech for Brecht’s plebeians appears in a few other
changes he made to the text. Whereas Shakespeare characterized the tribunes as
deceptive conspirators, and nothing more, Brecht unsurprisingly presents them
as authentic and dignified representatives of the people. For example, in Shakespeare’s text there is a scene where Coriolanus, in order to serve as consul, must
show his war scars to the tribunes, thus presenting both his loyalty to Rome and
his submission to the will of the people.20 Shakespeare stressed the humiliating el-
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ements of the ceremony (from the perspective of Coriolanus, of course), whereas
Brecht’s tribunes did not seek to exercise power for the sake of it, and they needed
no humiliation. Instead of examining scars they conducted something like a ‘public hearing,’ in which they demanded to hear Coriolanus’ intentions for the distribution of the wheat delivery that recently arrived to Rome.
Brecht also claimed that equality should be demonstrated not only through the
play’s content but in its basic focus as well. He thought the play illustrates the fact
that Coriolanus was not irreplaceable for Rome, as much as he is not irreplaceable
as the protagonist of the play itself, and it is asserted that “we must at least be
able to ‘experience’ the tragedy not only of Coriolanus himself but also of Rome,
and specifically of the plebs.”21 Accordingly, the only purely original addition to
the play that Brecht made is in the final scene. Shakespeare ended the play with
Coriolanus’ tragic death; yet, Brecht wrote another scene in which a meeting of
the senate takes place. The meeting, which concerns the construction of a new
pipeline amongst other routine issues, is interrupted by the news of Coriolanus’
death. The senators and tribunes are completely indiﬀerent to this news, and
reject the family’s request to mourn him publicly. Agrippa’s suggestion to commemorate Coriolanus for deeds before his treason and exile is simply put aside.22
This addition to the original play highlights, both, the tragedy of Rome that is
prevented, and the victory of the people, but also it is a stand against the uniqueness of Coriolanus and his supposed irreplaceability. Politically, and narratively,
the equality of the people is far more important than the exceptional individual.
Shakespeare certainly gave voice to the plebeians, but he still described them
as cowardly, untrustworthy, opportunistic and easy to manipulate. Through the
words of Coriolanus, who swears and humiliates the plebeians, Shakespeare characterized them as a monstrous mob lacking any self-control. Brecht’s plebeians,
on the other hand, are honest, active and truly responsible for Rome’s fate. They
express themselves clearly and their mouths produce, not a stinking breath as
Coriolanus often accuses them, but insights, demands, and eventually, political
decisions. In fact, it is Coriolanus the patrician who is not good enough at public
speech because his pride guides him to view the art of war as superior to any other.
He does not recognize the plebs as his equals, and for that, he is punished. Coriolanus is rude, irrational, unstable and motivated only by his frequently changing
impulses and desires. The plebeians compare him to an animal and claim that he
is subjected to his nature.23 The play portrays him as somewhere between nature
and culture, animal and man, aristocracy and plebness—without truly belonging
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to one of them. The plebeians fear Coriolanus for clear reasons and the patricians,
considering his “nature.” are recoiled by him. In short, the real “plebeian” stereotype in the play is Coriolanus himself! His “plebeian” nature can also explain the
diﬃculty to feel empathy for his tragedy, and maybe even his lack of popularity as
a Shakespearian hero.
While in Brecht’s version of the play the plebs appear as strong and independent
political subjects, they are people who can represent themselves without ‘noble’
mediation. In the reality of where Brecht’s ensemble rehearsed for the show,
things were quite diﬀerent. On June 16, 1953, a short-lived uprising broke out in
East-Germany, led by workers from East Berlin. The workers were trying to fight
an increase in production quotas, which meant a direct assault on their working conditions. Strikes and demonstrations quickly spread all over the country
and becoming outright political, demanding the government’s resignation. It took
only a few days for soviet army units assisted by German policemen and soldiers
to brutally crush the mutiny.
The striking workers addressed Brecht, who was considered a friend to the common people, and asked him to express their demands in words. Brecht hesitated
and took his time. It was only after his reaction was already irrelevant that he
wrote a public letter to Walter Ulbricht—East Germany’s leader, calling for a dialogue between the government and the workers. The oﬃcial press quoted only
the last sentence of the letter in which Brecht confirmed his trust in the socialist
party.24
Günter Grass harshly criticized Brecht for his lack of action in this situation, and
in 1966 he wrote about the aﬀair in a play called The Plebeians Rehearse the Uprising:
A German Tragedy.25 Grass’ protagonist was a theatre director known as ‘The Boss’
who is trying to present Shakespeare’s Coriolanus in Berlin. There is an obvious
analogy between ‘The Boss’ and Brecht. The play takes place on June 17, 1953, and
the rehearsals are constantly interrupted by clashes between demonstrators and
soviet soldiers. The workers ask ‘The Boss’ to write them a letter of support, and
he agrees on the condition that he would be able to interview and record them
so he can know them better. He invites his actors to come and see the revolting
workers, who are the real ‘plebeians,’ so that they can play their part more authentically.26 The parallel between Coriolanus, ‘The Boss’ and Brecht himself (and,
therefore, also a more general type of left-winged intellectual), is not perfect, but
many motives from the original play appear here too—the contempt for the plebs,
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the fable of the belly and the limbs, and even the protagonist’s silence at the end
of the play—unlike Coriolanus, ‘The Boss’ keeps on living but he is stricken by
hiccups that prevent him from speaking. The play ends with ‘The Boss’ acknowledging his failure, and retiring from the theatre.
PLEBNESS AS A CONTINUED EFFORT IN SPEECH
Going back to evaluating the actions of the plebs and their relation to equality, we
need to ask what exactly is the quality that distinguishes their appearances in the
various versions of the play, and what motivates their actions. Or, in other words,
what did the plebs achieve with Brecht that they failed to do in Grass’ version? It
is clear that the Roman plebeians were not only after wheat, and the East German
workers’ did not merely aspire to leave production quotas as they were. If so, what
consists the equality for which they struggled?
