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How soon is now? 
The Smiths

THE GREAT PHILOSOPHICAL ORDERS OF TIME

The phenomenology of subjective time, the dialectic of becoming, and the analytic of objective time

Many philosophies of time have as their purpose the reduction of time to only one of its modalities (the present, 
for example), or to assimilate it to an illusion invoking a most profound reality (eternity or pure duration). 
Considering that to understand time is to conserve the concept of it, we propose rather to maintain both the 
idea of time and all the modalities which it can have—notably, the future, the present and the past. We would 
not want to make a project of thinking time and recover at the end of our effort anything other than time: nor 
would we appreciate only achieving the representation of the reality or the existence of a part of this time, to 
the detriment of all the others.

Which actual models could clearly allow us to conceive of only time, yet completely time?

When it is a matter of defining time, what is at stake is the status that is accorded to the present and the relative 
degree of presence that is acknowledged in the other times: the future and the past. Since Saint Augustine 
at least, who tried to understand time and its modalities only to provoke his own astonishment: the past is 
not, since it is no longer present; the future is not, since it is not yet present, and both only have an apparent 
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existence through the present:

What is now clear and unmistakable is that neither things past nor things future have any existence, and that 
it is inaccurate to say, “There are three tenses or times: past, present and future,” though it might properly be 
said, “There are three tenses or times: the present of past things, the present of present things, and the present 
of future things.” These are three realities in the mind, but nowhere else as far as I can see.2

Three traditions will assume the heritage of this Augustinian interrogation of the relations between the 
present and the other modalities of time. The first—faithful to the Augustinian reduction of the past or future 
to a “present of the past” or a “present of the future”, which then reduces this present to an activity of the 
mind—dedicates itself to a series of phenomenological questions on the time of consciousness. The second—
dialectic—will find the key to becoming and its process in the contradictions secreted by the different parts of 
time: the synthesis of being and of non-being. The third—analytic—will, on the contrary, seek to resolve these 
contradictions by the adoption of temporal models that redistribute being between the future, present, past, and 
eternity. The first tradition will blossom in Husserl’s On the Phenomenology of the Consciousness of Internal 
Time, which opens with a homage to Saint Augustine, and will later be cultivated by Heidegger, Sartre, and 
Ricoeur. The second tradition, rather, is of a Hegelian persuasion. At the end of the Philosophy of Spirit (Jena 
lectures, 1805-6)3 Hegel reclaims in his own way another famous Augustinian argument, according to which 
eternity could not exist “before” time: it is rather an absolute present. Yet this is in order to better conceive how 
this absolute deploys itself in time, by posing an identity between the negativity of time and that of concept. 
Discussed and turned over, this vision of time as the history of eternity will pollinate the Marxist tradition, from 
Ernst Bloch to Walter Benjamin.

It is the third tradition in the reinterpretation of the Augustinian problem, less well-known in France, which we 
will confront here. Being analytic, it is clearly opposed to the dialectical tradition that John McTaggart both 
introduced and buried in the Anglo-Saxon world. This tradition does not seek to conceive of time as a movement 
whose engine would be contradiction, but to deactivate the contradictions that threaten any representation of 
time. On the other hand, unlike the phenomenological tradition, it will purport to think objective time and not 
simply the manner in which the activity of an intentional consciousness can structure temporality.

Husserl, in his lectures from the years 1905-1910, begins by undertaking “the complete exclusion of every 
assumption, stipulation, and conviction with respect to objective time”4. Justifiably, he admits that the study of 
the relations between real objective time and time which is valued as an objective time for a consciousness could 
prove to be an “interesting investigation”5. But he only envisages a study of the relation between objective time 
and the time of consciousness—which is itself an orientated relation—and never the study of objective time 
itself. In principle, this time finds itself “put out of play”.

In essence, this residue of phenomenology became the object of the tradition of analytic thought of time which 
is opened by a famous article of John McTaggart6, then driven by the critique of McTaggart by Charlie Dunbar 
Broad, reader of Bergson and Whitehead. Subsequent theoreticians will gradually erase the Hegelian lineage of 
McTaggart and the Bergsonian readings of Broad in order to delimit a resolutely non-idealist field of study: the 
conception of consistent positions, non-contradictory with respect to the nature of time, existence, or the reality 
of the present, past and future. These positions, in so far as they concern “clockwork time” rather than the time 
of consciousness, often resulted from debates with Einsteinian relativity, first special and then general, yielding 
to the metaphysics of new materials in order to conceptualise objective and cosmological time: a space-time in 
four dimensions, a neat connection between temporality and causality.

Two grand theses are themselves progressively freed from these debates: on the one hand “presentism”, 
defended today by Markosian, Zimmermann, and Merricks; and on the other hand “eternalism” (or sometimes 
“quadridimensionalism”), which is advocated by Quine in Word and Object or by Lewis in On the Plurality 
of Worlds.
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Analytic order I: Presentism, Eternalism

This polarity structures the analytic field of reflection on time. It is never a question of dialectizing these theses, 
of accepting that there would have to be something contradictory in time, which would make it happen and 
become. One considers rather that it is necessary to take a position and to attribute reality to certain modalities 
or aspects of time to the detriment of others, in order to avoid all contradiction.Either the past, present and 
future are equally real, in which case the present is no longer truly present; or the present is really present, in 
which case the past and the future are no longer truly real. One never wins the theoretical stakes every time.
	
Merricks thus writes: 

Eternalism says that all times are equally real. Objects existing at past times and objects existing 
at future times are just as real as objects existing at the present. Properties had at past times and 
properties had at future times are had just as much as properties had at the present. […] With all this 
in mind, let’s say that the eternalist believes in a subjective present. 7

By contrast:

Presentism says that only the present time is real. Every object that exists, exists at the present time. 
Objects that exist only at other times— like objects that exist only in fiction or objects that exist only 
in other “possible worlds”—simply do not exist at all. […] With all this in mind, let’s say that the 
presentist believes in an objective present. 8

In an analytic of time there are therefore two cases.

If I identify the present with presence and presence with being, I can barely understand how a past exists 
(which is not present, and therefore is not) or a future (which is not present, and therefore is not): only the 
present exists, and there is no before or after, other than the subjective projection that I can effect by the 
retention of memory or the anticipation of imagination—since Saint Augustine this has been renewed in the 
phenomenology of subjective time.

On the other hand, if I try to understand time without invoking the present, by contenting myself with the 
order of events according to “before” and “after”, I can surely conceive a series organising what is anterior and 
what is posterior, but not, as John McTaggart’s “B-series” shows, the connection between “past”, “present” 
and “future” predicates, reserved for the “A-series”. What is then present and eternally present is the order of 
events. The “now” is only ever an effect of my limited position in space-time; it is an indexical effect, that is 
to say, in which meaning holds to the subject in its circumstances and enunciation—which only returns us to 
the shores of subjective time.

In one case as in the other, time—that is, the connection of the present with a future and a past—finds itself split 
into two. One part always finds itself rejected on the side of subjectivity: either it is retention of the past and 
protention towards the future, or it is the perception of a present within the endless order of events supposedly 
past, present and future. 

Yet, as Merricks points out—in order to better critique it—for almost a century there has been a third position 
between presentism and eternalism which strongly conceives of time at an equal distance from presentism and 
from eternalism: this is what, in the Anglo-Saxon world, is today called “Growing Block Universe Theory” 
(GBUT). Taking Merricks’ terms, one could affirm that this third position, which is not a dialectic but rather an 
attempt to accommodate, considers the past as eternalist (the past is as present as the present, it really exists), 
but the present as presentist (the present has a status of exception, a privilege: it exists eminently; in this case, 
it is the very last moment of time).
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Analytic order II: Growing Block Universe Theory

The first consistent formulation of GBUT, which still did not carry this rather inconvenient name, is found in a 
work of Charlie Dunbar Broad dating from 1923, in the course of which, amongst a host of other epistemological 
problems, the British philosopher tries to respond to the arguments of John McTaggart, of whom he shows 
himself to be a meticulous commentator.
This work concerns a dynamic conception of the universe inspired by the recent efforts of Einstein, which 
will soon lead to general relativity. This dynamic conception does not reduce the temporal modalities of the 
past, present, and future to the operations of subjectivity (the Kantian form of internal sense or the Husserlian 
operations of protention and retention by consciousness). The past and the present really are, while the future 
does not exist. The universe is endlessly augmented by presence, as one block in perpetual expansion:

[W]hen an event becomes, it comes into existence; and it was not anything at all until it had become.9

The present is therefore the coming to existence. And the universe can only inflate presence: everything 
becomes and nothing ever disappears:

There is no such thing as ceasing to exist; what has become exists henceforth for ever. When we say 
that something has ceased to exist we only mean that it has ceased to be present.10

With this basic text, Broad therefore demands that the present, which is the coming to presence, is represented 
in the manner of a fixed beam of light which would bring things into existence—so that things can leave 
presence, the beam of light, but not the field of existence. Having been, they will never return to nothingness, 
but simply to absence. Broad, in order to philosophically respond to the emerging conception of relativist 
space-time, therefore describes a sort of universe that would have its own memory, but also an active border 
transmuting the nothing into something:

[W]e imagine the characteristic of presentness as moving, somewhat like the spot of light from 
a policeman’s bull’s-eye traversing the fronts of the houses in a street. What is illuminated is the 
present, what has been illuminated is the past, and what has not yet been illuminated is the future. 11

From this model Broad draws a criticism of McTaggart according to which “to be future” cannot be a predicate 
applied to an event: “The first thing that we have to say with regard to McTaggart’s argument is that no event 
ever does have the characteristic of futurity”12. Broad’s position is the following: the future does not exist, 
and no event comes before being present. Broad’s heirs, in order to limit their genealogy of the philosophy of 
time to the lineage of McTaggart (as in Nathan Oaklander’s anthology13), will readily forget that he takes this 
conception from Bergson and Whitehead: there is the radically new in the universe, and actuality exceeds the 
field of the possible, which chases the actual without managing to contain it, to forestall it. Thus, the sum total 
of all that is present is continuously augmented: “The process of becoming […] continually augments the sum 
total of existence and thereby the sum total of positive and negative facts”14 (that is to say, that which has been 
and that which has not been, which can only appear as soon as what has been was). In effect, at each moment 
there is a new present which is added to the past and does not cease to be—it continues to objectively exist, 
even if it dies or loses intensity for us.

But it is only at the end of the 1990s, in the texts of Peter Forrest and especially Michael Tooley, that current 
GBUT is formed. In Time, Tense and Causation, three quarters of a century after Broad, Tooley defends the 
idea that “the world is a dynamic world, and one, moreover, where the past and present are real, but the future 
is not”15. Tooley thus reclaims the principle of a present which is “the point at which what was hitherto non-
actual becomes actual”.16
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Consequently, GBUT clearly fulfils its intention of thinking an objective time:

Time, understood as involving the coming into the existence of events, is a totally objective feature 
of the world that is not dependent in any way upon the experiences of humans, or other conscious (or 
self-conscious) beings.17

	
Tooley believes that this objective time can be analysed in non-temporal terms, without recourse to adverbs 
or verbs in past or future tenses, and without using the indexical (“now”, “here”, “this”). He therefore rejects 
eternalism, which reduces the present to an indexical effect: for the present would then not be objective, but 
reduced to some subjective effect indicating a localisation of the speaker in space-time. And he equally rejects 
presentism, according to which the present would be all that exists: for in that case the present would be 
objective, but the past returned to non-being.

Like presentism, Tooley’s GBUT gives the future to nonexistence—against eternalism; but, like eternalism, 
GBUT assures the objective existence of the past—against presentism. GBUT is not a dialectic, but a seesaw: 
leaning on one position in order to attack the contrary position, then leaning on this last position in order to turn 
against the first. Yet there is always a strategic disadvantage to such double alliances.

Merricks therefore points out that, in the framework of GBUT, an event is not changed from what is present 
or past. From the time that something commences to be it never stops existing, since it is present or past: it is 
integrated into space-time. Yet, Merricks asks himself, what happens to certain thoughts—for instance, Nero 
telling himself that he is now seated in the Coliseum. He plucks, so to speak, the thorn of indexicality from 
the foot of GBUT. This proposal (“I, Nero, am currently seated”) has been true, when Nero was seated in the 
present—it has since become false. However, in the eyes of GBUT, Nero’s thought, present or past, remains 
unchanged: it has commenced to be, consequently it will remain the same.

This is the tenor of Braddon-Mitchell’s sceptical argument18: if all those who in the past have thought they 
lived in the present are henceforth wrong, then there is equally every chance you are deceived in considering 
yourself in the present at this moment. More precisely, Braddon-Mitchell challenges GBUT in this way: what 
proves that your “now” is even now? GBUT secretes two presents: a subjective present, the “now” that I can 
enunciate, and an objective present, to the extreme border of space-time. GBUT, denounces its detractors, will 
never bridge the gulf which separates one from the other. 

Surely the Achilles heel of a theory such as GBUT is that it considers the present to be a fixed beam of passage 
to presence, to existence. Therefore, the present moment always remains equally present for it. As Braddon-
Mitchell reproaches of Forrest, one can then no longer know if “now” is even now, or if “now” is the now of 
yesterday: an objective order of the past is well-distinguished, but the “now” of now (one could say a straight-
forward now) is no longer distinguished from the “now” of yesterday, from the “now” of 1644, from the “now” 
of the formation of the Earth, etc.

Craig Bourne highlights this schism between the objective privilege of being present and the indexicality of 
“this moment”: if this moment always objectively exists in the universe, the sensation of being present which 
I had yesterday remains the indexical sensation which indicates “this moment”; but it no longer corresponds to 
the objective present, which would no longer be the “today” of yesterday, but the “today” of today.

I am convinced that my present time is present [Bourne indicates the objective present in bold, and 
the indexical present in normal style]. But wasn’t I just as convinced yesterday […]? So, there I am 
as I was yesterday […] believing that I am present, and thinking pretty much the same things then 
about my previous selves as I think today. Yet I know now that my earlier self was mistaken; so how 
do I know that I now am not?19
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GBUT, by wanting to succeed against presentism and eternalism without dialecticising them—that is, by 
remaining an analytical position—produces two presents in the place of one: the present that each moment has 
been and always is; and the present of these presents, the objective and punctual present. But in leaving the 
present of my present moment, I will never join the objective present: nothing assures me that I am not already 
in the past believing that I am still “now”.

Thus, Nick Bostrom, founder of the “World Transhumanist Association”, has authored a famous and 
controversial article which postulates a strong probability that we already live in a computer simulation created 
by intelligences from the future, such that our present would be a kind of imperfect virtual reality of the future. 
Yet this type of eccentric and paranoid argument, after the manner of the science-fiction author Philip K. Dick, 
cannot be countered by an analytic theory of time which would, like GBUT, consider that all past presents 
really exist and at the same time that there is a present of the present, an objective and cosmological present, 
to the edge of space-time. Nothing assures me that my present, that I see and feel as current, is not an already 
dead present—nothing guarantees that I am not deceived by time. And in such cases, the venom of hyperbolic 
doubt always finds its efficacy.

Failure of the analytic divisions of time

Any analytically determined position does not allow us to conserve time in the entirety and certainty of its 
concept.

The problem of presentism is that it does not allow us to conceive of the reality of the past. For the presentist, 
a past moment only exists as it is understood in the present: it is a memory, a trace, an actual consequence; it 
is illusory that it is past.

For the eternalist, a present moment only exists in an order of succession similar to that of the past: it is only 
illusory that it is present.

But the problem with GBUT is that it accords an equal reality to the present of now and to the present of 
yesterday, such that it produces two possible presents: the present (of today, yesterday, and of the day before 
yesterday) and the present present (the now of now). It then becomes impossible to join the objective present 
to the indexical present or the present of consciousness. I say that I am “now”, but how can I assure myself that 
this “now” is even the “now” of now and not the one of two hours ago? By repeating that it’s a matter of the 
“now” of now. But two hours ago the “now” was the “now” of now. I must therefore assure myself that this 
“now” is now the “now” of now, etc. I have completely lost the present by dividing it into two, and I have once 
again given the field to the sceptic.

It seems therefore that every analytic of time is compelled to promote a certain aspect of time in order to better 
occult another, and it seems that neither presentism, nor eternalism, nor GBUT, do justice to the entirety of the 
concept of time. At the very most they revitalise doubt about the reality of such and such an aspect of time. 

The time of phenomenology is too narrow: it finds itself reduced to the time of consciousness; the time of the 
dialectical tradition, notably the Hegelian, is too broad: it is understood by and dissolved in the future. If one 
wants to think time, neither more nor less, it is necessary to engage with the analytic tradition; but this tradition 
breaks time to pieces and systematically plays some of its parts against the others, so that one has a lot of time, 
but never time entirely. Why? Because it divides time into extensions, considering past, present and future as 
parts of a whole—some real, others illusory. If this conception can only arrive at dead ends it is because it is 
necessary to cease thinking these modalities as extensive parts, and perhaps envisage them as variations of 
intensity.
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AN INTENSIVE ORDER OF TIME

Presence and present. Intensities of presence

The present is devastating in that, if it is identified with presence, it immediately becomes an absolute and eats 
away at past and future, which are given over to non-being: if the present is all that is present, in the past and 
future there no longer remains any possibility of being, other than negatively.

The confusion is surely born from the fact that one accords to the idea of presence a discrete, rather than 
continuous, character: either one is present, or one is not. One is not more or less present: according to the 
Aristotelian conception which is laid bare in the arguments of the Physics, in knowing that time is a number, 
the number of movement, we know that “a fast or slow time does not exist, because there is no number 
by which we count that is fast or slow”20. Time is not susceptible to variable intensities, but only extensive 
divisions: a long or short time, a lot of time or a little. One cannot contradict this remark of Aristotle, which 
assures the objective homogeneity of time, but one can bypass it by raising the issue of what it precludes us 
from perceiving: that is, that presence, by contrast, is susceptible to variable intensities, such that time is an 
extension, but presence is an intensity.

Time is precisely the proof that presence does not relate to the category of what absolutely is or is not.

To modalise time from the outset by the categories of act, potency, or virtuality, changes nothing of the matter. 
To divide presence into distinct modes of presence allows us to think of the passage from one mode to another 
(from potency to actuality, for instance) as a leap from the future to the present, but it never resolves the 
problem of the variation of intensity from the present to the past. The past can be said to be neither virtual 
nor potential, since it has been; how then to understand its real presence, in act, without confusing it with the 
present—as the supporters of GBUT do? Any modalisation of the various parts of time is ineffectual here. The 
only solution is to understand it as a variation of intensity of presence, such that what is past is well and truly 
present, as the present is, but less.

Consequently one will say, by reversing this proposition, that the present is that which is more present: the 
maximum of possible presence, and not an absolute presence (in which case only the present would be present, 
which is the position of the presentist).

Present, past, future. Variation of intensities of presence

I click my fingers. Now, the clicking is finished. Let us imagine rather that the clicking becomes past, continues 
passing. Because the new present at all times becomes the past, it finds itself thrown further and further into 
the past, it moves away from presence. I click my fingers once again. What distinguishes that first clicking of 
fingers from the second? If both were henceforth inexistent, if both would appertain to non-being, then there 
would no more be one than the other: nothing would differentiate them in pure negativity. However, when I 
subjectively relate to them by memory, I can clearly consider them to be two events.
In other words, there is an order of the past on which I can rely: all that passes is not equally past, but passes 
according to an order, which has the effect that a certain place in the expanding universe is older than another. 
If all the past was equally non-present, then everything that no longer is would be the same age, there would 
be neither geological strata, nor fossils, nor more or less ancient states of light, nor a history of the universe: all 
our classifications, since antiquity, would be absolutely arbitrary.

If presence did not accumulate—that is to say: if there was always so much presence at each moment, neither 
more nor less, if what takes place in 2010 was not more present than what took place in 1644, at the very 
moment when this took place—then any moment of the past would as be as present as another moment of the 
past: only the very relative resources of indexicality would remain to us in order to distinguish the “now” of 
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our present from the one of 1644. This is what the eternalist would like. But if any moment of the past was 
as equally present or as equally absent as another, we could hardly date the appearance of our galaxy, the 
formation of the Earth, or the appearance of the first metazoa, which would all find themselves to be strictly 
contemporaneous. Because in ordering events in time we do not content ourselves with reconstituting a causal 
chain, we evaluate their respective degrees of presence. This is the idea that we are now going to defend.
Time must be conceived as the objective condition of possibility due to the fact that events can be ordered by a 
subjectivity according to their relative presence. The existence of time is the sign that there is a more and more 
important presence in the universe and that this presence is ordered: there is more presence today than there 
was a thousand years ago, there was more presence a thousand years than there was five billion years ago, and 
there was more presence five billion years ago than at the moment of the Big Bang. From this point of view, it 
is necessary to remain faithful to Broad: presence in the universe does not squander itself. It does not disappear, 
it does not become non-being. We shall simply say that it diminishes according to a certain order.

Whoever tries to think time must meet the challenge of differentiating and ordering past, present, and future, 
in order to maintain the existence and reality of these three concepts. Our problem is therefore the following: 
since we will envisage thinking an intensive order of time, rather than an extensive division of it, how can we 
identify each of these temporal modalities (past, present, future) with a distinct intensity of presence, without 
any of them being reduced to the other? In considering presence to be a variable intensity, three possibilities 
for determination are freed: a maximal presence—without ever being absolute –, a maximal absence—which 
neither concerns absolute non-being—and all that can be situated between these two poles of maximal intensity 
(more or less presence, more or less absence). What tends to be relatively present and absent without being 
“what is more present” or “what is more absent”? Only the past seems to be in a position to play this role: the 
past is relatively present (and it is so less and less). On the other hand, since we have considered that the present 
is not an absolute and exclusive presence—but in fact is prime presence, maximal presence—nothing remains 
to us other than to define the future as “the greatest absence which is”.

This cascade of redefinitions rocks the traditional order of temporal modalities. According to our order of 
intensity of presences, the present must come first, since nothing can be more present than what is present; the 
past comes second, since it is a progressive order in the weakening of presence, and therefore an increase in 
absence; the future is paradoxically last, as maximal absence.

This order of time can seem eminently counter-intuitive. Will it be said that an event is present, then past, then 
to come?

The future: a maximal absence

I blink. In the future this blinking has never existed: the blinking could only find itself present in a future 
conceived as a maximal absence. As Broad reproaches of McTaggart, one cannot consider that “to come” 
constitutes an absolutely legitimate predicate for a state of things. There is only a minimum of presence in the 
future. If an event really was “to come”, that would mean that the future could be determined, and therefore that 
at least a part of its being would already exist. Although considered as “to come”, in a certain manner it would 
be already past, since it is fixed. A hybridization of the future (since it is considered still absent) and of the past 
(since it already possesses a relative presence), such an event could be qualified as “to pass”.

An event “to pass” is an event which is itself still not past, but that we insert into an order of succession 
copied from the past and localised in the field of maximal absence of future. But this ersatz of the subjectively 
projected past must not be confused with the future, which remains absence and therefore the greatest possible 
indetermination.
Contrary to what is believed, from this point of view the future would be closer to me at my birth, at the 
moment when, even defined by my family history and my social situation, I could become almost anything: I 
could die young, be famous, anonymous, good or bad. This future will be more distant from me at the time of 
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my death: I will be finished, determined and weighed down by a heavy past. As the past stretches, it therefore 
separates the future from the past, which is richer and richer in determinations.

The future, contrary to the past, is not an ordered process. The future is a fixed point of reference—without 
extension and in minimal intensity—which progressively detaches itself from the present, which is an 
irrevocable increase in the determinations of the universe.

We therefore do not get closer to future as time passes: in reality, we move away from it.

That presence, and not absence, accumulates

The major consequence of this order of time is that it disposes of neither the present nor the future on the front 
line of temporality.

If the present is conceived as maximal presence, this means that all that is effectively begins by being present. 
The fall of the Ming dynasty in 1644 was not to come in 1643, before arriving. If it was possible to foresee 
the fall of Ming in 1643, the foreordained fall of Ming, this fall “to pass” was not the fall which took place. 
However, one could maintain that the possibility of foreseeing this fall since 1643 was part of the very collapse 
of the dynasty: its weakening, which would allow us to foresee its end, would then pertain to the “fall of Ming”, 
which is no longer only dated to 1644, but to the 1640s. In this case the fall of Ming, in the precise sense of 
progressive weakening, is already present in the year 1643.
The present—according to our definition—is what is most present. That which passes, becomes past, is what 
loses this maximal presence: in 1645, the fall of Ming had been, it is already a memory. But the present state 
of the kingdom is permeated by the fall of the Ming dynasty, which is due to the accession to power of Qing. 
The fall of Ming did not disappear from the historical present in the sense that the China of 1645 certainly did 
not once again become the China from before the fall of Ming. Because it has been, this fall prevents what was 
before it from happening once again: every event separates events which have been anterior to it from those 
that subsequently happen. And if the universe, in an abstraction made from the existence of living beings, does 
not have memory, it well and truly demonstrates the existence of a principle of accumulation which orders the 
successive appearance of all that exists within it.

My birth is objectively more present than the fall of Ming because three and a half centuries have passed after 
the end of Ming and before I am born. All the events which have taken place in the meantime have therefore 
been more present than the collapse of the Chinese dynasty, even if they have had no direct causal relation with 
Asiatic history: everything takes place afterwards, as distanced in space that it could find itself, without an 
effective connection with this political event. The order of the past is this order of intensity by which all that 
takes place is less present than what follows. Indeed, the event of 1644 is less and less present. The year 1644 
is less present in 2011 than it was in 1724.

It is here that it is necessary to distance ourselves from the theoreticians of GBUT, who think the entire and real 
presence of the past, without conceiving of the ordered weakening of presence of this past. All that passes is, 
however, less and less present, as there is more and more presence in the universe. Time is nothing other than 
this phenomenon: accumulation objectifies presence. This accumulation holds not only, as the supporters of 
GBUT believe, to the fact that the new present comes to be added to the past which continues to exist. Not only 
the past continues to be (even if its presence diminishes), but the present instant is more and more present. The 
now is not a fixed beam which brings events into the field of presence, it is a growing intensity, like a buzzing 
which would perpetually and without limit augment the volume of the universe. 
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That which the present is; that which is present

Thus, there are two distinct localisations in time: that which the present is continuously moves away from the 
indeterminate future, since the present is more and more present and rich in determinations; but that which is 
present—that is to say, such or such a present moment, for instance the moment of my birth—at the moment 
it appears, forever remains at an equal distance from the future. Therefore, my present is less and less close 
to the future, since it is more and more determined. By contrast, the moment of my birth, which sinks into the 
past as my life advances, had a certain future when I was born and since then conserves this future, in spite of 
what followed. Otherwise my birth would no longer be realised in my life, my death, my posterity, etc., up to 
the present moment. In other words, all the past would be drawn into and immediately contained in the present. 
This is the risk of any dialectical thought of time as process and Aufhebung. But every moment of the past 
conserves its chance to remain individuated, that is to say, to not be absolutely consumed by the next moment.
To recall my birth, before I became what I am, is to extract this event from the order of the past, in the 
progressive weakening of its presence relative to the present, and to consider it in relation to the future, in 
relation to what it could have become. Yet, in relation to this blank future, my birth remained what it was—an 
event in which the consequences that follow are indeterminate. As it is still not the birth of what I have since 
become, but simply a birth, this birth remains an individuated event and not the moment of a historical process.

In the order of time (not history), my birth remains what it is: an event still without consequence, which forever 
remains what it was at the time when it happened. From this point of view, the event is still present. But in the 
order of classification of the past, my birth becomes the link in a chain, it is a moment which, little by little, 
leads to the present, to what I am today –and this moment sees its relative presence continuously diminish, its 
relative absence increase. From this point of view, the event passes.

Every past event, as a compound of presence and absence, is situated between maximal presence (the present) 
and maximal absence (the future). Paradoxically, it moves away from the present but stays at the same distance 
from future. And what we call “its future” is nothing other than the measure of distance that would separate it, 
at the moment of its appearance, from the maximal absence of determination.

One could think of any present event as the top of an infinite pile of leaves. The future is the bottom, the soil on 
which the pile of leaves rests. The present is the leaf which finds itself at the top. Each time a new leaf covers 
the previous, any “past leaf”  located in the middle of the heap is distanced from the top, which rises more 
and more high; but the distance which separates our “past leaf” from the foundation, the soil—as far as that is, 
perhaps even infinitely far—never changes.

The key to our model of the order of time is therefore the following: any event is doubly localizable in time—in 
relation to the present (the top of the pile) and in relation to the future (the bottom of the pile, that on which it 
rests). Such an event—the formation of planet Earth, for example—sees the present moving away from it, but 
remains at the same distance from the future which it had and which it has always had. This permanent relation 
to a fixed future, which is its ground, conserves its possibility of always being the moment that it has been, of 
not being entirely effaced in a constantly renewed present. If our pile did not have a bottom, then any event 
would only be localizable in relation to the changeable present: any past event would only exist in relation to 
this present, which alone would really exist. This is the present of the presentist. Absorbing the totality of what 
has been within this present, we could no longer recapture the more or less past; we would only ever discover 
the endlessly instantaneous: a pile of bottomless leaves in which only the latest leaf would ever remain, the 
others having already flown off towards non-being.

The order of the past; the order of time

The double localisation of an event in our model implies on the contrary differentiating the order of the past 
and the order of time.
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The order of time is the order which drives maximal absence (the bottom) to maximal presence (the top): with 
time, presences accumulate and the pile gains height, as the universe gains presence. As for the order of the 
past, this is the order by which every event has less and less presence in comparison with the present.
In the order of time everything is present, and everything advances towards more and more presence by moving 
away from the future, which is the foundation of this accumulation. In the order of the past, every event gives 
way towards less and less relative presence.

In the order of time the subject is that which the present is: it is the present moment, which is more and more 
present (going towards the top). In the order of the past the subject is that which is present: it is each moment, 
which remains fixed and sees itself moving away from the present (this moment is lost to a given floor of our 
pile).

Any event which takes place is therefore in time and at the same time in the past. This is why one can seize any 
event by two temporal movements: that which the present is continuously advances and gains in presence; that 
which is present gives way, because the present which continuously changes moves away from it. The defect 
of presentism is to accord existence to only that which the present is: a form in which content is returned to 
nothingness as soon as it passes; the defect of eternalism is to accord existence to only that which is, was, or 
will be present: equivalent contents which have no privileged form. The eternalist only has an order of the past, 
but not an order of time; the presentist only has an order of time, but not an order of the past.

However, everything becomes in two senses. In the order of time, every entity—including this fossil, this 
cadaver, etc.—progresses and becomes more and more present. In the order of the past, a given state of this 
organism passes and moves away from the present; it finds itself progressively buried under more and more 
ulterior states of itself.

Any temporal object runs forward as it is in the present, and runs backwards as it is in the past. What I am 
ceases being more present; each of my states is less and less present. Time both intensifies my presence and 
orders the different states of my presence—that is to say, my past—by degrading them.

CONCLUSION

If we seek to think only time, then the models inherited from phenomenology or those inspired by Hegelian 
dialectic will be of no assistance to us: the first think too little, by limiting themselves to modes of consciousness 
of time and to the subjective constitution of temporal objects; the second think too much, by considering time 
to be an expression of the infinite mobility of becoming and of the work of the negative.

Many therefore turn to the analytic tradition in order to think objective time; yet, torn between presentism, 
eternalism, or GBUT, they never think of time completely: they conceive of it only partially by disputing the 
existence of this or that of its parts or modalities, and by dividing up its real or illusory extensions.

It seems therefore that to think of only time and completely time presupposes abandoning this extensive 
division of the past, present, and future, in order to understand time as the order of variation in the intensities 
of presence of all events.

The model which we propose for another order of time breaks with this intuitive but untenable representation, 
according to which time would flow from the past towards the future, by way of the present. Our intensive order 
is entirely different: the present is first, as maximal intensity of presence; the past, which is a second order in the 
very interior of the order of time, is the classification of events by the relative weakening of their presence; the 
future, finally, which is the ground rather than the horizon of time, corresponds to the greatest possible absence.
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We can therefore envision an answer to the insolvable question of GBUT: is “now” now? The “now” of now 
is simply the one that is the most intense possible; the “now” of yesterday is a past now because there are 
objectively more intense “nows”, more present than it.

This intensive order of time must allow thought to measure up to time, neither too broadly, by dissolving it in 
the eternal, nor too closely, by reducing it to one or another of its parts; one could therefore hope to reflect on 
time exactly and time only.

TRISTAN GARCIA is a novelist, the author most recently of Les cordelettes de Browser (Denoël, 
2012) and philosopher. His Forme et objet. Un traité des choses (PUF, 2011), will shortly appear in 
English in a translation by Mark Allan Ohm and Jon Cogburn.
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TRANSLATOR’S INTRODUCTION

This letter by Pierre Klossowski was written in response to an inquiry by Adrienne Monnier, who, in 1952, was 
preparing to publish a French manuscript of Walter Benjamin’s essay, “The Storyteller: Observations on the 
Works of Nikolai Leskov,” in the journal Mercure de France.2 Monnier, owner of the bookstore “La Maison des 
Amis des Livres” at 7 rue de l’Odéon, had become close friends with Benjamin while he was living in Paris in 
the 1930s and had been given the manuscript of “The Storyteller” by Benjamin himself after she had helped 
secure his release from an internment camp in Nevers, France at the end of 1939.3 (Benjamin would later 
write in a letter: “I am in Adrienne Monnier’s debt . . . . She was indefatigable in her efforts on my behalf and 
absolutely determined.”)4

That Monnier would write to Klossowski about this manuscript—a French version of Benjamin’s “The 
Storyteller”—makes sense given that Klossowski was known as Benjamin’s French translator, having 
translated “The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility” in 1936 for Max Horkheimer’s 
Zeitschrift für Sozialforschung, the journal of the Institute for Social Research.5 And indeed, one of the interests 
of Klossowski’s letter here is his recollection of the difficulties of translating that “Work of Art” essay, including 
Benjamin’s dissatisfaction with Klossowski’s first version.6 Benjamin, after all, was himself a translator (having 
translated Baudelaire and Proust), so the collaboration of Benjamin and Klossowski (a translator of Kafka and 
Hölderlin) was bound to turn into a kind of delirious mise-en-abyme (translators translating translators), at 
least for Klossowski who, in his letter, playfully mocks Benjamin’s visceral response to “French syntax.”7 This 
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early encounter with Benjamin’s “Work of Art” essay (and its motifs of reproducibility, repetition, and copying) 
no doubt set the stage for Klossowski’s later radicalization of these motifs in his own writings on simulacra, or 
what Michel Foucault calls that “wonderously rich constellation so characteristic of Klossowski: simulacrum, 
similitude, simultaneity, simulation, and dissimulation.”8 In fact, in the late-1960s, not only Foucault, but 
Gilles Deleuze9 and Maurice Blanchot10 would also come to recognize in Klossowski’s work a radically 
counter-intuitive meditation on the primacy of “the second” (“image,” “copy,” “repetition,” “double”) vis-
à-vis the supposedly self-present identity of the origin(al). Or as Blanchot writes of this Klossowskian motif 
(which would subsequently become a dominant motif of “poststructuralist theory,” i.e., a sort of Nietzschean 
affirmation of “the simulacrum” without original, without God, without nostalgia): “the image must cease to 
be second in relation to an alleged first object and must lay claim to a certain primacy, just as the original and 
finally the origin will lose their privileges as initial powers.”11 But is it possible to imagine that Benjamin’s 
encounter with Klossowski was equally transformative? 

Although much has been made of Benjamin’s encounter with surrealism (including speculations about his 
friendship with André Breton),12 little has been made of his documented relationships with Pierre Klossowski, 
Georges Bataille, and their groups of the 1930s: Contre-Attaque, Acéphale, and the Collège de Sociologie.13 
No doubt, this critical oversight is due in part to Benjamin’s own superb essay on “Surrealism: The Last 
Snapshot of the European Intelligentsia” (1929),14 which has tilted the scale towards surrealism whenever the 
topic of “Benjamin and the French avant-garde” is broached. And yet, one of the interests of Klossowski’s letter 
here is how it attests to Benjamin’s frequent—if ambivalent—participation in the goings-on of Bataille’s inner 
circle. Indeed, as Klossowski would elaborate elsewhere:

I met Walter Benjamin in the course of one of the meetings of Contre-Attaque, the name adopted 
by the ephemeral fusion of the groups surrounding André Breton and Georges Bataille in 1935. 
Later, Benjamin was an assiduous auditor at the Collège de Sociologie, an ‘exoteric’ emanation of 
the closed and secret group Acéphale, which crystallized around Bataille soon after his break with 
Breton.15 

Benjamin, in fact, was scheduled to deliver a lecture for the Collège de Sociologie as part of their 1939-1940 
series but, as Allan Stoekl has noted, “the war broke out in September, putting an end to the Collège.”16 
Perhaps what remains most remarkable today, however, is that Benjamin’s presence at the Collège seems to 
have gone unnoticed (then and now). As Denis Hollier pointed out long ago: 

It is undeniable that, for us, Benjamin’s frequentation contributes a lot to the aura of the Collège. 
But is it because of his presence—or because this presence went unnoticed? Benjamin was there and 
no one recognized him. When you think that “On Some Motifs in Baudelaire” was to be read at the 
Collège, you wonder. And you wonder also knowing it never was.17

One of the impetuses for publishing a translation of Klossowski’s short letter on Benjamin is to stimulate such 
“wonder.” What happens, for example, when we add the “Benjamin-Bataille-Klossowski” constellation to 
the more familiar “Benjamin-Adorno” and “Benjamin-Scholem” constellations? Such a provocation is not to 
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suggest that Benjamin saw eye to eye with Bataille and Klossowski. Indeed, as Klossowski writes in his letter 
here, he and Bataille were “in opposition to Benjamin on all fronts.” And Benjamin, no doubt, was equally 
suspicious of them. As Klossowski would elaborate elsewhere: 

Disconcerted by the ambiguity of the “Acéphalian” atheology, Walter Benjamin objected with the 
conclusions he had drawn from his analysis of the German bourgeois-intellectual evolution—namely, 
that in Germany “the metaphysical and poetic upward valuation of the incommunicable” (a function 
of the antinomies of industrial capitalist society) had prepared the psychical terrain favorable to the 
expansion of Nazism. He then tried to apply his analysis to our own situation. Discreetly, he wanted 
to hold us [Klossowski and Bataille] back from a similar downfall . . . . [H]e believed we too risked 
playing the game of a pure and simple “pre-fascist aestheticism.”18

Such suspicions, however, should not put a damper on the “wonder” of certain shared affinities, the sort 
of things that would perhaps help us trace another picture of “Benjamin”: i.e., “eroticism,” “prostitution,” 
“pornography.”19  Like Bataille, whose body of work includes the infamous Story of the Eye (1928),20 and 
Klossowski, whose corpus Blanchot once called a “mix of erotic austerity and theological debauchery” (not 
unlike Sade’s),21 and Deleuze called a “superior pornology” (a “unity of theology and pornography”),22 
Benjamin, too, took an interest in what he called “A State Monopoly on Pornography” (1927).23 Stressing 
the inextricable intertwining of “scatological wit in the monastery language in the Middle Ages” (SMP 73), 
Benjamin notes the futility of trying to “banish” such excesses (SMP 73); rather, “the downward torrent of 
language into smut and vulgarity should be used as a mighty source of energy to drive the dynamo of the 
creative act” (SMP 73). Indeed, as Benjamin goes on to argue, the harnessing of this technology of arousal 
should not be left to hacks:

For this reason, we call for a state monopoly on pornography. We should demand the socialization 
of this not inconsiderable source of power. The state should administer this monopoly and should 
ensure that this literary genre is the exclusive prerogative of an elite group of important authors
. . . . The writer should be given a license to supply authorities with a specified percentage of the 
statistically calculated demand for pornographic works . . . . He is not a sewer worker, but a pipe 
layer in a comfortable new Babel. (SMP 73-74)

If such a vision calls to mind the French socialist, Charles Fourier (Sade’s contemporary), this would not 
surprise Klossowski, who, on more than one occasion (including his letter here), has emphasized the importance 
of Fourier’s “hedonistic materialism” for Benjamin.24 Thus the latter’s “vision of a society blossoming in 
the free play of the passions” is, according to Klossowski, symptomatic of Benjamin’s nostalgic desire “to 
reconcile Marx and Fourier”: 

With the common ownership of the means of production, the abolished social classes could be 
substituted by a redistribution of society into affective classes. Instead of enslaving affectivity, a free 
industrial production would expand its forms . . . . 25  
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Whether nostalgic or not, it is clear that Benjamin and Klossowski both share a certain interest in the 
constitutive relationship between forms of affectivity and experimental social structures (whether small scale, 
as with Acéphale, or large scale, as with Fourier’s “Phalanstery”),26 to the extent that these experimental 
social technologies of affect, as we might call them, render the supposedly isolated “responsible ego” null 
and void. Deleuze once said that “Klossowski’s entire work moves towards a single goal: to assure the loss 
of personal identity and to dissolve the self,”27 what Benjamin called “that most terrible drug—ourselves—
which we take in solitude.”28 This, I think, is the (impossible) challenge of the “Benjamin-Bataille-Klossowski” 
constellation—a challenge best taken up with laughter: 

A laughter without sadness and without sarcasm that asks for no spiteful or pedantic participation, 
but on the contrary asks for the giving up of personal limits, because it comes from far away and, 
traversing us, disperses us in the distance (a laughter in which the emptiness of a space resounds 
from the limitlessness of the void).29

◊
								             
Dear Miss,30

No, I had nothing to do with the translation of Leskov [“The Storyteller: Reflections on the Works of Nikolai 
Leskov”] by our dear Walter Benjamin. My collaboration was limited to the translation of his very remarkable 
study on The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility. This text, of which he had given you 
a copy, I believe, deserves to be republished. But it should be entirely reworked—at least I think so. Indeed, 
Benjamin, estimating my first version to be too loose, had begun to retranslate it with me. The result of this 
was a perfectly unreadable text due to the fact that it copied exactly certain poor German expressions for which 
Benjamin accepted no transposition. French syntax often literally gave cramps to this unwavering logician. I 
remember this sentence from Joseph de Maistre: “He [Voltaire] delivers his imagination to the enthusiasm of 
hell which lends him all its forces to drag him to the limits of evil,” and whose construction infuriated him.31

I met Benjamin when I was involved in the Breton-Bataille agglutinations, shortly before joining Bataille in 
Acéphale, all the sort of things that Benjamin followed with as much consternation as curiosity.32 Although 
Bataille and I were then united in our opposition to him on all fronts, we listened to him with passion. There 
was in this Marxist-leaning, or rather, extreme criticist, a visionary whose imagery was as rich as Isaiah’s. He 
lived torn between the problems that only historical necessity would solve, and images of an occult world that 
often imposed itself as the only solution. But this is what he deemed to be the most dangerous temptation. 
Thanks to it, though, Benjamin possessed a profoundly poetic nature; and yet because he was even more 
profoundly moral, he deferred it rather than rejecting it. He waited for the total liberation with the coming of 
universalized play in the sense of Fourier, for whom he had boundless admiration.33 I do not know a man today 
who has lived so intimately in the Paris of Saint-Simon and Fourier. He had a prodigious knowledge of all 
esoteric currents, and the most remote secret doctrines seemed through him to achieve an artisanal esotericism 
that would disclose to us, at any moment, arcane mysteries.
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Such are the resonances that my memory of him provokes. Without doubt, I am mixing up many things here 
that should rather be separated. I wouldn’t be able to cite you in this case any concrete references for all of this. 
But I remain persuaded that Benjamin is one of the greatest unrecognized thinkers of our time whom horrible 
circumstances have contributed to assimilating in the minds of many to the category of “Marxist theorist”—a 
category from which he clearly distinguished himself by a powerful originality. Would you know, by any 
chance, what happened to the diaries from which he used to read passages to me, particularly those dreams that 
were so moving?34 I lament this loss whenever something makes me think about him. And I am quite curious 
about the portrait that you will give of him.35

PIERRE KLOSSOWSKI (1905-2001) was a translator, artist, and writer of several texts, including 
Sade My Neighbor, Nietzsche and the Vicious Circle, and The Baphomet.
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I would like to take up here the question of the unity of Being and Event (BE) and Logics of Worlds (LW). 
Given the breadth of Badiou’s system, this question is very complex, and I can only confront it here from one 
particular angle, which I will present as follows: I believe that one cannot read LW as a simple extension of 
the system from ontology to logic, or from being to appearing, with some localized corrections, as regards 
in particular the theory of the event. Badiou himself says in passing, in LW, that there remains “problems of 
connection and continuity” between the two works, which he “leaves for another time, or for others”.2 I believe 
that this task of connection and continuity involves more than mere re-elaborations of details, for Badiou in LW 
made advances and imposed inflections on his thought that act retrospectively on the appearance of the system 
in its totality.

