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progress and the death drive1

amy allen

Philosophical anthropology and the philosophy of history are deeply intertwined 
in post-Kantian European thought, including in psychoanalysis. Indeed, the am-
bivalent philosophical anthropology found in the late Freud and developed more 
fully in the work of Melanie Klein has distinctive implications for thinking about 
history and the prospects for social transformation. In particular, the assump-
tion of the death drive—an assumption that emerged in Freud’s late work Beyond 
the Pleasure Principle2 but was arguably first fully integrated into psychoanalytic 
theory through the work of Klein—is often presumed to entail the impossibility 
of historical progress, and thus the futility of all attempts to improve the human 
condition. As Klein put it: 

The repeated attempts that have been made to improve humanity—and 
in particular to make it more peaceable—have failed, because nobody has 
understood the full depth and vigour of the instincts of aggression innate 
in each individual.  Such efforts do not seek to do more than encourage the 
positive, well-wishing impulses of the person while denying or suppress-
ing his aggressive ones. And so they have been doomed to failure from the 
beginning.3  

Not surprisingly, then, initial skepticism about the prospects for fusing Marxism 
and psychoanalysis, one of the key aims of the early Frankfurt School, turned 
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precisely on the difficulties of integrating the death drive into the materialist con-
ception of history. Indeed, Freud himself drew on the notion of the death drive in 
order to heap scorn on the Marxist political project: “Aggressiveness was not cre-
ated by property. It reigned almost without limit in primitive times, when prop-
erty was still very scanty, and it already shows itself in the nursery almost before 
property has given up its primal, anal form.”4 The attempt to eliminate private 
property in the name of progress and freedom, then, may well lead to new direc-
tions for the development of civilization, but, Freud insists laconically, “one thing 
we can expect, and that is that this indestructible feature of human nature will 
follow it there” (CD 114).

The assumption that the death drive, construed as an “indestructible feature of 
human nature,” undermines the possibility of historical progress is closely con-
nected to the view of the late Freud as a conservative cultural pessimist. For ex-
ample, Erich Fromm, in a fascinating and unfortunately largely forgotten essay on 
Freud’s philosophical anthropology, writes: 

In the second phase of his work, after the first World War, Freud’s picture 
of history became truly tragic. Progress, beyond a certain point, is no lon-
ger simply bought at great expense, but is in principle impossible. Man is 
only a battlefield on which the life and death instincts fight against each 
other.  He can never liberate himself decisively from the tragic alternative 
of destroying others or himself.5  

In his own work, Fromm rejected the death drive because he thought that it was 
incompatible with the political vision of universal peace and harmony that he 
took from the Hebrew prophets.6 Thus, the presumed incompatibility of the death 
drive and historical progress is also at the heart of the revisionist critique of Freud 
that gave rise to the cultural and interpersonal schools of psychoanalysis. Karen 
Horney put the point succinctly when she noted that the death drive “paralyzes 
any effort to search in the specific cultural conditions for reasons which make for 
destructiveness. It must also paralyze efforts to change anything in these condi-
tions. If man is inherently destructive and consequently unhappy, why strive for 
a better future?”7 

But is the death drive in fact incompatible with any and all claims about the pos-
sibility of progress?8 In what follows, I will address this question by first consider-
ing the most sustained and well worked out attempt within the Frankfurt School 
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tradition to avoid this pessimistic conclusion about the possibility of progress 
while retaining the concept of the death drive: Herbert Marcuse’s Eros and Civi-
lization. Even if I can’t quite bring myself to share Marcuse’s speculative, utopian 
vision of progress beyond the performance principle, for reasons I discuss below, 
I don’t think that this means we have to be left mired in cultural pessimism or 
conservatism. I attempt to show why this is the case through a re-reading of key 
passages from Freud’s Civilization and Its Discontents. Although my main aim in 
what follows is to explore whether a Kleinian understanding of the death drive 
can be reconciled with some conception of progress, a subsidiary goal is to coun-
ter the standard reading of the late Freud as a cultural pessimist without resort-
ing to characterizing him as a defender of the Enlightenment. I do this by arguing 
that the late Freud is better understood as a thinker in the radical enlightenment 
tradition whose approach to the question of project is in the service of a project of 
critique. Finally, drawing on the work of Klein and Adorno, I briefly sketch a less 
speculative and utopian conception of progress as a moral-political imperative, 
one that is, I argue, compatible with the assumption of the death drive. 

REGRESSION AS PROGRESS IN MARCUSE

As speculative and utopian as Marcuse’s reading of psychoanalysis is, it neverthe-
less rests on a sophisticated and perceptive understanding of Freud’s work and its 
philosophical implications. For instance, unlike those readers of Freud who either 
reject him for his cultural pessimism or declare him as a defender of the Enlight-
enment, Marcuse perceptively highlights the fundamental ambivalence at work 
in Freud’s philosophical anthropology: “The concept of man that emerges from 
Freudian theory is the most irrefutable indictment of Western civilization—and 
at the same time the most unshakeable defense of this civilization.”9 Similarly, 
like Horkheimer and Adorno, who noted in a famous passage of the Dialectic of En-
lightenment that “humanity had to inflict terrible injuries on itself before the self….
was created, and something of this process is repeated in every childhood,”10 Mar-
cuse takes seriously Freud’s idea that “civilization is based on the permanent sub-
jugation of the human instincts” (EC 3). In other words, if civilization is based on 
the subjugation of instinct, then this means that the domination of inner nature 
is a precondition of progress, which means that increasing progress paradoxically 
entails increasing unfreedom and domination (EC 4). This link explains why, as 
Marcuse put the point in a later set of lectures, “domination is the internal logic 
of the development of civilization.”11
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However, Marcuse famously questions not the connection between progress 
and domination in civilization but rather its inevitability. Famously historicizing 
Freud’s analysis of the clash between drives and civilization, Marcuse argues in 
Eros and Civilization that the interrelation between domination and progress is 
not the principle of civilization per se, but rather of a “specific historical organi-
zation of human existence” (EC 4-5). Reading Freud’s metapsychology, including 
his late vision of the ambivalent antagonism between life and death drives, as a 
concrete insight into “the historical structure of civilization” (EC 6), Marcuse sets 
out to argue first, that Freud’s own theory is at odds with his explicit denial of the 
possibility of a non-repressive civilization, and, second, that historical conditions 
are such that our repressive civilization has created the necessary preconditions 
for the abolition of repression (EC 5). 

With respect to this first argument, Marcuse aims to uncover what he calls “the 
hidden trend in psychoanalysis” (EC 19). Marcuse argues that the central conflict 
in Freud’s work and the key to its implications for social theory is the triumph 
of the reality principle over the pleasure principle and over the drives in general. 
Although necessary for the functioning of civilization, this triumph is also “the 
great traumatic event in the development of man” at both the ontogenetic and 
phylogenetic levels (EC 15).  Freud himself saw the struggle between the pleasure 
and reality principles as eternally antagonistic; thus, Marcuse claims, “the no-
tion that a non-repressive civilization is impossible is a cornerstone of Freudian 
theory” (EC 17). However—and this is the hidden trend that Marcuse identifies in 
psychoanalysis—Freudian theory contains aspects that challenge this pessimistic 
conclusion. More specifically, Freud’s metapsychology not only uncovers but also 
implicitly calls into question the necessity of the internal connection between 
progress and domination. 

With respect to the second argument, Marcuse’s aim is to exploit this hidden 
trend in psychoanalysis by historicizing Freudian concepts. Echoing critiques of 
Freud offered by Fromm, Horkheimer, and Adorno, Marcuse admits that Freud’s 
own theory is insufficiently historical insofar as he generalizes from a specific 
historical form of the reality principle—the one that holds sway in modern, bour-
geois, European cultures—to reality per se.  Although Freud offers a valid his-
torical generalization when he claims that up to now “civilization has progressed 
as organized domination” (EC 34), this does not justify the conclusion that such 
domination is historically necessary. Thus, Marcuse proposes to unfold the his-
torical content of Freud’s concepts through the introduction of two key terms: 
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the performance principle, which refers to the prevailing historical form of the 
reality principle, the form demanded by capitalism according to which individuals 
must delay gratification of their libidinal drives in order to engage in productive, 
alienated labor; and surplus repression, which refers to the amount of repression 
above and beyond the level required for the basic functioning of civilization and 
which instead serves to maintain the structures of social domination unique to 
modern capitalism. 

Whereas Freud seems to accept the fact that progress proceeds through repression 
and domination—the triumph of the reality principle, the mastery of the id by the 
ego, the repression of sensuous drives by reason, the domination and subversion 
of freedom—Marcuse calls for a transformation of this dynamic, a “reversal of the 
direction of progress” (EC xiv) by means of which progress becomes regression 
to the archaic, to imagination, to phantasy—in short, to pleasure. Noting that the 
pleasure principle “was dethroned not only because it militated against progress 
in civilization but also because it militated against a civilization whose progress 
perpetuates domination and toil” (EC 40), Marcuse identifies eros—specifically, 
eros prior to its repressive organization in genital sexuality, understood as the 
polymorphous perversity of bodies and pleasures—as the source of the explosive 
force that is in conflict with a repressive civilization. “Against a society which 
employs sexuality as a means for a useful end,” Marcuse writes, “the perversions 
uphold sexuality as an end in itself; they thus place themselves outside the do-
minion of the performance principle and challenge its very foundation” (EC 50).  

Unlike Freud, then, who thought that the direction of civilization could not be 
reversed, Marcuse calls for a regressive conception of progress beyond the rule 
of the performance principle. Ironically, he notes, such a vision of progress has 
become possible only because of the achievements of the performance principle, 
which have allowed us to develop the relations of production and the technologi-
cal capacities for satisfying everyone’s needs. Nevertheless, progress in Marcuse’s 
new sense also means leaving the performance principle behind. This new sense 
of progress also contrasts with what Marcuse calls repressive desublimation, the 
merely apparent liberation of eros that in fact serves to uphold the system by 
releasing just enough pressure to keep it functioning. By contrast, the genuine 
liberation of eros “would necessarily operate as a destructive, fatal force—as the 
total negation of the principle which governs the repressive reality” (EC 95). 
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Under these conditions, Marcuse contends that regression—understood as re-
gression behind the level of civilized rationality, which was formed through the 
repressive imposition of the reality principle—becomes progressive, it “assumes 
a progressive function” (EC 19). The regressive liberation of our libidinal, instinc-
tual past aims not at a reconciliation with the present but rather at a radical cri-
tique of it; by invoking critical standards that are ruled out in the present, with 
its focus on productivity and self-renunciation, regression orients itself toward 
the future and becomes utopian (EC 19). Instead of repressive de-sublimation 
we would have non-repressive sublimation, the channeling of libidinal and erotic 
energies into all aspects of social life. This non-repressive sublimation would har-
ness the culture-building, pro-social dimensions of eros—which is transformed 
through this process from aim-inhibited, repressed, genitally organized sexuality 
into a polymorphous eroticism—in the service of the free, playful creativity of 
phantasy, the imagination, and the aesthetic. The result would be what Inara Lu-
isa Marin calls Marcuse’s “libidinal utopia.”12

However, if the conflict that Freud envisioned between civilization and the drives 
can be ameliorated in the case of libidinal drives via this transformation of sexu-
ality into eros, this still leaves the death drive for Marcuse to contend with. And 
here, the stakes and degree of difficulty are much higher. Indeed, Marcuse notes 
that “it is mainly the death instinct that seems to defy any hypothesis of a non-
repressive civilization: the very existence of such an instinct seems to engender 
‘automatically’ the whole network of constraints and controls instituted by civili-
zation; innate destructiveness must beget perpetual repression” (EC 134). Again, 
Marcuse’s solution is to historicize Freudian concepts. If the death drive “tends 
toward that state of ‘constant gratification’ where no tension is felt—a state with-
out want”—if, in other words, it is understood in classically Freudian terms as a 
manifestation of the Nirvana principle—then this means, for Marcuse, that “this 
trend of the instinct implies that its destructive manifestations would be mini-
mized as it approached such a state” (EC 234). In other words, as we realize the 
Marcusian utopian society that is totally free from material want, tension will 
increasingly dissipate and the resulting destructive manifestations of the death 
drive melt away. If the objective of the death drive is the absence of tension, then 
“paradoxically, in terms of the instinct, the conflict between life and death is the 
more reduced, the closer life approximates the state of gratification. Pleasure 
principle and Nirvana principle then converge” (EC 235).  
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From the vantage point of 60 years after the publication of Eros and Civilization, 
there is much to take issue with in Marcuse’s attempt to reconcile the drives in 
general, and the death drive in particular, with the possibility of progress.13 As 
Eva von Redecker points out, “Marcuse’s solution—to present the erotic energy 
bound by repressed sexuality as a revolutionary force—falters in the light of Fou-
cault’s History of Sexuality, Volume 1 which refutes any attempts to situate sexual-
ity outside social power dynamics.”14 Although I share von Redecker’s skepticism 
about Marcuse’s romantic celebration of regression to polymorphously perverse 
eroticism and his claim that this constitutes progress, the crucial point for our 
purposes lies elsewhere. As I see it, the crucial point has to do with Marcuse’s 
assumption that the destructive manifestations of the death drive could be thor-
oughly disarmed or dissolved through the elimination of material want or scar-
city. As Joel Whitebook has argued, this assumption rests on a conflation of the 
idea of material scarcity with Freud’s notion of Ananke (reality or necessity). The 
latter is actually much broader in scope than material scarcity. As Whitebook ex-
plains, citing some famous lines from Freud’s Future of an Illusion, Ananke for 
Freud signals the fact that 

through inevitable loss, physical pain, and death, nature will always rise 
‘up against us, majestic, cruel and inexorable’ and remind us of our ‘help-
lessness and weakness, which we thought to escape through the work of 
civilization’.  Whatever level of abundance might be achieved—and ma-
terial well-being is nothing to scoff at—human beings will still be con-
fronted with the ‘ineluctable’, which will always administer an insult to 
our self-esteem.15  

In other words, even if, and of course this is a big if, the satisfaction of all basic 
physical and economic needs could be achieved for all, this would not mean the 
elimination of all tension in human life whatsoever, which means that the death 
drive as Marcuse envisions it would not, in fact, melt away. Moreover, one could 
even say, it’s a good thing, too, insofar as the playful, creative, artistic utopian vi-
sion of society that Marcuse sketches could scarcely be possible without usefully 
channeled destructiveness—artistic creativity absent all tension, want, striving, 
and even iconoclastic destructiveness being difficult if not impossible to imagine. 
Does this mean, then, that we are stuck with the kind of cultural pessimism and 
conservatism that are thought to go along with the death drive? Not necessarily. 
To see why, I’d like to return to some key passages from Freud’s Civilization and 
Its Discontents.  
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PROBLEMATIZING PROGRESS: FREUD AND THE RADICAL 
ENLIGHTENMENT  

Civilization and Its Discontents is framed as an answer to the question of the mean-
ing or purpose of life. Freud demurs on this question, suggesting it doesn’t admit 
of an answer, but he does say that he knows quite well what most people “show 
by their behavior to be the purpose and intention of their lives” (CD 76), name-
ly, happiness or pleasure. In other words, “the purpose of life is simply the pro-
gramme of the pleasure principle” which “dominates the operation of the mental 
apparatus from the start” (CD 76).  And yet, the pleasure principle finds itself 
opposed by the universe at every turn, which means that it must give way to the 
more modest reality principle; this transition is the major developmental achieve-
ment of psychological maturation for Freud. The three primary sources of unhap-
piness, and thus the three dimensions of reality to which the pleasure principle 
must yield, are the frailty of our own bodies, the dangers of the natural world, and 
our interactions with other people. While the first two are ineliminable because 
we will never be able to completely master nature, including our own bodies, the 
third at least seems as if it should be solvable. The fact that it has thus far proven 
to be intractable, and that, instead, our relations with other human beings cause 
perhaps the most suffering of all, suggests to Freud that “a piece of unconquer-
able nature may lie behind” this particular type of suffering; that piece being a 
piece “of our own psychical constitution” (CD 86). This leads Freud to consider 
the “astonishing contention” that “what we call our civilization is largely respon-
sible for our misery, and that we should be much happier if we gave it up” (CD 86).  
Civilization, for Freud, means “the whole sum of the achievements and the regu-
lations which distinguish our lives from those of our animal ancestors and which 
serve two purposes—namely to protect men against nature and to adjust their 
mutual relations” (CD 89). In other words, civilization, or Kultur, is a human cre-
ation that sets us apart from nature by allowing us to control nature—both inner 
and outer—and each other. As a mechanism of control or mastery, civilization is 
antithetical to freedom or liberty, where freedom means the freedom to act on 
one’s basic drives in an unimpeded manner. Because freedom of this sort inevita-
bly leads to conflicts, civilization requires submitting these drives to the control 
of the “higher psychical agencies, which have subjected themselves to the reality 
principle” (CD 79). But the challenge, as Freud sees it, is that “the feeling of hap-
piness derived from the satisfaction of a wild instinctual impulse untamed by the 
ego is incomparably more intense than that derived from sating an instinct that 
has been tamed” (CD 79), so the allure of unsublimated drive satisfaction remains 
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high. 

However, not all instincts or drives are alike when it comes to their potential to 
create conflict and their need to be controlled by civilization. Although Freud 
starts his discussion with the conflict between the pleasure principle and the de-
mands of civilization, as the discussion goes on, it becomes clear that the real 
problems arise beyond the pleasure principle. For, as Freud argues in chapter IV of 
Civilization and Its Discontents, love and necessity (Eros and Ananke) are the twin 
foundations of human communal life. Necessity creates the compulsion to work, 
which prompts human beings to master nature, and love binds men to their sexu-
al objects and women to their children, creating families. Love, in other words, is 
one of the foundations of civilization; its function is to bind people together into 
unities; eros is pro-civilization, pro-social. It is true, of course, that conflicts arise 
between sexual or family unions and the needs of the larger civilization—largely 
due, Freud argues, to the “retarding and restraining influence” of women who 
aren’t very capable of sublimation and who resent men for turning their attention 
away from the family and toward the project of civilization building and who thus 
develop a hostile attitude toward civilization (CD 103-104). It is also true that 
civilization demands the restriction of sexual life through mechanisms such as 
the incest taboo, the restriction of the sexual life of children, or the compulsion 
toward heterosexual monogamy. Still, at the most basic level and in the broadest 
sense, there is no necessary conflict between Eros—defined by Freud as the de-
sire for union, the drive to “preserve living substance and to join it into ever larger 
units” (CD 118)—and civilization. If anything, the conflict is between particular 
manifestations of Eros, different types and levels of unities—lovers versus their 
families, parents and children versus their communities, and so on. 

Things look rather different when we get to the pivotal fifth chapter of Civilization 
and Its Discontents. Here, the central challenge and conflict between the drives 
and the demands of civilization emerges, and it is rooted not in Eros but in the 
death drive.  Civilization requires affective, even erotic, bonds and cooperative 
relationships between large groups of individuals. However, Freud famously con-
tinues, “men are not gentle creatures who want to be loved, and who at the most 
can defend themselves if they are attacked; they are, on the contrary, creatures 
among whose instinctual endowments is to be reckoned a powerful share of ag-
gressiveness” (CD 111). As evidence for this claim, Freud cites the combination of 
the basic life experience of the individual and the collective experience recorded 
by history and asks, reasonably enough, “Who, in the face of all his experience of 
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life and of history, will have the courage to dispute this assertion?” (CD 111). And it 
is this aggressive drive that disrupts our relations with other human beings, forc-
ing civilization to take steps to control it. Indeed, “in consequence of this primary 
mutual hostility of human beings, civilized society is perpetually threatened with 
disintegration” (CD 112).  

Although the death drive is often entwined with Eros, and it is in these sadistic 
forms that it is most visible, Freud also insists in his late work on the indepen-
dence of the death drive. As he puts it, “even where it emerges without any sexual 
purpose, in the blindest fury of destructiveness, we cannot fail to recognize that 
the satisfaction of the instinct [to aggression] is accompanied by an extraordi-
narily high degree of narcissistic enjoyment, owing to its presenting the ego with a 
fulfillment of the latter’s old wishes for omnipotence” (CD 121). If Eros is pro-so-
cial and pro-civilization, and if the aggressive drive is opposed to Eros’s unifying 
project, then the history of civilization becomes a process of “struggle between 
Eros and Death, between the instinct of life and the instinct of destruction, as it 
works itself out in the human species” (CD 122).

To be sure, Freud also argues that civilization has means at its disposal to inhibit 
or otherwise ameliorate the aggressive instincts. By far the most effective of the 
means that it employs to this end is the development of the superego, which is 
formed through the introjection or internalization of aggression. Through this 
process aggressiveness takes the form of “conscience,” enacting “the same harsh 
aggressiveness that the ego would have liked to satisfy upon other, extraneous 
individuals” (CD 123). Through the constitution of the superego, civilization “ob-
tains mastery over the individual’s dangerous desire for aggression by weakening 
and disarming it and by setting up an agency within him to watch over it, like 
a garrison in a conquered city” (CD 123-124). Although the superego is formed 
through the internalization of the authority of the parent, which stands in for 
the authority of the social and is rooted in the parent’s superior power and the 
child’s radical dependency and fear, the superego’s aggressiveness does not de-
rive from the aggressiveness or cruelty of parental authority. Rather, “the original 
severity of the superego does not—or does not so much—represent the severity 
which one has experienced from it [the object], or which one attributes to it; it 
represents rather one’s own aggressiveness towards it” (CD 129-130). In other 
words—and here Freud credits Melanie Klein with this insight (see CD 130, note 
1)—the severity of the superego is rooted not in the cruelty or severity of parental 
prohibitions but rather in the severity of the aggression that the child feels toward 
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the parent for having prevented him from attaining his first and most important 
satisfactions. 

With the development of the superego comes the sense of guilt, where guilt is 
rooted not only in the child’s fear of doing something bad but also in his fear 
or wishing for or phantasizing something bad. Indeed, Freud goes so far as to 
identify “the sense of guilt as the most important problem in the development of 
civilization and to show that the price we pay for our advance in civilization is a 
loss of happiness through the heightening of the sense of guilt” (CD 134). This, he 
says, is the “final conclusion of our investigation” (CD 134). This conclusion leads 
Freud not only to be critical of the superego and to suggest that the point of psy-
choanalysis is to work therapeutically to loosen its demands, but also to be criti-
cal of the “cultural superego” of ethics (CD 142), which issues excessively severe, 
unfulfillable ethical demands (such as love your neighbor as you love yourself) 
(CD 143).  The problem with ethics, according to Freud, is that, like the superego, 
“it, too, does not trouble itself enough about the facts of the mental constitution 
of human beings.  It issues a command and does not ask whether it is possible 
for people to obey it” (CD 143).  One is tempted to say here that the problem that 
Freud identifies with ethics is that it lacks a realistic conception of the person, 
that it trades in a dangerous moralistic or rationalistic idealism.16 Interestingly, if 
we follow the logic of Freud’s argument through, we are led to the conclusion that 
this dangerous moralistic or rationalistic idealism is itself an expression of the 
very same aggressive drive whose existence it scrupulously disavows. 
 
It is here, at the end of Freud’s text, that the various scattered clues as to Freud’s 
understanding of progress—his implicit philosophy of history—are gathered to-
gether into a coherent statement. Freud first notes that he has attempted to be 
impartial in his analysis of civilization, to be swayed neither by a prejudice in 
favor of civilization understood as the path to perfection nor by the assumption 
that civilization creates intolerable forms of constraint and is overall not worth 
the monumental effort required to hold it in place. “My impartiality,” he notes 
wryly, “is made all the easier to me by my knowing very little about these things.  
One thing only do I know for certain and that is that man’s judgments of value 
follow directly his wishes for happiness—that, accordingly, they are an attempt 
to support his illusions with arguments” (CD 144).  To those who would find his 
analysis of civilization disheartening or devoid of solutions, Freud admits that he 
“can offer them no consolation” (CD 144). All that he can do is to pose what he 
calls “the fateful question for the human species,” namely: “whether and to what 
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extent their cultural development will succeed in mastering the disturbance of 
their communal life by the human instinct of aggression and self-destruction” 
and, we might add, at what cost (CD 144).  

What Freud sketches here is a non-teleological, non-progressive reading of his-
tory, a reading that remains agnostic on the question of whether all of the achieve-
ments of civilization are worth the costs and efforts of the repression and domi-
nation necessary to achieve them. Thus Freud is clearly not, at least not in this 
late text, a straightforward defender of the mainstream or progressive Enlighten-
ment, stalwartly defending the achievements of the Enlightenment as an unques-
tioned advance for human beings.17 He isn’t even prepared to say that the building 
of civilization constitutes an advance in the first place, much less is he concerned 
to defend that advance. As I read him, by taking this position on the prospects 
for reading history as a story of progress, Freud is simply being consistent, since 
he skeptically questions the very foundation of morality in the aggressiveness of 
the superego, seeing them, as Nietzsche would have said, soaked in blood thor-
oughly and for a long time.18 In so doing, he calls into question the very possibility 
of a context-transcendent normative point of view from which something could 
be identified as a civilizational or moral advance at all. As he says, we have to be 
“careful not to fall in line with the prejudice that civilization is synonymous with 
perfecting, that it is the road to perfection pre-ordained for men” (CD 96). We 
have to be careful, too, of the extent to which our backward looking, historical 
judgments about what constitutes progress and whether it has been achieved up 
to now, in the historical process that has led to our own civilization, are simply, 
as Freud might have said, an attempt to support our harmonistic illusions with 
arguments.  

Still, does this mean that the late Freud is mired in cultural pessimism and res-
ignation? Does he conclude that civilization is not worth the effort and that we’d 
be better off without it? Has he abandoned all hope for ameliorating or mitigating 
or at least coping with the effects of the death drive? Clearly not. He reiterates 
several times that even if so-called ‘primitive’ man was in some sense happier 
without all of the constraints of civilization, his enjoyment of his pleasures was 
much less secure and long-lasting.  And he suggests that, his critique of civiliza-
tion notwithstanding, “we may expect gradually to carry through such alteration 
in our civilization as will better satisfy our needs and will escape our criticisms” 
even as we must acknowledge that there may be “difficulties attached to the na-
ture of civilization which will not yield to any attempt at reform” (CD 115). 
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So, what then is Freud’s stance toward progress? I would like to suggest that 
Freud is best understood as a thinker of the radical enlightenment, as a skeptical 
enlightenment thinker whose tragic, unreconciled vision of the conflicts between 
civilizational progress and the death drive is offered in the service of unsettling 
our harmonistic illusions by problematizing our own tendency toward compla-
cent and self-congratulatory conceptions of progress. However, contra Fromm’s 
reading of him, referenced above, Freud’s late vision is not tragic in the sense 
that he thinks that moral or political progress is in principle impossible. Rather, 
it is tragic in a more subtle and complicated sense: it is tragic precisely because 
of its unreconciled reading of history, that is, its refusal to take sides with either 
the cheerleaders or the enemies of civilization, with either the defenders or the 
critics of Enlightenment. Freud’s profession of impartiality on the question of 
whether civilization is the best thing that ever happened to us or not worth all 
the effort suggests precisely this:  any attempt to read history as having a clear 
normative direction, whether that direction is construed progressively or regres-
sively, constitutes an attempt to support one’s illusions—be they optimistic or 
pessimistic illusions—with arguments. As Adorno put it:  “the greatness of Freud 
as that of all radical bourgeois thinkers consists in that he leaves such contradic-
tions unresolved, and he scorns the pretended systematic harmony where things 
in themselves are torn asunder.”19 In so doing, Adorno continues, Freud reveals 
“the antagonistic character of social reality,” reflecting “something of its objective 
unreason.”20  In other words, Freud might productively be read as attempting to 
problematize or shed critical light on our historical present, precisely by refusing 
either to celebrate or to condemn the historical path that led up to it. 

CONCLUSION

A similar tragic sensibility is reflected in Melanie Klein’s comments on progress, 
in a passage that I quoted part of earlier:  

The repeated attempts that have been made to improve humanity—and 
in particular to make it more peaceable—have failed, because nobody has 
understood the full depth and vigour of the instincts of aggression innate 
in each individual.  Such efforts do not seek to do more than encourage the 
positive, well-wishing impulses of the person while denying or suppress-
ing his aggressive ones.  And so they have been doomed to failure from 
the beginning.  But psycho-analysis has different means at its disposal for 
a task of this kind.  It cannot, it is true, altogether do away with man’s ag-
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gressive instinct as such; but it can, by diminishing the anxiety which ac-
centuates those instincts, break up the mutual reinforcement that is going 
on all the time between his hatred and his fear.21

Freud’s tragic vision is primarily concerned with what I have elsewhere called 
progress as a ‘fact’, that is, with backward looking judgments about whether or 
not history can or should be understood as a progressive of enlightenment, learn-
ing, or development. Klein, by contrast, expands on Freud’s view by turning her 
attention to what I have called progress as an imperative, that is, to progress un-
derstood as a forward looking or future oriented goal or aspiration that we are 
striving to achieve, such as the achievement of a more just or a less oppressive 
society.22 Klein’s suggestion is that heretofore efforts to promote progress as a 
forward looking moral or political imperative tend to be predicated upon a kind 
of wishful thinking, a denial of the aggressive or death drive, and that this wish-
ful thinking dooms them to failure. Psychoanalysis, on Klein’s view, can help to 
cure us of this wishful thinking by offering a more realistic conception of the per-
son.23	

Klein’s conception of the person centers on her distinction between two funda-
mental positions: the paranoid-schizoid position, in which the death drive is as-
cendant, the primary object is split into the idealized good and demonized bad 
breast, and the individual experiences itself as disintegrated, ‘in bits’; and the 
depressive position, in which the erotic drive holds sway, and the fundamental 
ambivalence of the object—its good and bad, loving and destructive, features—
and of the self is tolerated but neither overcome nor reconciled.24 Although Klein 
views the depressive position as more psychologically mature than the paranoid-
schizoid position, she also tends to eschew the kinds of progressive, developmen-
tal trajectories that Freud favored. Instead, she speaks of the depressive position 
as having “come to the fore,” suggesting an oscillating or figure-ground rather 
than a developmental stage model of the self.25 

For Klein, then, the ambivalence of the drives is psychically fundamental precisely 
because the death drive is ineliminable. However, this does not mean that she 
denies the possibility of progress in a forward looking sense. Rather, by claiming 
that psychoanalysis can “break up the mutual reinforcement that is going on all 
the time between…hatred and fear,” Klein suggests that we can find better ways of 
managing the aggressive drives and the damage done by them, even if we must, on 
her view, acknowledge that they cannot be eliminated entirely. On this account, 
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progress could be understood as the amelioration of the tendencies toward split-
ting—the mirror image processes of demonization and idealization that are the 
hallmarks of the paranoid-schizoid position—and toward projection and introjec-
tion—the projection of one’s own aggression toward others onto those others, 
which is then, in turn, introjected back into the self—that are crucial to the dy-
namics of domination. The key, at both the individual and social levels, lies in de-
veloping the ability to tolerate the ambivalence of the drives without resorting to 
such defense mechanisms. Although more would need to be said in order to show 
how this might work at the social level, this Kleinain picture at least suggests 
the possibility of a limited, realistic, and negativistic but nonetheless forward-
looking conception of progress. This account is limited and realistic insofar as it is 
based on Klein’s realistic conception of the person, according to which the death 
drive is ineliminable; it is negativistic insofar as progress, on this view, amounts 
to ameliorating or mitigating the psychic and social tendencies that are crucial 
to the dynamics of domination. Moreover, since Klein maintains that the oscilla-
tion between these two positions is a persistent feature of even psychologically 
mature individuals, she also places great emphasis on the willingness to repair the 
damage and destructiveness that we inevitably do. This, too, is a component of 
her conception of progress.  

In closing, I want to suggest that progress in Klein’s sense is quite close to Ador-
no’s negativistic conception of progress as the avoidance of catastrophe, where 
catastrophe, for Klein, could be understood as the result of the unfettered ex-
pression of the dynamics of splitting, projection and introjection characteristic 
of the paranoid-schizoid position. Her account of the depressive position as the 
toleration without reconciliation of the fundamental and irreconcilable ambiva-
lence of the self and its relation to its objects could also be productively com-
pared to Adorno’s conception of negative dialectics, understood as a kind of non-
repressive togetherness of difference. Such a conception provides an interesting 
alternative to the radical and positive utopian vision forwarded by Marcuse26—
indeed, Adorno famously maintained that the very idea of genuine reconciliation 
prevents it being posited as a positive concept—although, if we accept the idea 
that the drives are themselves historically shaped and transformed, then we can-
not rule out in advance the possibility of more fundamental transformations in 
the structure of the drives.  

Still, if we read Freud and Klein through an Adornian lens, we can take from their 
work the idea that in the current historical context the harmonistic illusions of 
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the defenders of progress (understood as a backward looking claim about his-
tory) are actually an impediment to progress (understood as a forward look-
ing moral-political imperative) precisely because they blind us to depth of the 
challenges that we face. As such, they serve the interests of the status quo. As 
Adorno put it, “that one is to speak from the bright and not from the dark side 
of individual and society, suits exactly the official and acceptable and respect-
able ideology.”27 In this way, Freud and Klein, like Nietzsche and Sade, could be 
placed among the dark writers of the bourgeoisie who make progress possible 
precisely through their “unsparing criticism” (CD 115) of its alleged instances. 
Here we have a different way of understanding what Marcuse once called the 
explosive content of psychoanalysis,28 distinct from his understanding of the 
revolutionary, utopian potential of uninhibited eros. The explosive content, on 
this reading, consists in the ability to break through respectable ideology, to 
fracture existing social reality, and in so doing to make room for its radical cri-
tique. In this sense, perhaps, as Adorno said, “Freud’s misanthropy is nothing 
else than hopeless love and the only expression of hope which still remains.”29 
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what is an image? form as 
a category of meaning in 
philosophical anthropology
alison ross

The category of the image is generally understood in terms that emphasise its 
connection with visual perception.1 The emphasis is justified in a certain sense, 
which we have to set out in clear terms. And yet, even in those intellectual tradi-
tions that make this connection all important, it seems that the image cannot 
be adequately defined as a perceptible visual form. Apart from other issues such 
a definition is not selective enough. James Elkins’ position that the idea of the 
image in art history needs to be democratised gives a sense of the problem: if 
anything susceptible to singular perception in virtue of its form may be treated 
and studied as an image, the semantic coherence of the term and in particular its 
distinction from ‘things in general’ risks being lost.2 

Those accounts that define the ‘image’ as a type of inner perception, or mental 
idea, are also insufficiently selective about what counts as an image. But they are 
troubling too for other reasons. The approach to the image as a type of mental 
idea pegs the topic of the image to the technical problem of mental perception 
and mental states, and over-emphasises the visual quality of the image. In some of 
the literature this gives rise to what may be seen from outside as minor squabbles 
over nomenclature: for instance, the ‘image’ gets tied to the seeming arbitrariness 
entailed in individual perception and opposed to the external solidity associated 
in the vocabulary of ordinary language philosophy with the ‘picture’. Although 
there are facets of the image, notably its association with illusion, that perhaps 
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warrants the distinction between its ‘internal’ and ‘external’ existence, those de-
bates focused on issues in mental perception and representation are not insight-
ful about them.3 This is because such approaches are anchored to the problem of 
distinguishing between true and false perception. The distinction, which is unde-
niably crucial in technical treatments of representation, is unimportant for the 
definition of the image. Indeed, in these technical definitions of the image, just 
as in the treatment of the image as the perception of organised form, the general 
analytical utility of the term is undermined. 

Work in the field of art history, on account of its subject matter, does not con-
cern itself with the issue of erroneous perception of form. However, different 
problems for a robust definition of the image are raised here. Some scholarship, 
impressed by the impact of new technologies, takes an unnecessarily historically 
restrictive approach. Eric Alliez, for instance, argues that the impact of photogra-
phy was to place ‘the image in crisis’.4 However, if we consider the fact that even 
in its various technological modes of existence and communication the image is 
distinct from the physical media that transmits it, important consequences follow 
for such technologically inflected treatments of the image. To abbreviate a point 
that could be developed at more length: such treatments of the image deal not 
with (the concept of) the image, but with various media of its communication. 
Their historical sensitivities, I think, can obscure one of the crucial features of the 
image—that is, the striking fact of its trans-historical and cross-cultural presence, 
which makes the talk of the image as such being ‘in crisis’ somewhat odd. The 
continuity of the link between human life and the various activities associated 
with image production and reception outweighs the transformations wrought by 
the technological innovations to the media that communicate images. 

Other limitations are placed on the analytical reach of the concept of the image in 
the scholarship that faithfully observes traditional ways of formulating the onto-
logical components of the image. The ontological approach frames the image as 
the ‘absent’, ‘invisible’ or ‘substantial’ term that is rendered ‘present’, ‘visible’ or 
‘material’ in an icon. In Christology the image is located in the ternary structure 
of the doctrine of incarnation. God is incarnated in the imago dei of the son who, 
in turn, stands behind iconic representations. This onto-theological definition of 
the image as split between image and icon is adopted and revised, even in those 
positions that are critical of the coherence of its dualist division between the 
‘natural’ image and the ‘artificial’ icon. For instance, Jean-Luc Nancy’s treatment 
of the topic of the image is structured entirely by the role the image has in the 
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dualist framework of the incarnation of God in the onto-theological conception 
of Western metaphysics. He considers this tradition to be fundamental for the 
contemporary field of image production and reception. For Nancy, the credibility 
of the notion that a substantial ‘idea’ stands behind the ‘icon’ as its intelligible 
ground has been lost. In our modern, nihilist condition we are left with material 
sites of presentation as the only basis for the expression and communication of 
‘ideas’.5 His rehabilitation of the category of the image thus has in view a critical 
assessment of the coherence of the dualism between ideas and materiality, which 
he takes to be the all determining framework for considering images.

In fields of scholarship that do not take the ‘onto-theology’ of Western metaphys-
ics to be all determinant, the way the image is framed also draws on organising 
features of this dualist model of representation. Hans Belting’s ‘anthropology of 
images’ refers, for example, to the ‘invisibility’ of the image to define the capac-
ity of images to withstand iconoclastic destruction. His conception of the image 
relies on the thesis of derivation that belongs to the dualist model, although he 
contends the relevant point of departure is not that of an invisible essence, but an 
‘original’ and ‘immediate’ environment.6 Marie Jose-Mondzain treats the relations 
between images and icons in the onto-theological conception as an ‘economy.’ 7 
Like Belting, the emphasis in her account is on the ineradicable status of the im-
age; even the iconoclasts, she points out, rely on images to regulate the relations 
of people to the institutions of earthly power.8 The use of the dualist structure in 
either of these cases may obviously be cited as a corrective to Alliez’s position, 
which fuses the image to the site and media of its presentation.9 

In this essay, I would like to step back from these theories of the image and 
propose an alternative approach. The hypothesis I will venture here is that the 
question ‘what is an image’ is entangled with another: that of the ‘significance’ 
or ‘meaning’ of the image. An image that exerts a hold and that lives beyond its 
medium presupposes an agent who is engaged by it, i.e., who finds it meaningful 
or significant. Further, I think it can be argued that the image engages its recipient 
in a highly specific way: it provides the meaning context for action. In this respect, 
its defining quality is the ‘immediacy’ it possesses in its power of communication, 
a quality that can be contrasted with the discursive categories of conceptual ex-
planation or doctrine. To expound this position I will argue that the image is more 
than a visual presentation; more precisely, I will show that what is distinctive 
about the image is that it possesses a communicative force that is surplus to its 
perceptible form.10 It is this force that differentiates the image from other kinds 
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of perceptible form.

To make this case, I would like to define the surplus quality or force of the image 
in relation to two specifications: its artificiality; and its power.11 These specifi-
cations show, I think, that and how the image is more than an object of visual 
perception, but they also indicate that the ‘surplus’ characteristics of the image 
address anthropological needs or desires and are in this regard very far from being 
able to be, pace Alliez, put ‘in crisis’ as a result of changes to the technology of any 
given media. The image is indispensable for human life because it allows human 
beings to step outside their ordinary experience. More precisely, the image allows 
the reworking of that experience for the purpose of framing it in a more or less 
comprehensive system of meaning. In this regard, the meaning communicated 
in an image provides support for ideas that would not otherwise have existential 
resonance.

THE ARTIFICIALITY OF THE IMAGE 

Characterization of the image as ‘artificial’ follows from its status as a specific 
type of organised form. Form is to be distinguished from bare materiality as per-
ceptible order. The distinction between form and materiality signals not that the 
image is devoid of material features per se, but that, on account of its artifici-
ality, it is distinguishable from its immediate environment (and transferable to 
contexts beyond it) by virtue of the fact that it is perceived to carry an inten-
tion, hence a meaning. This feature of the image is important since it helps to 
explain how an image communicates more than its perceptible features. Further, 
its formal character is the basis on which the image may exercise something anal-
ogous to conceptual force in both its organising relation to an environment and 
its transferability between different contexts. The crucifix is a good example of 
an image that has these aspects of ‘artificiality’ and ‘transferability’.12 I will return 
to this example. We can also mention Immanuel Kant’s idea of the ‘technic of 
nature’, which views nature in the prism of its receptivity to human moral ends. 
Nature is thus re-calibrated in some respects to the framework of intention and 
thus meaning.13

First, to get at the nature of the ‘artificiality’ of the image, it is helpful to contrast 
briefly the two major ways of approaching this topic in some works of philosophi-
cal anthropology. These may be roughly labelled the ‘speculative’ and ‘functional’ 
approaches to the image. The form of the image is fundamentally the index of the 
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meaning ascribed to it, this is the conclusion that can be drawn from the func-
tional approach to the image. We can appreciate the implications of this point by 
considering the limitations of the speculative approach to the image.

Hans Jonas, who I take to represent the speculative approach, has argued that the 
ability to create and comprehend images requires the capacity to distinguish form 
from matter. In his view, this capacity signals at once the distinctive freedom of 
human beings from other animals, and their propensity, given the basis of the im-
age in the mere appearance of form, to error and illusion. The image requires both 
a separation from the object (so that form is perceived independently of the pres-
ence of the thing) and a grasping of appearance as distinct from reality. The ‘gener-
ality’ of form is won by the independence of the image from the physical medium 
of its carrier as well as from the object depicted. The image thus has the status 
of an ‘intermediary, posed between two physical realities—image qua thing and 
depicted thing.’ This ‘intermediary’, he writes, ‘is the eidos as such, which becomes 
the real object we experience’.14 The question to ask of Jonas’ account is what can 
be experienced in form? Jonas looks past this question in order to defend the 
unique capacities of human beings that, according to him, the ‘intermediary’ sta-
tus of the image indicates. The human being’s capacity for a free relation to their 
environment pivots on their capacity to perceive and make form. He explores the 
implications of this point through an analogy between the image and the word.
It is as ‘form’ that images ‘do in visible fashion what names do invisibly: [that 
is, they] give things a new existence qua symbol.’15 This new existence is defined 
partly by the generality of what is thereby perceived, and partly by the creativ-
ity it allows in relation to the environment. On both counts the production and 
reception of images signals the distance from particular things that is necessary 
for human cognition, imagination and speech. Jonas refers to the Genesis story of 
Adam’s naming language and comments: the one who names takes ‘a step beyond 
creation’.16  It is the generality of the name that ‘preserves the archetypical order 
of Creation in the face of its manifold replications in individual cases. Thus, the 
symbolic duplication of the world through names is at the same time an ordering 
of it according to its generic prototypes. Every horse is the original horse, every 
dog the original dog’.17 And he continues: ‘The generality of the name is the gen-
erality of the image. The prehistoric hunter did not draw this or that bison but 
the bison—every possible bison was thereby evoked, anticipated, remembered. 
Drawing an image of something is analogous to calling it by name, or rather is its 
unabridged form, since it makes physically present that inner image of which the 
phonetic sign is an abbreviation and whose generality alone makes it applicable to 
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the many individual specimens.’18 

The comparison between name/or word and image is based in a number of fac-
tors: the origin of the line in graphic depiction, the shift from individual, interior 
experience, such as Jonas’ ‘inner image’, to sharable experience in language and 
the exterior, symbolic form of the image, etc. Both word and image involve the 
idea, above all, that the shift from particular things or individual cases to rep-
resentation is a move away from immediacy and that with such distance comes 
freedom in respect to the environment, if not some degree of control over it. 
Crucially, this control has a temporal dimension insofar as it includes the memory 
of past as well as the anticipation of new situations. The analogous structure of 
word and form points to the artificial nature of the image, in the sense that the 
presence of intention is discernible in it. Nonetheless, the approach does not set 
a high enough bar for organised form to qualify for the status of an image. This 
is because in its structuring comparison with the word, all that is required for an 
organised form to be an image and to order an environment is the classificatory 
feature of the (general) type. But this feature is synonymous with form itself, 
or rather it is implied by the distinction between form and materiality. Missing 
from Jonas’ conception of the artificiality of form is an account of the source of 
the communicative power of the image. This topic cannot be adequately treated 
through his position that the generality of the image makes it the visual counter-
part to the word. After all, the image does not just allow freedom in relation to the 
environment; it produces a world, whose transmission of ‘meaning’ is direct and 
immediate, and not necessarily reliant on visual perception. In this respect, a full 
definition of the image calls into question the terms of Jonas’ comparison, since it 
allows, what many would consider to be the uncontroversial point, that an image 
can be expressed in words.

In functional approaches the question of the effectiveness of the image comes to 
the fore. With this focus many of the habitual ways of looking at the image in the 
speculative tradition are discarded. 

According to the functional perspective the species engages its environment 
through the image or form in general, in the modes of both compensation and 
basic operability. Viewed this way, the image is part of the repertoire that helps to 
manage the peculiar ‘instinct deficiency’ of the species in its dealings with the en-
vironment. Aesthetic activities are not expressive or creative outlets that testify 
to the nebulous idea of human ‘freedom’ but foundational aspects of the species’ 
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techniques of survival. Furthermore, an image is less a derivative depiction in 
form of a part of some pre-existing substantive ‘reality’ (Jonas’ image qua ‘thing’) 
than it is a means of orientation that provides an alternative framework for deal-
ing with reality. As such, an image is always an orientation toward the ‘whole’ 
environment, even if, or precisely because it treats the complexity of this environ-
ment, whatever it is, in highly selective ways. 

Hans Blumenberg has argued that the basic function of the image is that of man-
aging the specific needs of an instinct-deficient creature who inhabits a hostile 
environment. He links the phylogenetic scope of the claim of human ‘instinct 
deficiency’ to certain inescapable ontogenetic existential settings, most notably 
anxiety. It is the ‘situational leap’ that occurs in human evolution that is the core 
of Blumenberg’s account.19 In his parsing of the leap to the bipedal posture Blu-
menberg notes that whether it was induced ‘by an enforced or accidental change 
in [its] environment’, there was a significant ‘sensory advantage’ in assuming this 
posture. Whatever the cause of the leap, ‘that creature had left the protection of a 
more hidden form of life, and an adapted one, in order to expose itself to the risks 
of the widened horizon of its perception, which were also those of its perceiv-
ability’. This leap ‘made the unoccupied distant horizon into the ongoing expecta-
tion of hitherto unknown things’. The creature’s efforts to adapt to this situation 
grapple with the need to overcome ‘the loss of the old state of concealment in the 
primeval forest’. On the one hand, having left ‘[t]he shrinking rain forest … for the 
open savannah’, the species finds and perfects a new type of ‘hidden’ environment 
when it settles ‘in caves’. The bipedal creature thus meets ‘new requirements for 
performance in obtaining food outside [its] living places’ and it pursues the ‘old 
advantage of undisturbed reproduction and rearing of the next generation, with 
its prolonged need for learning, [but it does so] now in the protection of housing 
[i.e., the cave] that was easy to close off from the outside’. He concludes that an 
existence defined by the activities of ‘hunting and [rearing]’ was the outcome of 
‘the overcoming of the loss of the old state of concealment in the primeval forest’. 
Blumenberg calls the ‘totality’ of the factors that go with this situational leap, ‘the 
absolutism of reality’. And he argues that the leap itself ‘is inconceivable without 
super-accomplishment in consequence of a sudden lack of adaptation.’20 

For my purposes what is significant is that the character of such super-accom-
plishment is to find artificial adaptation where natural adaptation is lacking. In 
this respect, the distance attained through form is double edged and it has deci-
sive existential consequences. For instance, there is ‘the capacity for foresight’, 
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the way of anticipating ‘what has not yet taken place’ and the ‘preparation for 
what is absent, beyond the horizon.’ The operability the image gives to the defi-
cient creature is to the fore here. It makes the environment familiar. Specifically, 
the image defines the environment as hospitable for action. Before the horizon is 
given shape in the substitutive form of an image, there is raw ‘anxiety’: the state 
of ‘pure…indefinite anticipation’.21 In anxiety, consciousness is in an alert state of 
intentionality, but it has no object. The effect is a levelling and intensification of 
the feeling of threat: ‘the whole horizon becomes equivalent as the totality of the 
directions from which “it can come at one.”’ The reality/openness of the horizon 
cannot be processed and alternatives need to be found. This leads to panic or 
paralysis; and it is the symbolic substitution of the entirety of the horizon, that 
is, the effective deployment of the image, that is its remedy. ‘Freud described the 
complete helplessness of the ego in the face of overwhelming danger as the core 
of the traumatic situation’.22 For Blumenberg, the species’ emergence from the 
protective cover of the primeval forest into the open savannah is directly par-
allel to the Freudian conception of the traumatic situation. The account of the 
leap is thus the relevant frame for considering how an individual manages the 
‘absolutism of reality’. More than this, it can be used to specify the artificiality of 
the image as a basic strategy for dealing with this absolutism in and beyond the 
anthropogenetic (also anthropotechnic) model used in Blumenberg’s conception.
An instinct deficient creature compensates for the ‘absolutism of reality’ through 
activities of ‘artificial’ substitution. The broader implications of this point are 
worth considering. The ‘environment’ in question may include any number of 
variants that address the features of an unmanageable horizon by substituting for 
it a new one. Here we might include religious practices that treat human mortality 
through the perspective of the afterlife; or speculative, philosophical theses that 
in their attempts to push for global explanations rely on constructions that are 
more than what philosophical argumentation alone can accomplish. Each of these 
practices involves images that are substitutive formations of a ‘whole’. To have a 
world is always the result of an ‘art’, or an artificial substitution for ‘reality’ [i.e., a 
raw, unprocessed, complex environment].23 What is important is that the aware-
ness of the unpredictable horizon also requires a creature able to anticipate it. 