Besides the demand for improvement in material conditions (food, work, etc.)
there were also political demands, and I suggest that the key to them is to be
found in the use of language, which is a main issue in all versions of the play. Both
the plebs and the German workers asked to learn from the noble and the intellectual, respectively, the art of using words in order to fulfill their goals. In other
words, they wished to learn how to make their words sound like those of intelligent beings and create a state of equality through language. The tragedy of the
protagonists in both versions is that they failed a test, which is hardly ever introduced to people from their class—they had to demonstrate their ability of speech.
‘The Boss’ failed to find the right words for his actor-workers and Coriolanus
refused to change his military-style language so it could fit politics.
There is a famous quote attributed to Brecht that, I believe, expresses his belief in
the human ability for change and renewal. When speaking about the question of
adapting Shakespeare’s plays he asked “are we permitted to change Shakespeare?,”
answering that “We may, if we are able to.”27 I suggest the question of an ability to
‘change Shakespeare’ should be understood in a much wider sense, and to regard
general limitations that apply to language and the ability to poetically represent
ideas and social reality. Brecht admitted that changing Shakespeare is hard but he
also stated that it is possible, and by doing so he announces that words can deliver
even what seems to be impossible for articulation and transference. He sided with
the plebeians and their fight for the use of language. His plebeians have managed
to keep, both, Rome and their own well-being at peace because they believed that
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language can serve them well, and not only the aristocracy. They further assumed
that words are valid—Coriolanus’ words represent his stance, the tribunes represent the people and a decision in the senate does lead eventually to the construction of a bridge. Perhaps the plebs let down their improvised weapons in the first
scene, not just out of fear from Coriolanus, but because in the struggle between
the word and the war-scar, it was the former who eventually had the upper hand.
That being the case, we can see plebness—the plebeians’ quality—as closely connected to public speech and political articulation, and as a continuing eﬀort to
remove external limitations over the use of words.
GLUCKSMANN AND THE SILENCE OF THE PLEBS
The relation of the plebs with speech appears also in a completely diﬀerent historical and political context. In the 1960s and 1970s, a heated argument among the
French Left took place around the gulag question—that is, the question of the relations between the soviet concentration camps and Marxist theory and practice.
In the midst of this debate, the ‘new’ philosopher André Glucksmann charged the
term ‘pleb’ with new political meaning.28 His goal was to oﬀer an alternative for
Marxist politics and to replace the older figure of the proletarian, as the carrier of
the revolution, with the old-new figure of the plebeian, as the essence of rebellion.
Paradoxically, Glucksmann’s plebeian is strong due to its absolute lack of political
power. His resistance, completely absent of hope, carried an aura of transcendence
that arouses empathy and motivates change. Dews suggests that for Glucksmann,
because the plebeian’s situation is unique, there is specific knowledge only he can
acquire. He is no longer part of the poor, worthless and unorganized lumpenprotelariat, as often regarded in Marxist tradition, but one who has access to immediate knowledge, which springs from a reality of suﬀering and resistance.29 In short,
Glucksmann announced that the plebeians’ point of view was that of the truth,
and that their resistance is the right political choice.30
But, if so, then what political actions can the plebs commit? Are they restricted to
mere resistance, and what precisely is its meaning? The problem is that although
he enjoys immediate access to knowledge, Glucksmann’s plebeian cannot create political organizations and structures at all, since these would involve him
in power relations, and his impulse to resist would not remain pure and natural.
Practically, the plebeian as an authentic essence of rebellion is neutralized; once
he enters the realm of politics, he changes and loses his power.
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Rancière claims that Glucksmann created a discourse based on “the silence of the
masses, on their plaintive and pathetic cry,”31 and by confirming the authority of
his own discourse through the suﬀering of those who are far away, he made sure
that he is not contradicted by those for whom he speaks. Glucksmann’s plebeians
are not supposed to demand, and for their silence they are valued by the intellectual. Rancière even suggested that the western-leftist critique of communist Russia was not caused by (late) awareness to the atrocities caused by the Soviets but
rather by the surprising encounter between intellectuals and workers during the
events of May 1968. The ‘people’ that were imagined by the French intellectuals
were quite diﬀerent from the actual people they met. In other words, it was much
easier speaking for the oppressed Russian plebeian than deal with tensions arising
from a conversation with French workers—that is, from hearing an actual ‘pleb’
who is present, speaking and demanding.32
FOUCAULT’S ‘PLEBEIAN ASPECT’ AS RESISTANCE
Foucault also referred to the concept of the plebs, and although supporting
Glucksmann’s initial position, his pleb was still quite diﬀerent; one that is better
understood as a general feature and not a specific human type or determined social group. Like Glucksmann, Foucault views the pleb as the ultimate victim of the
gulag, and criticizes Marxist theoreticians for regarding him as one who’s (class-)
consciousness is not ‘developed’ enough, and therefore his words as a political
agent are meaningless. According to Foucault, the plebeians should be heard, not
in order for their speech to be analyzed, but because their voice delivers ‘facts.’
In his laudatory review of Glucksmann’s book, entitled “The Great Rage of Facts,”
he stated that the testimony of the plebs is what enables the intellectual to know
the facts themselves, and that this is a source of the plebeian’s power.33 Up to this
point Foucault agrees with Glucksmann, but in another place he raises another
question which dramatically changes the concept and presents a new way to think
about the plebeian – as a general feature and not a specific human being or a social
group. In a 1977 interview Foucault gave to Révoltes logiques, a journal founded and
edited by Rancière, among others, he asked what is the nature of “the existence of
the plebs, the permanent, ever silent target for the apparatuses of power.”34 And
he asked further,
What enables people there, on the spot, to resist the gulag, what makes
it intolerable for them, and what can give the people of the anti-gulag the
courage to stand up and die in order to be able to utter a word or a poem?