To put it differently, in Book III of LW, the moment of the constitution of the object, Badiou expounds one 
of the striking theses of his book: the retroaction of appearing on Being, the fact that appearing, governed 
by the order-structure of the transcendental “infects”, he writes, the being-multiple with its own ordering. In 
an analogous way, my remarks will consist in investigating the philosophical—and no longer ontological—
retroaction of LW on BE, the way in which LW “infects”—but no doubt positively—the decisions of BE.

I will henceforth distinguish three works: BE, LW, and their totality, which is also called BE, since the subtitle 
of LW is: Being and Event, II. I will agree to call this total book (BE I and II) the Badiouian “System” proper. 
My aim is therefore to reflect on this third book, which is neither BE nor LW, but their structured summation.
Doubtless, BE I and II constitutes a system: a unified regime of the concept, through which the notions of being, 
appearing, event, subject and truth are articulated in a rigorous fashion. But as with every genuine philosopher, 
Badiou made progress in his thought as he elaborated it. The thought of an authentic philosopher does not 
confine itself to submitting new domains to ready-made concepts, but simultaneously submits its own concepts 
to such domains, transforms them upon contact. There is always a “camber” in the great philosophical systems: 
something that moves on the stern of the ship, and on its whole length, as the bow sinks in new waters. A 
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subtle “wave”, then, traverses these systems up to their foundations, through the retroactive effect of the newly 
explored domain.

I believe that Badiou’s System contains such a retrospective wave that the interpreter is obliged to follow in 
order to reestablish its dynamic structure. And it seems to me that this wave introduces a certain play into 
the System, which will prove to contain—at any rate, this is what I will seek to show—a tension between its 
two volumes, according to two theoretical lines that I will call (we will understand why): “arch-anonymous” 
or “arch-engaged”. A tension that could be resolved in two different manners, depending on whether one 
privileges the theoretical line of BE that I call arch-anonymous, or the line of LW that I call arch-engaged. These 
two lines will prove to be in certain respects complementary for the System, the one not going without the 
other, but will allow us nonetheless to extract two possible reorientations of Badiou’s philosophy, depending 
on whether one decides to insist on one or the other possibility. Badiou, I believe, privileges henceforth the 
arch-engaged line of LW; but I will plead for my part in favor of the arch-anonymous line that seems to me to 
still be that of BE. The meaning of all this will become clear in the rest of my remarks.

The pivot on which I will support my inquiry will be the introduction of the notion of “object” into a philosophy 
that, up till now, refused to add it to its constitutive categories: the event, the subject, and truth.

That the rehabilitation of the notion of object is a veritable rupture in Badiou’s thought, that nothing 
foreshadowed it, can be seen first of all in Badiou’s insistence on the fact that the principal—anti-Kantian—
novelty he brings to this notion stems from the rejection of every immediate correlation between subject and 
object.3 For Badiou, subject and object are two notions that can be thought without each other. And in fact, 
the subject was thought by Badiou for more than ten years without any correlation to an object—and it is still 
thought in this way in Book I of LW—while the object is conversely thought in an autonomous fashion in Book 
III, without any relation to a constitutive transcendental subject. The very fact that the theory of the subject 
could have been elaborated a long time before that of objectivity, and that Badiou could have thought for so 
long that he can do without a theory of the object, shows the originality of their adjoinment: neither needs the 
other. The very sign that there was, in this regard, pure novelty.

This rehabilitation of the notion of object is no doubt one of Badiou’s most spectacular evolutions, since the 
rejection of the object was a characteristic element of his philosophical position. In 1989, in his Manifesto 
for Philosophy, Badiou makes the age of poets, the epoch of poetry, responsible for “the destitution of the 
category of object as an organic form of presentation”.4 Uncoupling access to Being and to the truth from 
every objectivation was, according to him, the task that poets bequeathed to contemporary philosophy. Badiou 
proposed then a combinatory typology of the main contemporary positions of thought around the categories of 
subject and object: Althusserian Marxism impoverishes the subject for the benefit of the objectivity of science; 
the philosophies sutured to art dispense with both subject and object; Lacanians make the best of the two 
categories. A vacant locus was thus highlighted: that of a philosophy positing the subject while rejecting the 
object. Badiou noted then, perhaps with a certain embarrassment, that this locus had a poor reputation, since it 
had only been occupied up to then by the Bishop Berkeley. Surmounting any repugnance to cohabitating with 
this apologetic idealism—the last straw for a materialist—Badiou resolutely claimed that this philosophy of the 
subject without object corresponded to his own position.5

There was thus, for the one who must henceforth be called the “first Badiou”, a rejection of the object so firm 
that it can be regarded as definitional of his philosophy in the same way as his reactivation of the category 
of the subject. For Badiou, the rejection of the object signified above all that the event—whence originates a 
subjective process of fidelity through which a generic truth is hatched—must depend on the choice, the wager, 
the militant gesture of the subject. The event pertains to the militant decision that pronounces its “there is”, 
and names it through this decision. This meant that, for Badiou at that time, the event was not an object, a fact 
whose being can be established via procedures of knowledge: the judgment that indicates the properties of the 
multiple, and the classification of these multiples in terms of their common properties.6
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For, as Badiou wrote: “knowledge does not know of the event”.7 In BE, it seems clear in effect that Badiou 
considers the object as that to which positivism—especially—reduces presentation. The object is thus at that 
moment the site of a veritable foreclosure of the event. And we can say that Badiou’s struggle against every 
objectivation of the event is one of the major stakes of the 1988 book, which opposes to the grammarian 
and constructivist thought of knowledge—the paradigm that succeeds logical positivism—the thought of the 
generic.

Badiou unflinchingly held this line long after BE, and always in rigorous terms. Thus, in his Handbook of 
Inaesthetics published ten years after BE, Badiou proposes a follow-up commentary on “The Afternoon of 
a Faun”. Following Mallarmé’s text, he rediscovers therein the requirements of an authentic thought of the 
event, whose peculiarity is to be undecidable, impossible to prove in its taking-place through an operation 
of knowledge: “The event is subtracted from proof, otherwise, it would lose its dimension of undecidable 
vanishing”.8 The Faun, in Mallarmé’s poem, wonders about the reality of an encounter that it had with two 
nymphs, and asks itself whether this encounter was oneiric or real. One of the temptations of the Faun, its erotic 
temptation, consists in considering these nymphs as an object of desire—therefore, as an object—when it is 
only ever the subject of desire who is convoked by an evental encounter. Badiou’s words are the following: 
“The crime is to make an object of what arises wholly otherwise than an object. The subjectivizing force of the 
event is not the desire for an object, but the desire of a desire”.9 And further on, Badiou notes, as if to hammer 
the point home: “When the event comes to be, objectivation (‘the crime’) summons loss. This is the great 
problem of the fidelity to an event, of the ethics of fidelity: How not to restore the object and objectivity?”10

We can, therefore, say that Badiou had crossed swords for a long time with every temptation to objectivate the 
event—and truth as well—by maintaining the irreducible dimension of the event—and thereby of truth, since 
every truth is contingent on the event.

I will not attempt to trace the history of Badiou’s evolution which led him to the positions of LW. The fact 
remains that the turnaround is, on this point, spectacular, since Badiou, apart from proposing a very novel 
conception of the object (in Book III), does not hesitate to posit that the event can itself be given in the form 
of an object (what he calls an “object-site”) and that it is even this objective form that allows us to distinguish 
different types of events, from “fact” to “strong singularity”—a typology absent from BE. There is indeed, in 
LW, an objectivation of the event; and far from being still assigned to the register of “crime”, Badiou renders 
it now the express condition for a recognition of the event’s type—and thus in particular, a recognition of the 
event in its radical sense as strong singularity.

So, must we say that what was crime yesterday in Badiou’s philosophy has become lawful, and even 
recommended today? Or more precisely: must we say that in Badiou’s thought objective knowledge has 
henceforth taken hold of the event (in which case we must speak of a “positivist” or “scientific” turn in LW in 
relation to the militant line of BE)? Has the event become the object of knowledge, and no longer of militant 
wager, at the same time that it has become an object? In other words, does the objectivation of the event 
engender what I will call a positivation of the event, i.e., its submission to a positive knowledge?

I do not think so. But in order to understand precisely why that is not the case, we must begin by setting forth 
the reasons that could, on the initial reading of LW, make us believe that it is so.

I will therefore set out an interpretation of LW which, arguing from the undeniable objectivation of the event in 
this book, will conclude in the reduction of the event to an object of knowledge. After that, I will sketch out the 
refutation of this thesis as a positivist deviation from Badiouianism, in the name of a decisional interpretation 
of the second Badiou, which should nevertheless take into account his undeniable evolution. I will seek, in 
sum, to emphasize the vested rights of the theoretical line of BE within the System, even once this System is 
equipped with the concept of object.
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The partisan of the objectivist line will thus present himself as a parricidal disciple: he does not attempt to assert 
that Badiou explicitly affirms the thesis he defends, and does not even seek to deny that Badiou could perhaps 
challenge it explicitly. But he contends that the whole inventive logic of LW pushes us to espouse the theses he 
himself upholds: the dynamic of the System is a dynamic of positivation of the event.

Let’s allow him to express himself directly: “Badiou has manifestly abandoned the idea that the event is 
undecidable. For the event, henceforth, forms a part of knowledge in the same way that facts could do so 
in BE. That the event in its lowest degree in LW is named a ‘fact’ is indicative of its evolution, since the fact 
in BE designated precisely the possible object of knowledge. What must then convince us that the event can 
henceforth be known in the manner of any situation whatsoever, and despite its remarkable specificity as a 
self-belonging multiple? Let’s recall that the event is henceforth termed a ‘site’ by Badiou, since the notion of 
evental site as BE understood it, through which one attempted to think the milieu of appearance of events—
the milieu of history, in opposition to that of nature—has disappeared from the System. A site is a multiple 
that appears in a world, as an object, insofar as it is referred to its own transcendental indexing. It is thus a 
multiple whose auto-belonging appears directly on the worldly object of which it is the ontological ground. 
From there, Badiou brings into play a typology of the event absent from BE, since it rests on the apparent and 
not ontological characteristics of the event.

The first type of evental change is, as we have seen, the fact, whose consequences in the world in which it 
appears are nearly nil, like the pathetically triumphant declaration of the Comité central de la Commune the 
very day it was crushed. At the other extremity of the evental spectrum, the strong singularity brings into 
existence what Badiou calls the proper inexistent of the object that supports the event, i.e., of the site. The 
Commune is such a singularity in that it unveiled the political capacity of workers and socialist militants who, 
up to then, had remained invisible to the historical actors of the epoch, including the primary stakeholders. This 
was the proper inexistent of the object that supported the event; the ‘day of March 18’, namely the political 
capacity of workers, thus exists maximally in the consequences of the founding act of 1870. Consequences that 
will inspire revolutionary struggles for a whole century. Finally, between the two, the weak singularities are 
events whose scope is intermediary: such is, according to Badiou, the founding of the Third Republic, which 
relies on a real popular movement, but is rapidly confiscated by politicians already evidenced by the epoch, and 
does not thus reveal the proper inexistent (the political capacity of workers) of the object-site.

This typology denotes a new theory of the event whose most remarkable point is the abandonment of the 
category of nomination at work in BE. In fact, in BE, the event required, in order to be effective, what we 
could call a “co-participation” of the multiple and the subject. It required, on one hand, determined multiples: 
the multiples composing the evental site, and the self-belonging multiple, that is, the event proper. But it also 
required an intervention of the subject capable of recognizing this multiple as an event, and of naming this 
novel multiple, irreducible to facts, so as to anchor in this nomination the labor of inquiries, thus the process 
of fidelity of the subject to the event. Put differently, the subject intervened not only in the labor of fidelity 
to the past event, but in its very constitution, since without nomination, the event itself could not occur. It is 
this co-participation of the being-multiple and intervention that Badiou clearly affirms in Meditation 20 of 
BE: ‘It is certain that the event alone, aleatory figure of non-being, founds the possibility of intervention. It is 
just as certain that if no intervention puts it into circulation within the situation on the basis of an extraction 
of elements from the site, then, lacking any being, radically subtracted from the count-as-one, the event does 
not exist’.11

It is such a notion of nomination that Badiou abandons in LW, saying that this notion suggested a ‘rather 
unclear transcendental structure’.12 Yet, what is the transcendental (taken here in its idealist sense) if not an 
immediate correlation between subject and object? To say that BE contained such a structure is to say that such 
a correlation acted at the time at the very heart of the theory of the event, if not by making the event an object, 
at least by correlating its “objective” (in the sense of “real”) multiplicity with the intervention of a subject. 
But in LW, the division event-subject is different: the event has become an object, but an object independent 
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of the subject; and it occurs according to a power, an intensity of existence about which the subject can do 
nothing. This is what we see in the case of the “fact”—the derisory declaration of the Commune the same day 
it was crushed—wherein is deployed an event whose intrinsic weakness stems from the fact that it is uniquely 
supported by the voluntarism of the subject—and which, therefore, in no way has the power to introduce into 
the world the least consequence of its being. The subject cannot therefore act on the event’s type: a fact will 
remain a fact, whatever the subject’s ulterior intervention.

The event is, thus, wrested from every decision process of the subject at the same time that it is objectivated. 
The subject no longer co-participates in the paradoxical being of the event; only, at most, in the duration of its 
consequences. The evental object is—like every object—independent of every activity of the subject: there are 
subjectless events—and, therefore, events whose power the fidelity of the subject cannot modify. The subject 
intervenes as subject-body in the treatment of the consequences of the event; but it only intervenes once the 
event is constituted as a strong singularity capable of producing these consequences in a world. The subject no 
longer intervenes in the very constitution of the event, in its taking-place as in its type.

The (idealist) de-transcendentalization of the event is thus accompanied by its capture in the net of knowledge 
in the strict sense: the event is an object, and it is therefore knowable like any object whatever. This is indeed 
why we must affirm that the event ceases to be undecidable. For the undecidability of the event, maintained in 
BE, stemmed precisely from the fact that the subject’s share therein was essentially ambiguous: an event could 
always be suspected of existing solely as an arbitrary decision of nomination, when nothing in the facts—in 
the sense of BE—allowed us to observe its reality. But from now on, everything changes; there is a possible 
knowledge of the event as an object entering into a determined typology, and this is indeed why we can 
henceforth affirm its guaranteed existence.

That the event ceases, in LW, to be undecidable can be equally seen in this way: since for Badiou truth is 
conditioned by the taking-place of an event, the assertion of the undecidability of the event implies that truth 
in its turn inherits such an undecidability. By right, never, in BE, can we be assured—in the manner of a 
knowledge—that there has ever existed a single truth in the whole history of humanity. This is indeed why 
positivism, whose mathematical source is what Badiou calls constructivism, is an orientation of thought 
capable of perturbing the history of knowledge by never discovering therein anything other than a certain and 
methodical progression of knowledge, to the exclusion of every evental irruption and every inquiry that aims 
for a generic truth.

By consequence, if the event is undecidable, truth is equally so; but, conversely, if Badiou supposed truth 
to be as guaranteed in its existence as an empirical fact, then we should conclude that the event, which is its 
conditioning source, has in its turn also become an equally decidable object. This is what Badiou affirms in a 
categorical fashion in the preface to LW, when he states the maxim of the materialist dialectic under the aegis 
of which he places the whole of his enterprise—I cite: ‘There are only bodies and language, except that there 
are truths’. ‘One will recognize here the style of my teacher Mallarmé: nothing has taken place but the place, 
except, on high, perhaps, a Constellation. I cross out, nevertheless, ‘on high’ and ‘perhaps’. The ‘there are 
truths’ […] is for me the initial empirical evidence. There is no doubt whatsoever concerning the existence of 
truths, which are not bodies, languages, or combinations of the two. And this evidence is materialist, since it 
does not require any splitting of worlds, any intelligible place, any ‘height’’.13 Further on, Badiou writes again: 
‘I have said that for me the existence of…truths…takes the form of a primary evidence’.14

I will pass over the crossing-out of ‘on high’, which refers back to Badiou’s critical analyses of Coup de 
dés in Handbook of Inaesthetics. What interests me here is the crossing-out of ‘perhaps’: this is all the 
more remarkable since Coup de dés—and the essential ‘perhaps’ that accompanies the final advent of a 
constellation—illustrates in BE the very theory of the event as undecidable. This critical distancing of Coup de 
dés—preceded by Handbook of Inaesthetics—symbolizes the whole distance between the theory of the event 
in BE and LW. Whereas the undecidability of the event in BE implied a profound adherence to the Mallarméan 
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‘perhaps’, the ‘empirical’ evidence of truth implies the equally categorical evidence of its condition—that is, 
of the event, henceforth the object of a certain science of change, a science as certain as the constituted science 
of modifications that is physics.

We can thus affirm that Badiou has abandoned the romantic and voluntarist sphere of BE, in which evental 
undecidability proceeded from the creeping subjectivation of the taking-place, that is to say, from the 
coparticipation (fraught with transcendentalism) of the subject in the event; and that Badiouianism follows 
henceforth the certain path of a science of the event. The objectivation of the event requires from now on the 
constitution of experts of the event, whose rigorous knowledge of the types of change must precede every 
struggle, and therefore every attempt at fidelity to what takes place. Alone strong singularities, possibly weak 
singularities, must give place to fidelity—never facts, essentially sterile. It will thus be necessary, in the midst 
of the subject-body in struggle, to distinguish the scientific organ of the objective recognition of evental types 
from militant organs proper, charged with extending point by point the singularities detected with certainty by 
competent authorities.”

◊

How can we counter this positivist argumentation? Its intrinsic weakness lies, of course, in abolishing the 
undecidability of the event, thus the very heart of Badiou’s System in its proper originality. Badiouianism 
would become, in this perspective, an “engaged” variant of positivism: an objective knowledge of the event 
would be deployed in the midst of each truth procedure onto which would be grafted an ethics of the subject 
who decided its fidelity to such an event, which is guaranteed beforehand by knowledge. The fact remains 
that, if we maintain Badiou’s anti-positivism, we must still explain how the objectivation of the event does not 
imperil its undecidability.

The thesis to be defended would thus be the following: if every reduction of the event to a positive knowledge, 
if every positivation of the event implies an objectivation of the event, every objectivation of the event does 
not in turn imply a positivation of the event. In my view, a major originality of the theory of the subject in LW 
resides in the elaboration of a possible non-positivating objectivation, which I formulate with the statement: 
there are unknown objects. We must thus conceive of the event as an unknown object, and LW as an enterprise 
of non-scientific objectivation.

Let’s explain this formula in detail.

That the object-site, i.e., the objective event, cannot give place to a positive knowledge does not evidently 
mean that it cannot be thought. We know this from BE: the non-knowledge of the event in no way precludes 
its thinkability. It remains that something novel is proposed in LW concerning this thinkability: namely, that 
the event can be subject to a typology, to a classification that dissociates fact, weak singularity, and strong 
singularity. If we examine how this typology is constructed, we see that it is rendered possible not by the being 
(or “non-being”) of the event—its nature as a self-belonging multiple—but by its appearing: a fact is an event 
whose existence has a weak, at least non-maximal intensity; a weak singularity is an event of maximal intensity; 
and a strong singularity is an event of maximal intensity that brings into existence the proper inexistent of the 
object that supports the event—i.e., of the site.

It is at this point that the thesis of the objectivist is strongest: it is patent that Badiou takes care to exclude from 
this typology every co-participation of the subject. The subject in no way co-participates in the event’s type: 
whether the event has a maximal intensity or not, whether it brings or not into existence the proper inexistent of 
the site, this is entirely comprised within the sphere of appearing alone, insofar as this sphere in no way depends 
on a subject in order to deploy the gradation of its intensities in a world which is indexed to a (materialist) 
transcendental. In this sense, I believe we can say that there is an objective, phenomenological in some sense, 
knowledge of the event’s type, and that this point is a major novelty of LW in relation to BE. But I diverge from 
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the objectivist when he concludes that the subject can thus solely intervene downstream from the event, once 
the event is fully constituted, in order to faithfully, or in an unfaithful manner, deploy its consequences. For this 
would imply that there are purely objective events, and therefore that these events could intervene indifferently 
in a nature devoid of thinking beings or in the history made by humans (or by any being capable of truth 
procedures). Yet, if I am not mistaken, there is in LW no example of purely “natural” events, radically foreign 
to every human intervention, to every subjective intervention in general. For example, there is in Badiou no 
description of the evolutionary emergence of species in terms of events —no evental Darwinism. Rather, it 
seems to me that things are deployed as follows:

1. In the first instance, the event must be thought in its paradoxical being, that is, as a reflexive multiple. The 
essential undecidability of the event lies in this initial step: its paradoxical being implies that the event remains 
a scintillation that vanishes as soon as it appears, an ontological impossibility that can only exist as always-
already abolished, about which the subject is radically uncertain, and that it must in consequence decide. The 
event is thus decided with respect to its being, and not positivated by any science whatever.

2. But in the second instance, and subject to the decision of its having-taken-place, the event opens up to 
an objective knowledge not of its being—undecidable, paradoxical being, “non-being” in truth—but of its 
existence, i.e., of its type. If the subject decided the being of the event, then an objective knowledge of the 
event’s type would open up for it; and, according to this objective knowledge, it can determine whether the 
decided event possesses the necessary intensity in order to allow one to found upon it a possibly durable 
fidelity. Therefore, I maintain that the subject in LW co-participates, beyond the abandonment of the authority 
of nomination, in the undecidable having-taken-place of the event. For there to be an event, there must not only 
be a reflexive multiplicity, but also a decision of the subject; but once the event is decided, the subject no longer 
co-participates in its intensity of appearing; an intensity of appearing that objectively exists for the subjects 
who decided the having-taken-place of the considered event.

In sum, and more clearly, I would say that Badiou proposes a form of objective knowledge subject to a militant 
decision. He unfolds an objective knowledge that is like the proper, yet fundamentally fragile knowledge of 
humans who decided to militate for a truth. Whereas positivist science relies on attested (non-evental), and in 
some sense undeniable, multiples, whereas the knowledge of the positivist has the solidity and sureness of a 
science founded on factual multiples, Badiou sets out a type of knowledge that appears for its part irremediably 
uncertain of its foundations, and that belongs to the militants of truth alone. This form of knowledge is evidently 
treated as a false science by positivists, and sometimes rightly so—think of Stalin’s dialectical materialism. 
But a false science is a militant representation that claims to be a positive science, whereas Badiou attempts to 
formalize what we could call a “militant objectivity”, which knows that it is different from a factual knowledge 
because it knows that it is founded on a wager of the undecidable event. It is thus an objective knowledge, 
which is not a pseudo-science, since it does not pretend to be a positive science, but knows how to takes its 
origin in the risk of a decision.

If dialectical materialism were a pseudo-science, Badiou’s materialist dialectic proposes a legitimate manner 
of thinking militant objects, of thinking unknown objects. But it is a conditional objectivity, always capable 
of disappearing as a pure illusion, as a knowledge of nothing, of derisory events, essentially tenuous. It is an 
objective thought in permanent danger of dissolution, always capable of abolishing itself with the event that 
supports it, since we could always say, or discover, that this event never took place.

So, I believe that Badiouian truths can and must be maintained in what I will call an “unwavering fragility” 
that exempts them from every positivist reduction. But there is still one objection to this anti-positivist 
understanding of the Badiouian event: if our interpretation is correct, why does Badiou say, in the passages from 
LW I mentioned, that truths—and thus indirectly the events that condition them—represent an incontestable 
evidence? I will respond thus: in fact, this declaration has nothing to do with the objectivation of the true 
effected by LW. A proof of this is that since Ethics—thus well before the rehabilitation of the object—Badiou 
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affirmed in an equally categorical fashion that there existed “well and truly attested events”, giving his habitual 
list, going from the French Revolution to the cultural Revolution, via dodecaphonism and the theory of Topos.15 
How can we explain this conjunction of the discourse on the irrefutable having-taken-place of the event with 
the discourse on the undecidable taking-place of this same event?

I believe that what is at stake here are two discourses tied to the essential equivocity of the event; an equivocity 
that appears quite clearly through the very ambiguity of the term “undecidable” in Badiou.

For the undecidable, in Badiou, is not what cannot be decided; but quite the contrary, what must be decided. In 
effect, the term undecidable refers, in the first place, to mathematical statements that are indemonstrable with 
regard to a determined axiomatic. “Undecidable” means first of all: cannot be determined for certain as true 
or false via a body of knowledge. But this undecidability of the event requires the subject to decide by itself 
the existence of the event, and if it engages in it, to resolutely decide its existence. In reality, once the choice 
is made in favor of the taking-place, hesitation is not appropriate as soon as the being of the event is too weak 
to suffice for its own perduration in time. The event is uniquely sustained by the resolution of the subject. The 
effect of the undecidability of the event is thus the opposite of indecision in the subject. It is commonly noted 
that the more a truth is less assured of its recognition, the more its partisans are intransigent. Cinephiles are 
often more peremptory about the films they think are of the highest importance than mathematicians concerning 
theorems that they know have been demonstrated.

Maxim of the event: the undecidable, yes—but not indecision. The subject must decide, and be decided—and 
it is the perspective of this resolution that Badiou adopts when he affirms the evident being of truths, or the 
attested being of events. This is why Badiou specifies, in LW, that truths are “for him” irrefutable evidences: 
he speaks in his proper name, the only one that the subject can enlist, even insofar as his name supports the 
universal scope of a decision offered to everyone.

◊

Beyond the question of the object that afforded me an angle of attack on the problem of the work’s unity, we 
see that a polarity now takes shape in BE I and II, one that explains the change in tone from one book to the 
other, and the apparently contradictory declarations about the undecidable or attested character of the event 
and of truth.

In effect, the Badiouian system seems to me to oscillate between two possible polarities, which occupy each of 
the two volumes of BE—and in terms of the choice of a privileged adversary. When the privileged adversary 
is the positivist, or the dogmatic metaphysician, Badiou insists (as he does in BE) on knowledge’s inability 
to reduce the undecidability of the event. I would say that what is at stake in this case is adopting vis-à-vis 
the event the attitude of the philosopher as Badiou defines him: thinking the event as such, in its undecidable 
essence, before thinking it as such or such an event, effectively engaged in a determined truth procedure. We 
must, then, think the general and meta-ontological categories of eventality—pure multiple, subject, fidelity, 
truth—as properly philosophical categories. Certainly, the philosopher also determines his present by thinking 
the unity of the various truths of his time. But here, as in Hegel, the philosopher is the one who comes after 
the advent of determined truths, in order to attest to their “there is” and to lay out for thought the epoch that 
constitutes their space of compossibility. Thus, this attestation is carried out, I daresay, in a “disengaged” 
fashion: the epoch-making of truths is not, strictly speaking, a fidelity to the event, for this unwavering fidelity 
is peculiar only to a subject, which the philosopher qua philosopher is not, since he is deprived of his own 
truth. The philosopher is thus a “quasi-subject” who stands on the extreme edge of engagement, on one hand 
in order to establish the militant and non-scientific outline of truth procedures (“epoch-making”), on the other 
in order to think the very essence of eventality—and its undecidability, which is reflected in the truths that lay 
claim to it.
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We can thus say that there is an anonymity peculiar to the philosopher, insofar as he is the non-subject who 
establishes the ephemeral taking-place of the event as such, in order to preserve it from positivist inspection or 
dogmatic absolutization. We could even say that the philosopher is an “arch-anonymous” quasi-subject; for he 
speaks of the already-anonymous event, the event that did not receive a name and is not destined to receive one, 
the event as such, through a figure of non-engagement, a retreat outside of truth, which alone enables him to 
speak of truth in general, without producing it himself. He is nothing more than the logos of epochal and non-
veritative connection of events among themselves, whose fragility he obstinately protects. He is the nameless 
quasi-subject capable of grounding the eternally anonymous status of the event. Maxim of the philosophical 
pole: do not give way on the evental undecidable, hold fast to your necessary hesitation to pronounce the event.

On the other hand, the privileged adversary of LW no longer appears to be positivism, but relativism—post-
modern, democratic materialism that opposes to the tyranny of the true the indefinite and ludic plurality of 
historical and linguistic contexts. By consequence, it is the second pole of the system that is privileged; and this 
second pole is that of subjects themselves, insofar as they have, for their part, effectively decided the having-
taken-place of events, and above all did so as subjects, engaged in active fidelities, in truths in the present, in the 
making. Thus, the discourse of LW is produced from the viewpoint of the unwavering subject and no longer the 
philosopher quasi-subject; or rather, from the viewpoint of different subjects, internal to different procedures, 
and from which Badiou adopts (thanks especially to a style very different from BE) the tone and the Stimmung: 
that of unwavering resolution, whose maxim would this time be: do not give way on your decision about the 
undecidable. The logic is not so much the Mallarméan logic of the anonymous philosopher, as the Pessoan 
logic of the subjective heteronym. What is at stake is speaking in one’s proper name about a plurality of names 
that are not your own—those whose decision you assume as yours, as soon as you make their fidelity your own.

You will recall that, at the end of Kubrick’s Spartacus, the vanquished slaves respond, each in his turn, to the 
Romans who ask them whom among them is Spartacus: “I am Spartacus”. Well, by the same token, Badiou 
produces in LW a voice that endeavors to incorporate itself into the present of the innumerable decisions it lists: 
the challenge for this voice is to constitute at present the becoming-subject of Spartacus, Galois, Picasso, and 
countless others. Not, of course—this would be megalomania—to take oneself for these individualities, but to 
test that there have indeed been, through certain demonstrative, artistic or political operations, a universally 
offered atemporal becoming.

I would then say that this second pole seems to me to support a second type of quasi-subject: no longer the arch-
anonymous quasi-subject of the philosopher, but the arch-engaged quasi-subject, that is, the quasi-subject that 
thinks itself as the unity not of a single truth, but of a multiplicity of truths belonging to a multiplicity of truth 
procedures. What is thus at stake is a unity that, once again, is not a subject—since the subject only ever obtains 
its unity from a truth or a truth procedure. This unity of subjects of different truth procedures, for which the 
quasi-subject becomes the universal ventriloquist, is thus identified with the arch-engaged voice that “speaks” 
in LW. And it turns out that this unity of subjective procedures, which is not itself a subject, is identified in LW 
with what must be called an I, and even: an autobiographical I.

In effect, what is immediately striking when one reads LW, and more particularly its “Notes, Commentaries and 
Digressions” that gather at the end of the volume Badiou’s remarks on the body of the text, is the emergence of 
texts in which Badiou, quite simply, speaks about himself, about himself in the first person, takes center stage, 
even appears in a canvas in parallel with Kant, etc. Some have not failed to be annoyed, but I believe it is more 
interesting here to tackle this point as a paradox. The paradox is the following: Badiou, particularly in his 1993-
1996 seminar, did not cease to oppose the philosopher and his impersonal prose to the antiphilosopher whose 
peculiarity—think of Rousseau, Kierkegaard or Nietzsche—is to always take center stage in his own singularity, 
so as to parry the illusory and oppressive generality of the concept. Whereas BE respects, I daresay, the 
specifications of philosophical impersonality, LW seems not to hesitate in borrowing from the antiphilosopher, 
on several occasions, his autobiographical regime. How to explain, then, that Badiou embedded in his system 
itself, constructed largely against the figure of the antiphilosopher—and in particular against the antiphilosophy 
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of his own teacher Lacan—a procedure profoundly associated with the antiphilosopher, according to Badiou’s 
own analyses? How to understand that the biographical I, dismissed as much from philosophical discourse as 
from the subjective fidelity to the event, is renewed at the level of the completion of the system?

I believe that the meaning of this paradox can be understood in the following fashion. Let’s return to the 
arch-anonymous pole of the system: the philosopher is the one who thinks the undecidable taking-place of 
the event, but he is also the one who thinks the irreducible plurality of truth procedures. And he does so by 
giving them refuge in a space of compossibility that Badiou calls an “epoch”. Well, it seems to me that the 
biographical individual is the twin, in the arch-engaged pole, of the epochal unity of truths established by the 
arch-anonymous quasi-subject: no longer the disengaged connection of the plurality of truths in an epoch, but 
the arch-engaged connection of an I whose autobiography is the sole operator capable of unifying—in the 
course of a singular life—the adopted and passionately defended truths of different subjects assumed during 
a real and concrete life. Truths whose autobiographical and no longer epochal unity is marked by the proper 
name: Alain Badiou.

I must say, in this regard, that I have been fascinated for a long time by the question of the bond between the 
proper name of Alain Badiou and his own philosophy, for a reason that stems perhaps from objective chance, 
but that makes me wonder. What is, in effect, the central thesis of Badiouian philosophy? To have done with the 
One, in any case the capital One of dogmatic metaphysics, the other name for God in the philosophical discourse 
of presence. But what is a truly contemporary philosopher for Badiou? Someone, he says in Conditions, “who 
has the unfaltering courage to work through Lacan’s anti-philosophy”.16 Badiou is precisely the philosopher, the 
only one to my knowledge, who respects a fundamental principle of Lacan: the signifier precedes the signified. 
The central thesis of Badiou’s philosophy—to have done with the One—derives in effect from a wholly oneiric 
modification of the syllables of his own name, of his signifier: Alain Badiou. Invert “lain” and “Ba”, hardly 
modify Diou into Dieu17 [God], and you obtain: “Alain Badiou”—“A Ba lain Di(e)u”. That is, rewritten in the 
form of a slogan: à bas l’Un-Dieu! [down with the One-God!]—or, in a verbal form: “Alain Badiou abat l’Un-
Dieu” [Alain Badiou brings down the One-God]. This irony would no doubt have delighted his teacher Lacan, 
who, returned from the dead like the Protagoras of the Theaetetus, might have recited to his rebellious disciple 
his four truths, or in this instance his two anti-truths: 1. Being a subject, my dear, always boils down, at bottom, 
to making a name for yourself, and 2. The proper name of Being is not the void, it’s your own.

But let’s leave here the eccentricities of the Name, and return to Badiou’s system.

There is, thus, a double polarity in the System, and I believe it is important to maintain its tension, because 
it accounts for the evolution of Badiou’s very style, but also for what he began to insist upon in his later 
writings. BE is deployed on the side of the arch-anonymous pole: against the dogmatic metaphysician, against 
the positivist, Badiou insists on the plurality, the heterogeneity of truths, and the uncertainty of events from 
which they proceed. Whence the insistence, in the writings that immediately follow BE, on the rejection of 
terror, at least that which Badiou writes in lowercase—which I will thus term lowercase-terror—namely the 
barbarity that does not proceed from the rejection of philosophy, but rather from philosophy itself, as a disaster 
inherent in its propensity to confound the multiple and subtractive being of truths with the plenitude of a True 
of which it would be the unique custodian. Whence this text from Conditions, which I cite at length because I 
will return to it:

In Plato’s work, I have for a long time been struck by the dreadful reversal that occurs between 
Socrates’ Apology and, let’s say, Book X of the Laws. After all, Platonic meditation was rooted in 
the question of why Socrates was killed? But what it ends with is a sort of nocturnal terrorism, a 
repressive apparatus that clamps down on impiety and the corruption of youth—that is, on the two 
charges that led to Socrates’ execution. It seems in the end as if Socrates was legitimately put to 
death.18
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But on the other hand, according the other pole of the System, it is arch-engagement that dominates, the 
Pessoan heteronymy more than Mallarméan anonymity, and the engaged voices, fully engaged in their multiple 
procedures, become then the unfailing support of truths. To the point that Badiou no longer insists, in LW, on 
the rejection of lowercase-terror, but on the legitimacy of Terror—this time in uppercase. I speak of insistence 
because the theses on the two terrors are evidently found in both periods, but with a different reorientation in 
each case. Thus, insistence in LW on uppercase-Terror, in Robespierre’s legacy, through which Badiou does 
not hesitate to convoke the necessity of an eventally extreme violence, including and above all in politics, in 
order to defend a truth. Perhaps the most shocking text of this legitimation of uppercase-Terror can be found 
in The Century:

The theme of total emancipation, practised in the present, in the enthusiasm of the absolute present, 
is always situated beyond Good and Evil. This is because in the circumstances of action, the only 
known Good is the one that the status quo turns into the precious name for its own subsistence. 
Extreme violence is therefore the correlate of extreme enthusiasm, because it is in effect a question 
of the transvaluation of all values. The passion for the real is devoid of morality. Morality’s status, 
as Nietzsche observed, is merely genealogical. Morality is a residue of the old world. As a result, the 
century’s threshold of tolerance for that which, from the vantage point of our weary, pacified present, 
constitutes the worst, was incredibly high—regardless of which camp one pledged allegiance to. 
This is obviously what leads some today to speak of the century’s ‘barbarity’. Nevertheless, it is 
entirely unjust to isolate this dimension of the passion for the real. Even when what is at stake is the 
persecution of intellectuals, disastrous as its spectacle and effects may be, it is important to recall that 
what makes it possible is the conviction that what permits political access to the real is not knowledge 
and its privileges. As Fouquier-Tinville had already declared during the French Revolution, when he 
judged and condemned Lavoisier, the creator of modern chemistry, to death: ‘The Republic does not 
need scientists’. Barbarous words if there ever were, totally extremist and unreasonable—but they 
must be understood, beyond themselves, in their abridged, axiomatic form: ‘The Republic does not 
need’. It is not from need or interest—or from the correlate of interest, privileged knowledge—that 
originates the political capture of a fragment of the real, but from the occurrence of a collectivizable 
thought, and from it alone.19

I cited two texts—from Conditions and from Century—in order to better show the striking contrast between 
the two polarities of the System: in one instance, against lowercase-terror, Badiou calls us to assume the 
place of the condemned Socrates and to question ourselves about the becoming-terror of a philosophy that is 
nevertheless born from the rejection of a murderous trial, so as to stave off every form of oppression in the 
name of the Good and the True; in the second, he urges us to understand the coherent logic of uppercase-Terror 
and, while admitting the barbarity of Fouquier-Tinville’s statement, suggests that we should not immediately 
and unconditionally take the side of Lavoisier. As if Badiou, after Plato, took in his turn the risk of going from 
Socrates’ defense to the “nocturnal terror” of the revolutionary Trial against science.