The mode of anticipation in an image of a totalised or definitive situation is ar-
tificial in respect to the open horizon. It has to be. And from this perspective, 
the thesis of the artificiality of the image seems to invite scepticism about how a 
meaningful experience of the world is cobbled together: that is to say, it invites 
scepticism about the pivotal role artificial techniques of adaptation have in dif-
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ferent practices of belief, including intellectual ones. The image is effective as a 
tool of orientation because it provides an agent with a definite situation. In this 
sense it is a medium of commitment for this [artificial/totalised] situation. The 
image provides not a specific outlet for derivative depictions of lost features of 
the immediate environment [Belting], or a luxurious mode of expression of hu-
man freedom prone to error as much as invention [Jonas]. It provides a tool of 
mediation to manage the absolutism of reality; and the key here is that the factor 
of mediation, whatever the ‘reality’ it manages, has existential functions. The ‘re-
ality’ the image manages is the nebulous ‘threat’ that comes from the horizon, and 
its structure is also one of the orientation needed to anticipate the possibilities 
that come from the horizon. In all of these respects, the image may be defined as 
perceptible meaning that orientates action. The image provides [artificial] secu-
rity of purpose; this is what it substitutes for the anxiety instilling raw awareness 
of an open horizon. What is crucial is that this function of orientation operates 
through a substitution that engages its recipient. 

THE POWER OF THE IMAGE

The engaging status of an artificial form is the basis of the power of the image; it 
is what distinguishes an image from mere organised form and secures for it a life 
beyond particular media.24 Once again, I will refer to Blumenberg to help set out 
this second characteristic of the image. In Blumenberg’s topography of ‘hunting’ 
(outside) and ‘rearing’ (inside), the interior space of the cave allows for the as-
sertion of the absolutism of the ‘wish’ embodied in the image in opposition to the 
absolutism of the ‘reality’ outside the cave. 

The closed space of the cave reinforces the magical features of the image; it binds 
the image to the structure of the wish: ‘the closed space allows what the open 
space prohibits: the power of the wish, of magic, of illusion, and the preparation 
of effects by thought’.25 The powers that flourish in the protected space of the 
cave cover over the artificiality of the image; they assert its ‘reality’ against the 
absolute ‘reality’ of the open space that would otherwise dissipate its force. The 
power of the image in Blumenberg’s genetic conception may be rephrased to give 
it more general applicability. Indeed the specific account of the origins of the 
image in the bipedal ‘situational leap’ may be replaced with a general opposition 
between a ‘reality principle’, or open horizon, and the rebuttal or counter it faces 
in and through the image. In particular, this more general perspective can help 
to identify the disposition that the ‘recipient’ of an image maintains to effect the 
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power of the image outside of the space of its genesis. It also lets us consider dif-
ferent contexts in which this work on the image occurs.

The artificiality of the image counters raw reality: it is an effective embodiment 
of meaning able to stem the dispersion of events. Its power lies in its defining 
what is pertinent in a given situation and this also means that it consigns some 
factors to irrelevance. In its function of selection, the image must be understood 
as a procedure, which gathers further meanings in addition to those at stake in its 
original deployment. In this respect, the space of its origins does not confine the 
power it thereby wins. The point can be elucidated through comparison with rule-
following behaviour. The transferability of a rule is a crucial part of its successful 
functioning as a rule—it is in these conditions that a ‘precisely determined result’ 
may be produced that is not confined to ‘the time and place of the procedure’.26 
Similarly, the powers of the image, such as its capacity to provide a survey of an 
unarticulated field of data, and its qualities, including its magical aura, are trans-
ferable across contexts. Thus whatever the original motivation for the painting of 
the images in the cave, whatever importance they had for the first painter, they 
are a ‘procedure’ that can be applied in a secondary confrontation to the world: 
‘In the hunting magic of his cave pictures the hunter reaches, from his housing, 
out and across to the world’.27 (Or, as Walter Benjamin puts it: ‘in his pictures the 
hunter remembers the feel of the blow he used to kill the beast’, i.e., the hunter 
preserves the moment and makes it available for further use.)28 The status of the 
image as a ‘procedure’ with secondary functions is akin to the conceptuality of the 
word in that both are transferable across contexts and their meaning functions 
adapt to new contexts.

Nonetheless if we follow Blumenberg’s lead and consider the image in functional 
terms, the analogy between word and image that is so central in the literature on 
the topic seems inadequate. In one direction the analogy breaks down because 
words also function as images; they communicate feelings and organise a context 
for action. In the other direction, however, this analogy becomes especially prob-
lematic when we consider the distinctive power of the image, which contrasts 
markedly with the operations of the word in its conceptual functions. 

The image invokes, whereas the word evokes. A word points its recipient to a con-
cept that is not related to the phonetic structure or material form of the sign. The 
word evokes because it refers to a concept entirely dissimilar to the sign that rep-
resents it. In contrast, the image has the power to draw its percipient in; its power 
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to engage is the meaning it embodies. There is thus a different mode of represent-
ing in the sign and in the image. And there is also a different order of representa-
tion in each. If the relation of the word to what it evokes is in some ways arbitrary, 
the image, in contrast, ‘is’ in abbreviated form the idea it invokes. The key differ-
ence between word and image is that the image does not provide, as the sign does, 
conceptual order to the world - it provides instead a fundamental experience of 
meaning that cannot be gainsaid and that may indeed be used to generate and 
justify conceptual order.29 In some substantial way the image embodies what it 
refers to. At the same time, what is distinctive about the image is that its power of 
invocation exceeds its physical medium, or component elements, but that it does 
so by making present in some way the meaning it bears. For this reason, the image 
itself is liable to become sacred. And it is the meaning it embodies for its recipient 
that underpins that possibility.

The contrast that opposes the initial context from which the image derives its 
power to the ‘reality principle’ that would dissipate that power is replicated in 
other frameworks too. We can cite the conception of aesthetic space in Kant’s 
aesthetic theory, which requires a suspension of pragmatic and cognitive perspec-
tives to confer expressive power on diverse categories of form, including tools 
from lost civilizations, the play of light in a fire and the encounter with singular 
instances of natural beauty, like the surprise encounter with the flower in na-
ture.30 The expressive power of such forms is a feature of the suspension of in-
strumental attitudes in the aesthetic attitude. Similarly, religious rites require a 
suspension of ordinary experience in order to mark out the heightened signifi-
cance that is due to ritual forms.31 In each of these cases the image provides the 
practical definition and orientation towards a world where none ‘really’ exists, 
whether that of the afterlife in religious ritual, or the moral view of the world in 
Kant. (Leroi-Gourhan re-phrases the same point when he characterises human 
symbolic activity as the activity that allows its recipients to step outside ordinary 
experience).32 The image gives these artificial ideas a foothold or a niche that they 
don’t otherwise have. Finally, we might also mention the distinctive processes 
identified in psychoanalysis as modes of obsessive and phobic attention to par-
ticular objects. In each of these cases a secluded space protects and secures for 
particular forms their distinctive power of signification. The psychoanalytic con-
ception is important because it locates the role of psychic labor in establishing 
and maintaining the signification of form and thus extending the ‘magical’ power 
of its operation beyond the confines of its original installation.33 Equally, in the 
cases of Kantian aesthetics and the maintenance of world order in religious rites, 
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the power of the image also depends on its capacity to engage its recipient. The 
way an image engages its recipient is the basis of the life any image might acquire 
beyond its origins. 

In prayer the god presents itself to the faithful somehow. Similarly, if the image 
invokes, in some way its formal elements, however paltry, such as the crucifix 
worn on a necklace, embody a narrative, a constellation of ideas that engages 
its recipient. Put in other words: the image presents in abbreviated and trans-
portable form the meaning of the phenomenon that it invokes. For example, the 
image of the cross does not narrowly refer to Jesus on the cross, but it presents 
a whole conceptual horizon or narrative, a rich constellation of concepts or no-
tions. Moreover, what is important is that the figure of the cross itself acquires the 
power of what it represents, namely the credibility of the idea that the sacrifice 
of the Son of God to save humanity occurred. The deficit in the representational 
properties of the image is, as Plato complained, repaid in full in the power the im-
age nonetheless has to invoke the experience of its ‘object’.

I have argued here against the view that the contemporary ubiquity of the image 
must mean the erosion of its (conceptual) coherence and hence its potential as 
an analytic category. Against this widespread view, which tends to conflate the 
category of the ‘image’ with technological media, I have outlined the idea that an 
image is a sensuous experience of meaning that organises a world and inclines its 
recipient to particular paths of action. 

I have also argued against those speculative positions from philosophical anthro-
pology that conflate the category of form with that of the image. Sensible forms 
and the sense these have for the perceiver are constitutive of perception; they are 
aspects of the structure of perception. But the meaning embodied in the image 
is the ‘something more’ that makes the sensible form the prompt of a definite 
way of existing and acting meaningfully. This significance is not strictly speaking 
the property of perceptible form, rather it is contributed by its dynamic relation 
with the recipient of the image. As such, the capacity to convey meaning does 
not belong to the perceptible form per se. This means that among the locations 
of the image we must count sites such as memory, dreams and imagination. In-
deed, as Hans Belting has argued, one should expect to find the image especially 
in these locations, since they are (presumably) places of meaning, that is, nothing 
but emotionally charged and selected representations.34 
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An image that works for and on its recipient is artificial in the sense that it con-
veys a meaning, specifically, the (presumed) intention of making one live and act 
in a certain way, hence its ‘power’. The image is transferrable to contexts other 
than its original one and can take on additional layers of meaning. Human instinct 
deficiency may be the basis of culturally inherited meaning practices and their 
tools, such as the image. This is at least how the matter has been presented in 
the German tradition of philosophical anthropology. What is important is that 
whether it is a painting in a cave, a cross that is worn around someone’s neck or 
a vivid scenario in a treatise, the image is a tool for the expression and commu-
nication of meaning. In the way it engages its recipients, the image is an artificial 
horizon that sets a context for human life and action.

Monash University



what is an image? · 33 

NOTES

1. This paper forms part of the Australian Research Council (ARC) Future Fellow-
ship Project, ‘Living with Complexity’, which is a study of the way different forms 
of aesthetic experience are put to use in managing complex environments. I would 
like to acknowledge the support of the ARC in funding this research. Earlier ver-
sions of this paper were presented to the ASCP conference, held at the University 
of NSW in December 2015; the Monash-New School Aesthetics Workshop, held 
in New York in May 2016; and the Image-Imagination-Myth Workshop held at Tel 
Aviv University in November 2016. I would like to thank the audiences at those 
events for their helpful comments and criticisms and Simon Lumsden, Eli Fried-
lander and Ilit Ferber for hosting these talks. The AFTAM Grant Scheme funded 
the Image-Imagination-Myth workshop. Paul Redding, Knox Peden, Jean-Philippe 
Deranty and Amir Ahmadi provided detailed responses to some of the ideas aired 
in this article. I am grateful to each of them and the anonymous reviewers at Par-
rhesia for the points they raised. The shortcomings here are mine alone.
2. James Elkins, The Domain of Images (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2001), 
see the Preface and 10. The position that focuses on organized form specifically 
aims to undo the pertinence of the distinction between ‘art’ and ‘non-art’ for de-
fining the field of images. Elkins opens his book with the following statement: 
‘Most images are not art’, 3. Although the de-restriction of images from the field of 
art is necessary, the ubiquity of the image that results is unhelpful. Another type 
of restriction of the field needs to be found.
3. Much is made in commentary on this position that the German ‘bild’ means 
both ‘image’ and ‘picture’, but even if such commentary endorses the association 
of the image with a subjective impression rather than the objective presence of 
a picture or looks for a type of combination between them, it sanctions the idea 
that we are dealing with degrees of perceivable form. The ‘image’/ ‘picture’ dis-
tinction is often made in ordinary language philosophy, but it has also been used 
in studies of the disciplinary and institutional functions of the vocabulary of im-
ages. See W.T.J. Mitchell, ‘What is an Image?’, New Literary History, Vol.15, No. 3, 
Spring, 1984, 503-537, especially 507-512. A set of terms that does not presuppose 
that mental representations and perception are ‘visual’ would go against the as-
sumption in Hume and others that percepts and mental images are differences in 
degree not kind. According to Thomas, cognitive science defines mental imagery 
as an unspecified form of representation and hence avoids the controversy as to 
whether ‘the relevant representations are, in any interesting sense, picture-like.’ 
See Nigel J.T. Thomas, ‘Mental Imagery’, Edward N. Zalta (Ed.), Stanford Encyclo-
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pedia of Philosophy. http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/mental-imagery/(Accessed 4 
August, 2016).
4. Eric Alliez and Jean-Claude Bonne, ‘Défaire l’image’ Multitudes, 2007/1, No.28. 
www.cairn.info/revue-multitudes-2007-1-page189.htm (Accessed, November 1, 
2015). It would be unfair to characterise Alliez’s position on the image solely as a 
response to technological innovations. He and Bonne describe their position as 
an ‘archaeology’ in Foucault’s sense. Hence the way that the form-image becomes 
marked as a problem certainly responds to the omnipresence of images after the 
advent of photography. However, Alliez’s focus is on how the form-image and the 
form-aesthetic is ‘unmade’ in modern art through his selection of the twin polari-
ties of Matisse and Duchamp. Amongst the relevant aspects of Matisse’s practice 
for this project are his disregard for categories of figurative or non-figurative form 
and what Alliez refers to in his Deleuzian terminology as the ‘machinic’ status of 
color.
5. See Jean-Luc Nancy, The Muses, trans. Peggy Kamuf (Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 1994) and The Ground of the Image, trans. Jeff Fort (New York, 
NY: Fordham University Press, 2005). See my discussion of the intricacies of 
Nancy’s position on the image, Alison Ross ‘Image-Politics: Jean-Luc Nancy’s On-
tological Rehabilitation of the Image’, Nancy and the Political, Ed. Sanja Dejanovic 
(Edinburgh, UK: Edinburgh University Press, 2015) 139-163.
6. He writes “images make a physical… absence visible by transforming it into icon-
ic presence.” The way he articulates this position draws specifically on the role of 
funereal images in standing in for the “missing body of the dead.” These images 
need an artificial body to take the “vacant place of the deceased”. This artificial 
body is “the medium (and not just ‘material’)” body. Images in general, Belting 
argues, require “embodiment in order to acquire visibility.” The body of the image 
is not the image, and the medium of images can include the dreams and memories 
of the human body. Belting, An Anthropology of Images, 3, his emphases. Belting’s 
use of the “body” in some of his formulations can seem imprecise in its inclusion 
of dreams and memory, which is supported by his insistence that mental phenom-
ena belong to the body. The position conveniently skirts the literature that at-
tempts to specify the relation of the two and asserts instead that images “colonize 
our bodies (our brains)”, 10. The use of the language of colonization in this elision 
is not incidental: “... even if it seems that we are in charge of generating them, it is 
in fact the images that are in control”, 10.  
7. Marie-José Mondzain, Image, Icon, Economy: The Byzantine Origins of the Con-
temporary Imaginary, Trans. Rico Franses (Stanford, CA: Stanford University 
Press, 2005). The general perspective of her study relates to the status of what 
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she terms “the visible world”, “the one that is given to us to see.”  Is this world, 
she asks, one of “liberty or enslavement?” (Mondzain, 3). She takes the dualism of 
the image used strategically in the Byzantine iconoclast controversy of the eighth 
and ninth centuries to underwrite the field of images per se, and especially the 
contemporary stakes of our relation to images in which both a participatory re-
lation to meaning and the imposition of the authority of images are possibili-
ties. A strategically formulated conceptual position is thus given trans-historical 
significance and enduring continuity for practices involving images: “In order to 
be able to envisage a world radically founded on visibility, and starting from the 
conviction that whatever constitutes its essence and meaning is itself invisible, it 
proved essential to establish a system of thought that set the visible and invisible 
in relation to each other. This relation was based on the distinction between the 
image and the icon. The image is invisible, the icon is visible. The economy was 
the concept of their living linkage. The image is a mystery. The icon is an enigma. 
The economy was the concept of their relation and their intimacy. The image is 
eternal similitude, the icon is temporal resemblance. The economy was the theory 
of the transfiguration of history” (Mondzain, 3). Some of the themes Mondzain 
treats are also prominent in Jean-Luc Nancy’s attempts to rehabilitate the image 
from the metaphysical dualism under which its materiality is seen as different in 
kind from the invisible idea that is ‘behind’ and ‘grounds’ it in some way. And like 
Hans Belting’s account of the image, Mondzain’s account of the ‘natural image’ 
emphasizes that to see an image is to see things, specifically the natural meaning 
of the image, in their absence. Mondzain, 3; on Nancy and Belting, see respectively 
Notes 5 and 6. 
8. Like Nancy, there is a tendency in Mondzain’s work to over-systematise the re-
sults of her case study of the image. In fact, the terms of her treatment are limited 
to quite specific contexts. I will argue here for a functional idea of the image that 
identifies the common application of the term across different contexts: includ-
ing, religious, aesthetic, intellectual and political. Further, one of the tenets of my 
position will be that the adaptive practices involved in the image render what is 
strange familiar and thereby increase the pragmatic hold humans exert within an 
environment. This is the function of the meaning an image is presumed to carry. 
Mondzain thinks, in contrast, that the participatory meaning practices involved 
in the image encourage hospitality to foreign others. This position seems overly 
speculative.
	 In Mondzain’s account, the central concept in considering the image is 
‘economy’, specifically the economy of its relation with the icon. There is a “resis-
tance to philosophical consideration of the concept of the economy”, she argues. 
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She thinks this resistance is the result of ‘an unconscious refusal of modern sub-
jects to recognize the common foundations of our thinking about the image and 
the institutions that govern us in an ecclesiastic manner’ (4). And: “each great 
convulsion of religious and political thought’ raises the question of the legitimacy 
of the image” (5). On her view, this question is managed by the distinction be-
tween the natural, invisible image and the artificial, visible icon. In her study of 
Nikephoros’ defence of the icon in the Byzantine iconoclast controversy, she ar-
gues that the distinction is a strategic one which guards the use of images from 
the charge of idolatry and serves the temporal power of the church. Economy 
is the concept that allows the mastery of images, since it allows the speed with 
which an image operates and its emotional effectiveness to be used for ‘profane 
objectives’, without incurring the charge of idolatry, 6. What precisely does the 
image embody? Like Belting and Nancy, she contends that the invisible meaning 
of the image is not exhausted in any visible form. The ‘artificiality’ of the icon 
refers specifically to its ontological deficiency, but it recruits this deficiency for 
pragmatic purposes. The formulation of the economy of relations between image 
and icon preserved the religious image from the charge of idolatry. Simultane-
ously, this conceptual move opens the field of images up to participatory meaning 
practices. I think such practices do not depend on conceptual moves; although 
they may indeed be rendered legible or conceptually precise through them. 
9. As Hans Belting points out in relation to Alliez, Anthropology of Images, 25-6.
10. Form may be distinguished as either perception of the environment in ways 
distinct from the perception of matter, or as the modelling and making of form as 
ways of organising the environment, as in the naming use of language or in image 
production. The form carries such force in so far as the meaning it communicates 
organises a view of the whole. My thesis is that something more than perceptible 
form is trafficked through the image. Hence it is ‘artificiality’ rather than ‘illu-
sion’ that is the important category in assessing what images are and what they 
do. The artificiality of the image is the way that vital meaning is invoked and pro-
cessed as an organising frame for action. Artificiality refers to the status of form 
as the product of an intention and to its organising status vis-à-vis the otherwise 
unprocessed, raw, or ‘real’ environment. For a systems theoretical discussion of 
how meaning has this organising function in a ‘raw’ environment see Niklas Luh-
mann, Essays on Self-Reference (New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 1990), 
especially, 6-27. This use of artificiality must be distinguished from the dualist ap-
proach to the image which allocates artificial representation to the icon and natu-
ral presentation to the image on ontological grounds. See Notes 7 and 8 above. 
11. Walter Benjamin objects to the auratic power of the image, which he thinks 
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involves ‘the unique apparition of a distance, however near it may be’ (Walter 
Benjamin, ‘The Artwork in the Age of its Technological Reproducibility: Third 
Version’, Selected Writings, Volume IV, 1938-1940, Ed. Michael Jennings (Boston, 
MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University, 2003) 251-284, 255. The experience of 
the captivating effects of the image sets off a cycle of self-absorbed reflection 
in modern aesthetic experience. The authority of the image is intensified in the 
private, self-involving reverie an image stimulates in its ‘spectator’. This can be 
contrasted with the iconoclasm that tries to destroy the power of the image as 
well as with the magical and religious practices of ritual, which are collective, and 
that aim to enhance this power. Finally, Benjamin sees in the existential hold of 
the image a crucial resource of conversion to revolutionary positions. These dif-
ferent positions on the image are hard to reconcile without due reference to his 
organising historical distinction between modern and pre-modern forms of ex-
perience. They are occasionally assigned different evaluative significations across 
the different periods and contexts of his writing. Nonetheless, in each case the 
references to the image endorse the thesis that effective images are those that 
possess the existential power of immediate meaning for their recipients. See my 
discussion of the complexities involved in Benjamin’s thinking of the image in Ali-
son Ross, Walter Benjamin’s Concept of the Image (New York, NY: Routledge, 2015). 
12. See Niklaus Largier, ‘The Poetics of the Image in Late Medieval Mysticism’, 
Walter S. Melion and Lee Palmer Wandel, Ed.s, Image and Incarnation: The Early 
Modern Doctrine of the Pictorial Image, (Leiden, The Netherlands: Brill, 2015) 173-
187. Largier shows how in Meister Eckhardt and his student Henry Soso, the fact 
of the incarnation is treated as an overcoming of the representational function of 
images. This is because the incarnation is a divinisation which frees ‘man’ from 
images. In Soso’s case, however, incarnation does not entail iconoclasm, but a 
path that goes ‘through images’ to get beyond them, 177. The ‘path’ is a perpetual 
negotiation with images. For Soso, the image of the naked man on the cross is of 
specific significance. This image arranges something like the degree zero of expe-
rience. On the one hand, it installs ‘the challenge and desire to be one with that 
figure’ ‘where all perception is nothing else than being touched and being shaped 
by the image that emerges from the abyss of all emergence’, 187. But, on the other 
hand, such a state of a ‘bare, meaningless, naked and tactile’ figure in which we 
exist in a ‘sheer state of receptivity’ can ‘never be reached’ in this life. Accord-
ingly, Soso outlines a condition of constant movement between the dependence 
of humans ‘on a visual poetics that produces the allegory, the rhetorical effects of 
sensation and affect’, which will in Largier’s words: ‘turn time and again into the 
bare figure that [we]… ultimately cannot grasp conceptually but only reiterate in 
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philosophy and judgment: 
listening to max deutscher
michelle boulous walker

	 I

I shall begin today with some brief and “friendly words” by way of introduction 
to what I have to say about Max Deutscher’s work. (No one who has read Max’s 
work will be left in doubt about this phrase “friendly words”). These introduc-
tory words, to some small extent, contextualise Max’s work geographically and 
historically.

What many of you may not know is that there is a long and significant relation 
between Max, his philosophy, and The University of Queensland, and this is espe-
cially true over the past fifteen (or more) years. Max has been an invaluable bridge 
generously connecting philosophical work carried out by some of us “there” with 
work being carried out “here” Sydney (and “elsewhere”). This is nationally of im-
port in the Australian philosophical community, as it has led to collaborations (of 
writing and thought) that would have otherwise not occurred. As a result of his 
own nomadic philosophical practice, Max has been a frequent visitor to UQ and, 
more recently, an Honorary Professor of Philosophy there.

“Historical” Note 1. However, this link with The University of Queensland pre-
dates my time there. We can link Max with UQ back to the mid-sixties. I am re-
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ferring to the paper he presented at the special symposium organised by Don 
Mannison—“The Brain State Theory of Mind”. Max’s paper, “Mental and Physical 
Properties”, though broadly supportive of the theory of a non-reductive identifi-
cation of conscious states with processes and states of the brain, concluded with 
concerns about a tendency towards a descriptive reduction. Around a decade later, 
in the mid-seventies, Max’s paper at the Australasian Association of Philosophy 
Conference (AAP - Macquarie University), “A Refutation of Physicalism”, caused 
something of a stir. Though this was more of a “repudiation” than a “refutation”, 
the paper was something of an event in Australasian philosophy; it occurred at 
a time when significant changes in thought and practice were underway. Max’s 
break with physicalism at that time was to have long term consequences for phi-
losophy, and philosophy in Australia perhaps even more so. To some extent this 
break—and its consequences - are why and how we are standing “here” (UNSW) 
today in honour of his work.

Jump ahead, and in 2013, at the AAP Conference at The University of Queensland, 
I was fortunate to be present at another “event”, and this was Max’s paper “Break-
ing with Physicalism”, delivered almost 50 years after those first concerns at that 
first symposium. Listening to that paper and placing it in the context of what had 
occurred in 1964 and 1974, i.e. in the context of the debates that Max’s early papers 
had unleashed, I felt myself—in a very particular way—to be witnessing a signifi-
cant moment in the history of philosophy in Australia, a history that we are all, in 
our various ways, contributing to now. I commend that paper - and the work on 
Ryle that Max is currently undertaking in this area - warmly to you. In complex 
ways, it is an important part of “our” history as well.

“Historical” Note 2. Since 1981, Max had been reading and engaging with Michèle 
Le Dœuff’s work,1 beginning with her now infamous essay “Operative Philoso-
phy: Existentialism and Simone de Beauvoir”. In 2000, he edited a collection of 
essays engaging the provocative tone of Le Dœuff’s philosophical work. Titled 
Operative Philosophy and Imaginary Practice: Michèle Le Dœuff, the book comprised 
essays by Max himself, Genevieve Lloyd, Moira Gatens, and a good few of us here 
today.2 These essays were first presented as papers at a conference Max organised 
at Macquarie University in 1996. The work that he assembled and helped refine in 
this book was, importantly, one of the first instances of “a circle of witnesses” (to 
borrow Le Dœuff’s phrase) to engage with the very particular feminist philosoph-
ical critique Le Dœuff was in the process of developing. This was no small matter. 
While we may overlook this now, Max’s intervention proved timely by providing 
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a focussed context in which to read carefully and respond to Le Dœuff’s work. Le 
Dœuff’s own role in establishing a circle of witnesses was evident in her return 
to the famous couple, Sartre and Beauvoir. By reading Beauvoir’s work somewhat 
against the grain of the time, Le Dœuff helped to validate her work as proper to 
philosophy. As Max later wrote:

It was, then, a momentous event to discover in Le Dœuff’s terse language 
and sharp observations… the means to overcome these obstacles to respond-
ing philosophically to the work of both Beauvoir and Sartre. Le Dœuff’s se-
ries of early papers helped to put an end to the sheer absence of The Second 
Sex from the intellectual scene of philosophy. And this work of Le Dœuff’s 
began to disturb the stasis that prevented the formation of an effective cri-
tique of Sartre. For my part, I was also impressed and provoked to respond 
to Le Dœuff’s work, produced in much the same short period (from the late 
‘seventies into the early ‘eighties) about how one might escape fundamental-
ism in philosophy without losing a coherent line of argument, and without 
lapsing into relativism.3

I mention this aspect of Max’s intellectual focus because I think it bears impor-
tantly on the tone, or perhaps undertone, of aspects of the kind of philosophy 
a good many of us do in Australia today. Le Dœuff’s work on the philosophical 
imaginary has been particularly influential in establishing a nuanced way of listen-
ing to philosophy, to engaging its images, imagery, imagination, and metaphors. 
Max’s role, though certainly not singular, was crucial in helping us engage this 
nuanced philosophical mode. Of course, Liz Grosz and Meaghan Morris, in quite 
different ways, were undeniably important figures in the creation of this circle of 
witnesses so crucial to the development of critical philosophical thought in the 
Australian context. Along with Meaghan Morris, Max has highlighted the opera-
tive nature of Le Dœuff’s approach to philosophy. We might think of this as a kind 
of “doing useful things with theory” kind of approach to philosophy, one that fits 
philosophy to a specific task. Max writes: “What we bring into being when we do 
something in philosophy is a temporary use, a particular inflexion, a bending back 
on itself, a flexing over and around the objects of pre-existing discourse.”4 In a 
paper reflecting on the publication of Operative Philosophy and Imaginary Practice, 
Max writes:

If I were to attempt a generally retrospective regard of the understanding 
of Le Dœuff that we shared at the time of the conference that gave rise 
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to [the book]… I would, for my part, remark upon her work as exhibiting 
the value of theory as ‘operative’—as what is needed for some particular 
task. Her reminders of what is involved in the operations of argumentative 
discourses come to mind: the clin d’oeil that works to by-pass a problem 
that tacitly we have agreed to overlook; the appropriation of the position 
of another as an object of study rather than as their own origin of percep-
tion; the enjoyment of the welcome relief of imagery and every kind of 
trope that disarms criticism of a discourse; the taking of some striking 
general theory as a final explanation of everything (except itself!); the fact 
that any theory may be the object of scrutiny by a mode of discourse tout 
autre.”5

What is worth underlining here is the obvious and ongoing influence of Le Dœuff’s 
work, her “rigorous personalism”, on Max’s later development as a philosopher 
(GV xxviii). Le Dœuff’s very particular take on Sartre’s work, accessed through 
an independent and original retrieval of Beauvoir’s philosophical work, provides 
Max with an operative viewpoint from which and through which philosophy itself 
can be reconsidered and re-engaged.6 Indeed, the influence of Le Dœuff’s work 
on Max’s important book Genre and Void: Looking Back at Sartre and Beauvoir dem-
onstrates what he himself refers to as the permanent mark Le Dœuff’s thinking 
has left on everything he writes.7 We might refer to this as his watermark and we 
can see the trace of this in his current work on the subject, work that responds 
to Le Dœuff’s discussion in her essay “Du Sujet” of the subject in Lacan, Hegel, 
Descartes, Shakespeare, and others.8

The presence of another European philosopher, Hannah Arendt, is evident in 
Max’s two important recent works on judgment, and while the Le Dœuffean wa-
termark is less obvious here, than it is in Genre and Void, I would argue that it is 
present in the form of a trace of a trace, one that accompanies Max in his efforts 
to build a perspective on Arendt’s work. It is to this work that I shall now turn.

	 II

The word ‘judgement’ has a deep tone.
(ISJ 174)9

Having, in some very brief sense, contextualised my relation with Max’s work 
I would like to go on now to “frame” my response to his more recent work on 
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judgement. This is a mature work in a long career in thought—a career that bears 
witness to much thinking and judgement. As such, it is a somewhat daunting task 
to respond to work that while “mature” remains still very much in process (and in 
progress). Despite this, one is pleased to do so and one judges it a pleasure—and, 
indeed, a joy. 

For some time, I’ve been “squatting” in two of Deutscher’s works: Judgment After 
Arendt (JAA)10 and In Sensible Judgement (ISJ). While not a “permanent habita-
tion” (ISJ 85, 86), my stay there has been something more like a dwelling, a “use 
of premises without ownership of them” (86), permitting “a provisional life of 
inquiry and perception” (85). Accordingly, my reading of his work will be some-
thing like a reading “along with” Deutscher, a slow reading that returns to dwell 
alongside the work—to catch Deutscher in the act of thinking.11 A “waiting” (JAA 
xiii), a “stopping to think” (JAA 125, 127), and even a “withdrawal” (JAA xv-xvi). 

One of the things I have discovered (or, more properly re-discovered) in this pro-
cess of re-reading Deutscher, is the antipodean tone of his work—the way that 
he manages to situate momentous events here in the Australian context (events 
arguably marginal to our European and Anglo-American philosophical worlds) 
within his broader philosophical frame. I am referring, of course, to the centrality 
Deutscher accords the Mabo Case12 in his engaged and re-considered philosophi-
cal inquiry into judgement.13 14 This gesture reminds me of what Meaghan Morris 
observed long ago now—that what we do when we “import” or “translate” theory 
or philosophy into the Australian context involves something quite other than 
simply repeating it here.15

So, to Deutscher’s work. My starting premise will be that it is best to read In Sensi-
ble Judgement along with its companion piece Judgment After Arendt. While the two 
works certainly stand alone, there is a richness and layering that JAA provides, 
that deepens one’s engagement with ISJ. By way of support for this claim, I turn 
to some passages in JAA that help bridge the work carried out there with work 
undertaken in ISJ. In considerations of thinking, Deutscher reminds us that Han-
nah Arendt calls forth the withdrawal that characterises the negative or “use-less” 
action of thinking (JAA 75). To think is to not do something, or not to do some-
thing—to act by inaction; to stop and think (JAA xiii). In this, thinking shares 
something with waiting; it “shares the ambiguity of waiting”, Deutscher says (JAA 
xiii).16 This withdrawal—thought’s withdrawal—will ultimately make judgement 
possible—although we’re not yet there. Thinking brings us “to the face of judg-
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ment,” indeed “even to face judgment” (JAA 64). Following the arc of Kant’s three 
critiques, Arendt famously follows thinking with willing in her exploration of the 
vita contemplativa—her “life of the mind.” Here, Deutscher notes Arendt’s obser-
vation of a “‘clash between thinking and willing’, marked by a distinction of ‘to-
nality’ in these ‘mental activities’” (JAA 91). The serenity of thinking appears in 
contrast to the “tense-ness” of will, which demands action to resolve the tension 
between hope and fear. “Only action resolves this tension. Only by action is hope 
fulfilled or fear validated. To think as a means to this release is to procrastinate, 
observes Arendt” (JAA 91). The “tense-ness” of will, along with its conflicts and 
dangers (JAA105), exist in an uneasy relation with the serenity of thinking17, and 
Arendt follows Kant, once again, in positioning judgement as the “remarkable and 
entirely familiar” (JAA 155) bridge between the two:

So judgment appears on the scene, to solve the standoff between thinking 
and willing. Judgment has the required degree of autonomy from each to 
be able to achieve the task. To judge is not to think, since, for one thing, it 
is not a process like thinking. Nor is it simply the final point of thinking—
the moment at which thinking comes to its end. A judgment is neither a 
calculation nor an inference. Useful as calculation and inference are, they 
do not bridge the gap between what is open to the intellect and what is 
required of the will.
(JAA 155)

While thinking (as the withdrawal of wonder and the ability to ponder [JAA 
127])18 allows us to move toward the possibility of judgment, to face judgment, it 
is our need for public life—for social and political engagement—that calls forth 
judgement as the bridge connecting thinking and willing in human life (JAA xiii). 
Deutscher notes that “the competing demands of thought and will are brought to 
a head by the need for judgment. Judgment enters the scene as we move towards 
active involvement and, equally when we ‘stop and think’. Judgment is confined 
neither to the role of spectator, nor to that of the involved party, but it must in-
volve a thinking will” (JAA xv-xvi). Judgment requires thinking, but it must go be-
yond the thinking that makes it possible. While it is “a manifestation of the wind 
of thought” it is, simultaneously a surpassing of that thought (JAA 129).19 

Along with Kant, Arendt has judged judgment as the “bridge between natu-
ral causes and the will as our freedom of origin” (JAA 162), or between solitary 
thought and engaged public action.20 By following her to this point, Deutscher has 
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set the scene for what is to come in In Sensible Judgment. In Judgment After Arendt 
Deutscher is able to see things from Arendt’s perspective (her premises), while 
also being able to depart these and reside elsewhere. Just as in Genre and Void, 
where he is able to take up Beauvoir’s perspective, inhabit it and move along,21 
here in Judgment After Arendt he is comfortable, at home, and even friendly in 
Arendt’s philosophical terrain. This “squatting”22, that he elsewhere refers to, en-
ables him to share Arendt’s world and yet not be contained by it. What Deutscher 
goes on to achieve in In Sensible Judgment is testament to this. Indeed, there, he 
refers to premises as both “places of dwelling and of departure” (ISJ 94 emphasis 
added), noting that both our knowledge and our ability to judge “arise from where 
we dwell and how we visit the dwellings of others” (ISJ 94 emphases added).23 

III

In In Sensible Judgment Deutscher explores what it is to judge and what judgment 
is able to achieve (ISJ viii).24 His strong claim in this work is that all judgement 
involves sensibility (pleasure/displeasure)—the being pleased (or displeased) at 
something being the case that follows from Kant’s depiction of aesthetics as the 
exemplary field of judgement. This “being pleased (or displeased) at” rests upon a 
thinking that in Arendt’s words:  “liberates us in using our faculty of judgement”25 
but is not coincident with it.26  Judgment is the “mental resolution that arises in 
being pleased at rather than thinking that” (ISJ 133). Sensible judgement is, there-
fore, the aesthetic judgment of being pleased at how something is or might be. 
It involves our ability to be moved and unsettled by what we judge “as we reani-
mate… [our] entrenched ways of perceiving” (ISJ 22). Beyond any simple evalu-
ation of what is good, this “being pleased at” of sensible judgement embraces 
feeling at the very heart of what it means to judge (ISJ 31). “Being pleased at” is 
the “event of coming to judgement” (ISJ 59), and while judgement is not deter-
mined by feeling, it embraces and is in turn embraced by it. “Judgement is an ac-
complishment—of coming to a certain satisfaction” (ISJ 97). The first and central 
moment of aesthetic judgement is, following Kant, to be pleased (or displeased) 
at the very appearance of something (ISJ 99), or of some resolution of factors. 
For Kant, and Deutscher follows, various forms of reason are here in play. Reason 
has its own role in what unfolds.27 But how, Deutscher asks, do various forms of 
reason support or impact upon our pleasure at a given situation? (ISJ 133) “If sen-
sibility is thus involved at the heart of judgement, how can reason have a proper 
purchase upon it?” (ISJ ix-x) 
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Of course, a response to these questions is what occupies an important part of the 
third section of Deutscher’s book.28 Here he re-reads key moments in the canon 
of Western philosophical thought—Plato’s charioteer, Hume’s slave, and Kant’s 
detached judge—in order to unsettle entrenched dichotomies of reason and pas-
sion, arguing that something like Arendt’s sweet reason would “moderate the 
whims and weaknesses of the mastering passions” (ISJ 114)29 without suppressing 
sensibility. Reason, then, would step back from dominating the passions, all the 
better at crucial moments to defer them (ISJ 132).  

In Deutscher’s chapter on “Dissenting Judgement”, he outlines the judgement 
made in the ‘Mabo’ case—“the most significant peculiarly national judgement 
that has been made [since federation] by the High Court of Australia” (ISJ ix). 
Deutscher’s observations, especially in relation to Justice Dawson’s dissenting 
judgment, bring us face-to-face with the nuts and bolts—and, indeed, the com-
plexity - of what it means to judge, and how judgments are made. In considering a 
question concerning common law, Deutscher claims that a very particular form of 
judgement—reflective judgment—needs to be considered alongside Dawson’s in-
sistence on determinative judgment: “The appeal to common law justice calls out 
for reflective judgment, since the principle is too open to determine an answer by 
logical deduction, and a judge must interpret the content of the principle from 
the exemplary case that comes before them” (ISJ 57). What Deutscher points to 
here, is a distinction between reflective and determinative judgment. Determina-
tive judgment is a juridical judgment that proceeds from principle down to case. 
It depends on written rule and creates no precedent. Reflective judgment, on the 
other hand, proceeds without a set rule. It involves principle both formed and in-
formed from an exemplary case. It is a non-juridical unguided judgment that pro-
ceeds from exemplary case to the principle. For Deutscher, reflective judgment 
(in evidence in Justice Brennan’s judgment) demonstrates the event of coming to 
a judgment and is “one and the same with coming to be pleased (or displeased) 
at a state of affairs” (ISJ 59). According to Deutscher, the lack of judicial pleasure 
or displeasure reduces judgment to deduction, a state wherein judgment cannot 
perform its task (ISJ 61). Indeed, at various times throughout his book Deutscher 
claims that it is often more appropriate to speak of judgment not taking place 
rather than bad judgment.

The unguided nature of reflective judgment shares affinity with what Deutscher 
refers to throughout his book as sensible judgment. This is by no means to say 
that reflective judgment is determined by feeling. Deutscher refuses this outright. 
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But rather, that reflective judgment, in its very nature, keeps alive the question of 
what it is to judge and how judgment is made.30 In the Mabo judgment Deutscher 
claims that any oppositional relation between reflective and determinative judg-
ment falls away: “The appeal to ‘justice in common law’ dismantles the opposition 
between the unguided and the juridical, or the reflective and the determinative” (ISJ 
61). However, this falling away does not mean that these very different moments 
of judging do not exist: “To deconstruct a distinction is not to destroy but to 
exhibit it. A judgement such as the Mabo decision involves a reflective moment 
where principle is formed and informed from exemplary case—the essence of a 
reflective judgement. But in this moment the reflective borrows from and is bor-
rowed by the determinative moment of legal history and specific precedent” (ISJ 
61). Reflective judgment, despite the intricacies of its relations with determina-
tive judgement, stands for Deutscher as a moment of judging that keeps thinking 
alive. In keeping this thought in process, reflective or sensible judgment encom-
passes feeling at the heart of judgment—in terms of pleasure or displeasure at 
something being the case.

In being pleased (or displeased) at something being the case, we acknowledge 
feeling and sensibility as central to the act of judgment. For me, this is the place 
of a future conversation between Deutscher and Jean-François Lyotard.31 When 
Deutscher writes: “What we first felt, now we pronounce in the form of a judg-
ment” (ISJ 21) or “we expect that an object of beauty is liable to unsettle and chal-
lenge us, as it reanimates entrenched ways of perceiving” (ISJ 22) we know that 
it is not Lyotard speaking, but we sense (we have the feeling) that it could be the 
opening words of a conversation between the two yet to come. 

University of Queensland
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NOTES

1. Max’s ongoing engagement with the work of women philosophers ought act as a provocation to 
many of our male colleagues.
2. Deutscher, Max, ed. 2000. Operative Philosophy and Imaginary Practice: Michèle Le Dœuff (Am-
herst: Humanities Books).
3. Deutscher, Max, 2001. “Le Dœuff’s philosophy: Operative Philosophy and Imaginary Practice: Mi-
chèle Le Dœuff” (unpublished paper), 3.
4.  Deutscher, Max, 2003. Genre and Void: Looking Back at Sartre and Beauvoir (Aldershot: Ashgate), 
xxx. Hereafter cited as GV. 
5. Deutscher, “Le Dœff’s philosophy,” 7. 
6. Deutscher writes: “[Le Dœuff’s] critique gives new life to the phenomenological tradition, dem-
onstrating how much we can learn by use of our always dubious resources” (GV xxxi).
7. For a discussion of Genre and Void see Boulous Walker, Michelle, “Writing Couples: Reading 
Deutscher on Sartre and Beauvoir” in Crossroads: An interdisciplinary Journal for the Study of His-
tory, Philosophy, Religion and Classics IV:I (2009), 45-52.
8. cf. Max Deutscher, “The self-dispossessing subject”, unpublished manuscript. Additionally, 
Deutscher points to the influence of Le Dœuff’s critique of Sartre’s “unique speaking subject” 
who “speaks as if for the whole world” and her claim that Beauvoir’s existentialism adopts another 
voice entirely.  (GV xxix).
9. Deutscher, Max. 2013. In Sensible Judgement (Farnham: Ashgate), 174. Hereafter cited as ISJ.
10. Deutscher, Max, 2007. Judgment After Arendt (Aldershot: Ashgate). Hereafter cited as JAA.
11. In JAA Deutscher observes that “Arendt’s writing stages the process of thinking itself as a con-
versation, not only with the reader but also with herself” (JAA 50). I think that this is true, too, of 
Deutscher’s writing, and this allows us access to the thinking taking place.
12. Acknowledging the traditional custodians of this land—and their ongoing struggles for jus-
tice—ought found the philosophical work that we do in the Australian context. We philosophise 
on ground that bears a very particular history of colonial injustice. We need to acknowledge this, 
and begin the long and complex work of thinking through what this means for the present and the 
future of our philosophical community. Max’s recent philosophy has begun this important work, 
and in this sense it provides a provocation for us to do the same.
13. Matthew Lamb would refer to this (following a strategic line in the work of Luiz Costa Lima) 
as a “peripheral” framing, one that unsettles the “metropole” of European themes and concerns. 
See my discussion of this point in Boulous Walker, “Writing Couples”.
14. N.B. Different spellings of judgment (JAA) and judgement (ISJ) in the two publications. When 
not quoting directly from either work I will remain with “judgment”.
15.  Morris, Meaghan, 1981. “Import Retoric: ‘Semiotics in/and Australia’”, in The Foreign Bodies 
Papers (Surry Hills: Local Consumption Publications: 122-139).
16. Arendt’s work here shares, perhaps unsurprisingly, something with Martin Heidegger’s char-
acterisation of a certain thought as an “active restoration” resisting the dangers inherent in the 
narrows confines of “enframing” thought (cf. Martin Heidegger “The Turning” in Heidegger’s The 
Question Concerning Technology and Other Essays, trans. W. Lovitt [New York: Harper, 1977], 36-52).
17. Deutscher writes: “Conceptually, we have left the site of the will in withdrawing to think” (JAA 
154).
18. Deutscher notes that in response to the question “What Makes us Think?” Arendt returns to 
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Plato to provide an answer: “it is wonder that makes us think. Thinking out what we wonder at en-
riches an otherwise too detached ‘spectatorship’” (Hannah Arendt, The Life of the Mind [Harcourt: 
New York, 1978], 129-93, cited in JAA 125).
19. Deutscher claims that judging is “a culmination rather than a process”; it “sums up what has 
happened (what has been accomplished)” and must therefore be “announced in the past tense” 
(JAA 131).
20. In Critique of Judgment Kant writes: “the critique of judgment [will provide] a means of linking 
the two parts of philosophy into a whole” (Immanuel Kant, Critique of Judgment, trans. Werner S. 
Pluhar (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 1987[1790]), 15, cited in ISJ 138).
21. See my discussion of Deutscher’s relation to Beauvoir in: Boulous Walker, “Writing Couples,” 
47.
22. See ISJ 85-86 on squatting, where he claims that although in squatting one does not own the 
place, one nevertheless needs to “invest considerable effort and expense to make [the] premises 
habitable” (ISJ 86).
23. Deutscher writes: “To think of premises as material conditions provides a guide to how dis-
agreement arises and persists. We do not therefore despair of judgement; we place a sensible con-
struction on judgement as arising where we dwell and from our mode of dwelling there. We can 
sense our constructions and those of others and so, as Kant and then Arendt suggest, we develop 
a common sense of our differences… We can grasp the finality [of] judgement that can be achieved 
when we recognise the material status of premises whose implications we contest” (ISJ 95).
24. These are no small questions, as Deutscher himself indicates. For example, the question of 
what it is to judge is routinely lost in discussions of “communicative conversation”, “contesting 
argument”, and “culturally entrenched standards of discourse”. Deutscher writes (and I concur): 
“The accent on good standards of ‘validity’ is, at best, a condition of better as against worse judge-
ments. There is a great deal that cannot be explained about judgement if we take it to be only 
another kind of belief or opinion that has perhaps, some special domains of its own, or perhaps its 
own particular relation to evidence” (ISJ 99).
25. Arendt, “What makes us think?,” 192, cited in ISJ 2.
26. For example: “The withdrawal that judgement requires is different from what the philosopher 
needs in order to think. The one who judges does not ‘leave the appearing world’, but makes a 
partial withdrawal from involvement in the matters that have to be judged” (Deutscher 2013: 1). 
27. Deutscher: “The brilliance of Kant… is shown in his confidence that still he will succeed in 
demonstrating the vital role of various forms of reason in relation to such judgement” (ISJ 99).
28. At the beginning of chapter seven Deutscher states: “I shall argue then, not for a new dichoto-
my of reason and affect, but still for a distinction between their roles in our emotionally intelligent 
lives” (ISJ 111).
29. “Instead of mastering passion by whip and punishment, reason must project the passions 
within itself so as to understand passion’s whims and weaknesses and its strength in bringing 
reason to face with reality. And, conversely, before Passion can be commanded by Reason it must 
import reason within its own province” (ISJ 114).
30. “The very reasonable requirement of communicability of judgement and the need to ‘visit’ 
other points of view generates an argument about what makes a judgement a ‘sound’ or ‘valid’ one. 
But then this ‘communication’ of judgement and the ‘visiting’ of other points of view are made 
criteria of having made a judgement. That, I think, is a mistake. Important as ‘communication’ and 
‘visiting’ are in their own right, the enquiry into their roles does not tell us what it is to judge” (ISJ 
60).
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31. cf. Jean-François Lyotard, The Différend: Phrases in Dispute, trans. Georges Van Den Abbeele 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1988).
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max deutscher: original and 
enduring themes
paul crittenden

Among Max Deutscher’s many publications I propose to focus on themes and 
characteristics that emerged prominently in his book Subjecting and Objecting: An 
Essay in Objectivity. In its primary terms this is a book mainly about aspects of the 
ethics of inquiry and belief, where ethics is taken to embrace both intellectual 
and moral virtue. More broadly, the inquiry touches on a range of key themes 
in modern philosophy that give substance to the introductory suggestion that a 
search for the conditions of objectivity could encompass the whole history of the 
philosophy of knowledge. This leads, especially in the closing chapter, to critical 
reflection on the prevailing forms of Anglophone philosophy in the twentieth 
century and on where philosophy as a whole might be headed.  What struck me at 
the time the book appeared was the author’s capacity for incisive and imaginative 
analysis together with a concern for “big picture” issues, all presented in a voice 
that was entirely distinctive. A philosophical style that was already present in 
Max’s early publications emerged fully in this study. And it has continued to 
reappear, in a variety of ways, in a string of articles and books, notably in his 
work on Sartre and Beauvoir in Genre and Void and his significant contribution 
to questions of judgment in Judgement after Arendt and more recently In Sensible 
Judgement. 