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… What is it that sustains them, what gives them their energy, what is the
force at work in their resistance, what makes them stand and fight?35
For Foucault, the intellectual’s will or ability to listen to the plebeians is much less
important than the thing which is “in their bodies, their energy, what they say,
think and do.”36 He was also cautious not to identify the plebs with a particular
group of people, and asserted that,
No doubt it would be mistaken to conceive the plebs as the permanent
ground of history, the final objective of all subjections, the ever smouldering centre of all revolts. The plebs is no doubt not a real sociological
entity.37
Here Foucault had already diverted from Glucksmann’s approach, and he maintained this distance by defining plebness as a general feature with a unique relation to power:
… There is indeed always something in the social body, in classes, groups
and individuals themselves which in some sense escapes relations of power, something which is by no means a more or less docile or reactive primal
matter, but rather a centrifugal movement, an inverse energy, a discharge.
There is certainly no such thing as ‘the’ plebs; rather there is, as it were, a
certain plebeian quality or aspect. There is plebs in bodies, in souls, in individuals, in the proletariat, in the bourgeoisie, but everywhere in a diversity of forms and extensions, of energies and irreducibilities. This measure
of plebs is not so much what stands outside relations of power as their
limit, their under-side, their counter-stroke, that which responds to every
advance of power by a movement of disengagement.38
Further, he noticed that ‘plebness’ can be reduced by eﬀectively subjecting it, utilizing it or stabilizing it as a ‘strategy of resistance,’ since it marks the limits of
power it is essential for every analysis of a political apparatus and should serve
as the starting point for any understanding of their function and development. In
conclusion, plebness, for Foucault, is an irreducible aspect of politics that is not
detached from power relations but necessarily limits them.
Although Foucault does not explicitly consider plebness in thinking and speech,
I think this precondition can be extracted from his words. He chose to speak of
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people who are ready to die for a word or a poem, and he mentions resistance
that appears in thinking, speech and action. Contrary to Glucksamnn, Foucault’s
plebeian is nothing but silent. We can define plebness, then, as an equal ability to
think and speak that is neither conditioned by power nor totally subjected to it,
and the existence of this equal capacity is exactly what Rancière is asking us to
presuppose and to verify.
A word of caution is required here. It seems that to follow Foucault, looking instead at the plebs as a feature of class, the concept changes into nothing more
(or nothing less) than a general abstraction, still yet another ‘great’ humanistic
theme, similar to those that Foucault had so strongly opposed. It looks like the
specificity of the plebs is lost again, replaced by a general form of resistance detached of time and place. Therefore, a refinement of the concept is still necessary.
First of all, it must be stated clearly that there is no general plebness, but only a
situated one. That is to say, the plebs might exist only in specific conditions and
environments, and further still, speaking about a generic plebness is meaningless
and possibly misleading. Secondly, plebs should be better understood as an event
and not as a stable essence. We can say that there are moments of plebness in a specific environment at a certain time, moments in which the plebs become visible,
if only temporarily; moments when the people “write… ‘a name in the sky’: a place
in the symbolic order to the community of speaking beings.”39
In his later writing, Rancière moved further away from traditional Marxism, bringing in two other terms for this plebeian political potential that are both more accurate and less anachronistic. First, by devising a strict dichotomy between the
philosopher on the one side and the poor on the other, he gave the term ‘poor’ a
broader meaning than simply signifying those without money or other resources.
In The Philosopher and his Poor, the poor are those who are considered as incapable of thinking, and therefore do not (or should not) participate in public life.40
And later in Disagreement, Rancière reached an even more fitting term—the partof-no-part.41 The concept touches the core of exclusion by addressing the fact that
this part of society—more than being a specific group, such as women, workers,
blacks, etc.—are unheard, unseen, uncounted and unaccounted for. Like Coriolanus, they don’t truly belong anywhere. Their contribution and belonging to the
public discourse seems to be nonexistent and undermined.
Visibility, and sensual perception in general, is an important aspect to Rancière’s
understanding of the plebs. This is because the uncommon appearance of the

rancière and plebian equality · 189

part-with-no-part (the poor, the plebs) is sensual and “politics is a question of
what is seen and heard, and what can be said about it, [and] who has the possibility of seeing and talking.”42 His political theory emphasizes this aesthetic dimension. Yet, I believe there is a certain aspect of this political exclusion that becomes
too abstracted and lost in the transition from a pleb to a part-with-no part. While
the term ‘poor’ retains the tension between material scarcities and poverty in
its common meaning and political capability, the paradoxical part-with-no-part
seems to lose its association to materiality and productivity. Here is where plebness might prove to be a relevant concept, despite its archaic origin. Since it lies
between the need for bread and the will for speech, and between the plebian as
primarily a worker and being a political agent, it can prove useful in a world in
which both work and political articulation are in question and rapidly changing.
CONCLUSION: PLEBNESS AS ACTIVE EQUALITY
Plebness, and the productivity associated with it, suggests that equality should
be understood as an active force, and not merely as a passive and receptive outcome of fair distribution. In his discussion of Rancièrian equality, Todd May distinguishes between the two, and states that,
the animating idea behind passive equality is that some form of equality
is to be ensured by an institution for the sake of those whose equality is at
stake. It is to be given or at least protected, rather than taken or enacted
by the subjects of equality.43
Active equality, on the contrary, is about participation in its creation by practicing
and exercising intellectual capacities. In other words, it is about achieving equality by actualizing it, and it has nothing to do with distributive justice.