We see thus that the two poles of the system can lead to quasi-opposite positions: for the condemned Socrates 
against the terrorist becoming of Plato, for the becoming-Terror of the Revolution despite the trial of the 
condemned Lavoisier. Lavoisier who, let’s point out, is a veritable genius of chemistry, and thus a faithful 
subject in his party. How can we explain the possibility of such a chiasmus? In fact, in The Century, Badiou 
decides to make the twentieth century speak from its own point of view, to understand it from the inside 
according to its own coherence, which was a violent coherence, thirsty for the Real rather than enlightened by 
the eschatological illusion. I believe this point of view is generally the same as that of LW: the perspective of 
subjects effectively engaged in a truth, and thus ultimately capable of unwavering violence.

We must nonetheless say that, even considering that Badiou could by right discard the violence that was 
peculiar to the twentieth century in the name of the current epoch, such a viewpoint leaves intact the problem 
of the bond between truth and barbarity. For if Fouquier-Tinville’s positions, although dubbed “barbaric” by 
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Badiou, are not entirely foreign to the legitimate logic of uppercase-Terror, and if this Terror is intrinsically tied 
to the fidelity to a truth, as LW underscores, we risk seeing a now-essential bond gradually develop between 
truth and barbarity. This thesis is exactly that of Badiou’s privileged adversaries in LW: namely, democratic 
materialism, whose typical representatives are the post-moderns and the new philosophers like Glucksmann. 
The paradox is that we risk discovering here a substantial agreement between the materialist dialectic and 
the new philosophers with regard to their cardinal thesis: truth implies Terror, even barbarity—a central line 
of argument through which these philosophers disqualified the very category of truth. This paradox, in fact, 
refers to the whole of the twentieth century, for which such an implicative statement—truth implies Terror—is 
one of the constants, as much for the revolutionaries as for the post-moderns. The former simply made the 
implication function according to modus ponens: truth implies Terror, yet truth is necessary, therefore Terror is 
necessary; the latter would insert the implication in a modus tollens: truth implies Terror, yet Terror must not 
exist, therefore truth must not exist. But what neither party contests is the truth-terror implication.

My conviction is that one of the breaks to be made with the twentieth century—revolution and post-modern 
restoration included—must indeed be made with this very implication, by maintaining that truth does not 
implicate lowercase- or uppercase-terror. This is precisely why one of the maxims of the twenty-first century 
may be: do not give way on truth, do not give in to T/terror. But I add that I have always read Badiou as 
an essential viaticum for thinking this decoupling of truth and T/terror—for I believe there is in his System 
something to counter every barbaric drift of the true. This is why I have endeavored, in the first place, to 
invoke the arch-anonymous pole, by insisting on the fragility of events, and on the rejection of an engagement 
that would tend to confound truth and the dogmatic Absolute—a rejection, therefore, of lowercase-terror. 
But I would add that, in a more paradoxical fashion perhaps, LW confirms this intuition, by providing us—
beyond the positions of the arch-subject Badiou—the means to radicalize the positions of the arch-anonymous 
Badiouian philosopher, and by effectively warding off the becoming-barbaric of Terror, this time in uppercase, 
while not giving way on the radicality of truths. For by rigorously thematizing in LW the different figures of the 
subject—faithful, reactive, obscure—Badiou elaborates the concepts that allow us to think the exact nature of 
Fouquier-Tinville’s “barbarity”.

I will explain this and end here.

The parallel between the two texts I cited preoccupies me for a simple reason: it is that Badiou has taught us 
so well to love science as a truth procedure for it not to be clear that what is at stake, in Lavoisier’s trial, is 
resolutely and unconditionally taking his side—a subject faithful to the revolution of chemistry—against that 
of Fouquier-Tinville, obscure and obscurantist subject since he calls in a barbaric fashion for the physical 
death of a faithful subject. But then, how to understand the properly theoretical difficulty in which Lavoisier’s 
case places us? It is precisely that we are faced with a political truth—Robespierrist Terror—whose operator 
of fidelity ends up negating another truth procedure—that of science, of chemistry for which Lavoisier is an 
authentically revolutionary subject. Put differently, we discover that a same subject, supposedly faithful for 
one given truth procedure, can be an obscure subject for another truth procedure. In effect, we discover that, 
reduced to a truth procedure, the subject possesses an intrinsic propensity for terror—because it only sees a 
single truth, or at least a single truth procedure. But this being the case, just like the philosopher who believes 
himself the ultimate custodian of truth, such a univocal subject heads for disaster—destroying if necessary 
every other regime of the true in order to propagate the only one that matters to it. By consequence, every 
faithful subject is in danger of becoming what I will call “a faithful-obscure subject”: obscure for the other 
truths because faithful to its own.

For there indeed exists aesthetically iconoclastic revolutionaries, politically reactionary brilliant authors, 
audacious scientists incapable of love, and timid lovers who detest the asceticism of science. A whole world 
of subjects who are simultaneously faithful and close-minded, or worse, towards the fidelity of others. And 
so, in Badiou’s System, the philosopher would be assigned an eminent and precise task: namely, rendering 
compossible the truths of an epoch not only by thinking, in a theoretical fashion, their ontological concordance 
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in a determined epoch, but also and above all by fending off in a practical fashion their terrorist interdestruction. 
Since there is no pre-established harmony between these compossible truths, the faithful-obscure subjects 
are always possible, even probable therein—and the philosopher must in consequence shelter truths not only 
from opinion, but also from other truths. This task would make the philosopher the one who provides for the 
failing providence, the lacking harmony between truth procedures; thus, the man of prudence, since the Latin 
prudentia, according to a remark by Cicero, is to be understood as the compression of providentia, providence. 
Providence through which the philosopher not only gives refuge to truths in the face of the violence of doxa, 
but also gives refuge to the procedural plurality of truths in the face of their possible inter-contempt.

Such a task has far-reaching consequences, for it refers to an egalitarianism that, in Badiou’s work, is at 
least as fundamental as political egalitarianism, albeit less identifiable: the philosophical egalitarianism 
of truth procedures. This egalitarianism derives from the fact that Badiou never puts forward an operator 
of hierarchization among the four truth procedures, which if we think about it implies a thesis of singular 
radicality, truly uncommon. In the strict sense, for Badiou, a simple love story between two individuals is a 
truth in the same way as the French Revolution in its totality, or the theory of General Relativity. Nothing allows 
us to impart a superior dignity to events that involve a whole nation or a whole science, in relation to the event 
of an amorous encounter that merely involves two beings. This unwavering “disproportion” between love 
(which is exclusively a power of the Two) and other procedures (whose universality generally involves a much 
more considerable number of individuals) is masked by the fact that the examples of love that Badiou provides, 
if they sometimes correspond to true love stories (correspondence between Abelard and Heloise), often borrow 
from another truth procedure: art, and more specifically literature—Nouvelle Heloise, Vita Nova, Aeneid, etc. 
Love is a truth procedure so singular, so autobiographical in truth, that its power of universality must often be 
manifested not through real examples, but through their sublimation in art.

But such is precisely the stunning power of love, which the philosopher must also preserve: for Badiou, a 
singular story seems to have as much right to be defended as a political, scientific, or artistic revolution. 
Although the reality of a single couple, love has nothing intimate about it; it supports the same power of eternity 
as the most authentically universal politics. This is why the ethics of truths never allows us to decide for certain 
what must be selected in a situation; each is here sent back to his responsibility as a plural subject, capable of 
multiple and ultimately conflictual truths. How to decide between the exigency of political violence, which is 
ultimately legitimate in certain circumstances, and the incalculable destruction of amorous relations, scientific 
inventions and artistic creations that this violence risks occasioning? Badiou, faithful here to his first teacher, 
Sartre, invites us to understand that the choice of a subject cannot be guaranteed by any law, any algorithm 
of the decision: love or revolution, austere theory or furious avant-garde, the individual is often convoked by 
divergent truths, and no one can replace its choices here and now between heterogeneous subjectivations.

I will therefore say, to conclude, that I understand Badiouianism as a philosophy which genuinely calls us to a 
pluralism, but not the post-modern pluralism of dialogic opinions opposed to terrorist truth. Rather, Badiou’s 
pluralism is an anti-relativist pluralism peculiar to truths themselves. Or again, a definition that suits me best as 
to the direction that this decisive thought reveals to us: I would say that Badiouianism is a pluralism of eternal 
truths, in which the philosopher can be identified with any man whatever, so long as he was traversed by a truth, 
and dominated by the exigency of the preservative prudence of the plurality of truths. Man of the ardor of a 
truth opposed to the atonal worlds of opinion; but also man of the equality of truths, opposed to the illegitimate 
domination, instigated by univocal subjects, of one procedure over others. Badiouian philosopher who emerges 
as the figure deprived of his own truth, but obstinately providential, through whom truths not only insist at the 
expense of opinions, but coexist at the expense of their reciprocal violence.

QUENTIN MEILLASSOUX teaches philosophy at the École Normale Supérieure. He is the author 
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Every age must strive anew to wrest tradition away from the conformism that is working to 
overpower it.1

To judge by contemporary cinema—think of Lars von Trier’s Melancholia (2011), or Terrence Malick’s To 
the Wonder (2012)—the claims of obsolescence as regards Wagner read like a chronicle of an end foretold. 
Aesthetic and political ambivalence, however, still remains the hallmark of Wagner’s aural effect, no matter 
how innocent the uses of his music (in cinema or elsewhere) might currently sound to so many listeners 
and spectators. Against this background, Adorno’s remark (from his 1963’s talk on “Wagner’s Relevance 
for Today” [“Wagners Aktualität”]) according to which, though “Wagner no longer possesses the boundless 
authority of the earlier time”, one “cannot ignore the political aspect” remains valid today. If only because, as 
Adorno puts it, “too much catastrophe has been visited on living beings for a consideration that purports to be 
purely aesthetic to close its eyes to it.”2

Adorno’s point, briefly stated, is that to take into account the intertwining of aesthetic and political features 
in Wagner’s operas is actually an inescapable condition of their reassessment, whatever the direction it might 
take (and Adorno even suggests that this direction might be far more promising in 1963 than by the time he 
himself had written his In Search of Wagner [Versuch über Wagner]).3 In any case, to focus on a supposedly 
pure aesthetic dimension in order strategically to secure Wagner’s oeuvre from the political and ideological 
accusations raised against it—especially those associated with its posthumous linkage to Nazism—would 
simply contribute to the unavoidable return of the repressed.

While I willingly agree with Adorno’s point, I will adopt as a starting point a slightly different working 
hypothesis. It is tied up with the suspicion that the obsessive attempt to unmask the ideological components of 
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Wagner’s oeuvre might amount today to no less conformist positions than those maintained by the composer 
himself—whose operas, rather than the more or less confused or confusing ideas, should be at issue. This does 
not mean either to suggest that ideological issues should be totally left aside from discussion, or to assume that 
the work is absolutely independent from the author. The refusal of reductionism of whatever kind (biographical, 
sociological, historical...) must not lead to the opposite assumption that artworks should be dealt with as purely 
ideal entities. Both extremes are partial, and consequently faulty. 

Therefore, if one draws a distinction between the composer’s more or less explicitly political ideas and the 
politics of his work, while by the same token not losing sight of how deeply Wagner’s operas and their reception 
were affected by social, ideological and political forces, the conditions are eventually met to acknowledge 
that the writings of Wagner’s critics—not less, at least, than his own essays—are of the utmost importance 
to discuss the “afterlife” of his work both aesthetically and politically. The avatars of its critical and artistic 
reception crucially bear on what Wagner’s work became and is today. They are the historical constituents of 
the work itself—not mere instances of an allegedly exterior process of reception. This view prompted me to 
take “the case of Wagner” as an epitome of such an “afterlife,” rather than, stricto sensu, as a reference to the 
Nietzschean quarrel with the composer of Parsifal.

Seen in this context it is hardly surprising that a comparative re-reading of the seminal texts of Nietzsche and 
Adorno will play a crucial role in this article. And yet, just as I will start out calling attention to a peculiar consonant 
point behind Lacoue-Labarthe’s and Badiou’s dissonant pronouncements on Wagner (“Wagner(ism)—between 
the aestheticization of politics and the politicization of aesthetics”), my aim, regarding Adorno and Nietzsche, 
is on the contrary to spot their disagreement behind the long-standing presupposition of their compliance (“A 
barely noticed disagreement,” and “Neither… nor…”). At a first level this article—as its title allows the reader 
to hint from the outset—is indeed an attempt to revise the assumption that Nietzsche’s and Adorno’s criticisms 
on Wagner complement each other. In fact, against this assumption, I will try to make apparent that they differ 
in practically all aspects and even undermine each other in the most decisive ones.

At end of the article (“Chronicle of an end foretold”) I will argue that such a disagreement sheds light of the 
very tensions inherent in Wagner’s operas to a degree—and this is the crucial point—that prevents any criticism 
on them from finding a stable vantage point. The aim, to be sure, is not to propose a newly resuscitated apologia 
of Wagner, but to raise the critical discussion on the set of his works to a level where their ambivalent, though 
unabated, untimeliness might be brought into light.

WAGNER(ISM)—BETWEEN THE AESTHETICIZATION OF POLITICS AND THE 
POLITICIZATION OF AESTHETICS

Anyone who takes a look on the vast array of texts written by Baudelaire, Nietzsche, Mallarmé, Adorno, 
Bernard Shaw, Thomas Mann, let alone more recent authors, will easily concede that since more than a century 
Wagner has been the name of an extremely singular, if not unique, philosophico-literary case. The reasons 
behind this exceptionality are complex, not the least of which is that Wagner’s oeuvre, borrowing from Lacoue-
Labarthe, represented “the sudden appearance of what the century had desperately tried to produce since the 
beginnings of romanticism—a work of ‘great art’ on the scale imputed to works of Greek art, even the scale of 
great Christian art.”4 So, inevitably, to approach Wagner’s work philosophically, or with an eye on literature 
and art does not mean trivializing its political and social implications or making light of its historicity. At the 
same time, a strictly historicist reading would be hardly less misleading than an a-historicist—be it symbolist 
or not—one. As Žižek pointed out, with Wagner in mind, “historicist reductionism and abstract aestheticism 
are two sides of the same coin.”5 Therefore, if it is certain that rejecting both turns out to be an apt starting 
point for discussing Wagner, it is not less true that addressing his artistic legacy inevitably implies tackling its 
political ambivalence.
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Sharing some aspects of Žižek’s vision of Wagner, Badiou—in a seminar organized by François Nicolas at the 
École Normale Supérieur in 2005—critically discussed Lacoue-Labarthe’s Musica ficta: Figures de Wagner 
(1991). This talk, along with others, has been recently published under the title Five Lessons on Wagner (2010). 
Badiou’s arguments are various, and involve discussing staging, music, as well as ideology. In particular—for 
my aim is not to scrutinize them all—the assessment of Lacoue-Labarthe’s critique of Wagner is of special 
interest for us here, to the extent that it is a testament to the centrality of political concerns in the current 
philosophical debate on Wagner:

What, then, is the real heart of Wagnerism…? In Lacoue-Labarthe’s opinion, it is the Wagnerian 
apparatus as a vehicle for the aestheticization of politics... What is being elaborated here is a vision of 
Wagner as a proto-fascist (I’m using the expression in its descriptive sense) inasmuch as he allegedly 
invented an aspect of opera’s closure by assigning to opera the task of configuring a national destiny 
or ethos and in this way ended up staging the ultimately political function of aesthetics itself.6

Lacoue-Labarthe’s appraisal of Wagnerism unfolds against a quite broad set of questions, though: it comes 
in the wake of an inquiry into what is politically at stake in the conceit—and arguable capacity—of “modern 
music” (since Monteverdi’s seconda prattica or stile rappresentativo) to represent, to give shape, to figure 
(hence musica ficta) to non-musical entities, in a way which is less accurate but far more pervasive than that 
of the other arts (notably, as said, given that music is admittedly capable of giving shape to a national ethos). 
This potential would find in opera, and particularly in its Wagnerian moment, its peak, which is why Lacoue-
Labarthe claims that “Wagner’s aesthetic politics… aims at what Benjamin and Brecht, speaking of Nazism, 
called an aestheticization of politics.”7

While claiming that an “aestheticization of politics” lies at the heart of Wagner’s operas, Lacoue-Labarthe 
in a way carries on and radicalizes the previous criticisms levelled against Wagner by Mallarmé, Nietzsche, 
Heidegger, and Adorno. These authors—like Baudelaire, to whom the first chapter of the book is devoted—
would still have been victims of Tristan’s “dangerous fascination,” to put it like Nietzsche. According to 
Lacoue-Labarthe, Wagner’s oeuvre ultimately represents an attempt—which is far from being ideologically 
innocent—to bring opera to a close, to saturate it by means of synthesizing music and meaning, and to present 
such a move as a totalizing Aufhebung of all the arts (historically construed as a restoration of Greek tragedy), 
and, what is more, of Art itself (conceived of as “great art”):

It is no doubt not impossible to say that ultimately Wagner saturated opera... Thus, just as we have 
been able to describe the ‘Hegelian closure’ of philosophy, we could describe a Wagnerian closure of 
opera. And even of art itself, or great art, as it was called at the time, because this was its ‘ambition.’... 
Wagner devotes himself, with the Gesamtkunstwerk, to a totalizing sublation, to an Aufhebung, of all 
the arts, and to a restoration of ‘great art,’ more powerful because more modern (in fact, via other 
technical means): a restoration, of course, of Greek tragedy.8

Badiou gets away from this type of criticism. It is crucial, however, to understand what is at stake in Badiou’s 
rejection of Lacoue-Labarthe’s critique of Wagner. He counters, in the first place, the assumption that Wagner’s 
operas inevitably take on the shape of an “aestheticization of politics,” not at all that their political complexities 
and ambiguities are to be discussed today. If anything, he seeks to recast Wagner precisely from a political 
point of view, and consequently to politicize aesthetics, yet without relinquishing an immanent analysis of 
his works. A totalitarian, anti-Semitic, proto-fascist vision of Wagner, which, by the way, became a dominant 
cliché during the 80s and 90s, should be matched by a subtler analysis. As touchstones he takes the examples 
of Chéreau’s acclaimed staging of the Ring, with Boulez conducting (Bayreuth, 1976), which rendered a 
demythologized, theatricalised, discontinuous Wagner,9 Heiner Müller’s “Beckettian adaptation” of Tristan und 
Isolde (Bayreuth, 1993), with the idea of waiting in vain at its core,10 and Syberberg’s film version of Parsifal 
(1982), a provocatively deconstructive reading of the last opera of the composer, staged against the torn up 
background of German history.11 One concern remains fundamental to Badiou: to dismiss the admittedly too 
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hasty association of Wagner with grandiosity and grandiloquence in order to favour a more nuanced political 
assessment of Wagner’s operas—a task he incidentally assigned himself with regard to Parsifal in another talk, 
the fifth lesson of the book.12

My aim is not to follow this debate—a debate unfortunately interrupted by Lacoue-Labarthe’s death in 
2007—in all its details and subtleties, nor even adequately to ponder whether it is not the case that Badiou 
illicitly simplifies some traits Lacoue-Labarthe’s approach for the sake of his argument, but rather to meet this 
Wagnerian encounter between two French philosophers head on with an apparently innocuous point. Badiou 
and Lacoue-Labarthe, even if for different reasons and with conflicting aims, tacitly agree that Nietzsche’s and 
Adorno’s criticisms complement each other or, at least, tend to converge. Indeed, according to Badiou, “the fact 
that this quarrel [Adorno’s] is a replay of the one engaged in by Nietzsche, the initiator of the first great quarrel 
with Wagner, cannot fail to pique our interest.”13 Likewise, it is clear for him that the deeper one analyses the 
musical dimension of all these anti-Wagnerian quarrels the more their unity becomes apparent: “Nietzsche, 
Heidegger, Adorno and Lacoue-Labarthe all agree in viewing Wagner as someone who forces musical unity 
upon a variegated mass, upon differences whose essential character of otherness disappears or dissolves as a 
result.”14 Thus, however antithetical their goals might be—indeed, Lacoue-Labarthe seeks to strengthen the 
critical stances he works through, whereas Badiou endeavours to disown them—both philosophers construe and 
cope with the classical criticisms of The Case of Wagner [Der fall Wagner] and In Search of Wagner [Versuch 
über Wagner] as a unified block. It is precisely this implicit assumption concerning the complementarity of 
Nietzsche’s and Adorno’s critical views of Wagner that I will attempt to call into question. 

No genuinely new interpretation of any of Wagner’s operas, however, will be given in the following pages. And 
yet, hopefully, they might challenge a little bit the way we look at Wagner’s artistic legacy today. So viewed, it 
is first and foremost intended to question the negative image of Wagner by means of risking an unconventional 
re-reading of the “Wagner’s case classics”—a re-reading, as suggested, aimed at grasping the discontinuity, 
rather than the continuity, between Nietzsche’s and Adorno’s criticisms. It might also be said that the aim of this 
article is to pave the way for a philosophical immanent critique of anti-Wagnerism and to suggest new ways of 
interpreting and experiencing Wagner’s work against the grain. 

In the following section, I will focus exclusively on The Case of Wagner (hereafter cited in the text as CW)15 
and In Search of Wagner (hereafter cited in the text as SW),16 leaving other texts on the composer by the 
two philosophers to one side. I decided to consent to this methodologically motivated restriction, despite, for 
instance, the undeniable relevance of Adorno’s late essays on Wagner for a contemporary re-evaluation of his 
work—especially “Wagner’s Relevance for Today” (1963) and “Wagner and Bayreuth” (1966)17—, because 
I believe that it is in these two texts that Nietzsche’s and Adorno’s critiques of Wagner appear at their full 
strength. As a result of the detailed comparison of the main aspects of both works, the differences between 
them shall hopefully come into view, enabling an examination of how they might broaden our understanding 
of Wagner’s operas themselves.

A BARELY NOTICED DISAGREEMENT

Going straight to the heart of the matter, let me consider some disparate insights regarding rhythm,18 style,19 and 
form.20 According to Nietzsche, “Wagner has the same effect as continual consumption of alcohol: blunting, 
and obstructing the stomach with phlegm. Specific effect: degeneration of the sense of rhythm. In the end the 
Wagnerian calls rhythmic what I myself call, using a Greek proverb, ‘moving the swamps’” (CW 184). Indeed, 
in The Case of Wagner the composer continuously faces the charge of failing accuracy, of flirting, as it were, 
with chaos. 

Adorno, on his turn, also criticizes the rhythmical complexion of Wagner’s music in the context of a global 
analysis of its gesture (to which he devotes an entire chapter of In Search of Wagner). He does so, however, 
with quite different preoccupations in mind. Whereas Nietzsche blames Wagner for the lack of rhythmical 
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rigour, Adorno maintains that “his music is conceived in terms of the gesture of striking a blow and... [that] 
the whole idea of beating is fundamental to it” (SW 20).21 For him, the “composer-conductor” is enthroned in 
Wagner’s music, inasmuch as the “beating gesture” dominates his work through and through; abstract rigidity, 
rather than chaos, characterizes his rhythm: “Wagner’s use of the beat to control time is abstract; it is no more 
than the idea of time as something articulated by the beat and then projected onto the larger periods” (SW 23). 
In other words, tackling rhythm and style at once: “The methods by which Wagner blurs all dividing lines, 
and the monumental scale of both his subjects and his works, are inseparable from his longing to create in the 
“grand style,” a longing already inherent in the masterful gesture of the conductor” (SW 90).

The issue of style, as anyone familiar with Nietzsche’s texts might remark, was anything but foreign to him. 
And yet noticing this thematic confluence might be a misleading line of enquiry as well, for whereas Nietzsche 
maintains that Wagner was unable to achieve style—in fact, he asserts that the composer “disguised as principle 
his incapacity for giving organic form... [and] establishes a ‘dramatic style’ where we merely establish his 
incapacity for any style whatever” (CW 170-171)—Adorno criticizes him for aspiring to its grandeur. According 
to the latter, Wagner “not only took up the bourgeois profession of conductor, he was also the first composer 
to write music in the grand style” (SW 20). However, this ambiguous “achievement,” hanging on “stylisation” 
(SW 91), as well as revealing the composer’s “impatience towards everything isolated” (SW 90), appears to 
Adorno as a problematic feature of Wagner’s work—so problematic as to be attributed to the authoritarian, not 
to say fascist-like traits of Wagnerism—rather than as a reason for praising it.

The same kind of divergence becomes apparent when it comes to discuss form. According to Adorno, “what 
predominates [in Wagner] is already the totalitarian and seigneurial aspect of atomization; that devaluation of 
the individual vis-à-vis the totality, which excludes all authentic dialectical interaction” (SW 40), to the point 
that “the detail, designed from the outset with an eye on the whole, and without any intrinsic power, drifts into 
monotony again and again for that very reason” (SW 45). Simply put, Adorno blames Wagner for taking the 
side of the whole against the detail, for composing every sequence of his music rigorously, all too rigorously. 
The least one may say is that Nietzsche’s critique follows a quite different path: “every time, the anarchy of 
atoms, disgregation of the will... Everywhere paralysis, arduousness, torpidity or hostility and chaos: both 
more and more obvious the higher one ascends in forms of organization. The whole no longer lives at all: it is 
composite, calculated, artificial, and artifact” (CW 170).

Adorno, once again, could not be more at odds with Nietzsche’s interpretation at this point. For him, there is 
rather an affinity between the alleged formlessness of Wagner’s music, which he considers to be “the product 
not of chaos, but of false identity” (SW 31-32), and the implicit omnipresence of the whole in it. In fact, he 
maintains, the primacy of the whole is precisely what condemns the compositional process to become abstract, 
not the least because “its expressive elements are made to harmonize with each other according to a pre-
arranged design” (SW 91). In short, in Wagner’s works an aprioristic conception of form goes hand in hand 
with an abstract conception of time: “Wagner’s form is an empty shell: the unfolding in time to which it lays 
claim is inauthentic” (SW 32).

Indeed, to say it straightforwardly, the idea that Nietzsche and Adorno converge, as far as their appraisals of 
Wagner are concerned, is far less obvious than one tends to assume before comparing and contrasting their 
texts. In spite of this, my aim is not to posit their divergence as an alternative dogmatic assumption, but to 
foreground and work through their conflicting views to the extent that they may shed light on Wagner’s own 
work. Of course, it would be certainly possible to point out many passages in which Adorno takes Nietzsche’s 
critical insights as a point of departure for developing his own dialectical approach. Just as it would be fair 
to say that examining Adorno’s critique of Wagner with an eye on Nietzsche’s quarrel with Wagner turns out 
helpful to tackle the complexity of Adorno’s cultural criticism.22 This said, my point is not to deny that Adorno 
retrieved many aspects of Nietzsche’s critique of Wagner, but to prevent such an acknowledgment from leading 
to a misunderstanding concerning the very core of both critiques. At the end of In search of Wagner, Adorno 
differentiates his own criticism of the composer from Nietzsche’s in a quite precise way:
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Wagner is not only the willing prophet and diligent lackey of imperialism and late-bourgeois 
terrorism. He also possesses the neurotic’s ability to contemplate his own decadence and to transcend 
it in an image that can withstand that all-consuming gaze. It might well be asked whether Nietzsche’s 
criterion of health is of greater benefit than the critical consciousness that Wagner’s grandiose 
weakness acquires in his commerce with the unconscious forces responsible for his own decadence. 
(SW 143) 

In the context of this inquiry, such an apparently insignificant twist could not be dismissed as a mere detail, 
given the extent to which a specific understanding of physiology proved central to Nietzsche’s approach to art. 
Here, I reckon, we reach the core of the problem. Nietzsche’s and Adorno’s critiques have absolutely different 
underpinnings. Nietzsche faults Wagner, from the standpoint of what he calls a “physiology of art” (CW 
169), for giving musical expression to decadence.23 In the final analysis, Wagner’s work faces the accusation 
of impoverishing life, of enhancing reactive forces by means of music—as much as Schopenhauer did by 
means of thought—and of corrupting music itself. These were admittedly his “crucial words,” those where his 
“seriousness begins” apropos of Wagner: “To the artist of decadence... I am far from looking on guilelessly 
while this decadent corrupts our health—and music as well... He makes sick whatever he touches—he has 
made music sick—” (CW 164).

Adorno for his part shows no sympathy for Nietzsche’s physiological argument. He rather charges Wagner 
from the standpoint of the critique of ideology, pointing the finger at the authoritarian and conformist 
aspects of his work.24 At issue, inevitably, is the “‘positive’ modification of Schopenhauer’s philosophy” 
in connection with a “theory of regeneration with its racist overtones” (SW 133). Furthermore, given that 
Adorno’s critique remains unavoidably interwoven with musical analysis, emphasis comes to be given to the 
notion of “phantasmagoria”—“the formal law governing the works of Richard Wagner,” which he construes 
as “the occultation of production by means of the outward appearance of the product” (SW 74). According to 
Adorno the notion of “phantasmagoria” allows a clearer understanding of how “the process of composition 
becomes the agent of ideology even before the latter is imported into the music dramas via literature” (SW 28). 
Brought together, in a “large-scale epic work of art” (SW 86), with the Wagnerian Gesamtkunstwerk—whose 
proto-fascist resonances Adorno is keen to denounce—“phantasmagoria” is conceived of as the precise artistic 
counterpart to commodity fetishism: “it mirrors subjectivity by confronting the subject with the product of its 
own labour, but in such a way that labour that has gone into it is no longer identifiable” (SW 80).

The same false-friendship seems to be at stake regarding the question of effect—presumably the most striking 
point of convergence between Nietzsche and Adorno when it comes to Wagner. In fact, while Nietzsche points 
out the physiologically harmful effects of Wagnerian art, Adorno emphasizes that it might be ideologically 
reprehensible for fostering “false consciousness.” Wagner—whose music Nietzsche places under the sign of 
Circe—was too shrewd for formulas: so, if “everything that ever grew on the soil of impoverished life, all of the 
counterfeiting of transcendence and beyond, has found its most sublime advocate in Wagner’s art [this effect is 
obtained] not by means of formulas... but by means of a persuasion of sensuousness which in turn makes the 
spirit weary and worn-out” (CW 183).

Conversely, according to Adorno, the “phantasmagorical” character of Wagner’s art is to be seen, taking into 
account the dream-like expectations it raises, “as the deluded wish-fulfilment of would-be buyers” (SW 80). 
The “ideological effect” of the Wagnerian artwork consisting, first and foremost, in that it lends itself to a 
manipulative use, which is not at odds with the global commodification of society. So viewed, phantasmagoria 
is to be understood, in the light of its unromantic side, “as the point at which aesthetic appearance becomes a 
function of the character of the commodity” (SW 79), inasmuch as, in Adorno’s terms:

The absolute reality of the unreal is nothing but the reality of a phenomenon that not only strives 
unceasingly to spirit away its own origins in human labour, but also, inseparably from this process 
and in thrall to exchange value, assiduously emphasizes its use value, stressing that this is its authentic 
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reality, that it is ‘no imitation’ – and all this in order to further the cause of exchange value. (SW 79)

At this point, the reader might finally wonder whether—before becoming apparent in the writings of Wagner’s 
passionate critics—those asymmetries, contradictions, tensions are not embedded in Wagner’s own works.

NEITHER... NOR...

It would be no doubt naive to claim originality for the idea that Wagner’s operas are immersed in contradictions 
of various kinds. That Wagner’s oeuvre constitutes one of the most contradictory artistic undertakings in 
European modernity has long been acknowledged to the point of having become common sense. If only for this 
reason one could legitimately ask: what is the point of re-reading Nietzsche’s and Adorno’s seminal texts about 
Wagner, if the inner contradictions of Wagner’s work seem to constitute the main result of such a comparative 
effort? Before answering to this question, let me focus on a particular contradiction, which also finds echo 
in the criticisms developed in The Case of Wagner and In Search of Wagner: the contradiction between an 
optimistic reading of Der Ring des Nibelungen and a nihilistic one.25

Surely, this contradiction is intimately connected with Wagner’s own hesitation concerning the end of his four-
part music drama.26 From 1848 to 1874 (when the composer finally composed the final bars of Götterdämmerung), 
he changed his mind several times on how the cycle should come to an end, and on how the final catastrophe 
should be interpreted by Brünnhilde in her final speech. For the composer and dramatist the matter was not a 
merely artistic dilemma. In fact it involved Wagner’s innermost political and philosophical convictions, and 
reflected the way these were about to change, especially in the early 1850s, after the revolutionary uprising in 
Dresden in May 1849. At least four versions of this part of the speech (before Brünnhilde calls her horse Grane 
and rides it into the fire) are known, but none of them has been set to music. Nevertheless, two of them—the 
most philosophically pregnant, despite their undeniable differences—have been included as footnotes in the 
final printed edition of the text. They reflect Wagner’s readings of Feuerbach and Schopenhauer, and the fact 
that he passionately embraced both world-views—with all their artistic and political implication—at different, 
though overlapping moments of his life.27

As far as the Ring is concerned, back to our seminal disagreement on Wagner, Nietzsche draws attention 
to what he calls the translation of the Ring into Schopenhauer’s terms. For him this absolutely crucial twist 
happened in media res, around 1854, when Wagner read for the first time The World as Will and Representation, 
and, in Nietzsche’s words, “the ship [of Wagner’s revolutionary optimism, allegorized in the Ring] struck a 
reef; Wagner was stuck. The reef was Schopenhauer’s philosophy; Wagner was stranded on a contrary world 
view” (CW 164).

Even though such a translation involved slight, rather than major changes to the libretto (thanks to the ambiguity 
of the saga), this changing process constitutes for Nietzsche a crucial clue to understanding Wagner and his 
work: “translating” the Ring into Schopenhauer’s terms would have meant to Wagner that he was redeemed 
from having been an optimist, from having “believed in the Revolution as much as ever a Frenchman believed 
in it,” from having “believed that in Siegfried he had found the typical revolutionary” (CW 163). Initially, 
around 1849, “‘the old God,’ after having compromised himself morally in every respect, is finally redeemed 
by a free spirit and immoralist [Siegfried]” (CW 160). After 1954, it is Siegfried, like Wagner himself, who is in 
need of redemption. According to Nietzsche, rather than feeling enthusiasm about Siegfried being a free spirit, 
the composer is now more inclined to subscribe to the underlying meaning of Wotan’s words from the end of 
Die Walküre, when the god explains the inescapable reasons that prompted him to renounce his plans. He now 
just wants the end to be soon. In Nietzsche’s pitilessly ironical words: “Only the philosopher of decadence gave 
to the artist of decadence—himself” (CW 164).28

All this, once again, seems quite far from Adorno’s reading. Concerning the Ring the author of Negative 
Dialectics is rather keen to stress the fact that everything seems to happen in the tetralogy for the sake of 
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totality, as if all its peripeteia followed each other under the spell of the ruse of reason (however unreasonable 
this reason might be). In this aspect he states that the Ring, despite Wagner’s preference for Schopenhauer, is in 
agreement with Hegel’s philosophy of history (SW 119). Indeed, as the philosopher also suggests, even when 
Siegfried comes across Wotan and shatters his spear, the “sacred register of contracts,” he is not countering 
but still involuntarily following Wotan’s will—for at this point the God intimately desires nothing but his 
own—and the world’s—annihilation. According to Adorno, there is no real opposition between Siegfried and 
Wotan. It is as if the god, standing for the whole, had absorbed the man, and the divine violence manifested 
itself through Siegfried’s action. 

The rebel of the particular becomes the executive organ of the totality; that is to say he destroys it 
without ever discovering a new, different totality. The totality itself, however, is the bad eternity 
of rebellion as anarchy and unrelenting self-destruction. There is in fact no real demarcation line 
separating Wotan, the father of the gods, and Siegfried, his lethal rescuer and the antagonist who 
succours him, and in their union the Ring celebrates the capitulation of the revolution that never was. 
(SW 121)

Overall, the point of illuminating Siegfried’s ultimate allegiance to Wotan (the fact that the hero’s rebellion 
against the God’s absolute spirit is, in the final analysis, without consequences) is to be able to unravel the 
illusions underlying a politically and historically optimistic reading of the Ring. One might think of Bernard 
Shaw’s The Perfect Wagnerite, in which the author’s preference for Feuerbach’s ending becomes apparent. 
Even if Adorno shares many of the left-wing convictions of Shaw—besides, he would not be unsympathetic to 
Shaw’s Marxian interpretation of the Ring as an allegory of modern capitalism—he cannot but stress the most 
problematic features of Siegfried (his selfishness, his brutality, his narrowness).29 Furthermore, the very idea of 
a mythical forerunner of the emancipation of mankind is per se worth being handled with reticence.

In their rejection of both optimism and nihilism, Adorno and Nietzsche are not at odds with one another. But 
again, this is far from meaning that the two critiques coincide. Indeed, Adorno mistrusts Siegfried’s tireless 
vitality, and shows no enthusiasm for his “declaration of war against morality” (CW 163). For him, Siegfried’s 
violent deeds—the presumable manifestation of his will to power, to paraphrase Shaw’s comment on Siegfried 
being “in short, a totally unmoral person, a born anarchist, the ideal of Bakoonin, an anticipation of the ‘overman’ 
of Nietzsche”30—are as arbitrary as the power against which Siegfried strives, while remaining unaware that he 
actually enhances it. In this regard, Nietzsche’s critical insights seem to stem from a quite different intuition: 
the hint that Wotan’s renunciation—criticized as such, as a reproachable farewell to the will to live, and not so 
much as a deplorable dismissal of revolutionary prospects—reflects Wagner’s own acquiescence to nihilism, 
which turns the final scene of Die Walküre, from the hindsight of a global Schopenhauerian reinterpretation of 
the Ring, into the “pregnant moment” of the entire cycle.

CHRONICLE OF AN END FORETOLD

The Ring remains today an unsolved problem. So thought Deryck Cooke, whose unfinished study of Wagner’s 
tetralogy, entitled I Saw the World End (1979), cautiously begins with the following words:

At this stage in the history of Wagner studies, any would-be interpreter of The Ring faces the immediate 
question: ‘Is your interpretation really necessary?’ Perhaps we have interpreted and reinterpreted this 
masterpiece until we are in danger of interpreting it out of all recognition. Perhaps it is time to leave 
it alone, and let it speak for itself.31

Judging by the length of the book, it seems that Cooke did not give much credit—fortunately for his posthumous 
readers—to the intimation that it was time to leave the Ring alone. And yet, as echoes of the concerns expressed 
in the above passage still resonate today, it should be said that one of its implicit assumptions—that, seemingly, 
there is such a thing as a work that once left alone would speak for itself—is only too seldom questioned. Such 
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an assumption, provided that the historicity of any work of art is to be brought under serious consideration, is 
of course untenable. 