The aim of the study is to consider the conditions for objectivity, its critical 
importance for inquiry and our ways of acting generally, and the many ways 
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in which it can become debased or distorted. The discussion proceeds with 
a particular focus on the bond between subjectivity and objectivity, or more 
concretely, between the inquiring subject and the object of interest. The argument 
develops around the paradox that “it is only in the so-called subjectivity of our 
point of view that objectivity can arise.”1 The point is that there is no field of 
human inquiry in which it is possible to escape the frame of a point of view, hence 
it is subjects who are, or who fail to be, objective. So he argues that objectivity 
is “a style of our subjectivity”, or “an intelligent learned use of our subjectivity, 
not an escape from it” (Deutscher, Subjecting, 19, 129). To become objective, one 
must subject oneself to a process of learning, a discipline for acquiring the virtues, 
qualities, and emotions that underpin the practices of inquiry while eschewing 
attitudes or habits that would drive a wedge between subject and object.

Separated from objectivity, subjectivity becomes subjectivism, a romantic and 
unrestrained relativism on the lines that ‘I can know only how I experience 
the world.”2 Separated from subjectivity, objectivity takes the distorted and 
destructive form of objectivism. This is  “the view that would have us forget that 
it is a view”, the fantasy of pure realism in which “there is only what is viewed; the 
viewing of it is passed over” (Deutscher, Subjecting, 29). Within the point of view 
that would deny its own presence an objectivist standpoint typically exhibits an 
absolutist or totalitarian mentality in which no room is left for rival standpoints. 

Deutscher dismisses subjectivism promptly (but not without argument) as self-
refuting. Objectivism calls for more extended discussion. This runs as a thread 
through the study with reference to three major examples of the objectivist 
mindset: physicalism in contemporary philosophy, religion (mainly Christianity), 
and varieties of Marxism (largely unspecified but including Althusserian Marxism 
which was prominent in Paris in the 1970s with an outpost for a short time in 
Sydney). Here the concern is not with the attempt to provide a full-scale rebuttal 
of these encompassing world-views, but with showing how each of them, in 
exhibiting a totalitarian and reductionist standpoint, fits the syndrome of 
a distorted or degraded form of objectivity.  I will come back to this large but 
subsidiary topic later. For now I want to comment briefly on Max’s style in writing 
philosophy, and in speaking philosophy for that matter —for he is an outstanding 
practitioner of Plato’s ideal of philosophy as living speech. 

In his article “Sartre’s Story of Consciousness”, Deutscher writes of Sartre’s 
hope “to give a logical and metaphysical resolution of the enigmas about oneself, 
one’s experiences and its ‘objects’, but in these logical bones there must exist an 
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emotional marrow suitable to sustain our understanding of why people have been 
so attracted to the classical trilogy of materialism, idealism and dualism, and, even 
more importantly, to nourish the detailed flesh of what we experience and what 
it is like to experience.”3 If one looks back to Max’s early writings on mental and 
physical properties, or on remembering and perception, through to his current 
work on mental concepts, one could say that his own philosophical concerns, in 
an entirely different context of course, manifest a very similar focus and hope.  

Style is commonly set over against substance, but in philosophy, as in many fields, 
it is a central, inseparable constituent of the art in question, “the physiognomy of 
the mind” in Schopenhauer’s phrase. Think what a poor thing Plato’s philosophy 
would be if one dispensed with the dialogues with all their richness for a bare 
series of syllogisms. This incidentally is another theme on which Max has written 
explicitly, notably in his 1986 article in the journal Philosophy, “Stories, Pictures 
and Arguments”. In keeping with this enlarged conception of philosophical 
inquiry his writing carries the stamp of a distinctive voice and a characteristic 
method of inquiry.  Gilbert Ryle, Jean-Paul Sartre, and the essayist Susan Sontag 
figure high on his own list of influences on method, style, and appropriate level 
of language. Shakespeare and other poets, pop songs, films, and sharply observed 
scenes of ordinary life also have a place with comment on philosophers and their 
many different ways of philosophising from the Greeks to Descartes to Derrida. 
For all the many sources and influences, the voice that emerges is his own. 

Max has an eye for paradox, as in the observation that detachment, so closely 
associated with objectivity, is itself a form of engagement. He has a talent for 
arresting metaphors and similes.  Let me fill out an earlier quotation:  “Objectivity 
is intelligent learned use of our subjectivity, not an escape from it, as the culinary 
and social arts are a deployment of our need for food, and obviously no escape 
from it” (Deutscher, Subjecting, 19). He is relentless in argument, not least in 
showing how a view espoused by this or that philosopher digs its own grave. Along 
with light touches and lively asides, his writing is above all intense and energetic, 
marked by moral seriousness. At times there are odd juxtapositions, inversions, 
abrupt switches —which sometimes delight and sometimes cause puzzlement 
—and there are daring claims that give one pause and demand close scrutiny.  
Nietzsche famously declared himself “a teacher of slow reading” and looked for 
ruminative readers.  That is the right way, I think, to read Deutscher. His writing 
calls for close attention and rewards it. 
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While he commonly gives a place to other voices in working out his views, he 
assumes responsibility as the primary speaker, storyteller and weaver of arguments. 
On the other hand, in pressing his own argument, with or against others, he is 
not “an absolute subject”. The voice is that of a liberal pluralist, a thinker who is 
confident in his views and committed to arguing for them while remaining open to 
different possibilities.  (As an aside, this openness is less obvious in this particular 
work in regard to the possibility of an open-minded Marxist or religious point 
of view.) In Subjecting and Objecting, various philosophers make an appearance 
—Kant, Nietzsche, Husserl, Heidegger, Sartre, Ryle, Popper, J.J.C. Smart, for 
instance —but only Descartes and Berkeley receive close attention. 

Thus, on the importance of confidence as a condition for objectivity, he subjects 
Descartes’ method of scepticism to a series of internal criticisms in which he turns 
the argument for general doubt in regard to his opinions against itself (Deutscher, 
Subjecting, 96ff). But over-confidence in one’s convictions also constitutes a 
threat to objectivity.  Descartes obligingly provides an instance of this as well in 
his rapid transition from profound-seeming doubt to the indubitable certainty of 
his existence and of his conception of the self as “a purely privately self-contained 
self-intimate being”. This discussion can be paired with the critique of Berkeley’s 
arguments for idealism, the view that “It’s all in the mind you know” as summed 
up in a line Max takes from the Goon Show. Here the conclusion is that “idealism 
does not allow a proper objectivity to subjectivity —the sheer brute actuality 
of personal existence in a preformed social and physical order” (Deutscher, 
Subjecting, 228). This might appear as a Dr Johnson stone-kicking-type response 
to idealism, but the summary criticism comes only after an investigation that has 
shown how Berkeley’s arguments, temptingly designed to lead us into idealism, 
collapse on close inspection.

Deutscher’s argument with Descartes and Berkeley could serve to exemplify 
his suggestion that a search for the conditions of objectivity might embrace the 
whole history of the philosophy of knowledge. The reader might also see it as a 
reminder that objectivity is commonly seen, in the analytic tradition at least, as a 
central topic in metaphysics in its broad concern with what counts as real. This is 
not a primary focus in Subjecting and Objecting.  Nonetheless the discussion draws 
attention to the questionable path that leads to the Cartesian conception of the 
self (and the dualism that goes with it); and Berkeley’s idealism is subjected to 
direct counter-argument in the name of the objectivity of subjectivity. Thus, two 
of the major metaphysical systems that emerged in early modern philosophy fall 
under scrutiny. 
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The other philosophers who are called on from time to time in the inquiry are 
generally accorded no more than a brief moment on the stage, appearing either 
for illustrative purposes or reproof. This is reasonable and illuminating for the 
most part, but not, I would argue, in the case of either Kant or Husserl. Kant is 
acknowledged in just two passing references, a brief note on his doctrine of the 
noumenal self and a remark about the incredibility of his “grand transcendental 
metaphysics”. This relative neglect is surprising, for, in response to his rationalist 
and empiricist predecessors, Kant’s treatment of the ideas of  “subject” and 
“object” and his account of the subjective origins of the principles of science and 
morality continue to shape debate in both European and Anglophone philosophy.  
For instance, his search for the “conditions of possibility” underlying subjective 
experience retains a basic guiding role, as commentators point out, in the critique 
of the subject in recent French philosophy.

Husserl makes regular short appearances at different points in the discussion, 
almost always as a modern penumbra of Descartes: Husserl putting our 
observations and ideas in question with his “bracketing” proposal (Deutscher, 
Subjecting, 51); Husserl abstaining from judgment in the manner of Descartes 
in quest of a higher absolute objectivity, only to end in the most profound 
subjectivism (99); Husserl assuming the idea of transcendental subjectivity only 
to veer towards objectivism (79); Husserl having us juggle three egos, unwilling 
to be content with the customary one, and portraying the chief of the trio, the 
transcendental ego, as a “ghost” separable from “body” (56; 130); finally there is 
Husserl with his blithe insistence on the primacy of the life-world, a notion that is 
characterised as comparable in form with Descartes’ insistence on the primacy of 
self-consciousness, albeit different  in its grounds (Deutscher, Subjecting, 222-23). 

Any of these summary readings of Husserl might be plausible, on first appearances 
at least, but they lack argument here. Moreover they sit awkwardly with the 
insistence towards the end of the book on the importance of Husserl for rescuing 
Anglophone philosophy from some of its blind spots. They also sit uncomfortably 
with Deutscher’s own more positive reading of Husserl elsewhere. 

Pinning down Husserl’s views across his voluminous inquiries from the 
Investigations to the Crisis of European Sciences is no easy matter. But I would argue 
in particular that Husserl is a direct realist regarding perception and that his 
insistence on the primacy of the life-world is not at all a case of epistemological 
foundationalism, much less an appeal to a private world of privileged access 
(as in the Cartesian case). For the life-world relates most generally to the idea 
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of a common world that, for the most part and for good reason, we all take for 
granted. Husserl is commonly characterised as an idealist in the manner of Kant, 
or more strongly on occasions in the manner of Berkeley. Again, he is portrayed as 
a dualist with epistemological motivations like those of Descartes. But, as David 
Woodruff Smith has argued, if one examines closely what Husserl says about the 
mind-body problem, his metaphysics looks very different.4 His argument in short 
is that, from Ideas I onwards, Husserl espoused a monism of substrata (individuals 
or events) and a pluralism of essences or species and hence senses of mind and 
body —what Smith calls “many-aspect monism”.  

For Husserl, in Smith’s words, “each concrete experience falls under two high-
level essences or species, called Consciousness and Nature respectively, so 
that the mental and physical sides of the experience are two aspects of a single 
event.”5 Consciousness and Nature in conjunction then constitute the basis of an 
elaborate system of ontological and phenomenological distinctions. It is true that 
Husserl speaks of three egos, but these are simply three different ways of speaking 
about the one ego, the one individual —the first ego, I considered as animate 
organism, the second, I considered as personal, social human being, and the third, 
transcendental (pure) ego, I considered as subject of intentional experiences or 
acts of consciousness in no way separable from the individual, the living body which 
I am. Admittedly, this leaves aside the large question of Husserl’s “transcendental 
idealism”, which sits as superstructure on the underlying monism. But here too 
I would follow Smith ‘s proposal that this should be understood as no more (and 
no less) than the doctrine that “every object is known or intended only through a 
system of intentional acts or intentional contents.”6 This intentional perspectivism 
would fit well, I think, with Deutscher’s view that it is primarily subjects who are 
(or who fail to be) objective. It might also have provided support for his critique 
of physicalism and of objectivism and subjectivism more generally.

Subjecting and Objecting, as already suggested, explores the relevant epistemological 
concerns of its topic within a strong moral framework. Indeed, the work could 
properly be described as a contribution to moral philosophy. Specifically, in 
reviewing the book in 1984, Graham Nerlich suggested that it is “a moral work 
on what it is for subjects to be objective … about how to live the life of reason, 
with all its attendant attitudes, emotions and styles, in good faith.”7 Nerlich goes 
further in drawing an analogy between what is unmistakeably a philosophy book 
full of analysis and argument with John Bunyan’s Christian allegory The Pilgrim’s 
Progress.  This is perhaps a strained comparison, although the idea of a difficult 
journey in pursuit of a goal is a recurrent theme from an early stage in the history 
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of literature and philosophy as well as religion. So in these terms the book deals 
with the progress of the rational pilgrim in overcoming the pitfalls and perils that 
block the way towards objectivity.  The envisaged journey is a process of learning 
how to avoid the bad habits that conflict with the desired goal in conjunction 
with acquiring the good habits, qualities of mind and character and the related 
emotions, that underpin the practices of inquiry and intelligent behaviour 
generally. This constitutes the substance of the study. A summary of its contents 
and some brief comments must suffice in this context. 

Ethics provides a primary site for the discussion of objectivity, certainly in 
analytic philosophy, for the truth-status of ethical claims has long been a subject 
for dispute between cognitivists and anti-cognitivists, realists and anti-realists, 
objectivists and subjectivists. Deutscher wisely avoids this whole debate in order 
to get on with the substantive question of what we need to acquire and what we 
need to avoid if we are to make an “intelligent learned use of our subjectivity”.

In considering the many vices that mar our capacity for objectivity, he puts 
particular emphasis on vanity followed especially by envy, narcissism, jealousy, 
and arrogance. Taking vice as a malign form of virtue —the distortion of 
something of which we have need —he explores the ins and outs of each of these 
destructive qualities with illuminating and occasionally provocative detail. This 
constitutes one part of a significant exploration in moral psychology, undertaken 
broadly in the Humean tradition (with echoes of Plato and Aristotle). The other 
component of the inquiry, equally important, is a close scrutiny of the positive 
conditions for objectivity. But while there are many ways of going wrong, the path 
to getting things right is marked by narrow boundaries. The key guide here is 
the recognition that the conditions that sustain objectivity might also undermine 
it: “although there are many important conditions intimately connected with it, 
the unqualified and unchecked use of any of them is destructive of objectivity” 
(Deutscher, Subjecting, 23-4). Confidence, as suggested earlier, can readily spill 
into over-confidence in one’s opinions or fall away into paralysing uncertainty.  
The necessary commitment for a task may become obsessive or die away for lack 
of spirit or laziness. Virtue may go wrong, as Aristotle proposed, either by excess 
or defect.

Objectivity, Deutscher proposes, lies in a complex balance of competing 
conditions. The conventional view puts particular stress on detachment and 
impartiality.  He does not dispute this, but shows that detachment, taken on its 
own or as principal device, can only be destructive. For where does detachment 
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end? On what ground does one stand in seeking to detach oneself from one’s 
beliefs, desires and experiences? Involvement, encompassing interest and care 
on the part of the subject, is no less important for objectivity. But involvement is 
also prone to excess.  The inquirer needs both qualities in a tension in which each 
holds the other in check. The task as a whole then is to acquire the practical good 
sense that shows up in the capacity to determine the appropriate balance between 
these two qualities of mind, a balance that must itself be balanced in keeping with 
particular circumstances, with the subject knowing when to stand back in the 
course of considering a topic and when to become more involved (see Deutscher, 
Subjecting, 87). This is something to be learnt in practice, obviously in conjunction 
with others experienced in the field.  One can find a model of this kind, I suggest, 
in Aristotle’s account of the way in which, in acquiring moral virtue and practical 
wisdom, a person becomes the measure of what it is to act well.

Deutscher’s detailed and nuanced discussion of these issues covers a wide range 
of conditions related to finding the right balance for objectivity: being interested, 
being disinterested —objectivity as “disinterested interest” in John Anderson’s 
aphorism (Deutscher, Subjecting, 54); being passionate, calm; partial, impartial; 
prejudiced, open-minded; tolerant, intolerant; liberal or conservative in style and 
outlook; having self-esteem, a sense of pride, a sense of one’s limitations; being 
compulsive or obsessed; being reasonable, committed, confident, in control … all 
these frames of mind bear on the difficult art of getting the balance right in the 
subject’s exercise of objectivity.

Does the inquiry overlook any important conditions for objectivity? Deutscher is 
critical of terms such as “objective facts” or “objective truths” as occurring typically 
in attempts to suppress the place of the subject in accounts of objectivity. This 
may be so; in any case, these terms involve redundancy. However a concern with 
truth, or with facts where appropriate, is a different matter. What is missing from 
the discussion of qualities of mind and character in the context of objectivity is 
specific attention to truthfulness. This is a quality of the subject, consisting in the 
balanced concern to get things right about the matter in hand as well as being right 
about oneself (such as being aware of one’s interests and motivations). Nietzsche 
makes brief appearances in Subjecting and Objecting, but might have been invoked 
to effect on the importance of intellectual conscience and truthfulness. 

Another concern is that very little is said about the inter-subjective character of 
our meaningful grasp of the world and the bearing this might have for agreement 
and objectivity within a given community or between different communities. 



60 · paul crittenden 	

Consider-ation of Husserl’s conception of the life-world would be particularly 
relevant here or Wittgenstein’s proposal that “[I]f language to be a means of 
communication there must be agreement not only in definitions but also … in 
judgments.”8 It is true nonetheless that a good deal is said about inter-personal 
influences bearing on objectivity, obviously within an assumed social context that 
could be our own. On the other hand, this takes place without particular reference 
to the social structures or institutions in which opinion is formed. Thus little is 
said even in broad terms about the kind of socio-political order in which objectivity 
as a style of subjectivity is likely to flourish. In this domain attention turns rather 
to the baneful influence of others in the form of authorities, traditions or schools 
of thought with closed agreement in judgments such as can be found in religious 
bodies and various political systems, and, one might add, in some educational 
institutions and many privately-funded think-tanks. 

Thus the topic of inter-subjective agreement in Subjecting and Objecting comes 
to the fore, indirectly for the most part, in the critique of various instances of an 
objectivist-type outlook. Attention falls, as noted earlier, especially on Marxism, 
religion, and contemporary physicalism. Of these three, the assessment of Marxism 
and religion is open to question, not least because Marxism takes many theoretical 
forms other than its dogmatic varieties; and religion, with its long history and 
diversity of belief and practice even within Christianity, is even more diffused and 
difficult to tie down. The critique of religion, in brief, turns on the reductionist 
claim that “[t]he religious point of view just is a person’s inability to face the 
reality of his or her bodily, mental, material and social desires, and to recognise the 
real difficulties which stand in the way of satisfying them’’ (Deutscher, Subjecting, 
207-8). This diagnosis brings everything down to the (flawed) psychology of the 
individual and exhibits in its own way precisely the ‘nothing but’ reductionist 
drive that characterises objectivist views in the first place. Dogmatic systems of 
religious belief and practice are especially open to serious criticism. But what is 
missing here is recognition of the many forms religious points of view might take 
and how they might fit within a way of life or tradition or constitute a subculture 
or define a culture as a whole (as for example indigenous beliefs and attitudes in 
regard to country). 

The critique of physicalism is much more persuasive, being more concentrated 
and more sharply drawn. The focus is on the mind-set that accompanies the 
theory: the hard unyielding gaze that pretends to see beyond appearances to the 
fundamental nature of reality; the sleight of hand in spiriting away the subject; 
the false consciousness that attends the treatment of consciousness in the theory; 
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and the relentless reductionism that fails to recognise the significance of form 
and the nature of complexity. There is also the one-sided reading of identity 
claims. The thought that thoughts are processes in the brain does not yield the 
nonsensical consequence that “thoughts are nothing but processes in the brain”. 
For it conveys the equally significant information that certain processes in the 
brain are thoughts (Deutscher, Subjecting, 224-5). 

These are telling general criticisms of contemporary physicalism addressed at 
large to a diffused community of scholars, among whom agreement on a range 
of matters runs along with widespread disagreement on just about all the big 
questions in philosophy. How an objectivist point of view gains traction in this 
setting, or how one might argue against it, is clearly a world apart from the 
constraints that operate in the closed domain of an authoritarian ideology in 
institutions or states. There are gatekeepers and fashions in philosophy, but open 
discussion runs freely back and forth on the whole. At the same time, distances 
have opened up in contemporary philosophy since the late nineteenth century 
and voices may be rejected in advance, or not be heard (or not understood) across 
divisions. 

Deutscher’s concern here, as noted, is not with a direct rebuttal of physicalism. 
His aim overall is to show that objectivity arises only in “the subjectivity of our 
point of view”. So the primary criticism of physicalism in this context is that it 
is an absolute and reductionist standpoint that pretends to escape the status of 
being a point of view. The desire to assume an absolute perspective is a common 
aspiration, of course, in philosophical inquiry. From an early stage, philosophy 
was drawn to assume a god’s-eye perspective, expressed notably in Plato’s vision 
of the philosopher as seeing the absolute and immutable and contemplating all 
time and all eternity. 

This consideration of philosophical ambition is also prompted broadly by 
Deutscher’s concluding reflections in Subjecting and Objecting on where philosophy 
stands in our forms of life, here in Australia for example, and in the closing stage 
of the twentieth century. This involves discussion of the formative influences 
and competing visions that have shaped contemporary Anglophone philosophy 
especially from the seventeenth century onwards. Accompanying criticism of the 
present age is focussed particularly on current forms of scientific reductionism, 
idealism, and relativism, and prevailing styles in the practice of philosophy. 
Deutscher’s emphasis in on the need to pause and take stock at this time in order 
to find ways of overcoming philosophical distances as a prelude to opening up new 
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paths of inquiry. He looks especially to themes and emphases in recent European 
philosophy as the most promising way to modify our current situation, thereby to 
foster new ways of thinking about old problems and to open up new possibilities.  
He had already made a start on a program of this kind in his early writings in the 
1960s and 1970s, but Subjecting and Objecting gave the proposal full expression, 
and his subsequent publications have borne out that promise.

Ideas about the subject and subjectivity have remained significant themes in 
Deutscher’s writings, notably in his later work on Husserl, Sartre, Beauvoir, 
and Le Doeuff. Again, objectivity is obviously an important consideration in his 
insightful studies on the nature of judgment. More generally he has continued 
to work on aspects of consciousness and the trilogy of dualism, idealism, and 
physicalism. Specifically, his current project in this vein is a study of mental 
concepts related mainly to Ryle, Descartes, Husserl, and Sartre. That is something 
to look forward to with anticipation in the next little while. In the meantime, 
it is worth remembering that many of these themes in Deutscher’s original and 
enduring contribution to philosophy in Australia (and beyond) had their first big 
day out in the essay in objectivity.  

University of Sydney
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response
max deutscher

I was 17, a second-year undergraduate in science. An announcement that I had to 
register for ‘National Service’ arrived in the mail. This was part of Menzies’ idea—
to conscript all Australia’s male youth; the policy was part of his policy of involv-
ing Australia in the war against North Korea. We were to be trained for war but, 

I was in Germany at the time; the fortune of 
war had called me there ... the onset of winter 
held me up in quarters in which I found no 
conversation to interest me ... I spent the whole 
day shut up alone in a stove-heated room, and 
was at full liberty to discourse with myself about 
my own thoughts.
—Descartes, Discourse on Method

The military career of Descartes seems to have 
been a failure. In any case it did not last long. He 
was not of the stuff that makes good soldiers ... 
A happy failure ... yet Descartes’ father said that 
his youngest son was not good for anything but 
to be bound in buckskin.
—Koyré’s introduction to the Discourse on 
Method. 
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unlike the situation of conscripts for Vietnam a couple of decades later, it was an 
open question whether we would end up going to Korea. The purpose, it emerged, 
was to swell the ranks of trained reserves, ready for call-up if required. I couldn’t 
come at it. I must have felt my objection immediately; I can recall no significant 
event between receiving that letter and registering to object. In part, I was react-
ing against taking orders from those of whose motives I knew nothing. To fall in 
with the order would have seemed like giving in to the pressures at school to join 
some gang. In attempts at recollection I can sense some background of thought 
and feeling about killing, however. Something made me able to articulate a re-
sponse to being ordered to ready myself for war.

Just after the end of the Second World War, my father, who had lost his property 
during the 30s Depression, was left some money at the death of his father; he 
bought 5000 acres of partly cleared Mallee scrubland in South Australia. It would 
have been just before my eighth birthday that we had come from the city to this 
Mallee farm. As children did on a farm I had learned to drive the tractors and the 
Nash buckboard by the time I was nine and so I guess it was at about that age that 
I learned to use a rifle. As I went to skin the animal I was proud to have become 
accurate enough to hit I was brought face to face with shattered liver and intes-
tines. Perhaps images of what a bullet does to a body made me more ready, three 
or four years later, to be affected (as I shall tell you) by my mother’s unexpected 
realism about war. 

In our isolated farm life I learned by doing the fortnightly assignments mailed 
by the ‘Correspondence School’. When I was about twelve, looking for an escape 
from traumas that I shall not discuss here, I was caught by the images and lan-
guage of advertising material from the Navy. (It must have arrived in the newspa-
pers that we collected each week from a railway siding settlement.) The advertise-
ments sold me on the idea of becoming a naval cadet. (You could join at thirteen, 
as I recall.) You were to be educated through to matriculation, perhaps. Or was 
the promise simply to be trained in one of the trades. I talked to my parents about 
making an application. I cannot recall my father’s response. My mother sentenced 
it in eight words: ‘You know you may have to kill people.’ A mother’s expression 
of fear for her child’s safety would have made me proud to enlist. She—well she 
philosophises with Nietzsche’s hammer. Just a tap shatters the Book of the Navy’s 
romance.
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It was scarcely five years after that, at university then, that I was ordered to reg-
ister for conscription. I cannot recall how I knew that you could apply (or how 
you would apply) for exemption as objector. No one in any group I belonged to 
(church and school) had voiced such an idea. Perhaps the option was on the form 
in small print.  At any rate, that is what I did. An objector had to appear at a mag-
istrate’s court—my memory is that it was a children’s court, which would be the 
case since I was under 18 when I had to register.  (I was a year younger than usual 
in starting university at 16.) At any rate, as the day of the hearing approached I 
began to write down (as notes I could use) an attempt at make a case—to discover 
my reasons. I only then began to speak of these ideas—with a friend, a medical 
student. I see myself now as beginning to learn the difference between thinking 
and writing. The first lesson —a complexity of which you had no idea emerges as 
you go to write down what is stark and simple in the mind. To write that essay, 
then, I borrowed religious language. Accidents of history lie behind that. My fa-
ther, who, with my mother and us had been always on the move since he lost his 
share of the family farm in the depression of the 1930s, became a minister in the 
Methodist church quite late in his life—1949. So we returned from the isolated 
world of Mallee, sand and limestones to the civilisation of a small seaside town 
just north of Port Pirie, where I then went to high school. 

That change intensified the religiously infused life of my parents that already lay 
behind it; it meant that I was brought up to read and hear the biblical stories more 
systematically, and to draw from them ideas about life and what it is right to do. 
Given that the law of exemption required my objection to be stated on religious 
grounds, it seemed natural, then, to cite various appropriate sayings by that ‘Jesus’ 
who spoke to turn people away from violence when faced with a problem.

I am there at 9.30 in the morning, somehow finding the right court room, then 
being shown into the witness box (I suppose)—a lectern-like corral in the room. 
The magistrate was Scales.  The Crown prosecutor was Gunn, of course. Dare I 
add, then, that the lawyer who came forward to defend me pro bono in subsequent 
hearings was Bunney?  It is as if what I write now obeys a literary logic that brings 
into order what I dreamed after reading Dickens. (A favourite author while we 
were in the bush.) 

The procedures started abruptly. The magistrate barked at me for leaning on the 
witness box, told me to state my case for exemption and then forbade me, when 
I brought out my notes, to use them. I must have more or less kept my head; I 
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would have called upon such lines such ‘Love your enemy’, ‘blessed are the peace-
makers’, forgiving ‘seventy times seven’. The Crown prosecutor joined the magis-
trate in cross-examination. He cited against me Paul, on respect for authority, of 
course.  I said that it was Jesus, not Paul who was the figure of divine authority. 
The prosecutor objected that I was picking quotes to suit my purposes. I stuck to 
my guns on the point of their different status. (Theatre of the absurd!)  The Jus-
tice went for the jugular. Would I not kill someone who was raping my mother? (I 
wish I’d had the wit and wisdom then to ask him whether that such peremptory 
killing was even lawful.) I was amazed at this turn in proceedings. I said that I 
didn’t know what I would do. I said that I imagined that I would take hold of the 
man and prevent him.  In having to speak ex tempore I found that I had to use my 
wits more than the bible; the magistrate was not satisfied that I was the abso-
lute religious pacifist that he took the law to require for ‘conscientious’ objection. 
There occurred, over weeks or months, a number of hearings of increasing legal 
complexity, mostly about the meaning of the ‘non-combatant’ duties that I was 
being urged to accept. In recollecting now the moments in the extended legal pro-
cess when I had to speak, I seem to hear the religious reasons that I had thought 
apt, as coming to echo in my head as not my words. I suspect that I had already 
begun to move out of religion.

As I say, the case went through a number of hearings. It was given sensational 
(third page) headlines in the Murdoch press: ‘Boy would not kill to save his moth-
er from rape!’ and so on. (The young Rupert already learning the tricks of easy 
money.) What I actually said, though, in my movements from private thought to 
writing and public speech, under a series of cross examinations in those three or 
four court hearings, would have shifted in content and style. Although I did not 
recall, then, my images of what bullets do to an animal body, under the pressure of 
his asking me yet again what made me think that I could not take part in war I did 
however recall, unexpectedly, a specific event. (It may seem an absurd trifle now 
in comparison with the prospective acts of war that concerned the court and me.) 
I was being pressured yet again to say why I refused to be conscripted—perhaps 
the question was how I had come to form my attitude. (From the time that Scales 
refused me use of my own notes, I had an inkling I articulated only much later, 
that he suspected I was following some line I had been given by a pacifist group, or 
some such.) At any rate, I had become uncomfortable—dissatisfied—with citing 
biblical text. I found myself telling Scales of an incident that had made me think 
that violence was not the way to deal with what was wrong—an event that had 
shocked me out of viewing a bad situation only in terms of my being the one who 
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suffered it.

Though I was strong and fit from farm work, when I began attending an ‘area’ 
school after years of learning at home I was bullied—because I liked learning it 
seemed to me. (Doing the fortnightly assignments had been good entertainment 
on our remote farm.) Worse, I didn’t know how to play football or cricket. With-
out stating or even recalling the context, I told Scales how one day I reacted and 
punched someone (one of my tormentors as I later remembered)—on the chin, I 
think. He, stunned, fell to the ground. I was stunned in a different way. In my dis-
tress I had lost imagination of what you might do to someone in defending your-
self. (The boy was uninjured, of course.) I managed to avoid fights after that. I 
gained a different sort of status, perhaps, when a large strong boy joined my class. 
He was subject to epileptic seizures, and the teacher had me always sit beside him. 
I was cast, then, as the one to deal with him in his fits when they emerged, as those 
things do, out of the blue. There were thirty or forty of us in the one room with the 
one teacher, who, when Darien went into a seizure, would scramble through the 
aisles to the back where we two shared a desk. The teacher would then take over 
the business of holding Darien during his spasm.

As to the Court case—things began to go better when a lawyer, Bunney, on read-
ing of my case in the newspapers offered to represent me. (There is something 
to be said for sensationalist press.) The magistrate ceased to bark at me. The 
forces exerted on the Scales were more balanced when it was he and Gunn vs. 
Deutscher and Bunney. Then a new intervention. The minister at the major Meth-
odist church in Adelaide appeared in court, on his own initiative, to say that al-
though (as the Court had insisted against me) pacifism was no part of Methodist 
doctrine, still it was considered seriously within Methodism, and that the church, 
in any case, upheld the rights of its members to act upon conscience. (I have to 
construct what he probably said. I was too surprised at the time to see him there 
at all and to have some public voice in support, to take in his very words.) With 
his German name, too, Vogt acted bravely in coming forward in Anglo Adelaide, 
thus to confront Scales. (Scales, I was told later, was some pillar of the Anglican 
Church.) Vogt tipped the balance of forces not only within the court. He tipped 
my own attitudes towards the operations of law. I was able to move away from 
feeling the anger as of a powerless student in confronting an irrational and vicious 
headmaster. The actions of Bunney and Vogt enabled me to understand, even re-
spect, how the law is steadied in its exercise of institutional force. 
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For, things might have gone very badly. In an early consultation with Bunney af-
ter one of the hearings, I said that I was prepared to go to jail rather than be 
conscripted. He told me that I must avoid that at all costs. I would be sent to a 
military prison, and he (whether by hint or explicitly) let me know of the abusive 
treatment I would surely receive there, including the risk of rape, against which I 
would have no resort. My father also, who did not agree with my stand (though he 
did not attack it) wrote me a letter warning me of the risk of playing the martyr in 
such situations. It was after this new trauma, this dawning realisation of the ways 
of the world, that Vogt made the appearance in court that I mentioned; he lent me 
what institutional support he could, and expressed his belief in my integrity. Talk-
ing to me again after that hearing, Bunney said that he was sure that I had won 
my case, and that at the next hearing I could succeed in refusing any association 
with the army.

I was (as one is at 17) in any case super-sensitive about my motives in all of this. 
I did not want to think of myself as objecting only in order to get out of some-
thing unpleasant. In an earlier hearing I had rejected the suggestion from Scales 
that I agree to conscription into the Medical Corps rather than the University 
Regiment. I was prepared to engage in medical assistance but I had discovered 
(from Bunney I guess) that not only did being in the Corps involve the same basic 
weapons training but also that medical staff, like any service personnel, could be 
ordered into armed combat. (Thus the extended legal discussion about ‘non-com-
batant’ duties.)  But at the next appearance, having now been told by Bunney that 
I was in a strong position with my objection, I told the court (against his advice) 
that I would agree to go into the army for the full period of conscription. What I 
required was a written guarantee from the Court and the Army that I was not to 
be issued with arms and not to be involved with training in the use of weapons.

After various legal manœuvres (in which I was not involved) this resolution was 
accepted. Thus, at induction into the army a few months later (at the end of that 
academic year) I had a rolled document in my pack at all times ready to present in 
order to parry the disbelief of corporals and sergeants – when issuing us with our 
gear, for instance. (As soon as I entered camp, the army authorities had attempted 
to place me in the University Regiment anyway!) Still, I must say, in all fairness, 
that the platoon corporal and his sergeant, who had to work out what to do with 
me, treated me decently. The sort of thing that I had to put up with was not per-
secution but, rather, the embarrassment an adolescent has in standing to one side 
while every one is rushing at straw bags to stick bayonets into them. Because so 
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much of the Medical Corp’s training was spent in weapons drill, the sergeant, it 
must have been, unofficially assigned me to a part time role in the Band. Since the 
Band, too spent most of its time in weapons training, I often spent my own days in 
the band hut, practicing the Bb bass (brass) and transposing music for the instru-
ments in their various registers.  

There were horrible aspects of army life—propaganda sessions in the evenings to 
induce us to hate the North Koreans, for instance. Nevertheless there were some 
in authority who, like the sergeant who made me an informal Band member, were 
capable of a generous decision. The members of University Regiment (to which I 
would have belonged) left camp three months earlier than anyone else so as to be-
gin the semester in March. I cannot remember how it was arranged—I must have 
asked the sergeant if anything could be done, and he must have sent my request 
up the chain of command. Someone up there bent or eased the rules so that I was 
given leave, two evenings each week, to ride my motorbike the thirty miles or so 
to Adelaide to start the courses in philosophy and psychology in which I wanted 
to enrol. (I had failed a subject and thus lost my science scholarship as a result of 
the preceding year’s commotion.) 

I knew I must understand something about psychology. I am not sure, though, 
how I came to think of philosophy as a program of study. My father, like my moth-
er, (who also had only a primary school education) was interested in books. Fur-
ther along the row from her Dickens, and the romantic poets, I had found Rus-
sell’s Introduction to Philosophy. I cannot recall now, but I must have looked it at 
about the time that I was preparing the case that the Court would not let me read. 
Being beset by the question of whether it was true that one ought not be involved 
in warfare, I do recall looking at Russell’s chapter on ‘Truth’. On reading his analy-
sis of the truth of ‘Othello believes that Desdemona loves Cassio’, I realised that 
philosophy was not going to give me any kind of answer. What I read fascinated 
me anyway, though. Not only the wealth of claims and arguments but even more, 
I seem to recall my pleasure in the sense of steady calm that Russell maintains, 
while caught in controversy.

It must have been in the aftermath of the trial that I was thinking for a moment 
whether to pray (feel free to laugh!) about what to do—how could I handle my-
self as a non-combatant in an army. I found myself thinking something tout autre: 
‘What would be the difference between this ‘praying’ and my thinking about the 
problem?’ The philosophy course began. We read Descartes under J.J.C Smart’s 
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(then) Rylean influence. ‘When would we say anything like ‘I exist’, Smart would 
ask. (Perhaps as a neglected member of a harem’, he suggested, once.) I read Des-
cartes’ arguments for the existence of God. I asked Smart if there were any better 
ones. I guess he pointed me to those of Aquinas. Well, I had done enough think-
ing during the science lectures to know that every explanation becomes, in turn, 
what you have to explain. There is no mystery in that. So I found myself, having 
done with religious thought, out of the church. (During the period of the trial, 
members of a ‘Peace’ group—perhaps the Quakers –had approached me. I went 
to one of the meetings but felt uncomfortable, though they were so friendly.)  I 
recall starting to read Descartes’ Discourse on Method one night in camp on sentry 
duty –unarmed of course! I was charmed by his story of locating himself outside 
the perimeter of an army encampment in order to think, free of material cares or 
interference. If the pressure to believe now made me feel out of place in a peace 
group, being free to doubt made me feel I knew where I was going. Perhaps I 
parked the need for commitment at the back of my head while I enjoyed myself in 
philosophy at Adelaide, Oxford, Monash and then Macquarie. For it was about fif-
teen years later (1969) after three years spent in setting up philosophy at Macqua-
rie that I went on leave at Johns Hopkins in Baltimore and found myself involved 
in anti-war events there. Back in Australia, I was then alive to the nature of that 
incinerating war on Vietnam and the predicament of students (along with every 
male of that age) in being conscripted to take part in it.

PAUL CRITTENDEN’S READING OF SUBJECTING AND OBJECTING

Fabrizio Elefante, in Faith in Democracy writes about the way the ‘Faculty’ body 
immunises the institution from foreign bodies, reducing or eliminating friction 
between academy and society. Subjecting and Objecting (as explained in the Pref-
ace) was written in the aftermath of a large-scale failure of that immune system, 
when social and political life beyond the campus erupted within the academy. The 
‘six o’clock news as a horror movie’ put that immune system under strain. The 
conscription of students caused, not total but still widespread collapse in that im-
munity.  So, in the introduction to Subjecting and Objecting you find: 

‘On that note of ‘observations’; the experiences and observations which lie 
behind the direct assertions and affirmations .... [are] gained in about equal 
measure from private and public involvements.   …  So far as public involve-
ments go, I learned most from working in the ‘Moratorium’ opposing con-
scription and Australia’s ‘involvement’ ....  in the war in Vietnam. [For] apart 
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from the debates about the war itself, there were the debates and fights 
[within and outside the academy] about the proper role of intellectuals and 
academics themselves; whether the objectivity which they were supposed 
to provide to the public who paid them was negated by their involvement 
on one side or the other, or whether, rather, any serious objectivity required 
such involvement. All the old shibboleths about objectivity were trotted out 
[by those who insisted on ‘neutrality’ within academic life.] 1

Those words are part of an apologia I might offer for the rough treatment of Marx-
ism, and of religion, to which Paul pays critical attention. As he sees, it is only in a 
few of its moments that the book includes a response to any particular assertion 
by Marx. The animus is directed at the (then current) Marxism-in-action within 
universities and its acceptance of military violence as a means of revolution. So 
too, what is written against (Christian) religion is a response, not to the thought-
ful words and enigmatic parables of a ‘Jesus’ figure, but rather to ‘religion-in-its-
daily-impact-on-thought-and-feeling’. The critical jibes at Marxism are not even 
momentary critiques of Marx’s analysis of capital; I imply some admiration for 
Marx’s energetic exposure of systems of oppression and alienation. I do hazard 
the judgement, however, (Paul cites it) that if we understood Marxism as a politi-
cal practice (real or fantasised) that is directed towards the violent overthrow of 
the capitalist order, then it exploits our feelings of outrage at the injustices en-
demic to capitalism. I say ‘exploits’ not only because violent revolution delivers 
power into the hands of military forces and military values but also because those 
feelings are aroused so as to demean, appropriate or expunge our wider range of 
concerns with art, relationships, literature and entertainment. The revolution-
ary movement subordinates cultural and aesthetic values not only for the period 
of revolutionary war, but permanently, as befits a revolutionary society. So the 
animus against Marxism-in-action is directed not only at its acceptance of war as 
the means of revolution, but at the prospect that such politico-military Marxism 
offers. The prospect is even worse than that offered us during conventional war 
during which ‘we people’ may dream of a time ‘after the war’ when we are released 
from our imprisonment within the ‘war effort’ and return to ‘normal’ life. A revo-
lutionary society dedicated to ‘eliminating the forces of reaction’ can never accept 
human interests that have no interest in the revolution.

As to non-revolutionary politics, while endorsing being liberal in the sense of being 
broad-minded and generous, I do criticise liberalism for its acquiescence in the 
economic exploitation that fuels Marxism-as-a-movement:
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Not to idealise liberal attitudes, it may be best to admit that [they] are as 
liable to cowardly self-serving retreats as is political radicalism to taking 
the initiative in the use of guns and bombs (70) … In being liberal, [on the 
other hand] one rejects the militarist rhetoric (but not all the militant 
rhetoric) of people’s liberation struggles [even as] one supports the need 
for radical social change .... Equally, one rejects the cold war real politik 
rhetoric of Kissingers and Haigs, and Reagan’s new smiling old-face of 
cowboy-fascism (71)2

As Paul suggests, I also spoke too roughly of Christianity-in-daily-action as exploit-
ing our feelings about guilt and death. I did not care, then, to look into the many 
forms of religious culture. It would be rough justice, certainly, to condemn every 
form of social and cultural life that is characteristically ‘Christian’. The criticism 
I do make of one common ethos of Christianity does, in any case, run at a tangent 
to the circle that contains the historical person and textual traces of the  ‘Jesus’ 
figure. I feel the force of Paul’s critique. I feel it in the care I have to take now in 
recovering more nuanced judgements on Marxism and religion than those that he 
observed as typical of Subjecting and Objecting. 

Also Paul observes, critically, that while I want to use Husserl’s transcenden-
tal phenomenology as redressing something lacking in analytical philosophy of 
mind, I also can exhibit a dismissive attitude to his theories. (Paul is kind to re-
mark that I have done better in some subsequent work on phenomenology.) I had 
ambivalent feelings about Husserl’s methods and language then; in responding 
to Paul now, I discover that this ambivalence remains, despite having written a 
later book that endorses Husserl’s legacy in Sartre and Beauvoir, and despite my 
regrets that analytical philosophy has developed so far in ignorance of Husserl 
that it can no longer by moved by the scope and depth of his achievement. (‘It’s 
too late baby, now’.)3  I have much the same ambivalence about Heidegger’s philo-
sophical language.4 His writings, also, act as a powerful contrast with the relent-
less cheerfulness—an unbearable lightness of being—of an ‘analytical’ philosophy 
that can discuss, in the one remote tone, knifings, poisonings, rapes5 and Sophie’s 
Choices. The language of phenomenology is a relief from the mood in which flour-
ish doctrines that the whole world of personal language is a ‘folk psychology’ to 
be surpassed; you can love the gravity of the language of Being and Time and relish 
the ‘glossolalia’ (pace Paul Edwards6).
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At the same time I cannot wish to write in Heidegger’s terms, even to find my 
way beyond them. The work is designed to keep the reader within its mazes. (The 
same might have been said of Being and Nothingness were it not for the fact that 
Beauvoir, and then critics ‘who no longer spoke existentialese’ showed us how to 
adapt it, radically.)  It is not only that to do so would be derivative. You might, 
after immersing yourself in their work, write like Quine or David Lewis, or like 
Mary Wollstonecraft or Michèle Le Dœuff but you do not have to abandon their 
language in order to work your way out.7 Michèle Le Dœuff describes this phe-
nomenon of hermetic enclosure in terms of l’unique sujet parlant. The enclosure 
is achieved by constructing a voice that speaks as if for the whole world—as if it 
is the one voice the world has. The voice of Being and Nothingness, of Being and 
Time, of Philosophical Investigations, of Phenomenology of Spirit—is hermetic. You 
can study those writings, be inspired or repulsed, or write about them only as 
from a scholarly distance, certainly. Each is a hermetic entirety in itself, however. 
In becoming a philosophical writer you cannot get progress if you write like them; 
you cannot weld other discourses on to them. You can be a commentator and 
critic, but to make anything of them that can be used to take philosophy further 
you have to appropriate their language into another’s, with at least the liberty and 
daring of the best of translators who produce, for instance, new classics of the 
English language when they translate Anna Karenina or War and Peace.

In these last few paragraphs I have been constructing a context within which 
to reply to Paul about my conflicting attitudes towards the Husserl of Cartesian 
Meditations and Crisis of European Sciences. Certainly, it would be unreasonable to 
complain about the fact, in itself, that a contemporary philosopher cannot solve 
their problems directly from within a Husserlian text. To explain why analytical 
philosophy stood in need of it from the very beginning of its rise after the second 
world war we must depart from it, learn another language and then return. Only 
then can explanation can be written. What Paul reads as flippancy in some of my 
responses to Husserl’s language is my reaction to the power of his language and 
of his conception of the philosophical predicament of a ‘subjective object that would 
like to be an objective subject.’ (But there I go again. I have to let his idea emerge 
in post-Sartrean terms in order to use rather than mention it.) I use his profound 
conceptions just so long as I may, even in admiration, send up his ‘transcendental 
ego’ as vanishing, endlessly. Husserl himself begins to deconstruct that ego in the 
Crisis of European Sciences:

It is unthinkable, and not merely contrary to fact, that I be man in the world 



response · 75 

without being a man. There need be no one in my perceptual field, but 
fellow men are necessary as actual, as known, and as an open horizon of 
those I might possibly meet. Factually I am within an interhuman present 
... I know myself to be factually within a generative framework ... [which] 
is as unbreakable, as is the form, belonging to me as an individual ego, of 
my original perceptual present .... with a remembered past and an expect-
able future.8 (Crisis, 253).

MICHÈLE LE DŒUFF, THE PHYSICALIST PROJECT, AND TALKING 
ACROSS PARADIGMS

In responding to Michelle Boulous Walker’s generous and comprehending re-
marks about my work over the years on ‘mind’ and ‘judgement’ I shall refer to 
what she says about the significance of Le Dœuff for my methods and language, 
the nature of my involvement in—and partial repudiation of—the physicalist 
project, and finally, Michelle’s desire for conversation between me and Lyotard.
I find Michelle’s remarks upon the significance of Le Dœuff in my work to be very 
helpful as well as generous. It is helpful in that her generosity makes it easy for me 
to learn, from the angle of someone else’s approach, what it is that I have been do-
ing, and how to work and where to go in getting further with the problems—about 
‘mind’ and ‘consciousness’ if you can bear the terms. What she reads in the way 
I come at the need to judge (so as to be judged) connects, for her, with Lyotard’s 
concern to converse with those who differ so radically that you are not sure there 
is a common language, or whether it can ever be devised. The fact that she is able 
to so effortlessly (or so she makes it appear) cast a new and yet acceptable light 
on a body of work does give one hope that more can be done. Thus I am interested 
in her desire that I include Lyotard along with those others (Kant, Husserl, Sartre, 
Arendt, Le Dœuff herself) with whom the work of finding a critical language has 
paid dividends in areas as diverse as thinking about mental processes as identifi-
able as cortical, to considering the nature and role of judgement.