This disconnection between the active enacting of equality and the question of
unequal distribution is not free from diﬃculties. First, it seems as if the concept
of active equality almost totally disregards the material conditions in which the
celebrated intellectual abilities are activated; as if the plebeians suﬀering from
shortage of bread is a mere background for their political aspirations. Perhaps because he wishes to reject any causal inference between the inequality of material
conditions and the inequality of intellectual capacities, Rancière does not have
any formal discussion of the connections between these two inequalities. Due to
his fear of reducing equality to a simple result of progressive thought, physical
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limitations on equality are hardly mentioned or theorized by him. In an interview
he gave regarding the translation into Hindi of his first book—Proletarian Nights:
The Workers’ Dream In Nineteenth-Century France44—Rancière addressed the question of material inequality, and claimed that for the 19th century workers,
what was ironically possible was the improvement of the conditions of
work and wages, but it was not enough. What they wanted was to become
entirely human, with all the possibilities of a human being and not only
having what is possible to do for workers.45
Although for Rancière, the two ‘impossibles’ are diﬀerent, they are still connected with one another. Yet, this connection is not very clear. The only concrete
example he gives concerns the worker’s sleep: “What was most materially and
intellectually impossible for a worker is precisely not to sleep at night. This was
entirely material and entirely intellectual at the same time. That was what made it
important for me.”46 This example is quite puzzling, and requires a longer discussion of Rancière’s book, but it does show that material conditions and physical
limitations are both closely related to intellectual capacities, and are not directly
determined by any distribution governmental authority. The diﬃculties and impossibilities the plebs faced in Rome, and the ones their successors face today,
are material and intellectual and they are not fully determined by those in power.
Second problem with Rancière’s understanding of equality is that it is also not
entirely clear what is expected to be the achievements of egalitarianism. If redistribution and constitutional changes are not considered essential to equality,
then how what would a successful egalitarian politics look like? Rancière follows
Foucault’s insistence on the importance of the present, his rejection of ‘great’
themes, as well as his rejection of freedom as a form of self-mastery. Rancière
looks, therefore, at the internalization of ‘thoughts and practices of speech and
of discourse,’ and specifically, at their critique and transformations. For him, “the
discursive lines and material barriers separating the possible from the impossible, the permitted from the forbidden, the thinkable from the unimaginable,”47
are subjected to a philosophical critique and emancipatory moves, which are not
judged according to the ends they achieved, but only as ways of “transforming the
forms of what is thinkable and possible in the present.”48
And, in Rancière’s view, this is exactly what the plebeians did, and this is therefore
the reason for their importance. He does not suggest that thinking of the future
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is meaningless, but asks us to change our questions regarding it. Instead of asking
how long dominant organizations and ideologies will last or how should we redistribute resources and expenditures so that equality will finally arrive, we rather
consider “who is capable of thinking the future?” and “which forms of the present
are in themselves future-bearing?”49 What is at stake is not the prevailing system’s
stability, but the ways in which even transitory speech or a passing written phrase
(‘a name in the sky’)—that is, enactments of plebness—are already glimpses of a
future in which radical equality is a reality.

ODED ZIPORY teaches at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem. His journal publications include those in Political Concepts, Educational Theory,
Studies in Philosophy and Education, and Philosophy of Education. Among his
research interests are Egalitarianism, Continental philosophy, Christian
existentialism, and Philosophy of Science.

192 · oded zipory

NOTES
1. Plutarch, Lives of Illustrious men, Bedford: Clark and Company, 1887, 350.
2. Livy, The History of Rome. Trans. Canon Roberts. London: J. M. Dent, 1912, 2.32.8-12.
3. Jacques Rancière, The Ignorant Schoolmaster: Five Lessons in Intellectual Emancipation. Trans.
Kristin Ross. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1991, 97-98.
4. See: Kristin Ross, “Rancière and the Practice of Equality” Social Text 29 (1991, 57-71). And Todd
May, “Active Equality: Democratic Politics” in The Political Thought of Jacques Rancière: Creating
Equality. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2008, 38-77.
5. Jacques Rancière, Disagreement: Politics and Philosophy. Trans. Julie Rose. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1999, 17.
6. Jacques Rancière, “Literature, Politics, Aesthetics: Approaches to Democratic Disagreement,”
interviewed by Solange Guenoun and James kavangh. Substance 92 (2000, 3-4).
7. Rancière, Disagreement, 24.
8. Rancière, Disagreement, 24.
9. Aristotle, Politics. Trans. Ernest Barker. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998, 1253a.
10. Rancière, The Ignorant Schoolmaster, 97-98
11. P.J. Proudhon, What is Property: An Inquiry into the Principle of Right and of Government. Trans.
Benjamin R. Tucker. London William Reeves, 1966, 311.
12. Karl Marx, Capital: vol. 1. Trans. Ben Fowkes. Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1992 (1867), 481-482.
13. William Shakespeare, Coriolanus, Ed. Lee Bliss. Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press,
2000.
14. Shakespeare, Coriolanus, 1.1.
15. Shakespeare, Coriolanus, 1.1.
16. Bertolt Brecht, “Study of the first scene of Shakespeare’s Coriolanus,” in Collected Plays: vol. 9:
Adaptations. Eds. Ralph Manheim and John Willett. London: Pantheon Books, 1972, 252-65.
17. Brecht, “First Scene,” 252.
18. Brecht, “First Scene,” 252.
19. Brecht, “Coriolanus” in Collected Plays, 61.
20. This ceremony was common in Rome, and served various purposes. See: Eduard Bragg, “’Show
us your scars, Manius Aquillius.’ The Military Record of Magistrates in Defence Speeches during
the Roman Republic,” in Beyond the Battlefields: New Perspectives on Warfare and Society in the Graeco-Roman World. Eds. Edward Bragg, Lisa Irene Hau and Elizabeth Macaulay-Lewis. Cambridge
Scholars 2008, 7-24.
21. Brecht, “Enjoying the hero,” in Collected Plays, 374.
22. Brecht, “Coriolanus,” in Collected Plays, 145-146.
23. Shakespeare, Coriolanus, 1.1.
24. Mark W. Clark, Beyond Catastrophe: German Intellectuals and Cultural Renewal After World war
II, 1945-1955. Lexington Books, 2006, 129.