But this alone does not prevent another question from arising—the question as to whether it is possible to avoid 
“arbitrariness,” when it comes to interpret quite complex an artwork as the Der Ring des Nibelungen. After all, 
as Benjamin intimates while discussing the task of translation, the attempt to do justice to the historicity of an 
artwork—which entails acknowledging that the work itself, so not only the way it is experienced, interpreted, 
or criticized, changes throughout history—does not lead to historical relativism. The task, he suggests, is to 
do justice to the afterlife of artworks in way that prompts the translator to reject historicism and a-historicism 
alike. Both freedom and faithfulness are needed. 32 Benjamin, it is true, has literary works in mind, but, mutatis 
mutandis, is not the task of operatic critics, theorists, commentators—and stage directors—akin to that of 
translators?

Leaving for a moment the field of critical theorization for that of staging practice33—and paraphrasing the title of 
a recent essay by Jameson—the question would be whether there is a way of distinguishing between Regieoper 
and Eurotrash.34 In other words: is there a way of deciding whether a production succeeds in bringing into view 
previously unnoticed features of a musico-dramatic work, or simply goes astray in the attempt to “actualize” 
it? Of course, there is no way of answering such a question but with regard to particular productions. In any 
case, the simple fact of raising it presupposes that one agrees that a great deal of interpretation is to take place, 
no matter the risks it involves. 

As a result, facing Wagner’s operas and the Ring in particular—be it as a critic, a director, or a spectator—
means crossing a terrain of perplexities, difficulties, and ambivalences. Undecidable, as Badiou frequently 
puts it,35 might be a good word to describe Wagner’s work quite faithfully—at the cost, however, of slightly 
enfeebling the very notion of faithfulness. For where, in the final analysis, would faithfulness to a work lie, 
when the core of that work remains undecidable in itself? Radically put, according to Žižek, “the only way to be 
faithful to a classic work is to take such a risk [incidentally, of transposing Wagner’s operas to a different, often 
contemporary, time, or of changing some facts of the narrative itself],”36 or even—borrowing this time from 
Edward Said—of “accentuating the discrepancies in Wagner, and doing it both by deliberate anachronism (not 
being true to his explicit stage-directions, for instance), and with a sense of freedom about what must remain 
unresolved, antinomian, bewildering in his work.”37 Along the same lines, Jameson too, speaking of Kasper 
Holten’s Ring (Copenhagen, 2006-7) ends up by approving the director’s “more brutal interventions” inasmuch 
as at some points they “heighten the meaning and the drama of the ring itself.”38

One thing is for sure: there is no chance of bypassing a huge array of difficulties while interpreting or staging 
the Ring—unless, of course, we are persuaded that the Ring’s afterlife has already come to an end. If this 
were true, then the very case of Wagner would have reached its own post-history, as Lepage’s technically 
spectacular, though conceptually anodyne staging of the Ring in the Metropolitan Opera House seems to 
suggest...39 That not being the case, to put it quite bluntly, the controversy aroused by radical interpretations, 
however doubtful they might be, is still preferable to no interpretation at all. Consequently the point is not 
so much either, I feel tempted to add, that Wagner’s works are “robust enough to withstand reinterpretations 
that seem to challenge their very essence.”40 Such an observation presupposes that the essence of the works 
under consideration remains the same throughout history, whereas the point is rather that what remains has no 
stabile, let alone univocal, essence... Such a claim seems to fit Wagner like a glove, as Adorno himself sharply 
acknowledged in the 1960s:

[W]orks of art are not complete in themselves. They create a magnetic field [Spannungsfeld] of 
all possible intentions and forces, of inner tendencies and countervailing ones, of successful and 
necessarily unsuccessful elements. Objectively, new layers are constantly detaching themselves, 
emerging from within; others grow irrelevant and die off. One relates to a work of art not merely, 
as is often said, by adapting it to fit a new situation, but rather by deciphering within it things to 
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which one has a historically different reaction. The position of consciousness toward Wagner that I 
experience as my own whenever I encounter him, and which is not only mine, is even more deserving 
of the appellation ‘ambivalent’ than the earlier position—an oscillation between attraction and 
repulsion. This only points back to the Janus-like character of the work itself. Undoubtedly, every art 
of significance exhibits something like this, Wagner’s especially.41

It is of the utmost importance, notably to put this article into the right perspective, to bear in mind that Adorno’s 
view of Wagner significantly evolved since In Search of Wagner, and that the philosopher ascribed his newest—
even more ambivalent—appraisal of Wagner to the historical ripening of the composer’s artistic legacy itself 
(from mid-1930s to early 1960s). In any case, the significance of Adorno’s changing of views notwithstanding, 
the aim of carrying out a parallel re-reading of Nietzsche’s (later) and Adorno’s (early) critical writings on 
Wagner was not to come to the conclusion that they both simply missed the point... What is at stake is actually 
not so much that they were both wrong but rather that they might well be both not seldom right—though not 
right to the point of precluding other, even if rigorously inverse, interpretations. One should not forget, by the 
way, that Nietzsche and Adorno are not simply among Wagner’s harshest critics. They are also two of the most 
insightful interpreters, listeners, spectators—and admirers—of his work. There is no way of getting rid of their 
criticisms so easily as by means of “contextualizing” them (relegating them to a personal, albeit intellectually 
motivated, quarrel in the case of Nietzsche, or envisioning them against the background of the rise of Nazism 
in Germany in the case of Adorno). 

Thus, to come to some conclusions, I would say that the purpose of shedding light on the generally overlooked 
differences between Nietzsche’s and Adorno’s critiques of Wagner is twofold. On the one side, as I stated 
above, there is the challenge of laying the ground for a philosophically grounded immanent critique—almost 
in the manner of a reductio ad absurdum—of (a certain) anti-Wagnerism (notably one encouraged by authors 
relying on Nietzsche and Adorno, rather than by these two philosophers themselves).42 If, in the first place, 
the criticisms levelled against Wagner are for the most part based on, or could be traced back to Nietzsche’s 
and Adorno’s critical claims (as Lacoue-Labarthe suggests), and, in the second place, if these claims are so 
often not only incompatible, but also even paradoxical (as I try to make apparent), then one may surmise that 
whenever the most adamant critics of Wagner attempt to denounce the entanglement of his works with the 
composer’s ideology they themselves end up tangled in contradictions and misunderstandings. 

Take, for instance, the oft-repeated leitmotif of anti-Wagnerism—the claim that Wagner’s anti-Semitic ideas, 
which he indisputably put forth in his theoretical writings, also permeate his work through and through (a 
claim shared by authors such as Robert W. Gutman,43 Paul Lawrence Rose,44 or Marc A. Weiner,45 or Michael 
Mack).46 Certainly, I would not reject the claim that Wagner’s ideas should be taken into consideration while 
interpreting his operas, but a line should be drawn at some point between taking even the most compromising 
of Wagner’s ideas into consideration and assuming or intimating that they somehow provide the ultimate key 
to understanding his operas. After all, even Jacob Katz, the author of The Darker Side of Genius. Richard 
Wagner’s Anti-Semitism, observed that “without forced speculation, very little in the artistic work of Wagner 
can be related to his attitude toward Jews and Judaism.”47 It is also true that one might—and even should—
wonder what “very little” exactly means. Consequently, it is also worth taking into consideration subtler ways 
of detecting and putting into perspective how Wagner’s ideas might have found a way into his works (for 
instance by means of the representation of the body, as Marc A. Weiner claims). But such an analysis, valuable 
as it is, does not entitle this author or anyone else to generalise the claim that Wagner’s works are linked to the 
composer’s anti-Semitic ideas so as to enable a global appraisal of Wagner’s work as essentially anti-Semitic.
Moreover, it should be added, to get a hint of how ambiguous the issue really is, that even Wotan and the 
Dutchman—two of Wagner’s “heros”—might be seen as Jew figures as well.48 So why should one exclusively 
consider Beckmesser (from the Meistersinger), Mime and Alberich (from the Ring), and Kundry (from 
Parsifal) when it comes to tackle Wagner’s Anti-Semitism?  And is not Hagen (the murderer of Siegfried) an 
accurate portrait of a fascist-minded leader?49 Should not implications be drawn from this as well, given that 
Hagen deserved from Wagner the least sympathy? As for the musical dimension of his works: an acknowledged 
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master in the art of the great gesture as Wagner was, was he not a subtle miniaturist as well?50 And do his operas 
not lend themselves to Beckettian51, and even Brechtian52, readings? 

Of course, one might argue that the purported features enabling those readings are distressingly contradictory. 
But this is precisely the point: to stress that the contradictions of Wagner’s work provide a touchstone, rather 
than an obstacle, to the task of reinterpreting it against both the grain of history and the spirit of time. So, 
we do not need to—actually we should not—lose sight of Nietzsche’s and Adorno’s criticisms in order to 
value Wagner’s work positively. Right on the contrary, I maintain, insofar as the purpose of reappraising 
the Wagnerian disagreement between these philosophers is twofold: to counter, on the one hand, a strictly 
negative—unilateral, single-minded, ideologically biased—view of Wagner, and, on the other hand, to prevent 
an unreservedly positive—unproblematic, apologetic, naively apolitical—one to take the lead. It would be 
misleading, to say the least, to divert attention from the ambivalence of Wagner’s works by praising him simply 
as a great composer of extraordinary music, who may be said to have paved the way to new trends in twentieth-
century music, and influenced other arts so deeply as to appear as a prominent precursor of cinema. 53

“Contradiction” might well be an attractive but vain word until one actually delves into the work deemed 
contradictory. So, if Wagner’s operas, to follow Adorno’s claim, are still to be experienced and judged as 
historical Spannungsfelder, it is likely that their contradictions will continue to challenge, or even to contradict, 
our present. Now, all this presupposes that we are able to prevent Wagner’s artistic legacy to be either so strictly 
assessed as to be relegated to a never-ending trial before history (as it happens whenever one defines his work 
as proto-fascist, or proto-Nazi), or so loosely interpreted as artistically valuable, but ideologically value-free 
(as it is the case whenever one explores Wagner’s artistic virtues at the cost of making light of the political 
ambivalence of his work). 

As said, nothing as regards Wagner is once for all decided, and hardly anything turns out to be unproblematic. 
But it might be the case that a possible clue to renew our relationship to his legacy lies where it is less expected: 
in the unfolding of a long dissensus over the very criticability of Wagner’s works, in that this dissensus—as in 
the paradigmatic case of the disagreement between Nietzsche and Adorno—constantly unveils their resistance 
to any, be it positive or negative, consensually agreed appraisal of their ultimate meaning and value.
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40. Barry Millington, “‘Faithful, all too Faithful’: Fidelity and Ring Stagings.” The Opera Quarterly 23: 2-3 (Spring-Summer 
2007, 275). The comment appears at the end of the article in which—it must be clarified—Barry Millington positively 
assesses some indisputably daring productions of the Ring—by Patrice Chéreau (Bayreuth, 1976), Peter Konwitschny 
(Stuttgart, 1999-2002), and Keith Warner (London, 2004-6).
41. Adorno, “Wagner’s Relevance,” 586-587.
42. See Robert W. Gutman’s constant references to Nietzsche in his Richard Wagner. The Man, His Mind and His Music, 
Harmondsworth: Pelican Books, 1971 [1968], Paul Lawrence Rose’s very selective borrowing from Adorno in Wagner: Race 
and Revolution, London: Faber and Faber, 1992, 71, or Marc A. Weiner’s integration of arguments by both philosopher’s 
into his own in Richard Wagner, and the Anti-Semitic Imagination, Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska Press, 1995.
43. See, for instance, Gutman, Richard Wagner, 13: “Unhappily, a proto-Nazism, expressed mainly through an 
unextinguishable loathing of the Jews, was one of Wagner’s principal leitmotifs, the venomous tendrils of anti-Semitism 
twining through his life and work.” [My emphasis.]
44. In Paul Lawrence Rose’s radical view:

The questions of Wagner’s antisemitism and Hitler’s exploitation of it are fundamental, but what is ultimately 
at stake in banning Wagner is the sustaining of the memory of the Holocaust itself. There was a Holocaust, and 
Wagner’s self-righteous ravings, sublimated into his music, were one of the most potent elements in creating the 
mentality that made such enormity thinkable—and performable (Lawrence Rose, Race and Revolution, 192; my 
emphasis).
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45. As Marc A. Weiner sums up part of the argument of his book:

[B]y analyzing a host of corporeal iconographies of difference—racial, sexual, and otherwise—that were central 
to the Wagnerian artwork and to the culture in which the composer lived, I wish to demonstrate that those strands 
in the literature on Wagner and those stagings of his works that would disavow (either categorically or implicitly) 
the role of Anti-Semitism in his theories, his libretti, and the music he composed for his works for the stage are 
either indefensibly wrong or, at best, incomplete (Weiner, Anti-Semitic Imagination, 27; my emphasis).

46. According to Michael Mack:

[T]he illuminating analysis of the Nibelungen as anti-Semitic stereotypes can be extended to all those characters 
who want to keep the ring in order to raise the prospect of progress within the material world. Except for Siegfried 
and possibly Brünhilde and the Rhine maidens, all protagonists of the Ring Cycle depict Wagner’s racist fear of a 
European society that has become infiltrated by ‘Jehovah’s principle of power’ (Michael Mack, “Richard Wagner 
and the Trajectory of German Transcendental Philosophy” Telos 123 (Spring 2002, 102); my emphasis).

47. Jacob Katz, The Darker Side of Genius. Richard Wagner’s Anti-Semitism [Richard Wagner: Vorbote des Antisemitismus]. 
Hanover, London: University Press of New England, 1986, ix-x. For highly informed study of the relation of Wagner’s work 
to anti-Semitism, see Dieter Borchmeyer, “The Question of Anti-Semitism.” Trans. Stewart Spencer. Wagner Handbook. Eds 
Ulrich Müller, Peter Wapnewski. Trans. Ed. John Deathridge. Cambridge, Massachusetts, and London: Harvard University 
Press, 1992, 166-185.
48. See Borchmeyer, “The Question,” 183-84, and Žižek, “Why is Wagner Worth Saving?” Journal of Philosophy & Scripture 
2:1 (Fall 2004, 26): “One should also bear in mind that, after his moral fiasco in Walkure, Wotan turns into ‘Wanderer’—a 
figure of the Wandering Jew like already the first great Wagnerian hero, the Flying Dutchman...”
49. As Žižek, again, has pointed out: 

Significantly, it is ONLY [sic] Wagner who depicts Hagen as a figure of Evil—is this not an indication of how 
Wagner nonetheless belongs to the modern space of freedom? And is Lang’s return to the positive Hagen not 
an indication of how the XXth century marked the reemergence of a new barbarism? It was Wagner’s genius to 
intuit ahead of his time the rising figure of the Fascist ruthless executive who is at the same time a rabble-rousing 
demagogue (recall Hagen’s terrifying Maennerruf)... (Žižek, “Worth Saving?” 24).

50. Now giving the floor to Pierre Boulez:

A careful study of the music makes it clear that we are a long way from any commonplace rhetoric of amplification 
and redundance... Wagner’s motives run through the work like characters in a novel, sometimes vanishing without 
trace after a single appearance and sometimes taking on a quite unsuspected importance... The increasingly subtle 
transformation of the motives, for instance, is not to be simply explained, either by dramatic necessity or by the 
pleasure of manipulating them for its own sake, the exercise of an acquired virtuosity. It should rather be related 
to his need to integrate with his work for the theatre all the most demanding and most essential characteristics of 
‘pure’ music without sacrificing the drama to an alien formal structure (Pierre Boulez, Orientations. Trans. Martin 
Cooper. Harvard: Harvard University Press, 1986 [1981], 282-283).

51. See Badiou, Five Lessons, 122: “One of the ironies Heiner Müller brought out was to show that staging Tristan like 
Beckett would really hold up, that a Beckettian adaptation of Tristan’s waiting was possible.”
52. See Žižek, “Worth Saving?” 22: “So what if the NEW [sic] collective is something like a revolutionary party, what if one 
takes the risk of reading Parsifal as the precursor of Brecht’s Lehrstuecke, what if its topic of sacrifice points towards that of 
Brecht’s Die Massnahme...?”
53. In fact caution is needed while evaluating the role that Wagner might come to play in the discussion of the relationship 
between opera and cinema. It is tempting—perhaps all too tempting—to assign Wagner’s work a pivotal role when it comes 
to discuss such a relationship historically, as well as politically and aesthetically. The result is the intimation, which is quite 
noticeable in recent scholarly works (see Jeongwon Joe and Sander L. Gilman (eds), Wagner & Cinema. Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 2010), that we are either to blame Wagner as a precursor of Hollywood kitsch or to praise him as 
a forerunner of cinema’s synaesthetic virtues. The schizophrenia of this theoretical landscape, however, eventually prompts 
the question as to whether we are bound to tumble from a drastically negative into a naively positive view of Wagner... For 
a both sharply critical and bias-free discussion of Wagner’s anti-Semitism in relation to cinema (with an eye on Fritz Lang’s 
Die Nibelungen), see David J. Levin, Richard Wagner, Fritz Lang, and the Nibelungen. The Dramaturgy of Disavowal. 
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Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1998. For a compelling analysis of the uses of Lohengrin’s prelude in 
Chaplin’s The Great Dictator, centred on how such an use alters our perception of Wagner’s music (allowing an anti-anti-
Semitic reading of it), by virtue of the ambiguous association of its ethereal sonority both to the dream of the megalomaniac 
dictator (initially) and to the collective dream of a humanity freed from authoritarianism (at end of the film), see Lawrence 
Kramer, “Contesting Wagner. The Lohengrin Prelude and Anti-anti-Semitism.” Opera and Modern Culture. Wagner and 
Strauss. London: University of California Press, 42-74.
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HERMENEUTICS, HISTORY, AND THE NIHILISTIC PROCESS OF WEAKENING

Hermeneutics as the philosophy of interpretation, rather than as a branch of another discipline such as biblical 
study, has become the koine of late-modern philosophy, according to the philosopher Gianni Vattimo. The 
moment in history when hermeneutics has arisen is after the death of God, the “event” in which it is no longer 
possible, if one has read the signs of the times, or a lot of Marx, Freud, Nietzsche, and Wittgenstein,1 to believe 
in epistemic foundations or certainty; this is nihilism, the self-devaluing of the highest values, an understanding 
of the term that permeates Vattimo’s philosophy and which he borrows from the start of Nietzsche’s The Will to 
Power. The death of God, for Vattimo, is an announcement of the consummation of this nihilistic process, even 
if this process is construed as indefinite in order to avoid positing a metaphysical nothing (Vattimo, following 
Heidegger, characterises metaphysics as violent due to it silencing debate by drawing back to fixed first 
principles). The religious proscription of lying turned out to be a lie, and the stability afforded by monotheism 
to society gave rise to science and technology, rendering God superfluous.2 The security of monotheism may 
not be needed, but science and technology have challenged the privileged status of humankind. Like the 
Copernican revolution, man is rolling from the centre towards X,3 to use one of Vattimo’s favourite Nietzschean 
terms for the late-modern experience. This feeling of a lack of epistemic stability reflects the Heideggerian 
analogue of the death of God, the end of metaphysics. Vattimo realises that Heidegger would not have classified 
himself as a nihilist, for the latter in Heidegger’s eyes was the flattening of Being onto value that is the result 
of the forgetting of Being. Nevertheless, Vattimo reads Heidegger in a nihilistic sense, that Heidegger’s 
understanding of Being as an historical opening (“event”) is a rejection of the notion of absolute truth and 
violent metaphysical first principles (“violent,” Vattimo thinks, because they silence questioning). The history 
of nihilism can be summed up by a lengthy aphorism from Nietzsche’s Twilight of the Idols frequently cited 
by Vattimo: “How the Real World Finally Became a Fable.”4 Vattimo follows Heidegger’s reading of the text 
in which Plato’s eternal, transcendent world of forms became historicised by Christianity in the promise of 
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heaven to come, but this promise became interiorised by Descartes and Kant when the idea of knowledge was 
interrogated in a quest for certainty, before the positivistic approach to scientific inquiry, the last bastion of 
objective truth, became devalued when it became clear that such inquiry is not disinterested. With the ending of 
the real world also ended the apparent world and therefore this history concludes in nihilism.

If there is no real world, apparent world, absolute truth or value, or certainty, surely everything is just will to 
power, letting the strongest interpretation win? Less aggressively (or more optimistically), will nihilism lead 
only to cultural relativism? Against these interpretations of the philosophical situation of the late-modern, 
Vattimo has written that “hermeneutics is not just antifoundationalism plus interpretations in conflict. It 
also entails a philosophy of history…that views hermeneutics as the result of a ‘nihilistic’ process, in which 
metaphysical Being, meaning violence, consumes itself.”5 For the past twenty years, Vattimo has referred to 
this process as ‘secularisation’, and that “We are headed for secularization, another name for which is nihilism, 
the idea that objective Being has gradually consumed itself.”6 Normally secularisation means the abandonment 
of the sacred, and more colloquially the reduction in importance of the religious in the public arena. Indeed, 
Vattimo realises that religion had been banished in this sense due to the dominance of the semantic field of 
positivism before the event of the death of God; Vattimo follows Nietzsche in his unpublished essay “On Truth 
and Lies in an Extra Moral Sense” in holding that there is no reality, so language has to be metaphorical.7 
Before the end of metaphysics, one semantic field of metaphors dominated at any one time. After the death of 
God, the liberation of metaphors made it possible for Vattimo to return to religion. Despite Vattimo thinking 
he has returned to Christianity, a religion he abandoned some thirty years earlier in the 1960s, it is not really 
religion to which Vattimo has returned, for he distinguishes “religion” – and all the institutional accoutrements 
about which he for the most part has nothing good to say – from “faith.”8  Nevertheless, Vattimo regards this 
faith he has recovered as the missing piece of a philosophical puzzle that is “too good to be true.”9 

What is this puzzle, and why does Vattimo think that his excellent solution is “secularisation”? Although 
hermeneutics is, for Vattimo, the appropriate and logical koine for a philosophy in the light of the event of the 
death of God, it was mentioned above that he did not think it should entail that “anything goes.” Hermeneutics 
should neither be an overly aggressive domination of one interpretation over others, nor a passive, laissez-faire 
acceptance of interpretative plurality. The latter would leave philosophy politically and ethically toothless. 
As for the former, “strong” interpretations could well be due to reactive nihilism, a Nietzschean term for how 
some individuals and groups react to the event of the death of God. If other “metaphors” are liberated by the 
event of the death of God then all sorts of discourses may be released; some people may use this freedom as an 
opportunity to reassert their own identity now the univocal standard of rationality has been dissolved. Strong 
religious, ethnic, and political identities may assert themselves in an exclusionary sense now that they no 
longer need to measure up to a single rational standard. Vattimo sought a normative criterion for adjudicating 
between interpretative claims. Moreover, he also needed a rational basis for making a persuasive case against 
reactive nihilism, particularly when strong claims drew upon transcendent principles. Vattimo’s tactic has been 
to ground hermeneutics in an historical foundation by seeing it as the end of a process. This process is one 
of weakening, hence Vattimo’s philosophical “style” of “weak thought.” Weakening cannot be a dialectical 
overcoming, both because the traces of metaphysics are inescapably bound up with the language and tradition 
that constitute the horizon for experience and interaction (Nietzsche’s dictum that we cannot get rid of God 
until we get rid of grammar) and because a new beginning itself would be metaphysical insofar as it would 
either assert a new foundation in the Cartesian sense or would be an assertion of nothing. The latter point is why 
Vattimo insists that weakening has to be an indefinite process. 

Rather than overcome metaphysics, one can only “twist” it. Verwindung is a Heideggerian term employed 
extensively by Vattimo to refer the inescapability of the traces of metaphysics to which we must be resigned by 
virtue of the linguistic traditions into which we are thrown, while nevertheless realising the need to heal ourselves 
from the violence of metaphysics by distorting and altering these traces. Vattimo performs a Verwindung on 
secularisation, as well as on the Christian tradition as a whole when he is searching for a normative criterion 
for hermeneutics beyond the “style” of weakening in the history of the West. Indeed, while Vattimo already 
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has ways to ground hermeneutics historically (Heidegger’s notions of Ge-Stell/Ereignis, Nietzsche’s death of 
God and fabulation of the world), it is through the Christian concept of charity (caritas) that Vattimo thinks he 
has his hermeneutic criterion. Caritas is the basis that guides, limits, and endows secularisation as a nihilistic 
process of weakening which eventuates in the death of God and the philosophy of hermeneutics as its corollary 
in the late-modern.10

This paper first argues negatively that Vattimo’s account of the secularisation process, for which he realises he 
owes a significant debt to Wilhelm Dilthey, does not yield the kind of ethical principle he desires. Secondly, it 
offers a positive argument for how Vattimo could ground an historical ethic of weakening out of a process of 
secularisation by emphasising what Pierpaolo Antonello has called the “Trojan Horse” effect of Christianity: 
Christianity poses as a religion and a philosophy and weakens both by mixing the characteristics of each. 

THE PLACE OF SECULARISATION IN THE HISTORICAL 
GROUNDING OF HERMENEUTICS

How does Vattimo relate secularisation to the essence of Christianity, and why does caritas emerge as the 
normative criterion for hermeneutics? Vattimo sees caritas as the flip side to the Christology coin of kenosis. 
The latter term normally refers to the account of God divesting himself of his power to become Jesus Christ in 
St Paul’s “Christ hymn” of Philippians 2:5-11. Vattimo cites Philippians 2:7 once,11 but he is more interested 
in the general idea of kenosis indicating that God has a tendency for weakening,12 in which he sees a “family 
resemblance” to the history of Being as weakening: Having recognized its family resemblance with the biblical 
message of the history of salvation and with God’s incarnation, Vattimo thinks “philosophy can call the 
weakening that it discovers as the characteristic feature of the history of Being secularization in the broadest 
sense.”13 The term “secularisation” tends to be used a lot by Vattimo to refer to this process of weakening and 
to the examples of it he gives,, such as Max Weber’s recognition that capitalism is the secularisation of the 
Protestant work ethic.14 In order to understand how this process of secularization has its origin and impetus in 
Christianity, the message of Jesus seems less important for Vattimo than Jesus’ message, such as his message 
of calling humans to be God’s friends, not servants.15 The message of Jesus as the incarnation alone, even 
conceived as kenosis, would be insufficient grounding for hermeneutical nihilism historically. Luca D’Isanto, 
in his “Introduction” to Belief, interprets Vattimo’s use of the kenotic Christological model as indicating that 
Being enters into becoming in order to be endlessly reinterpretable, grounding hermeneutics historically in this 
way.16 This interpretation is elegant and in keeping with Vattimo’s philosophical schema. However, D’Isanto, 
like Vattimo, overlooks the difficulties this interpretation encounters when faced with the Wirkungsgeschichte 
(Gadamer’s notion of “effective history,” the traces of traditions that reach us today) of Christianity that include 
traces of doctrines such as the “Trinity” in particular, not to mention the related problem of the actual text 
of Philippians 2. The latter refers not only to the glory of the risen Christ (of which Vattimo is silent), but 
also his obedience to the Father, a point noted by other scholars commenting on Vattimo’s understanding of 
Christianity, such as Kevin Hart.17 Indeed, the figure of the Father presents a difficulty for Vattimo in the sense 
that taken together, the doctrine of the Trinity read back into Philippians 2 indicates that Being has not emptied 
itself wholly into becoming, as the Father remains apart from the Son. No-matter whether there comes a point 
in time in which, as is the case in the late-modern, hermeneutics has become the koine of philosophy, there 
always remains that which transcends becoming: God the Father. It is no coincidence that Vattimo has implied 
that God the Father,  the Old Testament God that has been surpassed by the Son and Spirit, is a metaphysical 
idea.18 Moreover, although Vattimo’s language at times hints to the contrary, he would not entertain the notion 
of a literal kenosis, for Vattimo states “Resisto all’idea che io possa fare una teo-logia solo se penso che la 
teologia sia un discorso descrittivo rigoroso” (“I resist the idea that I can create a theology only as a rigorously 
descriptive discourse”).19 Reducing Vattimo’s theology to a description of entities that come to presence, of 
describing a thing that is “actually” there in the measurable, metaphysical sense, would go down the route 
of Death of God theology, of God dying by emptying himself ever more into history in a vaguely Hegelian 
manner.20 
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However Vattimo conceives of kenosis, its significance for him is that it is a process that removes the sacral 
character of religion. Here Vattimo draws upon the thought of René Girard, the anthropologist who inadvertently 
“re-Christianised” Vattimo when the latter reviewed Girard’s book, Things Hidden Since the Foundation of the 
World,21 and was impressed with his notion of the “natural sacred.” Natural religions are founded upon the need 
to make victims to keep order in society. The mimetic drive in humans to desire what the other has escalates 
until violence threatens to consume society. A sacrificial scapegoat is killed to prevent the society’s destruction. 
Over time this becomes ever more ritualised and “assumes a sacral and divine character.”22 Girard sees the 
Old and New Testaments as intended to reveal what Girard calls the “victimary mechanism”; the person of 
Jesus was put to death because of his message of love which revealed this mechanism. Following Feuerbach 
and Marx, Vattimo thinks that when divinities are created, they often carry within them the psychological 
burden of a thirst for revenge. Vattimo expands Girard’s concept of the “natural sacred” to include this kind 
of vengeful deity. The latter has all the traditional attributes of the onto-theological, metaphysical God, such 
as omnipotence, absoluteness, eternity and transcendence. This move allows Vattimo to make a link between 
“secularization—the progressive dissolution of the natural sacred”23 and Heidegger’s notion of metaphysics 
as the history of the weakening of Being. Vattimo has even gone so far as to say that his reading of Girard has 
helped him “complete” Heidegger.24 Even if this is going too far, in Vattimo’s mind there is a clear parallel 
between the two thinkers, as is clear from his statement that “[f]or both Girard and Heidegger, the emancipatory 
meaning of history—the salvation that takes place in it—is related to a self-consumption of the violence that 
characterises natural religion or, in Heidegger—the metaphysical oblivion of Being.”25

Vattimo has shown surprise and disappointment that Girard has not developed his ideas into a theory of 
secularisation. Girard has avoided doing so not only in view of his profession as an anthropologist and his 
own Christian faith, but also because he has changed his ideas a lot over the years.26 As a result, Vattimo has 
taken the liberty to do so himself. Secularisation is emancipation through the weakening of strong structures, 
whether they be “naturally religious” or metaphysical; both have “violence” at their core. The Christian 
message acts as a blueprint for hermeneutical nihilism, a stimulus that grounds late-modern hermeneutics and 
functions aetiologically in terms of allowing “continuity” in a history of weakening,27 as well as preventing 
the event of the death of God being understood as some sort of rupture born out of transcendence acting in 
history. What does “continuity” mean in this context? From Vattimo’s writing it is unclear whether he sees 
secularisation as running parallel to, inspiring, causing, or being part of the same thread as the history of 
Being as a history of weakening. Following his reading of Heidegger, Vattimo reads the history of Being as 
having a nihilistic vocation beginning with Plato, before Christ, seemingly ruling out the two histories of 
weakening as running parallel, although cryptically Vattimo reads kenosis as extending back to the story of 
creation.28 In terms of “inspiring” the history of Being as weakening, Vattimo has referred to the Christian 
message as a “stimulus” for the end of metaphysics.29 As for a “causal” relationship, Nancy Frankenberry can 
write that “Vattimo’s narrative is distinctive for asserting a causal relationship between the Christian message 
of kenosis…and philosophical antifoundationalism, antiessentialism, and the collapse of capital-T Truth.”30 
Vattimo has also written that secularisation is the process in which the “Lord of the Bible” is both the author 
and effect.31 Frankenberry further notes that the Christian message of charity is the “point of convergence 
between philosophy’s downward path and the historical transmission of Christianity,”32 which implies that 
hermeneutical nihilism and Christianity are part of the same history, and Vattimo has talked of the history of the 
weakening of Being as a “transcription” of kenosis.33 Unhelpfully, all of these interpretations of “continuity” 
have some basis in Vattimo’s philosophy of secularisation. In short, Vattimo has an intuition about how the 
postmodern condition of hermeneutical nihilism has its origin and guiding thread in Christianity, and he has 
located these interpretations of “continuity” primarily in the way the message of the incarnation in Girard’s 
work relates to the history of weakening. However, in terms of developing this intuition through a persuasive 
explanation of how this relationship should be understood, Girard’s ideas do not lend themselves to a detailed 
theory of secularisation as Vattimo thinks they do. All they indicate is that the core of the Christian message is 
the unmasking of the natural sacred, not how this message has come to light today. Indeed, a cursory glance 
at the history of Christianity would indicate that the victimary mechanism was alive and well for the majority 
of the centuries since Christ’s death. Vattimo tries to explain this away by drawing upon Wilhelm Dilthey’s 
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thoughts on Augustine; influential Christian figures at the end of Roman Empire had to make compromises in 
order to preserve any kind of law, learning and culture at all.34 If Jesus’s revelation of the victimary mechanism 
became buried, it was due to political factors such as these.

The potential of Dilthey’s thought is arguably greater than Girard’s when it comes to how Vattimo turns his anti-
violent interpretation of Christianity as [?] a theory of secularisation in some of his later works into his return 
to religion. Remaining with Augustine, in After Christianity Vattimo draws upon his interpretation of Wilhelm 
Dilthey’s view, in  Introduction to the Human Sciences, on Christianity’s role in the history of ideas, namely 
that Christianity’s distinctive contribution was the principle of interiority. Whereas the ancients, according 
to Vattimo’s reading of Dilthey, were interested in the natural world and therefore founded a principle of 
objectivity based on this focus, the event of Christianity “shifts the attention of thought inward, putting at the 
center the will rather than the intellect.”35 This is due to the inner unity of faith among Christians.36 Dilthey 
was particularly interested in Augustine, in whom there existed a conflict between the “interiorising” principle 
of Christianity (which he expressed through the relation of his soul with God) and the Greek concern with the 
natural world or, in the case of Augustine, ideas external to oneself (the Platonic influence on Augustine). Vattimo 
believes that this conflict between the interior and exterior occurs throughout the history of Christianity.37 
Taking Dilthey’s insight and running with it, Vattimo places this conflict centre stage in the history of European 
thought and relates it to “Heidegger’s vision of metaphysics’ survival and dissolution”38 and Nietzsche’s phrase 
that “there are no facts, only interpretations.”39  What Vattimo fails to spell out sufficiently is how Heidegger’s 
“hermeneutic ontology” and Nietzsche’s nihilism “draw the extreme consequences from this principle” of 
interiority,40 although Vattimo may presume familiarity among his readers with Heidegger’s interpretation 
of Nietzsche’s notion of the will. Through this principle of interiority, objectivity may lose its “weight,” as 
Vattimo points out,41 but then Descartes and Kant illustrated how subjectivity could be just as metaphysical, the 
nihilistic vocation of metaphysics culminating in Nietzsche’s doctrine of the will to power’s value-positing.42 
Perhaps Vattimo expects his readers to be able to join the dots among his influences. Certainly the exterior/
interior dichotomy has a family resemblance [?] to Vattimo’s favourite story of how the world became a fable, 
from Plato down to positivism via Christianity and the Cartesian ego. The final stage, positivism, dissolves 
when it is realised that the objective world is dependent upon the human as measurer, but that the measurer is 
historically situated, interested, and manipulated by technology to want things that are not natural.43 

What one cannot find in Nietzsche or Heidegger, though, is Vattimo’s view that this principle of interiority is 
a call for friendship,44 linking back not only to Jesus’s message (John 15:15), but also to who Jesus is. God is 
no longer the authoritarian parent demanding servitude and sacrifice, but is instead the friend of humans who 
reveals violence for what it is: the naturalistic is violent, so turn inwards. Vattimo, in his interview “A Prayer 
for Silence,” states that “Augustine’s turn inwards is already a step forward with respect to the notion of 
objective truth, because once you turn inward you must also try to listen to others like you.”45 This is Vattimo’s 
much-maligned interpretation of the Christian virtue of caritas. For Vattimo, “in the place of truth we have put 
charity,”46 and this is why Dostoyevsky would choose Christ over truth47 and is also why we would say today 
that Plato is a better friend than truth. Charity is, for Vattimo, the limit of secularisation. That is, charity is what 
cannot be secularised, and is therefore also the principle of weakening expressed as a normative criterion for 
adjudicating between interpretations. Prima facie, it would appear as though Vattimo has created an absolute, 
something that would be at odds with his theory in which an absence of absolutes is precisely the point. This has 
led critics of Vattimo, such as Carravetta,48 Depoortere,49 and Jonkers,50 to accuse Vattimo of hypocrisy at worst, 
or inconsistency at best. These critics are being uncharitable to Vattimo because they are overlooking the fact 
that he has admitted that there are “gaps” in his argument.51 Instead, one should look harder to see what he is 
trying to do. On one level, caritas is the nihilistic process of weakening that Vattimo refers to as secularisation; 
reading the “signs of the times,” interpretation is in accordance with this process in virtue of being situated in 
the late-modern. Insofar as Vattimo, following Heidegger, holds to the human condition as one of “thrownness,” 
of having a pre-understanding based on a horizon that, in this case, is the irreducible plurality of interpretations 
as the nihilistic outcome of a history of weakening, then this reading of caritas is justified. However, as shall 
be discussed below, Vattimo seems to imply that “interpretation” not only indicates a historically-situated pre-
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understanding, but also involves an interpretative act, implying some kind of positive ethic that needs to be 
derived. This reading of Vattimo indicates that he is seeking an ethic, not just a way of describing a historical 
process. Moreover, in the above quotation from “A Prayer for Silence,” it has just been shown that in at least 
some parts of Vattimo’s thought (the times when he is most intent on showing how secularisation has taken 
place), charity is based on the principle of interiority culminating in the death of God/end of metaphysics. If 
one realises the provisionality and contingency of oneself based on one’s own subjectivity, then one should 
recognise that one cannot hold one’s own opinions with certainty and that, as a consequence, there must be 
other people, or Daseins, like oneself—historical, contingent subjects—to whom it is worth listening. This is 
why Vattimo, when defending his notion of caritas, refers to it as a form of “categorical imperative,”52 and 
it is no coincidence for Vattimo that the categorical imperative was an Enlightenment version of Jesus’s love 
commandment. Therefore, Vattimo’s caritas is not a substantial, cognitive ethic, but a formal commandment 
that is the ethical corollary of the principle of interiority that has led to secularisation as the realisation of the 
essence of the Christian message.

VATTIMO’S NOTION OF SECULARISATION AS 
A REPEAT OF ENLIGHTENMENT ANTHROPOCENTRISM

To recap, in the 1990s Vattimo felt a post-religious return to faith which he somewhat misleadingly referred 
to as his “return to religion.” He was led back to religion by Heidegger and Nietzsche, for he realised he was 
interested in these thinkers because of his Christian upbringing. Religious concepts, like overtly metaphysical 
notions and terminology, are unavoidable and cannot be overcome, but only “twisted.” To confront his heritage 
Vattimo needed not only to effect a Verwindung of religion, but also to establish an historico-ethical basis 
for hermeneutics to prevent both an “anything goes” approach to interpretation or a reactive nihilism based 
on a ghettoising approach to identity. To this end, Vattimo utilises Girard to bring together the violence of 
metaphysics and the violent, “naturalistic” and ontotheological aspects of religion he finds distasteful. Girard’s 
theory does not readily yield a theory of secularisation, so Vattimo turns to Dilthey’s reading of the history of 
Christianity as the turn inwards. Although vaguely worked-out, Vattimo brings together the notion of Jesus 
revealing in his person and words the violence of the natural sacred through his call to turn inwards through 
faith, loving your neighbour like you would love yourself. This message of interiority has slowly dissolved 
not only the natural sacred, but also its explicitly metaphysical correlate through the history of the weakening 
of Being, reaching its culmination in Nietzsche’s philosophy of the will to power and the dissolution of Being 
into value. This indefinite nihilistic process of secularisation has as its impetus and limit the formal principle 
of caritas.

Where Vattimo may be going wrong is his emphasis on the turn inwards as the historical ground for caritas. 
Although Vattimo writes, “once you turn inward you must also try to listen to others like you,”53 he has 
argued extensively against the idea of a strong subject, and “turning inward” presumes a subject. Following 
Heidegger, Vattimo thinks that the end of metaphysics is also the end of humanism. One can no longer believe 
in the certainty of a subject in the Cartesian or Kantian senses. If friendship has taken the place of truth, why 
ground this in the principle of interiority? The whole interior/exterior distinction, even if it had purchase in 
Christianity’s origins, should not convince today if Vattimo is right about the event of the death of God/end 
of metaphysics. On a number of occasions Vattimo refers to the “transpropriation” of subject and object in 
the Heideggerian notion of Ge-Stell,54 noting that these metaphysical appellations have become imputed one 
to another in the world of modern technology, leading to the dissolution of the subject. Continuing to speak 
along the lines of “subject” and “object,” “interior” and “exterior” betrays an enduring metaphysical tendency 
at odds with the end of metaphysics. In fairness to Vattimo, this is partially his point, that one cannot overcome 
metaphysics dialectically because we still have grammar and tradition. This is why Vattimo continues to speak 
of what Erik M. Vogt has called a “weakened subject,”55 one that has been on a “crash diet,”56 a subjectivity 
which is not to be conceived as an immutable essence present within history as a “soul” but a historically 
grounded Dasein involved in a network of communications. This subject is Vattimo’s Übermensch, a figure 
who, developing an unpublished fragment of Nietzsche’s, is “most moderate,”57 like the figure mentioned in 
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Nietzsche’s second Untimely Meditation, rummaging through the theatrical costume box of history, putting on 
and taking off myriad masks. Through this casual attitude one would ironically distort, “weaken,” or “twist” the 
strong structures associated with these historical traces of metaphysical subjectivity.