I have not yet managed to bring together, for publication, the many pieces I have 
written over the years concerning the bearing of Le Dœuff’s ‘critical epistemol-
ogy’ upon the perennial tendency of philosophical thought towards some version 
of a ‘transcendental ego’. Perhaps I may use, here, the concluding remarks of one 
of these essays in which I observe the reasons for the failure of one attempt within 
analytical philosophy to break free of its limitations:
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One might be in sympathy with Searle’s attempts, for example, to resist 
the sway of a neo-metaphysics that takes the form of reductive physical-
ism.  In his way of resisting physicalism, Searle carries on in the same way 
that produced the outlook to which he objects. When he writes about a 
form of philosophy—Derrida’s—that is further from his home the limita-
tion becomes crippling to him and oppressive for the reader. As Gayatri 
Spivak puts it in her analysis of the famous Derrida/Searle debate:

Searle’s method of disciplinary practice is to take everything “in-
side the circle” as self-evident and everything “outside the circle” 
as irrelevant; a clear case of the exclusion of the ‘other’ as such, so 
that a normative interior can be defined.9

An attraction of Le Dœuff’s practice, in this context, is that it avoids setting 
up an inner discourse, whether of ‘ordinary’ language or of the conceptual 
systems of the special sciences. We ourselves can detour behind the forms 
of philosophy that Le Dœuff’s inter-textual practice opposes, such as neo-
metaphysics; behind conceptual analysis, behind its cross-channel com-
petitors of late phenomenology and early deconstructionism, right back to 
Husserl’s founding work in phenomenology. As with conceptual analysis, 
Husserl’s method of placing one’s normal commitments in suspension - 
of bracketing them out - can lead to its own kind of absolutism.  And yet 
it was intended to achieve a complete freedom from presuppositions. It 
is possible to naturalise this transcendental method, however.10 What Le 
Dœuff says about the transcendental subject in her work on the relation 
between Shakespeare’s characters and Descartes’ philosophical narrator 
suggest the possibility of such a naturalisation.11

  
Let me return now to what Michelle says about my approach to the nature of 
judging. I appreciate the scrupulous care she has taken in reading the account of 
judging as being pleased at something’s being the case—pleased that it be the case 
if possible. It is easy (particularly in the midst of anxieties about judgement being 
only ‘subjective’) to misread this view as permitting the practice of being influ-
enced in making a judgment by being pleased at some fact (or the prospect of that 
become a fact). But that permission is, just as commonsense philosophy decrees, 
to subvert the process of judgement. The process of coming to judge is not that of 
saying or doing what you feel’. You would be closer to the mark to say that coming 
to judge involves coming to feel what you say (or do). Just as we suggest to one who 
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abuses ‘free speech’ not to say what they think but to think what they say. 

To be pleased at what you judge simply in its being the case (or in the prospect of 
its becoming so) may be no easy matter. That is why there is the work of judge-
ment. Judging as being pleased at lays upon us the demands of all that we have to 
take into account in order to be pleased, overall, that something be the case, be 
done, be made as likely as possible. Someone judges that they have made the right 
allocation in their will, of their assets, to family, friends and causes. They have 
to bear with some pain at some aspects of that allocation—that someone may 
be disappointed or aggrieved. Nevertheless, to judge that the allocation is right 
requires that the one who judges is pleased at the overall allocation, and would be 
displeased to have it otherwise, though that would make one of the beneficiaries 
happier. We see how the traditional qualities associated with having good judge-
ment—of strength of mind, for instance—take their place within such a view.

It is always easier—particularly for philosophers—to write at length about what 
they disagree with. We are never so full of words as when we go to set an issue 
to rights. You have to learn new skills to write at length, and say something more 
about, work that fundamentally you admire. In writing about Le Dœuff, and then 
Arendt, the challenge, in admiring their work, was to carry the discussion fur-
ther—by an inflexion of terms, juxtaposition with other writers they do not rely 
upon. Fundamentally, one must ‘return to the themes themselves’ (to adopt Hus-
serl’s cry) while keeping a close eye on the work of those who have done so much, 
so well. Such a project is at the opposite pole from eulogy and hagiography. 

Michelle’s sketch of my involvement in and subsequent disenchantment with the 
‘physicalist’ identity theory12 stirs me to go further into the relation between ‘ana-
lytical’ and ‘continental’ philosophy, undeterred by the fact that despite the best 
efforts of many, the situation remains almost unchanged. The attempt was not 
so much to refute the identification of mental with cortical processes but rather, 
to help to shift the project away from the radically reductive mode that it had 
engendered.  It was in that spirit that I turned to Husserl’s analysis of the enig-
mas of being at once body and ‘transcendental ego’, as he put it. I searched for a 
language that recovered something of what I admired and thought extraordinarily 
promising in Husserl, that remained true to the spirit of what he was doing and 
which nevertheless ‘transcended’ Husserl’s language towards a usable contem-
porary idiom. The most likely figures to draw upon were Ryle, as standing behind 
the upsurge in a ‘physicalist’ identity theory, and Sartre as writing his own trans-
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formation of Husserl into his new idiom of l’être as against le néant, néantisation 
and so on.13

If there were a solution to the incommensurability between analytical and con-
tinental philosophy, it would not be a rapprochement—‘approaching’—a com-
ing out of the corners of the boxing ring to shake hands before the bout. Rather 
it would be to come together so as to not slug it out. In terms of philosophers 
sharing their academic space socially, at least, that has occurred to some extent. 
There is no longer much tendency for the handshake to be a preparatory gesture 
before polemical haymakers are thrown in the hope that they are ‘knock-down’ 
arguments. (‘There’s glory for you’, as Humpty Dumpty defined it.) For the re-
sultant situation to shift beyond Marcuse’s repressive tolerance, however, we must 
all handle ourselves as not contained within a mode. Diverse modes of philosophy 
are resources rather than fields of enclosure. It is not enough to ‘respect the dif-
ference’ of those beyond our borders if we repel incomers who lack a visa. It was 
as acquainted with classical European phenomenology and (English) conceptual 
analysis that I could, on a visitor’s working visa, write about thinking and judging. 
That double familiarity was what I needed in order to learn something in the land 
of Arendt and her fellows.14

Arendt herself, in writing the works for which she has become most famous, had 
been forced into a rupture with the tradition of European philosophy that pro-
duced that phenomenology. Apart from politics and current affairs she reads her 
English contemporaries such as Ryle and Strawson, while finding no acceptance 
by analytical philosophers in the United States. (They would have appeared as a 
US version of the European ‘professional’ philosophers with whom Arendt, in dis-
claiming the title of philosopher, also refused to identify when she disclaimed be-
ing a philosopher.) For my own part,15 bred as a conceptual analyst in Ryle’s briar 
patch, I was more attracted to moving between different kinds of discourses so as 
to work with Arendt’s. For me it involved drawing on Husserl and Sartre with one 
hand while welcoming Ryle and J L Austin with the other. (The other main influ-
ence in writing on judgment was Kant, of course, who precedes the ‘analytical/ 
continental’ split by a comfortable margin.)16

What someone is saying is not a ‘thing’—a ‘meaning’ that exists separately from 
every way of saying it. Nevertheless, when we converse with some success we 
recognise what is being said in different languages, periods and cultures. We gain a 
sense of a major issue that appears in the interaction of different discourses. Such 
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interaction occurs not out of politeness or tolerance, but because we are ready 
and determined to use whatever resources we have at hand.17 With his love of 
puzzles, conundrums and regresses, Ryle may, with relative ease, be drawn within 
a discussion that already includes the Sartre of The Transcendence of the Ego, The 
Imaginary, and Being and Nothingness. In comparison, it would have been virtu-
ally impossible to draw the David Lewis of On the Plurality of Worlds18 within the 
discussion between Ryle and Sartre; their account of imagination sets out from 
rejecting imaginary objects. Lewis cannot countenance a figurative truth for his 
possible worlds; the three cannot be got to ‘read from the same page’.  Perhaps one 
day you might write parts for them to read, as different characters in the plot of a 
story or play that deals with the themes themselves—of what is possible, what can 
be imagined, and what it takes to imagine change.19

University of Queensland
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8. Edmund Husserl, Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology (Northwestern 
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9. “Revolutions that as yet have no model: Derrida’s Limited Inc.,” Diacritics Dec. 1980, 31.
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11. ‘Textualist, Imaginary and Operative Practice’, read at the University of Cardiff, 2001.
12. I refer to the theory usually considered part of ‘analytical’ philosophy—that processes of think-
ing, feeling, recall and the having of imagery as being one and the same as certain cortical pro-
cesses.
13. If you see Ryle as deeply influenced by the Husserlian structures, rather than shaking himself 
free of them, you can then read Ryle with Sartre—each correct Descartes’ deviation from radical 
critique towards dualism.   
14. I take that as defined by Husserl, Heidegger, Sartre and Merleau-Ponty—not to exclude the 
many other major writers in that tradition, but as a way of defining phenomenology by its exem-
plary exponents. 
15. Conceptual analysts were rejected by ‘analytical’ philosophy particularly for their deconstruc-
tion of ontology.   
16. Phenomenology and deconstruction has made attention gravitate towards Kant’s third Critique.
17. Thus the significance, as Michelle observes, of Le Dœuff’s practice of ‘operative’ philosophy.  
18. The ‘plurality’ arises from taking how the world might be as a possible world that is that way.
19. Quine and Heidegger, as ham radio enthusiasts, talk across their differences (‘Martin and Wil-
lard on Air’, Crossroads 4:1 [2009], 23-32). 



parrhesia 26 · 2016 · 81-95

nature, history and "critique 
of violence" in the thin red 
line (1998)
gabriella blasi

Introduction

As Iain Macdonald’s work on Malick’s The New World suggests,2 although many 
critics acknowledge nature as one of Malick’s fundamental motifs and themes, 
very few have directly tackled the metaphysics and the problem of nature in Ma-
lick’s films. In what follows, I claim that The Thin Red Line is a cinematic argument 
that reframes human relations to finitude, death and violence in the present of 
our dysfunctional subject–object relations to nature. To support this vision, the 
paper will not refer to Martin Heidegger’s notions of Dasein and being-towards-
death, because Kaja Silverman’s3 reading of Malick’s enigmatic and compelling 
film has already extensively demonstrated that the acceptance of life as fated to 
death, the acceptance of life as open possibility against the absolute impossibility 
of death is the film’s accepted reality and philosophical starting point.

Walter Benjamin’s approach will provide the theoretical and philosophical ter-
rain to understand Malick’s film as operating within the subject–object problem of 

A critique of violence is the philosophy of its 
history.
—Walter Benjamin, "Critique of Violence"1
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modern aesthetics. Rather than advocating mythical returns to a lost, prelapsar-
ian or embodied oneness and reconciliation with the world of nature, this article 
uses Peter Fenves’ insights on Benjamin’s notion of time to maintain that Malick’s 
film opens the subject–object dichotomy between spectator and film to a tempo-
ral “interplay”4 between nature and history. In the course of the argument, rather 
than focusing on Private Witt as the bearer of subjective openness5 and calm, 6 the 
article will demonstrate that the protagonist of The Thin Red Line remains Adrian 
Brody’s Corporal Fife.7 The film itself refuses to follow Witt’s character in his 
“other” world and ostensibly shows that there is only this world, “this rock,” as 
Penn’s nihilist character Welsh reminds us. A Benjaminian approach to the film 
shifts critical attention from Private Witt’s (Jim Caviezel) idealism and subjec-
tivity, to Corporal Fife’s (Adrian Brody) mute figural gestures as expression of a 
precise subject-less seeing of nature and history enabled by the film itself.

The Thin Red Line is an adaptation of James Jones’ novel narrating the World War 
II battle of Guadalcanal in the Solomon Islands in 1942. As many critics have ar-
gued, The Thin Red Line evades genre expectations. For example, Leo Bersani and 
Ulysse Dutoit have pointed out that despite the use of the popular war film genre, 
“the only narratively significant event is the refusal on the part of Captain Starros 
(Elias Koteas) to obey Colonel Tall’s (Nick Nolte) order to send his men directly 
up the hill in an attack on the Japanese bunker at the top.”8 To further complicate 
genre expectations, rather than a cathartic experience of war, Malick’s film offers 
very large, somehow pretentious, philosophical questions in voice-over narration 
about the nature of violence and the meaning of life. Warwick Mules argues that 
the film allegorizes the battle of World War II by “meditating on human life and 
its relation to death, nature, good and evil.” 9 Malick, for Mules, uses the theatre of 
World War II and Guadalcanal to allegorize Schelling’s idea “that nature grounds 
the possibility of both good and evil by withdrawing from them (as indifferent na-
ture).” In an application of Benjamin’s ideas on allegory, Mules further elaborates 
that:

the film bears witness to the battle, not by recalling its historical or ideal 
truth, but by announcing that “man’s subjection to nature” at war with it-
self destroys idealism and places the human in a state of mourning outside 
its own idealized self-image, yet open to a glorious otherness.10

But if the allegorical way of seeing opens nature to a glorious otherness beyond 
idealism, it is worth asking: what is this glorious otherness of nature? What does 
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it look like? Can we see it in Malick’s film?

The Thin Red Line is indeed a meditation on human “subjection to nature,”11 how-
ever, as Bersani and Dutoit have pointed out already, there are many different 
ways “of looking” at nature in the film; characters are, “individuated not as per-
sonalities but as perspectives on the world.”12 This way, the film presents viewers 
with philosophical confrontations so that the pairings and couplings that Pippin,13 
following Bersani and Dutoit, sees between characters, can be seen as philosophi-
cal debates between dramatis personae embodying different perspectives on the 
world of nature.14 However, as Robert Sinnerbrink’s work on Malick’s film attests, 
film-philosophers should move beyond philosophical readings and interpreta-
tions of the film’s formal and narrative elements and consider, “the question of 
the nature of the cinematic image and its capacity to provoke thought.”15 In an-
swering Sinnerbrink’s call, the broader hypothesis that this paper explores is that 
what constitutes the nature of the cinematic image and its capacity to provoke 
thought is cinema’s distinctive relation to time. As we shall see in detail, Benja-
min’s conception of the “shape of time”16 is a suitable concept in tackling both 
the problem of nature and the problem of history in Malick’s The Thin Red Line. 
In what follows I explore the hypothesis that Malick’s The Thin Red Line offers 
two visions of nature: a mechanistic and vitalist vision in which human and non-
human nature are interrelated and part of a larger Whole, and another vision of 
nature: where parts are totally disassociated from laws of causality and reciproc-
ity. This philosophical opposition is not new in nature philosophy.

MECHANICAL AND HISTORICAL TIME

In “Renewed Question: Whether a Philosophy of History is possible,”17 Peter 
Fenves quotes Schelling’s phrase, “Wherever there is mechanism, there is no his-
tory, and conversely, where there is history, there is no mechanism—a proposi-
tion Schelling briefly illustrates,” Fenves reminds us, “with reference to the image 
of the clock” (the entire passage is worth quoting at length here):

The image of the clock … can be generalized in relation to clock-like as-
pects of human beings, such as eating, drinking, having sex, and dying. In 
the broader context of transcendental idealism circa 1798 and even more 
so, in relation to Schelling’s own writings of the period, this proposition 
and its attending illustration are characterised by a striking absence: no 
mention is made of a non-mechanistic mode of causality, specifically or-
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ganic causality in which each part of the living thing is reciprocally con-
nected to the whole, and the whole thus precedes its parts … There are 
a number of ways to interpret the absence of any reference to organic 
causality, but one is particularly suggestive—not that Schelling somehow 
forgot about it, or perhaps suppressed it in his defence of the Fichtean 
program, but the inclusion of Naturphilosophie in a philosophical system 
changes nothing in relation to the question at hand [whether a Philosophy 
of History is possible and how].18

For Fenves, Schelling’s omission of an organic conception of nature implies that 
an organic mode of causality (in which each part of the living thing is reciprocally 
connected to the whole), would still be a mechanistic mode of nature: that is, 
mechanic time linked to the clock-like aspects of life (eating, drinking, having sex 
and dying). The omission is, indeed, particularly striking considering that within 
the context of transcendental idealism, Schelling would have certainly held to 
an organicist, as opposed to a mechanistic/Newtonian concept of nature.19 This 
is an important précis that can help us contextualise the novelties of Malick’s 
cinematic contribution to a material philosophy of nature and history in contem-
porary culture.

Fenves’ renewed question can thus be posed in these terms: can nature and his-
tory evade the clock-like mode of being and becoming? As Fenves notes in his 
article, this was the central question of Kant’s Conflict of the Faculties. For Kant, 
who distinguishes between the lower faculty of philosophy and the higher faculty 
of positive law,20 positive law can interrupt the causal mode of being and becom-
ing as long as positive law is grounded in (pure) reason and, as such, it interrupts 
the mechanic flow of events by way of a revolutionary advancement of reason in 
history. On the other hand, for Schelling, historical time cannot be enforced by 
reason, it is still a “function of time” and as such it must be captured by a “time 
function.”21 For Schelling, a philosophy of history must follow not Kant’s but rath-
er Leibniz’s lead: ‘for it must develop its own version of higher analysis … such 
that “everything that is” can be immediately presented as a “function of time.”’22 
The paradox is that for Schelling the goal of history is the same as its origin, 
namely freedom and “any progressive step forward is also its very inception.”23 
Thus, if mechanical time is “periodic” or, “a movement in which goal and origin 
converge,”24 how can historical time progress any better than mechanical time to-
wards freedom?  For Schelling, historical time does not progress or regress (as in a 
line between points or tangents) but is simply “gressive”25 and, for Schelling, who 
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follows Leibniz’s lead, without a mathematical function that captures the “gres-
sive” character of history, no philosophy of history is possible because reason 
cannot transcend, so to speak, the periodicity of events in mechanical time.26 Hav-
ing defined the problem of an impossible philosophy of history based on reason, 
Fenves reads Hölderlin, and Benjamin’s own work on Hölderlin “Two Poems,”27 
as new articulations of Schelling’s problem in modernity.

In an application of Fenves’ insights, Benjamin’s philosophical project can be un-
derstood as operating within the complexities of a material philosophy of history 
not based in post-Kantian reason that would not fall back into transcendental 
idealism. Moving from this premise, the next section of this paper contextualizes 
Benjamin’s early essay “Critique of Violence” as operating within the same philo-
sophical trajectory of “Two Poems” and other early essays and shows that the 
problem of historical and mechanical time is relevant here for a comprehensive 
analysis of nature and history in Malick’s The Thin Red Line.

MECHANICAL AND HISTORICAL VIOLENCE

In Benjamin’s essay “Critique of Violence” the Kantian problem between natu-
ral law based in nature and positive law based in reason is formulated in similar 
terms to Schelling’s: all laws are violent. No distinction is made between natural 
law and positive law, because if natural law sees violence as a “natural datum”28 
and positive law “sees violence as a product of history”29 Benjamin, then, says:

the misunderstanding in natural law by which a distinction between vio-
lence used for just ends and violence used for unjust ends must be em-
phatically rejected. Rather, positive law demands of all violence a proof 
of its historical origin, which under certain conditions is declared legal, 
sanctioned.30

This prompts Benjamin to declare that, “the critique of violence is the philosophy 
of its history.”31 Thus, for Benjamin, contrary to Schelling, a philosophy of his-
tory is possible, it is precisely a “critique” of violence, where critiquing violence 
means the ability to see and recognize its development, because “only the idea of 
its development makes possible a critical, discriminating, and decisive approach 
to its temporal data.”32 From this reading of a “possible” philosophy of history in 
Benjamin, one crucial question remains open: how is it possible to see and recog-
nize the development of violence and gain a “critical, discriminating, and decisive 
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approach” to it? Benjamin’s ambiguous essay evades the structured thinking of 
binary logic. To paraphrase his “Coming Philosophy,” 33 Benjamin’s thinking does 
indeed require another relation between subjects and objects, a reconfiguration 
of the modern subject–object relation which is neither based on binary thinking 
and opposition, nor based on progressive or regressive thinking, reconciliations 
and synthesis.

This complex philosophical position is evident in “Critique of Violence,” where 
Benjamin introduces another concept that is neither natural law, nor positive law 
but a “divine” or messianic law.  While the literature on Benjamin’s difficult essay 
is itself complex and divided,34 in what follows, I claim that The Thin Red Line not 
only is a suitable case study to exemplify the complexities of Benjamin’s “Cri-
tique of Violence” but is also a thoroughly cinematic contribution to a possible 
philosophy of history. In the course of analysis, I understand the violence of each 
manifestation of “law” as the violence of mechanical time, historical time and 
messianic time. I claim that Malick’s The Thin Red Line can be seen as a “critique 
of violence,” in that it presents violence as such, in its natural and positive mani-
festations of law. In critiquing violence, however, Malick’s The Thin Red Line offers 
a philosophy of history through a cinematic approach to time and temporal data 
that gives us the ability to see and recognize the development of violence as such. 
As we shall see, this ability is not encumbered by individual intentionality, but is 
predicated on a “messianic” conception of time.

CRITIQUING LOVE AND VIOLENCE IN THE THIN RED LINE

There are various instances in which we see the problem and paradox of natural 
law and positive law in the war setting of the The Thin Red Line. Indeed, as Ben-
jamin remarks in the “Critique of Violence” essay “Militarism is the compulsory, 
universal use of violence as a means to ends of the state.”35 One of the most ob-
vious moments where we see the justification of violence as a means to ends of 
the state is when Doll played by Dash Mihoc, kills a man for the first time and 
in voice-over says “I killed a man, worst thing you can do, worse than rape and 
nobody can touch me for it.” The violence is justified as a means to the ends 
of the state, that the film, through the nihilist eyes of Penn’s character Welsh, 
unmercifully sanctions as “Property. The whole fuckin’ thing’s about property.” 
Nevertheless, the most perplexing instance where the film shows us the paradox 
of natural and positive law at work is in the “only narratively significant event of 
the film,” as Bersani and Dutoit call it, “the refusal on the part of Captain Staros 
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(Elias Koteas) to obey Colonel Tall’s (Nick Nolte) orders.”36 As Pippin’s reading 
suggests, this conflict is not only crucial in narrative terms, but is also emblem-
atic of a deeper conflict between different versions of Humanism in nature-cul-
ture relations. While Colonel Tall follows the heroic ethos of an archaic code of 
nobility and courage37 and uses nature to justify the application of this code to 
the battlefield, Captain Staros embodies the doings of a later, Christian Human-
ism. Staros counters Tall’s uncompromised commitment to winning the battle by 
showing prudence and temperance and demonstrating his “love” to his soldiers 
as a father to his children. While Staros’ demonstrates Christian love and com-
passion and embodies the doings of human individual intentions and rationality 
against the mechanisms of nature in history, the film itself “critiques” Staros’ act 
of rebellion by showing viewers that the same ethical values proceed undisturbed 
in the film. For example, the film shows us that the fatherly and patriarchal atti-
tude of military life proceeds in the metaphors used by the new Captain (George 
Clooney) at the end of the film. In an application of non-dualistic insights from 
Benjamin’s “Critique of Violence,” while Staros’ conscious act of rebellion is a 
wonderful demonstration of human’s compassion and rationality, Malick’s film 
shows us that the same violence is at the root of both positive and natural law. 
Staros, who is a lawyer in civilian life, cannot evade the fact that violence is—de 
jure—sanctioned and legalized in those circumstances. Perhaps for this reason, 
Bersani and Dutoit note that in the battlefield “the Captain’s humanistic defense 
of life is absurd.”38 However, despite the absurdity of Staros’ defence of life in war, 
his decision does not remain without consequences in the film.

Captain Staros’ mutiny does emphatically mark a narrative turning point in The 
Thin Red Line. From that moment onwards, through a series of resonant sequenc-
es of love (embodied by Bell’s romanticized fantasies and recollections about his 
wife at home as he climbs the hill, for example), Charlie Company finds that much 
needed courage, cohesion and strength to conquer the hill and bring the mission 
to a success. In this, Malick’s film does not only critique the historical origins of 
violence and positive law, it shows us that the much needed love, courage and 
compassion that motivate Charlie Company’s success remain violent act of na-
ture in a mechanical flow of events. In this, it is important to note that good and 
evil are equally questioned in the film’s voice-overs, with the exact same words: 
Private Train asks, “This great evil. Where does it come from?” Private Bell asks: 
“Love. Where does it come from?” In Malick’s film, both good and evil, positive 
law and violence, are mechanical possibilities of nature, and this position beyond 
binary logic is evoked and questioned in the initial voice over narration in the 
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film: “is there an avenging power in nature not one power but two?” As Bersani 
and Dutoit explicitly argue using Freud’s words, The Thin Red Line shows us that 
both violence and love are part of the same destructive and ecstatic pleasure of 
the drives. In Benjamin’s words, however, the thought could be completed saying 
that human history, as a Whole, mechanically progresses towards freedom in the 
form of death, entropy and destruction39 and mechanism, here, includes vitalist 
and organicist visions of nature.

The film repeatedly shows us Charlie Company as a Whole, an interconnected 
body—or “machinic assemblage” as Deleuze and Guattari40 would call it—where 
all parts are univocally connected, as in the flock-like behavior of the soldiers 
moving together, like birds, in the jungle as one body. To further reinforce this or-
ganicist vision of Charlie Company as an interconnected organism, it is important 
to point out that in the first phases of the battle, chaos and madness predomi-
nate, lines of command are not clear and the soldiers appear lost. It is only after 
Captain Staros’ act of rational rebellion (which in the story is importantly pre-
ceded, and almost motivated, by the unpredictable “line of flight”41 of Welsh’s run 
through the battlefield in a self-less attempt to save a soldier who does not want 
to be saved) that the company becomes itself again. The point I want to stress 
here, following the lines of argument introduced above via Benjamin, is that the 
mechanical vision of history is not restricted to the progress of the oppressors, 
embodied by Colonel Tall’s egoistic motivation and furious determination, but 
the mechanic vision of life, in Malick’s film, does also include human rationality, 
love and compassion, embodied by Captain Staros’ Christian ethos and Private 
Bell’s memories of an idealised love. Love, too, proceeds in a mechanical and, in-
deed, violent sort of way; in this mechanism, Bell’s wife (Miranda Otto) replaces 
Bell with another man back home and asks Bell to help her leave him. The same 
mechanism haunts Captain Staros’ Christian values and compassion. Staros—
contrary to Welsh’s striking refusal of the Silver Star because war is “all about 
property”—does not turn down Colonel Tall’s deal and leaves Charlie Company 
with the Silver Star and the Purple Heart, after all. In this view, characters in The 
Thin Red Line are indeed perspectives on life, they are philosophical perspectives 
on violence and nature; however, the film shows that not one single philosophical 
perspective, embodied by the confrontations of its principal four characters, can 
escape the mechanical flow of time, the clock-like mode of being and becoming, as 
Schelling would call it.
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THE TIMID LOOK OF THE POET AND THE THIN RED LINE

In an application of Fenves’ insights offered in “Renewed Question” and other 
writings on Benjmian’s philosophy of time, this paper claims that Corporal Fife 
can be seen as expression of a precise “poetic,” rather than philosophical looking:

A striking feature of Hölderlin’s poems is the peculiar passivity that can 
be ascribed to the poet, a passivity that finds its paradoxical security in de-
fenselessness as supreme vulnerability. For the young Benjamin this vul-
nerability cum security is the counter-mythological traits par excellence.42

In The Thin Red Line Brody’s character Fife is the only one who does not project 
mythological or philosophical views (whether Classical, Christian, Hegelian or 
Nietzschean) on the violent events of war. Corporal Fife is the witness of the 
battle, he does not talk, but sees everything, and his facial features communicate 
the power of looking in distinctively aesthetic terms. Just as the owl’s big eyes, 
Fife’s big eyes see everything, but, contrary to the owl, Fife’s facial features and 
his bodily gestures communicate a profound distress rather than eerie detached 
participation. My argument here diverges from Bersani and Dutoit’s argument, 
when they claim that: “the close-ups of Witt’s looking defines a cinematic aes-
thetic and ethic of implicated witnessing, of a witnessing identical to total absorption 
[emphasis added].43 For Bersani and Dutoit:

it is an illusion to think that we can look at nature the way it appears to 
look at us: as a spectacle distinct from the looking. That appearance is ee-
rily represented in the sequence preceding Witt’s death by the shots of an 
owl sitting in a tree, looking.44

The problem of Witt’s “witnessing identical to total absorption,” is that it falls 
back to a mythical vision of nature; an impossible, pre-fall and paradisiacal vi-
sion of the world that cannot be recuperated in aesthetic experiences (especially 
complex, highly artificial productions of experiences such as films). More im-
portantly, the witnessing that Bersani and Dutoit advocate does not move away 
from witnessing a mechanical flow of events in nature. In this view, that which 
pertains to Benjamin’s poetizing, it is worth noting that while Caviezel’s (Witt) 
facial features communicate a beautiful, ennobling courage in his acceptance of 
death, Brody’s (Fife) timid gaze and body language there is something arresting 
and compelling, something that remains significantly muted and silenced, elicit-
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ing a variety of affective responses in the viewer, without closure. 45

Corporal Fife is a supremely vulnerable, pure witness. This purity is especially evi-
dent in the scene where a very young soldier is dying under the compassionate and 
participative gaze of Staros’ Christian values and the soldier repeatedly asks for 
Fife. The young dying soldier wants Fife to be there, to just be there and witness 
his death, “I’m dying Fife.” Malick’s direction does not even give Fife a close-up, 
he is simply there, shot from behind, juxtaposed along the plane of the camera’s 
viewing. In the scene, Fife’s neutral and discrete witnessing (like the witness-
ing of Malick’s camera work) is very different from the emotionally charged per-
spective of Captain Staros’ gaze. In all his appearances, Adrian Brody’s Fife looks, 
does not speak, yet he testifies to something. He is one of the “two witnesses” of 
Captain’s Staros mutiny, and, significantly, he is the one that Witt wants to save 
when he volunteers to go in a final mission that will lead to his beautiful, coura-
geous (somehow heroic) and calm death. Fife, on the other hand, is the one that, 
utterly terrified, follows Witt’s orders, goes back to Charlie Company and warns 
about the imminent peril up the river, although he does not actually say anything. 
Fife’s looking, is the looking of a vulnerable subject that sees and recognises the 
inevitability of violence in nature, but rather than “making himself superfluous in 
order to multiply his being,” as Witt does—in Bersani and Dutoit’s attentive read-
ing (165)—makes himself necessary in order to allow that seeing.

In this, my claim in this paper is that Corporal Fife stands for the witnessing 
of Malick’s cinema divested of intentions and subjectivity, a distinctively non-
subjective seeing of camera work that gives us access to images of nature and vio-
lence as a spectacle distinct from the looking, it gives us access to a vision of nature 
and time that is simply precluded in the immediacy of everyday life. Following 
Benjamin’s philosophical trajectory, the possibility of looking at nature as nature 
looks back at us, not only is possible but is a non-mechanical function of time 
rendered visible in cinematic experiences and this is, precisely, what Malick’s see-
ing advocates in the last three shots of The Thin Red Line. As we shall now see in 
detail, in Malick’s film the possibility of a critique of violence, and consequent 
philosophy of history, resides in Malick’s cinematic vision of time and nature.

Messianic Time in The Thin Red Line

The last three images of The Thin Red Line are images of human and non-human 
nature just living, as if the dramatic events of Guadalcanal never happened or be-
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longed to another planet. Here, the cinematic and highly artificial interpolation of 
images of glorious nature (human and non-human) communicates a sort of night-
marish continuation of life despite the evils of war. What we witness is, indeed, 
“a dangerously immortal world … a world complete without me” to use Cavell’s 
words.46 Using Benjamin’s insights, however, these images present themselves as 
pure mediality, as means without ends that cut through the illusion of immediacy 
with the world of nature and give back to us an even wider distance between the 
subject–object position, the viewer and the world viewed of modern aesthetics. 
In this, Malick’s cinematic viewing allows a temporal, reflective space opening up 
between the images of a world past and their contingency in the present of the 
viewer’s life.47

In an application of a Benjaminian “messianic reduction” (Fenves), it is important 
to go back to the “gressive” character of historical time. Despite Fenves’ reference 
to a mathematical function (precisely Karl Weierstrass’ “pathological function”—
a curve which is continuous everywhere but differentiable nowhere—or a fractal 
in contemporary mathematical terms), the trope of the “Turn of Time” (Wende 
der Zeit), in Fenves as in Benjamin, is irremediably associated to aesthetic experi-
ences in receptivity. In this view, the poetized or turn of time, is not the result of 
a prelapsarian immersion and absorption in the world of nature, but quite the op-
posite: the result of witnessing the (violent) historical value of poetic and linguis-
tic work, camera work included. It can be seen that Benjamin’s poetizing assumes 
the relevance of a practical methodological approach to aesthetic experiences of 
time (rather than space) in films beyond subjective intentionality. Benjamin’s “po-
etizing” and consequent turn of time would be that powerful experience of sin-
gularity (and suspension of the “natural attitude” as Husserl would call it)48 that 
comes and happens to us in a flash, but without intentions, when we experience, 
witness and recognize the historical value of a creative act or artifact such as Ma-
lick’s The Thin Red Line.

CONCLUSION

Moving from Bersani and Dutoit’s heuristic reading of characters’ look in The Thin 
Red Line, this article claims that the analysis of Corporal Fife’s look reveals a po-
etic perspective on The Thin Red Line. As exemplified in the scene of a young sol-
dier dying, Fife is a perplexed witness of both violence and love in history allowing 
a much needed “critique of violence” and philosophy of history to emerge from 
the film itself, in the act of experiencing, witnessing and recognizing its historical 
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value. Malick’s film-philosophy opens to a cinematic seeing and poetic witnessing 
that gives visibility and access to a different apperception of both time and nature. 
Rather than mythical oneness and absorption in nature, the highly artificial inter-
polation of images of glorious nature in the final three shots of the film returns 
to us a non-mechanical vision of time that Benjamin’s “shape of time” helps us 
understand. Benjamin’s Wende der Zeit or turn of time or time sculpting not only 
is fully disassociated from laws of causality and organicity in general, but its ap-
prehension is only possible in aesthetic and poetic experiences and manifesta-
tions of art and nature. Malick’s vision in The Thin Red Line testifies for the fleet-
ing unreliability of rational and bodily subjectivity of reflected being, however 
philosophically informed or guided. More importantly, Malick’s film stands for a 
pure witnessing of both violence and love in their mechanical unfolding beyond 
myth and idealism, a witnessing that gives visibility and access to a distinctively 
aesthetic apperception of time and a very much “possible” critique of violence 
and philosophy of history in contemporary culture.

University of Queensland
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relational ontology in 
nietzche: an introduction
riccardo carli

WHY RELATIONAL ONTOLOGY

Although intriguing, the association between Nietzsche and Relational Ontol-
ogy (RO) is rarely discussed in the scholarly literature. A notable exception to 
this rule is Matthew Meyer who has recently advanced a` captivating account of 
this association1. Meyer aims to mediate between two polarizing positions within 
Nietzsche scholarship—naturalism, as defended by Leiter, versus Nehamas’ aes-
theticism—proposing instead what he calls a “naturalized aestheticism”. In this 
context, RO is the key concept: in his support for it, Nietzsche proves to be nei-
ther a pure aestheticist nor a pure naturalist. Meyer describes RO as the Hera-
clitean ontology of Becoming, which is the type of ontology Nietzsche explicitly 
supports2: Heraclitus was the first to deny the existence of anything self-identical 
(Parmenides’ Being), refusing at the same time every transcendental source of 
Becoming (like Anaximander’s Indefinite). From a Heraclitean viewpoint, the 
world is sustained by relations, rather than substances. In the first place, Meyer 
contends, RO seems an aestheticist position since it respects Nehamas’ two pil-
lars of aestheticism; namely that the world is indeterminate and that it may be in-
terpreted in terms of aesthetic categories. Nietzsche, however, does not consider 
it merely one of the infinite possible ontologies. As a naturalist, he seeks scientific 
proof of this vision, turning to a series of contemporary physicists and biologists, 
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the most important of whom is probably Roger Boscovich (BGE 12)3. Meyer sum-
marizes this position in the following terms: 

Nietzsche’s Heraclitus sees the world according to the aesthetic category 
of play (a version of the second pillar), rather than the moral categories 
of good and evil. On the other hand, Nietzsche’s Heraclitus understands 
the world as one in which everything exists and is what it is only in rela-
tion to something else, and so the most fundamental entities of the world, 
considered in themselves, are essentially indeterminate (a version of the 
first pillar). Although he merely describes Heraclitus’s views in Philoso-
phy in the Tragic Age, Nietzsche eventually appropriates this Heraclitean 
ontology in his later works by turning to the natural sciences for support. 
Since Nietzsche appeals to the natural sciences to justify key features of 
an aesthetic worldview, there is reason to think of Nietzsche’s project in 
terms of what I call a naturalized aestheticism.4 

In other words, Nietzsche uses scientific results (instead of metaphysical ones), 
in order to justify the practice of art (interpretations) as an affirmative tool of 
existence. 

With Meyer, I contend that this anti-substantivist position that Nietzsche shares 
with Heraclitus is best described as a relational ontology. The evidence of Becom-
ing does not allow for any stable individuality: without fixed relata, the subsis-
tence of the world must be guaranteed by relations. We can understand the basic 
commitments of a relational ontology as consisting in the assumption “that the 
relations between entities are ontologically more fundamental than the entities 
themselves.” By contrast, a substantivist ontology takes entities to be ontological-
ly primary, and casts relations as derivative.5 

RO is therefore a vision of the world in which Being and all its declinations—
such as individual, thing-in-itself, subjects or objects, ultimate truth—lose their 
ontological subsistence and primacy. Reality is not to be understood as an organ-
isation of discrete unities, but is seen in its relational structure and dynamical 
development, in which every apparent unit is merely an intellectual simplifica-
tion. Everything that exists is a combination of innumerable influences, a sort of 
unstable totality, always subject to becoming: our limited perspective does not 
succeed in grasping it as a complex of drives. Relationships, rather than things, 
constitute the basic structure of the world, the network which gives consistence 
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to reality6. In addition, it is important to emphasize, as Meyer does, the artistic na-
ture of RO7, so as to avoid every metaphysical over-evaluation of the concept. For 
reasons that will become clear, RO is only tacitly endorsed by Nietzsche8, espe-
cially in his unpublished notebooks and in association with the ‘dynamic quanta 
theory.’9 In the published oeuvre, Nietzsche preferred to prudentially substitute, 
translate or symbolize it, with the theory of will to power10 (BGE 36, GM-II 12).

In this article, my aim is to test Meyer’s hypothesis of a Nietzschean RO, precisely 
understood within its Heraclitean semantic realm. I will offer a broad overview of 
this theme, in order to unearth its potentiality. To this extent, I will first discuss 
some aspects of Nietzsche’s philosophy that lend support to Meyer’s hypothesis, 
but which Meyer does not discuss. I will then present some of the most com-
mon problems associated with RO, and address Nietzsche’s possible responses 
to them. 

In summary, this article seeks to contribute to the project of legitimizing a de-
scription of Nietzsche’s ontological commitments in relational terms. 

While Meyer gives credibility to the idea of a Nietzschean relational ontology, 
he does not explain how things work within a relational world. That is why a 
reference to Ciano Aydin will be fundamental too. Aydin proposes a so-called ‘or-
ganization-struggle model’11: in Nietzsche’s ontology, the world of forces is not 
only characterized by struggle between the innumerable wills to power, but also 
by a certain grade of organization. Aydin names these organized complexes ‘will 
to power organizations’: reality is constituted by infinite, variable and relational 
multiplicities of will to power, which arrange themselves, decay and rearrange. 
The essence of power is a striving for expansion: sometimes this expansion is ob-
tainable only by accepting a hierarchy, a sort of meta-stable organization of wills, 
in which it can be useful to play a secondary role. These organizations are char-
acterized by unstable internal equilibrium (the struggle of wills never ends) and 
external relations with others complexes. In this manner, the process (or illusion) 
of individuation finds its rationale as well: individuation is the apprehension as a 
whole of these will to power organizations, bypassing their constitutive struggle.
Aydin provides a useful twofold model. On the one hand, it casts a light on the 
dynamics within a relational world, explaining the persistence of our illusions 
of stability, unity, principle of non-contradiction, durability and so on12. On the 
other hand, it clarifies how Nietzsche dismantles substance thinking: will to pow-
er is just a directedness, without a primary cause or a final goal. Its very expres-
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sion allows the appearance of will to power complexes, which do not annul the 
struggle, but rather constitute its meta-stable organization. In this sense Becom-
ing (namely, the evidence of the world) includes Being (our illusions of stability).

In this paper, Aydin’s model will play an important role, as theoretical background 
for many responses to RO-related problems. However, while Aydin considers ab-
solute novelty problematic and thinks that a certain kind of Aristotelian ‘poten-
tiality’ is necessary to justify it,13 I try to avoid this conclusion by appealing to the 
example of Gauguin’s Christmas Night: here, the world-Gauguin (with ‘World’ I 
understand something very similar to Aydin’s idea of will to power organization) 
meets the world-Marquises Island and produces the world-Christmas Night. This 
latter is not only the composition of the first two, but it represents a genuine nov-
elty since it enters in relation with a third ‘World’, the art-world: only in connec-
tion with this latter is it considered a masterpiece, therefore ontologically unique. 
Meyer and Aydin thus represent two of the most important references I use in or-
der to legitimate a reading of Nietzsche in terms of Relational Ontology. Although 
RO is not an idea commonly associated with Nietzsche, I think it can represent an 
innovative perspective, with a series of unexplored potentialities. 

Firstly, it can become a valuable point of coagulation, a ground for a great number 
of Nietzsche’s claims: his refusal of any priority of Being, his non-systematic ten-
dency, his non-absolute perspectivism, his skepticism regarding the linguistic ef-
fect of simplification, his antipathy to every Truth-system (from Christianity and 
idealism, to passive nihilism). Secondly, this position creates opportunities for 
new philosophical reflections and comparisons, creating a communal language 
for previously unrelated issues. On the one hand, it is possible to test Nietzsche’s 
thought within the problematic horizon of RO, which is the aim of the following 
discussion. On the other hand, it facilitates a comparison with other traditions 
and philosophers commonly associated with RO: not only some Indian or Chinese 
lines of thought, but also a deeply-rooted western tradition, which goes at least 
from Plotinus, through Meister Eckhart and Spinoza, up to Deleuze and Foucault. 
Although RO is in itself an interpretation (and therefore fictional and perfect-
ible), it can become the background for the creation of always new philosophical 
experiments in concept creation. This is its third and most important potential-
ity. If the ambition is to play the game of the world without seeking refuge in any 
anthropomorphisms, RO can be the theoretical premise which supports such a 
goal. Indeed, RO not only allows, but also encourages the free spirit to be creative. 
It is therefore a good ally in the endeavor to pursue one of Nietzsche’s most im-
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portant aims: to educate future free spirits, and make them possible. 

Let us begin by listing six Nietzschean claims, which seem particularly well suited 
to being interpreted in terms of a RO: (1) Nietzsche gives an ontological priority 
to Becoming, instead of the static conception of Being (PTA 5, HH 2). As a direct 
consequence, he treats as an illusion—that is: showing its relational and genea-
logical structure—every thing-in-itself or monolithic concept, every duality sub-
ject/object, every uncontested truth or fixed standpoint14, giving very few credits 
to philosophical positions like those of materialism and determinism15. (2) He 
recognizes that Becoming expresses itself through relations: if there are no fixed 
things, relations should be the ‘reality’ which sustains the structure of the world, 
which feeds the illusory images of stability that we have, which allows us to think 
the world as an organisation of discrete matter: nevertheless, under every appar-
ent mass there are only bundles of relations (NF-72 19[236], NF-81 11[36], NF-88 
14[93] etc.). (3) He exalts the endless dynamical development of reality, avoiding 
every illusion of stability. That is why Nietzsche can celebrate processes like those 
of play, war or struggle (PTA 5-7, HC, HH 170, BGE 259, GM-I 13 etc.). (4) He 
maintains that human intellectual activity is a production of simplifications (PTA 
5, TL 1, GS 110-112, TI ‘reason’ 2, WP 556), a continuous process of complication, 
starting from some original errors (HH 11 and 19). The world emerges as the sum-
mation of the various kinds of relations we have with our environment (NF-80 
6[441]). Nonetheless, we have a limited understanding of this process, since we 
guess the world from a corner (WP 567): it is impossible for us to reach a cosmic 
perspective, in which all the relational links are considered together; moreover, 
in that hypothetical case of complete knowledge, action would be impossible. 
We can call this limiting situation ‘perspectivism’ (GM-III 12), which is therefore 
both a physical and existential need, even though not an ontological one16. (5) He 
assumes that language is the basis of this illusion, as a series of necessary meta-
phors, which try to crystallize the underlying relations (PTA 11, TL 1, TI ‘reason’ 
5). (6) He recognizes a net or web of relationships, namely a general connection 
between everything and between times17.

SEVEN PROBLEMS OF NIETZSCHE’S RELATIONAL ONTOLOGY

Whoever endorses an ontology based on relations faces a range of problems. I will 
roughly list here seven of the most pressing, leaving for the next paragraph the 
discussion of Nietzsche’s possible responses.
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The first issue is that of coherence, and it is problematic above all for Nietzsche: is 
‘relational ontology’ a logical oxymoron, especially for a philosopher who refuses 
every metaphysical explanation of the world? Related to this, there is the problem 
of thought. Indeed, there is a cognitive limit within a RO: in order to be thought, 
every relation requires some relata. This is a hurdle often treated by critics, for 
example by Poellner, who exposes it in this manner: “Relations require relata, 
and there can only be such if they have some non-extrinsic properties.”18 Even 
more pertinent to Nietzsche, there is what we can call the problem of knowledge 
in general. RO reduces the known (individualities) to the unknown (relational 
structure), and it is clearly in conflict with Nietzsche’s general working assump-
tion that knowledge is the reduction of the unknown to the known (GS 111 and 
355, TI ‘errors’ 5). These two problems, of thought and knowledge, are what Meyer 
refers to as the double scepticism regarding a RO: 

Because it presents a world of relations without pre-existing relata, such 
an ontology creates a disjunction between the way we think and speak and 
the way the world is … The second form of scepticism is explanatory. Ac-
cording to Nietzsche, knowledge requires the reduction of the unfamiliar 
to the familiar such that the former is explained in terms of the latter.19

The fourth problem is more strictly ontological, since it touches on the huge issue 
of emergentism: how is the emergence of something new possible, something on-
tologically different from all the other things, if the relational system allows only 
the recombination of its materials, namely the relations themselves? The theory 
of power quanta alone does not explain how a novelty can emerge. Moreover, if 
the organisation-struggle model is valid, how can Nietzsche explain causation and 
consciousness? 

Then, there is the problem of persistence: how can a RO explain the sensation I 
have of being the same person through time, the same thing? Moreover, if it is true 
that I desire my own increase of power, it means that something of me will remain 
the same through time20. As Aydin puts it: “If all reality is continuous interaction 
among ‘will to power’ organizations, how then is it possible that we seem to per-
ceive durability? And if that interaction has no teleological character, how then is 
it possible that we seem to find regularity in the world?”21 

Once the role of relations is accepted, the question of their existence remains: 
do relations really exist or are they only an attribute of language, an explicative 
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simplification? In fact, whether they really exist or not, the mere fact that they 
are recognisable by us means that they acquire again a sort of individuation, in 
contradiction with their own nature. 

Finally, a problem of reductionism must be faced: even though the concept of re-
lations does not give rise to any problems, what about their description in terms 
of will to power? Once we reduce the logic of relations to this single drive, or 
single concept, do we re-introduce a misleading simplification? 

NIETZSCHE’S RESPONSES

Nietzsche would answer in an affirmative way to the problem of coherence: ‘re-
lational ontology’ is probably an oxymoron but, as I suggest below, a linguistic 
contradiction does not necessarily represent a contradiction in reality as well. 
The logical structure of language does not allow us to recognize a relation with-
out some objects in reciprocal connection. Nietzsche’s challenge is to figure out 
if intuition (more specifically, corporeal or physiological intuition) can succeed 
where intellect and logic fail. In fact, it is true that language is the main instru-
ment for the expression of thought, but we can nonetheless wonder whether this 
thought is something more, or deeper, than its linguistic rendering. Moreover, 
we can wonder why Nietzsche studied Boscovich, Roux or Mayer, if RO was only 
a nonsensical oxymoron, a metaphorical speech or a mental exercise. There was 
a time, during the so-called middle period, in which Nietzsche even tried to find 
scientific proofs of his vision. Between Human, All too Human and the Gay Science, 
the combination of philosophical view and physical research allows Nietzsche to 
develop a description of the world, the nearest possible to RO. The insuperable 
final obstacle seemed to be the impossibility of translating it in all its depth and 
formulating a doctrine. In this regard, Meyer writes: 

Nietzsche openly acknowledges that Heraclitus’s relational ontology 
resists conceptualization and creates a disjunction between the laws of 
thought and the way the world is … So although we may not be able to 
think a world in which relations do not supervene on pre-existing relata, 
Nietzsche argues that there is no good reason to believe that the limita-
tions of our thinking must also be the limitations of reality.”22 

Cognitive organisation is therefore fallacious, and our intellect grasps reality only 
through simplifications.23 But the question now is: once we recognize these limits, 
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is it possible to see something beyond the boundaries? It seems another insur-
mountable contradiction, but it is precisely the attempt made by Nietzsche24: he 
recognizes individuation and logical-linguistic simplification as our limits, but the 
push of his particular will to power, what he would call his ‘instinct of truth’, forc-
es him to think beyond these limits. As is well known, the path he found was that 
of metaphorical and poetical speech, as is evident in Thus spoke Zarathustra. He 
had no other communicative tool besides language (GS 93): with poetry, inspiring 
images and physiological suggestions, he tried to go beyond linguistic limits. 