25. Günter Grass, The Plebeians Rehearse the Uprising. Trans. Ralph Manheim. London: Mariner
Books,1966.
26. Grass, Plebeians, 25.
27. Quoted in Anthony Tatlow, Shakespeare, Brecht, and the Intercultural Sign (Post-Contemporary
Interventions). Duke University Press Books, 2001, 266, n. 47.
28. André Glucksmann, La cuisinière et le mangeur d’hommes: Essai sur les rapports entre l’Etat, le
Marxisme et les camps de concentration. Paris: éditions du Seuil, 1975.

rancière and plebian equality · 193

29. Peter Dews, «The Nouvelle Philosophie and Foucault.» Economy and Society 8:2 (2006,134-136).
30. Glucksmann, La cuisiniere et le mangeur d’hommes, 35-37.
31. Jacques Rancière, «La Bergere au Goulag.» Revoltes Logiques, 108 (1975). Quoted in Kristin
Ross, May 68’ and its Afterlife. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002, 178.
32. Danielle Rancière and Jacques Rancière, “La legend des Philosophes.” Revolt Logiques. Special
issue 1968-1978 (1978), 7-25. Quoted in Ross, May 68, 179.
33. In Richard Wolin, The wind from the east: French intellectuals, the cultural revolution, and the
legacy of the 1960s. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012, 345-346.
34. Michel Foucault, “Power and strategies.” in Power/knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings, 1972-1977. Ed. Colin Gordon, Trans. Colin Gordon et al. New York: Pantheon Books, 1980, 137.
35. Foucault, “Power and Strategies,” 136.
36. Foucault, “Power and Strategies,” 136.
37. Foucault, “Power and Strategies,” 136.
38. Foucault, “Power and Strategies,” 136.
39. Rancière, Disagreement, 25.
40. Jacques Rancière, The Philosopher and his Poor. Trans. John Drury, Corinne Oster and
Andrew Parker. Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2004.
41. Rancière, Disagreement, 10-11.
42. Jacques Rancière, The Politics of Aesthetics: The Distribution of the Sensible. Trans. Gabriel Rockhill. London: Continuum, 2004, 14.
43. May, Jacques Rancière, 3.
44. Jacques Rancière, Proletarian Nights: The Workers’ Dream In Nineteenth-Century France. London: Verso Books, 2012.
45. Jacques Rancière, Interview conducted by Lawrence Liang; Delhi 2009.
http://kafila.org/2009/02/12/interview-with-jacques-ranciere/
46. Rancière, Interview by Liang.
47. Jacques Rancière, “Against an Ebbing Tide: An Interview with Jacques Rancière.” In Reading
Rancière: Critical Dissensus. Eds Paul Bowman and Richard stamp. Continuum, 2011), 247.
48. Rancière, “Against an Ebbing Tide,” 248.
49. Rancière, “Against an Ebbing Tide,” 250.

194 · oded zipory

parrhesia 33 · 2020 · 195-204

martin hägglund, this life:
secular faith and spiritual
freedom
martin rayburn

Embracing a diverse readership and everywhere seeking to overcome intellectual
and ideological divisions, Martin Hägglund’s This Life: Secular Faith and Spiritual Freedom exemplifies what one might call philosophical hospitality.1 A staunch
atheist and anti-capitalist, Hägglund “invite[s]” theologically inclined readers to
hear his case for secularism (10) and aims to accommodate a broad range of political worldviews. But far from encouraging compromise or the acceptance of a
lukewarm liberalism that could safely house conflicting visions of the personal
and political good, Hägglund reveals himself to be the most exacting of authorial
hosts. Part of what is so exhilarating about entering his philosophical edifice is
this paradoxical sense of divisive graciousness: at once rhetorically welcoming,
politically radical, and logically stringent, Hägglund’s book courts diverse worldviews but also carefully develops an argument that consistently demands critical
self-assessment on the part of the reader. At its core, this argument is simple: because religion and capitalism systematically undermine the value of our free time,
we must transition to a form of secular socialism in order to be truly free. But in
Hägglund’s hands, the implications of this argument are wide-ranging, startling,
and unsparing. Readers of all stripes may be welcomed in, but it is unlikely they
will leave undisturbed.
While the thesis of This Life may seem simple, the book’s peculiar power lies in
the ecumenical yet uncompromising way in which its argument is pursued. To ful-

ly understand how Hägglund’s argument sets itself apart from standard naturalist
or materialist critiques of religion and capitalism, one might consider both its logical form and its rhetorical strategy. The logical form of Hägglund’s argument takes
shape as a mode of Hegelian “immanent critique”. To understand Hägglund’s
argumentative technique, one might contrast his version of immanent critique
with the strategy that Paul Ricoeur famously diagnosed as the hermeneutics of
suspicion, a form of critique supposedly practiced by Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud,
which seeks to reveal an unconscious ideology at work in the object of critique—
an ideology that the critic alone can unmask.2 Interestingly, both the hermeneutics
of suspicion and immanent critique are associated with the post-Marxist “critical
theory” of thinkers such as Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer, which, drawing on Nietzsche as well as Hegel and Marx, aims to critique ideologies and social
formations which all too often pass themselves oﬀ as “natural”. But in Hägglund’s
work, immanent critique is utterly incompatible with the hermeneutics of suspicion. Whereas the hermeneutics of suspicion seeks to show why the critiqued
thinker is under illusions that, due to his psychological or ideological blinders, he
could not account for or even access, Hägglund’s form of immanent critique takes
thinkers at their avowed word, aiming to show that their positions are not simply
shortsighted but—more damningly—internally incoherent, logically hypocritical. Thus, unlike the hermeneutics of suspicion, immanent critique seeks not to
peddle alien ideas, however alluring, to the reader, but to illustrate that a critiqued
viewpoint does not live up to its self-imposed requirements.