Apart from acting “ironically” through mask-wearing moderation, what is the normative difference between 
humanism in its “strong” form (upon which categorical imperatives have been built insofar as the human 
being has been regarded as the apex of rationality, aside from angels and God in some of humanism’s more 
theological guises) and Vattimo’s Übermensch in relation to his charitable categorical imperative? If one is 
meant to consider other Übermenschen “like you,” listening to them and bearing them in mind when one makes 
one’s own hermeneutical choices, what about others “not like you,” such as the natural world or people not 
engaged in “weak thought”? Charity is then limited to things capable of language, of interrogating their own 
being, at best, or only to fellow weak-thinking crash-diet subjects at worst. For instance, Vattimo would ban 
the wearing of the chador in public because it is a symbol of strong thought;58 should people be excluded if 
they fail to “read the signs of the times” by continuing to hold their traditions strongly? That Vattimo implies 
people can choose whether or not to read the “signs of the times” (that is, recognise that we are now living after 
the death of God), indicates, as Gavin Hyman points out, that Vattimo’s crash-diet subject is stronger and more 
metaphysical than he would care to admit; it is an agent, not a play of forces, a subject in the “nominative” 
rather than the “accusative” sense, to use Hyman’s terms.59 Vattimo even talks about the weak subject being 
an “autonomous interpreter.”60 Returning to the example of the chador, even though there is a “liberation of 
metaphors” after the death of God, it would seem Vattimo thinks some “strong” semantic fields and practices 
based on them should be returned to the margins. In banning a form of life from the public space, Vattimo has 
thus created a weak humanism and has repeated the Enlightenment in “low-carb” form, a charge that has been 
levelled against him by Thomas Guarino about other aspects of his return to religion.61

THE CHRISTIAN MESSAGE AS A TROJAN HORSE: 
RECONFIGURING SECULARISATION

Thankfully there are other resources within Vattimo’s account of religion to reconstruct a theory of secularisation 
that will do what Vattimo wants it to do without the dubious anthropocentrism (and, perhaps, Eurocentrism). 
It has been shown already that he uses Girard’s work to bring together different forms of violence (religious 
and metaphysical) in a “family resemblance.” The end of metaphysics is a “transcription” of the message of 
the incarnation. Christ has value for Vattimo both in terms of who he was said to be (the kenosis of God) and 
his message of friendship. Girard’s theory works on the basis that his sacrifice on the cross was not really a 
sacrifice, but an exposure of the victimary mechanism. Vattimo does not have much time for the cross, but 
telescopes Jesus’s person and prophecy together as his message of friendship exposes the violence of God 
the Father (which, through his Joachimism, he identifies with the authoritarian God of the Old Testament62). 
Whether one takes Girard’s view of “unmasking” or Vattimo’s, they both amount to the same thing: Christianity 
acted as a “Trojan Horse” for religion, to use Pierpaolo Antonello’s phrase,63 that it was not really a “religion,” 
but posed as one to expose the violence of the natural sacred. 

So far in this reconstruction there has been little or no divergence from Vattimo’s own account of secularisation. 
At this point, though, Vattimo would wish to draw upon the principle of interiority to explain how the message 
of friendship/caritas became an exemplar for, and stimulus of, the end of metaphysics. However, in order for 
this to occur one has to accept Dilthey’s principle of interiority which is only one particular, debatable account 
of the import and history of Christianity, which also limits one to human beings (and possibly only those 
engaged in weakening strong structures) insofar as weakening can only work itself out through normative 
inter-subjectivity. Is there another way in which the Christian message acted as an exemplar and/or stimulus for 
weakening metaphysical claims?  Arguably, one can see how Christianity’s missionary vocation enabled it to 
function as a “Trojan Horse” for philosophy as well as for religion. In other words, Christianity posed as religion 
and posed as philosophy, bringing them together and weakening both. This is an account of secularisation in 
Vattimo’s thought that has been developed in part by Carmelo Dotolo64 and by me elsewhere,65 and is being 
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extended further in this present study. Dotolo argues that the Christian message brought about a de-Hellenising 
in philosophy and a reduction of onto-theology in the content of philosophy. For philosophy, Dotolo interprets 
Vattimo as stating that philosophy was weakened based on its encounter with the Hebrew-Judaic temporally 
linear eschatological horizon, replacing the eternal view of time found in Greek philosophy. Ontotheological 
religious claims were then weakened later, in Dotolo’s eyes, by being recovered in the late-modern environment 
in which transcendence no longer has any purchase.66 Harris interprets the workings of secularisation slightly 
differently, such that the evangelical message of friendliness brought together both philosophy and religion, 
weakening both as Christianity was in essence neither, even if this has taken a long time to show. My own 
position will be developed here more explicitly in the missionary context of Christianity in which friendliness 
has entailed spreading the “good news” to all nations, thus explaining why Christianity took philosophy into 
itself in order to weaken it.

The risen Christ told his disciples before he ascended to heaven to make disciples of “all the nations” (Matthew 
28:18-20), the “Great Commission” as it is known. Greek philosophy was part of the cultural milieu of the 
Near East of the first century, and once St Paul began his mission to the Gentiles he quickly encountered the 
philosophers of Athens. Most were unimpressed with his scandal of the cross; it was “foolishness” to the 
Gentiles. Nevertheless, a handful were receptive, notably Dionysius the Areopagite (Acts 17:34). By the second 
century, however, Christianity had found an impressively educated, albeit small, Gentile audience, including the 
philosophers Athenagoras, Theophilus, and most notably Justin Martyr. The theme in ecclesiastical history that 
Christianity became “Hellenised” is an old and contentious one, famously put forward by Adolf von Harnack.67 
More interesting is the claim by the contemporary British philosopher John Gray that Christianity did not 
abolish strong structures, but actually introduced the value of “truth” into religion through its appropriation 
of philosophy.68 Fernando Savater places Gray’s reading in opposition to Vattimo’s,69 but one could actually 
use it to extend Antonello’s analysis of the function of Christianity as a “Trojan Horse.” Christianity has posed 
variously as a religion and a philosophically justified faith, taking in the concepts of both philosophy and 
religion to weaken them in an indefinite process.

It is possible to indicate how Christianity has functioned as a “Trojan Horse” in the weakening of metaphysics. 
Karl Löwith has said that philosophies of history are ideological and are not interested in “what actually 
happens.”70 Nevertheless, if secularisation is to be a plausible philosophy of history, rather than the kind of 
teleological unilinear history about which Löwith was writing, it should at least be persuasive. To this end, 
examples can be found of Christianity weakening metaphysics in Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages. In the 
controversies concerning the Trinity and Incarnation in Late Antiquity there were frequent arguments over how 
metaphysical terms should be used. There was confusion, for instance, over whether the Greek “hypostases” 
should translate into Latin; was “personae” good enough? If so, it made the Trinity three separate beings, 
but according to Gregory of Nyssa they were not, for they shared a common “ousia” (essence), just as Peter, 
Andrew, John and James shared the common essence of humanity as four different hypostases of the ousia. 
Insistence on the use of these terms did no good for metaphysics, for it was making the normal conform to the 
exceptional, the immanent and human conform to the transcendent and divine, all due to the scandal of the 
particular: the incarnation of Christ. For although through the notion of ousia Peter, Andrew, John and James 
share a common human nature it would have been normal to regard them as separate human beings, Gregory 
of Nyssa would have had one think otherwise. Moreover, the use of ousia as “essence” rather than “substance” 
confused matters further, with the differences between ousia and hypostasis unclear even among the Church 
Fathers.71 

The recovery of Aristotle in the West during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries only made things worse for 
metaphysics. St. Thomas Aquinas “twisted” Aristotle in various ways, forcing his eternal view of the universe 
into a Hebrew-Christian linear temporality, thus making his Prime Mover a first mover of creation, rather than 
acting as something akin to an eternal magnet as final cause for everything else in the universe. Therefore, 
Aquinas made problems for issues such as mutability, potentiality, actuality, and causation by using Aristotelian 
terms outside of their context. Even more problematically, Aquinas used Aristotelian terms such as “substance” 
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and “accidents” for his explanation of the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist through transubstantiation, 
but, in the words of P. J. Fitzpatrick, “abuses them to the point of nonsense.”72 This is because Aquinas thought 
“free floating” accidents of the bread and wine remained once the host had been consecrated: “it is clear that 
the body of Christ is in this sacrament ‘by way of substance’, and not by way of [the accident of] quantity.”73 
Aristotle did not think it was possible for there to be free-floating accidents not qualifying a substance. Therefore 
the absolute importance of a contingent event, the Incarnation of Christ, meant a philosophical system had to 
bend to the point of breaking in order to explain articles of faith. That this philosophy had to be brought to 
bear at all comes down firstly to the Great Commission, the evangelical imperative of the risen Christ’s, and to 
the insistence on truth which came from the philosophy the evangelists brought into Christianity. This latter is 
explicit in the work of the second century Apologists and is traceable even to early second century canonical 
works such as the Gospel of John, which betrays strong Stoic influences particularly in the opening “Logos 
Hymn” (John 1).

If Christianity supplied a fatal dose of contingency to philosophy, how did philosophy weaken religion through 
its Christian guise? As has been mentioned, Savater reads Gray’s theory of secularisation as holding that 
Christianity introduced “Truth” with a capital “T” into religion: “Atheism is a late bloom of a Christian passion 
for truth.”74 Here one can depart from Savater and Gray and take a far more familiarly Nietzschean-Vattimian 
line. The Hebrew-Judaic God was part of a linear view of salvation history based on a covenant, not on God 
being representative of the Absolute Truth. Nevertheless, monotheism leant itself to being read through the 
lens of philosophical first principles. Therefore, once the missionary element of Christianity necessitated that 
Gentile Apologists place a Hellenistic gloss over the Christian kerygma, the identification of God with the Truth 
was destined. However, a religion based on “Truth” and “truthfulness” will collapse when it is discovered to be 
a “lie.”75 Of course, neither Nietzsche nor Vattimo have held that this discovery revealed God as a lie in a flat-
footed literal sense. Rather, this “lie” has been interpreted variously, including such that God as the guarantor of 
the security of society is no longer required given the advances in science and technology that were permitted 
by monotheism (and here one can relate this history to the Heideggerian Ge-Stell and Ereignis), or that the 
value of truth and its concomitant, knowledge, led to the subjective turn inward and therefore down the road to 
the fabling of the world as narrated by Nietzsche (through Descartes, Kant, positivism, and its unmasking as a 
play of forces and situatedness). One could even interpret the “lie” as pertaining to the “Trojan Horse” effect in 
particular, such that it has been found out, through Girard’s work, that the value of Christ was not as a sacrificial 
victim, but as an unmasker of the natural sacred.

THE TROJAN HORSE AND THE ETHIC OF CHARITY

A significant motivation for Vattimo in recovering Christianity was to find an ethic to adjudicate the irreducible 
hermeneutic plurality of late-modernity. Vattimo thought he found it in “caritas.” His own account of caritas 
was flawed, but how will Christianity as a Trojan Horse yield an ethic of charity? Here an answer can again 
be found along Vattimian lines. If using philosophy as a handmaiden for theology occurred on the grounds 
of serving the servant, the kenotic Word, then essentially weakening took place in the name of friendship. 
Aristotle’s metaphysics was weakened in the name of fellowship (communion) and due to a history of salvation 
based on a contingent event, the incarnation. Now, if the incarnation functioned as an unmasking of the natural 
sacred due to a message of friendship (God lowering himself and announcing he was no longer master, but 
friend), then this message itself is the historical and historic announcement that is the guiding, normative thread 
for weakening interpretations that persists to the present day and is not capable of being secularised. Therefore 
Vattimo has a principle of friendship based on the hermeneutical occurrence of the Incarnation and Jesus 
Christ’s own interpretative action, of lightening the burden, of lessening enmity in his Antitheses (“love your 
enemy”), and his calling of everyone to friendship: “all the nations” and a renewal of all creation (Matthew 
19:28). 

Textual justification for this reading of Vattimo on friendship comes in the form of what he has written about 
“truth.” In a relatively recent book entitled The Responsibility of the Philosopher, Vattimo writes that “I can no 
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longer keep the notion of truth and evangelical charity apart.”76 Charity in this context, for Vattimo, is “a life 
of heeding others and responding to others in dialogue”77; in short, “friendship.”78 It is interesting that Vattimo 
should qualify “charity” with “evangelical.” This term has two main meanings in the context of Christianity. On 
the one hand, it is a synonym for “good news,” and thus simply the Gospel message, and this may well be the 
way in which Vattimo wishes to use the term. Nevertheless, “evangelical” can also mean spreading this good 
news, and this is where the nihilistic missionary vocation of Christianity comes in. Truth is made, for Vattimo, 
in consensus in which the primary value is the dialogue itself, only secondly the consensus that is made out 
of “interpreting our common situation along certain lines and from shared assumptions.”79 Traditionally, 
evangelism in the missionary sense meant conversion through reduction. However, dialogue itself would 
presume weakening, for absolute positions preclude genuine dialogue. Indeed, to reach out to others in the first 
place means there is a desire to listen to others. In this Verwindung of the evangelical, the good news is that of 
weakening, abasement, and, above all, charity, friendship. In an ironic distortion of the Great Commission, the 
good news is that of spreading the good news, of seeking the other through dialogue.80 For this reason, Vattimo 
refers to the missionary vocation of Christianity after the end of metaphysics as moving “from universality to 
hospitality,”81 deliberately invoking Derrida’s work on hospitality. The latter term means placing “oneself in the 
hands of one’s guest, that is, an entrustment of oneself to him.”82 In dialogue, “this signifies acknowledging that 
the other might be right,” and that in the spirit of charity the Christian “must limit [himself] almost entirely to 
listening.”83 On these grounds, one can reach out even to those “strong” interpreters, for the primary action of 
this “twisted” missionary activity is listening, not trying to convince the other. Even for this reason alone this 
form of “friendship” is preferable to that given on Vattimo’s “principle of interiority” account.

Relating all this back to the reconstruction of Vattimo’s secularisation thesis without the “crash diet” 
Enlightenment undertones, it is possible to see charity and hospitality in the history of Christianity. The very 
weakening that occurred in the setting-up of Christianity as the Trojan Horse for both religion and philosophy 
can be regarded as the archetype for such a relationship to the other. The Christian gospel of weakness spread 
out and quickly found a Hellenistic Gentile culture to which it listened, adopting principles from its philosophy, 
Stoicism in particular. Later it listened to, and adopted, from other cultures, such as Roman governance after 
the conversion of Constantine, all the way up to listening to Marxism and the struggle of people in countries 
that developed liberation theologies. As such, one can see why Vattimo thinks that in caritas (the driving 
force of secularisation due, on this reading, to its ‘weak evangelism’ based on friendship and hospitality) he 
finds “the original ‘text’ of which weak ontology is the transcription.”84 Caritas and weak ontology weaken 
strong structures by finding the other based on the announcement that God—representative of absolutist strong 
thought—has been weakened (kenosis). Indeed, as Vattimo realises, it is due to this secularisation that the death 
of God occurred and the philosophy of “weak ontology” is possible at all.

CONCLUSION

In seeking to ground hermeneutics historically in such a fashion that the process of weakening yields a 
normative criterion for interpretation, Vattimo “twists” the history of Christianity by interpreting the realisation 
of its essence as secularisation. Drawing together the authoritarian elements of religion and metaphysics under 
the label of “violence,” Vattimo is able to see one, then the other unmasked through a process of weakening 
inaugurated by the announcement of Jesus Christ, and Jesus Christ’s announcement of friendship. Christ as 
the Incarnation of God is the hermeneutic event par excellence, but his real value was in the kenotic Word’s 
message of God’s friendship. Vattimo’s own attempts to account for the weakening power of his message 
through appropriating Dilthey’s notion of the subjective turn inaugurated by the Christian message lead down 
an alley that only ends with a “crash diet” Enlightenment anthropocentrism that is normatively a restricted and 
contradictory form of categorical imperative. 

A more historically situated, less Enlightenment-based friendliness can be found by placing more emphasis 
on the missionary focus of the Christian announcement which led to the spread of Christianity to the Gentile 
world. Whereas Christianity was a Trojan Horse for religion in the sense that Girard describes, this became 
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the exemplar for the notion of Truth in philosophy; in both cases, Christianity successfully posed as something 
it was not in order to weaken it to the point of breaking.  Jesus’s calling to friendship and his death on the 
cross unmasked the “natural sacred,” but the power of this memory as a trace, a tradition, made philosophies 
such as Stoicism, Platonism in its various forms, and Aristotelianism all break under the weight of having to 
accommodate the exceptional and contingently historical. This re-reading of Vattimo’s theory of secularisation 
can still yield the results he wants, that is, to ground hermeneutics historically and yield an ethic of weakening, 
in other words, one of secularisation. The ethic in question remains one of caritas, but disparate elements of 
Vattimo’s return to Christianity have been brought together to show that there are a lot of resources within his 
work with which to construct a philosophy of dialogue based on charity understood in terms of friendship and 
hospitality. These two notions involve seeking out the other and listening to them, which was commanded 
by the risen Christ’s “Great Commission.” This found its archetypal form very quickly in the mission to the 
Gentiles which yielded the Trojan Horse effect of the message of the weakening of God (kenosis) meeting 
philosophy.

Therefore, Vattimo was right to say that kenosis, caritas, and secularisation are important for hermeneutics, 
but in this analysis they are shorn of the Enlightenment presupposition of the “strong” subject left over in 
Vattimo’s work. In agreement with Vattimo, it has been argued that kenosis is the message given in Christ of 
the weakening of God from master to friend. However, differently from Vattimo, it has been suggested that 
rather than seeking to ground caritas as a hermeneutical principle through Dilthey’s principle of interiority, 
one should pay more attention to the missionary tendency within Christianity, of organising the hermeneutical 
principle around seeking the other in terms of seeking them out and listening to them no-matter who they are 
(caritas). When in the early fruit of a charitable exchange of ideas the covenant-based historical religious 
“Jesus Movement” met Gentiles, a fusion of fundamentally incompatible horizons took place. This fusion has 
played itself out in history in the form of secularisation, reinterpreted here as making the religious worldlier 
through its gradual unmasking at the hand of the ideal of truth incorporated from philosophy. Furthermore, the 
importance of the contingent was taken into philosophy through religion and has proved fatal to metaphysical 
philosophy. A process of weakening strong religious and metaphysics structures (secularisation) has thus taken 
place as a result of the weakening of God through kenosis and its hermeneutical principle of caritas.
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INTRODUCTION

Recent years have seen a surge of interest among Deleuzian and post-Deleuzian theorists in the metaphysical 
writings of Alfred North Whitehead. To many, there is a natural affinity between Deleuze and Whitehead, one 
that is continuous with a line of other thinkers—from Spinoza and Bruno to Bergson, Peirce, James, Simondon, 
Tarde, Serres, Stengers, and Latour—who are unified by an interest in process, affectivity, and a dynamic and 
relational ontology.1 Responding to this interest, Graham Harman has argued that these thinkers are falsely 
allied in a “beatnik brotherhood” of “process philosophers” or “philosophers of immanence.”2 At heart, he 
counters, their philosophies are radically different. 

This article examines what is at stake in this debate between Harman and the Deleuzo-Whiteheadians. Ex-
amining a series of recent writings by Harman, I will show that Harman overdraws the differences between 
Whitehead and Deleuze in order to privilege the radical distinction between objects and relations that is at the 
heart of his own object-oriented ontology (OOO). I will examine some affinities and differences between Har-
man’s account of objects and Whitehead’s account of actual occasions, and suggest that the two are not as far 
apart as Harman makes them appear. The key difference between them, and therefore the central stake in the 
debate between object-oriented and process-relational ontologies, concerns their respective understandings of 
temporality. 

In comparing Harman’s object-oriented ontology with the process-relational metaphysics of Whitehead (and, 
by extension, Deleuze), this article intends to contribute to a debate that has transpired in what has been called 
the “speculative realist blogosphere” since at least 2009. This is the debate over the relative virtues of realist 
ontologies that focus, alternately, on “object-oriented” or “process-relational” accounts of phenomena. The 
object-oriented strand of speculative realism has had a particularly welcome impact in reviving an interest in 
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speculative metaphysics and ontology along the youthful edges of academic, and primarily Continental, philos-
ophy. But debate among speculative realists is notorious and ongoing. My own participation in this debate goes 
back to my 2009 review of Graham Harman’s book Prince of Networks, which, to my surprise, elicited online 
exchanges involving numerous blogging philosophers, including Harman, Levi Bryant, Steven Shaviro, Peter 
Gratton, Christopher Vitale, Ian Bogost, Tim Morton, Ben Woodard, and others.3 Among the more visible print 
manifestations of this “objects-processes debate” was an exchange between Shaviro and Harman that appeared 
in the widely cited anthology, The Speculative Turn.4 My discussion of Harman will not be exhaustive here. It 
will rely primarily on three writings: his 2011 “Response to Shaviro,” his account of “objects” in the 2011 book 
The Quadruple Object, and his 2010 book Circus Philosophicus.5 I will show that a more processual temporal-
ity, and the ontological liveliness that comes along with it, appears at some points in Harman’s writings, and 
that there may thus be room for a rapprochement, but that Harman’s focus on the objects-relations debate as the 
central marker of one’s ontological position militates against such a rapprochement.6

THE BEATNIK BROTHERHOOD

Any argument on behalf of a process-relational or immanence-based metaphysics that includes both Whitehead 
and Deleuze should respond to Graham Harman’s critique of the very idea of the “beatnik brotherhood” that 
would include “Alfred North Whitehead, Henri Bergson, William James, Gilles Deleuze, Michel Serres, Gil-
bert Simondon, Gabriel Tarde, Etienne Souriau, and [Bruno] Latour’s own friend Isabelle Stengers.” Harman 
writes: 

When this emerging “School X” is promoted under such misleading titles as “process philosophy” 
or “philosophy of immanence”, the result is a false sense of beatnik brotherhood. For in fact, there 
is a major family quarrel underway on this list over a highly classical problem: the isolation and in-
terbleeding of individual things. On one side are figures like Bergson and Deleuze, for whom a gener-
alized becoming precedes any crystallization into specific entities. On the other side we find authors 
such as Whitehead and Latour, for whom entities are so highly definite that they vanish instantly with 
the slightest change in their properties. For the first group, substance is too determinate to be real; for 
the second, it is too indeterminate to be real.7 

Elsewhere, Harman has reiterated his view that Whitehead and Latour are not process philosophers at all, de-
spite the common truism that Whitehead is the process philosopher par excellence, because both are “philoso-
phers of actual individuals,” whereas Deleuze, Bergson, Simondon, and Manuel DeLanda are “the opposite.”8 

This argument has been taken to task by Steven Shaviro in “The Actual Volcano.” There, Shaviro relates what 
most Whiteheadian philosophers already believe: that Whitehead’s ontology, while it features “actual entities” 
or “actual occasions” as its individual bits of reality, is a dynamic one of processual becoming. Actual occa-
sions are not mere “clusters of relations,” as Harman puts it in his response, as if relations were bits of granola 
that stick to each other on one’s breakfast spoon.9 Rather, they are uniquely individual and vectoral, or direc-
tional, relational events. Their individuality is fully encompassed in their relating or, in Whitehead’s terms, in 
their prehending and concrescing. An actual entity, as Whitehead puts it, is “nothing but the unity to be ascribed 
to a particular instance of concrescence.”10 Actual entities, in Whitehead’s metaphysics, are a way to account 
for process, which Whitehead sees as atomic in its structure, a kind of percolation of vectoral bubbles rather 
than a smoothly flowing stream. Both the atomic and the streaming or continual models of process, however—
both the Whiteheadian and the Peircian or Jamesian (to overgeneralize only a little)—in their essence, describe 
not substances but forms of activity. 

The relational dynamism and continuity between those actual occasions is what makes them what they are. To 
take this away from them and claim, as Harman does, that “the real point” for Whitehead and Latour is that 
“all such process is produced by the work of individual entities—a claim that would merely be nonsense for 
Deleuze, Bergson, Simondon, DeLanda, and Grant,” is to take away what makes these philosophers’ ontologies 



ADRIAN IVAKHIV

coherent and viable, leaving only a single axis in place.11 This is the axis that differentiates between discrete, 
“concrete individuals” (the term is Harman’s),12 and collectives or some sort of non-individualized processes or 
flows. Whitehead’s individuals are a gathering of a collectivity into a one, which then contributes to what will 
constitute a further gathering; as he put it, “The many become one, and are increased by one.”13 The act of gath-
ering may be individual, but it is an act. Similarly, for Deleuze, the act of differenciation (or actualization of 
the virtual) is an act that is unique and non-repeating, never exactly the same kind of differenciation as another. 

It would seem, then, that Harman is attempting to drive a wedge here between two fractions within the “beat-
nik brotherhood” by emphasizing the atomism of some and the relationism, or continualism, of others, at the 
expense of the remainder of their respective philosophies. This divergence is consistent with Harman’s own 
project, which emphasizes the atomic nature of objects and places the difference between objects and relations 
at the center of metaphysics. It is his account of objects that gives Harman’s philosophy its name of “object-
oriented ontology,” and on the basis of this account and its difference from others that this philosophy aims to 
distinguish itself as uniquely poised to account for the reality of those central players, objects. 

UNDERMINERS, OVERMINERS, AND THE MINER IN THE MIDDLE

This distinguishing occurs by way of a centering exercise whereby Harman’s objects are granted their proper 
status in the universe, while other philosophers’ accounts of things err by deviating either in one direction from 
the center or in another. Harman distinguishes his ontology from that of the “underminers” and “overminers” 
of objects. The underminers are those who claim that objects consist of, and are reducible to, something more 
basic that is a “deeper” and more significant reality than the objects. The overminers are those who reduce 
objects “upward” by claiming that they are nothing more than “palpable qualities, effects on other things, […] 
images in the mind,” or some other such more real substance or phenomenon.14 (Harman has also recently writ-
ten about those who “play the double game of doing both at once,” which he calls “duomining.”15)

Most of the “beatnik brotherhood” of process-relationalists would fit into one (or more) of three places in Har-
man’s scheme. The first is the “half-hearted monism” of “underminers” like Bruno, Simondon, and DeLanda, 
who speak of a “heterogeneous yet continuous” plane of virtuality. To the extent that they speak of the “pre-
individuals” or “seeds of individual things” as distinct from one another, according to Harman, we have nothing 
different from an object-oriented ontology except for the “assertion” that the objects are “both connected and 
unconnected at the same time.”16 This last assumption, as we will see, is something that could also be used to 
characterize Harman’s ontology. Yet one could reply that this assertion is a productive one: if objects are both 
connected and unconnected, then it becomes important to specify how they are connected and how they remain 
distinct. Harman does this differently from the others, but, in principle, all do it in one way or another.

Secondly, the beatnik brothers might be “fluxist” underminers; and again, to the extent that they present the 
world as a multitude of different fluxes, nothing, for Harman, is gained over an object-oriented ontology. Then 
it becomes a simple matter of preferring the label “object” over the label “flux,” with Harman preferring the 
first and others favoring some variation of the second. There is a difference, however, which is that for Harman 
the real objects are infinitely withdrawn. I will come to the implications of this claim shortly. 

Or, thirdly, they could be “overminers” of the “relationist” type, a category that includes “Whitehead, Latour, 
and some of the American pragmatists.” For these philosophers, “a thing’s existence consists solely in its 
relation with other things. An object is exhausted by its presence for another, with no intrinsic reality held 
cryptically in reserve.”17 To this position, Harman replies that “if the entire world were exhausted by its current 
givenness, there is no reason why anything would alter.” Analogously, if everything is exhausted by and in its 
relations, then there is no distinct thing left over—no house, for instance, only a “mob of house-perceptions”; 
no me, just “a manifold of perceptions of me, each unconnected with the rest.”18 This point about the exhaustion 
of an object by its relations is one that we will need to unpack more carefully.
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Before we accept Harman’s marking of this boundary between atomist and non-atomist philosophies as the 
definitive criterion for distinguishing among ontologies, we need to inquire into how Harman’s objects and 
relations differ from others’ entities and the things those entities do.

HARMAN’S OBJECTS: WHERE IS THE REAL TORNADO?

An object, for Harman, is something that is not reducible to its parts or to its relations. It is “anything that has 
a unified reality that is autonomous from its wider context and also from its own pieces.”19 Objects, however, 
come in two kinds: real objects and sensual objects. Real objects are things that, however they may be pre-
sented to others, always withdraw from presence-to-others. Such an object, he writes, “is a dark crystal veiled 
in a private vacuum: irreducible to its own pieces, and equally irreducible to its outward relations with other 
things.”20 Harman’s examples of real objects range from himself and a variety of animals and living organisms 
to hammers, armies, stadiums, flags, songs, celebrations, droplets of water, neutrons, football teams, and the 
European Union.

Sensual objects, on the other hand, share with real objects the properties of being autonomous (though how 
they are autonomous from their relations is not exactly clear to me) and irreducible to any bundle of traits 
(though whether they are irreducible to the entire ensemble of all their traits I am also not sure), and an internal 
polarization between “two different kinds of qualities”: “purely accidental sensual qualities” and the “more 
crucial real features” that subsist beneath them.21 So the defining difference between real and sensual objects 
appears to be that the first kind are real, because they withdraw from relation, while the second kind are not, 
because they do not withdraw: they “always inhabit experience” but “are not hidden behind their qualities.”22 

There are for Harman, then, only two kinds of objects in the universe: “the real object that withdraws from all 
experience, and the sensual object that exists only in experience.”23 By this definition, there is no object that 
withdraws from some experience and exists in some experience. Yet this is the kind of object that process-
relational philosophers like Whitehead and Deleuze tend to insist on, because for them entities are always in the 
midst of withdrawal from and of becoming, or coming into existence, for and to. They are always in the midst 
of relational maneuvers, felt movements. 

Harman’s duality leaves open the question of how we would determine whether an object is a real or a sensual 
object. If the real object withdraws from us and the sensual one does not, then it would seem that only the sen-
sual object is accessible to us, which means that all real objects will remain spectral and speculative for us. But 
if we cannot know whether something is real or sensual because any reality of an object is inaccessible to us, 
then the ontological assertion of there being precisely these two kinds of objects becomes unverifiable, some-
thing we can only evaluate based on whether or not it creates an intellectually satisfying and coherent model. 
This is fair enough, as far as metaphysics goes. So let us pursue the thought: if an object always withdraws from 
all relations, we ought to ask what is left over once relations have ceased, whether temporarily or for good. 
What is it that has withdrawn from all relations? What is the irreducible core or essence of that object, and does 
that essence remain the same for every relation the object enters into, or does it change across and between 
different, consecutive or simultaneous, relations? 

For Harman, it is clear that the object’s essence remains the same for as long as that object remains the same 
object. Real objects, Harman asserts, “cannot touch.” “Their reality consists solely in being what they are, not 
in some sort of impact on other things.”24 The reality of an object, in other words, is what it is apart from and 
external to all its relations, now or at anytime, with all other objects. The relations an object has with other 
objects are not realities of that object; they are distinct from it. The reality of a tornado, for instance, is other 
than the way it appears on our television screens and in our weather and topological models and after-the-event 
accounts by its observers and survivors. Those are all sensual objects that emerge in the relations between the 
tornado-as-it-really-is and other real objects. But the real tornado is also something other than the way it sweeps 
things up in its wake—people, houses, butterflies, rivers, cars—rushing through towns and villages, spreading 
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fear and frantic activity, and ultimately exhausting itself in the air currents into which it gets dispersed over the 
course of its demise. Those, too, are sensual objects, or perhaps new real objects being created in the relations 
between sensual objects, which are in turn created between real objects, and so on. The real tornado is not any 
of them.

Apart, then, from asserting that there is something to a tornado that touches nothing else and is untouchable 
by anything else, we would have no way of accessing that something. We can only abide in the faith that the 
real tornado is there somewhere, inaccessible to all or any other objects. But, then, to the existence of which 
objects do we extend our faith? Do we do so equally to tornadoes and to flying spaghetti monsters? We cannot 
say. What, then, can we know about the reality of anything at all, and about what is real and what is not? If we 
cannot pin down that difference, will our non-knowing make a difference?

Proponents of OOO have often suggested that there are political or ethical stakes in their account of the ob-
ject: that an object’s withdrawal means that the object is deserving of our respect simply because it eludes our 
comprehension and control.25 It is autonomous from human observers. But if this carries ethical implications 
for us, it would be important that we be able to specify what is a real object and what is not. Does an amoeba 
or a virus count in the same way that another human or an elephant counts? Does a hypothesized deity who al-
legedly created the universe in seven days (before there were days), or a flying spaghetti monster, count? If we 
ourselves (metaphysical philosophers) cannot specify these things, is there someone—a scientist, a theologian, 
or a mystic perhaps—to whom we should defer in determining the ontological reality of an object?

This question resembles another that has featured in debates among environmental philosophers, specifically 
among biocentrists and their critics. Biocentric egalitarians, such as Paul Taylor, have argued that every living 
thing deserves a certain respect due to its being alive and the implications that arise from that. Their critics have 
responded with questions about how we can, then, decide between the respect deserved by, say, a deadly virus 
(deadly for humans) and an endangered flowering plant or charismatic animal?26 OOO pushes the boundaries 
beyond the living to include in its array of morally considerable entities those things that are not alive. But since 
it does not tell us what their reality consists of (apart from a withdrawal that makes them inaccessible to us), it 
fails to provide a tangible means for making decisions about how we ought to relate to different such entities. 

Harman’s reply to such questions focuses on ontological issues, not on epistemological or ethical issues. In his 
“Response to Shaviro,” he writes: 

My point is simply that objects are somehow deeper than their relations, and cannot be dissolved into 
them. One of the reasons for my saying so if that if an object could be identified completely with its 
current relations, then there is no reason that anything would ever change. Every object would be 
exhausted by its current dealings with all other things; actuality would contain no surplus, and thus 
would be perfectly determinate in its relations. As I see it, this is the major price paid by the ontolo-
gies of Whitehead and Latour.27 

This claim that a relational account as provided by Whitehead provides no means for accounting for change is 
one that I will respond to next. I will argue that Harman’s solution to the object-relations problem is less dif-
ferent from Whitehead’s earlier solution than he makes it out to be. What it does, however, is to replace the lat-
ter’s processual language, which is rooted in a dynamic understanding of temporality, with an object-centered 
terminology that is not.28

HARMAN’S WHITEHEAD

Harman’s writing on Whitehead is characterized by ambivalence. On the one hand, Whitehead is praised re-
peatedly for being the only philosopher to seriously question the correlationist, anthropocentric agenda of 
post-Kantian modern philosophy. Harman goes so far as to call Whitehead the “towering exception in recent 
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philosophy” to Kant’s prioritizing of the human-world relation.29 On the other hand, his effort is said to have 
fatally foundered on its commitment to a thorough relationism, a reduction of entities to their relations. 

A thing must exist in order to prehend, but we find that for Whitehead this existence consists in noth-
ing more than a previous set of prehensions [emphasis added]. And this is a house of mirrors indeed, 
because there is no point or moment at which an actual entity is distinct from its relations with others. 
[…] Shaviro’s supposed difference between the private and public faces of the ‘dual-aspect ontology’ 
is really just a reflection of one set of relations passing to its successors.30

The problem in this account of Whitehead is that Harman has reduced prehension, that is, the process by which 
subjective feeling emerges in response to immediately given data in the form of a creative synthesis, to rela-
tions, a category counterposed to objects in a universe in which there are clearly bounded things and there are 
the events that happen to them. In Harman’s ontology, there is a separation of being and doing (or relating), a 
separation between what things are and what can happen to them. For Whitehead, on the other hand, this “be-
ing” and “doing” is internalized into a single process, which consists of the relational act of prehension (which 
involves others in a unifying project) and concrescence (which provides others with data for future unifying 
projects).31 

But if, for Harman’s objects, being is separate from doing, it is not clear what the being of these objects consists 
of. What, if anything, can an object that is not relating to another object be said to be doing? Harman calls 
this state of non-relational being “dormancy,” which we might take to be a simple, inactive form of self-main-
tenance.32 But is it possible for something to maintain itself without interaction with anything else? Without 
external relata, is dormancy merely a timekeeping term, a way of saying that between the time that such and 
such a thing happened elsewhere, nothing happened here? I will return to this question of the dormant object 
momentarily. (Let’s let it remain dormant.) Harman, again:

In Whitehead’s reverse-order version of the pyramid scheme, the supposed private reality of an entity 
apart from its prehensions turns out to be made only of a previous set of prehensions. In other words, 
reality never appears at any point in the chain. [. . .] To say that the tree is made of pieces is not to 
pass the buck of reality to those pieces in the way that a relational house of mirrors passes the buck 
from one relation to the next to the next.33 

Here Harman again is implying that prehension lacks reality; that reality is found in a substance that is what it 
is rather than in the action of that substance or the experience it undergoes. He writes:

if a thing is fully exhausted or deployed in its current relations, with nothing held in reserve, then 
there is no reason that any current situation of the world would ever change. A thing would already 
be exactly and only what it is. No principle of movement could be found in the world.34

Quite to the contrary, however, for Whitehead a principle of movement is found everywhere in the world, be-
cause that is how he defines the world. “‘Actuality’,” he writes, “means nothing else than this ultimate entry 
into the concrete.” “An instance of concrescence is termed an ‘actual entity’—or, equivalently, an ‘actual oc-
casion’,” and “an actual occasion is a concrescence effected by a process of feelings.”35 Each “piece” of the 
universe, in effect, is an event of creative synthesis, involving some measure of self-determination, and thus of 
novelty.36 What a process-relational metaphysics needs to work at is not how to account for movement, which 
it takes as its general premise of reality, but how to account for stasis, stability, and the organization of move-
ment into manifold and varying forms. Whitehead’s philosophy does work at all of these things, with variable 
degrees of success (which we will not get into here); and so does Deleuze’s, among others. But to say that it 
does not account for movement is to deny or misunderstand its basis.
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“For Whitehead, after all,” Harman nevertheless reiterates, “nothing can change.” “In ontological terms,” he 
continues, “all major and minor changes are on the same footing for Whitehead.”37 But this ignores White-
head’s account of “nexus” and “societies,” which is where the everyday realities we are accustomed to in our 
experience—those things that Harman calls objects—are found. Where actual entities are ontologically equiva-
lent, “societies” of such actual entities are the self-sustaining “groupings” of occasions that constitute the world 
we are more familiar with and that give it its shape and texture.38 

By the end of this critique, Harman is accusing Whitehead of being “the true philosopher of stasis” and is hail-
ing his own philosophy as “the true philosophy of becoming and events.”39 In the next section, I will look at a 
few similarities and differences between Harman’s and Whitehead’s ontologies to make the case that they are 
not as opposed as these claims suggest.

HARMAN VERSUS WHITEHEAD: AFFINITIES AND A CRUCIAL DIFFERENCE

There are larger affinities between Harman’s metaphysics and those of the relationists he critiques, which are 
well known among his readers. These include a shared commitment to metaphysical realism and to at least 
some version of an anti-correlationism (avant la lettre, in Whitehead’s case). Instead of examining these, I will 
discuss some affinities at the more microscopic level of their respective ontologies. 