In addiction to this linguistic impossibility there is also a sort of existential im-
possibility: our simplifications have a primary importance for our survival and 
flourishing: they are fundamental for our action into the world (NF-72 19[64], HH 
‘Preface’ 1, BGE 4 and 24, NF-85 34[253]). That is probably one of the reasons for 
Nietzsche’s discretion regarding RO: a full acknowledgement would be, rather 
than impossible, an obstacle to life. What would it be to live beyond these limits, 
in a world of relations instead of individualities? For instance, it would probably 
be a life beyond the principle of non-contradiction, since we would not recognize 
any discrete object, any ‘A’, and the comparison between two distinct objects, or 
the same object in different times, would be a non-sense. So far, we have recog-
nized that RO is an oxymoron, both from a linguistic and from an existential point 
of view. Nevertheless, this problematic dimension is surmountable in a twofold 
way: from the viewpoint of a scientific and physical analysis of reality and via a 
metaphorical and poetical speech. Nietzsche attempts both. 

As regards Nietzsche’s firm refusal of metaphysics, it is important to underline 
one of the possible differentiations between metaphysics and ontology. In gener-
al, the first is firmly condemned by Nietzsche (HH §18), the second—even though 
Ontologie is a word cited only a couple of times in Nietzsche’s entire oeuvre—
could be considered a polished name for his ‘view from above’ attitude: one of the 
most important features of the free spirit, as discussed in the section titled Wir 
Gelehrten (in particular BGE 205, but already in BGE 30). The difference between 
them lies, first of all, in the approach: metaphysics is an a priori approach to re-
ality25, since it wants to explain the latter using an explicative principle, idea or 
faith, as a rule for the phenomenological expression. On the other side, ontology 
uses an a posteriori approach: in order to understand reality at the highest grade 
possible, it tries to consider the entire event of our existence, drawing a collec-
tive picture of our experiences, our way of organizing the world, our intellectual 
limits etc. The first is a philosophy that wants to stand before the world, as an 
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indisputable explanation of it; the second comes after the world, as the best pos-
sible description26 (GS 112). I find an implicit agreement on this, even in those 
philosophers who try to give a new vitality to the metaphysical enterprise. Just 
take, for instance, Lowe’s triple definition of metaphysics27: metaphysics is seen 
as the “science of essence” and “the study of the most fundamental structure of 
reality as a whole”, but the median term is that it is “the systematic exploration of 
the bounds of possibilities.” This account does not contradict my differentiation 
between metaphysics and ontology in terms of approach: so much so that Lowe’s 
antidote against metaphysical scepticism is “simply trying it for yourself […] My 
advice is: just pursue these arguments and see where they lead you.”28 One could 
say that the positive philosophy of Nietzsche is, to the same extent, an explora-
tion among others, and one would surely be right. The difference lies precisely 
in how one approaches this exploration: what historically concerns metaphysics 
has ever suffered what we can call the risk of faith. On the contrary, Nietzsche’s 
ontological approach, as we have connoted it, exalts the honesty of the vision, 
instead of its aura. As imaginable, we must therefore apply a particular care in 
reading Nietzsche’s later philosophy, where his most famous ideas stand as ex-
plicative ontological concepts, instead of metaphysical principles29. Nietzsche’s 
position regarding physics is explicative of this difference. There are few doubts 
that physics, during the last two centuries, has taken on the task of the ontologi-
cal description of the world: Nietzsche is probably one of the first philosophers 
who understands this and tries to follow physics. The studies of Boscovich and 
Mayer are, therefore, an example of Nietzsche’s attempt to remain up-to-date. 
The outline and the forecast of what Nietzsche calls “historical philosophy” (HH 
1) is the result of this attitude. In general, the attempt made by the Nietzsche of 
the middle period—to outline a joyful science—is at the same time an effort to 
look at the world besides (HH 16) and despite human simplifications (BGE 24, 
BGE 34): this science represents the last possible devotion (GS 344) for a free 
spirit, and physics has probably the right approach, in this sense30. However, once 
we have distinguished metaphysics from ontology, and once we have recognized 
that Nietzsche refused every metaphysic but had an ontological approach, a prob-
lem remains. It seems a real paradox that Nietzsche endorses an ontology which 
refuses metaphysics but, at the same time, entails a dimension we cannot clearly 
identify: that of pure relations. Here we have to confront a second group of prob-
lems, those we related to thought and knowledge.

As regards thought, it is important to remember that Nietzsche does not think 
that the limits of thought must be the limits of reality as well (PTA 11, HH 19)31. 
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Human intellect has developed with a specific aim: to find meaning in the world 
and to guarantee the possibility of life. That is why its activity is self-referential 
and, in general, its outcomes are nothing but simplifications. This implies that 
‘relation requires relata’, while a necessity of thought, need not be a necessity of 
reality: the possibility of a RO is therefore safe, probably ungraspable at a logical 
level, but deducible from a contingent point of view. More specifically, scholars 
like Aydin32 have underlined the role of organisation: there are, indeed, different 
levels and stratifications of relations. The phenomenology of relations, which we 
can translate with that of will to power, shows how those power quanta can or-
ganise themselves into groups. Our simplifying tendency starts to consider this 
bundle of relations as a whole, as if it had always been a single unique thing: this 
thing ‘appears’ to us as independent, with its own properties, and it exists for us 
‘as if ’ these properties are its stable essence. Nevertheless, looking at it with a 
genealogical gaze, we can find that these properties are only the summation, or 
a sort of representation, of those original and constitutive relations, now appar-
ently deposited and fixed (GS 110). For Nietzsche, the lack of fixity does not mean 
that the ‘thing’ is not real, or inconsistent (NF-81 13[11]). This is precisely what 
we cannot figure out: how something can subsist without any proper matter, or 
relata. Nevertheless, this relational object in a relational world plays its role and 
maintains its rapport with everything else in its environmental net, succeeding in 
expressing its will to power. Therefore, there is no apparent difference between 
the behaviours of a ‘relational’ thing and that of a ‘substantial’ one: we can con-
tinue to treat the former as if it was an example of the latter. 

In order to answer to the problem of knowledge, it is important to remember 
that simplifications and illusions have an evolutionary and vital role in human 
existence (HH 31, BGE 4). It would be impossible for us to grasp the entire re-
lational background of every event, because the entire world and all temporal 
configurations are interconnected. Decision and action would be impossible for 
us in such a situation of acknowledgement: there would be too many variables 
to consider, too much responsibility to bear (D 116 and 128, TI ‘errors’ 7-8). That 
is why simplification has been the basis for our success in this world, our tool in 
order to act and survive within natural constraints. This caveat means that a life 
following a RO would have been impossible. Another approach to the problem of 
knowledge is Meyer’s, who exalts the role of will to power 33: it is a single explica-
tive concept, which precisely reduces the unfamiliar world of relations to a fa-
miliar one (BGE 9, 36 and 211). In this sense, will to power is the comprehensible 
concept that translates the underlying relational structure of the world, drawing 
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a graspable image of it, an interpretation. Another possible Nietzschean response 
should be focused on so-called non-linguistic or corporeal knowledge. This type 
of knowledge is very important to Nietzsche, Consider, for example, Nietzsche’s 
description of the Dionysian side of Greek tragedy34 (BT 1) or the wise type’s fea-
tures, such as his model of behaviour (which includes look, attitude, habits, food. 
See SaE 3), his askesis (the mastery reached when knowledge is so thoroughly 
embodied that it becomes an instinct, D 537) or the ancient corporeal way of read-
ing (BGE 247). Furthermore, consider the poetical structure of Thus spoke Zara-
thustra: when Nietzsche wants to transmit his “deepest” and “whole” philosophy 
(NL-83 §427) he tries to find images for his thought, instead of formulating a doc-
trine. As already noted, Nietzsche was fascinated by the possibility of a corporeal 
or instinctive knowledge (he would say ‘physiological’), because it can bypass the 
limits of language (it conveys something that cannot be completely expressed by 
words, which always remain just an “army of metaphors”, TL 1). Now as then, the 
problem is rather how to build such knowledge: is it still a mission for art, as the 
young Nietzsche believed while in the grip of his Wagnerian illusion?

There are some scholars who maintain that RO, with its system of organisations, 
presents a particular hurdle, since it wouldn’t allow any ontological novelty: this 
is the issue usually called emergentism. How is novelty possible if everything is 
only a combination of previous relations? This is the question raised by Santos, 
who affirms that: 

the notion of organization by itself is not enough, and that ontological 
emergence can only be justified by assuming a relational ontological per-
spective that, in opposition both to atomism and holism, defends that 
the existence-conditions, the identity and the causal behaviour of any 
emergent systemic property can only be conceived, and explained, as con-
structed by and through specific networks of qualitatively transformative 
relational processes that occur between the system’s components and be-
tween the system and its environment.35 

Even though Santos ultimately accepts the co-existence of relations and relata36, 
there is a way to think of novelty only from a relational point of view, using the ‘or-
ganisation’ model. Indeed, in a relational world the general configuration changes 
every moment, so we can say that the same action or event would be ontologically 
different, whether it appears now, a minute ago, or tomorrow. The summation of 
relations constituting every event changes constantly, so it is possible to say that 
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the event is precisely itself only within the precise environment and time it takes 
place: one minute ago or one minute later would entail a completely different 
event, even though our eye does not perceive the ontological difference. This on-
tological difference entails the possibility of novelty, as well: since together, two 
bundles of relations become something new, thanks to their original link.

Let us take a macroscopic example: imagine Gauguin and his famous Christmas 
Night. We can easily reconstruct the particular existential relations which give life 
to that ontologically unique masterpiece: indeed, we can recognize both elements 
from Provence (oxen, snow, smoking roofs) and from the new exotic world (peo-
ple’s features and the odd nativity scene), experienced by the artist during his last 
years in Polynesia. Gauguin, with his particular European background, finds in the 
Marquesas Islands the unspoiled suggestions he is looking for, and his artistic flair 
produces this curious and unique syncretism. It is clear that the Christmas Night 
can be ontologically considered an ‘organisation’ of relations: innumerable and 
very different impulses are necessary for its birth. Nonetheless, it is a real and new 
picture, with its own characteristics: it is an ontological novelty, into the objects 
and artworks’ panorama. But when and how the world-Gauguin meets the world-
Marquesas Island is fundamental for the painting Christmas Night, as we know it. 
Indeed, just imagine that the painter arrives over there before the Spanish discov-
ery, when the local population still flourished, or that he arrives by plane as a com-
mon tourist: the contact between the two worlds would be completely different, 
and so Gauguin’s masterpiece would be different37. Something ontologically new 
can arise from the combination of different ‘worlds’—and, by definition, every 
bundle of relations differs from the others. Still following the artistic metaphor, 
reality works as an artistic exposition does. In order to create an original event, 
the fundamental thing for a curator is the choice regarding the presentation of the 
artworks: ‘this picture must have a dialogue with that statue’, ‘these two images 
should be matched together’, ‘this general impression has to emerge from the 
relational path of knowledge I am suggesting’. 

That is how we can figure out a dynamical configuration of the world, where every 
moment has the power to essentially change the whole, and where the innumer-
able possibilities of development of a minute ago radically differ from the innu-
merable possibilities of development of the present—and it is true even with-
out human acknowledgement: our simplifying attitude forces us to consider the 
world of a minute ago as almost identical to the present one38. In this sense, and 
without our acknowledgment, relations originate relata, and relata are continu-
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ously in relation. It means that it is still an error to think of relation ‘and’ relata, 
as two entities, which search for harmony. As Santos says, these two dimensions 
are logically co-essential, but I would underline ‘logically’. From a relational point 
of view, Santos’ final acceptance of the subsistence of both is not acceptable. If 
you accept both relations and relata you remain in a non-relational world, com-
posed by substances and individuation. It is precisely the problem of language, 
as Nietzsche presents it: a relation is recognizable for us only when we succeed 
in treating it as something in relation, namely as a relata. Once again, our logical 
categorisation forces us to use some individualities, even though we are talking 
about relations. In order to grasp a relational world, it would be necessary to go 
beyond language. With regard to causality, it is worth underlining that Nietzsche 
includes it among the anthropomorphisms (HH 18, GS 112, BGE 21). If it were 
possible to know the entire relational structure of an event, one would conclude 
the necessity of its appearance, without any particular cause or will; or better, 
with a sort of widespread causality (GS 109, CI ‘errors’ 8), where the entire world, 
of all time, predisposes to that particular event. For its part, consciousness is for 
Nietzsche one of the latest products of human intellect, which arises when hu-
manity started to live in groups, or societies (GS 11 and 354). At that time, the 
need to communicate became pressing: in order to survive and flourish, we had to 
communicate ourselves to other people. The capacity to indicate things and give 
names to the relations we established within the environment proved to be par-
ticularly suitable for the new requirements of social life: as if in front of a mirror, 
we started to name our own characteristics, states of mind and emotions. If we 
accept this Nietzschean hypothesis, consciousness cannot be considered some-
thing strictly new, or ethically superior. Indeed, it is only the application of an old 
faculty to a recently acknowledged relational field, the naming process of our own 
attitude: therefore, it is explicable within a relational ontology.

Let us focus now on the problem of persistence. Nietzsche would probably ex-
plain the feeling of persistence in a twofold manner, a specific and a general one. 
As regards the former, it is important to remember what we said regarding con-
sciousness, as a paradigmatic example of relational environment, perceived as 
fixed. As noted above, the perception of a unitary consciousness does not imply 
that this consciousness is non-relational. Let us follow Poellner’s argument: 

The case of personal consciousness serves well to illustrate this point. 
What I am, qua consciousness, at this moment in time, is very largely a 
matter of actual, conscious relations to particulars that I am aware of as 



relational ontology in nietzsche · 109 

other than myself-at-this-time: relations to external objects and ‘affor-
dances’ in my environment, to other people, and to people whom I am 
conscious of as having affected me in various ways in the past. But my 
consciousness is also essentially characterized by non-actual (‘ideal’) rela-
tions to possible future particulars and states of affairs which, with various 
degrees of explicitness, I expect to encounter or to bring about, and which 
I am also aware of as other than myself-at-this-time.39

So, in this specific sense, consciousness shows that what we perceive as persistent 
can conceal a vast number of relational and variable influences, which determine 
it at every moment. Yet, if we consider the feeling of persistence in a general way, 
it would be a miraculous and inexplicable sensation only if the relational system 
involved the ‘entire relata’ all at once. Conversely, it is important to remember 
the extremely stratified structure of every ‘thing’ within a relational world: every 
relata remains generally the same at every moment, yet in a continuous becom-
ing. Every new relational input does not influence the whole relata, but only a few 
of its aspects: after this new influence it is not completely different, but only par-
tially. Or better, every new input changes me totally, because it gives a new shade 
to the bundle of relations I am, but it does not change me completely, turning me 
in another different ‘thing’. Let us give an example: during one of my usual strolls, 
I see a huge stone which looks like a pyramid, and it prompts in me the thought of 
eternal recurrence (EH ‘Zarathustra’ 1). I am now totally different in comparison 
to a minute ago, since this new idea changes my perspective on the world; but, at 
the same time, I am only infinitively different, because what happened was only 
the production of a new thought, one of many during the day. The point is that 
I am now a ‘slightly different totality’40 in comparison with the previous whole, 
but I am considerably different in respect to the period I went to school in Pforta, 
and almost another ‘thing’ if you consider that child who listened to his father’s 
sermons in Röcken’s church (HH 2, NF-81 11[156]). In more scientific terms, we 
can say that local changes are compatible with the persistence of the system’s 
global state41. Therefore, the fiction—illusion and simplification—of stability can 
be explained by the organisation model. In fact, this is how Aydin confronts that 
question: 

Nietzsche’s ontology aims to clarify how the processes of individuation 
proceed—that is, how a variable and relational multiplicity arranges itself, 
decays, and rearranges itself in different directions and in multifarious 
ways, how different functions and phenomena form and decay, which we 
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can see in Nietzsche’s conception of organization.42

If this picture is valid, the feeling of persistence finds its explanation within RO: 
the world continuously influences us, but only gradually changes the organisation 
of relations we are. The illusion of identity persists, because of the limits of our 
cognitive power. 

Having described the function of relations, Nietzsche has to face the apparent 
contradiction of their existence: indeed, if relations really exist and we succeed 
in thinking them, they seem to acquire a new type of individuation. More deeply, 
this problem is a variation of a bigger one: which Being is possible, within a world 
of Becoming? Actually, relations play a twofold, seemingly conflictual role: they 
represent the de-construction of ‘matter’ and individuation but, at the same time, 
they are responsible for the subsistence of reality within the new relational world; 
in both cases, their existence seems self-evident. Why, then, the appearance of 
that contradiction? Probably, we are too much involved in a vision of the world, 
which associates Being with ‘some-thing’—therefore with the ‘existent’—and Be-
coming with ‘no-thing’—as if it means ‘no-existence’. Nietzsche develops the idea 
of a ‘being which becomes’, beyond the principle of non-contradiction: things of 
the world continue to have their properties, but these are relational rather than 
intrinsic43 (NF-81 13[11]). As is well-known, Nietzsche describes the nature and 
action of relations with a very general term: that of force44. The relational system 
of reality is composed of this force, organised through those un-extended centres 
described by Boscovich. Now, one can say that the problem is simply shifted, not 
solved: ‘do relations exist?’ has become ‘does force exist?’ On the contrary, Ni-
etzsche does not fall into this sort of Chinese boxes situation: force is force, as 
long as it is in relation with other forces. Aydin clearly explains this point: 

That power is inherently relational implies further that it is characterized 
by a relation without relata that precede it or that can exist independent 
of it. Nietzsche’s principle of the will to power implies that relation is not 
an additional element of things but, rather, something that constitutes in a 
fundamental way what a thing is. In other words, there are no first things, 
which then have relations with each other; rather, things are what they are 
by virtue of their relations.45 

Between forces, or relations, there is a mutual push to existence: the force to 
overcome doesn’t exist if there is not the force to resist (NF-87 9[151], NF-88 
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14[79]). These types of definition sound similar to those of geometry, where ev-
ery locus is defined by the relations it has with the other parts of the figure: in 
particular, the centre of a circle is the un-extended point equidistant to every 
point of the circumference, and it can exist only because of the existence of every 
other un-extended point. The definition of circle’s centre can help to illuminate 
the centres of force in Nietzsche’s ontology: these latter exist thanks to a mutual 
relationship, with everything else in their environment. As Boscovich had already 
realized, it is impossible for us to have a clear and sensorial experience of an un-
extended point46: to the same extent, it is difficult for us to understand and accept 
a RO. To sum up, the logical nothingness of relations is based on the prejudice 
that Being and Becoming are incompatible. Once we start to imagine a Being that 
develops, the space for RO slowly unfolds47. Another way to face this problem is 
proposed by Wildman, who uses causation in order to avoid the conclusion of 
the nonexistence of relations (a position defended by those he calls strong em-
piricists). Wildman’s argument is that the existence of a causal effect among rela-
tions proves their consistency48. Nevertheless, a careful interpreter of Nietzsche’s 
RO would ask: which causality are you considering now? Indeed, if you adopt the 
common understanding of causality—namely the individuation of a single or a 
few ‘reasons’, as the driving force of every event—you will fall again into a mental 
simplification (GS 112, BGE 21). Certainly, it seems unfair to explain an apparent 
linguistic simplification (relations) with a logical simplification (causality). 

In summary, the explanation in terms of mutual dependence casts a light on rela-
tions’ coming to existence. There are no further basic elements, which push for 
the appearance of relations or constitute their raw material: relations find their 
ontological justification between themselves. Here it is useful to read a letter to 
Peter Gast, dated 16th April 1881 (actually a postcard: NL-81 103). Nietzsche talks 
about J.R. Mayer’s book Der Mechanik der Wärme, which Köselitz had given to him. 
The concept Nietzsche finds useful is that of Auslösung von Kraft, which can be 
described as a sudden release, after a process of growing tension49. This idea can 
cast a preliminary light on the dynamics of a relational world: there is an accumu-
lation of tension between forces, which culminates with an unavoidable release 
of power50.

The last point to consider is that of reductionism. We have already said that will 
to power is one of the nth possible simplifications. As a free spirit, Nietzsche pro-
poses it, since he cannot find something more, or better: most importantly, will to 
power is the first philosophical position aware of its limit, and therefore the first 
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step towards philosophy of the future51. Will to power is therefore, for Nietzsche, 
an interpretation among others, since men can do nothing but produce interpre-
tations. For this reason, it remains at the level of description, and never reaches 
that of explanation. Meyer writes: 

I understand the will to power to be something that, to use the language 
of an oft-cited Nachlass fragment, ‘completes’ the dynamic worldview Ni-
etzsche inherits from the natural sciences (WP 619; KSA 11, 36[31]). In 
this sense, the will to power is something more than the relational ontol-
ogy of force that the natural sciences justify… Nietzsche seems to think 
that whenever we begin to explain, rather than merely describe, we nec-
essarily enter into the realm of interpretation. Thus, the will to power—
Nietzsche’s primary explanans—seems to be an interpretation that tran-
scends the limits of what we can know through empirical observation.52 

The role of will to power is important and delicate: it allows us to grasp the un-
derlying relational system of nature, but it does not pretend to be the Truth, in 
a classic metaphysical sense; moreover, it guarantees the possibility of action, as 
long as this is understood in terms of Nietzsche’s attempt to ‘say yes’ to the world 
of Becoming. The free spirit and philosopher of the future must be aware of that.
In conclusion, we must stress the following: in spite of the good reasons here 
exposed, Nietzsche maintains this Weltanschauung in the background of his phi-
losophy. He neither coins the term ‘Relational Ontology,’ nor does he endorse 
it clearly and publically. We have no further space for a better analysis of this 
choice. Nevertheless, the ground we have covered allows a final positive remark 
to be made. We have recognised the singular power of the concept of RO, inso-
far as it best captures the philosophical position of the later Nietzsche. It says 
something more fundamental about the world, in comparison to the single Ni-
etzschean concepts, taken alone. After all, both will to power and eternal return 
entail a relational view of the world, and the overman is the free spirit aware of 
his situation, the only one who plays within a relational world, sublimating his 
fate and limited nature53. In this sense, Relational Ontology can be considered the 
latest lie of Nietzsche’s thought: a better philosophical position in comparison to 
his last conceptual triad, or at least deeper, in terms of ontic description. Either 
the latest simplification entertained by Nietzsche, or the first lie of his intellectual 
heir: the free spirit. In any case, it is another step in the direction of a philosophy 
of the future.

University of Queensland
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a response to sheehan's 
attempted paradigm shift in 
heidegger studies
ingo farin

This paper is a first response to Thomas Sheehan’s recently published book Mak-
ing Sense of Heidegger: A Paradigm Shift.1 In the first part of this paper I address 
Sheehan’s attack on the hypostatization of being on the one hand and his radical 
shift towards meaning and intelligibility on the other hand. I claim that while 
Sheehan’s critique may serve as a certain corrective in Heidegger scholarship, his 
proposed solution to eliminate “being” from the lexicon of Heidegger’s philoso-
phy is not warranted at all. In the second part of the paper I look at Sheehan’s 
proposed paradigm shift in relation to the paradigm it is meant to replace. Here 
I claim that Sheehan’s new paradigm is not as radically new as he makes it out to 
be, and I point out severe shortcomings in his argumentation for the new para-
digm. In the last part of the paper I discuss Sheehan’s concept of meaning, which 
I believe can help to start a much needed discussion in Heidegger scholarship.2      

PART I — FROM HYPOSTATISED BEING TO MEANING AND 
INTELLIGIBILITY
	
Let me begin by saying that I believe that Sheehan’s study contains so many im-
portant insights and precise observations, and asks so many probing, inconve-
nient, and provocative questions that it will become a mainstay in future Hei-
degger scholarship, regardless of whether or not Sheehan’s main objectives, first 
and foremost the establishment of a new Heidegger paradigm, can be vindicated 
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in the end. 

Sheehan’s new interpretation is fundamentally directed against the view that the 
kind of being at issue in Heidegger’s philosophy can be isolated and hypostatised, 
as if it were  something absolute, something above all beings and entities, a mys-
terious super-being3 with an agency of its own, in short, “a supra-human Cosmic 
Something.”4 Sheehan’s rejection of all interpretations that attribute to Heidegger 
such a mystical “Sein-ology”5 or “crypto-metaphysics”6 constitutes the negative 
foil for his own careful reconstruction of the ineluctable and intrinsic correlation 
and reciprocity between Dasein and Sein in Heidegger’s philosophy. 

However, Sheehan spares himself the effort to record and carefully evaluate how 
pervasive the critiqued tendency is, and he does not find it necessary to name 
at least the more prominent offenders in this category. The impression Sheehan 
sometimes gives as if Heidegger scholarship as such, or to a large extent, has been 
in the grip of a mystical misreading of Heidegger is surely an unacceptable exag-
geration on his part. The same holds for the insinuation that all attempts at in-
terpreting Heidegger from the centrality of the concept of being are destined to 
end up in some mystification of being.7 In other words, there is rhetorical overkill 
in Sheehan’s attack, reflecting negatively on the credibility of his overall project.                                                  

Nonetheless, I think that Sheehan is quite successful at showing that for Hei-
degger, being [Sein] is indeed no absolute and no stand-in for an absolute either. 
Instead, being stands in correlation with humans. This “correlativity” is constitu-
tive for Heidegger’s basic take on being; there is no being as such outside this cor-
relation with the human or with Dasein. Sheehan adduces ample textual evidence 
for this claim. The quotes that Sheehan puts together speak for themselves: “It is 
with us human beings that Sein comes into play,” and “Das Sein: that which hap-
pens only and specifically in man,” and “There can be no Sein des Seienden with-
out man.”8 Moreover, in Die Grundprobleme der Phänomenologie we read: “There 
is being only if there is understanding of being [Seinsverständnis], that is to say, if 
Dasein exists.”9 In more elevated language Heidegger even says: “Being is the at-
mosphere we breathe, without which we would descend to [the level of] the mere 
beast.”10 Strict reciprocity between being and man is affirmed in this passage in 
the Beiträge zur Philosophie (Vom Ereignis): “Being [Seyn] needs man in order that 
it may be [wese], and man belongs to being [Seyn] in order that he achieves his 
fullest determination as Da-sein.”11 According to Sheehan, “the necessary correla-
tion of being and man”12 is the thread that runs through all of Heidegger’s works, 
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from his early interest in Aristotle,13 his appropriation of Husserl,14 the conception 
of Being and Time,15 and all subsequent works.16 

Of course the prominent role of this correlativity in Heidegger’s work is a well- 
established trope in Heidegger scholarship, which is something that Sheehan fails 
to acknowledge, because of his egregious misjudgement to sidestep almost all en-
gagement with existing scholarship.17 Therefore, Sheehan also passes up the op-
portunity to reflect on the recently brought up new challenges to the idea of cor-
relativity in modern philosophy at large, and in phenomenology and Heidegger 
in particular.18 But without such critical engagement, Sheehan’s bland defence of 
the correlativity in Heidegger faces the danger of appearing dogmatic, even anti-
quated, and not pitched at the appropriate level of theoretical sophistication.                    

In any case, Sheehan is not content with the mere rebuttal of the mistaken hy-
postatization of being or the firm establishment of the alternative thesis of the 
foundational correlativity of man and being. In fact, Sheehan argues for a much 
more radical and, it must be said, much more contestable position, namely that, 
contrary to the received view, being as such is not really Heidegger’s main topic at 
all.19 According to Sheehan, in Heidegger’s works the term “being” connotes “the 
meaningful presence” of things to humans, that is, the presence of things “within 
the worlds of human interests and concerns, whether those be theoretical, practi-
cal, aesthetic, religious, or whatever.”20 For humans there is no being as such out-
side or beyond these humanly intelligible worlds; there are only these meaningful 
things as encountered in the world.21 

But this cannot be right, for Heidegger takes great pains to distinguish between 
meaningful things and entities on the one hand and being on the other hand. In 
Sein und Zeit, Heidegger holds that being is, first, that which “determines every en-
tity as an entity” and, second, that with regard to which entities are always already 
“discussed” and “understood.”22 In fact, this difference between being and beings 
or entities is codified as the “ontological difference” in Die Grundprobleme der 
Phänomenologie where Heidegger writes that “being is essentially different from 
entities,” and that it is, therefore, not an entity itself.23 Indeed, Heidegger insists 
that being is “what is transcendent simpliciter.”24 Therefore, the straightforward 
identification of being with meaningful things as they show up in the world con-
tradicts Heidegger’s own text. 
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Nevertheless, one might be tempted to argue that Heidegger’s existential concept 
of the world delineates it as the meaningful horizon “in” which Dasein encoun-
ters things, namely as “determined” by it, which, given Heidegger’s idea of being 
outlined above, seems to imply that the world as such, though not the mean-
ingful things in it, would be the equivalent to being. Sheehan exploits just this 
possible equivalence [world = being] for his interpretation, correctly noting that 
Heidegger understands the world as a nexus of meaning and “meaningfulness” 
[Bedeutsamkeit].25 Thus things would acquire their meaning/significance or their 
“determination” in light of which they are “discussed” by assuming a place within 
the world in which they show up for humans. On this basis Sheehan implies that 
(1) “being” is another term for “the world;”26 and, (2), since the world is the mean-
ingful context or intelligibility of things, that “being” is then equivalent to “mean-
ingfulness” or “intelligibility” as such.27 

However, the equivalence of world = meaningfulness = being is nowhere affirmed 
or espoused by Heidegger, even though it is certainly true that Heidegger thinks 
that the world is meaningful. Therefore, what Sheehan could argue at most is that 
the world affords us a certain approximation or schema of being, although being 
cannot be identified with any particular world in the past or present. In any case, 
an in-depth discussion of this would be helpful in order to ground Heidegger’s 
conception of being in something more tangible and real, for Heidegger certainly 
did not think that being was just an abstraction. Yet Sheehan is not content with 
exploring this possible equivalence or analogy between world and being in Hei-
degger’s thought. Instead, he pursues how the world’s meaningfulness and signifi-
cance is the model and even the real subject matter of Heidegger’s philosophy, for 
as we have seen Sheehan argues that being is Heidegger’s term for meaningful-
ness or intelligibility.  

As every reader of Being and Time knows, Heidegger vacillates already on the first 
pages of this work between making “being,” the “meaning of being,” and even 
“the expression” of being the issue of his philosophy.28 In line with the correlativ-
ity thesis one might argue that Heidegger is really after the “meaning of being,” 
because meaning is the third term that mediates between “being” and “man.” 
Indeed, that Heidegger is not after being per se, but after the meaning of being is 
a perfectly acceptable thesis in my view. But Sheehan is not arguing along these 
lines at all. For him, the issue is not the “meaning of being” or the “understanding 
of being” or the “interpretation of being,” but rather “meaningfulness” or “intel-
ligibility” as such.    
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Although Sheehan often repeats his thesis that “being = realness = meaningful-
ness” “is Heidegger’s own,”29 he provides no textual evidence whatsoever for this 
extraordinary interpretation. Nor does he adduce any reference in support of this 
interpretation from the existing body of Heidegger scholarship. Unimpressed by 
this embarrassing deficit, Sheehan attempts to patch up his position by “translat-
ing” Heidegger’s word “being” by the English word “meaningful presence,” or 
“significance,” or “intelligibility.”30 This is as unprecedented as it is blatantly false, 
for “being” never means “intelligibility” or “significance,” or even “meaningful 
presence.” Sheehan’s translational legerdemain obviously fails to make up for the 
lack of textual evidence in his argumentation. Not only does this “translation” 
generate plenty of quotes where Heidegger talks about “meaning,” although in 
reality he talks about “being,” but it also serves another purpose. For if the very 
word “being” is expunged from Heidegger’s lexicon, one can certainly not fall into 
the error of reifying it. But one cannot help feeling that Sheehan is here throwing 
out the baby with the bathwater.    

In support of his thesis that “being” must be interpreted and translated as “mean-
ingfulness” or “intelligibility,” Sheehan claims that it follows from Heidegger’s 
commitment to phenomenology and the phenomenological reduction. Thus 
Sheehan argues: “For Heidegger, Sein in all its forms is always written under phe-
nomenological erasure—that is, under the aegis of phenomenological reduction 
of things to their meaningfulness to man.”31 The idea is that after executing the 
phenomenological reduction we deal with meanings only and that meaningful-
ness is the only thematic left. But that is not even true for Husserl. For instance, 
the Crisis work does not deal with “meaningfulness as such,” or even the “mean-
ing of science,” because modern science is not determinable without its historical 
genesis and its ontic-historical facticity in the world. Moreover, Husserl always 
insists that after the reduction we are still dealing with what is given to the natural 
attitude.    

Sheehan is of course right in insisting that phenomenology is important to Hei-
degger, especially phenomenology’s careful attention to the appearing of things. 
Yet it is quite doubtful that Heidegger ever subscribed to the Husserlian kind of 
phenomenological reduction as invoked by Sheehan. In Being and Time Heidegger 
famously discusses the phenomenological method without any reference whatso-
ever to the reduction.32 Moreover, Sheehan’s bold claim that “the only entrance 
into Heidegger’s work is through the phenomenological reduction”33 is nowhere 
supported by Heidegger himself. There is neither textual evidence nor explicit 
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testimony by Heidegger which would verify Sheehan’s thesis. It does not follow 
from this that Heidegger is philosophizing in the “natural attitude.” In fact, in 
Grundprobleme der Phänomenologie Heidegger does endorse an ontological reduc-
tion, leading beings and entities back to being. And although Heidegger even calls 
this a “phenomenological reduction,” he is quick to distinguish it from Husserl’s, 
as it is not, nota bene, a reduction to “transcendental consciousness and its noet-
ic-noematic lived experiences.”34 Indeed, as if to contradict Sheehan’s assertion 
directly, Heidegger immediately adds after the quoted sentence that in any case 
the method of reduction is neither the “only” nor even “the central” piece of 
his method.35 Sheehan’s broad and unqualified subsumption of Heidegger’s work 
under the banner of Husserlian phenomenology is simply not borne out by Hei-
degger’s texts, nor does it agree with recent Heidegger research which has shown 
not only Heidegger’s critique of Husserl, but also the heavy hermeneutical inflec-
tion in Heidegger’s philosophizing.36 

In fairness to Sheehan, he does acknowledge a hermeneutical side in Heidegger 
too.  According to Sheehan, “being-in-the-world” entails being-in “meaningful-
ness,” or being engaged with “intelligibility,” which means that as humans “we 
are ineluctably hermeneutical,” or even “pan-hermeneutical.”37 But for Sheehan 
“being hermeneutical” means nothing more than the levelled-down idea that we 
as humans happen “to make sense” of things and that we “cannot not make sense” 
of the things we encounter.38 The particular anti-Cartesian and historical dimen-
sion opened up by hermeneutics and adopted by Heidegger is thus entirely lost 
in Sheehan’s interpretation. In fact, in stark contrast to hermeneutics and Hei-
degger’s own adoption of it, Sheehan sees “sense-making” as the prerogative of 
the isolated thinking subject. He writes: 

Even if I get information about a thing from someone else, it is still I who 
get that information in the first person. (This is the unavoidable truth of 
Descartes’ ego cogito.) And no matter where I get the information from, I 
cannot not make sense of it. (In other words, human being is pan-herme-
neutical.)”39 

It is rare that Descartes’ placeless and timeless cogito figures as an exemplification 
of hermeneutical philosophy, and indeed Heidegger’s!                                       

However, retiring the notion of “being” and replacing it by “meaning,” or “mean-
ingfulness,” or “intelligibility” is only the first step in Sheehan’s interpretation. He 



a response to sheehan's attempted paradigm shift in heidegger studies · 123 

also argues that what Heidegger really is after is the “meta-metaphysical question” 
of “what accounts for such intelligibility at all.”40 This, then, is the real research 
topic of Heidegger, and not being or the meaning of being, as so many readers of 
Heidegger have thought. The inquiry into the possibility of intelligibility replaces 
what in the former Heideggerian idiom was a question about being: “How is (…) 
being possible and necessary at all?”41 For Sheehan, Heidegger’s answer is a third 
term, “the open” [Offene], or “the thrown-open domain” [Entwurfbereich], or “the 
clearing” [Lichtung],”42 or “the appropriated clearing” [Ereignis],43 or, especially 
in his later writings, the “place” and “Ort/Ortschaft/topos,”44 also circumscribed as 
something like an open region, “the expansive countryside” [die Gegend] where 
things show up for humans.45 This “openness” or “open space”46 first enables the 
encounter in and through which humans experience, find, and think entities and 
their being, or, rather, in Sheehan’s reinterpretation, find the meaning and intel-
ligibility of things or intelligibility as such. By means of this open space humans 
also think and define their own being or meaning, which is precisely the very her-
meneutic pivot of the intrinsic relatedness that unites humans with being or, as 
Sheehan would have it, meaning. 

Having thus identified the terminus ad quem of Heidegger’s research as “‘the open 
space’ or clearing within which the meaningful presence of things can occur,” 
Sheehan claims that this phenomenon stands at the centre of all of Heidegger’s 
research.47 Moreover, he asserts that it is this “same phenomenon” that Heidegger 
merely baptizes differently in different periods of his career as a writer.48 Thus 
Sheehan provides a long list of German terms (together with his translations) 
that allegedly describe “the same phenomenon,” i.e., the open:49 

Appropriation Ereignis
Thrownness Geworfenheit
thrown-openness der geworfene Entwurf 
the thrown-open realm der Entwurfbereich 
the essence of human being Existenz or Da-sein
the clearing die Lichtung
the appropriated clearing die ereignete Lichtung
the open das Offene

As one can see, Sheehan casts the net wide indeed. And the obvious problem is 
whether the breadth is bought at the price of analytic yield. Even if “openness” is 
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the core meaning in all of these key terms, the differences are just as striking. Of 
course Sheehan acknowledges the crucial differences in the various formulations 
of “the open,” but he identifies one definitive focal meaning of these different 
ways of talking about “the open.” According to Sheehan, the focal meaning of “the 
open” is human Da-sein, understood as human subjectivity. Thus Sheehan writes: 
“Metaphorically speaking, as thrown-open (i.e., appropriated), human being is 
the “open space” or clearing within which the meaningful presence of things can 
occur.”50 And to make sure that no one misses the point he immediately adds in 
parenthesis that this just quoted “sentence is Heidegger’s philosophy in a nut-
shell.”51 Clearly, Sheehan assumes that what is a proper characterization of “the 
open” in Being and Time fits all other works by Heidegger as well.    

But even if one grants Sheehan that “the open” is the “to pragma auto52” “of all 
Heidegger’s work,”53 it will not do to fix its meaning in terms of Being and Time. 
It speaks volumes that Sheehan nowhere engages later Heidegger’s topological 
thought on the fourfold or the open region,54 although it is Sheehan himself who 
emphasizes the “open space” as the central concept in Heidegger. By blocking 
out this part in Heidegger’s work, Sheehan effectively concedes that, contrary to 
his plan, the real scope of his study is not Heidegger’s entire oeuvre. Instead, it is 
a very partial view on Heidegger’s work from the assumed centrality of Sein und 
Zeit.                  
	     
PART II: SHEEHAN’S NEW PARADIGM

Sheehan attempts nothing less than to overturn what he considers the reigning 
paradigm in contemporary Heidegger scholarship.55 This paradigm divides an ear-
ly “Heidegger I” from a later “Heidegger II.” Opposing this view, Sheehan argues 
that “Heidegger II” is neither “a fundamental departure” from Heidegger I, nor 
is he “a retrieval of the earlier” Heidegger I.56 Instead, Sheehan finds “unity and 
continuity of Heidegger’s thought”57 by identifying one umbrella theme governing 
the “whole of Heidegger.” This central theme is not being, but, as we have seen, 
“meaningfulness and its source.”58 

Sheehan’s new paradigm of the essential unity and continuity throughout Hei-
degger’s works challenges head-on what Bill Richardson, his intellectual mentor, 
put forward, namely the alleged division between Heidegger I and Heidegger II. In 
other words, Sheehan’s new paradigm comes with all the trappings of a classical 
patricide, executed with due care, and also including the obligatory and heart-
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felt dedication to William Richardson—“gentleman and scholar sans pareil,” “in 
respect and gratitude.”59 However, the irony is that Sheehan’s interpretation is 
actually much more indebted to Richardson than one would think at first blush, 
namely negatively in what Sheehan contests, and positively in what he affirms.    

For, when all is said and done, Sheehan’s new paradigm affirms more or less what 
Richardson’s “Heidegger I” stands for, while it delegates most of “Heidegger II” 
to the sidelines as either irrelevant, or philosophically untenable. To begin with 
the negative side, since it is Sheehan’s general claim that “Heidegger’s philosophy 
was not in pursuit of Sein at all,”60 it follows that Sheehan cannot make room for 
Heidegger II who seems ever more concerned with being, the fate of being, and 
even the different spellings of it, Sein, or Seyn, or Seyn. Indeed, Sheehan flatly as-
serts that Heidegger “would have been better off without that story [of the his-
tory of being].”61 Continuing in the same vein, he also sees no merit whatsoever 
in Heidegger’s critique of technology and modernity. He rejects these writings as 
“outside the pale of serious discussion.”62 Concerning the other works of later 
Heidegger, Sheehan has nothing to say. In other words, Sheehan either dismisses 
or disregards and ignores the signature developments in “Heidegger II,” which 
means that “Heidegger I” alone is the focus of his new paradigm. Put differently, 
Sheehan passes off “Heidegger I” as the whole of Heidegger. Even with a fair mea-
sure of charity, one cannot help but think that this is not a new paradigm, but half 
a paradigm at best.     

Turning now to the positive side of Sheehan’s dependence on Richardson, we 
should note that Sheehan and Richardson agree on Heidegger’s underlying so-
called phenomenological outlook, from his early beginnings to his last writings. 
In fact, Richardson explicitly states that, notwithstanding his later transition to 
the thought of being, “Heidegger’s perspective from beginning to end remains 
phenomenological.”63 Sheehan concurs with this, claiming that “Heidegger’s work 
was phenomenological from beginning to end.”64 Here, the new paradigm turns 
out to be the old one! 

However, unlike Richardson, Sheehan casts Heidegger’s allegedly constant phe-
nomenological tendency in terms of “Heidegger I” alone. For instance, Sheehan 
correctly notes that Heidegger dropped his former phenomenological “transcen-
dentalism” which lent itself to the dangerous misinterpretation as if being or “the 
clearing” were constituted by transcendental subjectivity. But Sheehan’s subse-
quent account of later Heidegger’s re-conceptualization of “the clearing” as an 
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“a priori fact,”65 and as Ereignis amounts to nothing more than a new version of 
Heidegger’s old concept of facticity and “thrownness”66—in Being and Time. In 
other words, to the extent that Sheehan notes a positive development after Being 
and Time, he sees it as a mere clarification and “re-inscription” of what we already 
have in early Heidegger.67 

No doubt, Sheehan’s chosen hero is “Heidegger I.” This bias in favour of Being and 
Time permeates his whole interpretation. At the end of his book, Sheehan sum-
marizes Heidegger’s overall contribution to philosophy as follows:

Heidegger’s philosophical work stands, and may endure for a while, as the 
text in which radical human freedom was shown to be the ungroundable 
ground of the phenomenal world we inhabit.68

This characterization may be true of one of Heidegger’s works, i.e., Being and 
Time, but only if one reads this book as an existentialist treatise, which is precisely 
what Sheehan does, and Heidegger always rejects.69 Moreover, in the face of Hei-
degger’s clear protestations to the contrary, Sheehan argues that both Sartre and 
Heidegger share the interest in human freedom and finitude.70 Sheehan writes: 
“Personal freedom in Heidegger is every bit as radical as freedom in Sartre, and 
every bit as groundless and absurd.”71 Conceding that Heidegger had disagreed 
with Sartre on this very issue in the “Letter on Humanism,” Sheehan boldly ar-
gues that Heidegger is “a bad reader of Sartre,” unable to see the commonality 
between his view and Sartre’s because of his (Heidegger’s) unfortunate overrat-
ing of the question of being. Thus Sheehan asserts that: 

‘Being’ is not some ‘higher dimension’ added on to and surpassing ex-sis-
tence. It [i.e., being] is simply what we do, finitely and mortally, in our 
groundless freedom.”72 

I doubt that Heidegger would be willing to entertain this at any stage of his career. 
But the quote shows that Sheehan reads all of Heidegger’s work through the prism 
of a rather existentialistically interpreted Being and Time. In fact, Sheehan him-
self claims that “Being and Time had already laid out the basic pattern that would 
remain unchanged in its essentials for the remainder of Heidegger’s career.”73 In 
other words, “Heidegger I” is the whole of Heidegger. “Heidegger II” is either an 
inconsequential afterthought or a mere continuation of “Heidegger I.” But Shee-
han arrives at this by simply ignoring most of what “Heidegger II” has written.   
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Sheehan’s entirely unwarranted privileging of Being and Time in Heidegger’s over-
all work is one thing. His concomitant bias for an existentialistically conceived 
subjectivity is quite another. Reading Sheehan’s new paradigm one could believe 
that Heidegger’s main achievement was the apology of modern subjectivity. Thus 
Sheehan writes: 

Modern subjectivity, in and of itself, is a glorious fact that should be cel-
ebrated, along with all its humanizing achievements, including calculative 
thinking, scientific discoveries, and technological advances. Heidegger’s 
grounding of such subjectivity in the finite and mortal clearing in no way 
puts the brakes on such achievements.74 

As far as I can see, Heidegger never was a champion of calculative thinking or the 
principle of subjectivity. Instead, he gladly sided with Yorck von Wartenburg’s 
harsh verdict that “modern man” and the principle of subjectivity had run their 
course. Quoting Wartenburg at length Heidegger writes in The Concept of Time:

The ripple effects caused by the eccentric principle, which ushered in a 
new age more than four hundred years ago, seem to have become exceed-
ingly broad and flat; knowledge has advanced to the point of nullifying 
itself, and man has become so far removed from himself that he no longer 
catches sight of himself. ‘Modern man,’ that is man since the Renaissance, 
is fit for the grave.”75 

Heidegger inserts the exact same quote in Sein und Zeit, as well as his public lec-
tures on Dilthey in 1925.76 It is not a view that Heidegger ever changes as the re-
cently published Black Notebooks demonstrate. Sheehan finds all this anti-modern-
ism in Heidegger so distasteful that he does not bother to engage it or account for 
it. In fact, Sheehan brushes aside Heidegger’s philosophical texts addressing the 
devastating impact of modern technology and modernity as a “Solzhenitsyn-like 
jeremiad against modernity.”77 Here Sheehan’s own philosophical commitment to 
the project of modernity and subjectivity gets in the way of a fully comprehensive 
and fair account of Heidegger.                  
                                                                                   
PART III — SHEEHAN ON MEANING

I want to return to Sheehan’s account of meaning in Heidegger. That meaning 
is of importance in Heidegger’s work is pretty uncontroversial. However, that 
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meaning is of overriding significance or that it is the sole subject matter in Hei-
degger’s work is unconvincing as I have argued above. There is no textual basis 
for this and systematically it does not make sense, pace Sheehan.  For instance, 
one would hardly get different meanings of what it means to be—Da-sein, ready-
to-hand, present-at-hand, the fourfold, the enframing, the gathering, to name but 
a few—by simply analysing meaning or the meaning of meaning or the source of 
meaning! There is no purchase for an analysis of meaning or intelligibility as such, 
as meaning is always the meaning of something or other, of things, of Dasein, of 
contexts in which we live, etc. In other words, an analysis of what is there, or an 
analysis of what we actually encounter in its being in the world is the necessary 
starting point. In short, an ontology or life-world analysis is inescapable. One can-
not simply jump to the level of meaning as such. If one does, one deals in abstrac-
tions only.  

Even if we grant Sheehan’s rather non-phenomenological argument that “at least 
since Homo sapiens came on the scene some 200,000 years ago, ‘to be’ has meant 
to ‘to be meaningful,’”78 it does not follow that “being” can be replaced by “mean-
ingfulness.” All it could suggest is that what is at issue is the “meaning of being,” 
which is not the same as “meaningfulness as such.”                                     	

As we have seen, a linchpin in Sheehan’s argument is that Heidegger discovers 
meaning through phenomenology, in particular the “phenomenological reduc-
tion,” because it opens up the field of meaning in which things become manifest 
to humans.79 I have discussed above why I think that Sheehan’s attribution of a 
Husserlian reduction to Heidegger is untenable. Here I want to note that while 
it is true that intentionality and meaning, understood as an achievement of con-
sciousness, come to the fore by way of the phenomenological reduction, it does 
not follow that meaning, and in particular meaningfulness, is the prerogative of 
philosophical or phenomenological reflection alone.80 In fact, it is clear that even 
Husserl holds that what is experienced in the natural attitude is precisely not a 
disparate assortment of mere things, but the meaningful and rich texture of per-
sonal interactions, engagements, and projects, all of which are undertaken within 
the familiar, meaningful world inhabited by acquaintances, friends, and foes, etc. 
In the natural attitude we deal with various tools and implements, as they are 
used in long-standing practices, habits, traditions, and so on. Meaning [Bedeu-
tung] or meaningfulness [Bedeutsamkeit] is not at all a second-order phenomenon, 
which comes to light by means of the phenomenological epoché only. Rather, it is 
a first-order experience, readily understood and constantly “lived” by each one of 
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us, simply in virtue of being-in-the-world. 