This form of immanent critique dovetails with Hägglund’s rhetorical strategy,
which synthesizes argumentation and exhortation. Readers are invited not merely
to rest assured in prior agreement with the author, or to passively succumb to
his persuasive powers, but to disagree with themselves on their own terms. In
This Life, immanent critique is palpable as a form of demanding rhetorical—and,
ultimately, existential and political—action. For example, Hägglund addresses religious believers by asking whether their own ethical and spiritual commitments
necessitate or even comport with a belief in immortal life, which he argues is an
incoherent concept. And rather than treating, for instance, liberal proponents of
capitalism with disdain, he addresses them on their own terms, arguing that their
own avowals of freedom and equality are actually incompatible with the capitalist mode of production in which we are all implicated. Furthermore, through a
consistent deployment of the first-person plural, Hägglund even recognizes his
own implication in the object of his sociopolitical critique; this recognition will
likely foster a modicum of goodwill even amongst his most unyielding opponents.
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Even if he will not convince his entire audience—I will explore possible sources
of disagreement toward the end of this review—Hägglund’s elegant variations on
the single theme of finitude’s value will provoke readers to examine their own
commitments and ask whether they are justifiable at this point in history.
At first glance, Hägglund’s work appears to be two books bound together—the
first an existentialist defense of secular ethics, the second a Marxist political treatise. While capitalism’s original critic, Karl Marx, famously suggested that religion
was the opiate of the people, one might still wonder what an extended secular
critique of religion has to do with a critique of global capitalism. The beauty of
the book’s construction is that, by the end, when the two sections are considered
together—especially in light of a mediating interlude, “Natural and Spiritual Freedom”—the relation between the immanent critique of religion on the one hand
and capitalism on the other seems thoroughly self-evident. What the mutually
clarifying halves end up showing is that religion and capitalism are pernicious in
surprisingly similar ways, insofar as their very structures devalue our finite time
together. Each of Hägglund’s chapters immanently critiques the social institutions and philosophical positions that threaten our finite time as individual persons on the one hand and as a globalized collective on the other. It may be helpful
to consider them one by one.
Beginning with a critical yet sympathetic examination of C.S. Lewis’ account
of mourning, Chapter 1 (“Faith”) develops the conceptual distinction between
secular and religious faith that grounds the remainder of the book’s argument.
Whereas religious faith entails belief in a timeless entity or state of being that
could free one from existential risk, secular faith ascribes value to changeable
entities or states in spite of—or even on account of—their finitude. Hägglund’s critique of religious faith exemplifies his penchant for practicing the very act of faith
that he is describing. (Indeed, Hägglund’s entire book is a bracing act of secular
faith, keeping faith with those who might seem downright ideological enemies).
Instead of dismissing the devoutly religious Lewis as hopeless—or ignoring him
altogether, as I suspect many secularists would— Hägglund, precisely through the
strategy of immanent critique, keeps faith—to cite one of his preferred ordinarylanguage uses of “faith” as a concept—with Lewis’ own values and desires. For
example, when Lewis expresses a desire to live on with his wife, rather than repose
in a timeless eternity with her, Hägglund sees a properly secular commitment to
his wife’s value as a finite being existing within time (42). Unlike the theist who
sees a commitment to God as perfectly compatible with a commitment to one’s
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sublunary objects of love, Hägglund argues that the theist’s own commitment to a
singular life that can be lost—attested to in the theist’s act of mourning—testifies
to a valuation of finite life that religious thought must finally disavow.
Extending this account of secular faith into a conceptualization of secular love,
Chapter 2 (“Love”) juxtaposes the theological philosophy of Saint Augustine with
the secular novelistic confessions of Karl Ove Knausgaard. Just as Hägglund honors Lewis as a sensitive thinker of secular commitment even as he critiques the
latter’s avowed faith, he reveals Augustine to be a great philosopher of the very
thing that Christianity must finally rebuke—cupiditas, or love of worldly things.
Here, again in contrast to our culture’s most visible boosters for atheism, Hägglund’s critique of Augustinian caritas (love of timeless divine presence) keeps a
kind of faith with Christian philosophy—not as a doctrine, but as an expression
of the depth to which we humans must be committed to those things that religious principles pronounce vain. Mourning again becomes a site at which secular
love aﬃrms itself against the protests of Christian dogma. As is often the case,
Hägglund’s strategy here superficially resembles the hermeneutics of suspicion.
But the strategy of suspicion relies on the unearthing of something concealed. By
contrast, Hägglund shows that, if Augustine’s secular commitments are hidden,
they are hidden on the surface, like an anamorphic distortion that can be clarified
by a simple shift in perspective. Thus, these commitments are intelligible not only
to the suspicious critic, but to anyone who cares to track the overt forms of valuation at work in Augustine’s personal writings. Contrasting Augustine’s religious
(and disavowed secular) confessions with Knausgaard’s serialized mega-novel My
Struggle, Hägglund proceeds to shows how something very similar to the strategy
of immanent critique can be taken up as a form of self-relation, a kind of existential self-care. Inverting the hierarchy of Augustinian valuation by insisting on the
absolute value of the transient, Knausgaard’s “struggle” is first of all an internal
critique of his own habit of disowning secular commitments; his achievement is
to turn himself and us “toward our finite lives as the site where everything is at
stake” (98).
While Knausgaard, according to Hägglund, admirably takes on the challenge of remaining responsive to his world, the central figure of Chapter 3 (“Responsibility”),
Kierkegaard’s figure of Abraham, illustrates that “[h]aving religious faith means
not being responsive to anything that calls your faith into question […]” (161, Hägglund’s emphasis). Here again, Hägglund locates agential failure the very heart of
the agent’s own professed values. Kierkegaard’s Abraham takes himself to act on
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his sense of responsibility, but what can “responsibility” mean if the responsiveness at the core of its very concept is disabled? In this section, the themes of the
book’s first half—faith, love, and responsibility—are braided together: because
Abraham refuses to practice secular faith and love his son in his very finitude, he
cannot actually be said to take responsibility for him at all. One might point out
that this putative failure of responsibility just is the tragedy of Abraham’s singular
predicament, not entirely unlike more secular tragic dilemmas: he must either
betray God or his son, the way one might have to betray a parent or a political
cause. But what Hägglund demonstrates is that Abraham’s predicament clarifies
the dilemma of religious responsibility that obtains even in the most banal cases.