One such affinity concerns time and temporality. Martin Heidegger’s writings are a touchstone in Harman’s de-
velopment of his ontology of the object. Heidegger, in Harman’s own account, often refers to a threefold struc-
ture, or “triplicity,” of temporality whereby “A situation is given (past), but is interpreted differently according 
to which entity is doing the interpreting (future), and the two of these combine into a new and ambiguous model 
of the present.”40 In Whitehead, similarly, a prehension takes account of what is given to it, the objectified data 
from previous actual occasions; and in its manner of taking account, a manner that leads to a “concrescence” 
or “satisfaction,” which every prehending subject does differently, it contributes to the shaping of the future.41 
A second affinity concerns the question I discussed above of how we might distinguish between a real and a 
sensual object. As I argued, Harman does not provide us with a failsafe method for knowing whether a particu-
lar object is a real object (a thing in its own right) or a sensual object (such as a perception, idea, or proposition 
we entertain). But he does provide an ingenious solution to this problem that allows us to at least entertain 
the possibility of there being both kinds of objects. Real objects cannot touch each other, Harman argues; 
they have no direct contact. They “forever withdraw from one another into the shadows of the world.”42 They 
only directly contact the sensual objects, which are the “sensual caricatures” of the real objects, “exaggerated 
profiles” that translate the real things into perceivable objects that are mere simulacra of the real that are in 
turn perceivable by other real objects.43 The sensual objects are the mediators, the translators, the go-betweens, 
though they themselves are not real but merely perceived. It is, however, in “the sensual realm of experience” 
that “all causation is triggered.” Causality, then, or actual relations—actual events, in fact—are only possible 
through the mediation of translations of real objects by and through sensual objects. So there are two levels to 
the universe: the real which withdraws, and the sensual which is where the action occurs, though not where the 
action is (apparently) motivated or sourced from; and there is an asymmetry between these.

All of this is oddly consistent with Whitehead’s description of a prehension, which is a dipolar relation between 
a subject-pole and an object-pole, or a “mental” and a “physical” pole.44 The physical pole consists of the data 
of actual occasions that are “objectified” in the course of a prehension. It is, effectively, a real object (or many 
real objects) turned into a sensual object for another real object. The relationship between the real object and 
the sensual object is played out in the prehension. The difference here, then, is that Whitehead internalizes the 
real-sensual relation into every actual occasion, whereas Harman externalizes this relation, even going so far as 
referring, at times, to the two as making up two worlds or “zones.”45 

Related to this, Harman’s claim that “any relation immediately generates a new object” also sounds very 
Whiteheadian, since Whitehead would say that any new object, or actual occasion, is its own distinctive set of 
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relations between its subject-pole and its object-pole.46 Harman explains that “insofar as we somehow connect 
with a real object outside us, giving rise to perceptions of sensual trees, mailboxes, or blackbirds, we have 
somehow linked with that object to form a new real object.” Our perception of a tree meets the criteria, he says, 
for an object: 

It is definitely unified, for it is one perception. It is also something new, irreducible to its pieces in 
isolation, since neither I nor the tree in a vacuum give rise to anything like a tree-perception. And 
furthermore, this perception of a tree has a reality deeper than any attempt to describe it […]. But 
if my relation with a tree forms a new object, then I as a real piece of that object find myself on its 
interior, confronting the mere image of the other piece.47

In other words, the new object is a sensual object consisting of a relation between the real me and a sensual 
object representing that tree to me (but not the actual real tree). This reflects an “asymmetry on the interior of 
the object, between the real me and the sensual tree.” This duality, he writes, “is inescapable: there is always a 
non-transitive contact in which a real object caresses merely sensual ones. If the tree relates to me as well, this 
must happen on the interior of a separate but related object,” which will in that case be a relation between the 
real tree and the sensual image the tree has of me.48 

At times Harman describes this as a division within the object, which he calls a “two-face theory” whereby 
“every entity has two sides.”49 This, needless to say, sounds even more consistent with Whitehead’s account of 
an actual occasion. The difference, however, is that Harman’s two faces are faces of an entity that is what it is 
and that stays that way for an indefinite duration. Its being as an object is eternal until a relation forces itself 
upon it to somehow change it. It does not relate with another object until it does relate, whereupon it “generates 
a new object.” For Whitehead, on the other hand, the two faces are two poles of a dynamic relational process 
which is constantly on the move between its initiation, its culmination, and its rendering itself available for a 
new initiation. The poles do not stand still long enough for us to be able to perceive or describe them; they can 
only be distinguished analytically as a kind of best abstraction of what is understood to be a process in motion. 

What Harman’s ontology does, then, can be thought of as a “detemporalization” or “deprocessification” of 
Whitehead’s ontology. The temporality of Harman’s objects is taken out of the definition of what constitutes an 
object; whereas with Whitehead, the temporality is constitutive of every object, that is, every actual occasion. 
This should lead us to ask what is gained and what is lost in this detemporalization. One thing that is gained 
is an additional layer to the world: that which distinguishes between real objects and sensual objects, real 
qualities and sensual qualities, and between the different relations that can be had between each of them. One 
thing that is lost is the sense of processuality of each of them, whereby it is the relational movement between 
reality and sensuality—or between subjectivation and objectivation, to use a more Whiteheadian set of terms, 
or becoming-subject and becoming-object, in Deleuzian terms—that continually recreates the real as a process 
of becoming.50 Because the real does not merely sit there, nor does the sensual merely arise of its own accord 
without a real to activate it (so to speak). For Whitehead, in fact, it is all real, and the two faces, or poles, are 
the subjective and the objective, which we might translate as the interior and the exterior of a single relational 
event. And it is such dynamic, temporal, processual events that constitute the world.51  

HARMAN’S OBJECTS-RELATIONS RIFT: TWO WORLDS OR TWO FACES? 

Harman, as mentioned, agrees that Whitehead’s metaphysics removes the “basic ontological rift” that “cor-
relationist” philosophy has held to exist between humans and non-humans and replaces it with another one, or 
perhaps more than one. Whitehead introduces a gap between actual occasions (which are the microscopic bits 
of reality) and nexuses/societies (which are those collectively organized sets of actual occasions that maintain 
a continuity over time and/or space), and, secondly, a gap between actualities and potentials (or what he calls 
“eternal objects”). Arguably, however, Whiteheadian metaphysics also displaces Descartes’ ontological rift 
between res extensa and res cogitans into a dynamic relationship occurring at the nuclear core of every actual 
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occasion. This, for Whiteheadians, is an enormous gain.

Harman rejects this gain, and instead displaces the basic ontological rift to the boundary “between objects and 
relations in general: between their autonomous reality outside all relation, and their caricatured form in the 
sensual life of other objects”: “everything plays out in the strife between concealed objects and the twisted or 
translated forms in which they appear to other objects.”52 Yet what does it mean to say, as Harman’s ontology 
requires him to say, that fire never makes “direct contact” with cotton, because “direct contact is impossible,” 
with “the sensual realm as the only possible realm of contact”?53 Just a few pages earlier he had been convinc-
ing us that to think of the real and the sensual as two separate realms or “worlds” was quite wrong: “we must 
oppose the theory of two worlds […] because objects and relations are not two fixed points on a map. Instead, 
every entity has two sides” or “faces.”54 

There is a tension, then, between the Harman of two worlds, with contact appearing in one of them only (the 
sensual) and not the other (the real), and the Harman of two faces, with contact being a quality or capacity of 
one face but not of the other. The first falls into a trap that he himself warns us against, in which there are two 
levels of reality characterized by different rules. The second avoids this trap precisely because its structural di-
chotomy has been shifted out of the rules that structure what happens in a world or level and into the enactment 
of what occurs, of what the respective faces of things do or are capable of doing. The second, in other words, 
is consistent with Whitehead’s metaphysics in a way that the first is not. 

What is clearly different between Harman’s objects and Whitehead’s occasions—and what I think Harman 
wants us to see as the major gain in his ontology—is that his objects wink in and out of relationality, whereas 
Whitehead’s objects wink into existence relationally. Perceiving and non-perceiving, Harman writes, “must be 
found in the same entity at different times; they are modes of being rather than types of object.” Objects “do 
not perceive insofar as they exist,” but only “insofar as they relate.” There is no reason, he contends, “to think 
that all objects find themselves in such relations at any given moment”: “not all objects perceive at all times; 
some objects are sleeping, or dormant.”55 

In Harman’s evocative account, in Circus Philosophicus, of the world as a giant ferris wheel filled with things, 
being observed and responded to by people and other respondent things, Harman describes an object that 
becomes his example of a dormant object. This object is a flag, “a purple lozenge on a field of amber,” which 
used to be celebrated by a union of arrowsmiths, but the guild was disbanded long ago, and now the flag merely 
flaps in the wind, unrecognized.56 “Yet there is a certain reality possessed by this flag,” Harman writes, “no 
matter how cruelly ignored, and someday a new throwback union or sarcastic artist may arise to adopt it as an 
emblem once more.”57

The flag’s dormancy, it would seem, consists in the fact that it no longer means what it used to mean for anyone, 
and that it therefore no longer triggers celebration—but that it one day might do that again. The implication is 
that the flag’s meanings are still there, hidden away in its withdrawn essence, and that they can at some future 
point re-emerge in their glory. But what Harman seems not to recognize is that in order for that “throwback 
union or sarcastic artist” to retrieve the flag’s forgotten meanings, they would need more than just the flag. 
They would need access to some retained memory of what the flag meant (and what flags in general mean): a 
history book, a web site, a newly rediscovered underground archive, a storyteller passing on stories to other 
storytellers, a memory of attention-rapt bodily postures as flags were raised or lowered, a mystical insight re-
ceived through a learned practice of poetic reverie, and so on. Each of these requires ongoing relations to keep 
the information—the ink on paper, the data on disk, the words and syntax, the bodily held posture, the mysti-
cal practice—from deteriorating to the point that it becomes illegible and unreconstructible. If it is the flag’s 
meaning, then, and not merely the fabric and the colors, that constitutes its inner essence, then that meaning 
was never found in the material of the flag alone; it always required recording instruments of some kind, instru-
ments that have persisted in some form elsewhere, beyond the actual lozenge on its field of amber flapping in 
the wind of Harman’s ferris wheel. 
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In his effort to privilege the object—the flag as a piece of the ferris wheel—Harman is losing access to the rela-
tional network within which that object becomes what it is, a network that includes practices, experiences, and 
mediators. In contrast to this account, what is real for Whitehead is always what is happening. The result of this 
trade-off, then, in Harman’s ontology, is a demotion of experience. Experience, after all, occurs only in percep-
tion, which is the realm of the sensual, not the real. The “mode of being” of real objects “is to be disconnected 
from each other in advance”; connection “is found only in experience, not in withdrawn genuine reality.”58 

CONCLUSION: FINDING THE INNER BEATNIK

There is a thread that weaves its way throughout Harman’s comments about relational ontologies. That thread is 
a claim that such philosophies have had their day and are now somehow exhausted—exhausted in part because 
they have failed to account for the stabilities, novelties, and inner depths of objects that make up a posthuman-
ist world.59

But this claim is easily contested. Process-relational philosophies have been influential at many points 
in history: arguably, they developed and even flourished in ancient Greece (Heraclitus), India (Nagarjuna, 
Śāntarakṣita), China (Zhuang Zu, Zhiyi, Fazang), Renaissance and early modern Europe (Bruno, Spinoza), and 
in the Anglo-American pragmatist and processual traditions of the last 150 years (Peirce, Whitehead, James, 
Dewey, Hartshorne, Neville, and others). But they have been largely marginal within academic philosophy of 
the last one hundred years. In part this is for the same reasons that systematic metaphysics in general has been 
marginal. Thinkers with a somewhat processual approach—Marx, Foucault, Derrida, Deleuze, and others like 
them—have been influential, and even dominant, within some circles of Continental philosophers. But Con-
tinental philosophy is hardly dominant in academic philosophy today (at least in North America), and most 
of those thinkers’ processuality has tended to be somewhat circumscribed: Marx’s was constrained within a 
general tendency toward material-economic reductionism, and within a theory of history that is too simplistic 
to be taken seriously today; Derrida’s processualism tended toward a textual idealism that tightly circumscribed 
the ontological dimensions it might otherwise have shared with process-relational traditions. Only Deleuze, 
and arguably the later Foucault, have been fully process-relational thinkers, and while both maintain an army 
of followers, to say that they are dominant or hegemonic in philosophy (or elsewhere) is to stretch the truth too 
far. Whitehead’s explicitly process-relational metaphysics, on the other hand, have been largely ignored until 
their recent revival.

The second point—that process-relational philosophy has failed to account for the stabilities, novelties, and 
inner depths of objects—is a complex and multi-faceted point. I have tried to suggest here that interiority, 
novelty, and creativity are not only central themes in the philosophy of Whitehead, but that they are rather well 
accounted for. Process-relational philosophers, to be sure, have not had the last word on how the universe has 
evolved into the particular stabilities, forms, and dynamisms that characterize it. No one has this final word, 
so the challenge remains wide open; and, as some speculative realists have argued (including proponents of 
OOO), science can play an important informing role on how these things might have occurred.

Process philosophers, for whom the universe consists of dynamic relational processes, of events, encounters, 
and becomings, account for stability in a variety of ways. If everything is in motion, as a processualist would 
claim, there are still differences in processual speeds, durations, currents, flows, extents, variances, and the 
folds or structural relations these give rise to. Rocks could be said, for instance, to consist mainly of slower 
processes than humans, mollusks, tornadoes, or lightning storms. But they are processes just as are suns and 
galaxies, if the latter be defined as singular objects. All have their life cycles or developmental trajectories (or 
something like it), or else their constituents do, and these are never entirely predictable. There is, furthermore, 
the problem of how to map out the expressed actuality of the world and the potentials in the world for further 
actualization. This question is central to all process-relational philosophers, and each—Whitehead, Hartshorne, 
Simondon, Deleuze, Delanda, and others—have struggled with it, with varying results.
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Process-relational philosophers assume that anything that exists exists in relation to other existing things. There 
is no withdrawn essence that is independent of all else and that stays the same independently of all else over 
time. For Harman, by contrast, objects simply are what they are; they do not need to enter into relations with 
others, or at least it is not clear why they would or how they might not. But if we, objects that we are, had that 
option, might we not choose to simply be what we are, for as long as we wanted to? Why bother with a world of 
others, a world of relations that affect us, change us, and in the end bring out demise? Why bother with a world 
that requires effort for self-maintenance in the face of an environment that is always there, even if the qualities 
and forms it takes for us are always changing? In the real universe, the process-relationist would contend, there 
is no opting out. We are always already implicated, always already called to relate, attracted and repelled in one 
direction or another by the opportunities, the challenges, and the threats that face us. The universe is a place 
that requires doing, not simply being. 

There are times, however, when Harman’s own inner beatnik appears to take hold of him and make him more 
interesting to a process-relational thinker. These are times, for instance, when he suggests that it is not up to us 
to decide to withdraw or re-emerge from our relationless cocoon. It is, as he puts it in the final chapter of Circus 
Philosophicus, up to the things beneath us on the scale of objects, the parts that make us up. Sleep overcomes 
us, and waking overtakes us, not because we decide to do these things. “Only the zebra’s pieces,” he writes, 
“are able to guide it into new situations of some kind.” Free will, Harman continues, “does not exist for objects, 
but only for pieces of those objects.” There is, he says, “an excess in our pieces beyond what is needed to cre-
ate us, and this excess allows new and unexpected things to happen.” It is this way with all objects: “We are 
awakened neither by our own powers nor by the world outside, but by the swarming landscape within. … The 
dormant zebra, like all other objects, awaits a hailstorm from below.”60

I find this version of the object more lively, in Jane Bennett’s terms,61 more Deleuzian even, insofar as it sug-
gests a swarming dynamism within an object that is no longer a black hole of pure withdrawal, but that has 
become an actual field of relations affecting the object. That this zebra is woken from within—from its pieces, 
as it were—does not mean that it cannot also be awoken from without. This is, after all, a zebra Harman sees 
painted on a flag that is waving in a hailstorm. In this strange closing chapter of a strange book, a chapter 
framed by an account of Bruno Latour’s hosting the author in his flat in Paris, Harman acknowledges both the 
strangeness of this idea and the strength of the Latourian burgundy flowing in his blood when this idea seized 
him.

There is something about this seizure—the swarm of burgundy entering Harman’s body from a Parisian glass 
and filling it over the course of an evening, the swarm of a thought process ricocheting between a painted zebra 
waving in the wind and an idea building in the mind of a philosopher—that suggests that Harman’s objects are 
affected not just by the pieces within. They are kicked into life because of a world in which what is within and 
what is without ceaselessly ricochet back and forth across the permeable boundary of a questing subjectivity. 
This, to me, seems as Whiteheadian and Deleuzian as anything. 

Pass the burgundy, Mr. Harman. You may discover yourself to be a beatnik brother after all. 
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The concept of the diagram plays an important, yet under-considered, role in the philosophies of Charles 
Sanders Peirce and Gilles Deleuze. Both philosophies, whilst having given rise to a somewhat bewildering 
array of defining nominations between them, may perhaps be best described as constructivist—for they both 
support a conception of reality as constructed, rather than given, and constructed in/as thought. For both, a 
“diagram” is the agent of this construction; hence its pivotal place in both systems. It is, in fact from Peirce 
that Deleuze borrows the concept, for its function as genetic agency, whilst, however, submitting it to a radical 
reworking that rejects the broadly representational philosophical framework within which Peirce situates it. 
An understanding of this reworking, which has hitherto received little sustained attention, permits clarification 
not only of Deleuze’s and Peirce’s understanding of philosophy as constructivist, but also of the (generally 
poorly understood) relation between these two philosophies, rarely thought together, whilst presenting some 
of the most trenchant  stakes, and potentials, of diagrammatics as a constructive, pragmatic, and experimental 
venture.1

The paper is set out in four sections. Following a brief overview of the contrasting conceptions of diagrammatics 
by Peirce and Deleuze (part 1), I discuss the main features and functions of Peirce’s diagram, and its function 
in his philosophy, (part 2) and Deleuze’s borrowing and reworking of the concept for his own project (part 
3). I conclude with an exploration of the contrasting conceptions of the future implicated by the two models: 
Peirce’s notion of “speculative rhetoric”, which presents the diagram as speculatively determining the future 
on the basis of the present possibilities of thought, and Deleuze’s diagrammatic construction of the future as 
the affirmation of the intensive forces of the “outside” that eternally exceeds that which thought can represent 
to itself 
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1. PEIRCE’S DIAGRAM, AND DELEUZE’S DIAGRAM: SOME INITIAL POINTS OF 
DISTINCTION.

For both Peirce and Deleuze the diagram is the agent of the construction of reality. But there are two distinct 
conceptions of reality implicated here. For Peirce - committed logician and practicing scientist - reality is 
that mode of being asserted by a true proposition, regardless of what any actual mind thinks of it; reality is 
logical truth, independent of the actual experience or thought that is subject to empirical or dogmatic error.2 
For Deleuze, in contrast, reality is that mode of being of material existence, in contrast to (logical) possibility. 
Furthermore the Deleuzian project is oriented not towards an already existing reality, whether actual or 
conceived, but towards the construction of “new” reality that does not already exist. So whilst for Peirce the 
construction of reality entails the acquisition of logical truths through a process of refining thought (through 
diagrams), for Deleuze construction involves the production of a new reality (through diagrams). Whereas 
for Peirce the function of a diagram is to aid thought’s process of approaching logical truth; for Deleuze, 
diagrammatic construction is not grounded on what can—according to present criteria—be deemed truthful, 
but rather is directed towards the production of new values “not inspired by truth” and beyond any established 
measure.3 

As the process of thought’s refinement, Peirce’s construction entails the representation of thought’s 
representational processes through diagrams, and the concomitant adjustment and refinement of these processes 
in order to more closely attain to truth. 4 For Deleuze however, construction is not grounded in already existent 
processes of thought, but rather generated from the synthesis of what he calls “pure” difference, difference “in-
itself”, independent of “the forms of representation which reduce it to the Same”.5   

Peirce describes the diagram as a map or schema, an “icon of relations” through which a future state is 
constructed on the basis of an existing state, through the representation, and formalisation, of relations between 
terms. This (relatively new) future state resembles past states through the diagrammatic construction of laws 
that relate the two via the mediation of the present. For Deleuze, however, the diagram is a map of “pure 
relations” - relations of forces “outside” related terms - a map of “lines of escape” that break through all law in 
a transcendental and unmediated construction of the qualitatively new (that which is new in kind) which bears 
no resemblance to past or present actuality. Peirce’s diagram retains a resonance with the “common-sensical” 
notion of the diagram as a “simplified drawing” or “schematic representation” of something. It functions as an 
aid to knowledge, operating within the regime of what may possibly be known given the present conditions 
of thought, assuming a form that can be recognised, and oriented towards the formalisation of a future state 
that can be projected on the basis of present actuality. But Deleuze’s conception of the diagram as the agent of 
breakthrough and creation, as a non-representational, groundless, deforming and unformed synthesiser of pure 
difference, subverts such common-sensical definition and demands a new conceptual framework. 

These initial distinctions indicate two strongly contrasting philosophical positions, both invested in the 
production of diagrams: an idealist philosophy of representation that seeks to interpret the world through the 
logical processes of thought (Peirce), and a philosophy of difference that seeks to invest difference as the 
“source” of thought anew (Deleuze).

2. PEIRCE’S DIAGRAM: RESEMBLANCE AND CONSTRUCTIVISM

Inventor of a rich, and notoriously complex system whose contributions to and consequences for philosophy 
have perhaps yet to be fully grasped, C.S Peirce made it his life’s work to impart to traditional problems 
of metaphysics and epistemology a consistently pragmatic orientation, via a rigorous architectonic of logic, 
“objective” reasoning, and “scientific” method.6 It is above all for two things that he is most widely known: 
firstly, as the father of pragmatism (after his fellow pragmatist William James’ accreditation to him of this 
distinction); secondly, for his tripartite theory of signs. And it is for both these definitive features that his system 
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will appeal to Deleuze, who, with Felix Guattari, also engages in the articulation of a pragmatic semiotic—that 
is, a theory of signs orientated to their practical bearing on the “conduct of life”.7

For Peirce, the idea that thought or conception (the two are for him equated) must be aligned with its conceivable 
practical effects in the world (pragmatism) must be understood as a semiotics (or ‘semeiotic’, as he preferred 
to call it), that is, a system of signs. Indeed, the sign is nothing other than a thought, one whose meaning is not 
self-evident, but rather determined by the process of its  interpretation by a subsequent thought or action—or 
to put it another way, by its effect on another sign.8 Insofar as a sign points at once to its object (or referent), 
and to the thought that interprets it (its interpretant), this pragmatic semiotic/semiotic pragmatics is tripartite, 
or triadic. Again, what is particularly distinctive about Peirce’s system is the attribution of scientific, or logical, 
determinacy to this pragmatic semiotic; an understanding of thought as a rigorous, scientific method, governed 
by the ultimate, speculatively projected attainment of truth. 

The diagram, or as Peirce also calls it, “existential graph”, plays a central role within this system.9 It may be most 
simply understood as Peirce’s answer to a central problem in post-Kantian philosophy—the reconciliation of 
reason with experience, of rational ideas with existential facts, of the “generals” of a cognition not grounded in 
experience with the “particulars” with which experience furnishes cognition. This reconciliation, which Peirce 
calls “the method of discovery”, takes place through the diagrammatic mapping of facts, and construction of 
laws that allows us to pass from particulars to generals. This experimental method—it is adjusted as it proceeds 
- may be understood as the counterpart to pragmatism - for if “pragmatism says that ideas work themselves out 
in facts”, the method of discovery “says that ideas may be discovered through facts”.10 Both processes are of 
course mutually implicated within a project that sets out to develop a theory of reasoning ideally in contact with 
(rather than noministically abstracted from) the empirical. 

 A mental construction, a type of sign, which may or may not take visual form (such as a graph), the diagram 
represents a “premiss” (a preliminary assertion—also called a “predicate” or “precept”) whilst pointing 
towards, or “outlining”, an outcome. The diagram can, indeed, be understood as the basis of all thought, where 
thought “always takes place by means of signs”, and is logical—that is, “self-controlled, or deliberated”. 
Indeed, a diagram is that “by means of which any course of thought can be represented with exactitude.”11 
Peirce conceives of this diagrammatic thought as a (representational) process—diagrammatism is the process 
of thought’s “self-controlling” or “deliberation”, a process of “reasoning”, where “reasoning is essentially a 
voluntary act, over which we exercise control”.12

A diagram, Peirce tells us,

 is an icon or schematic image embodying the meaning of a general predicate and from the observation 
of this icon [specifically the relations between its parts] we are supposed to construct a new general 
predicate.13 

The process of reasoning consists, he tells us, 

in constructing a diagram according to a general precept, in observing certain relations between parts 
of that diagram not explicitly required by the precept, showing that these relations will hold for all 
such diagrams, and in formulating this conclusion in general terms.14

The diagram, then, is a schema of relations, that allows us to go beyond a given theoretical premiss/originary 
assertion to new assertions, by constructing laws, formulae or rules. These rules guarantee that the “new” 
relations constructed by the diagram will “hold for all such diagrams”. That is, the role of the diagram is as 
generator of the laws that permit the determination of the future with increasingly greater clarity, to aid the 
movement of logic from the vague (particulars) to the definite (general), the movement of thought’s “self-
controlling” towards its ultimate destination: truth.
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This process of definition or clarification takes place within the regime of resemblance. Diagrammatic 
determination of the future is iconic, Peirce tells us, and an icon is a sign which signifies its object through 
resemblance: “likenessness, or, as I prefer to say, Icons, […] serve to represent their objects only in so far as 
they resemble them in themselves”.15  

A diagram is a type of icon—specifically an icon of relations.16 It signifies its object not through direct 
resemblance of its form, but as a representation of the relations of its objects by analogous relations in its own 
parts. This makes it “particularly useful because it suppresses a quantity of details, and so allows the mind more 
easily to think of the important features.”17 It is a form of relations, and its “schematic” character lies precisely 
in this reductive formalisation.

So the diagram is the formal presentation of the relations of a given premiss. This can (but does not have to) 
assume a visual form, “composed of dots, lines etc., in which logical relations are signified by such spatial 
relations that the necessary consequences of these logical relations are at the same time signified, or can, at 
least, be made evident by transforming the diagram in certain ways which conventional ‘rules’ permit.”18 All 
“necessary reasoning” proceeds by such diagrammatic constructions—this necessity being due to the fact that 
we know (or come to know) the conditions of the diagram (and not their actual conformity with empirical 
cases).19

It is the form of the diagram that may be worked on to achieve its function of rendering these consequences. As 
such, the diagram is not only an exact representation of a given premiss, but a form to which “something else” 
may be added, experimentally—“which is usually a mere May-be”.20 This experimental addition is, for Peirce, 
the constructive aspect of the diagram, the aspect that takes it beyond pure relationality—beyond the relation 
between itself and its object—and imparts to it a “third” component, as constructive “determination” of the 
future. It is a course of thought that the diagram represents, a course that is dynamic and ongoing.

Thus diagrammatics is not just a re-presentational mapping of an originary premiss. It more crucially concerns 
the attainment of truths which are not immediately evident from premises. The function of the diagram is to 
excavate general and universal truths (the outcome has to be shown to hold “for all such” diagrams) from 
particular assertions. And yet, whilst this construction adds something to representation, it nevertheless remains 
inscribed within a representational regime: the experimental additions of “may-be’s” is reintegrated into an 
ongoing process of thought’s representation of itself to the (ideal) point of final, universal validity (truth).
To consider this inscription let us consider  more closely the four stages of the  diagrammatic method: firstly, 
the formation of the icon; secondly, the observation on and experimentation with the icon; thirdly, the arrival at 
a conclusion; fourthly, the establishment of the universal validity of the conclusion. 

The first step is to “form in the imagination some sort of diagrammatic….representation of the facts, as 
skeletonized as possible….to represent intuitively or semi-intuitively the same relations which are abstractly 
expressed in the premises”.21 Following this formation of an icon, there is observation of and (perhaps) 
experimentation with the icon. Either the truth of the conclusion is drawn from the observation of the diagram 
as it is—in which case, the process is called “corollarial”—or “having represented the conditions of the 
conclusion in a diagram” we perform an ingenious experiment upon the diagram, and by the observation of 
the diagram, so modified, ascertain the truth of the conclusion—a process Peirce calls “theorematic”.22 It is 
this theorematic aspect of diagrammatisation, whereby “something else” is added, experimentally, and which 
Peirce also calls “experimental observation”, which constitutes its constructive component. Here, the diagram 
is “submitted to the scrutiny of observation, and new relations are discovered among its parts, not stated in 
the precept by which it was formed, and are found, by a little mental experimentation, to be such that they will 
always be present in such a construction”.23 Through this “experimental observation” of diagrams we arrive 
at a conclusion (the third step) with “universal validity” in so far as it will be shown to be always be the case 
under a set of certain conditions (the fourth step). Diagrammatism thus initiates a process by which “the mind 
is not only led from believing the premises to judge the conclusion true, but it further attaches to this judgment 
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another—that every proposition like the premiss … would involve, and compel acceptance of, a proposition 
related to it as the conclusion then drawn is related to that premiss”.24In this way, the diagram serves as a model 
for similar hypothetical cases—it is a map of the necessary outcomes of reason in an “arbitrarily hypothetical 
universe…. Not yet entirely determinate”.25 The moment of experimentation, where thought alters its course 
from what is immediately given by the premiss, is ultimately geared towards the consolidation of this course, 
once it has been found to be “necessary”. It is not to point to new outcomes each time a diagram is drawn, but to 
consolidate a single outcome for all times (such that successive diagrams will reveal the same conclusion)—in 
other words, a truth, or final interpretant - an outcome that will, with future experiments, be shown to be always 
present26

Thus the diagrammatic process exposes the tripartite system of analogies that characterises Peirce’s semeiotic, 
and provides its many subdivisions. The conclusion of a diagram that represents its object through analogous 
relations is returned to the interpretation of other similar premises, which is returned to the “expanded” diagram, 
and so on.27 A three-way process of grounding is established via the diagram between objects, signs and 
interpretants—the three dynamic elements of the semiotic process—where the sign is that which is determined 
by its “object”, and which in turn determines an effect, its “interpretant”28—as a process of thought’s self-
clarification and extraction of similarity, as law, between different cases.
 
Diagrammatism is a process of generalisation. Hence, whilst it always “has to start from a perceptual fact”, 
its proximity to “the real thinking-process” is “doubtful”, where this “real thinking-process” is a “particular”, 
or “finite” process of thinking that you or I may pass through. Indeed, the inferential, ideal process of 
diagrammatism is “of an entirely different construction from the thinking process”—because it is generalised, 
and deals with possibility rather than actuality—what should be thought given a certain set of conditions (as 
ultimately governed by a final truth) rather than what is actually thought by particular individuals. This is 
what characterises Peirce’s system as “idealist”, and diagrammatism as “ideal reasoning”, and, ultimately, 
speculative (a point we will return to).29

This ideal possibility attains its “forcefulness” through the diagram’s “compelling design”. But what does 
this mean? The design of the diagram is compelling because it is intelligible (it is an icon of “intelligible 
relations”30) - which is to say already intelligible to thought as it is - because the truths it constructs are 
recognisable, because it bears a clarity that appeals to the logical subject waiting to receive it. It is to the appeal 
of logic, which is a form of common sense (a “critical” common-sense)31, that diagrammatic reasoning appeals.  
The “universal validity” of the conclusions diagrammatism produces is predicated on the common structures of 
thought uniting the interpreting subjects; the effectiveness of the rules it constructs is premised on the fact that 
these rules bind “all minds alike”.32 Indeed, “the object of reasoning is to find out, from the consideration of 
what we already know, something else which we do not know”.33 “Learning” begins with the “immense mass 
of cognition already formed.”34 As Peirce clarifies, “a Diagram is an Icon of a set of rationally related objects. 
By rationally related, I mean that there is between them, not merely one of those relations which we know by 
experience, but know not how to comprehend, but one of those relations which anybody who reasons at all must 
have an inward acquaintance with.”35

It is therefore assumed that the diagrammatic process of learning is shared by a community of rational minds 
with such innateness of reason. This is why the forceful shape of a diagram can be predicted to convince an 
as-yet unspecified subject. The observation of the diagram “leads us to suspect that something is true, which we 
may or may not be able to formulate with precision, and we proceed to inquire whether it is true or not.” Such 
“suspicion” is grounded in “what we already know” - which includes an idea of truth. Peirce states that “we not 
only have to select the features of the diagram which it will be pertinent to pay attention to, but [that] it is also 
of great importance to return again and again to certain features.” Again, if we do not make such a controlled 
selection, or consolidation of the diagram’s compelling design “although our conclusions may be correct they 
will not be the particular conclusions at which we are aiming.”36 Thus, we can understand the diagram as a kind 
of confirmation, or “substantiation” of our “beliefs” (which provide the basis of all our premises)37, subject to 
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our rational control.

In this way we see the function of Peirce’s diagram as a tool for thought (as reasoning), a process of experimentally 
attaining truths grounded in the recognition of what is already known to us driven by the establishment, through 
laws, of generals or universals, and oriented towards communication within a community of like-minded 
thinkers. Deleuze will borrow this conception of diagrammatics as an experimental synthesis of relations, 
whilst recasting it beyond Peirce’s representationalism, universalism and (logical) communitarianism. 

3. DELEUZE’S DIAGRAM: DIFFERENCE AND CONSTRUCTIVISM

It is perhaps the notion of modulation in general (and not similitude) that will enable us to understand 
the nature of analogical language or the diagram.38 

It is as the inventor of “the most extraordinary classification of images and signs”, of a semiotic with the poten-
tial to think production and oriented to “life”, that Peirce appeals to Deleuze.39 With Guattari, he is specifically 
attracted by Peirce’s conception of signs firstly “not as a function of determinants which are already linguistic”, 
and secondly, “from the point of view of genesis or formation”.40 From this perspective, Peirce offers a power-
ful alternative to what Deleuze and Guattari deem to be the interpretative impasses of (structural) linguistics—a 
pragmatic semiotics that can function as a “science of reality”.41 

It is not from the perspective of meaning or interpretation that they invest Peirce’s concepts. In fact they ex-
plicitly reject this orientation towards meaning which for them renders Peirce “as much a linguist as the semi-
ologists”.42  Rather, it is for his taxonomy of “sign elements [which] still imply no privilege for language”, of 
semiotic material not reduced to linguistic forms, that they turn to him, in their development of a productive, 
asignifying semiotic—a semiotic that is put to work both in the analysis of social mechanisms and in the analy-
sis of artistic practice. Indeed, in his work on the cinema, we find Deleuze engaging in an intensive extraction 
and development of this nonlinguistic semiology for a dizzyingly comprehensive taxonomy of cinematic signs. 
This is a “free use” of Peirce, that borrows his terms “while changing their connotations”.43

It is, above all, Peirce’s concept of the diagram—in its function as the experimental constructor of new relations 
- which Deleuze and Guattari invest as the vector for this productive, asignifying semiotic.44 In accordance 
with their “free use” of Peirce, we find not a fidelity to Peirce’s diagram, but rather an extraction of what they 
consider to be its latent potentials—as an icon “with a distinct role, irreducible to either the icon or the symbol”. 
For them, the diagram offers a way out of the signified-signified relations of the index, icon and symbol that 
trap meaning within the binary of semiotic correspondence.45 

In this way Deleuze and Guattari sever the diagram from the Peircian framework of a representational semi-
otic - rendering it instead the agent of breakthrough of the regime of representation, and the construction of the 
new, where this “new” has no basis in, or possible subjection to, what has actually been.46 This is not a new that 
will, under certain conditions, sometime in the future be recognised and established (as Peirce’s diagrammatic 
futures one day will), but the new that “remains forever new”. This is a qualitatively new, that “calls forth 
forces in thought which are not the forces of recognition, today or tomorrow, but the powers of a completely 
other model”, one of pure difference “in-itself” (difference beyond/outside all identity), the encounter with 
which “strips thought of its ‘innateness’, and treats it every time as something which has not always existed, 
but begins, forced and under constraint.”47 

Thus, the diagram is put to work for the sake of a philosophy of difference “in-itself”, as the synthesiser or 
“modulator” of difference, in contrast to Peirce’s representational synthesiser of forms that refines and builds 
upon already established processes of thinking, and which projects possibility on the basis of what is (already 
established and known to be) possible. For Deleuze, “the problem is not to direct or methodically apply a 
thought which pre-exists in principle and in nature [which might be said to characterise the model Peirce 
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upholds], but to bring into being that which does not yet exist … To think is to create.”48

However, whilst Peirce is explicit in his presentation of thought as diagrammatic, Deleuze is not. This 
difference should be taken less as a measure of the relative importance they attribute to the notion, but rather 
as a reflection of the differing ways in which they present their philosophical systems: in Peirce’s case, an 
“organic” systematisation that attempts to move ever closer to increasing refinement and completion of itself 
encompasses precise, and consistent, exposition of diagrammatics; in Deleuze’s case, an “open” system, 
supporting on-going conceptual creation that forbids any “essentialising” self-presentation, or, re-presentation 
of it, forces from the “reader” a re-construction of diagrammatics from the various instances of its appearance 
in his work.49 Whereas we were able to re-present Peirce’s own pronouncements on the diagram, practising 
a consistency with the representational tenor of his system, and indeed, with his definition of diagrams as 
representing the representational processes of thought, Deleuze forces us to produce a construction beyond 
his own explicit pronouncements—something which, again, is consistent with his view that philosophy and 
its concepts should not be reflected on, but used, and put to work on a “line of flight” that displaces them from 
their “origins”; of philosophy as a creative rather than re-productive or communicative enterprise, and his 
definition of the diagram as a map that does not represent, even something real, but functions to create a new 
kind of reality, a reality “yet to come”.50 And it is precisely such a view—of a creative practice of philosophy 
deforming its inherited history - that is indubitably put to work in Deleuze’s unfaithful reworking of Peirce’s 
diagramatism.

The notion that insists, without explicit presentation, in Deleuze’s philosophy that the creation, or genesis of 
thought is diagrammatic is one which thus requires an elaboration beyond exegesis.51 The new reality “yet to 
come” is as it is for Peirce, a new thought reality. But in contrast to Peirce’s ideal reality, it is a reality that is 
immanent to the matter of real experience. 

◊

We encounter Deleuze’s diagram, with its “distinct role, irreducible to neither the icon or the symbol” in 
three key texts: A Thousand Plateaus (1980), Francis Bacon: Logic of Sensation (1981), and Foucault (1986). 
Across these texts, the diagram is presented as the agent of a construction that involves a destruction of existing 
“givens” and the production of the “new”. In A Thousand Plateaus, it is “a map of [the forces beneath] what 
is blocked” or “overcoded” in a regime of signs, that permits “original interactions”, and “plays a piloting 
role”.52 In Francis Bacon, after Bacon’s own description of his process of painting, it is “the operative set 
of asignifying and nonrepresentative lines and zones, line-strokes and color-patches” that catastrophises the 
visual givens of painting and permits the emergence of new “possibilities of fact” in the form of a “figure”. In 
Foucault, after Foucault’s own reference to the diagram as “that which makes power-relations function”, it is 
“the map of relations between forces”.53 In this reading of Foucault, Deleuze further conceptualises the diagram 
as the synthesiser of thought, where thinking is no longer “the innate exercise of a faculty, but must happen 
to thought”; that “does not depend on an interiority uniting the visible and the utterable but takes place under 
the intrusion of the outside that carves the interval” in “the formless disjunction” where the diagram acts, as 
thought’s genetic element.54  

This reading of Foucault’s diagram suggests that Deleuze’s semiotic conception of the diagram is—as it is too 
for Peirce - inseparable from a certain conception of thought. For both thinkers, thought happens in signs. But 
the notion of an “a-signifying” semiotics—to which diagrammatic agency is for Deleuze central - would have 
been unintelligible to Peirce. Asignification functions to explode the proliferation of meaning permitted and 
legitimated by structures and processes of reference, and to subvert the possibility of communication, “which 
only works under the sway of opinions in order to create ‘consensus’”.55 A-signifying signs do not refer and 
re-produce; they produce. Thus, asignification is incorporated into an expanded concept of the sign. Whilst 
for Peirce, the sign is a “representamen”, with “representative quality”, for Deleuze, signs “are not signs of a 
thing; they are signs of the passages of deterritorialization and reterritorialization, they mark a certain threshold 
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crossed in the course of these movements”; the sign is “what flashes across the intervals when a communication 
takes place between disparates”—a “communication” that, again, is an a-signifying relation, a new order of 
communication that bears no allegiance to common sense, or to an already existing community of thinkers.56 
Deleuze’s definition of the diagram as the “height of abstraction, but also the moment at which abstraction 
becomes real”57 could have been taken from Peirce - and indicates their shared constructivist position (that 
reality becomes real through a construction). But for Deleuze this “abstraction” does not entail schematic 
simplification of the formal outlines of a problem, and this “reality” has no basis in, or resemblance to any 
previous reality (whether conceived, or existing). “Abstraction” designates rather the intensive (differential, 
prior to the distinction interior/exterior), “machinic” (immanently and non-deterministically functional) and 
genetic (immanently creative/constructive) plane of forces that “precedes” formalisation and from which “a 
real that is yet to come, a new type of reality” emerges.   Deleuze’s diagram acts as an “abstract machine”, 
a “pure Matter-function” with no form or substance of its own, impelled not by a problem posed to the form 
of thought that can recognise it as a provisional and subjective moment in the progressive elaboration of our 
knowledge (as it is in Peirce’s diagrammatism), but rather by the encounter with pure difference/intensity 
that forces a creation that affirms it, violently projecting thought onto a plane beyond that of its own natural 
progression. 