This idea is developed in great detail by Dilthey’s descriptions of the objective 
arrangements, practices, and traditions, in which and through which our lives are 
shaped, formed, understood, interpreted, and have meaning. As Dilthey puts it:  

We live in this atmosphere [of intelligibility, IF], it constantly surrounds 
us. We are immersed in it. Everywhere we are at home in this historical 
and intelligible world, we understand the sense and meaning [Sinn und Be-
deutung] of all of it, we are interwoven into these shared understandings.81

The ubiquitous hermeneutical experience Dilthey describes here is precisely 
Heidegger’s concept of intelligibility too. Like Dilthey, Heidegger takes the very 
categories with which the experiences are interpreted and clarified from the ex-
periences themselves. The hermeneutical account, however, is neither blindly im-
mersed in the ongoing affairs of life, nor does it step outside the lived contexts to 
interpret them with theoretical or philosophical concepts taken from elsewhere 
(a separate sphere of intelligibility). Hermeneutics is nothing other than the in-
terpretive effort to explicate and understand the structure of human experiences 
in the world—relying on what we always already do: interpret the world. This 
approach is neither “inside” nor “outside” the natural attitude, because herme-
neutics does not validate this dichotomy to begin with. Moreover, it shows that 
“meaning” is not something merely methodologically arrived at through philo-
sophical abstraction, or something tied down to “the achievement” of meaning in 
transcendental consciousness. In short, I think that Sheehan overplays the influ-
ence of Husserl on Heidegger and thus misses the importance Dilthey had on his 
understanding of philosophy.             

It is true that Sheehan occasionally mentions the hermeneutical cast of Hei-
degger’s concept of meaning, and even verbally explicates it in hermeneutical 
fashion. 

We are structurally dis-closed (erschlossen) and thus sustain the space 
within which the [hermeneutical] “as” can function and the discursive un-
derstanding of things can take place. As such, we are pan-hermeneutical. 
[…] Our existential thrown-openness entails that we can and must make 
sense of whatever we meet. We are ur-hermeneia.82 
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But despite the verbal recognition of the hermeneutical bent in Heidegger, Shee-
han neither abandons his dogmatic claim concerning Heidegger’s allegedly phe-
nomenological outlook, nor does he acknowledge Heidegger’s indebtedness to 
Dilthey and Schleiermacher. This is not only a matter of historical truth, for Shee-
han’s indifference to this matter also obscures, on a systematic level, what is at 
issue in Heidegger’s concept of meaning. Since Sheehan is guided through the 
phenomenological approach to meaning, his concept of meaning remains within 
a subjective cast. Wherever Husserl would refer to transcendental consciousness, 
Sheehan puts the “human being” or human Dasein as the ground of meaning or 
that which discloses meaning or appropriates meaning within the appropriated 
clearing. As Sheehan writes, “the thrown-open clearing is the core of Heidegger’s 
thought,”83 meaning that the human is the very site, Da-sein, where the clearing 
comes to pass or is achieved. 

Although Sheehan acknowledges that Heidegger effectively de-transcendentaliz-
es his approach after Being and Time,84 he never calls into question his thesis that 
at the very heart of meaning stands human intentionality. Sheehan does recognize 
that already in Being and Time thrownness and facticity imply that “it is not by a 
subjective act of will” that “the clearing is indeed projected open.”85 But interpret-
ing the later Heidegger he holds that “thrownness and appropriation [i.e., Ereig-
nis] are identical, simply earlier and later names for the same existential struc-
ture.”86 And “existential structure” clearly refers to the site of the human being, 
at least in Sheehan’s account. This shows that Sheehan bends everything back to 
Being and Time and its privileging of meaning and understanding as something 
achieved through Dasein. After all, in Being and Time Heidegger writes: 

Meaning is an existential of Dasein, not a property that adheres to entities, 
which would either lie ‘behind’ them or be held in abeyance somewhere in 
some ‘intermediate realm.’ Only Dasein has ‘meaning’ in that the disclos-
edness of being-in-the-world can be ‘fulfilled’ through the beings discov-
erable in it. Thus only Dasein can be meaningful or meaningless.87                     

Sheehan never extricates himself from this Dasein-centric conception of mean-
ing, which, moreover, he tends to render in subjectivist terms. It is symptom-
atic that Sheehan focuses his most extensive discussion of meaning on Being and 
Time, skipping over crucial later essays such as Building Dwelling Thinking and 
Heidegger’s Hölderlin interpretations.       
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In a groundbreaking study of the difference between Husserl’s and Heidegger’s 
concept of meaning, Dahlstrom has shown that Husserl’s uses the word “mean-
ing” in four different senses, i.e., (1) a verbal sense, the act of meaning something 
(where the issue is what a speaker is trying to convey or communicate by using an 
expression); (2) the semantic or lexical sense of an ideal content of an expression; 
(3) the sense of an indexical or occasional expression, and (4) the sense of the 
reference of an expression or phrase.88 As Dahlstrom shows, nothing of this is of 
much interest to Heidegger. Instead, Heidegger approaches meaning from three 
different but interrelated senses: (1) a “functional” sense that addresses what a 
particular tool or implement is for, (2) the sense of the primary purpose of a com-
plex of implements, and (3) finally, an existential or formally indicative sense, for 
instance, the meaning of “I am,” the meaning of which is not fixed by reflection 
on an ideal self-same meaning, but is only realized if understood as a call to trans-
form and re-enact it by projecting one’s possibility to be into the future.89 Mean-
ing, for Heidegger is primarily “functional, purposive, and existential.”90 At least 
for Being and Time we can say that semantics is supplanted by purposive practices 
and context-dependent “entailments.” Thus Sheehan is wrong in claiming that 
Heidegger’s concept of meaning is phenomenologically inspired and beholden to 
a phenomenological method. As I have tried to argue above, it is a further devel-
opment of the concept of hermeneutical experience along the lines of Dilthey.  

In fairness to Sheehan, his very lucid discussion of Heidegger’s so-called “‘teleo-
logical’ theory of meaning” within the context of tool use shows that in Being and 
Time meaning is fundamentally keyed to purposiveness, in the sense outlined by 
Dahlstrom.91 But the question is whether this pragmatist approach to meaning is 
still relevant in Heidegger’s later writings, which Sheehan unfortunately fails to 
address. Moreover, from a hermeneutical perspective it is obvious that tool use 
and various projects make only sense within the pre-given matrix of a tradition, 
which provides the meaningful and objective structures to which we respond, to 
which we belong, and without which we cannot exist. Sheehan’s own concept of 
“reci-pro-ci-ty”92 between man and being or meaning implicitly refers to this in-
between of tradition (facticity) and thrown-projection (understanding). But he 
does not fully recognize the significance of this. After all, the hermeneutical rela-
tion of belonging to the already interpreted and meaningful world precludes the 
reduction of meaning to the subjective and projective act of interpretation. What 
is interpreted must already be meaningful in itself. Meaning cannot reside on one 
side of the equation only. To develop such a non-subjective conception of mean-
ing is surely a desideratum in current Heidegger scholarship. Sheehan’s work is a 
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welcome challenge to work that out—without falling into ontological mysticism.  

University of Tasmania
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the schlock of the new: 
badiou, duchamp, and the 
everyday miracle
alex ling

It is hard not to recognize—as many commentators have1—the striking homol-
ogy between Alain Badiou’s theory of the event and the fate of Marcel Duchamp’s 
infamous 1917 ‘readymade’ Fountain. The congruence is in fact so marked that 
one of the easiest ways of grasping this key philosophical concept is simply by 
comparing it to Fountain’s simultaneously mundane and extraordinary story. Yet 
arguably the most important lesson to be drawn from this exercise is also the one 
that is most often ignored; to wit, far from presenting an unbridgeable divide, 
there in fact exists a paradoxical relation of continuity between the ‘event’ and the 
‘everyday’. This article seeks to redress this critical oversight by using Fountain 
not only to ‘flesh out’ Badiou’s crucial concept but also to explore the frequently 
overlooked (but no less necessary) imbrication of the everyday in the event, and 
in this way counter claims that Badiou’s philosophy presents a straightforward or 
even naïve division between conservative continuity and radical rupture.

That the event should be read through the readymade speaks volumes about the 
latter’s popularity and influence. Indeed, the tale of Fountain is by now so famil-
iar as to have become all-but prosaic: in 1917, Duchamp—the celebrated artist 
behind Nude Descending a Staircase of 5 years earlier—working under the pseud-
onym ‘Richard Mutt’, attempted to enter an industrially fabricated urinal chris-
tened Fountain into the exhibition of the Society of Independent Artists in New York. 
On the face of it, his artistic prank was an abject failure; not only was the urinal 
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refused entry into the exhibition, it was almost immediately lost (all that remains 
of the original ‘work’ itself is a photograph taken by Alfred Stieglitz, though Duch-
amp went on to create a number of ‘authentic replicas’ in the 1960s). 

Even so, the exhibition—or more precisely, non-exhibition—of Fountain is gener-
ally understood to be, alongside the great inventions of cubism and abstraction, 
one of the defining artistic events of the 20th century. We might even go so far as 
to say that Fountain’s non-exhibition figures the paradigmatic event in the field 
of art; the ‘event of events’, if you will. For Duchamp’s urinal doesn’t simply in-
troduce us to a new mode or form of artistic practice. Rather, under the name of 
‘readymade’, it changes the very idea of art itself. 

That this seemingly insignificant work’s brief existence has had (and continues to 
have) such a profound effect on the field of art signals its intimate relation to Ba-
diou’s theory of the event, which figures something like a sudden and unpredict-
able break with the logic of a world (a rupture which, under the right conditions, 
can lead to its complete transformation). That said, we should not be misled by 
the terminology here: that an event happens does not in itself mean that the every-
day world changes. To the contrary, one of the main things I want to demonstrate 
here, by way of an analysis of Duchamp’s readymade, is how the dialectic between 
the ‘everyday’ and the ‘event’ is in actual fact far more nuanced than it might at 
first appear. In particular, I want to use the example of Fountain to show how, far 
from being a ‘miraculous occurrence’, the event is in fact entirely caught up in the 
everyday, being (more often than not) less a revolutionary upheaval than an ‘in-
finitesimal subversion’ by which a miniscule, even insignificant alteration in the 
order of things might come to exhibit profound consequences. 

APPEARING TO DISAPPEAR: THE ONTO-LOGY OF THE EVENT

It is fair to say that the event is a crucial concept in Badiou’s philosophy. Given 
the fact that his initial declaration that mathematics is ontology effectively strips 
philosophy of its ‘highest responsibility’ (namely, ontology itself), we could even 
go so far as to argue that philosophy per se only really kicks in at the point of the 
event, which Badiou himself claims constitutes “the bedrock of my entire edi-
fice”,2 and which, as we will see, fundamentally escapes mathematical (hence on-
tological) thought. 
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But what exactly is an event? In spite of appearances, this is not such an easy 
question to answer. Very roughly speaking, an event is nothing more—and equally 
nothing less—than a localized and unpredictable rupture with the order of things, 
involving the sudden arrival on the scene of a radically un-known element (an ele-
ment whose address is, for complex reasons we will examine shortly, immediately 
universal), the consequences of which might come to affect the entire situation. 

Yet in spite of its momentous effects, an event is in equal parts rare, fleeting and 
fragile. A puncture hole in the fabric of the world, an event, if left unattended to, 
is all-too quickly patched up by the forces that dominate and govern the situation, 
forces that Badiou terms the state of the situation, and which effectively establish 
a ‘static’ regime of repetition. That the state must immediately quash the event 
is a direct—and, it should be pointed out, unintentional (the state being for Ba-
diou essentially a matter of structure, not conscious intent)3—consequence of the 
latter’s very novelty, which, in rupturing with the laws of the situation (namely, 
those of order and ‘stasis’), identifies itself as illegal and hence a threat. As such, if 
an event is to have any real effect then its happening must be in some way affirmed 
by an outside party. This affirmation—together with the radical possibilities it 
implies—constitutes the trace of the vanished event (generally taking the form of 
a pronouncement about these new possibilities: ‘x is both conceivable and achiev-
able…’; ‘it can be that y…’), meaning that even though the laws of the situation 
dictate that the event itself must disappear, it nonetheless leaves behind a mark 
of sorts in the form of an evental trace. 

The process of affirming (or ‘tracing’) an event is however far from a straight-
forward business. For as it turns out, we cannot know, strictly speaking, whether 
an event has occurred or not. The reasoning behind this is once again a little 
complicated, but essentially boils down to the fact that the ‘place’ in which an 
event takes place (namely, the evental site) is itself a point that, for structural 
reasons, must remain altogether unrecognized by the state (whose role it is to 
‘count’ the elements of a situation, and thereby designate which elements, le-
gally speaking, ‘count’). To this end there can be absolutely no knowledge of an 
event’s occurrence, for the simple reason that, in falling outside of the statist or-
der—thus in falling outside of ‘knowledge’ per se (everything that is ‘known’ being 
fundamentally known by the state)—an event is thereby completely withdrawn or 
‘subtracted’ from all predication. Moreover, an event’s being radically un-known 
means that its very happening must be, properly speaking, both indiscernible and 
undecidable: one can only make a ‘pure’ decision regarding its having taken place 
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(the ‘purity’ of this decision residing in the fact that there can be no criteria upon 
which to base a decision concerning the occurrence of something which is radi-
cally un-known). 

So to sum up, an event illegally ‘interrupts repetition’ to introduce something 
new in the form of a heretofore unimaginable possibility. Its radically un-known 
status, however, means that its occurrence is, from the point of view of the situ-
ation (or the world) in question, both indiscernible (it cannot be recognised as 
such) and undecidable (it cannot be proven to have—or have not—taken place): 
with regard to deciding an event’s having-happened, as Badiou puts it, “it is given 
to us to bet”.4 

Yet even though we are now in possession of an adequate working theory of the 
event, we still do not know what it actually is. That is to say, it remains to be 
demonstrated ontologically. This is however once again a tricky business, not least 
because, as we mentioned earlier, the event fundamentally eludes mathematical 
thought: strictly speaking, an event is not, insofar as it falls on the side of “that-
which-is-not-being-qua-being”.5 Moreover, between the ontological foundations 
of Being and Event and the phenomenological investigations of Logics of Worlds, 
Badiou has in fact proposed two decidedly different conceptions of the event (as 
well as of various other crucial event-dependent concepts: the site, the subject, 
etc.), and even though we are here privileging the presentation offered in Badiou’s 
more recent work, there still remain substantial difficulties involved in marrying 
the two. Lastly, an event cannot be thought outside of its site (which provides, if 
only briefly, its worldly support), which itself errs on the wrong side of the laws of 
being and accordingly “appears only to disappear”.6

As such, before we can really grasp what an event is we must first come to terms 
with its site. So what then is a site? Put as simply as possible (and again, prioritiz-
ing the conception put forward in Logics of Worlds), it is a temporary aberration 
of the laws of ontology. Technically, a site is an object (that is, a multiple whose 
elements are indexed to a world’s transcendental, or a multiple that appears in a 
world)7 which, due to a momentary ‘kink’ in the ontological order, comes to count 
itself in the referential field of its own indexation. Or again, a site is something 
that “summons its being in the appearing of its own multiple composition”,8 and 
as such “makes itself appear”.9 All of which is to say that a site testifies to the intru-
sion of being in appearing. 
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Technically speaking, at the level of being, a site x proves itself paradoxical in its 
being a reflexive multiple, meaning it is an element of itself, it ‘auto-belongs’ (that 
is, x ∈ x).10 In its counting of itself in itself the site thus constitutes a supernu-
merary term—it is, as Badiou puts it, an ‘ultra-one’—and is as such, by dint of 
the axiom of foundation (which effectively prohibits a set’s belonging to itself), 
ontologically illegal. In transgressing the laws of being, the site must accordingly 
vanish. Lastly—and this really is key—in its giving its very being a value of exis-
tence, a site temporarily bridges the fissure separating ‘being’ from ‘being-there’, 
which is to say it involves “the instantaneous revelation of the void that haunts 
multiplicities”:11 the site convokes or ‘brings forth’ what is void in the situation, it 
presents what had been altogether unrepresented (by the state); in short, it brings 
into existence what had previously failed to appear. 

The ontology of the site thus consists of three fundamental (and, according to the 
laws of the situation, fundamentally illegal) points: it is a reflexive multiple; it is 
the revelation of the void; and it appears only to disappear. 

A site’s logic (that is to say, its phenomenology), on the other hand, essentially in-
volves the redistribution of the intensities of appearing around this vanished site. 
Of this distribution two immediate possibilities present themselves: either the 
intensity of existence briefly attributed to the site is maximal, in which case we 
are dealing with a real singularity (in convoking its void, the site reveals something 
radically new or un-known); or it is not, in which case we are merely dealing with 
a fact (the site fails to convoke the void; everything that appears is already known). 
Clearly our interest here lies with the former, which we can further divide into its 
strong and weak variants. Simply, while a weak singularity doubtless involves the 
brief (if absolute) existence of the site, only a strong singularity—that is, a sin-
gularity whose apparent consequences are maximal—constitutes an event proper. 

These maximal consequences can mean one thing and one thing only, being the 
sudden and absolute existence of what had previously inexisted. Or to be more 
precise: the maximal appearance of what had formerly been the inexistent object 
proper to the site itself; that which constituted, ontologically speaking, the void 
of the situation. It is moreover in this precise sense—in its relating to the situa-
tion from the basis of the void alone—that an event can be said to immediately 
address itself universally, insofar as the void invokes only “the flat surface of in-
different multiplicity”:12 in constituting the “absolute neutrality of being”, which 
is the single ‘characteristic’ common to everything (given that everything is), the 
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void “neither excludes nor constrains anyone.”13 

Considered as a site in extremis, an event (or a ‘strong singularity’) thus essentially 
effects something of an existential inversion, apportioning a maximal intensity 
of existence to that which had previously failed to exist at all. Further, since the 
event-site ‘appears only to disappear’, this absolutely existing former inexistent 
represents the sole testimony to the event’s having-happened, which is to say it is 
the very trace of the event, its lingering consequence. Thus Badiou can succinctly 
describe the event as equally “a pure cut in becoming made by an object of the 
world … [and] the supplementing of appearing through the upsurge of a trace: the 
old inexistent which has become an intense existence”.14 

This trace is however not logically inconsequential. Indeed, existentially speaking, 
every event involves a real life and death struggle. For a world’s regime of appear-
ing—each and every object of a world falling under the jurisdiction of its tran-
scendental ordering structure15—demands both a maximum and a minimum, and 
the forfeiture of either one of these positions requires that something else must 
take its place. Or again, if a world’s minimally existing object suddenly becomes 
maximally apparent, this mean another object is required to fill the vacuum that 
it leaves. The logic of the event thus accedes to Picasso’s famous declaration that 
“every act of creation is first of all an act of destruction”, on the proviso that the 
key terms are reversed: while creation and destruction are indeed necessary cor-
respondents, it is creation that comes first, each and every time. 

DUCHAMP’S CREATIVE ACT

Returning now to Duchamp’s infamous urinal, given the necessarily ‘novel’ nature 
of the event, one might immediately object to classifying Fountain as an event at 
all—let alone as the ‘event of events’ in the artistic field—on the grounds that 
Duchamp had already created numerous readymades beforehand (1913’s Bicycle 
Wheel and 1914’s Bottle Rack, for example). To do so however would be to ignore 
the essential situatedness of the event: of all of Duchamp’s readymades, Fountain 
constitutes the event proper due to the simple fact that it was the first to be ‘ex-
hibited’, and thus the first to appear in the situation (or the world) of art (even if 
this exhibition was, in truth, a non-exhibition).16 

In fact, as Barbara Formis has already in large part demonstrated, to categorize 
the readymade—or more precisely, the initial 1917 (non)exhibition of Fountain—
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as an ‘event’ is a fairly straightforward, even excessively neat exercise.17 For one 
thing, like the event, the readymade emerges in the situation at a very specific 
point, namely, a point that is radically unpresented; what Badiou, in the language 
of Being and Event, calls the ‘edge of the void’, or the situational site. Furthermore, 
it has an ‘exceptional’ structure that leads to its being designated illegitimate or 
illegal by the laws that govern the situation (viz., the ‘state’ of the situation; in this 
case the artistic cognoscenti of the Society of Independent Artists). This illegality 
means, in turn, that its emergence in the situation is followed by its immediate 
prohibition or censure by the state, meaning its appearance effectively coincides 
with its disappearance. Of course, this illegitimacy and unprecedentedness equally 
means that there are no established criteria upon which to ‘judge’ the work (or 
alternatively, there are no coordinates by which the work might be ‘positioned’ 
and hence comprehended), meaning that, for all intents and purposes, it appears 
in the situation—at least initially—as absolutely abstract, as singularly unfathom-
able. Finally, and perhaps most obviously, its momentary appearance ultimately 
leads, through at times slow and arduous means, to a wholesale transformation of 
the situation out of which it arises, namely, the world of art. 

Thus we already have at hand five major ways by which Fountain’s non-exhibition 
can be categorized as an event: it emerges from an evental site; it is illegal accord-
ing to the ‘laws’ of the situation; it appears only to disappear; it is incomprehen-
sible according to the logic of the state; and it results in the total transformation 
of the situation whence it emerged. 

More than this, the ‘readymade-event’—which, just to be perfectly clear, desig-
nates the non-exhibition of Fountain (as opposed to the work itself)—is paradig-
matic in the field of art because its effects are felt first and foremost at an ontologi-
cal level, that is, it involves the ‘being’, or the very ‘essence’, of art. 

But we are getting ahead of ourselves. It is first important to point out how the 
Society of Independent Artists—of which Duchamp was a founding member—had, 
in the lead up to its exhibition, taken great care to publicly establish its inde-
pendence from what we might call the ‘state of art’. Its slogan, after all, was ‘no 
jury, no prizes’—a motto apparently suggested by none other than Duchamp him-
self18—while Article 2 of the Society’s regulations stated words to the effect that 
anybody who was able to cough up six dollars (the price of membership in the 
society) was able—indeed, obliged—to exhibit a work in the show. 
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So when Duchamp’s attempt to enter his industrially fabricated urinal into the 
exhibition proved unsuccessful, this immediately gave the lie to both the Society’s 
‘avant-garde’ credentials and, more importantly, its supposed ‘independence’, 
inasmuch as Fountain—or, more specifically, Fountain’s rejection, its ‘illegality’ in 
the eyes of the state—made the jury’s hidden presence only too explicit. As Du-
champ’s friend and contemporary Louise Norton declared at the time, “many of 
us had quite an exhorbitant notion of the independence of the Independents. 
It was a sad surprise to learn of a Board of Censors sitting upon the ambiguous 
question, What is ART?”19 Thus the work’s refusal clearly contradicted the ‘demo-
cratic’ claim of the exhibition and revealed the Society’s underlying conformity 
with, and lack of genuine independence from, the very institutions that represent 
the ‘state of art’.

The Society’s complicity with the state was only made even more explicit in the 
‘official’ reasons given for the urinal’s refusal, namely: that the object was not 
fabricated by the artist; and that the object was not in fact an original work at all. 
In other words, for an object to be accepted as a work of art in the situation ‘the 
world of art in 1917’, it had to fulfil two basic functions: first, it had to be physically 
constructed by the artist (i.e. it could not be manufactured by an external agent); 
and second, it had to be unique (that is, it must not be, pace Walter Benjamin, a 
copy of a previously existing object). Needless to say, under these conditions, the 
readymade could in no way have been accepted as an artwork, by the Society or by 
the state of art more broadly: as a reproduced industrial (and, in this sense, utter-
ly impersonal) object—Duchamp himself holding that one of the crucial ‘features’ 
of the readymade was in fact “its lack of uniqueness”20—Fountain fails miserably 
on each and every count. Were the readymade to be accepted as art, then the very 
definition of art would be rendered obsolete. 

And yet, as is well known, over the next half-century, this is precisely what hap-
pened. For far from disqualifying this non-exhibited urinal as art, the readymade-
event comes much closer to disqualifying art tout court. Indeed, as Duchamp’s 
biographer Calvin Tomkins (somewhat hyperbolically) states, the ultimate aim 
of his readymades was nothing less than “to deny the possibility of defining art.”21 

Moreover, it is for precisely this reason that Fountain’s effects must be understood 
as being ontological in nature, insofar as they reveal something about the very 
‘essence’ of art: not of one specific art form (such as painting or sculpture) but 
rather of art as a whole. Because what this work reveals is that all of the elements 
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that go into making an artwork—all of those base elements which, while abso-
lutely present (as its material substrate), nevertheless fail to be re-presented in the 
completed ‘work of art’—are themselves, in a very real sense, readymade objects. 
This is, after all, Duchamp’s fundamental point: the readymade lays claim to being 
a work of art for a very simple reason, which is that, at an ontological level (i.e. at 
the level of its being), all art is necessarily readymade. Or again, there is no art that 
is not, in some essential way, always-already readymade.22

In being ‘elevated’ to the level of art, the readymade thus reveals an important, 
if ambiguous truth about art itself, namely, that works of art require ordinary 
everyday objects in order to exist. Or to put it in more Badiouian terms, the read-
ymade-event clearly demonstrates the indiscernibility between art and non-art, an 
acknowledgement that the base material of art is, first and foremost, non-artistic. 

The ‘evental’ status of Fountain therefore lies foremost in the fact that it managed 
(metaontologically speaking) to elevate certain voided—and, fundamentally, 
common—elements from the level of non-presentation to that of re-presentation, or 
(on a phenomenological level) to raise that which had inexisted in art to a level of 
maximal existence. 

INAESTHETICS: ART AND PHILOSOPHY

It is at this point—as we consider the complicated relation of art to what-it-is-
not—that we might ask ourselves exactly what art means for Badiou. The first 
thing to note here is that, according to Badiou, whilst philosophy has an absolute 
need for art (being one of its structural conditions), art can itself easily make do 
without philosophy. This one-sided relationship is of course one of the principal 
reasons behind his rejection of traditional aesthetics—which he sees as solely 
concerned with establishing rules and hierarchies of ‘taste’—in favour of an ap-
proach to art that limits its interest to the manner by which art effectively thinks 
for itself, and thus might come to affect philosophy. 

Briefly, he calls this approach to art ‘inaesthetics’, which he defines as “a relation 
of philosophy to art that, maintaining that art is itself a producer of truths, makes 
no claim to turn art into an object for philosophy. Against aesthetic speculation, 
inaesthetics describes the strictly intraphilosophical effects produced by the in-
dependent existence of some works of art.”23 Of this definition we will suffice our-
selves for the moment by noting that, as a philosopher, one of Badiou’s foremost 
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concerns is to examine art—or rather particular arts; some arts—as constitutive 
of certain universal truths, and, as such, as having something essential to offer 
philosophy. 

Now, any reader with so much as a passing interest in Badiou’s thought will know 
that art constitutes one of the four generic conditions of his philosophy (along-
side politics, science, and love), and that philosophy, as he defines it, operates only 
inasmuch as it seizes these independent truths and places them in an immanent 
relation to one another. More than this, they will know that philosophy, accord-
ing to Badiou, is itself fundamentally truthless, being rather the unique discipline 
tasked with thinking the ‘compossibility’, or the mutual and non-contradictory 
co-existence, of the various (artistic, political, amorous and scientific) truths that 
litter the world (and that are themselves ultimately forms of thought). Or again, 
Badiou tells us that there are truths which exist out there, prior to and wholly inde-
pendent of philosophy, and that the latter’s job is precisely that of grasping these 
diverse truths and ‘re-thinking’ (or re-articulating) them in such a way that they 
can be brought together to cohere in a single system, which is finally what he calls 
a philosophy.24 So the relationship between art and philosophy (or indeed between 
philosophy and any of its conditions) is for Badiou ultimately a ‘thoughtful’ one, 
where philosophy is charged with re-thinking the thought that art first thinks.

To come full circle, it is philosophy’s structurally ‘secondary’ nature—its forever 
coming after truths—that leads Badiou to write off aesthetics in favour of ‘inaes-
thetics’ (which, as we have just seen, restricts itself to ‘the intraphilosophical ef-
fects produced by the existence of some works of art’). In a word, it is truths that 
prescribe philosophy, and philosophy does not condescend to its conditions. 

Returning then to Badiou’s definition of inaesthetics, it is important to highlight 
how this term designates moreover the philosophical recapitulation of a relation 
between art and truth that is at once singular and immanent. This relationship is 
absolutely crucial for Badiou and as such is worth pausing to consider in some 
detail.

First, the relationship between art and truth is singular inasmuch as every artistic 
truth is peculiar to the art in question. So, for example, a truth of painting won’t 
be found in poetry, just as music or photography are highly unlikely to produce 
any sculptural truths. This is in part a consequence of, on the one hand, Badiou’s 
adamant belief that the arts constitute fundamentally closed systems (no painting 
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is ever going to turn into music, just as no poem is ever going to become dance…), 
and, on the other, the fact that every truth, while universal in address, is always 
the truth of a particular situation, and in art this situation is generally (though not 
necessarily) the situation of a particular art. Or as Badiou puts it, every artistic 
truth exists “in a rigorous immanence to the art in question”:25 it is always a truth 
of this art, in this situation (and not another).

Parenthetically, it is at this point that some readers may be tempted to write Ba-
diou off as an antediluvian ‘high modernist’. To be sure, every so often it can ap-
pear as though he is recycling the (supposedly discredited) line of thought gener-
ally associated with the modernist project, namely, the idea that it is the exclusive 
commitment of each art to its proper medium that will finally allow it to lay bare 
its ‘pure form’ (or, as Badiou would have it, its ‘generic truth’). Now, while Badiou 
may well at times be arguing something not entirely dissimilar to this, we would 
be far off the mark were we to reduce his thought to this kind of Greenbergian 
‘autonomizing’ framework.26 While it is clear that for Badiou each art is entirely 
differentiated from the other arts (possessing its own form, its own possibilities, 
particular content and modes of expression, and so on…), it is important to re-
member that an artistic truth is always the truth of a particular (artistic) situation, 
and a ‘situation’, so far as Badiou conceives it, is an incredibly plastic concept, in-
sofar as it basically means any grouping whatsoever. So, for example, while Badiou 
praises someone like Kasimir Malevich—and in particular his 1918 suprematist 
masterpiece White on White—for giving us “the generic truth of painting’s singular 
situation”,27 he can equally celebrate someone like Duchamp, whose readymades 
arguably explode the very idea of medium-specificity and expose something vital 
in the artistic situation at large.

There is however another important thread to the inaesthetic knot tying together 
art, truth and philosophy, namely, that of immanence. For Badiou holds that the 
relationship between these three terms—art, truth and philosophy—is not only 
singular but also immanent, insofar as every artistic work must be wholly present 
to the truth it fabricates. This is a slightly more delicate point, and results from 
Badiou’s materialist conception of truths, the general idea being that an artistic 
truth (or any truth for that matter)—despite its infinite nature—isn’t simply the 
truth of a situation, but is moreover itself situated. That is to say, it takes place in 
a world. 
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To summarize brutally: Badiou holds that an artistic truth is always embodied 
in an identifiable ‘artistic configuration’, whose origins lie in a vanished event—
which suddenly (and inexplicably) gives form to what was previously formless—
and whose entire body is composed of the manifold artworks that belong to this 
configuration. Meaning that each individual artwork serves as the very fabric from 
which its truth is gradually woven. This ‘weaving’ can, in principle, of course go 
on forever (one can always create another work x exploring the consequences of 
artistic event y…). Hence the infinity of a truth is in no way confined to a single 
finite work, but rather comprises an essentially infinite—or indeed, ‘eternal’—se-
quence of works. 

As such, the entire ‘being’ of an artistic truth is located within its works, works 
which remain fundamentally outside of artistic ‘knowledge’ (or outside of ‘the 
state of art’), and as such can proceed solely by chance (this radical subtraction 
from knowledge being precisely why they constitute a mode of thought). To this 
end, each individual work figures something like an investigation or an ‘enquiry’ 
into the truth that it actualizes, piece by painstaking piece. 

So to sum up, Badiou defines an artistic truth as a material configuration that, is-
suing from an event, and unfolding by chance alone, comprises an (in principle) 
infinite complex of works. Or again, to think art as both singular and immanent to 
truth—that is, to think inaesthetically—is for Badiou one and the same as to (re)
think an artistic configuration.

The disappearing act

So far our thinking about the readymade qua event has focused primarily on two 
key features, being its site—which is less the exhibition itself than the unpre-
sented ‘everyday’ matter underlying the artwork (or its ‘base’ material)—and its 
illegality in the eyes of the state. What we need to do now is turn our attention 
to the remaining ‘evental’ points of Fountain’s non-exhibition, specifically: its ap-
pearing only to disappear; its figuring (at least initially) as an absolutely abstract 
work; and its ultimate transformation of the situation whence it emerged. In do-
ing so we will be able to say something crucial about the event itself. 

Regarding the first of these points (Fountain’s appearing-disappearing), we should 
first of all reiterate the fact that Duchamp’s urinal, which is to say the work itself, 
was almost immediately lost. Discarded as garbage, or perhaps burnt or stolen: 
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no one really knows. What is known is that it was absent from the Society of In-
dependent Artists’ exhibition as well as its catalogue, and was never seen again 
(all the various ‘Fountains’ housed in galleries and museums today are of course 
replicas). In point of fact, Fountain would almost certainly have been entirely for-
gotten were it not for the publication in The Blind Man—Duchamp’s own review, 
no less—of a brief article in defence of the work entitled ‘The Richard Mutt Case’, 
which included Stieglitz’s photo of the urinal, captioned ‘The exhibit refused by 
the Independents’.28

In other words, after having effectively engineered Fountain’s refusal—for Duch-
amp not only entered the offending urinal into the exhibition knowing full well 
it would be rejected, but also sat on the jury and remained silent during its delib-
erations, never once revealing his identity as the nefarious ‘R. Mutt’—Duchamp 
then went on to use his own review to denounce this very same refusal. In this 
way, Duchamp paradoxically did succeed in exhibiting his urinal, in a manner of 
speaking, through the very act of denouncing the fact that it was not exhibited 
in the first place. That is to say, Duchamp’s presumed authorship of ‘The Rich-
ard Mutt Case’ (the article itself was unsigned) essentially ensured that the non-
appearance—or the inexistence—of Fountain was in fact retroactively rendered as 
an intense appearance through the subsequent exhibition of its very non-exhibition. 
Or again, with the publication of The Blind Man piece, the readymade suddenly 
became intensely apparent through its very inappearance. 

Thus, as with Badiou’s event, the coincidence of Fountain’s appearing-disappear-
ing did in fact manage to leave a definite trace, in the form of a (published) affir-
mation not only of its claim to artistry, but moreover of non-art’s integral relation 
to art itself. Far from vanishing without a trace, the readymade-event contrarily 
performed the ultimate disappearing act, by turning its very disappearance into an 
‘act’. 

Appearing-disappearing to one side, Fountain is not without consequence for the 
crucial inaesthetic concept of singularity. Indeed, when we think of Duchamp’s 
readymades, perhaps the most immediate problem we run up against is that of 
artistic indiscernibility, or the paradoxical fact that such objects cannot be said to 
belong exclusively to either the rarefied world of ‘art’—and even if they did, we 
cannot help but wonder: which art?29—or the everyday world of common, banal 
objects. For in “eliciting notions of aesthetic value while asserting its utter aes-
thetic valuelessness”,30 the readymade in fact pulls in two different directions: 
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simultaneously art and non-art, it belongs, in an ontological sense—at the level 
of its very being—to two fundamentally opposed registers. Structurally speaking, 
the readymade is thus, as Formis observes, an intervallic object:31 it presents itself 
as the ‘interval’ between the event and the everyday, between art and non-art, 
between avant-garde novelty and the familiarity of the ancien régime. 

Now Duchamp himself famously theorized this intervallic structure of the ready-
made in terms of what he called an “infrathin separative difference”,32 that is, an 
indiscernible or ‘minimal difference’, not unlike the in-difference that Badiou iso-
lates in Malevich’s (otherwise conspicuously non-Duchampian) painting White on 
White (between ground and form; between white and white…).33 An object is ‘in-
frathin’, Duchamp claims, when it exhibits an “indifferent difference”,34 or when 
two separate parts of its nature cannot be differentiated; when, in effect, we en-
counter the null “difference of the Same”.35 

Just as the infrathin establishes a sort of ‘differential identity’, blurring the line 
that separates two otherwise distinct things, likewise the readymade organizes an 
‘indifferent difference’ between the work of art and the everyday object, rendering 
this distinction effectively indiscernible. Certainly, Fountain does not cease to be 
an industrially fabricated urinal simply because Duchamp chose it, signed it (as 
‘R. Mutt’), and (almost) exhibited it. And yet, at the same time, its being chosen, 
signed and (non)exhibited nonetheless distinguishes it from every other industri-
ally fabricated object, and indeed from all the banal everyday objects littering the 
world. Fountain thus exhibits a peculiar double-structure: it “presents its unity as 
a work of art plus the multiplicity of all the urinals that are similar to it”.36 Being 
at the time the sole object to partake of such paradoxical double-belonging, the 
readymade could then be said to belong to its own unique category: that of the 
‘readymade’. Meaning that the readymade, like the event itself, auto-belongs; it 
belongs exclusively to itself. Whence the simultaneous undecidability and auton-
omy of the readymade-event: beyond its aesthetic—or rather, inaesthetic—unity, 
it also displays its industrial multiplicity.37 Or again, it presents itself, at one and 
the same time, as a single, discrete work of art, and as the universe of everyday 
objects. 

As such, ever since the readymade-event, the world of art and the everyday world 
have become, at least to an extent, indiscernible, inasmuch as today any object 
whatsoever can be understood as having artistic potential, or the potential to be-
come art, just as any rarefied work of art has the potential to enter into an intense 



150 · alex ling	

relation with the everyday. What is key here is the fact that, in affirming that the 
very material of art is first and foremost non-artistic, the readymade-event equal-
ly points to the fact that it is art’s non-artistic material that becomes art. Indeed, 
it is precisely for this reason that Badiou can hold, at one and the same time, that 
“art is pure Idea”,38 and that “the real of art comprises an ideal impurity”.39 For, 
as the readymade-event so perfectly demonstrates, impurity is in fact a necessary 
condition—even a fundamental law—of art, for the simple reason that art, real 
art, always involves the formalization of what was previously formless, the radical 
becoming-art of what was heretofore considered non-art (or what, according to 
the artistic world in question, did not previously exist). 

It is moreover precisely for this reason that all true artworks—and the ready-
made, as we have shown, is certainly not immune on this count—initially appear 
in the situation as absolutely abstract works, inasmuch as such art is, from the 
first, “abstracted from all particularity” and at the same time “formalizes this act 
of abstraction.”40 After all, true art, in its essential (evental) novelty, necessarily 
appears as something wholly abstract to the world in which it appears (such ‘ab-
straction’ deriving, as we have seen, from the fact that it falls outside the realm of 
available knowledges). As such, Badiou’s call for a ‘purification’ of the arts, all to 
often misinterpreted as a naïve plea for a return to modernist sensibilities, should 
conversely be understood as being, on the one hand, a destructive gesture (one 
that eliminates ‘apparent’ impurities), and on the other, a fundamentally creative 
movement (one that formalises or brings into form what was previously formless, 
or ‘pure-ifies’ what was impure).

In fact, the case of Fountain perfectly illustrates the dual nature of the ‘subtractive 
procedure’ itself as simultaneously an act of drawing under and of drawing forth. 
While Malevich’s work, for example, embodies the subtractive process primar-
ily in terms of ‘dis-appearance’ (of form, of colour, of space…)41—and thus as a 
movement toward ‘purity’ (understood here as medium specificity)—Duchamp’s 
readymades contrarily illustrate its constructive side, as something that raises from 
beneath (hence ‘sub-traction’, i.e. ‘pulling from under’): far from isolating the 
‘thing itself ’ by purging it of its inherent complications and impurities, Fountain 
contrarily establishes the impure as the basis from which all purity is constructed, 
exposing the infrathin minimal difference between art and its subjacent non-ar-
tistic material. 
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So once the readymade-event has taken place—after it has been affirmed as in-
deed belonging to the world of art—a certain equivalence between art and non-art 
is established, whereby it becomes equally possible to consider a representational 
object (like a work of art) as a presentational one (i.e. an ordinary, banal object), 
and vice versa.42 In other words, the readymade-event doesn’t simply open up a 
‘positive’ passage from non-art to art; it also establishes a corollary passage from 
art to non-art. And it is of course at this precise juncture that we have located the 
readymade’s decisive operation of indiscernibility. 

That being said, obviously the readymade doesn’t belong to both the art world 
and the everyday world in the same manner. Simply, while the readymade-event 
demonstrates how all art emerges from non-art, this is not to say that all non-art 
will become art. Or again, while the everyday world is the indisputable source of 
the readymade (the urinal being, after all, not in the first instance an intention-
ally artistic work, but rather the product of technical industry), it is the world of 
art that figures its ultimate determination (as the readymade leads to a profound 
transformation of both artistic procedure and understanding). 

It is, moreover, precisely this intentionality that defines both the evental nature 
of the readymade, and, reciprocally, the readymade nature of the event itself. For 
like the readymade, the event is itself doubly subtracted from the situation, in the 
sense that it is at once drawn under by the logic of the world in question (contra-
vening its laws and thus appearing only to disappear) and at the same time drawn 
forth from its detritus, being entirely composed of the very material deemed to be 
most insignificant by the current ‘world order’ (so much so that it fails to appear 
in this world, or that, ontologically speaking, it altogether lacks state representa-
tion). 

Thus the event, whilst figuring on the one hand as a sudden and absolute rupture, 
equally represents a kind of paradoxical continuity, whereby the order of things is 
in reality only minimally (or ‘infinitesimally’) subverted such that two elements 
which were, ontologically speaking, always there, merely come to exchange posi-
tions. 

Hence the simple and immediately apparent truth declared by the readymade (a 
truth that extends well beyond the confines of art, reverberating equally through 
all the generic fields): just as all art has its roots in non-art, so too the event has 
its foundation—indeed, its entire being—in the everyday. Or again, far from being 
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a ‘miracle’, the event is in truth nothing other than the spontaneous revelation of 
what was there all along. Every event, no matter how radical, exposes us not only 
to the shock but also the schlock of the new. 

Western Sydney University
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the unpresented elements of the site, and on the other, itself). From Logics of Worlds on however 
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his earlier claim that “an event is not (does not coincide with) an evental site”, Badiou, Being and 
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24. In his book on Gilles Deleuze, Badiou defines philosophy’s single and singular objective simply 
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polemical speech and the 
struggle for recognition
matheson russell

The practice of argumentation is often driven by social goals. Among these are 
goals I call ‘polemical’.1 Argumentation is ‘polemical’ when it aims to contest the 
level of credibility a speaker enjoys as a contributor to discourse. ‘Polemical’ dis-
agreement differs from ‘deliberative’ disagreement insofar as the former concerns 
not merely the validity of what speakers say but also the standing of speakers as 
participants in the field of communication. The aim of this programmatic essay is 
to outline the basic features of polemical speech and to examine how polemical 
speech is used in struggles for recognition. 

Because polemical speech is defined in terms of challenges to the level of credibil-
ity a speaker enjoys, we shall first consider what is meant by credibility and why 
credibility matters (I). We will then be in a position to consider the phenomenon 
of polemical speech itself and its connection to conflicts over validity (II). In the 
central sections of the article, I aim to defend the claim that struggles to challenge 
or establish standing as a credible speaker can (and should) be routed through 
argumentation over the validity of claims. The basic reason for this is that the 
demonstration of credibility is normatively achieved through the speaker’s sat-
isfactory performance in justifying the validity of what they say. But our socially 
mediated practices of justification and self-assurance regarding validity compli-
cate the picture, and these complexities are explored in sections III and IV. In the 
final section of the article, I briefly consider whether polemical argumentation is 
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compatible with the ideals of civility and social solidarity that are often thought 
to be basic to the spirit of democracy (V).

I. CREDIBILITY AND WHY IT MATTERS

Credibility is a status or standing that individuals have in the eyes of their inter-
locutors, a status they enjoy in virtue of others’ regard for them. Specifically, it is 
the standing enjoyed by speakers who are recognized to be reliable communicators 
of truth, or more generally, of what is rationally justifiable. A credible witness recalls 
well what they have witnessed and communicates it honestly. A credible scientist 
is methodologically rigorous in their search for knowledge and is diligent and 
precise in communicating their scientific understanding. The attribution of cred-
ibility does not make a speaker credible; we expect the attribution to track what is 
true of the speaker independently of its being recognized. Credibility rests upon 
two independent bases: sincerity and competence. To be credible, a speaker must 
be sincere, that is, must be a speaker who can be trusted not to speak falsehoods 
knowingly or to deceive intentionally.2 However, one can be a sincere communi-
cator without being competent (and vice versa). To warrant recognition as a cred-
ible speaker, therefore, one must not only be sincere but must also be a reliable 
source of truth or, more generally, of what is rationally justifiable. Reliability of 
this kind, in turn, rests upon rational and communicative competences. That is to 
say, it rests on the fact that (i) the speaker possesses the capacities required to ac-
quire knowledge and to form sound judgments, and (ii) the speaker utilizes these 
capacities with sufficient consistency and responsibility to be able to guarantee 
that what they communicate to others is worthy of belief; and (iii) the speaker 
possesses the capacities required to communicate their knowledge and judgment 
to others, and (iv) the speaker utilizes these capacities responsibly in the sense 
that they assert only what is worthy of belief and do so in appropriate situations.3 

It should also be noted that credibility comes in degrees and comes indexed to 
topic areas and rational capabilities. Thus, Joe might be credible as a judge of the 
quality of scientific papers but lack credibility as a judge of which tennis players 
are likely to win Wimbledon. Jill might be scrupulously honest in her business 
dealings, but prone to lying and deception when playing board games with her 
children.

Credibility plays a vital role in communication. This is because when a speaker is 
regarded to be credible this translates into the readiness of hearers to take what 
that speaker says on trust. However, readiness to believe on the basis of a speaker’s 
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credibility is not blind trust. It does not receive what is said with indifference to 
whether or not what is said is rationally defensible. Rather, readiness to believe on 
the basis of a speaker’s credibility amounts to the presumption on the part of the 
hearer that what is said is indeed rationally defensible because the speaker who has 
undertaken to assert it is credible. It is assumed that the speaker would be able 
to back up what is said with appropriate justifications if they were required to do 
so.⁴ Because the credible speaker is presumed to be able to provide the reasons 
why their claim is rationally acceptable if required, what is said by the speaker 
can be relied upon by the hearer without the need for rigorous critical testing or 
independent validation. The fact of a speaker’s credibility, therefore, allows the 
hearer to acquire rationally defensible beliefs cheaply, i.e. without expending the 
effort associated with having to assess the evidence or justifications for the claim 
themselves.⁵ 

But credibility is a valuable commodity not just for epistemic purposes. It is also 
valuable for moral and political reasons. It matters to us profoundly that we are 
regarded by others as having the ability to speak truthfully and that we are trusted 
by others to do so in our social interactions with them. Indeed, it has been argued 
that the systematic denial of this basic form of recognition would represent an 
intolerable condition of invisibility,6 and even that such a state would constitute a 
violation of basic justice.7 In a similar vein, a number of prominent contemporary 
philosophers have argued that respect for speakers as contributors to discourse is 
required of us as a component of our moral duty to respect persons, and/or is re-
quired of us in order to realise the political value of democratic inclusion.8 How-
ever, it should be noted that our social interactions are never quite so simple. Our 
epistemic responsibilities frequently call upon us to form judgments of credibil-
ity, and judgments of credibility are evaluative. They must be tuned to the level of 
trust a given speaker on a given topic deserves to be shown. Sometimes trust and 
credulity is warranted, but sometimes it is not, and we are justified in taking up 
an attitude of distrust, suspicion, or scepticism toward a speaker. In other words, 
readiness to believe the communications of others cannot simply be determined 
in advance by our moral commitment to show respect for persons or our politi-
cal commitments to discursive inclusion. Thus, it cannot be a demand of justice 
that we treat as credible a speaker who lacks credibility and vice versa. On the 
contrary, we feel it to be a matter of justice that speakers are regarded as credible 
in proportion to the level of trust and credulity that is warranted in the situation. 
Therefore, we must juggle our obligations to show respect, toleration, and inclu-
sion on the one hand with our obligations as epistemic agents to evaluate and ac-
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cept claims on the basis of rational justifiability on the other. From a theoretical 
point of view (if not from a practical point of view), we can resolve this tension 
by observing that to be recognized as a credible source of knowledge and opinion 
is a form of ‘social esteem’ and not a form of ‘moral respect’.9 To be recognized in 
this way is to be valued according to one’s abilities as a contributor to the lives of 
others, not (say) respected for one’s incomparable worth as a human being.

Speakers who are regarded as highly credible and who have the means to com-
municate their views to large numbers of people can be said to enjoy influence. 
Influence in this sense occurs when a speaker makes use of her credibility in the 
eyes of hearers to cause her hearers to believe p by asserting p and relying on the 
fact that her hearers will readily take p to be true on trust when she asserts it. But 
in ordinary speech we would typically only call someone ‘influential’ if they have 
a social position that allows them to influence a significant number of people. 
When we call someone ‘influential’ in such cases, we intuitively recognize that be-
ing treated with credulity by many people gives an agent power of a certain kind.10 
And it is because credibility can translate into (a form of) power that disputes 
over credibility are often a central focus in political debate. Indeed, the political 
sphere is the paradigmatic context in which language is used ‘polemically.’ (But, 
for reasons we shall discuss, it should be noted that polemical speech is not syn-
onymous with political discourse. Every domain of discourse and every situation 
of social interaction can become polemical if a disagreement emerges over the 
level of credibility attributed to participants in discourse. In this regard, scientific 
discourse can be as ‘polemical’ as political discourse.)