In a purely structural sense, to be responsible to God is to devalue the very persons and things which depend on our responsibility.
The philosophical interlude of Chapter 4 (“Natural and Spiritual Freedom”) picks
up on the idea that the philosophical strategy of immanent critique is tethered
to a form of existential self-critique. This chapter maps out the treacherous conceptual terrain between the rather individualist level of the book’s first half and
the overtly political level of the second, at which immanent critique becomes inseparable from societal self-critique. This chapter’s basic argument is that what
Hägglund calls “spiritual freedom” (as opposed to “natural freedom”) “requires
the ability to ask which imperatives to follow in light of our ends, as well as the
ability to call into question, challenge, and transform our ends themselves” (175).
Unlike natural freedom, which answers to imperatives supplied by nature, spiritual freedom demands something very much like an immanent critique applied to
oneself. Although he explicates this concept on the level of the individual person,
it becomes clear that spiritual freedom must function at the level of political life
as well. Thus, when Hägglund writes, “It is because our fundamental commitments are not given that we can bind ourselves to an ideal rather than a natural
purpose” (202), it is clear that this kind of self-binding, which must be practiced
in tandem with existential self-critique, can and must take place at the level of
collective as well as individual life. Hägglund’s first-person plural, especially salient in this chapter and throughout the rest of the book, is meant to address not
only a plurality of individuals trying to be better persons, but also a globally connected world that must try—even as it is failing miserably—to both clarify and
live up to its own ideals.
The persistence of the first-person plural reminds us that Hägglund is doing
something much more ambitious than philosophical self-help. Or if one prefers,
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he is insisting that self-help become a collective, structurally revolutionary practice that would vastly expand the purview of most therapeutic orientations. And
indeed, in Chapter 5 (“The Value of Our Finite Time”), the structural scope of
the argument becomes fully explicit: the economy, for Hägglund, is not a sphere
cordoned oﬀ from our spiritual values, but in fact precisely embodies our own
collective spiritual commitments. In this sense, spiritual freedom practiced at the
level of social life demands a critique of political economy, which in turn involves
a collective, immanent self-critique, insofar as we are all systemically implicated
in global capitalism. Here, Hägglund argues that Marx should not be viewed as an
ideologue externally critiquing familiar liberal principles; rather, his detailed critique of capitalism should be viewed as a critique of liberalism on liberalism’s own
terms. In short, Hägglund argues that capitalism cannot meet liberal demands
for freedom and equality, because its measure of value is objectively contradictory: while the value of “socially available free time” is implicitly recognized in
capitalism’s incipiently liberal idea that anyone (in principle) can sell his or her
own time in exchange for a wage, this value is also contradicted, insofar as the
dynamic of capitalism must give primacy to the “socially necessary labor time”
that increases profits (259). To explicitly recognize the value of socially available
free time—to make this the measure of the wealth—would necessitate the selfovercoming of capitalism. Hägglund’s call for a “revaluation of value” (259), that
is, a revaluation of the capitalist standard by which we measure value and wealth,
echoes Nietzsche’s imperative, but is importantly distinct. While Nietzsche conceived of “revaluation” as a critique of life from the perspective of life itself, his
primary goal was not to hold priests and other putative enemies of life to their
own standards, but to call those standards themselves into question. By contrast,
Hägglund, through a systematic rereading of Marx, detects the principle of value
from within both capitalism’s structure and its philosophical justifications.
Hägglund’s proposed revaluation culminates in an ambitious articulation of
“democratic socialism” (Chapter 6, “Democratic Socialism”), which, unlike social
democracy, brooks no compromise with the capitalist mode of production. For
Hägglund, democratic socialism is neither an abstract utopian ideal nor a fully
fleshed out program, but a set of historically grounded normative principles that
can withstand the immanent critiques he has heretofore pursued. Under democratic socialism, technological development would not be put in the service of
surplus value, but would allow people to maximize their free time and minimize—
or at an ideal limit, eliminate—the alienation resulting from necessary labor. As
utopian visions go, democratic socialism seems strikingly realistic, even modest:
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the point here is not to do away with suﬀering or even labor, but to allow individuals ample time to reflect on what makes their lives worth living and to pursue
their socially supported yet self-determined goals. In a moving coda (“Conclusion: Our Only Life”), Hägglund argues that the writings and speeches of Martin
Luther King, Jr reveal an engaged sociopolitical agent moving toward the cause of
democratic socialism. For all his religious devotion, Hägglund claims, King’s value
for us lies in his secular vision, in his prescient understanding that oppression can
only be overcome if capitalism is replaced with a social structure that keeps faith
with both socialism and democracy (346).
With the quasi-utopian vision that Hägglund oﬀers at the climax of This Life, do
we finally leave the realm of immanent critique? Hardly. Actual democracy demands something like immanent self-critique as one of its integral practices. One
might surmise that, in the ideal form of such a society, the responsibility for immanent critique would be absorbed into democratic citizenship itself. For this
reason, in contrast to many versions of utopia, a truly democratic socialist one
would seem to require a lot of its citizens. While Rousseau’s Social Contract makes
no appearance in This Life, one gets the sense that, for Hägglund as for Rousseau,
citizens in a truly democratic world would have to vigilantly attend to the public
good precisely because individual and collective flourishing are mutually constitutive. I do not know if Hägglund would endorse Rousseau’s still subversive idea
that “the moment a people adopts representatives it is no longer free; it no longer
exists”.3 But although This Life remains rather quiet on the problem of political
representation, it conjures up a social world in which a kind of general will would
aﬃrm itself against the dispiriting logic of bureaucratic delegation. Just as selling
out political will to the interests of capital vitiates democracy, allowing the hard
work of democracy to devolve to political representatives tends to undermine the
people’s participatory capacities and reinforce divisions between the personal,
the economic, and the political—divisions that are anathema to Hägglund’s vision.