This genesis of thought has a transcendental element, where transcendental designates the plane of the real in 
its “exceptional conditions” of pure difference. That is, whilst immanent to “real” experience (the diagram is 
“entirely oriented toward an experimentation [or experience] in contact with the real”58) it concerns a genesis 
that invests the intensive, and transcendental, forces of the “outside” (the “nonthought within thought”59) as the 
conditions for a “new” reality.

Whilst Peirce’s diagrammatic thought expands thought beyond what is immediately self-evident to it by 
constructing mediated possibilities on the basis of what is inherently possible for thought, Deleuze’s diagram 
is a construction of new possibilities that explode that which inheres in thought, explode thought as a form of 
inherence, and forces thought on a “line of flight” with the “outside” (the intensive “outside” of pure difference). 
“To think is always to follow the witch’s flight” on the plane of “machinic” intensities/forces, of unliveable 
possibilities that could not have been projected on the basis of what already exists, and shatters what thought 
can already think. A “thought without image” is opposed to the thought with image that recognizes itself in 
the act of thinking and subjects thinking to a self-grounding in its representational activity. This “thought 
without image” is a “thought which is born in thought, the act of thinking which is neither given by innateness 
nor presupposed by reminiscence but engendered in its genitality”, a thought that thinks only by means 
of difference around a point of ungrounding.60 Deleuze’s constructivism expresses this genesis of thought 
(reminding us that his interest in Peirce is from the very perspective of the genesis of signs). “Constructivism 
requires every creation to be a construction on a plane that gives it an autonomous existence.”61 Thought as 
creation (construction) of the “autonomous” new (that which has liberated itself from all allegiance to a ground, 
and persists independently of those who have or will experience it) is posited against thought as reflection in 
its own image.

Within such a framework, the diagram functions as the antithesis of the image—which, in its iconic character, 
Peirce’s diagram very much remains. Peirce’s diagram constructs and upholds an image of thought that is 
superimposed onto an actual reality “outside” of thought. This, we recall, is what constitutes Peirce’s idealism 
- diagrammatic construction is ideal, even if for it to attain meaning, it must bear a relation to experience, a 
relation that will be tested in order to refine the reasoning process. It is speculative rather than actual. It is 
conceivable, but has no actual existence. This idealism is of course the ground, and destination of Peirce’s 
pragmatic project—for “pragmaticism” is, we recall, defined as “the theory that a conception, that is, the 
rational purport of a word or other expression, lies exclusively in its conceivable [but not actual] bearing upon 
the conduct of life”.62 
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Deleuze’s critique of thought as a form of interiority motivates his severance of the diagram from the Peircian 
category of the icon. For images or icons, he tells us, are produced through an “interior molding” where 
relations are subordinated to the form of resemblance. Diagrams, however, produce resemblance through “non-
resembling means”, through a pure modulation of relations that creates a “sensible” or “aesthetic” rather than 
a formal resemblance, an “aesthetic analogy”.63 As such, what Deleuze refers to as “the analogical language of 
the diagram” is markedly distinct to the form of analogy that characterises Peirce’s diagram. Peirce’s diagram 
formalises analogy, rendering analogy—as similitude - the ground of future determination. But Deleuze’s 
diagram constructs new relations whose analogy to their “object” is “sensible” and material, rather than formal.  

Thus, in Francis Bacon’s paintings we find the diagram acting as the informal zone of experimentation that 
permits new relations between “matter-forces” to construct the form of the new (the figure). However, though 
it ultimately assumes new form (for otherwise, it would remain a “formless and unproductive mess”). It is 
as a diagram of “sensation” that the diagram functions; its diagrammatic traits are “traits of sensation, but of 
confused sensations”. Sensation is the differential ground of diagrammatic construction - not as the sense-
data of given experience, but rather as the unliveable “being of sensation” that comprises the matter of a 
transcendental empiricism that generates new thought. 

Such a transcendental empiricism is distinguished from ordinary empiricism in so far as it does not pertain to 
sense-data (in their formalised status as qualities) but rather to the passage of sensation through unformed matter. 
Transcendental empiricism “does not refer to any object nor belong to any subject (empirical representation) … 
It is certainly not the element of sensation (simple empiricism) … rather, it is the passage from one sensation 
to another, however close two sensations may be, but as becoming, as an increase or decrease in power”.64 
This becoming of sensation, this “pure” relationality, furnishes “the conditions under which something new is 
produced (creativeness)”, conditions that are “no wider than the real” (the transcendental is not transcendent) 
but which are not given in ordinary experience as qualitative sensible data, but experienced as the intensive 
relations of forces.65 Whence Deleuze’s attribution to (a superior/transcendental) empiricism of the motto: 
relations are external to terms66 (whereas for Peirce, relations are always dependent on the terms they relate).
    
This diagrammatic constructivism is not a methodical process, if by method we understand a form of control 
possessed by the common sense of the thinker in advance of thinking, and superimposed onto the “matter” of 
what thought thinks. According to such a definition Peirce’s diagram is, precisely, the methodical regulation of 
the process of thinking as logical reasoning. Logic is “the theory of self-controlled, or deliberate, thought”, and 
the problem of thought must be solved through method, projected by the voluntary act of reason. But Deleuze’s 
diagrammatism is not a voluntary exercise: it is instead an involuntary synthesis of difference. Experimentation 
is not methodical. For Deleuze, thought is forced in a “violent encounter” with the differentials of sensation 
that constitute the matter-force of the real, but which as intensities cannot be experienced under normal, “lived” 
conditions and are imperceptible to an empirical exercise of the faculties.  Under the exceptional circumstances 
of an “encounter” with “free or untamed states of difference in itself”, sensibility “finds itself before its own 
limit and raises itself to the level of a transcendent exercise”, an exercise that reciprocally determines the real 
sensible “object” and a sensing “subjectivity”. Transcendental empiricism pertains to the discovery of the 
conditions of the given, “that by which the given is given”—difference in-itself.67 But Peirce’s constructivism 
is grounded on the given possibilities of thought.
 
For Deleuze, it is the encounter with the “pure being of sensation” that impulses conceptual creation as a 
singular thought, with no basis for consensus. Whereas Peirce’s diagrammatism produces a reassuring 
continuity of thought, oriented towards a community of “ideal” reasoning subjects, sharing common faculties, 
and shared forms of experience (against which the conclusions of diagrammatism will be tested), Deleuze’s 
diagrammatism ruptures such continuity, and has no subject already waiting. It rather forces a new “subject” 
to be adequate to the reality it constructs on a transcendental field - the pure a-subjective, pre-reflective, 
impersonal stream of pre-consciousness without a self - a reality that has no coincidence with lived experience, 
projecting us beyond what we had thought was possible to live.
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Thus, Deleuze’s diagram and Peirce’s diagram reflect two contrasting notions of thought: thought as a process 
of discipline, regulation and control that reasoning subjects enact (Peirce), and thought as violent encounter that 
happens to us in the groundless encounter with difference (Deleuze); thought as grounded in the possibilities of 
thought as it already knows and recognises itself, and as the conditioning of a possible future continuous with 
its present form (Peirce), and thought as a creative and violent destruction of thought in its present form for 
the sake of a new image of a thought without image (Deleuze); thought as pragmatic experimentation for the 
sake of the determination of real effects through their conception (Peirce), and thought as an experimentation 
that effects a new possibility of pragmatism as the transformation of the existing state of liveable affairs in 
the genesis of the hitherto unthinkable new that shatters the experience of continuity as lived time (Deleuze). 
These distinctions between Peirce’s and Deleuze’s diagrammatism bear important consequences for the nature 
of the “future” that is determined in each case—which we shall now, in conclusion, explore.
 
4. DIAGRAMMATIC FUTURES: SPECULATIVE RHETORIC/CONSTRUCTIVISM

For both Deleuze and Peirce, the function of the diagram is to “determine” a future reality. But there are here, 
and not unexpectedly, two distinct notions of the future: a speculative (conceived but not actual) future in 
Peirce’s case, and a constructed future in Deleuze’s (as the intensive, differential reality of the present).

What Peirce calls the “compelling design” of the diagram renders it the principle agent of that branch of 
semiotic method he calls “speculative rhetoric”. The “highest and most living branch of logic”, the function of 
speculative rhetoric is to ascertain the formal conditions of a sign’s effects, “to ascertain the laws by which in 
every scientific intelligence one sign gives birth to another, and especially one thought brings forth another”.68 
That is, speculative rhetoric pertains to the way in which signs determine, through law, their future effects. 
Futurity is the destination of Peirce’s semiotics: indeed, “the conclusion of a Reasoning proper must refer to 
the Future”.69 It is insofar as the diagram is the method of discovering such laws that it is seen as the agent of 
this speculation. As such, diagrammatic constructivism is for Peirce speculative—it speculates on a general 
form of the future through the construction of laws. What might be called “diagrammatic speculation” thus 
pertains to the futurity of signs in their continuing effectiveness, a futurity which assumes a general form, and 
is conceived, ideal, and hypothetical, rather than actual (although of course the great Peircian hope is that one 
day, in the ideal circumstances, and when we have had time to undertaken sufficient experimentation, it will 
become actual).

Speculative rhetoric concerns the sign’s “power of appealing to a mind, that is, of their reference in general to 
interpretants”70, where the interpretant is the destination or effect of the sign.71 For Peirce’s sign is, we recall, 
tripartite—it “is something which stands to somebody for something in some respect or capacity. It addresses 
somebody that is, creates in the mind of that person an equivalent sign, or perhaps a more developed sign. That 
sign which it creates I call the interpretant of the first sign.”72 The interpretant, the “third” element of semiosis, 
in turn acts as a sign/representamen (a first), to determine another interpretant (another third), through the Same 
object (a second)—and so on apparently till infinity (but actually up until the final interpretant is reached). 
Peirce’s semiotic is a dynamic, continuous and ongoing process of the determination of meaning grounded in 
the presupposed law of similitude.73 

As the study of the determination of the futurity of signs, of their interpretants, speculative rhetoric concerns 
the sign’s thirdness. By this is meant that mode of being of law, which consists in the fact that future relations 
(or “facts of secondness”) “will take on a determinate general character”.74  Thirdness is that future effect which 
is determined by the diagrammatic process. This, we recall, constitutes the constructive aspect of the diagram. 
Beyond its character as a representation of relations (a second), it is, in its construction of new relations, its 
experimental addition of a “May-be” to a given premise, a determination (thorough the substantiation of the 
form of relations) of a future conclusion as law-giver. The function of the diagram is to determine what general 
effects can be determined, through laws, given certain conditions (the conditions we know, or will come to 
know, all about, since the diagram is of our own creation.)
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This diagrammatic experimentation is conducted within the regime of the possible—the possibilities that 
thought can in its present form think. It concerns the sign’s capacity to determine an interpretant, making no 
claims as to actuality—what individuals actually think. The future that the diagram speculatively infers, the 
future that can be thought, is predictable on the basis of what is thinkable, and will be similar to it—what 
should be thinkable through the constructions of diagrams. The possible future is determined by and grounded 
upon present actualities of thought (the actual conclusions of reasoning) attained through diagrammatic 
constructivism in the present. Thirdness imparts a quality to reactions in the future by “moulding in conformity 
with the form of a proposition [produced in the present]—a form which is constructed through diagrams”.75  It 
is because of this conformism to ideal constructions, because it is assumed that the future is continuous with 
the present, and because it is assumed that thinking subjects can all think in the same way, that the diagram can 
be believed to compel assent amongst interpreting subjects in the future.  

Diagrammatic speculation concerns the control—generated in the present - of future conduct. It is a means too 
of escaping the past actualities of existence that haunt our memory and over which we have no control (insofar 
as, in Peirce’s understanding here, memory is involuntary). Indeed, “the only controllable conduct is Future 
conduct.” And that which in the Future “is not amenable to control are the things that we shall be able to infer, 
or should be able to infer under favourable circumstances [or conditions].”76  The function of the diagram, and 
its “strategic design”, is to effect this purchase over the future. As the conclusion of reasoning, the future is a 
general form, a formal possibility that, though it may “little resemble even the perceptual facts”, and whose 
coincidence with the “matter” of future cases remains to be tested, does resemble conceived facts. 

 
Deleuze’s theory of the diagrammatic production of the future as qualitatively new rejects this formal 
determinism, and mediation, of speculation.77 Whence his rejection of the Peircian category of the interpretant—
his rejection of the perspective of representation, mediation, grounding, speculative finality and common sense 
in favour of a genetic perspective, that considers the sign’s productivity through the diagrammatic construction 
of relations from asignifying sign-matter. Whilst for Peirce, the sign is a “representamen”, with “representative 
quality”, for Deleuze, signs “are not signs of a thing; they are signs of the passages of deterritorialization 
and reterritorialization” - the deterritorialization of common sense and the reterritorialization of new sense 
produced in the affirmation of asignifying difference, a new order of communication that bears no allegiance 
to common sense, or to an already existing community of thinkers. And the new here is not a general form, but 
the affirmation of that which is irreducibly singular in the matter of experience.  

For both Peirce and Deleuze, to think is to determine—but whereas for Peirce, this determination is a means of 
controlling our future in accordance with our projections constructed in the present, for Deleuze, thought is a 
determination of the new from the immanent affirmation of difference that destroys the present form, or image, 
of thought. Determination here is at once (reciprocally) of matter and the (new) form of the real—an immanent 
genesis that bypasses the problem of the dualism of idealism and empiricism that Peirce’s diagrammatism, 
despite its heroic attempts to the contrary, ostensibly retains (that is, the problem of how the ideal coincides 
with the empirical), by investing as its source pure difference/intensity in the disjunction between the sensible 
and the conceptual. For Peirce, the control of the Future is effected through the projection of our reasoned 
thought. But for Deleuze, the experience of the Future as the new happens to us, and is something over which 
we have no voluntary control, and, indeed, excludes the self.78  Peirce’s future is always deferred—it is what will 
happen “given a certain set of conditions”. But Deleuze’s new future is experienced now, in the transcendental 
encounter with difference that raises us beyond the lived coordinates of the present.79

Peirce’s speculative future is mediated. His diagram is a mediating third, acting between forms—the form of 
the past and the form of the future, which are separated by the continuous line of time.80 But Deleuze’s diagram 
can only be thought of as a “third” in a peculiar way—as intensive agency rather than mediation - that is, not 
between two forms situated on the plane of representation, and separated by time as chronological unfurling, 
but functioning on an intensive, transcendental plane of forces.81 Deleuze’s diagrammatic determination takes 
place not as mediation but as the groundless and unmediated repetition of force. The diagram is the “immanent 
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cause” that enacts “the power of repetition as a machinic force”.82 Diagrammatic synthesis of difference takes 
place as repetition—but not as the repetition as voluntary control (Peirce’s methodical control over the diagram, 
where we rationally “select the features of the diagram which it will be pertinent to pay attention to”) but as 
the affirmation of the intensive difference that makes itself return against all control and method, as “a power 
which affirms itself against the law, which works underneath laws, perhaps superior to laws”: repetition as the 
return of an original chance encounter with difference. 

Deleuze’s diagrammatic synthesis as affirmation of difference challenges law, denouncing its “nominal or 
general character in favour of a more profound and more artistic reality”.83 Diagrammatic synthesis produces 
a singular reality as the impersonal affirmation of the differential being of sensation in a process (rather than 
the domain of actual works of art) whose forms are not determined in advance. The diagrammatic violence 
of sensation is an act, not a product, a shock of multiplicity that fractures the subject’s purchase on time. So 
in his affirmation of the chance eruptions of pure matter-forces of paint, in his creation of a new figure from 
his diagrams, Francis Bacon becomes an artist, or more precisely, a “cosmic artisan”, leaving “the milieus and 
the earth”—the terrain of the lived—behind to become the bearer of a new world.84 Chance is affirmed as a 
construction accompanying destruction. The new is not sketched in the present, and projected as a conceived 
form (as a formal design of a product to come)—it emerges now, in the act of diagramming that splits the 
emerging from the lived and formed present. 

Peirce’s diagram functions, precisely, as a sketch of what will one day come, given thought’s natural progression. 
It is never fully actually embodied: its laws are how “an endless future must continue to be”.85 Thought is an 
ongoing process of self-determination, reflecting an evolutionary model premised on the presupposition that 
the universe is “progressing from a state of all but pure chance to a state of all but complete determination by 
law”.86 This progressive movement of thought is grounded in a final interpretant, which, whilst never attained, 
would be “the one Interpretative result to which every Interpreter is destined to come if the Sign is sufficiently 
considered.”87 It is the projected existence of this final interpretant, or truth, that protects Peirce’s system from 
the threat of infinitely substitutable meaning. For through it we are given to understand that there is one destiny 
of thought, which unites thinking subjects, driving and imparting purpose to their collective thought and action.

But for Deleuze, the very idea of thought’s progress would be a betrayal of its chance encounters with difference; 
the very notion of a conceivable destiny as a continuation of what we already know abhorrent. Instead, chance 
is the first moment of a rupture with the form of thought as custom, and all that can be thought, the moment of 
a radical discontinuity when thought is seized by the intensive forces of the unthought outside, and generated 
in a new form through a diagrammatic map of a destiny hitherto unconceivable. There is no deferral to an 
anticipated speculative future here, but the emergence all at once of the new. The future is now, coextensive 
with the event of construction—a creation in the present that splits the time of the now or the current from the 
lived present in which we exist as historical agents - the experience of which generates new coordinates of life.

Peirce’s diagrammatic projection of the form of the future “turns upon the perception of generality and 
continuity at every step.”88 It is a progressive process, laid out in a linear and continuous time. And, as an 
evolutionary conception of thought, it is part of a lived history, where this “history” is understood as the 
ongoing and communal summation of our thought processes. The rational agent is a historical agent, inscribed 
in the shared thought processes of his predecessors, and speculating for a future agent who shares his own. He 
is subjected to history, and the reasoning processes that are constructed for all time. But Deleuze’s diagram 
breaks through the historical continuity of forms and the linear time it presupposes, and “when it constitutes 
points of creation or potentiality it does not stand outside history but is instead always “prior to” history.”89 This 
“prior” is not chronological antecedence. Whereas Peirce’s diagram projects the future through a law that casts 
the form of the Same through linear, continuous, and chronological time, Deleuze’s diagram ejects the future 
under the force of an exceptional event, throwing time out of joint, drawing together the before and the after 
into the deranged circle of affirmation. 
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This is the polemical horizon, whose consequences demand further exploration, of Deleuze’s diagrammatic 
thought - a thought of the new beyond history, through which we become agents of critique and creation, 
cosmic artisans acting not in the name of what we already are as circumscribed by the labour of history, 
but acting under the impulse of a shock, for an unknowable but experiencable time to come. It is here, in 
the excesses of the diagrammatic construction of the new in a now that catastrophises the lived present and 
the future that would naturally unfold from it, here, in a diagrammatic empiricism where a new reality is 
experienced to make sense now without needing to wait for a deferred future to acquire meaning, here in a 
diagrammatic transformation of the lived that splices through the burdensome continuity of lived suppositions 
and liveable possibilities - that we perhaps encounter the most profound consequences of Deleuze’s reworking 
of Peirce’s diagram—the conquest of time.
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Katrin Pahl’s remarkable book brings to life a surprising connection between emotion and reason at work in 
Hegel. I discuss Pahl’s method, which reveals a novel Hegel, of the “affective turn,” and is bound to have 
implications for the field of affect and emotion studies. To give a context for Pahl’s method, I draw from recent 
work that has already shaped a Hegel “after Derrida,” and briefly explore how this approach allows inquiry into 
an alternative temporality, and related to this, a new sense of the “acts” of the “ethical” in Hegel. Pahl’s brilliant 
and daring study is a tour de force in Hegel scholarship. It is also aptly positioned to address an audience wider 
than political liberalism for it embraces performative identity, including the constitution of new subjects for 
feminist and epistemic justice. 

The focus of Pahl’s work is captured in the book’s title: “tropes of transport.”  Her concern is with Hegel’s 
thought and textual practice , particularly, how the structural notion of mediation enlarges what is meant by 
“emotion” as that which moves or transports. Pahl subjectivizes non-human sites of agency and the self-
reflection of spirit, and shows how the sharing of emotion creates relational dependency textures, including 
“impersonal” emotion.1  Structured in two divisions, this book engages above all Hegel’s method, comprising 
both his phenomenology and his speculative philosophy. In division one, we find analyses of different models 
of “anthropogenetic” emotionality, which is well known in Hegel, and concerns heartfelt feeling, dramatic 
pathos, or sense-certainty. In Hegel, these anthropogenetic models of emotion are tied to the human subject, 
understood through a genus and differentia specifica concept of animal rationale.  In the second division, 
however, a more expansive approach to emotion in Hegel thematizes it as textual performance, hence the title 
of this division, “subjects of syntax.” Division two works methodologically, grounding the claim that and how 
Hegel moves away from a monolithic anthropogenetic model and to impersonal or syntactic, semio-textual 
subjects of emotionality. “Impersonal emotion, emotion as self-reflective subject indifferent to the human 
subject, is to be found on the level of textual performance [and texts are self-differential entities].”2 

PAHL ON HEGEL’S EMOTIONAL REASON
Emilia Angelova
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I first draw from the recent body of scholarship in the deconstructive and reconstructive work on “textuality” 
and show why it matters to Pahl. Textuality always works back to produce a relation, namely, it adds a relation 
of “reading” as constitutive moment, a violence, to the interpretation of concepts in Hegel. Pahl thematizes the 
free indirect discourse of the PdG, 3 its shifts between the narrative that is limited to the point of view of the 
protagonist (the shapes of consciousness) and the omniscient or objective commentary of the phenomenologist, 
which includes the reader in its first person plural enunciation. How does “reading” blur the outlines of 
phenomena and the experience of the subject, so as to destabilize the shapes and figures of understanding to 
which our faculty of perception and consciousness as power of transparent, fantastic seeing ceaselessly lends 
support? In Pahl, “reading” introduces a strategy, we may say, a strategic essentialism where contrastively, it 
aims to counteract and invent a counter-image, in order then to oppose it to the incessant flux of an experience 
that goes only deeper, each time uncovering alternative time-structures in Hegel. As a consequence, in Pahl’s 
Hegel, where the advancement of the “phenomenology” concerns the relation of the subject to the “point”4 or 
homogeneity of discrete objects forming a line as telos that has always-already happened, it becomes impossible 
to reduce to either an objective telos or a blind intuition of the sensible, the still more “originary” relation of the 
subject to the innumerable sensuous “traits” of the multiplicity of the “phenomenon.” In this latter “originary,” 
and thence privileged “absolute” relation, the subject attests to a different sense of the completion of the 
temporal, a welcoming from the future “as such”—the “explosion,” the unforeseeable of what is apprehended.  
Pahl pursues strategic “reading,” as in the deconstructive method of Derrida, and Malabou, to show how by 
virtue of the dialectical method of the sublation (Aufhebung) and the speculative philosophical proposition, 
Hegel constructs a “displacement,” a negation, effected “in” “Spirit.”5 As emphasized by the quotation marks 
around the name of spirit, the construct of an identity as Concept must fail to transcend the finite sensibility 
of the phenomenon of being exposed in its facticity (ontologically thrown-being6), and so lays down the truth 
of arrival at oneself as if from the “outside,” as a stranger. “Spirit” does not have an origin in the past, as if a 
bygone (Vergangenheit), as would a fixed “now” point in time, resting safely beyond or behind it.  In Pahl’s 
Hegel, a transformative impulse of a connectivity and a relationality, a non-property based view of community 
of those who have “nothing” in common,  accounts for the auto-hetero-affective activity of the “Spirit.”

In this re-thinking of the vocabulary of phenomenology in the “phenomenology of spirit,” for Pahl, as for 
Malabou, time-form in Hegel stands for a referral to the “original plasticity” of the singularity of the relation 
of existence, the form giving-receiving activity (Formtätigkeit) of the “absolute relation.” The new Hegel 
emerging in Pahl both lays down the truth of the active production of a writer’s own most systematic self-
knowledge and anamnesis, and avails himself of an active, yet secondary, faculty for supplementarity. The 
effect is a complete reinterpretation of the fundamentality of the Hegelian absolute relation, all the way to 
telos and the possibility of its deconstruction, the “ending” without ability to end. Pahl relates, then, to this 
new Hegel, and not necessarily using his own tools, to dismantle the master’s house. Hegel the text (already 
creating its inverse, “reading”) avails itself of a différance co-posited as textuality at the very level of creation 
of the “subject” (time-consciousness “as” subject7), in this way producing juridically-legislatively the very 
thing and idea that is the subject, not merely representing it. This will have to include performativity in and as 
text. It is primarily the inscriptive movement back and forth which creates time between transitions, and Pahl 
means this in the more originary sense of productivity, that the impersonality of emotion, alongside emotion of 
the ordinary subject, is validated. Pahl’s primary finding, I think, bears on validating first the impersonality of 
emotion. Emotion is a trope since it is capable of introducing an expressivity for which interiority is not a limit. 
Instead, to follow through to its very foundation this expressivity, it is to face up to the systematic and pervasive 
textual difference that underlies it—“between chapters in the sense of silences between chapters” and also, the 
“movement between chapters differs from the movement within chapters.”8

Specifically, as Pahl shows, Hegel admits into existence the Formtätigkeit of time-relation as absolute relation, 
the singularity of the relation of existence. He can do so if and only if he simultaneously admits into existence 
this relation’s plural relationships, its tropes. Language, which acts simultaneously as one and more than one, is 
here conceived of on the model of a closed system of tropes or catachrestic signs, and on this account, language 
launches as well a faculty of supplementarity as producing both the sign and its double. The underlying idea is 
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that sign is the vehicle of a spiritual transformation and it is at the same time, also the vehicle’s very absence, 
the exemplary Beispiel and the example that has no wheels, deployed so as to underscore the arbitrariness of the 
meaning of the sign. It seems to me that here Pahl, her pairing of emotion and reason, follows Warminski, his 
pairing of life and consciousness, in a now classic work on Hegel. Warminski has shown that textuality in Hegel 
goes back to the recognition that Life too has no other—that is, in virtue of its tropes the system includes, e.g., 
life itself within itself as its own other.9 So in the PdG, Hegel says: Life now points to Consciousness: “points 
to an other [verweist das Leben auf ein Anderes].”10 In Hegel, natural “Life” is not determinately negated in 
consciousness, therefore life enters in a relation of “disjunction” with its Gattung (genus), i.e., the unity of 
consciousness. Indeed, consciousness stands for the repetitious process of making use of the “name,” trope, 
by analogy with reaching out to a referent, for the sake of producing or establishing a cross-checking function 
of signification and (self-) referencing of its own acts. These acts transcendens, these “acts” of consciousness, 
introduce a “necessity” but this cannot be but the “internal finality” of the temporal.11 Much as Hegel enables 
consciousness as textuality and trope, an incessant othering as internal necessity according to Warminski, Pahl 
argues, so too Hegel enables emotionality of reason as textuality and trope. Much like relating to “echoes from 
elsewhere,” from another language, the appropriated language that is now brought into being, but at a tension, 
internally necessarily at odds with the language of the occupier, the master, the colonizer, in Pahl, emotion as 
drama and property of the One will show itself to be the projection of an illusion, unable to stand in for the 
simplicity of identity (as if Life were One, and Reason were One). 

 Pahl’s bold work on Hegel’s utterance theory shows just that.  In order for there to be content and utterance, 
tropes and transports must remain quasi-cause and quasi-effect, less than individual existences, less than 
countable relations of singularity: they must be enunciations in Benveniste’s sense. Pahl’s terminology of 
tropes and transports brings to recognition a use of “expression,” but where expression has nothing to express, 
nothing to learn, to know. Utterance communicates itself, Pahl argues, yet not with a view to an Ausdruck-
based “reconciling what is torn”; for it is rather to be understood as a tool “for reconciling oneself to tears.” 
We must understand that this is the consequence of time-structure in Hegel as alternative temporality, “there is 
little time for grief.”  “Each shape of consciousness dies a death without pain, without grief, without burial, a 
death that does not haunt.”12 The presentation of the phenomenon of the disruption “of” the externalizations, or 
“self-emptying,” of spirit, its Äußerung, Entäußerung communicates utterance such that nothing is to express, 
leaving the ending open.13 “Absolute knowledge,” rather than closing the circle of “spirit’s self-exploration 
once and for all,” “finds more and more ways to indicate openings.”14 About Hegel’s utterance theory in Pahl, 
we need to see how in Hegel there is dependence upon Benveniste’s insight that enunciation of the personal 
pronouns “I” and “You” refers to a reality (to which I or you refers) that is solely a reality of discourse. They 
refer to nothing but the fact that someone is speaking or has spoken. The content of the exclusive dyad of 
these words’ reality (for there is no independent relation to which I or you refer) falls away, they only expose 
the exercise of language. The connectivity that is here presupposed, needs to be taken back to Hegel. Pahl’s 
contribution to Hegel lies in showing that connectivity as non-appropriable and as a relational, intersectional 
property is more than central.15 

Pahl shows that Hegel has a rigorous argument for emotion and its connectivity. This first of all pertains 
to her close reading of Hegel’s own warning against the abstract rationalist and the empiricist claims. The 
Nothing is not being, and not a mere immediacy—but is, to the extent to which we can say (and mean) “that” 
it is, always as result.16 As Pahl puts it: “[F]ear of absolute fear at the same time impedes and facilitates 
consciousness’s movement toward absolute knowing. By repeatedly averting the realization of absolute change 
... consciousness draws its path ... which twists and turns—performs precisely the movement of change and 
interdependence that consciousness is afraid of. In turning back and forth—away from and toward fear—the text 
actualizes the oscillating movement, the absolute trembling of absolute fear.  No single figure of consciousness 
experiences absolute fear, but in their arrangement or in their syntax the various figures of consciousness in 
the phenomenology together realizing fear’s trembling motion.”17 Since 1928, in his “What is Metaphysics?”18 
Heidegger will have asked a related question—for it is on the basis of being that the nothing is posited. Pahl’s 
Hegel, I suggest, similarly entertains a hypothesis that the nothing is a connectivity. The very idea of the 
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“nothing” introduces dependency upon there to be “something,” which is then discerned by rational faculties 
as separate phenomena. This establishes the origination of the referential paradigm of “self-creation or creation 
of law ex nihilo” by means of the very contrast that the separability of “nothing” provides.19 Interconnectivity, 
mutual dependence here stands in opposition to the foundation of separability. This illuminates in the first 
place, ever since a certain Hegel was repeated in Heidegger, the ontological interconnection of beings with the 
‘nothing’, a notion of literal separateness that is used in the development and perpetuation of an anthropogenic 
paradigm of personal, morally autonomous Reason as One. 
 
To restate the lesson: Pahl’s handling of the thematic of emotion and reason in Hegel claims that Hegel 
already understood the immanent dialecticity of the linguistic idea of the non-originary origin of the substance 
(Verwesung and techne20) of being (as doubling of rationality upon itself, ratio et oratio). This brings the 
linguistic idea in Hegel rather close to idealization as well as neutralization21 of (Heideggerian) facticity, the 
way Heidegger uses language for the sake of eliciting intellectual idealism, the idea of unity, the One, grasped 
as pure intelligibility. Pahl concludes from this that already at work in Hegel is a telic practice of rationality 
that cannot further be ethicized by adding to it an ethics as extension; rather practice is in and of itself of 
self-containment, it is its own critical ontological force that is to say, always already theoretical.22 It is in this 
way that importantly, for Pahl, already internal to Hegel there is an argument of emotion theorized as “against 
external violence.” This argument against external violence motivates Pahl’s interest in Hegel where “texts 
tremble”: texts tremble in their in-appropriability23 for an instrumental rationality. The argument in Pahl about 
emotion and “performativity” makes a genuine contribution to and deepens work in Malabou (and Nancy), 
drawing from “plasticity” in Hegel. Pahl shows that a more profound plasticity belongs with emotion in Hegel. 
As Malabou has previously established: “Plasticity designates the future within closure, the possibility of 
a structural transformation: a transformation of structure within structure, a mutation ‘right at the level of 
the form’.”24 Pahl shows how this entails implications for a non-normative ethics of emotion: the practice 
underlying the spirit’s externalizations (utterance theory) is the practice of suspending the ground of what 
exists; this opening of space (the spatiality of the body) “for” the decision of freedom and a decision “for” 
freedom so becomes the medium and endgame in which beings are mutually (singularly) affirmed.

Pahl relates in her approach to other recent work on Hegel, notably, Rebecca Comay’s Mourning Sickness: 
Hegel and the French Revolution. Common to both approaches is the idea that in Hegel, something about 
the untimely birth-death, a premature constitution of consciousness is of the matter, and she cites Comay, 
who analyzes “absolute knowledge” as the exposition of the “constitutive yet traumatic untimeliness of 
consciousness.”25 The focus in Pahl, similarly falls on the foregrounding of the chapters on Spirit in the PdG. 
So, for the purpose of a short clarification, I will return briefly to Antigone in Hegel.

For one, Nietzsche’s own seemingly opposing stance to Hegel (“veilers of the unconscious”) stands to be 
revaluated: “Hegel anticipates the Nietzschean deflation of exalted values through genealogy. Above all, he 
contests the value of sober and unchanging, objective, and timeless truth.”26 Through re-working Hegel’s 
Antigone, Pahl deviates from orthodox readers, and shows primarily the ambivalence of Romantic, dramatic, 
irony. An “uncontainable”27 irony is at work in pathos. For Pahl, what Hegel calls “the eternal irony” of the 
community that is “woman,” “the feminine” “actually compels pathos to ‘come forward in its own nakedness’”; 
and this is to say, it so compels because it “transforms” and “inverts” pathos. This theatrical, transformative 
pathos introduces non-human subjectivity “lets the mask of [gravity] drop)”28; and it makes subjectivity in 
Hegel float with comic levity: the theatrics is of interest in Pahl. The theatrical Hegel uncovered behind the 
use of “irony” is a significant enlargement over and above a traditional Hegel. The anthropogenetic model 
is “neither a sufficient nor even a necessary requirement for emotionality”29—to dramatize (cause-effect 
action) effect. And Hegel is not fully understood if reduced to the level of (doubling of doer behind the deed, 
and discrete subject acting and object acted upon) a particular, a naturalizing thrust, including self-serving 
individuality, and the idea of the supremacy of one human subject or group of human subjects, say women, a 
Leidenschaft morality of ressentiment.  Rather, for Pahl: “Pathos has become reflexive; it behaves like a self-
relating, self-dividing, and self-negating entity and in that sense it acts as a subject.”30 
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Thus, Hegel shows the work of connectivity between genres, Pahl argues, crucially the opening of philosophical 
syntax to the syntax of poetry an opening “to another”: and this shows that and how “one needs the other, 
needs “others,” in order to “become emotional.”31 By the same token, the self connecting with itself just is the 
“oscillating middle point” (Pinkard), determined by Hegelian mediation, Vermittlung: “mediation is constitutive 
of emotionality in general.”32 And that is, determination involves a double genitive, where not the subjective 
but the objective genitive matters. To determine the mediation, it is not simply to admit into existence the other 
(I is an other) but to admit into existence the significance of the truth “that” the one who is speaking is as well 
the one with a responsibility to the One with capital “O,”  just as much as s/he is known, i.e., appearing in the 
field of the signifier as the capitalized Other . This is a mediation across the distinct divide of the difference that 
passes between the ‘universal’ and the ‘particular’, but in Pahl’s utterance theory, this entails that the one who 
is speaking now bears a dual responsibility of speaking for, and in place of, acknowledging both the ‘others’ 
of the Other and the ‘other’ myself as another to all the others. In spite of the separation of the ‘self’ from the 
‘other’, here the connectivity (a manifestation of meaning established on the basis of a derivation from being) 
of the “nothing” (as result, radical empiricism, no sheer immediacy) is contrastively used, so as to re-establish 
rather the inseparability between the two. These then are genuine links between the alternatives in Hegel: The 
renewal of meaning is to convey the mediation of the Concept as a derivative of the non-origin of original. 
Emotion—if ontic-ontologically thought, realized, ethically understood—is co-constitutional of the movement 
of the middle term that is the “effect” caused in “Spirit” of the “absolute relation,” alongside with Reason, it is 
structurally and phenomenologically of the construct “I is an other.”33

The deepening of the aesthetic beyond dramatization, is analyzed in Pahl with regard to Aristotle’s Poetics, and 
then demonstrated at work in Hegel (which I cannot repeat here). In Aristotle, the spectator’s identification with 
the protagonist via eleos and phobos implies a cathartic, finality-guided model of copy and original. In Hegel, on 
the other hand, we find something more akin to a kinetic agency. The key for Pahl’s Antigone is provided from 
The Critique of Judgment: Kant’s (non-) experience of the sublime has meant “the death of natural feeling.” 
As Pahl writes: “At the same time, this idea of a natural, authentic, substantive, self-harmonizing ‘feeling’ 
brings us to the verge of the conception of ‘emotionality’—as the negative, supplemental, and hollow feeling 
of self-discord.” Pahl concludes that with and against Kant, in the PdG, Hegel will “imbricate rationality and 
emotionality”:

Rather than dismiss intellectual analysis for interfering with, perhaps even threatening, the holistic 
intuition of feeling—as the philosophers of feeling do—Hegel proposes that the analytic activity 
of the understanding actually produces and furthers emotionality. As a strategy to dismantle the 
construction of interiority, we have analyzed how Hegel twists together the counter-vectored 
movements of internalizing and recollecting by literalizing Erinnerung, and thereby undoes the 
inner-outer opposition.  . . . In fact, we will see that the Phenomenology offers a naturalizing and a 
theatrical account of pathos. It thus builds on the lesson of the sublime that, in the absence of feeling 
inside, pathos must be fabricated and exhibited on stage—including the stage that is the world.34  

 
We may benefit from a brief context that is background, I think, for this re-thinking of the acts of the ethical 
in Pahl. 35 The prehistory to how Antigone—from Sophocles’ trilogy—enters into Hegel, is worth briefly 
recounting. For the poet Hölderlin, Sophocles’ Antigone comes to be the exemplary case of the appropriation 
of a divine position, for she positions herself against Creon and the rules of the city, thus presupposing the 
“appropriation of the right to institute difference by oneself.”36 Antigone transgresses the human limit in the 
manner typical for the tragic hero—one who “desires difference and exclusion excludes himself, and suffers, 
to the point of irreversible loss.” As tragedy is about “expulsion” and thus about transgression generally, the 
question that Hölderlin ponders in his “return” to the Sophocles of Antigone, however, stands out, since what 
takes on the form of transgression here is not concerned as such with the particularities of instituting the 
difference by oneself, as is the case with the decidedly “modern” tragic personality of Oedipus that “goes into 
particulars,” offering up a religious and sacrificial interpretation of the social ill.
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For the poet Hölderlin, the “fable” of Oedipus is set as a “trial of heresy,” the tragic fault falling with the 
individual who “interprets too infinitely the word of the oracle and in which he is tempted in the direction of the 
nefas. [The transgression, the sacrilege, is thus the excess of interpretation.]”37 With transgression in Antigone, 
however, the topic changes: for Hölderlin, Sophocles pursues a “denegation” of Aristotelian mimetology of 
original, copy and catharsis, the experience of guilt as purification as per the theatrical-imitative relation to the 
subject. The very case of Antigone is different.

Thus the “guilt” that associates with Antigone in Hegel’s chapter six, though singular, paradoxically belongs to 
two sets of values at once, two cultural-historical epochs at once, the Modern Romantic theory of individuality, 
the “speculative suicide” or sacrifice and at the same time, the Ancient Mimetic theory of catharsis, the 
purification of passion, tragic effect or guilt.  But it also belongs to neither. Cixous has noted that tragedy 
is human. Such a statement  is feminist for strategic reasons, and Pahl underscores both the feminist and the 
dialectical points as represented in Hegel.38

My question for Professor Pahl is this. And I am thinking along the lines of ideas already developed partly 
here especially of the last chapters of the book, “Broken,” and “Against (External) Emotional Violence.” 
Hegel himself  (cf. Preface of PdG) will remember Spinoza for the rationality of substance, an ontological-
epistemological method. But where does Hegel—and that is, the exceptional phenomenologist uncovered in 
Hegel and Emotion—fit in today’s relatively recent but very dynamic, very present affective turn?