Because of the epistemic, moral, and political significance of trust and credibil-
ity in communication, significant consequences can follow when judgments of 
credibility go wrong. If we treat a speaker lacking credibility as though they were 
credible, we are liable to believe their assertions uncritically when they should be 
received with scepticism. As a result, we can acquire false beliefs (or true beliefs 
but with an unjustified level of confidence in their truth). Conversely, if we treat 
a credible speaker as though they lacked credibility, we are liable to dismiss their 
assertions or treat them with profound scepticism when what they say should be 
taken on faith, or at least taken seriously. As a result, we can fail to gain from what 
that speaker has to teach us. Mis-judgments about credibility have social and po-
litical consequences as well. Unwarranted trust can make individuals influential 
who do not deserve to be influential; conversely, unwarranted suspicion can rob 
influence from those whose competence and integrity justifies their having influ-
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ence. Moreover, as mentioned above, individuals who are unjustifiably distrusted 
and treated with suspicion suffer a form of mis-recognition that threatens their 
self-consciousness at a quite radical level. This is a point to which we shall return 
below. 

II. THE STRUGGLE FOR RECOGNITION AND CONFLICTS OVER VALIDITY

When assessments of a speaker’s competence or credibility are held in common 
by interlocutors, no conflict occurs at the level of how that speaker is treated as a 
participant in the field of discourse. What’s more, communication is entirely pos-
sible in cases where participants in a discourse have come to view one another as 
unequal in terms of their rational capacities. For instance, if A is willing to accept 
his dependency upon the superior knowledge or rational insight of B, then a coop-
erative relationship between them can be established on that basis. What results 
might be something like a teacher-student relationship. However, it is possible 
that one or both parties will resist that outcome, if, for instance, A is unwilling 
to assume the role of student in relation to B. In that case, the disagreement will 
be experienced not merely as a disagreement over some subject matter but as a 
disagreement over the standing and relationship of the parties as speakers. Such 
conflicts are failures of mutual recognition in a strict sense.

Disagreements over credibility of speakers are a common feature of social life. We 
are routinely confronted with speakers who are regarded by others to be sincere, 
knowledgeable, morally insightful, or prudent, but whom we judge to be dishon-
est and/or unreliable—even deeply misguided—in one or more of these regards; 
and, conversely, we are confronted with speakers who are regarded by others to 
be deceptive, ignorant, morally misguided, or foolish, but whom we judge to be 
sincere and/or reliable in one or more of these regards. In these situations, we find 
ourselves in disagreements with others not merely over the validity of claims, but 
also over the level of credibility that speakers claim for themselves or that hearers 
attribute to them. 

When we disagree over the validity of claims, these disagreements can be pro-
cessed through argumentation between speakers who seek to critically test claims 
and to convince one another on the basis of reasons of what to believe. This is 
what I call the ‘deliberative’ mode of argumentation. The goal of deliberative 
argumentation is to establish “convincing positions to which all individuals can 
agree without coercion.”11 In this mode of discourse, the standing of speakers is 
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not problematized. By contrast, I call ‘polemical’ that mode of argumentation in 
which there is disagreement over the level of credibility attributed to speakers 
and this is explicitly or implicitly the focus of the dispute. Polemical discourse ful-
fills a function orthogonal to the achievement of mutual agreement regarding the 
validity of claims: namely, the function of negotiating the standing of contribu-
tors to discourse, and thus determining how much weight their contributions to 
discourse will be given.

However, there is a deep interconnection between struggles over validity and 
struggles over recognition. Polemical conflicts over credibility are not disconnect-
ed from the question of whether particular claims are rationally defensible. On 
the contrary, arguing with the goal of showing the justifiability of one’s view or 
the unjustifiability of an opponent’s view on some matter is an important way in 
which individuals seek to demonstrate their credibility as speakers or the lack of 
credibility of their opponents. When this occurs, the discussion of what is true or 
right becomes subservient to resolving the conflict over the standing of the par-
ties—over whether they are seen as respected and valued contributors to dis-
course and/or as rational agents in general. The jostling for standing between the 
opponents is mediated by the competition for the better argument. 

The interconnection between struggles for recognition and practices of critical 
argumentation is seen most clearly not in political discourse but in theoretical 
discourse. To develop this point, we turn to the late work of Pierre Bourdieu.12 In 
texts such as Pascalian Meditations, Bourdieu not only shows that he is cognizant 
of the two levels of conflict at play within the pragmatics of argumentation—i.e. 
the conflict over validity and the conflict over the standing of speakers—he also 
makes this feature of the speech situation central to his account of scientific dis-
course. In these late works, Bourdieu continues to insist, as he had in his earlier 
works, that all social worlds, including fields of ‘disinterested’ inquiry such as the 
field of science, are microcosms containing “concentrations of power and capital, 
monopolies, power relations, selfish interests, conflicts, etc.”13 However, accord-
ing to Bourdieu, it is nonetheless a striking feature of the field of scientific dis-
course in particular that the self-interest participants have in achieving esteem—
and even dominance and power—is tied to the imperative to produce arguments 
that are rationally defensible to critics. One has to produce what counts as ‘good 
science’ by the lights of other scientists in order to make one’s way up the hierar-
chical social ordering in the field: 
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The scientific field is a game in which you have to arm yourself with rea-
son in order to win. Without producing or requiring supermen inspired by 
motivations radically different from those of ordinary people, it produces 
and encourages, by its own logic, and outside any normative imposition, 
particular forms of communication, such as competitive discussion, criti-
cal dialogue and so on, which tend in fact to favour the accumulation and 
control of knowledge.14 

The collective pursuit of truth within the scientific field, on this model, does not 
require participants to transcend their particular interests; insofar as it is organ-
ised as a competition that rewards those who win ‘the competition for the better 
argument,’ it feeds off those interests. In the scientific field at least, competition 
is channelled in a remarkable way, such that participants are “obliged to subli-
mated their libido dominandi into a libido sciendi that can only triumph by answer-
ing a demonstration with a refutation, one scientific fact with another scientific 
fact.”15 The competitive and conflictual social dynamic of the field is not vicious 
but virtuous to this extent, since the egoistic pursuit of success is aligned with the 
collective goal of the pursuit of knowledge.16 

Bourdieu is not alone in thematising the competitive dimension of discourse. 
Even deliberative theorists such as Habermas acknowledge the ‘competitive’ and 
‘conflictual’ character of practices of argumentation.17 But Bourdieu’s model ties 
the struggle for recognition to the competition for the better argument in a more 
explicit and convincing fashion than Habermas does. And, in so doing, he enables 
us to see clearly how the impetus to assert justifiable claims and to justify them 
can be connected to the polemical goals of speakers. However, to understand the 
logic of polemical disagreement we need to go beyond Bourdieu’s analysis in cer-
tain respects. 

III. THE DESIRE FOR RECOGNITION AND SELF-JUSTIFICATION

Bourdieu’s analysis locates the conditions leading to a struggle for prestige and 
influence within the structure of social fields, e.g. the economic field, the scientific 
field, and the artistic field. He claims that ‘symbolic capital’ emerges as a ‘scarce 
resource’ and hence as an object of competition when it is invested with value 
within a social field. Participants must make the ‘investment’ in the stakes of the 
game before the struggle for recognition native to that game makes sense and 
takes hold of them. The scientific field thus produces conflict by inducing partici-
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pants to invest themselves in the stakes of the game and in the competitive pur-
suit of esteem within it. Furthermore, following Lyotard, Bourdieu assumes that 
there is an incommensurabilty between social fields and language games. Hence 
the ambition of the scientist towards discovery makes no sense and has no value 
from the point of view of the economist, and vice versa, since the scientist and 
the economist have bought into different communities of value and situate them-
selves within different social fields. The only commonality across these fields is 
that in each case the struggle for recognition is not at all a struggle to attain equal-
ity but a struggle for power and dominance. On this basis, Bourdieu is convinced 
that we should see the “rationalized” form of competition for social dominance 
that is observed within the field of science as an exception rather than the rule. 
It is only as a result of peculiar and unlikely conditions that a form of life has 
emerged in which the strategies seen to be legitimate in the struggle for recogni-
tion are tied to the production of reason and universality. 

However, there are reasons to doubt that struggles for recognition take place in 
a “rationalized” form only within the scientific field. Already in the 1930’s Karl 
Mannheim observed that political actors pursued political goals through attacks 
on the worldviews of opponents, a phenomenon that he described (in terms remi-
niscent of Bourdieu) as “a rationalized form of the struggle for social predomi-
nance.”18 But, in fact, we could multiply examples across practically every domain 
of social interaction. In our personal lives, our professional lives, as well as our 
public-political lives, we hold one another to account and require rational justi-
fications for beliefs and actions. Indeed, in every domain of modern life, we rely 
increasingly upon the results of reflective reason rather than the authority of re-
ceived cultural understandings to provide the basis for our social coordination. 

There is a basic reason why a concern for validity (and hence seriousness about 
conflicts over validity) cannot be relegated to the domain of scientific discourse 
and why it matters in every domain of life. The reason is this: as agents, we take 
ourselves to have purchase on the world, to have a reasonably secure ability to 
make sense of the world and to navigate our way through it. There is, as far as 
we are concerned, a validity basis to our world-relation. That is to say, we orient 
ourselves in the world according to beliefs we take to be true, and on the basis of 
evaluations we take to reflect what is right or good. Even in contexts where we 
are oriented exclusively in terms of prudential considerations, these too rest upon 
assumptions of validity, i.e. regarding the instrumental rationality of our actions 
as effective and efficient means to achieve given ends. Hence, our practical agency 
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is deeply entwined with our beliefs, and our beliefs are subject to rational evalu-
ation.

Because this is the case, as rational agents we are vulnerable to criticism in a par-
ticular fashion. If the validity of our beliefs is questioned, the basis of our world-
relation is placed in question. The self-certainty of our purchase on the world, our 
confidence that we can make sense of the world and navigate our way through it, 
is threatened. Conversely, the affirmation of the validity of our beliefs given by 
others can serve to reaffirm and solidify our self-certainty as agents. Either way, 
the recognition by others of the validity of our beliefs conditions our self-relation 
as rational beings, and our need to reassure ourselves of the truth and rightness of 
our world-, self-, and other-relations therefore characteristically takes a socially 
mediated route. 

Gerald Postema illustrates how this process occurs in the case of our self-con-
sciousness as moral agents. To begin with, the desire for self-assurance as moral 
agents implies a concern for self-justification before others: 

It is a matter of asserting and defending the claims one makes, in one’s 
own behalf, on the behaviour and attitudes of others, and defending the le-
gitimacy of one’s own actions as they impinge upon and constrain others. 
To assert one’s moral standing is to assert the legitimacy of these claims.19 

But we desire that this assertion of legitimacy would rest on a genuinely sound 
basis, otherwise our self-assurance would be hollow and unsatisfying. A sound 
basis means a basis that, because it is genuinely valid, stands up to scrutiny and is 
recognized by other rational agents as valid: 

Justification of the claims I make on your behaviour is not a matter of 
showing you reasons you have for acting in ways which in fact are beneficial 
to me. They essentially involve self-justification. Self-justification depends 
on one’s ability to see one’s own actions and claims as justified through 
the eyes of others. If I am to regard my actions or claims as legitimate, I 
must be able to do so in terms of reasons both I and others can recognize 
as relevant and persuasive. This entails that I attempt to offer reasons 
which are neither reasons ( just) for you nor ( just) for me, but reasons 
which (I sincerely believe) are reasons for us, that is, public reasons.20 
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Thus, Postema concludes that public argumentation, argumentation in search of 
reasons that are generally and reciprocally acceptable to a community of moral 
agents, is the only adequate source of rational self-assurance.21 

If something like this picture is correct, then the validity of our views as judged 
by intersubjective standards of rational acceptability matters to us quite inde-
pendently of our struggle to achieve prestige or dominance within a given social 
field. Having the validity of our views acknowledged by others serves to affirm 
our world-relation, our relation to others, and our relation to ourselves. By the 
same token, when our pre-reflective assumptions about what is true and right are 
placed in question by others, the validity basis of our relation to the world, others, 
and ourselves is unsettled. Our ‘purchase’ on the world is threatened, and the self-
certainty of our lives and our self-understanding as agents is disrupted. In these 
situations, we are motivated to respond to challenges to the validity of our beliefs 
and convictions in order to reassure ourselves of our grasp on reality—or, fail-
ing that, to reconstruct new beliefs and convictions out of the ruins. What gives 
us an imperative to justify ourselves and to entangle ourselves in argumentation 
with others, including in polemical disagreements, is not a shared acceptance of 
the rules of a language game as such (contra Bourdieu) but the socially mediated 
character of our world-, self- and other-relation in general. 

From this vantage point we can begin to perceive why the stakes of polemical dis-
agreements are so high. When an opponent regards my beliefs, values, and practi-
cal commitments to be so wide of the mark that they treat me as though I were 
fundamental disoriented in the space of reasons, this presents a profound threat 
both to my social standing as a credible partner in discourse and to the self-cer-
tainty that I have concerning my purchase on the world. The social standing that 
I enjoy is at stake, as, in a sense, is my assurance about the value of my identity, 
my projects, and my commitments. Hence, it is when a disagreement becomes 
‘polemical’ that we find ourselves the most unsettled with respect to our identity, 
the most threatened with respect to our sense of social solidarity and cultural be-
longing. The affirmation and reassurance provided by communities of likeminded 
individuals (e.g. faith communities, political parties) can provide a psychologi-
cally important buffer against such challenges. But ultimately, challenges to the 
validity of beliefs remain unresolved at both a social and an intellectual level until 
they are confronted discursively and reflectively. 
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IV. THE DIALECTICAL LOGIC OF POLEMICAL DISAGREEMENT

I have suggested that we need to distinguish between ‘deliberative’ and ‘polemi-
cal’ disagreements. However, deliberative exchanges can easily become polemi-
cal, and many deliberative exchanges will have a polemical dimension (or sub-
text), even if it remains relatively superficial and unobtrusive. To illustrate this 
point, imagine a typical argumentative exchange in the course of a public meeting. 
After a presentation, an audience members rises to question a claim made by the 
speaker. If the audience member asserts that a claim made by the speaker is false, 
then the credibility of that speaker is placed in question. By presuming to con-
tradict the publicly asserted view of the speaker, the audience member places in 
question whether the speaker has been responsible in asserting the claim as worthy 
of belief, and this is a challenge not just to what the speaker has said but to the 
action of the speaker has performed by saying it. If the speaker is able to justify 
her claim, then she also justifies her performance as a speaker; her credibility re-
mains intact (maybe it is even enhanced). And, if so, the audience member who 
had falsely charged the speaker with making an erroneous claim is now forced to 
justify himself if he wishes to protect his own standing as a credible participant in 
discourse. This illustrates just how easy it is for a polemical dimension to open up 
within an argumentative exchange. It is enough that there is a public assertion of 
two mutually incompatible claims to place the interlocutors in a position where 
their credibility is in question. The dispute is then such that each participant is 
at risk of winning or losing twice over in the exchange—not just winning or los-
ing the argument, but also winning or losing in the struggle for recognition as a 
trustworthy and valuable source of knowledge and opinion. This is why public de-
bates—even academic seminars—can have an air of competition and risk to them. 

It should be acknowledged, however, that parties can take steps to neutralize the 
threat to their standing. They can do so by reassuring each other of their respect 
and esteem, or by explicitly ring-fencing the dispute so that they focus solely on 
the substance of the claims made. Another (complementary) strategy is for par-
ties to seek reassurance from each other that their disagreement is a ‘reasonable’ 
difference of opinion (e.g. in light of the ‘burdens of judgment’). If so, they can 
maintain a mutual regard for each other as ‘credible’ (or ‘reasonable’) despite 
their differences of opinion. But, as we have noted, we often find ourselves in situ-
ations in which we or other parties are convinced of the rational acceptability of 
some claim despite its being contested, or convinced of the rational unacceptabil-
ity of their opponent’s claim despite its being asserted. In these cases, a speaker’s 
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credibility can suffer damage or enhancement as the argument proceeds. 

The example above also illustrates how the desire for self-justification can be a 
powerful driver of argumentative practice. Both the speaker and the questioner 
are motivated to persist in the argument by the desire to justify themselves. Not 
only that, the desire for self-justification incentivise them to produce arguments 
that will convince their audience that they are in the right, and incentivises them 
to retreat from indefensible positions in order to preserve their credibility (if they 
find themselves unable to mount a credible justification for their views). Howev-
er, we must pause to consider some complexities here which reveal the dialectical 
nature of polemical disagreement. 

As I have argued, self-justification requires the intersubjective recognition of the 
validity of our standpoint. However, the recognition that reassures is the recog-
nition given by those whose judgment we regard to be rational and hence au-
thoritative. This, of course, is another way of restating Hegel’s famous insight into 
the internal relationship between mutual recognition and independent self-con-
sciousness: it is only when I receive the recognition of my rationality by another 
whom I recognise as rational that the recognition of the other counts for me as a 
genuine affirmation on which I can rely, and in which I can be ‘with myself in the 
other’. For this reason, the achievement of hegemonic power or public prestige is 
not sufficient to resolve doubts or questions regarding one’s self-consciousness 
as a rational agent. For instance, suppose certain beliefs of mine are supported by 
respected moral figures or scientific experts. It is always open to an opponent to 
question the authority (i.e. credibility) of these supposed experts and in so doing 
to undercut the reassurance that I might have gained from having these agents 
validate the rationality of my beliefs. 

This points to the fact that the status of one’s own self-relationship as a rational 
agent rests as much upon maintaining a convincing mapping of the field of com-
municative agents (of who is credible and who is not) as it does on convincing 
procedures of rational justification as such. When the whole network of one’s 
judgments about validity and credibility is challenged, the challenge can be re-
solved in a satisfactory way only through a pincer movement that, at one and the 
same time, demonstrates the validity of one’s standpoint and demonstrates the 
rationality of those who recognise the validity of one’s standpoint and the irratio-
nality of those who do not. Polemical speech is the performance of reasoning that 
seeks to accomplish this feat.22
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V. EXCURSUS: IS POLEMICAL SPEECH COMPATIBLE WITH THE VALUES 
OF DEMOCRACY?

What I called ‘deliberation’ above has been a major topic of interest for politi-
cal theorists over the past two decades or more, and it holds a central place in 
theories of deliberative democracy. By contrast, the phenomenon of polemical 
disagreement has been largely passed over. It is not difficult to see why. When 
we judge a speaker to have less credibility than others attribute to them, what we 
hope to achieve through polemical speech is not merely the discrediting of their 
views but their marginalization as sources of knowledge and judgment in the field 
of discourse. However, from the vantage point of deliberative theory, norms of in-
clusion and equality of participation are thought to be basic conditions for the le-
gitimacy or validity of discursive or deliberative procedures.23 Similarly, from the 
vantage point of democratic theory, such marginalizing forms of social behaviour 
appear to be antithetical to the spirit of democracy which is predicated on the 
respect for each citizen’s right to participate in public affairs and to have a voice 
in the processes and procedures of government. For these and other reasons, we 
find political philosophers such as John Rawls asserting that, as far as possible, 
political discourse should be conducted in a way that maintains good faith and 
solidarity between citizens despite their disagreements with each other: 

We should not readily accuse one another of self- or group-interest, preju-
dice or bias, and of such deeply entrenched errors as ideological blind-
ness and delusion. Such accusations arouse resentment and hostility, and 
block the way to reasonable agreement. The disposition to make such ac-
cusations without compelling grounds is plainly unreasonable, and often 
a declaration of intellectual war.24 

No doubt there are good reasons to worry about the costs that polemical attacks 
impose on individuals and on social relationships. As mentioned above, polemi-
cal attacks can present a profound threat to an individual’s standing as a credible 
partner in discourse and to their self-certainty with regard to their purchase on 
the world. For this reason, Karl Mannheim plausibly describes polemical attacks 
as a “fundamental attack on the whole life-situation of the opponent” that un-
dermines the opponent’s basic “self-confidence.”25 (The prevalence of polemical 
speech in public life accounts for the perception that it politics is an unpleasant 
and bruising business.26) What’s more, there is no question that a great many 
polemical attacks are motivated by fear, prejudice, and self-interest. Far from be-
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ing a practice of rational accountability, polemical attacks frequently embody an 
irrational response to threats posed by others who challenge the beliefs and as-
sumptions that underwrite our lives. 

However, polemical speech also plays a vital role in the life of democratic societ-
ies and especially in struggles for justice. As James Johnson remarks in response 
to Rawls’s ‘precepts of reasonable discussion’:

… political actors may, in fact, be driven by self-interest, blinded by preju-
dice, or deluded by ideology. It very plausibly is among the desirable fea-
tures of democratic deliberation that it allows participants to raise this 
possibility, to challenge those to whom the charge in fact applies, and to 
do so publicly.27 

Participants in the public-political sphere must be able to avail themselves of the 
resources of critique to oppose those who use ‘deliberative’ speech for strategic 
ends, or who distort ‘deliberation’ by promulgating biased or ideological points of 
view, even if it means breaking with the spirit of mutual respect and cooperation 
that is the hallmark of the ‘deliberative stance.’ For individuals who are oriented 
by a commitment to justice, it is an act of democratic responsibility to challenge 
the credibility that self-interested, prejudiced or deluded actors enjoy in the eyes 
of others. This is the appropriate discursive means at their disposal to oppose the 
social forces of falsehood and injustice.28 

Is it possible, then, for norms of civility and politeness to be exercised even as 
speakers argue with an intention of pursuing polemical goals? As mentioned 
above, in principle there is no reason to think that these two attitudes cannot 
be expressed simultaneously. The pursuit of polemical goals need not be at the 
expense of a commitment to show respect and courtesy to those with whom we 
disagree and whom we take to lack credibility; nor need they amount to a rejec-
tion of the ideals of toleration and pluralism. However, it is undeniable that social 
esteem matters to us just as moral respect does. It can be a painful experience to 
be judged to be less competent that one takes oneself to be, even if the criticism 
is expressed with gentleness and respect. In practice, therefore, we experience in 
polemical discourse a tension between the desire for social solidarity on the one 
hand and the recognition that conscientiously exercising our epistemic judgment 
can lead to social strain and conflict. Unfortunately, this follows inevitably from 
the fact that as communicative agents we are engaged not only in the business of 
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evaluating and sorting claims and arguments but also in the business of evaluat-
ing and sorting communicative agents in terms of their credibility and trustwor-
thiness as contributors of valid knowledge, moral insight, prudent advice, and so 
forth. The demands of justice appear to require both that we show respect to ra-
tionally autonomous beings and that we exercise responsibility and judiciousness 
in showing appropriate regard to agents in respect of their credibility as speakers. 

The political ideals of toleration and the social virtues of politeness and civility 
have given us tools to moderate polemical disagreements and to mitigate the so-
cial disruption they can cause. But the polemical use of language thematised in 
this paper—the public use of language to process disagreements concerning the 
standing of agents as participants in the field of discourse via a contestation of 
validity claims—remains a perennial feature of political discourse and, in fact, of 
discourse in general. The spectacle that results may not fulfil the expectations of 
respectful dialogue set by deliberative democrats, but neither does it represent an 
irrational clash of social forces, since the polemical use of language ties a contes-
tation of power to a demonstration of rationality.

VI. CONCLUSION

The account I have offered of the structure of the theoretical and practical self-
relation and of the socially mediated route that we take in order to reassure our-
selves of the truth and rightness of our world-, self-, and other-relations is broadly 
compatible with a range of contemporary neo-Hegelian theories of recognition.29 
Where it differs, and offers something new, is in showing (at least in outline) how 
the struggle for recognition between agents cannot be understood apart from the 
struggle for recognition of validity, and vice versa. According to this view, struggles 
for recognition and practices of rational argumentation are more intimately con-
nected than either recognition theorists or deliberative democrats have acknowl-
edged. 

The lack of mutual recognition in these speech situations may complicate ‘delib-
eration,’ but it does not disable argumentation. On the contrary, it establishes the 
very tensions and dissatisfactions that drive agents towards critical engagement 
using the resources of rational argumentation. This is a potentially explosive 
conclusion since it places in question the common assumption of deliberative 
democrats that the ‘rationalising’ potential of speech is only properly released 
and harnessed in carefully orchestrated deliberative settings involving partici-
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pants who possess the right dispositions, such as respect, openness, critical self-
reflectiveness, and cooperativeness. Against this view, the analysis above leads us 
to expect rigorous and productive critical work to occur not only in deliberative 
forums but also in the ‘wild communication’ (Habermas) and ‘unruly practices’ 
(Fraser) of the public sphere. If this is correct, then it signals both an expansion of 
the horizons of deliberative theory and a significant shift in our very conception 
of deliberative politics.

University of Auckland
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NOTES

1. Polemical speech can be likened to what Douglas Walton calls “eristic” dialogue in his well-
known classification of dialogue types. Douglas defines “eristic” dialogue as taking place in a situ-
ation of interpersonal conflict, in which the goal of participants is to attack opponents. As a whole 
the dialogue type has the purpose of revealing deep conflicts. See Douglas Walton, Fundamentals of 
Critical Argumentation, New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006, 183. However, Douglas does 
not develop a detailed analysis of the pragmatics of eristic dialogue, nor does he explore its rela-
tion to the goals of rational argumentation as such.
2. The attribute of sincerity in the context of speech is closely connected with the disposition of 
good will or benevolence, which is widely thought to be a condition required for trustworthiness 
in general.
3. An account of the act of ‘telling’ along these lines is developed and defended by Richard Moran 
in his essay “Getting Told and Being Believed”, Philosophers’ Imprint 5 (2005): 1–29.
4. Jürgen Habermas, On the Pragmatics of Communication, trans. Barbara Fultner, Cambridge, MA: 
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the essence of the light common to all these 
enlightenings, the essence of this aube 
[dawn], would it not be the twilight of 
capital punishment, the doubly crepuscular 
moment in which one begins to think the death 
penalty, starting from its end, starting from 
the possibility of its end, starting from the 
possibility of an end that breaks like day, and 
already begins to condemn the condemnation 
to death? The age of Enlightenment would be 
like the rising, the sunrise, the east or the yeast 
[le levant ou le levain] of a form of speech 
diagnosing, prognosticating: the condemnation 
to death is condemned, in the long run [à 
échéance]. 
—Jacques Derrida, The Death Penalty, 
Volume I1 

None among us is authorized to despair of 
a single man, except after his death, which 
transforms his life into destiny and then 
permits a definitive judgment. But pronouncing 
the definitive judgment before his death, 
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BEYOND CALCULATION

Albert Camus and Jacques Derrida affirm in their writings, from different posi-
tions, their sustained intellectual and political engagement with the subject of the 
death penalty. Strenuously opposed to capital punishment, they are nevertheless 
also acutely aware that its definitive abolition is not easily achieved. Derrida’s 
reading of Camus is largely set out in the first volume of The Death Penalty, a col-
lection of seminars, held from 1999 to 2000, although references to Camus are also 
scattered through the second and final volume, which brings together the semi-
nars from 2000 to 2001. In Derrida’s two weighty tomes, there is a wide-ranging 
analysis of the topic from the Bible, the Greeks and ancient times to Montaigne, 
Rousseau, Kant, Beccaria, Hegel, Cortés, Hugo, Nietzsche, Freud, Reik, Benjamin, 
Heidegger, Schmitt, Blanchot, Genet, Camus, Badinter and contemporary views. 
Camus was a prominent figure in the abolitionist debate in France and further 
afield, not only due to his outspoken views and attempts to intervene on behalf of 
some offenders, as did Derrida, but also because of his well-known writings, hence 
Derrida necessarily engages with Camus’ texts.3 The subject of the death penalty 
is not an isolated matter but fundamentally linked, for both Derrida and Camus, 
to a profound questioning of Western civilisation. For Derrida, the issue is clearly 
tied to his extensive considerations on justice, the law and decision-making, poli-
tics, democracy, sovereignty and theology, where the boundaries of faith, truth 
and knowledge are brought into question, as shown for example in Acts of Religion. 
For Camus, the death penalty, which necessitates a re-examination of the role of 
the State, religion and society in history, demonstrates an unspeakable violence, 
which can only be condemned; more generally, it is indicative of nihilism and 
“indifference to life”4 as opposed to a certain conception of revolt and measure.

In this article, I concentrate on Derrida’s analysis of Camus’ “Reflections on the 
Guillotine,” discussed in most detail in the last three sections of the first volume, 
namely in the ninth, tenth and eleventh sessions, from March 2000. Following 
some general remarks, I examine firstly Derrida’s and Camus’ objections to the 

decreeing the closing of accounts when the 
creditor is still alive, is no man’s right. On 
this limit, at least, whoever judges absolutely 
condemns himself absolutely. 
—Albert Camus, “Reflections on the 
Guillotine,” Resistance, Rebellion, and Death2
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death penalty and talionic law: both writers reject a notion of justice which is 
simply reduced to an economy of calculation. Then I consider the symmetrical 
opposition which Derrida establishes between the Christian abolitionist Victor 
Hugo and Camus, whose views he classifies as “immanentist humanism.” Finally, 
while Derrida’s direction concerning the end of the death penalty would point 
beyond these positions, I stress that there are also aspects of Camus’ perspec-
tives on justice and the death penalty, which merit further analysis, all the more 
if Camus’ conception is situated in terms of his subtle determinations on revolt, 
or rebellion, and limits in The Rebel, which Derrida only mentions in passing. Of 
course, within the scope of this article, it is only possible to point to some of the 
multi-layered arguments woven into the subject of the death penalty and devel-
oped in Derrida’s and Camus’ vast corpuses.

Derrida’s seminars on the death penalty were part of the broader topic “Ques-
tions of responsibility” (1991-2003). They preceded his teaching on “The Beast 
and the Sovereign” (The Beast and the Sovereign, Volumes I and II) and followed 
his reflections on the pardon and forgiveness (On Cosmopolitanism and Forgive-
ness), in which he meticulously expounded the impossible, aporetic conception 
that a pardon could only take place in relation to the unforgiveable. Derrida’s 
writings on the death penalty are part of his far-reaching deliberations on death, 
the “gift of death,” in the works of many writers, especially Hegel, Nietzsche, 
Freud, Heidegger and Levinas, and include such concerns as the lack of mastery 
of my “own” death and its unrepresentability,5 as well as the possibility of distin-
guishing between the deaths of living creatures, human, animal and plant. Indeed 
in the first session, Derrida begins with the consideration of whether the death 
penalty is “what is proper to man,” or perhaps to God, and the idea of the “sov-
ereign decision of a power” (DPI 1-2).6 Moreover, if the death penalty relates to 
time, “given time,” and “the instant of my death,”7 death exceeds a logic in which 
objective determinations might be made to end the life of another human being. 
Thus, Derrida’s seminars on the death penalty inscribe the “knowledge” of death 
beyond any “proper” moment, outside any belief in the calculated technologi-
cal control supposedly embodied in the mechanism of the guillotine’s immediate 
precision. What is brought into question is the very decision, in which calcula-
tions are made, as if from a position of truth, to terminate in an instant the life of 
another and to pretend to dominate death in life.8 

In his study of Camus, Derrida dwells upon the opening passages of “Reflections 
on the Guillotine,” in which Camus tells of his horrified father, who had decided 
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to attend the execution of a particularly brutal murderer of a family of farmers 
and their children.9 The assassin had been condemned to death in Algiers shortly 
before 1914. What strikes both Camus and Derrida is the unspeakable horror and 
suffering, imposed in the clutches of the guillotine (RG 175-177; DPI 280-281). 
It is in effect, in the terms of the Eighth Amendment of the US Constitution, 
“cruel and unusual punishment”10 and not the supposedly instantaneous, gentle, 
almost anaesthetised mechanical decapitation, which Monsieur Guillotin gave all 
to believe, in extolling the virtues of his mechanical invention (see DPI 202-204).11 
Both Camus and Derrida express their fierce opposition to capital punishment 
and the unequivocal need to recognise human dignity in the combat against the 
death penalty.12

In asking what the death penalty is, having evoked four major figures Socrates, Je-
sus Christ, Al-Hallaj and Joan of Arc, Derrida underscores the necessity of recon-
stituting this history and horizon of sovereignty, presenting or representing itself 
as the right to declare capital punishment. It is imperative to bring into question 
the scaffolding of the concepts of history and horizon, which moreover may not 
resist.13 Derrida writes:

By scaffolding, I mean the construction, the architecture to be decon-
structed, as well as the speculation, the calculation, the market, but also 
the speculative idealism that provides its supports. History, the concept 
of history is perhaps linked, in its very possibility, in its scaffolding, to the 
Abrahamic and above all the Christian history of sovereignty, and thus of 
the possibility of the death penalty as theologico-political violence. 
(DPI 23)

The problem of the death penalty, in fact not abolished in France until 1981, can-
not be confined to contemporary debates but also necessitates, as Derrida em-
phasises, a deconstruction of the very notions of history, sovereignty, religion and 
sacrifice, indeed faith and knowledge. Derrida engages in a radical questioning of 
Christianity, although in a different way from Jean-Luc Nancy’s deconstruction of 
it, for in a double gesture of pursuing as far as possible both a “hyper-atheological” 
discourse and the analysis of Abrahamic culture, Derrida stresses the necessity to 
deconstruct a certain Christian heritage of deconstruction, including the Luther-
an origins of Heideggerian deconstruction, perhaps in a “radically non-Christian 
deconstruction” (see DPI 334 n6).14 
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Referring to Michel Foucault’s Discipline and Punish in the early pages of his semi-
nars (DPI 42-46), Derrida focuses on a central problem of the death penalty, which 
also preoccupies Camus: that justice is conceived as vengeance, as calculability, 
embedded in retribution or talionic law, “Eye for eye, tooth for tooth” (The Bible, 
Exodus 21: 24). In “Force of Law: The ‘Mystical Foundation of Authority,’” Derrida 
clearly argues against a conception of justice, as merely a calculable process and 
describes an experience of aporia, the haunting of the undecidable and “an expe-
rience of the impossible.”15 In the seminars on the death penalty, Derrida refers 
to On the Genealogy of Morals and brings to the fore the way in which Nietzsche 
undoes the notion of any so-called “rationally and morally pure calculation, the 
principle of equivalence, the jus talionis, between the crime and the punishment, 
the injury and the price to be paid.” Derrida states further: 

Nietzsche’s archeo-genealogical question, which is in short the question 
of the origin of law, and of penal law, as origin of a calculation, a rule of 
calculation, Nietzsche’s question is then: whence comes this bizarre, bi-
zarre idea, this ancient, archaic (uralte) idea, this so very deeply rooted, 
perhaps indestructible idea, of a possible equivalence between injury 
and pain (Schaden und Schmerz)? Whence comes this strange hypothesis 
or presumption of an equivalence between two such incommensurable 
things? What can a wrong and a suffering have in common? (DPI 151-152)16

In the wake of Nietzsche, Derrida brings into question the belief in a measure 
between crime and punishment, fundamental to the conception of the death pen-
alty. It is as if the entire matter could be resolved by substituting the murder of 
one person with the execution of another; as if one person could simply take the 
place of the other, singularity signifying virtually nothing but replaceability.17

Like Derrida, Camus is outspoken against the calculations inherent in the law of 
retaliation and retributive justice and writes in “Reflections on the Guillotine”: 

We still define justice according to the rules of a crude arithmetic. Can it 
be said at least that that arithmetic is exact and that justice, even when el-
ementary, even when limited to legal revenge, is safeguarded by the death 
penalty? The answer must be no.” (RG 198-199; n 4 198)

Denying any notion of equivalence, Camus objects strongly to the concept of jus-
tice reduced to a calculation and meted out in the death penalty. Moreover pre-
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meditation might well be thought to apply to capital punishment. Camus writes: 
“Many laws consider a premeditated crime more serious than a crime of pure vio-
lence. But what then is capital punishment but the most premeditated of murders, 
to which no criminal’s deed, however calculated it may be, can be compared?” 
(RG 199). Thus, Camus challenges the law of retaliation fundamental to the death 
penalty and furthermore disputes contentions, which assert the need to set an 
example, since the secrecy, in which the State carries out executions in the dead 
of night, renders null and void its argument that they might serve as a spectacle 
to deter the people from crime. Camus also notes that there was more humanity 
in Greek civilisation in that access to hemlock gave the condemned some liberty 
in determining the time of death, in a sense allowing a choice between suicide and 
execution.18 The death penalty involves an irreversible decision, in which it is as 
if justice were always clear-cut in a society without fault. While there are differ-
ing views on the way to achieve the abolition of the death penalty, the path is not 
straightforward.

THE WAY TO ABOLITION

In the third session of the seminars in the first volume, following a discussion on 
concerns about the death penalty including in the United States,19 Derrida sum-
marises the question to be elaborated in subsequent sessions and draws an oppo-
sition between the reflections of Hugo and those of Camus. He writes:

[…] and I am deliberately leaving aside the enormous religious question, 
the enormous question of Christianity, that I will formalize later taking as 
a pretext reflections by Hugo and Camus on the death penalty, in order to 
enlarge and displace them somewhat. To put succinctly what I will devel-
op later, the question would be the following: is the growing and perhaps 
irreversible force of the abolitionist movement a Christian force (in which 
case the countries that maintain the death penalty would betray both the 
cause and the spirit of Christianity; they would represent a vestige of pa-
gan or pre-Christian barbarity) or else, on the contrary, is the force of 
the abolitionist movement linked (this is Camus’s thesis) to the progres-
sion of an atheistic humanism or of a secularization that no longer wants 
to accept a death penalty that trusts in the justice of heaven after death 
and thus, within this logic, it would not be difficult to understand that 
the death penalty is maintained and resistance to abolitionism remains 
invincible in a country, the United States, so strongly marked at the heart 
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of its culture and its political institutions by religion and especially by the 
Christian religion? As you can imagine, we will have to complicate this 
schema, since the conflict here does not oppose Christianity to its other, 
but rather two experiences, two interpretations, and two instances of the 
Christian Passion, the Gospels, and the church. (DPI 74-75)

In an analysis of the force of the abolitionist movement, Derrida distinguishes 
therefore between the two different directions of Hugo and Camus. In general 
terms, the distinction would be between, on the one hand, the idea that the death 
penalty must be abolished since it runs counter to beliefs upheld by Christianity 
and, on the other hand, the conviction that its abolition lies rather in the develop-
ment of a secular society or “atheistic humanism,” as it is indeed religion which 
contributes to maintaining the death penalty. While Derrida certainly opposes 
these reflections on the death penalty, his intention is “to enlarge and displace 
them somewhat”; in short, it is evident that there are no simple choices to be 
made in framing the suppression of the death penalty, especially since Christi-
anity, the Passion and sacrifice have prominently influenced civilisation and are 
already part of any reflection on it.

Importantly, in considering the grounds for a viable abolitionist position, Derrida 
believes that there is above all an alliance between Camus’ atheistic position and 
Hugo’s profoundly Christian perspective, which needs to be rethought. Thus, fol-
lowing comments on the preface to Hugo’s The Last Day of a Condemned Man,20 
Derrida states in the eighth session that in the “logico-teleological structure of 
this argumentation,” one could discern what may seem like different sides—

between those who, like Hugo, see in the death penalty a phenomenon 
that, however tied it may be to the church, cannot be abolished except 
through recourse to a natural law implicating both the existence of God 
and Christ’s passion (the death penalty is abolished in the name of Christ), 
and, on the other hand, those who, like Camus (we will hear from him 
later), think on the contrary that the abolitionist horizon is a horizon of 
atheistic humanism, immanentist humanism—given that one can accept 
the death penalty only by believing in divine justice in the beyond, a justice 
that renders the verdict of death reversible, not irreparable, relativizable, 
whereas in a world of man alone, without God, the death sentence, its 
merciless, implacable irreversibility, would no longer be tolerable. 
(DPI 208-209).21
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Derrida questions therefore “these two logics of abolitionism,” that of Hugo, in 
keeping with “Christological transcendence” and that of Camus, in line with an 
“atheistic humanism” or “immanentist humanism,” which would not be about 
divine justice but human justice existing within the world. Derrida maintains nev-
ertheless, particularly since in the sacrifice, the Passion of Christ and the Incarna-
tion, transcendence is transposed into flesh and blood, that the logic of Camus’ 
discourse of “immanentist humanism” would be “more Christian” or “Christlike” 
(DPI 209) than he might think. In short, the conception of immanence in Christ’s 
appearance on earth would mean that Camus’ “immanent humanism,” ultimate-
ly disqualifying an implacable divine notion of justice in the name of which the 
death penalty might be tolerated, is not entirely differentiated from aspects of the 
Christian religion. Derrida quotes the following passage, among others, from Hu-
go’s preface to The Last Day of a Condemned Man:22 “‘Civilization is nothing other 
than a series of successive transformations. What then are you going to witness? 
The transformation of penality. The gentle law of Christ will finally permeate the 
legal code and radiate out from there.’” (DPI 208) From this perspective of Der-
rida’s reading, it is the permeation of the “gentle law of Christ,” as if perhaps in a 
realisation of truth within man’s horizon, that might be thought to bridge the gap 
between Hugo’s and Camus’ seemingly opposing abolitionist conceptions.

However it is precisely the notion of Camus’ “immanentist humanism,” ultimate-
ly aligned with the Christian concept of Incarnation, which is perhaps more prob-
lematic than it appears to be in Derrida’s reading. Camus’ writings put forward 
something other than an immanentist, atheistic or so-called “secularised” society, 
which would merely be symmetrical with “Christological transcendence,” along 
with the advent of Christ on earth. Camus’ perspective signals a different horizon, 
which perhaps also “remains to be interpreted,” such as in the notion of justice 
which Derrida discusses in the passage cited below. In a reading of Kant’s com-
ments in opposition to Beccaria and the abolitionist logic of the Enlightenment, 
in fact countering those for and against the death penalty, Derrida states:

All this, says Kant, subjects the principle of justice, from both sides in 
short, to a calculation of interest and thus to the evaluation of a price. 
But justice must remain not pricey but priceless, transcendent in relation 
to any calculating operation, to any interest or even to the price of life, at 
the cost of one’s life. Justice is above life, beyond life or the life drive, in a 
sur-viving of which the sur, the transcendence of the “sur”—if it is a tran-
scendence—remains to be interpreted. (DPI 271)23
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Indeed in relation to justice and its “survival,” beyond calculation and price, there 
are some underlying affinities between Derrida’s and Camus’ perspectives. Ca-
mus’ reflections share some of Derrida’s concerns, which point beyond imma-
nence as well as Christian monotheistic beliefs, beyond a metaphysics of pres-
ence, seemingly only too apparent, as Derrida would suggest, in the positions of 
Hugo and Camus. 

HORIZONS OF JUSTICE

In Derrida’s approach, Hugo and Camus would adopt more or less symmetrical 
stances in decrying the death penalty. In both cases, the just resolution of the is-
sue would be too simplistic. The death penalty could not be as easily abolished as 
in the realisation in the world of either truly Christian or humanist justice. How-
ever, Camus’ texts certainly expose some of the complex questions which Derrida 
explores. It is important to emphasise that Camus’ opposition to the death pen-
alty is grounded in his notion of revolt in The Rebel. Unlike revolution, revolt in-
volves a relentless struggle, whose goals are not simply achieved once and for all.24 
Always in play is the positioning of boundaries, unjustly overstepped in talionic 
law25 and in the excessive decision imposed in the death penalty. In opposition 
to the nihilism of immoderation, Camus affirms rebellion, the “thought at the 
Meridian,” in effect, the necessity of ongoing negotiations in the setting of just 
parameters. Measure is fundamental to the notion of revolt which, in the demand 
for “a just limit,” excludes total freedom and above all the “freedom to kill.”26 Cru-
cially, the limits of revolt are not set once and for all by decision-making but point 
to new tensions and horizons, while absolute justice remains elusive. The demand 
for measure affirms an opposition to intemperance, allowing for some freedom, 
however the place where the limits are to be drawn is always in contention; the 
limits are not a given but always in play.

In explaining his opposition to the death penalty, Camus sets out just visions for 
the ongoing reinvention of the world. Against the disorder of nihilism, against a 
society which has certainly lost contact with the sacred, yet which “proceeds sov-
ereignly to eliminate the evil ones from her midst as if she were virtue itself” (RG 
225-226, my emphasis), Camus insists on values which place human life above 
the State, whose powers are excessive, and on the necessity of a balanced society. 
Individuals must be defended against State oppression, against absolute justice in 
which it is as if the judge were godly. The death penalty is of course definitive and 
irreversible. Camus writes: “Forbidding a man’s execution would amount to pro-
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claiming publicly that society and the State are not absolute values, that nothing 
authorizes them to legislate definitively or to bring about the irreparable.” (RG 
228; see 194-196) Fundamental in Camus’ argument is certainly a stand against 
the belief in omniscience and in favour of a position which necessarily asserts 
both hope and ignorance. It is what he calls a “mid-course” and, in advocating and 
hoping for the abolition of the death penalty as the first article of the European 
Code, he states:

Henceforth in mid-course, both certain and uncertain, having made up 
our minds never to submit and never to oppress, we should admit at one 
and the same time our hope and our ignorance, we should refuse absolute 
law and the irreparable judgement. (RG 230)

The view which Camus adopts in opposing the death penalty and refusing abso-
lute law is one which posits neither simply immanence nor transcendence. Like 
the limits affirmed in his notion of revolt in The Rebel, in opposition to the totalis-
ing movement of revolution, Camus describes a vision of renewal, at the limits of 
the unknown. He writes:

Europe’s malady consists in believing nothing and claiming to know ev-
erything. But Europe is far from knowing everything, and, judging from 
the revolt and hope we feel, she believes in something: she believes [elle 
croit] that the extreme of man’s wretchedness, on some mysterious limit 
[que l’extrême misère de l’homme, sur une limite mystérieuse], borders on [tou-
che à] the extreme of his greatness [son extrême grandeur]. (RG 229)27

In such a position, which marks a horizon, in opposition to the absolute decree of 
the death penalty, the notion of justice is not retributive, based simply on a cal-
culation, nor is it a manifestation of pure justice. There is the belief that at “some 
mysterious limit,” man, in his misery, will attain greatness. In Camus’ “thought at 
the Meridian,” by the very refusal of “the unlimited power to inflict death,” as well 
as the refusal of deification, the rebel is involved in “living” justice.28 

Through Camus’ insistence on what he designates as “living” justice, one which is 
always necessarily rethought, reconfigured, his position is in tune with Derrida’s 
perspective, notably in “Force of Law: The ‘Mystical Foundation of Authority,’” in 
which justice is of course not merely given or limited to calculated decisions. In 
underlining “the mystical foundation of authority” following Montaigne and Pas-
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cal, Derrida distinguishes between justice as incalculable, as an experience of apo-
ria and of the impossible, and law or calculation. Not simply of the order of cal-
culation, justice involves experiences of “moments in which the decision between 
just and unjust is never insured [assurée] by a rule.”29 As in Camus’ notion of re-
volt, justice and its “mysterious” limits are always necessarily reconceived. The 
inescapable element of the unknown makes it all the more problematic to make 
the irreparable decision, as if it were absolute truth, in favour of the death penalty.

The horizon to which Camus points is one which recognises both “hope” and 
“ignorance” and it marks a rejection of “absolute law,” for he argues that while we 
know enough to impose hard labour for life on a major criminal, we “do not know 
enough to decree that he be taken from his own future—in other words, from the 
chance we all have of making amends (à notre commune chance de réparation)” (RG 
230, translation modified).30 It is shared humanity and the problematic determi-
nation of limits which Camus evokes, not absolute knowledge; in the play of the 
boundaries lie the freedom and threats of democracy.31 Importantly, Camus dis-
tances himself from thinking which would remain simply within a historical hori-
zon and which is nihilistic for, as he states: “it wholeheartedly accepts the evil of 
history and in this way is opposed to rebellion.”32 Camus writes: “The revolution 
of the twentieth century believes that it can avoid nihilism and remain faithful to 
true rebellion, by replacing God by history. In reality, it fortifies the former and 
betrays the latter.”33 In bringing into question the belief in the “absolute rationali-
ty of history,” Camus affirms revolt, in which a certain ignorance necessarily plays 
a part, and if it could establish a philosophy, “it would be a philosophy of limits, 
of calculated ignorance, and of risk. He who does not know everything cannot kill 
everything.”34

THE OPENING

Indeed Camus’ position moves beyond views of “immanentist humanism” and 
does not replicate a position of religious transcendence and Incarnation. Above 
all, what both Derrida and Camus recognise is the impossibility of just setting 
aside history, Christianity and the sacrifice of Christ, linked also to the economy 
of calculation, debt and indemnity.35 As Derrida reminds us at the end of his dis-
cussion with Elisabeth Roudinesco on “Death Penalties,” it is precisely the move-
ment beyond this history, its deconstruction, which is involved, and this does not 
entail simply stepping outside it.36 For both Derrida and Camus, the opposition 
to the calculating decision of the death penalty,37 which takes away humanity and 
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puts a price on life, is an ongoing and difficult combat in the affirmation of justice, 
whose borders are not fixed. 