I suspect, however, that much of Hägglund’s audience, while endorsing “the freedom and equality that we already avow” (269), views “freedom” and “equality”
as valuable precisely to the degree that they allow for a relief from the political,
from the demands of collective self-organization. Invoking liberal principles in
support of his position, Hägglund does not account for the appeal of one prominent strain of capitalist liberalism: its promise to “free” individuals from having
to be actively concerned with those forces that determine the fate of social life.

martin hägglund, this life · 201

On this line of thinking, if some or even most are forced to reckon with problems
of collective life, that is an unfortunate but acceptable price to be paid for the
pleasures of political oblivion, which—however rare or delusional these pleasures
have become—remain integral to a certain liberal version of the good life. With
this competing version of liberalism in view, Hägglund’s reliance on conceptual
abstractions (notably, freedom, equality, and democracy) to establish a provisional ground of consensus seems at times a bit ambitious. A certain type of liberal
might bristle at Hägglund implicitly commandeering them for the democratic socialist cause, possibly countering with such “freedoms” as the freedom to worry
only about oneself or one’s family—or, perhaps, the freedom to repress the kinds
of existential and political anxieties aroused by reading This Life. For this kind of
liberal, capitalist alienation might not feel like alienation to them, and if it doesn’t,
what is the problem? Here, one cannot appeal to an unconscious or repressed
alienation without adopting the very strategy of suspicion that Hägglund seems
committed to rejecting. It is hard to see how Hägglund’s arguments on their own
could defeat this kind of liberal egoism (or put less generously, liberal nihilism).
This may be too much to ask, but insofar as Hägglund’s explicit ambition is to save
liberalism from itself, these concerns cannot be hastily dismissed.
Consider, for instance, Hägglund’s Hegelian argument that personal freedom entails social recognition and thus the freedom of “others”: “Because everything we
do and everything that matters to us is a form of social activity, to will our own
freedom we must will the freedom of others. For any one of us to be recognized
as free, others must have their own free time to confirm or challenge our self-conception” (322). Hägglund goes on to argue, in a meditation on individual agents
with free time such as himself and Adorno, that “[i]f the institutions on which we
depend exploit the labor time of others even as they give us free time to lead our
lives, then we ourselves fall short of actual freedom” (322). But here, one wonders
who of those avowing “freedom” and “equality” (again, in whatever sense) truly
care about falling short of “actual freedom,” freedom in its ideal form, freedom
envisioned at the pinnacle of Hegelian critique. Is it not the case that many liberals will be content with simply being recognized by a small subset of “others”?
Moreover, these liberals may very well view this kind of modesty about collective
value-laden aspirations as one of liberalism’s greatest achievements. Appeals to
such liberal ideals as “the unconditional worth of the individual” do not help here,
since these liberals may well decide that pragmatic tradeoﬀs are unavoidable, that
no global system could—or should—be designed to do justice to every actually
existing individual.
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On the other side of the political spectrum, some readers might get impatient
with Hägglund’s entire framework. Marxist radicals who view these debates
about “values” as so much bourgeois mystification might wonder why Hägglund,
a wholehearted Marxist, says so little about the problem of actual revolutionary transition itself. For these readers, the point of anti-capitalist action—which
Hägglund presumably takes himself to be engaged in on the level of theoretical
praxis—is not to appease liberalism or nudge it toward self-overcoming, but to
assemble forces that will ruthlessly abolish the ruling class and its empty rationalizations. These readers might also believe Hägglund is disavowing the necessity
of pragmatic tradeoﬀs: what is an occasional violation of the autonomy of each
individual compared to concrete revolutionary change?
Still, our hypothetical liberal egoist and radical Marxist ought to find a lot to value
in Hägglund’s work. Assuming the liberal egoist is at all invested in the collective
good—and it scarcely needs mentioning that climate change is making a consideration of the collective good more and more unavoidable, even for the ruling
class—she will be thrown back on herself, forced to reckon with the consequences of, say, believing that a freedom from politics is compatible with a meaningful avowal of equality or democracy. The hypothetical Marxist, for her part, will
have trouble dismissing Hägglund’s argument as complicit with liberal-capitalist
ideology, because in stark contrast to the standard critiques of “neoliberalism,”
This Life is unequivocally anti-capitalist—even advancing a new account of what
it takes to be an anti-capitalist concerned with collective justice. Moreover, she
may well find herself wondering whether some unargued for presupposition of
ideals such as freedom, equality, and democracy—perhaps under such guises as
“emancipation” and “egalitarianism”—underlies her own revolutionary agenda.
In any case, Hägglund cannot be held accountable for persuading every reader,
and at some point, political objections become indistinguishable from the rejection of philosophy per se. Here we might return to This Life’s principal achievement: through a sustained immanent critique, it injects life back into the values
we in some sense hold or claim to hold, calling us back to something inherent
in these values worth admiring and aﬃrming. This Life oﬀers both a cogent case
for secular socialism and a rousing call to keep faith with those ideals that, Hägglund shows, lie behind the horrors of capitalism as well as inspiring histories of
revolutionary change. Even to follow this spirited argument closely and reflect on
its internal logic is a worthwhile act of secular faith; however intractable much of
Hägglund’s audience may be, it seems to me that the reader willing to exercise her
freedom in this manner will be rewarded.
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NOTES
1. Martin Hägglund, This Life: Secular Faith and Spiritual Freedom (Penguin Random House, 2019).
2. Cf. Paul Ricoeur, Freud and Philosophy, trans. Denis Savage (Yale University Press, 1970), 28–36.
3. Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract, trans. Maurice Cranston (Penguin, 2006), 115.
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