While Camus describes a persistent contest, Derrida underscores the necessity of 
continuing to militate against the death penalty. He does not underestimate the 
task, believing that even if the death penalty were abolished, it will survive in the 
face of other lives which would feed into it. It is evident that it provides the illu-
sion of control and that it can return under various guises. However this means 
that militating against it is imperative and “for life, for survival, in the priceless 
interest of life, to save what is left of life [ce qui reste de vie].” (DPI 283)38 Indeed 
Derrida ultimately links the question of the death penalty to the notion of auto-
immunity,39 whose precarious limits are impossible simply to designate by means 
of calculations—by equating the death of the alleged murderer and my death, 
the boundaries of my life and another life. In the calculation of a decision to ter-
minate life, through the death penalty, Derrida contests the illusion of mastery 
over time, over the future. In effect, what is at stake is the belief that justice can 
be delivered once and for all. Derrida emphasises that my life exists in a way by 
virtue of the fact that I have a relationship with the “incalculability” and “unde-
cidability” of the instant of my death, however the decision to terminate it would 
seem to abolish this relationship, in short it would paradoxically appear to put an 
end to what constitutes the finitude of “my life.” Derrida writes: 

It is because my life is finite, “ended” in a certain sense, that I keep this re-
lation to incalculability and undecidability as to the instant of my death. It 
is because my life is finite, ‘finished’ in a certain sense, that I do not know, 
and that I neither can nor want to know, when I am going to die. Only a 
living being as finite being can have a future, can be exposed to a future, to 
an incalculable and undecidable future that s/he does not have at his/her 
disposal like a master and that comes to him or to her from some other, 
from the heart of the other. (DPI 256-257)40

The calculating decision and mastery, which would seem to guard against the 
“irruption of the other” (DPI 258), remain a phantasm or an illusion of control; 
“decidability,” which is indeed the very “origin of phantasm in general,” Derrida 
maintains, and “perhaps of what is called religion” (DPI 258).

Importantly, Derrida states in relation to indispensable opposition to the death 
penalty:
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The point is that it belongs to life not necessarily to be immortal but to 
have a future, thus some life before it, some event to come only where 
death, the instant of death, is not calculable, is not the object of a calcula-
ble decision. Where the anticipation of my death becomes the anticipation 
of a calculable instant, there is no longer any future, there is thus no lon-
ger any event to come, nothing to come, no longer any other, even no more 
heart of the other, and so forth. So that where “my life,” be it originarily 
granted by the heart of the other, is “my life,” it must keep this relation to 
the coming of the other as coming of the to-come [venue de l’à-venir] in the 
opening of the incalculable and the undecidable. (DPI 256)41

Derrida’s condemnation of the death penalty and any steadfast belief in this cal-
culating decision is fundamentally tied to the necessary affirmation of a notion of 
justice beyond calculation and the phantasm of mastery. Above all, “my life” has 
a relation to the incalculable, to “the coming of the other” (DPI 256),42 which is 
not thought in terms of incarnation. The pathway of an abolitionist stance, which 
Derrida signals, would be grounded in the relation to the undecidable and lie be-
yond perspectives which oppose the death penalty simply from an immanent or a 
transcendent position.

In short, in Derrida’s reading, where Hugo’s theological abolitionist standpoint, in 
the name of God and the sacrifice of Christ on earth, would be merely symmetri-
cal with Camus’ elevation of man to a godly stature, it is as if both writers created 
the vision of a paradise, one fundamentally transcendent, the other immanent, 
but neither of which is sustainable. Derrida’s pathway would not be to choose 
between two such alternatives, but to indicate the complexity of the task of over-
coming the death penalty, whose “theologico-political violence” is no doubt em-
bedded in our history. It is evident that for Derrida there is no simple way to step 
beyond the problem of the death penalty, cruelty which has continued for so long 
and which is engrained in civilisation. Thus, to maintain, on the one hand, that 
abolitionism hinges on the belief in God is no less fraught with difficulty than to 
maintain, on the other hand, that it hinges on the belief in man. However, it is 
apparent that Derrida underestimates the importance of revolt and the notion of 
limits in Camus’ position on the death penalty, for it is less about “immanentist 
humanism” than about the ongoing necessity that the horizons of a justice which 
“lives” always be reconceived. Such an ongoing reconfiguration in revolt, perhaps 
at “some mysterious limit” (RG 229),43 cannot but exceed a position of “imma-
nentist humanism.”
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For Camus, the necessity to abolish the death penalty is inexorably tied to the fact 
that there is no place for a supreme judge, be it in an afterlife or in an incarnation 
on earth, in the play of limits of man in revolt. Moreover, in emphasising revolt 
rather than suicide, designated as the only “truly serious philosophical problem” 
in the earlier essay The Myth of Sisyphus and Other Essays,44 Camus’ affirmation is 
on the side of life. In the same way, Derrida, not only underscores the affirmation 
of life before death, but also the necessity for the preference of life for itself to op-
pose the “death penalty” (DPI 256, Derrida’s emphasis). Clearly, both Camus and 
Derrida emphasise the ongoing necessity to combat the death penalty, as well as 
its link to religious transcendence. Furthermore, in arguing against the death pen-
alty, Derrida also cautions against “the effect of phantasmatic truth” (DPI 258), at 
one with the belief in God, whereby as supreme judge, one believes that one could 
occupy all of the positions in a structure and succession of substitutions, so that 
even if the death penalty were abolished throughout the world, it will neverthe-
less continue to survive and to threaten lives.45 While Derrida thinks about the 
question of the death penalty in relation to autoimmunity, Camus reminds us of 
the somewhat fragile limits between murder and suicide, suicide and execution. 
Indeed if Derrida emphasises that there is perhaps no absolute abolition of the 
death penalty, exposing the notion of autoimmunity, Camus insists no less on the 
necessity of revolt and the affirmation of limits, in which the responsibility for the 
other is not simply given once and for all. The untold strength of Derrida’s and 
Camus’ positions lies in their various affirmations of justice as incalculable, and in 
a sense necessarily always impossible or spectral, in place of a belief in retributive 
justice and absolute law. 
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violence and relational 
existence: its significance for 
our understanding of trust as 
fundamentally intercorporeal
fiona utley 

INTRODUCTION

While the subject of trust has received increased philosophical attention of late, 
and phenomenological accounts have been developed,1 what continues to be 
overlooked is the role of the lived body in our trusting behaviour. While approaches 
to trust that emphasize its intersubjectivity imply openness and what Merleau-
Ponty understands as the reversibility2 of the lived body, this intercorporeal 
experience is not directly explored. In this paper, I argue that Merleau-Ponty’s 
phenomenology of the lived body—in particular, his account of perception as 
embodied, and thus having motor-perceptual implications, and the body-subject 
as emerging through and remaining open to the dimension of depth3—is crucial 
to understanding trust. 

The pre-personal beginnings of trust raise particular problems for any account of 
trust. Much of my lived awareness of trust comes in moments when its ‘presence’ 
is questioned, often through conscious attention being drawn to circumstances I 
am in, the trust that got me there, and the sorts of risks I face. Where some form 
of my trusting may have developed and been lived pre-reflectively, I now must 
decide whether I want to make a commitment to trusting. This process of coming 
to awareness of trust is an important phase of what Annette Baier calls trust’s 
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“natural order.” Baier argues that while trust begins imperceptibly and involves 
some innate capacity, for trust to be trust proper, the situated context of trust 
must also come into my awareness as a situation of risk that requires evaluation 
and commitment by me, while the trust that seemingly got going without me, is 
maintained. At no point, however, can trust be willed. For Baier, there must be 
some form of basic trusting that provides the basis for other forms of trust to 
develop.4

My lived awareness of trust can also come through some form of breach that 
shatters my sense of having a shared world with an other or others, and disrupts my 
sense of self. In such times, the sense of my trust as having existed irrupts from my 
pre-reflective experience and my trust ‘being in question’ creates a lived tension 
that punctuates my meaningful experience. I am dislodged from the meaning of 
my world and from the smooth flow of time; my attitude as an orientation towards 
others, and my sense of past, present and future are disrupted. Such experiences 
can lead to my ceasing to trust and eventually to my restricting the field of who, 
when or how I might trust. Baier argues that explaining these experiences of 
trusting are key to making sense of the imperceptible beginnings of trust.5 

There are a number of ways that focusing on the domain of intercorporeal being 
can support our understanding of the range of experiences that we know as 
trusting. In the first section of this paper, I present a brief description and critique 
of two recent accounts of the phenomenology of trust: the understanding of trust 
as an orientation developed by Gry Ardal,6 and Anthony Steinbock’s7 argument 
for trust having a distinctive temporality. In each case, I identify how including a 
phenomenological examination of the genesis of trust as being in the domain of 
the intercorporeal can add to our understanding of how trust is possible as lived 
experience and how it emerges from a deeper life subtending our perception of 
the world. 

In the second section of the paper I take up an important case of trusting behaviour 
that indicates damage to trust’s condition of possibility. Here I focus on the case 
of distrust as an incapacitating ability to trust that can develop post trauma. Gry 
Ardal has developed important insights into distrust as a manifestation of the 
impact of experiencing violence, arguing that the experience of an all-pervasive 
distrust post trauma is not only a loss of orientation towards when, who and how 
to trust, but is experienced as a damage at the level of our capacity to take up 
an orientation.8 The phenomenology of violence has been described by James 
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Mensch9 who provides insights into the depth of the impact of such experience 
and it as having intercorporeal significance. I then draw this discussion together 
through Merleau-Ponty’s account of the lived experience of repression post 
trauma. Merleau-Ponty presents this as fundamentally intercorporeal and 
having an impact on our sense of selfhood and our temporal experience. I argue 
that investigating distrust, as the corrupted form of trusting Ardal describes, 
through Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of the lived body, allows us to pursue 
the significance of the body’s role in the subject as inseparably instituted and 
instituting. For Merleau-Ponty, this subject is not a ‘constituting subject’ but one 
for whom there is “a certain inertia — [the fact of being] exposed to … —but [this 
is what] puts an activity en route, an event, the initiation of the present, which is 
productive after it … ‘posthumous productivity’—which opens a future.”10  

In the third section of the paper I demonstrate the significance of using Merleau-
Ponty’s phenomenology of ‘intercorporeity’11 to developing an understanding of 
the condition of possibility of trust. The dimension of depth is understood by 
Merleau-Ponty as primordial. It is the dimension through which we experience 
an embodied intertwining, and in which we are bodily moved by still relatively 
indeterminate things in the world. Depth is the dimension through which 
spatiality emerges as inhabited—as both affective and bodily proximity—and 
temporality is experienced as the intercorporeal intertwining of embodied being 
through differing rhythms of duration. I suggest that the condition of possibility 
of trust is intercorporeal existence, and, as such, the ground of trust is itself not 
a given, but always a product of our reversible and open being in the world. The 
condition of possibility for trust is thus in the reversibility of our intercorporeity. 

1. THE PRE-PERSONAL EXPERIENCE OF TRUST 

The many forms of our experience of trust as relationality give rise to continued 
discussion of its paradoxical nature; it is both distinctive and amorphous, and 
while experientially we know what trust is, philosophically we find it difficult 
to characterize exactly. While much has been said about trust as affective and 
intersubjective, and trust is clearly identified as being about our relationality, 
what has been overlooked is our lived experience in all these cases as being 
fundamentally embodied. In my lived experience, I remain an openness to the 
world and thus vulnerable in my relationality. At the same time, it is this openness 
and relationality that is the condition of possibility of my freedom. This is 
significant to Gry Ardal’s phenomenological investigation into the nature of the 
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judgements made in trusting and so I begin this section with a brief overview of 
Ardal’s arguments. 

In her essay, “Judging about Trustworthiness,” Ardal emphasizes the 
intersubjective ground of trust, and argues that this provides a way of thinking 
about a pre-reflective relationality and a form of pre-reflective judgement that 
remains relevant to all the ways we experience trust. This type of judgement 
is, she argues, analogous to Kant’s model of aesthetic judgement, which, when 
understood in the context of Emmanuel Levinas’s phenomenological ethics, can 
provide a way of understanding trust as an orientation towards others. For Ardal, 
what is key is that trust needs to be understood as a type of judgement that is 
somewhere between subjective feelings and objective knowledge, and as deeply 
embedded in the fundamental relationality between self and world.12 

Drawing on Levinas, Ardal describes that the experience of our intentionality 
differs between our experience of objects and other people, and this, in turn, means 
that we experience ourselves as being oriented in different ways. Where in our 
experience of objects our intentionality has a meaningfulness that is associated 
with our mastery of the object and its use for us, others draw us forth in the world 
differently. The relationship that Levinas calls responsibility is central to Ardal’s 
thinking here. The alterity of the other is absolute. Thus, intersubjectivity for Ardal 
means that the other is understood as absolutely separate and in an asymmetrical 
relationship with regard to the self. It is as such that the other is experienced as 
an interruption to my being the centre of my world, the feeling of which is that of 
familiarity and being ‘at home.’ This interruption comes because the alterity of the 
other exceeds my being and eludes my grasp.13 The other, in also being a freedom, 
does not lend itself to my mastery over her, but refuses and challenges my grasp. 
Yet it is through this discontinuity that a gap is created that does not destroy my 
nascent self, but, rather, supports my self emerging as singular and determinate.14 
Thus, for Ardal, subjectivity emerges as intersubjectivity through a sensibility of 
the other that has a mode of meaning other than the form of intentionality.

This understanding of intersubjectivity grounds Ardal’s suggestion that Kant’s 
notion of aesthetic judgement can provide a model for the form of pre-reflective 
judgement made in trusting. Of particular interest to Ardal is that aesthetic 
judgement has for Kant a focus on orientation in its most basic sense15 and is, 
thus, a form of judgement that is “neither cognition nor mere sensation.”16 What 
Ardal achieves here is to identify our fundamental intersubjective relationality 
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as grounding our experience of trust as orientation. However, while the Kantian 
aesthetic judgement is characterized as being an activity, the origins of this 
activity in the intercorporeal are not explored. Ardal mentions in passing that this 
capacity is, for Kant, “rooted in our bodily selves,”17 but does not go on to take up 
the intersubjective relatedness as fundamentally intercorporeal. To understand 
how we might be moved to take up an orientation, we need to shift the focus from 
Levinas’s intersubjectivity to Merleau-Ponty’s account of embodied subjectivity 
where our intersubjective relationships emerge out of the reversibility of our 
intercorporeal existence.

While intersubjectivity is a primordial experience of the other through which 
we are given a sense of self, and differs from our primordial experience of 
objects, what is resisted in a Levinasian account is how in this there is an 
intertwinement of our embodied intentionality with the other. It is the case that 
in the intercorporeal relationship I am moved by the other’s orientation and her 
embodied intentionalities. Indeed, I am caught up in them and it is through this 
bodily intertwining that differentiation and individuation evolve as an ongoing 
process of lived experience. In providing this critique I draw on Merleau-Ponty’s 
understanding of the body schema. The body schema refers to the pre-reflective 
integration and readiness of the body to anticipate and incorporate a world. The 
body schema involves all of our bodily senses and incorporates into its structures 
the synergy of our movement, affect and perception. It develops pre-consciously 
through sedimentation of experience and habituation and while it provides actual 
movements, gestures and comportment, it also encompasses our openness to 
developing ways of being. It is the body schema that precedes and provides for 
the subject a sense of self as individuated and self-governing, and supports the 
subjective experience of familiarity and being ‘at home’ in our body and in the 
world. (Merleau-Ponty, 205-206)

The intentionality of the other, as expression of their freedom, is perceived 
directly by me through the other’s embodiment, and this draws forth not only 
an affective response, but also my motor responses towards it. It is as such that 
my responses are called forth as an orientation towards the other. I will not only 
be drawn affectively, either towards or away from the other, but my bodily motor 
responses will be in play as part of my continuous stream of bodily intentionality. 
I will move my body accordingly and thus communicate my willingness to remain 
within the sphere of the other. My orientation is experienced as an immediacy 
of communication and response through my body schema. Thinking about the 
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condition of possibility of trust through this lived experience of intercorporeity 
allows us to conceive of this orientation more fully, in particular, in the sense of 
our orientation towards the future and so I consider this aspect next. 

In a similar vein to Ardal, Steinbock argues that trust is “most deeply 
interpersonal,”18 and the characteristic orientation of a trusting relationship is 
grounded in each party to the relationship experiencing the other as a freedom. 
Steinbock goes on to argue that trust is also distinctive in that I give myself over 
to the other, freely, towards their freedom and this is realized as “being bound 
to another.”19 If we understand this as an orientation, it is exploratory and, as 
such, trust has a unique structure with regard to its temporality. Where reliance 
concerns the building up of past experience towards an expectation of the future, 
trust has no such relationship with the past; rather, it has a unique intersubjective 
temporalizing that opens a future.20 

For Steinbock, reliability has a temporal density such that what I experience now 
opens up past experiences that are relevant as the history to this experience. 
Trust is distinguished from reliability through trust’s uniqueness in having its 
own bearing on the future. In the sense of ‘proffering’ that Steinbock describes as 
giving ourselves over to the other, trust is an interpersonal act that is like love.21 
What Steinbock means is that trust and the intersubjective space of relationality 
(experienced through a variety of what we might otherwise consider ordinary 
actions and gestures) manifest an alternative form of futurity without ourselves 
experiencing a sense of being threatened with destruction.

While we retain our sense of selfhood as originary, we are at the same time 
affected by the other’s futurity and this is prior to all forms of expectation and 
anticipation. Thus, Steinbock appears to be focused on trust as a more pure 
form of receiving and becoming; trust is not directed towards the instrumental 
needs of the other but, rather, trusting is a mode of moving towards the future as 
exploration and experimentation. This is an important point that draws attention 
to our experience of temporality as integral to our selfhood rather than being 
something outside that I ‘join into’. Nevertheless we still need to consider how 
the past as belonging fundamentally to the experience temporality might play a 
role in the institution of trust. This problem can be addressed by considering the 
genesis of trust and its role in the institution of experience. 
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While Steinbock’s account is phenomenological, that is, taking us back to the 
structure of our experience of trust, it does not make primary the way that seeing 
the other is within the corporeal dimension that itself harbors a history that is both 
a remembered past and immemorial—as Merleau-Ponty says, “a past which has 
never been present.” (Merleau-Ponty, 242) For Merleau-Ponty, “time is the very 
model of institution”22 and institution is the key to understanding the subject who 
is able to co-exist with others; “the instituted exists between others and myself, 
like a hinge, the consequence and guarantee of our belonging to one selfsame 
world.”23 Despite Steinbock’s focus on an intersubjective temporalizing, the 
openness of intercorporeity and the dimension of depth, both of which support 
such a temporalizing movement, are not explored. In order to take up this issue 
more fully, we need to examine instances where our experience of trust expresses 
a problem with, or even a damage to the condition of possibility of trust. In doing 
so, we find that Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of the lived body supports our 
developing understandings of trust. 

2. THE IMPACT OF VIOLENCE 

For Ardal, distrust is an important form of trust and is therefore also an orientation. 
Ardal tells us that distrust reveals the same discriminating capacity as trust and 
that appropriate trust and appropriate distrust are essential for living as a self. 
But while there can be strong grounds for distrust warranting action, there are 
also cases where distrust becomes a sort of default position with others and the 
world, which can inhibit our capacity for forming relationships and expressing our 
selfhood and our freedom. Here, Ardal refers to victims of violence and trauma 
who experience harm, such that distrust as well as trust is lost. While it appears 
that it is distrust’s overwhelming presence that marks trauma’s aftermath, as 
much as the loss of capacity to trust, Ardal argues that there is also a loss of the 
capacity for appropriate distrust, and that these two losses are symptoms of a 
damage or loss of the condition of possibility of trust. Thus, Ardal claims that the 
experience of violence can shatter not only the trust we have but also damage the 
condition of possibility for trust or distrust. In setting this context, Ardal refers 
to Jean Amery’s reflection on the impact of torture and his certainty that: “with 
the very first blow that descends” there is the loss of “something we will perhaps 
temporarily call ‘trust in the world’.”24 Apart from Amery’s explicit linking of 
violence and a loss of trust, further exploration of his writing finds that this means 
particular things, and these particularities can guide an exploration into how we 
could further understand the loss of trust. Amery says the experience of violence 
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“remains in the tortured person”, and that it “blocks the view into a world in 
which the principle of hope rules.”25 Importantly, his reflections also include the 
observation that experiences of other lesser forms of violence can leave deep 
marks26 and impact all forms of our trusting. If, as Amery says, violence remains 
in the person and blocks the view into a world where there is hope, and, if hope is, 
as Margaret Walker says, “as basic to us as breathing, and basic in the same way: 
it is something we must do to live a human life,”27 then the view is blocked to a 
world where the future (which is not yet known, and thus what I must risk) is, 
nevertheless, a future for me and a place where I might dwell. That is, the view is 
blocked to a future that belongs to my orientation or the scope of my life. 

How the experience of violence might remain in the person is thus an important 
question. James Mensch argues that violence is operative in intercorporeal sense-
making, including having the capacity to corrupt and be destructive of the body’s 
role in sense-making.28 Mensch argues that at the extreme where there is a collapse 
of the ‘I can’29 into the basic senselessness of the body, the strong emotional affect 
generated by such violence is a felt experience of a kind of suffocation or threat 
of extinction.30 The experience of violence is such that it reverberates through to 
a founding level of existence which has no level of sense-making beneath it, the 
felt experience of which is a kind of suffocation or threat of extinction that comes 
from being cut off from our basic mode of self-transcendence.31 

The affective experience of being threatened with extinction suggests that our 
temporal experience is impacted; not only our futurity as having projects in 
the world but also, and most specifically, in the way that we live time through 
the manifestation of our own possibilities. The affective experience of being 
threatened with extinction comes from being divided from the very condition 
of possibility of having my own projects in the world. The sense of suffocation 
as an impending experience of senselessness comes from being divided from 
my capacity for sense-making as intercorporeal subjectivity with this tied to the 
emergence of my intentionality. 

This damage at the level of the emergence of the body’s ‘I can’ is key to interrogating 
how violence can remain in the person and block the view into a world where 
‘hope rules.’ I contend that violence corrupts the body’s intentionality through its 
undoing, on multiple levels, of what has been created through lived experience—
it undoes what has been instituted through the body’s role in sense making. And 
to undo the institution of living meaning, in this specific sense, is at the same 
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time to undo the institution of a past to this meaning. It is as such that I am 
disoriented with this ‘first blow’ and, in this, divided from my own possibilities. 
To understand how this can become a corruption of the condition of possibility 
of trust, I turn directly to Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of the lived body in 
order to make explicit how this impact on sense-making affects our experience of 
futurity and re-shapes our body schema. 

Merleau-Ponty says that in the aftermath of trauma my vision of the future can 
become blocked in the sense that I “retain through time one of the momentary 
worlds through which I have lived, and make it the formative element of my 
whole life.” (Merleau-Ponty, 84) In this, my freedom to choose another future, 
for example, to choose in terms of my hopes and dreams, is eclipsed. Merleau-
Ponty argues that the person who has experienced trauma remains open to the 
traumatic experience not simply in her feelings, as fear or anxiety, nor simply 
in her thoughts as something remembered, but bodily. (Merleau-Ponty, 83) For 
Merleau-Ponty, this is “an advent of the impersonal”: 

Impersonal time continues its course, but personal time is arrested … this 
fixation does not merge into memory; it even excludes memory … Trau-
matic experience does not survive as a representation in the mode of ob-
jective consciousness and as a ‘dated’ moment; it is of its essence to sur-
vive only as a manner of being and to a certain degree of generality ... [it] 
loses its substance and eventually becomes no more than a certain dread. 
(Merleau-Ponty, 83) 

Often, post-trauma experience is marked by the overwhelming presence of distrust, 
and this includes a loss of self-trust.  The case of overwhelming distrust as loss 
of orientation indicates that I have also lost self-trust in that I can no longer find 
a place where I am willing to rest in my own pre-personal judgements of when, 
whom and where to place my trust. I have lost not only my sense of the world as 
a world for me, but also my sense of my self in it.32 Merleau-Ponty’s argument is 
that we lose, to an extent, our first person sense of existence and become a sort 
of abstraction of that existence. (Merleau-Ponty, 83) The loss of ability to discern 
when, where or how to trust, is lived as a certain manner of being that could be 
characterised as a particular form of anxiety or, as he says, a certain dread. We are 
no longer able to orient towards the world as a distinct and free subjectivity. As a 
manner of being, this state has become part of my body schema. My bodily being, 
as intercorporeal, now gears into the world in a particular way. 
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I would argue that what this means in terms of our experience of trusting is 
that this form of anxiety can also be lived as an incapacitating distrust. What 
becomes particularly difficult post trauma is to, on a daily basis, attempt ordinary 
engagement in the world, which includes the experience of trusting or otherwise. 
When ordinary trusting (which previously had a familiarity such that it was taken 
for granted, and just got itself going, so to speak, seemingly without me) does 
not ‘get going,’ even ordinary trust is a confrontation. I can no longer undertake 
many ordinary and familiar actions that invite trust into my experience. Instead, 
I act to protect myself from a world that I have learnt is not for me. Through a 
new manner of responsiveness to the world, I manifest an incapacitating distrust. 
Also significant here is Merleau-Ponty’s claim that as an advent of the impersonal, 
such repression post-trauma reveals the temporal structure of being in the world. 
He says: 

[t]o the extent that I have ‘sense organs’, a ‘body’ … I become the meet-
ing point of a host of ‘causalities’ …  my life is made up of rhythms which 
have not their reason in what I have chosen to be, but their condition in the 
humdrum setting which is mine.” (Merleau-Ponty, 83-84) 

We must now consider how, in my intercorporeal existence, my life is made up of 
rhythms, and how this might help explain the genesis of trust. 

3. MERLEAU-PONTY AND THE DIMENSION OF DEPTH 

Firstly, I believe it is important to consider another way of differentiating trust 
from reliance that can preserve the important distinctions about how we intend 
the other, but at the same time allow for the complexity of trust’s temporality. I 
contend that trust can be differentiated from reliance through the differences in 
depth of the experience. Sue Cataldi’s work on emotion and depth is useful here.  
She says that while clusters of kinds of related emotional experience have a “close 
family resemblance” to each other, our language choices when articulating these 
experiences will reflect significant differences in depth that are being expressed.33  
These differences in depth refer to differences in the way the emotions engage 
us both morally and cognitively, with one example being the differences between 
irritation and anger.  We can also see this as applying to the differences between 
relying on someone and trusting someone. 
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An “immemorial depth of the visible,”34 Merleau-Ponty says, is the inexhaustible 
field out of which things and others appear, and the possibility of the image 
we have formed of someone being shattered is the condition for there being 
things and others for us. (Merleau-Ponty, 361) Trust is thus implicated in this 
condition, and we can consider depth as the dimension of trust’s imperceptible 
beginnings. Immemorial depth is the ground through which being in depth and 
emerging through depth can occur. It is also that whereby gestalt shifts such as 
those occurring in breaches of trust can occur and why they can feel so shattering 
to our selfhood. This dimension also signals the depth of the moral and cognitive 
significance of trust. Depth is that through which we find ourselves oriented. 

Also important to recognise is the expression of the sense of depth as both 
spatial and temporal. While Cataldi tends towards seeing the expression of the 
deepest of our emotional experiences participate in a depth that is “proximity 
through distance” or with “intimately near distance,”35 Glen Mazis also says 
that this proximity is about “the temporality of envelopment” that for Merleau-
Ponty is “both distinctness and distance temporally and spatially, [but] also the 
way that they ‘slip into one another’.”36 While trusting is often associated with 
affective distance in relationships and thus spatial metaphors of being close to 
or creating withdrawal and distance,37 this tendency perhaps contributes to ways 
that trust appears to be a choice we make to be ‘in’ or proximate to relationships 
of vulnerability or dependency. Yet trust is primarily an expressive act, saying 
something about how we see others as participating in or reflecting our own 
meanings. Because our own meanings are always evolving and are not truths about 
our pre-existing being but are instead the very laying down of being, trusting is 
always co-mingled with the laying down of being and thus characteristically is 
involved with the articulation of both meaning as ongoing, and meaning as 
displacement. It is this sense of futurity that Steinbock is arguing for; trust as 
about the unfolding of things into a future of which we are never certain. Because 
we are always in a process of laying down of being and there is no ‘stepping outside’ 
of times unfolding, we are always in an ongoing “unfoldment as displacement.”38 
The disturbances to our capacity to trust identified by Ardal, and the extreme case 
described by Mensch, not only disclose a deeper life subtending consciousness, 
but suggest what Merleau-Ponty identifies as an “extreme case of a more general 
disturbance of the process of relating phenomena to each other” because 

one’s own body has ceased to be a knowing body, and has ceased to draw 
together all objects in its one grip; this debasement of the body into an 
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organism must itself be attributed to the collapse of time, which no longer 
rises towards a future but falls back on itself. (Merleau-Ponty, 282-283) 

Perception of both objects and others implicates a bodily temporality, where 
both the perceiver and the perceived emerge as an unfoldment of being from the 
living dehiscence or deflagration of sense that is its condition. Where the whole 
perceptual field, in its entirety, motivates spatial perception “suggesting to the 
subject a possible anchorage” (Merleau-Ponty, 280) and this primary act gives us 
the world as already familiar, it is the perceptual field as also being an emerging 
temporality that has, in this same familiarity, my experiences in this world flow in 
a relationship that implies and explains each other. As Merleau-Ponty says; “My 
body takes possession of time; it brings into existence a past and a future for a 
present; it is not a thing, but creates time rather than submitting to it.” (Merleau-
Ponty, 240) 

4. TRUST AND DURATION 

This temporalization of existence, articulated in Merleau-Ponty’s developing 
thought, is lived through the body as intercorporeity, and the primordial genesis of 
our sensing of the other is through the differing rhythms of duration. For Merleau-
Ponty, the sensing subject is a power, born into the world and simultaneously 
synchronized with a certain existential environment. (Merleau-Ponty, 211) In 
The Visible and the Invisible, Merleau-Ponty claims that all thought and reflection 
is motivated by the intertwining of my life with others and significantly “by the 
blending of my duration with the other durations.”39 

Alia Al-Saji’s sensitive reading of the development of Merleau-Ponty’s thinking 
brings forward dimensions of thought that are more suggestive or anticipated 
rather than fully developed but are towards understanding our fundamental 
intertwining as being one of “inter-temporality.”40 Al-Saji contends that where 
in his early work Merleau-Ponty posited sameness and an exchangeability of 
perspectives as the basis for recognition of, and understanding of, the other 
(something that seems to be central to the experience of trust), his later 
recognition of the duration of perception opens up further the sense of there 
being a beckoning and a negotiation that situates recognition as an encounter that 
exists over time (again, a crucial dimension of the trust relationship).41 Clearly 
these insights are important for understanding trust through the dimension of 
depth.  
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The duration of the body as a sensing body refers to Merleau-Ponty’s understanding 
of the lived-body as an openness that is able to live others as resonances of the 
body, but at the same time never duplicating the duration of the other. This means 
that resonance does not implicate a merged being, rather, the experience of the 
resonance will always include a tension. (Merleau-Ponty, 211) This resonance 
is one that retains the experience of relative indistinction of being, while at the 
same time supports my individuation as open and able to experience accord 
with others. Al-Saji’s explication of Merleau-Ponty’s understanding of duration 
draws on the following aspects of his early work. For Merleau-Ponty, in sensation, 
including both perception of objects and perception of the other, there is an 
openness of the body that has been described as an expectation of a sensation, 
and before my body synchronizes with the sensible, what is sensed is nothing but 
a “vague beckoning”. (Merleau-Ponty, 214) In sensation there is a lived passivity 
that is not entirely passive but within which there are virtual movements which 
are the body’s attempts to take hold, or lend form from its own being (Merleau-
Ponty, 214) in order to take hold. In this, a final patterning of a tension is felt 
throughout the body, (Merleau-Ponty, 211) as I (that is not yet ‘I’) “surrender 
a part of my body, even my whole body, to this particular manner of vibrating 
and filling space.” (Merleau-Ponty, 212)Al-Saji claims it is duration that allows 
the lived body to be open to sensing the world of objects and others, that is, open 
to things of differing durations and rhythms that beckon to us and situate us in 
a negotiation.42 Further, Al-Saji argues that there is always a call and a response 
and a negotiation, and thus sensation is always a becoming in which we reside. 
The lived body is thus a carnal being vibrating and resonating with other beings, 
synchronizing with objects and others, whereby there is always a resounding of 
the world around me as that through which I emerge. Importantly, this becoming 
in duration is also a place of overlapping rhythms of existence that stand prior 
to and beyond the singularity of subjective existence. Our duration inaugurates 
the place of our temporal dwelling, its affective primacy and its vulnerability as 
lived space. In lived space, Merleau-Ponty says, “a ‘lived’ distance binds me to 
things which count and exist for me, and links them to each other. This distance 
measures the ‘scope’ of my life at every moment.” (Merleau-Ponty, 286) I can be 
away from those I love and those I trust, but they will still form the centre of my 
life, no matter where they are. What we have seen in the impact of violence is the 
contraction of lived space, such that there is no room for my relations with things 
or others to appear as a manifestation of my freedom. (Merleau-Ponty, 286)
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Living such resonances means that I live my sensations as tensions felt throughout 
my body. In my encounter with another sensing subject, the rhythms of the other 
are also responding to my rhythms, just as my rhythms are responding to hers. 
Al-Saji points out that, as such, communication is based on our differences as 
expressive bodies and singular durations.43Importantly, also, when we perceive 
the other, the synchronization occurs on both sides “with the result that I can 
experience an internal resonance with the other when our experiences harmonize, 
or the shattering disappointment of a miscommunication when the attempts 
fail.”44 We experience such shattering disappointment with breaches or failures 
of trust. 

5. MARKING THE LIVED EXPERIENCE OF DURATION 

I am going to suggest that the experience of violence, at the primordial level, 
is registered in our experience of duration and thus, through its dimensions of 
genesis and historicity, is generative. Alia Al-Saji argues that in Merleau-Ponty’s 
account “[s]ensations are becomings which impart to the lived body a duration 
that is directed to the future” and, further, that “this body is susceptible to 
all the experiences that such an openness to the future implies—to waiting, 
synchronization, hesitation, and wonder.”45 It is important to recognize that the 
body’s susceptibility, as openness, is also towards the lived experience of trust, 
including distrust in its overwhelming, incapacitating form.

As we have seen, beyond disappointments of communication, we experience the 
other through acts of violence that can result in an incapacitating inability to trust 
that manifests as an overwhelming sense of distrust. Violence situates me, but 
reduces if not eradicates the negotiation in synchronizing. The sense-making that 
is the becoming in which I reside, possible through the blending of durations, is 
now a rhythm of call and response and negotiation that is not for me. I am caught 
up by the other’s intentions and through them, the object of these intentions, 
which is my embodied being, takes on a “fresh significance.” (Merleau-Ponty, 
353) My body is no longer simply ‘mine,’ known through my experience of ‘it’; 
it is now also what this other pattern of behaviour is about to make of it. The 
“virtual movements” which are the body’s attempts to take hold or lend form 
from its own being, are withdrawal from the sense that is being made, for my body 
is being taken as form towards an other’s ends. My withdrawal is my not lending 
my body to this form. If I surrender a part of my body, even my whole body, to 
this particular manner of vibrating and filling space, I experience a resonance 
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or tension as discontinuity that fills my body and threatens me entirely. Even 
in my withdrawal of intentionality (as my attempt to lend my body to myself) 
the intent of the other sweeps me along, not only contracting my space, but 
eradicating my future. The internal resonance I experience is an undoing of what 
has been synchronized and sedimented; what has been instituted by me. In this 
sense–making of my own undoing, I also experience my own negotiations as a 
failure to synchronize; a failure to take hold. In this experience of sense genesis 
there is no world that is my world, as the past to what has been instituted by me 
has been undone. This collapsing of my world is also experienced as a failure of 
my ‘I can.’46 Failure is then also part of the call and response, the negotiation, 
and, ultimately, sensation as a becoming in which I reside. The meaning that is 
instituted is marked by this violence. 

If I have experienced violence, I am open to experience that can reshape my body 
schema as marked by prolonged hesitation, a resistance to lend form from my 
own being or to surrender my body to trust as a particular manner of vibrating 
and filling space. I am disoriented in being alienated from my own possibility of 
slipping into the pre-personal being with another as familiarity. The affective of 
hesitation is experienced as failure, which in turn registers as an inhibition to 
synchronization, not only with others, but the world that is inhabited, and my self 
within it. This form of delaying synchronization is experienced in my subjectivity 
as an apprehension towards the world that is a particular form of anxiety 
experienced as overwhelming distrust; synchronization must remain tentative 
in order to avoid the future as the expected experience of failure, while at the 
same time, delaying synchronization affirms and repeats the sense of failure. This 
experience of overwhelming distrust is also towards me. The future always has 
the form of anticipation and provocation, and in this, while I might continue to 
sense, I no longer trust my deepest knowing of things and others and life has 
become a problem for me.

6. CONCLUSIONS 

By marking our lived experience of duration, we can thus see that violence can 
remain in the body, and this can block the view to a world as one of lived space 
for me. The undoing of what I have instituted undoes the scope of my life, and 
contracts lived distance such that I experience the sense of suffocation that 
Mensch identifies. If there has been corruption of the intentionality of my lived 
body, then it is in our relation of reversibility that violence leaves its mark. What 
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becomes a corruption reflects that what is instituted, through my experience 
of alterity, and bears the hallmarks of the violence that has occurred. This is 
significant for how we think about the manner of being that becomes. Being 
divided from my own possibilities reshapes my body schema towards the world 
and alters the ordinary actions that I undertake that may or may not invite trust, 
and may or may not recognize trustworthiness when it is offered. In particular, 
therefore, in the corruption of the body’s role in sense making, the condition of 
possibility of trust is corrupted. 

Something must be said on how this account is relevant to our reflections on the 
trusting relations that we have in our lives. As I noted earlier, for Annette Baier, 
trust will emerge from its anonymous beginnings into our consciousness and we 
must reflect on its conditions and risks. In making such reflective judgements, 
we respond to others and affirm when there is inner conflict between what is 
sensed and what is being asked by the other person. As we have seen, through acts 
of violence one can lose the capacity to distrust appropriately. From damage to 
the condition of possibility of trust, there is developed not only a damage to our 
capacity to trust, but also to reflect on trust and its circumstances, and ultimately 
to respond to our sense of any situation as we live it. 

Reflection, Merleau-Ponty argues, is a distinct act of recovery of brute experience. 
Reflections “neutralize” and “transform” the thing that I have experienced directly. 
This neutralization and transformation of the immediacy of my lived experience 
into “perception-reflected-on and the-thing-perceived-within-a-perception-
reflected-upon” makes use of powers obscure to me, just as my exploring body 
does; and, significantly, it spans the cycle of duration that separates the brute 
experience from the reflective examination.47 This “cycle of duration” is a 
temporality created through my primordial contact with the world. My reflective 
being is exploratory and creates time in a particular mode – the mode of reflection 
that neutralizes and transforms. This time is a prolongation of the powers of my 
sensorial and corporeal exploration. In this prolonging of my intentionality in 
reflection, I maintain both the perceived and the perception, and this capacity to 
hold things and our perception of them open is crucial for our thinking about trust 
in order to make decisions about when this trust is warranted. When violence is 
experienced, my sensorial and corporeal being is situated, in that moment, through 
a world that does not support me. When I attempt to reflect on any situation in 
terms of how to trust, this opens up associations that mean that I withdraw from 
holding these experiences, and my perception of them, open. In reflecting on any 
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situation of trust, I have no desire to prolong the associations with my failure to 
be. 

The experience of incapacitating distrust needs to be understood more radically 
through an intercorporeal framework if we are to come to grips with the depth of 
damage that can occur, as well as the potential for healing such experience. It is 
important to remember that, as Mensch says, while the intentionality of my body 
is still possible, sense can still be generated and a future remains possible. This is 
possible through the disclosing of the world, and myself in it, anew, through my 
contact with others,48 and this is possible because my body is the potentiality of 
this world. (Merleau-Ponty, 350)49

University of New England
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NOTES

1. Along these lines, and across a range of disciplinary perspectives, trust’s operation at the pre-
reflective level has been explored. For example, Lagerspetz and Hertzberg claim trust as a “pattern 
in the weave of life”, with this patterning “under the aspect of meaningfulness and purpose” (Olli 
Lagerspetz and Lars Hertzberg, “Trust in Wittgenstein,” in Trust: Analytic and Applied Perspectives. 
Eds. Pekka Makela and Cynthia Townley (Amsterdam and New York: Rodopi, 2013), 36. For an ex-
cellent range of philosophical explorations of trust that all in some way make this point see: Trust, 
Sociality, Selfhood. Eds. Arne Grøn, Claudia Welz. (Tübingen: Moir Siebeck, 2010). The intangibil-
ity of trust has also led to it being explored as an “atmosphere” (Jeffrey Courtright, “Is Trust Like 
an ‘Atmosphere’? Understanding the Phenomenon of Existential Trust,” Philosophy in the Con-
temporary World 20:1 (2013, 39-51), or as being “operational” (Martin Endreß and Andrea Pabst, 
“Violence and Shattered Trust: Sociological Considerations,” Human Studies 36:1 (2013, 89-106). 
2. Merleau-Ponty’s notion of reversibility encompasses ambiguity and intertwining and refers to 
the fundamental encroachment of sensing/sensed that takes place in and through the body. He 
says: “There is a double and crossed situating of the visible in the tangible and of the tangible in 
the visible; the two maps are complete, and yet they do not merge into one.” Also: “since vision is 
a palpation with the look, it must also be inscribed in the order of being that he who looks must 
not be foreign to the world he looks at.” [Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible. Ed. 
Claude Lefort. Trans. Alphonso Lingis. (Evanston, Illinois: Northwestern University Press, 1968), 
134].
3. This and all parenthetical references to Merleau-Ponty are taken from Maurice Merleau-Ponty, 
Phenomenology of Perception. Trans. Colin Smith. (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1962).
4. Annette Baier, Moral Prejudices: Essays on Ethics. (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard Univer-
sity Press, 1994), 99-111.
5. Baier, Moral Prejudices, 110-111. 
6. Gry Ardal, “Judging about Trustworthiness,” in Trust, Sociality, Selfhood. Eds. Arne Grøn, Claudia 
Welz. (Tübingen: Moir Siebeck, 2010), 115-133.
7. Anthony Steinbock, “Temporality, Transcendence, and Being Bound to Others in Trust” Trust, 
Sociality, Selfhood. Eds. Arne Grøn, Claudia Welz. (Tübingen: Moir Siebeck, 2010), 83-102.
8. Ardal, “Judging about Trustworthiness,” 129-130.
9. James Mensch, “Violence and Embodiment.” Symposium: Canadian Journal of Continental Phi-
losophy 12:1 (2008, 4-15).
10. Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Institution and Passivity: Course Notes from the College de France (1954-
1955). Trans. Leonard Lawlor, Heath Massey. (Evanston, Illinois: Northwestern University Press, 
2010), 6.
11. Merleau-Ponty uses the term ‘intercorporeity’ in his discussion of reversibility and the lived 
body in his chapter “The Intertwining – The Chiasm.” (Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible, 
141) While the term ‘intercorporeality’ is also found in the English translation of his earlier work, 
[Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Signs. Trans. Richard C. McCleary. (USA: Northwestern University Press, 
1964), 168], in this paper I use the term intercorporeity.  
12. Ardal, “Judging about Trustworthiness,” 116-117.
13. Ardal, “Judging about Trustworthiness,” 121.
14. Ardal, “Judging about Trustworthiness,” 121-122.
15. Ardal, “Judging about Trustworthiness,” 129.
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16. Ardal, “Judging about Trustworthiness,” 124. Ardal says that the link between Kant’s thinking 
and Levinas is most clear in Levinas’s claim that aesthetic judgement “consists precisely in the 
fact that it calls a thing beautiful only in accordance with the quality in it by means of which it 
corresponds with our way of receiving it.” (Kant quoted in Ardal, “Judging about Trustworthiness,” 
125). It is this way, Ardal says, that we judge about the character of those we trust or distrust. 
17. Ardal, “Judging about Trustworthiness,” 123.
18. Steinbock, “Temporality,” 87.
19. Steinbock, “Temporality,” 87.
20. Steinbock, “Temporality,” 89-91.  
21. Steinbock, “Temporality,” 87, 93. 
22. Merleau-Ponty, Institution and Passivity, 7.
23. Merleau-Ponty, Institution and Passivity, 76.
24. Jean Amery in Ardal, “Judging about Trustworthiness,” 129.
25. Jean Amery, “Torture” At the Mind’s Limits: Contemplations by a Survivor on Aushwitz and its 
Realities. Trans. Sidney Rosenfeld, Stella P. Rosenfeld. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1980), 40 (my italics).
26. Amery, “Torture,” 26-27.
27. Margaret Urban Walker. Moral repair: Reconstructing Moral Relations after Wrongdoing. (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 44.
28. Another recent phenomenology of violence is developed by Michael Staudigl who contends 
that violence is understood as relational and operative in intercorporeal sense-making, “making 
its way into human life forms, shaping them and settling in these often undetected.” Michael 
Staudigl, “Towards a relational phenomenology of violence,” Human studies 36 (2013, 46). Staudigl 
undertakes to establish a broadened concept of violence that is concerned not only with the 
experience of vicitims of violence, but also with the actions of perpetrators and the experience 
of witnesses to violence. In all cases, questions of vulnerability and the capacity to primordially 
form sense are significant. While this is clearly of interest, for the purposes of this paper, I restrict 
myself to engaging with Mensch’s focus on the impact of violence on victims. 
29. While Mensch does not reference Merleau-Ponty in his use of this phrase, we do find the term 
used by Merleau-Ponty, who argues that the life of consciousness is subtended by an intentional 
arc” and that we need to understand “motility as basic intentionality. Consciousness is in the 
first place not a matter of ‘It think that but of ‘I can’” (Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology, 136-137). 
Merleau-Ponty adds a footnote to this text stating: “This term is the usual one in Husserl’s unpub-
lished writings.” I take it up in the sense that Merleau-Ponty expresses.  
30. Mensch, “Violence and Embodiment,” 12-13.   
31. Mensch, “Violence and Embodiment,” 13. 
32. Trudy Govier also argues for self-trust as a kind of trust or a dimension of trust, going on to 
argue that core self-trust is essential for functioning as an autonomous human being. See Trudy 
Govier, “Self-Trust, Autonomy, and Self-Esteem,” Hypatia 8:1 (1993, 99-120).
33. Suzanne Cataldi, Emotion, Depth, and Flesh: A Study of Sensitive Space. (Albany: State University 
of New York Press, 1993), 7.
34. Maurice Merleau-Ponty, “Eye and Mind,” in The Merleau-Ponty Reader. Eds. Ted Toadvine, 
Leonard Lawlor. (Evanston, Illinois: Northwestern University Press, 2007), 376.
35. Cataldi, Emotion, Depth, and Flesh, 11. 
36. Glen Mazis, “Time at the Depth of the World,” in Merleau-Ponty at the Limits of Art, Religion, and 
Perception. Eds. Kascha Semonovitch, Neal DeRoo. (London: Continuum, 2010), 122.
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37. I deal with this sense of depth as spatial in a previous paper looking at the experience of falling 
in love as an irruption of trust. See: Fiona Utley, “Considerations Toward a Phenomenology of 
Trust,” Symposium: Canadian Journal of Continental Philosophy 18:1 (2014, 194-214).
38. Mazis, “Time at the Depth of the World,” 121.
39. Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible, 49.
40. Al-Saji, “Merleau-Ponty and Bergson: Bodies of expression and temporalities in the flesh,” 
Philosophy Today 45 Supplement (2001, 114).
41. Al-Saji, “Merleau-Ponty and Bergson,” 110.
42. Alia Al-Saji, “‘A Past Which Has Never Been Present’: Bergsonian Dimensions in Merleau-
Ponty’s Theory of the Prepersonal,” Research in Phenomenology 38:1 (2008, 50). 
43. Al-Saji, “Merleau-Ponty and Bergson: Bodies of expression and temporalities in the flesh,” Phi-
losophy Today 45 Supplement (2001, 114). She refers to Merleau-Ponty’s claim that we are “two 
temporalities [which] are not mutually incompatible, because each one only knows itself only by 
projecting itself into the present, and because they can intertwine there” (See Merleau-Ponty, 
Phenomenology, 457).
44. Al-Saji, “Merleau-Ponty and Bergson,” 114.
45. Al-Saji, “Merleau-Ponty and Bergson,” 112.
46. Also of note is that Merleau-Ponty refers to an experience of inner conflict or a “sort of spasm” 
that occurs when I try to not synchronize with what my sensation is undergoing. (Merleau-Ponty, 
214) My argument is that in this trying not to synchronize with the violence that my sensation is 
undergoing, the inner conflict takes a distinct form. 
47. Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible, 38.
48. Mensch, “Violence and Embodiment,” 13.
49. I would like to thank the audiences at the 2015 ASCP conference and the UniSA School of 
Communication, International Relations and Languages Seminar Series for their questions and 
generous discussion around issues raised in this paper. Some of the background thinking around 
this paper was also presented in an earlier form at the 2014 OPO Conference. I also want to thank 
the anonymous reviewers whose comments were extremely valuable in the revision of this paper.
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