In today’s context of philosophy, Spinozists have undertaken to develop radical implications of his ideas and 
hold the leading role in the affective turn. Hasana Sharp considers issues of both affect and identity more equally 
in her 2011 book, Spinoza and the Politics of Renaturalization to defend a Spinozist approach to a pedagogy 
of radical self-reflexivity. (This may include moments of Deleuzian auto-ethology. The term ethology was 
first used by Deleuze to describe Spinoza’s Ethics. Borrowed from biologists and naturalists, an ethology, for 
Deleuze, is a study of one’s capacities for affecting and being affected. We can bring together affect theory with 
critical pedagogy through a politics of re-naturalization of the self.39)

Professor Pahl’s reading of Hegel can be seen in parallel with a Spinozan political project related to freedom, 
the unique sources in it for a re-conceptualization of self-understanding and affect. Hasana Sharp, for instance, 
seeks to contextualize affect’s parallel relation to the representational aspects of the Spinozist mind. Writing of 
ethology, Sharp describes the optimal effort as a combination of two ends. As Sharp sees it, this combinatory 
effort “endeavors to cultivate a sensuous receptivity, in order better to determine the relations of composition 
that most enable one to think and thrive. Since one can exist and act only by virtue of the affects that circulate in 
one’s environment, ethological ethics entails the development of mutually beneficial affective compositions.”40

Now, this combinatory effort may not be too far away from Professor Pahl’s newly discovered Hegel in whom, 
most importantly, emotion enters the field but not as immediacy but indeed, compellingly argued, as mediation. 
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It is widely known that the study of emotion, and of affectivity more generally, is burgeoning. Occasionally, 
one even hears talk of an “Affective Turn” in the academy. As I see it, a good portion of the theory of emotion, 
especially philosophy of emotion, involves a return to the 19th century, in particular the work of William James 
and his pioneering essay of 1884, “What is an Emotion?”1 There, James discusses what he calls “standard 
emotions” and makes a determined case for the centrality of physiology and feelings and for the obfuscations 
of what we have now been calling “cognitivist theories of emotion.” On his account, emotion is a form of in-
teroceptive perception, specifically the perception of physiological changes of the body produced by a relevant 
elicitor. This account has influenced theorizing in neuroscience and in analytic philosophy of emotion. For 
example, the neuroscientist Antonio Damasio and the analytic philosopher Jesse Prinz—significant represen-
tatives of their respective areas—are explicit neo-Jamesians.2 James’ focus on feelings has also encouraged 
sustained thinking about affectivity in phenomenologically-inclined or phenomenology-friendly work in moral 
psychology, like that of Michael Stocker, Elizabeth Hegeman, and Peter Goldie.3 Unsurprisingly, James has his 
critics. Cognitivists, like Robert Solomon, a neo-Sartrean theorist of emotion, and Martha Nussbaum, a neo-
Stoic theorist, have either directly challenged James or the general type of position of which his is a paradigm.4 
And his work has invited revisionist interpretation. A Heideggerian theorist, Matthew Ratcliffe, has made a 
case for a more existentialist reading of James on emotion.5 

Missing from this large portion of philosophy of emotion is another great theorist of emotion of the 19th century, 
G.W.F. Hegel.6 The publication of Katrin Pahl’s Tropes of Transport: Hegel and Emotion offers an excellent 
opportunity to expand and rethink the recent 19th century groundings in philosophy of emotion.7 Her book is 
also an important contribution to an understanding of the development of Hegel’s thought. Here, one might 
think that the best entry into Hegel’s philosophy of emotion is the third section of the Encyclopedia, where a 
mature Hegel systematically explicates his philosophy of spirit. But, as Pahl shows, Hegel’s earlier work in the 
Phenomenology of Spirit has plenty to say about emotion and, through its narratival enactment of emotional-
ity, offers an understanding of Hegel’s position on emotion that is not available in the didactically-configured 
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Encyclopedia. 

The overall aim of Tropes of Transport is to produce a new conception of emotion and a novel reading of the 
Phenomenology by centering emotion in the interpretation of the Phenomenology and by centering Hegelian 
self-actualization in theorizing emotion. In brief, her account offers a Transport Theory of Emotion, where 
transport is understood in terms of the negations—Hegelian Aufhebung—that move spirit toward self-actual-
ization and the pluralization of subjectivity that enables negation. This account is built up out of a textualist 
model of subjectivity and a theatrical pathos conception of the Phenomenology. The book is comprised of two 
sections, the first on emotional subjects and the second on what she calls “emotional syntax.” And it has impli-
cations for current debates about modernity and violent emotion, which she addresses in the epilogue.

In the space I have available, I cannot do justice to the richness of the claims in Tropes of Transport. I will focus 
primarily on Pahl’s account of emotional subjects, the part of the book that has the most obvious contact with 
current work in philosophy of emotion and launches her Hegelian intervention in that literature. Two sets of 
critical remarks are offered. First, I call for greater clarification about precisely what in emotion—what beyond 
mere thought and desire—makes it central to what she calls “transports” in the self-actualization of spirit. 
Second, and I think deeply related to the first point, I raise a concern about the relative absence of discussion 
of experience and embodiment in Pahl’s account. The point here is not simply that her account of Hegel seems 
not to play up what we find in other theorists of emotion, but also that the Hegel of the Encyclopedia, in virtue 
of the extended discussion of experience and embodiment in that book, seems distant from the Hegel of the 
Phenomenology that she presents. So it would be helpful to hear Pahl speak to the tension in what is apparently 
two Hegels on the nature of emotion. I turn now to a brief summary of some of the major claims of her book.

Drawing from the Phenomenology §367-380, Pahl contends that Hegel rightly rejected a sentimentalist concep-
tion of emotion in his discussion of the “Law of the Heart.” Theorists like Rousseau, Schleiermacher, Schiller, 
and others organized their thinking about emotion by means of the metaphor of the heart and by such notions 
as: immediacy, simplicity, sincerity, authority, a special mental faculty, dichotomy with reason, special access 
to truth or profundity, and especially the idea of interiority, perhaps even a sacred or pure interiority, and the 
idea of a faithful expression of this interiority as being integral to self-development. In place of this expressivist 
idea of self-development, Pahl argues for a textual model of self-realization and later a theatrical pathos con-
ception of emotionality, which will also be the key that unlocks an alternative exegesis of the Phenomenology. 

In arguing against the sentimentalist conception of emotion and its expressivist thesis, Pahl brings forth a host 
of cogent challenging considerations. For example, she points out that such a conception can be conducive to 
injustice in virtue of its creating a class of heartless people; that it naturalizes rather than spiritualizes feeling; 
that it turns out actually to involve insincerity since sentimentalists concede that emotion seems to lose vitality 
when externalized; that it may be motivated by a “protection mechanism” rather than appreciation of profound 
truth; and still other considerations.8 But more than these, Pahl invokes some important elements of Hegel’s 
work to radically undermine the notions of interiority and expressive fidelity that lay at the foundation of the 
sentimentalist perspective. One of these critical engagements invokes the distinction between text and expres-
sion, where language is not conceived as an expression that preserves an intention but as an utterance that is 
exposed to transformation. Pahl focuses on this passage of Hegel:
	

Speech and labor are utterances… in which the individual in himself no longer retains and possesses 
himself; rather, he lets the inner move wholly outside of him and he thus abandons it to the other. For 
that reason, we can just as well say that these utterances … express … the inner too much as we can 
say that they express it too little. Too much—because the inner itself breaks out in these expressions, 
no opposition remains between them and the inner; they do not merely provide an expression … of 
the inner, they immediately provide the inner itself. Too little—because in speech and action the inner 
makes itself into an other and thereby abandons itself … to the mercy of the element of transforma-
tion, which twists the spoken word and the accomplished deed and makes something else out of them 
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than what they, as actions of this determinate individual, are in and for themselves.9

In place of the expressivist thesis, we have a textualist thesis. Sentimentalism regards inner feeling as the au-
thority by which to measure the adequacy of the outer expression or externalization of feeling. In so doing, it 
takes the outer form to be “mere representation.” But, as Hegel argues, this inner-outer framework is miscon-
ceived. On this framework, the outer form will express too much because the alleged expressivity is so potent 
that the outer form becomes a replication, and no longer an expression proper, of the inner condition. The outer 
form will also express too little because the qualities of the inner condition that it allegedly has at the start can 
be quickly lost to the whims or manipulations of the outer world. Rejecting the framework presupposed by the 
sentimentalist, Pahl suggests that we read Hegel as offering an alternative conception according to which what 
is essential to the so-called inner condition is not the expressive fidelity of its outer representation, but precisely 
its “exposure to others” or transformations arising from the open contingency of the world. Following Jean-Luc 
Nancy on manifestation, she suggests further that these transformations arise from and return to “nothing;” that 
is, a “nothing” in contrast to the classically invoked “manifester.”  All, then, is manifestation or transforma-
tion.10 Furthermore, in virtue of the production of transformable difference, texts offer an alternative model for 
the negations, sublations, or transports necessary for spirit’s self-actualization, and they reveal how emotions 
can transport without the element of expressivity. In fact, carried to its logical conclusion, argues Pahl, “the text 
is a self-reflective subject in its own right.”11

In building her case against sentimentalism and the expressivist thesis, Pahl also shows how a textualist ac-
count of spirit’s self-actualization informs a genealogy of reason in the master-slave dialectic. Specifically, 
at the point in the dialectical story when self-consciousness becomes reason, Hegel engages in what is called 
“indirect discourse,” where multiple versions of the protagonist, or referents of the “it” of self-consciousness, 
are blended together and blended further with multiple versions of the witnessing phenomenologist, the reader, 
revealing the operations of differentiation that has undergone transformations. As she puts it, “Despite the fini-
tude of its embodiment, despite its individuality, this self-conscious thing enjoys the pleasure of knowing that it 
is ‘in itself objective actuality’ or ‘all reality.’ Its happiness comes courtesy of the easy shifts in reference. These 
shifts have allowed consciousness to identify or confuse itself with the supreme other (anderes)—the position 
of objectivity and stable truth … .”12 

As if the foregoing were not enough, Pahl offers a genealogy of the emergence of interiority in the Phenom-
enology, an account of inwardizing and the notion of intelligence as pit in the Encyclopedia, and a critical 
account of the “beautiful soul”—all this to layer and deepen her account of the textuality of sublation, subjec-
tivity, and emotionality, and thus her alternative to the sentimentalist model.13 Many years ago, Richard Rorty 
effectively criticized the notion that minds work as mirrors of nature. Here, Pahl argues effectively against a 
correlated idea, namely that cultures work as mirrors of the psyche. 

So if we must reject the sentimentalist conception and its expressivity thesis and adopt instead a textualist 
conception of subjectivity and self-actualization, then how exactly should we understand emotion as a form of 
subjectivity and as an enabler of self-actualization? Pahl puts forward a theatrical pathos account of Hegelian 
emotion, which is characterized by a two-level emotionality configured by what she calls “lightheartedness”. 
This is distinguished from a merely first-order dramatic pathos. Her account develops in two stages. Focusing 
on Hegel on tragedy, she notes three salient features of dramatic pathos. First, steering clear of sentimental-
ism, tragic Homeric heroes are marked by exteriority, for the gods of the heroes are abstractly universal but 
actualized in the actions of the heroes. Moreover, the passions of the heroes are ethicized for Hegel since they 
are about fulfilling a god-given cause. Second, the passionate heroes exhibit a kind of rationality in virtue of 
their subjective reasons for acting being identical with the will of objective gods. Third, the heroes are grandly 
intransigent, for they have an unchosen and total commitment to their god-endowed cause, often with horrific 
consequences, where this is central to their greatness. Importantly, a crucial feature of this intransigence is the 
utter lack of hesitation, ambivalence, or other forms of self-differentiated self-reflection.14 
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On this third point, we have the transition from dramatic to theatrical pathos. Pahl observes that the Greek trag-
ic heroes not only fail to learn, but die in virtue of their single-mindedness. Thus, they can neither be models 
for emotionality, nor capable of the negations or transport crucial to self-actualization. But rather than replacing 
this element of intransigence with something else at the same level, as it were, Pahl goes meta. She suggests 
that we consider the emotionality of the spectator of the dramatic pathos of the heroes as a part of the overall 
emotionality. She contends that we are doubled in both identifying with the passionate heroes and as having 
the ironic distance to appreciate ourselves as viewers of the unfolding drama. This is theatricality, and theatri-
cal pathos is the ethicized, exteriorized, actional passions configured by the second-order feelings involved in 
one’s being an engaged spectator. This bi-level emotionality has a certain light-heartedness to it and invites a 
kind of humility. It offers, therefore, a model for Hegelian emotion. As she puts it,

Every protagonist and every phenomenologist has the ability to self-negate, that is to say, to die and 
survive at the same time. This is the negativity that so famously defines the subject in Hegel. This 
negativity is, in my view, fundamentally emotional because it is the ability to acknowledge and ne-
gotiate inner difference. Such emotionality is plastic and theatrical rather than linear and dramatic, 
because there is always a remainder of the subject in action that hovers above the scene and reflects 
it. At the same time, the subject is existentially enwrapped in the passionate act.15

This clearly has many implications. Just one of them is a rejoinder to interpreters of Hegel who read his master-
slave dialectic as revealing a combative or violent perspective on the achievement of self-consciousness. As 
Pahl maintains, the characters in the Phenomenology, like those in Athenian tragedy, must elicit some degree of 
identification, but there must also be a differentiation of self that allows emotive ascent to the second-order of 
theatricality and thus a kind of lightheartedness and humility. So we must not assume that Hegel endorses strict 
identification with the protagonist and thus violent struggle in that part of the Phenomenology.

We have in the theatrical pathos model of emotion a replacement of the sentimentalist model and something 
squarely within the textualist conception of subjectivity. In fact, Pahl goes further and draws out what she takes 
to be an implication of this view. 

Pathos has become reflexive; it behaves like a self-relating, self-dividing, and self-negating entity 
and in that sense it acts as a subject. The tragicomedy of pathos might involve human beings, but, if 
so, then always in the plural, that is to say, always as inwardly divided and ontologically dependent 
on others. Human subjects or characters might come on the scene, play a part, show up for an act, but 
they are neither a sufficient nor even a necessary requirement for emotionality.16 

The Phenomenology itself, then is emotional, and this in a strong non-metaphorical sense of the term. 

As I noted earlier, there is much to recommend in this book, and I cannot delve into all its details adequately. 
But even this much discussion indicates how far we have come from Jamesian interoceptive perception of 
charging bears. We are deeply ensconced in the complexities of self-actualization in a social world and can 
wonder how studies of the sensations of the viscera can lead us to where we have arrived. I turn now to some 
critical commentary.

My first concern is about how exactly, on Pahl’s account, emotion transports? A classic but valuable discus-
sion in philosophy of emotion goes as follows: much about agency can be explained by adverting to an agent’s 
beliefs and desires, cognitions and conations, judgments and goals, or depictings and impellings, so what does 
emotion contribute beyond these? It is not uncommon for people to act on the belief that, say, there is a threat 
and the desire to avoid a threat, without actually feeling fear. For example, I may slow down my driving on a 
wet road out of a belief that high-speed driving in the rain is dangerous and a desire to avoid such a threat, and 
yet not feel fear. Perhaps after slowing down, I get consumed by the music I’m listening to and forget the safety 
measure I just took and begin to accelerate again. When my tires slip, I feel fear, perhaps both for myself and 
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for my child in the backseat, and then I slow down again. I take it that the second scenario is quite different than 
the first in virtue of the presence of emotion. Emotions contribute something beyond what beliefs and desires 
deliver to the subject. And it seems a central issue to figure out what they offer.17

Now, central to Hegel’s project is explaining not just any action, like the mundane case I just raised, but the 
self-actualization of mind, a dialectical project pushed along by negations, sublations, or transports. It seems 
clear that emotions can play this role, but in virtue of what does emotion play this role, especially when it 
would seem that cognitions and conations would suffice. Certain emotions, like fear, play a crucial role in the 
story of the development of the unhappy consciousness in the Phenomenology. But why exactly? It seems clear 
that fear or a similar emotion must be invoked, but it is not obvious what Hegel thinks is the explanation for 
why it, as opposed to some correlated cluster of cognitions and conations, plays the crucial role. Why couldn’t 
belief in a threat and a desire to avoid a threat support the negation? In Hegel’s Practical Philosophy, Robert 
Pippin notes that emotion as a “mode” of negativity involves “a way” of taking up a feature of the world, like 
a threat.18 This seems right, but it is left unclear what this way and hence this mode is. For his immediate aims, 
such elaboration may be unnecessary. But, as summarized above, Pahl explicitly makes a case for emotion 
specially instantiating the role of negation or transport in self-sublation. Thus, for Pahl, the elaboration cannot 
be deferred. Here, too, that emotion fits the bill seems clear, but I think more can be said about why; that is, in 
virtue of what feature of emotion, beyond cognitions and conations, does emotion negate. 

Pahl says that self-differentiation and reflexive awareness are crucial for negation, but these seem insufficient 
for emotionality.19 Can’t we have thoughts about ourselves, even ones including emotively-normative ideas, 
like threat, loss, or resounding success, without feeling the typically associated emotion, as when one is dis-
tracted, exhausted, or depressed? At one point, she says, 

Our ability to feel emotion is, then, a matter of understanding emotionality. I mean this in the double 
sense. Emotionality is a mode of understanding, or, as Terada puts it, ‘emotions are an interpretive 
act that involves representation and mediation.’ But we also need the right understanding of emo-
tionality—we need to understand emotionality as self-reflective—if we want to feel emotions. If we 
think that the authenticity of emotion lies in its immediacy, we will have a hard time experiencing 
emotion.20 

The issue can be pressed this way: the elements that Pahl adverts to, like understanding, interpretation, repre-
sentation, mediation, and reflection, sound highly cognitive and not obviously specially affective or emotive. 
This is not to say that emotion cannot involve these. In fact, many emotion theorists think emotion can directly 
or indirectly involve all these. But, again, what is distinctive to emotion? Without an answer to this, emotion 
simply turns into a species of belief, desire, or a complex of these. In much of the literature in philosophy of 
emotion an attempt at an answer to the question has typically focused on felt experience, especially either felt 
embodiment or what might be called felt concern, import, or mattering, and how these distinctive features of 
emotion distinctively engage the agent in worldly activities or practices. Since felt engagement seems not to 
be central to Pahl’s Hegel, I issue a call for greater clarification about how emotion qua emotion transports, 
especially when mere thought and desire would seem to suffice.

My second critical point concerns whether there can be a rapprochement between what looks like two sets of 
priorities in the philosophy of emotion literature and especially between what looks like two Hegels, the one of 
the Phenomenology and the one of the Encyclopedia. 

Much work on emotion stresses experience and embodiment, often Jamesian embodiment, for the reasons 
noted earlier. For example, Matthew Ratcliffe, in Feelings of Being, argues that a deep structure of world-
giving experience is a kind of Heideggerian mood that is our felt basic ontic connection to a world, where 
standard emotions, like fear or shame, are experienced subsequently as in-world phenomena.21 And Michael 
Stocker, Elizabeth Hegeman, and Peter Goldie contend that the basic experiential structure of emotion is that 
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of felt mattering/concern/care, something not unlike Heideggerian Sorge/care.22 Also Jan Slaby contends that 
a bodily hedonic element is a crucial configuring experiential structure of emotion.23 But these sorts of issues 
are benched in Pahl’s account. To be clear, this is not to say that Pahl does not talk at all about experience and 
embodiment. In some sense, she does throughout the text. She says, for example, 

I will traverse Hegel’s text back and forth in an attempt to bring its body to life again and again as 
a warm body... The complex rhythm of Hegel’s philosophical language restores thought to its body. 
Poetic language brings to the fore a general characteristic of texts, namely that they survive their 
physical vanishing in the uptake of information. Unable to decide where best to place the stress, we 
read over and over again and thus remain attached to the materiality of words.24 

Thus, what I mean is that Pahl does not delve into embodied experience in the sense of lived experience. Rather, 
she interprets bodies, embodiment, and experience in terms of a more abstract and impersonal materiality. So 
her priorities are placed on the materiality and plurality of selves and literary tropes, and this out of a reading 
of Hegel that is influenced by Nancy, Derrida, and recent work by Rei Terada.25 In terms of Hegelian influenced 
traditions that address emotion, my own sympathies lie with early 20th century continental thinkers, like Sche-
ler, Heidegger, and Merleau-Ponty.26 

This raises the issue of how to think about the shared topic of emotion in spite of the divergent trajectories out 
of which these two approaches emerge. This is not of course the time or place to revisit the issue of “the Death 
of the Subject.” But I would like to register the concern that Pahl seems to tie anti-sentimentalism too closely 
with textualism. As I see it, anti-sentimentalism does not entail textualism of subjectivity. An alternative route 
out of anti-sentimentalism is the phenomenological extension of Hegel. This is not the place to make a case for 
phenomenology. But I think it would be helpful to note some remarks by Merleau-Ponty that reveal a type of 
position, or maybe a family of them, that lies between sentimentalism and textualism.

My interlocutor gets angry and I notice that he is expressing his anger by speaking  aggressively, by 
gesticulating and shouting. But where is this anger? People will say that it is in the mind of my inter-
locutor. What this means is not entirely clear. For I could not imagine the malice and cruelty which 
I discern in my opponent’s looks separated from his gestures, speech and body. None of this takes 
place in some otherworldly realm, in some shrine located beyond the body of the angry man. … It is 
in the space between him and me that it unfolds.27

Here, Merleau-Ponty considers emotion, specifically anger, as a feature of inter-embodiment, and it is a far 
cry from a position that takes emotion to be specially ensconced in the head, heart, or brain. Again, this is not 
the place to defend or elaborate on phenomenology. I just wish to point out that Merleau-Ponty and others 
influenced by Hegel can reject sentimentalism, and potentially agree with every part of Pahl’s specific case 
against that position, without giving up lived subjectivity. Importantly, in rejecting the entailment from anti-
sentimentalism to textualism, I do not think that Pahl’s overall case is undermined. The upshot, rather, is that 
her account consists of a combination of Hegelian anti-sentimentalism and an independently-defended post-
Hegelian textualism.

Importantly, there is another side to this issue with deeper implications for Pahl’s project, namely the problem 
of two Hegels, one of which, the one from the Encyclopedia, looks a bit more like a phenomenologist than a 
textualist. In some classic passages of the Encyclopedia, for example §400 and 401, Hegel indicates that emo-
tion must be understood developmentally, where the initial focus is on “unprocessed” physiology and the ex-
perience of embodiment in natural consciousness. After noting sensation as the source of what appears in con-
sciousness and reason, Hegel states, “Let it not be enough to have principles and religion only in the head: they 
must also be in the heart, in the feeling.”28 He goes on to clarify that this must be so in part because otherwise 
“concrete subjectivity” cannot lay claim to the objects of thought. When what is “in the head” is also in one’s 
feelings, then what is in the head, as it were, becomes a “mode of my individuality,” even if the self in ques-
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tion is not yet “the ego of developed consciousness” or characterized by the “freedom of rational mind-life.”29 

Of course, Hegel does not endorse the sentimentalist conception criticized by Pahl, for he goes on to note, 
famously, the dangers of solipsistic unreason in an appeal to “mere feeling.” After issuing this warning, Hegel 
says that the separation between the feeling subject and the object of feeling has not yet registered in the unde-
veloped mind or spirit. Such a registration 

belongs only to consciousness and so does not appear until the soul has attained to the abstract 
thought of its ‘I’, of its infinite being-for-self. This difference will therefore not fall to be discussed 
until we reach Phenomenology. Here in Anthropology we have only to consider the difference given 
by the content of feeling.30 

So, ultimately, Hegel means not to criticize feelings as such but to offer a developmental story of the layers of 
consciousness, the dialectics of consciousness, and the sequence of types of studies of subjective spirit.

In addition, Hegel contends that there are two general classes of feeling, one involving “corporeal affection” or 
“outer sensations” that become connected with “mental or spiritual inwardness,” and the other involving inner 
sensations that become “invested with corporeity.”  Moreover, he divides the second class into inner feelings 
having to do with “immediate individuality,” like anger and shame, and inner feelings having to do with an 
“absolute universal,” like morality and religion.31 He also raises the issue of how corporealization is necessary 
for the feeling to be felt.32 And he says a good deal about the concept of corporealization in relation to the expul-
sion of sensation, as when tears expel pain.

Jason Howard, charting the development of Hegel’s account of emotion in the Encyclopedia, summarizes his 
findings in this way:

… Hegel distinguishes brute sensation from those emotions that develop later at the level of practical 
feeling. Hegel refines this taxonomy with even more precision by distinguishing emotions of self-as-
sessment from other types. In so doing, Hegel specifies how these emotions underlie moral character 
and self-worth. The result … is an evaluative theory of emotion that stipulates the role emotions play 
in enabling subjective spirit to know itself in a way that is concrete, individuated and meaningful.33

Pahl’s account of emotion does not directly engage with the foregoing aspects of Hegel’s philosophy of emo-
tion in the Encyclopedia. So putting aside philosophy of emotion literature generally, including alternative 
post-Hegelian accounts, a commitment to Hegel’s account would seem to invite an effort at rapprochement 
between experience and embodiment, on the one hand, and socio-linguistic structures, on the other. Relat-
edly, there is a passage in the Encyclopedia, §401 zusatz, where Hegel speaks provocatively about the body’s 
corporealizations as signs but not real signs. And later he puts these on a continuum whose highest end is 
“articulate speech.” In fact, he notes that not just tears but poetry can expel distress. Could this offer a way to 
rapprochement?

In conclusion, let me note that there are surely many like me who tire of discussions focused on cases like those 
that start out William James’ classic article—something like, traveller meets bear, gets scared, and runs away, 
and not necessarily in that order. In addition, many of us are seeking theoretic resources that do more than in-
voke the intentionality structure of aboutness to show how emotions can get out of the head and be worldly, as 
it were. Especially interesting is how sociality, self-actualization, and language play a significant role in emo-
tion’s worldliness. This is surely why Heidegger’s work has been informing philosophy of emotion recently. 
But perhaps we should start with Hegel, and Pahl’s account has convinced me on this. 

DAVID H. KIM is Associate Professor of Philosophy at the University of San Francisco.
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Tropes of Transport examines the emotional undercurrents in the dynamical notion of truth that Hegel intro-
duces in the Phenomenology of Spirit. It is clearly a major work and I suspect it will become a milestone.1

I could spend the entire time simply listing the many places in which I found Pahl’s readings of Hegel to be 
illuminating and convincing (two virtues which do not always go together!). That would not be helpful, so let 
me say in general that her expositions of this most obscure of philosophers are remarkably clear and that her 
knowledge and application of the enormous secondary literature is comprehensive and judicious. Particularly 
impressive—indeed, unexcelled to my knowledge—is her adduction of poetry in the service of explaining 
Hegel (see the accounts of Goethe at TT 122-128 and of Hölderlin at 136-149). Her later discussions of Hélène 
Cixous and Clarice Lispector, while a farther reach both culturally and temporally, serve to underline Hegel’s 
contemporary relevance. Among other discussions I found particularly valuable, to list them shortly, were the 
brief accounts of Socrates as a foil to Aristotle (TT 53-57), of Kant and the Beautiful Soul (TT 47-39), her 
proposal of “acknowledging” as a translation of the Hegelian Anerkennung replacing the problematic “recog-
nition” (TT 120-121), and the account of animal despair (TT 1287-191; this account is especially important 
because Hegel’s passage on animal despair is, as I have argued elsewhere crucial to understanding the nature 
of his “idealism” itself).2 

A full discussion of all this would be longer than Tropes of Transport itself, and perhaps than the Phenomenol-
ogy itself; I will focus on just a few points here. 

One important thing to understand about Tropes of Transport is the success Pahl has in opposing traditional 
readings of the Phenomenology. These are many and varied, to be sure, but many of them fall into three fami-
lies. First, writers as far back as Schelling and Kierkegaard have avoided discussing affect in Hegel altogether, 
seeing Hegel’s philosophy as entirely dispassionate. Hegel thus gets integrated into the history of philosophy as 
a bloodless metaphysician who substitutes an abstract, indeed a desiccated, “consciousness” for human reality. 

WHO’S AFRAID OF DIALECTICAL TRANSITION? COMMENTS 
ON KATRIN PAHL, TROPES OF TRANSPORT
John McCumber
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Other approaches are less concerned with seeing Hegel as merely one more figure in the history of philosophy 
than with the arguments and dialectical transitions which the book actually presents. They attend to each of 
the books’ phases separately from the others, thus postponing worries about the overall pathway in which each 
stage of consciousness together with the arguments and transitions supposedly stands. 

Finally, when the Phenomenology is neither dissolved into the larger history of philosophy nor split up into 
its component sections, the nature of its overall pathway becomes an issue. This pathway, however, is usu-
ally considered to be built according to the template given in the book’s Introduction: consciousness adopts a 
defining “certainty,” a way of proceeding; this is then subjected to experience and found wanting; and a new 
certainty is adopted. Since the new certainty is better than what it replaces the overall process is triumphal, and 
triumphalism is the keynote of most readings of the Phenomenology. Triumphalist readings do accord some 
emotional valence to the book, but it is one of confidence as Spirit progresses in the style of a Bildungsroman 
to the heights of “absolute knowing.” To be sure, the road taken by consciousness is unsparingly arduous and 
often painful, but these are merely gloomy intrusions into the overall “royal road to science” (§ 70).

But there are discordant notes in all this. The “royal road” to which Hegel alludes, for example, is something 
from which he also distances himself: spirit finds its truth “in utter dismemberment “ § 32). That affect is, 
somehow, important to Hegel is suggested by the fact that his many criticisms of Romanticism, for example, 
are directed not against emotion itself, but against Romantic views of it as (a) irrational and (b) relegated to 
subjective interiority (§ 12-13). And that gloomier emotions may not be merely episodes in a generally happy 
ascent is underscored when Hegel describes the march of consciousness that is the Phenomenology itself, not 
merely one stage or even one section of it, as a “pathway of despair ” (§ 78), What can this mean? Are we to 
take it at all seriously? Are we to suspect that emotions not only play an ongoing role in the Phenomenology, 
but that those which do are unpleasant ones?

The traditional answer is: Of course not! As Pahl puts, it, “The Phenomenology has never been read as what it 
claims to be: a pathway of despair” (TT 208). In presenting just such a reading, Pahl argues that such darker 
affects as fear and despair are not merely introduced into the Phenomenology’s progress from time to time, but 
are integral to its entire course. Indeed, for Pahl it is precisely via such emotions that consciousness is “trans-
ported” from one configuration to another. She demonstrates over and over again that the emotional dimension 
of the Phenomenology is not only central to the work as a whole, but actually shows us what kind of “whole” 
it is.

Consider, then, despair (Verzweiflung). In Hegel’s usage, the term is understood, as so many are, etymologi-
cally, and this means as an intensification of doubt (Zweifel). So understood, despair is assimilated to the “self-
consummating skepticism” (sich vollbringende Skeptizismus) which Hegel advocates (TT 183-184). Central to 
this, in turn, is the “strangely impalpable” nature of despair in the Phenomenology (TT 182). Though its origins 
in skepticism mean that it brings about the abandonment of consciousness’ certainties, 

Yet despair ruins the self without ever completely annihilating it. The self in despair still always 
contradicts even its own negation; it will multiply, fly ahead of itself, and spoil the peace of its own 
death (TT 185).

Despair, like skeptical doubt for Hegel, is essentially incomplete—(and so, as we will see again, is conscious-
ness itself: “The subject of the Phenomenology is a subject in despair that keeps changing its form and does so 
to no end (no purpose no limit)” (TT 186). 
 
Negating its own negation, despair becomes impalpable and, indeed, “light hearted” (187). It is this affirmative 
despair that Hegel attributes to animals in the famous passage from the Phenomenology on “animal idealism,” 
which consists in the fact that animals fall victim to despair over sensory beings, then fall to them and consume 
them (TT 187-190) This consumption of life by life is for Hegel, Pahl argues, the definition of life itself, which 
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then becomes “a way of thinking.” As living, thought is exposed, over and over again, to time and destruction: 
a “desperate” enterprise indeed, long before it arrives at its conclusion in  der absoluten Zerissenheit.

It is also full of fear. “Transitions are moments of absolute fear. They are moments of death and birth. They are 
frightful because there is no rule to go by” (TT 169). As each stage of the books ends, we have a moment of 
painful terror in which the future (of the book, and so of consciousness itself) is radically—fearfully—open. 

“The moments of impossible fear function as a turning point around which the movement of the Phenomenol-
ogy pivots” (TT 177). It is for example in the trembling of the “absolute fear” felt by the bondsman, in whom 
alles Fixe hat gebebt, that self-consciousness finds its body (TT 162). Finding its trembling body, however, 
means losing its status as consciousness: “Because consciousness is an abstraction absolute fear simply de-
stroys it” (TT 165-166). Pahl therefore argues that absolute fear exceeds the grasp of the phenomenologist, and 
it is in fact the fear of absolute fear that actually drives the transitions in the Phenomenology. For absolute fear, 
the fear of losing everything that consciousness is, is the fear of transition itself. With this we see how central 
it is to consciousness that it must resist the onward movement of the Phenomenology: consciousness, in short, 
“is afraid to discover new truths” (TT 157). The fear of absolute fear which drives the Phenomenology is what 
keeps negation determinate, we may say: if consciousness were willing to lose everything at once, it could cut 
to the end. 

Thus, while it is never directly experienced within the Phenomenology, absolute fear is presented: in the in-
terstices, the transitional points where the rules of a previous shape of consciousness are no longer in play but 
the new ones have not been clarified (TT 166, 169). This culminates in the meta-Schillerian final words of the 
Phenomenology, which excise Schiller’s own references, in his poem “Die Freundschaft,” to anything tran-
scendent—to divinity, to things as being “shadows” of something more real, to the “entirety” of such things, 
and so forth (96-99). Far from ending with a triumphant escape from history, the Phenomenology, at its end, 
“surrenders to the uncontrollable effects of place and time” and abandons its meaning to its readers (TT 99). 
The Phenomenology ends, as Hegel promised, in absolute Zerissenheit, dismembered ruin.

This poses more general questions—first of all those of what sort of thing an Hegelian transition can be. The 
fundamental transitions of the Phenomenology are for Pahl neither what Hegel claims they are—clear and nec-
essary steps forward—nor what so many take them to be: sophistical “waves of the dialectical wand” (as J. N. 
Findlay somewhere calls them). Rather they are “the Phenomenology’s strong points because they are where 
the Concept shows its weakness:” where it succumbs to despair and fear. Both arise because, as we have seen, 
consciousness does not know, when one standpoint crumbles beneath it, what the next will be. Thus, because 
of its affects of pain, fear, and despair, the book cannot, Pahl argues (at TT 167-180), be grasped as a single 
narrative in which each stage moves forward from the previous one in a transparent way:

The fact that Hegel’s text does not satisfy the reader’s desire for logical and narrative continuity is 
precisely its strength. Despite expectations to the contrary the Phenomenology does not offer a con-
tinuous exposition and does not provide a coherent logical derivation of each shape of consciousness 
out of the preceding one (TT 167). 

This has implications, as I noted above, for the nature of consciousness itself, for the unity of consciousness 
requires the unity of its story. No being which is fractured by the kind of loss that absolute fear threatens can be 
integrated with itself: “Only tremulous subjects, moving from one figure of themselves to another, riddled with 
intervals that intertwine  exteriority and interiority, are transported with fear” (TT 15). Thus,

As a result of these gaps or leaps in progression, it appears that the Phenomenology does not have one 
protagonist who develops to ever greater self-awareness, but many protagonists. This does not mean 
that the many figures of consciousness and spirit are unrelated, but (a) that their sequential relation is 
tenuous, and (b) that they form connections other than linear (TT 167).
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Pahl applies this to Hegel’s account of one of the most important transitions he discusses anywhere, the “time 
of transition” in which the Phenomenology itself is written: the transition from historical time to the “non-linear 
time of speculative science” which, Hegel hopes, the book ushers in (TT 172-173). Coming about through a 
transition—indeed, most crucially through the book’s final transition into die absolute Zerissenheit—this tran-
sition is also not to be understood in advance: the new world which is being born as Hegel writes (and, in his 
view, from his writings) is as little to be understood as the future adult is from the newborn as which it begins 

But here is where Hegel gets in his own way. The moments where consciousness opens itself out to absolute 
fear turn out to be moments of parabasis where the figure of the “phenomenologist—” the famous wir—steps 
in to hold things together until the new rules are articulated and the next phase can begin (TT 170f). Hegel in 
fact fights against his own insights throughout the entire book—and thinks he wins:

By insisting in the preface on his authority and superior knowledge, Hegel lends weight to a linear 
reading of the text. By describing the movement as a progression, he favors the next “higher” form 
of consciousness over the present one. And by stressing that spirit’s movement is continuous, he en-
courages the sense that the Phenomenology has only one protagonist and that the differences between 
the Gestalten indicate a development or growth of consciousness rather than an interaction between 
different consciousnesses (TT 174).

I do not see the “phenomenologist” as quite so sinister. The issue (simplified a bit) is that the phenomenologist 
(wir) is the figure who at the end of the book is revealed as the one who has been producing the connections 
among its parts, and it is this action of the phenomenologist which provides the transition to Hegel’s later, 
systematic works. In order to do this, the phenomenologist must indeed have some unity of [his/Hegel’s?] 
own; and it is from this unified perspective that the phenomenologist undertakes the sovereign development of 
thought, not as consciousness, but in the “element of thought” which constitutes the system.

The question of the viability of Hegel’s later system thus hinges on the question: Is there some kind of unity that 
can be legitimately accorded to the phenomenologist? Is the phenomenologist something more than Hegel’s 
own effort to keep the book’s own deeper insights at bay? Hegel’s final dialogue with Schiller, I suggest, pro-
vides a clue; for the many changes he makes in Schiller’s poem, which include the elimination of references 
to the divine “Master of Worlds” and, indeed, to any kind of “true” reality, amount when taken together to a 
spectacular collapse into self-reference (even Schiller is gone, distorted beyond recognition). At the end, then, 
all we have is the “foam” of words that is the Phenomenology itself, and the phenomenologist who has written 
it. Hegel himself is gone, for as the Phenomenology’s earlier discussions of language teach repeatedly, I am my 
words, and nothing more. Like Schiller, he disappears at the end, along with everything else, leaving only the 
phenomenologist—who is thus unified, not from within by a sovereign center, but by nothing more than the 
sudden disappearance of everything—a disappearance which takes only three letters to write: “n,” “u,” and “r.” 
It is this loss of reality which enables what is left—words—to connect themselves freely with each other, thus 
giving rise to the system.

And so my question to Pahl: Will she, like so many writers on Hegel from Marx on, dismiss his later writings 
as a recoil from the fearsome and desperate truths uncovered in the Phenomenology? Or will she take her ap-
proach into those writings, which would transform our understanding of them as well?

That would require, among other things, understanding the kind of admittedly muted emotion involved in the 
many transitions-by-death in the system: the death of nature, i.e “of the [natural] individual out of itself,” which 
gives rise to spirit; the anthropological culmination of the soul in dead habit (die Ge-wohnheit); the death of 
meaning in mechanical memory (das Ge-dächtnis); the death of abstract right in crime; the death of “Kantian” 
morality in absolute vanity (die absolute Eitelkeit) and wickedness (das Böse); the death of the family in the 
passing of the parents; the death of civil society in class conflict; the death of the state at the hands of history; 
the death of art at the hands of reflection; the death of God; and so on. Are these without emotional transport? 
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Or is there some sort of muted-but-hysterical fear in them?

I hope Pahl will answer some of these questions—eventually. For today, none of this affects Pahl’s account of 
the Phenomenology itself, which as she says is basically written from the standpoint of consciousness rather 
than that of the phenomenologist. Her account of the Phenomenology alerts us not only to its emotional dimen-
sion but also to the ways in which standard readings tend not to see the direct relations that operate between 
later sections and earlier ones that precede them by many pages. Pahl clearly exposes the problems in explain-
ing each chapter of the Phenomenology only, or even predominantly, out of adjacent sections. The book’s unity 
is woven with far greater complexity than that of a standard narrative.

In short, Tropes of Transport is a major work. It carries forward the temporalized and contextualized views of 
Hegel now being developed by scholars as diverse as William Bristow, Catherine Malabou, Terry Pinkard, and 
Slavoj Žižek, and does so without reducing him to his historical context. Thus, it relates Hegel to some of the 
poetry of his time without actually making a poet of him (though Pahl’s observations on the poetic dimension 
of Hegel’s thought are extremely instructive). Her organization of the book by thematic gesture (“Juggle,” 
Tremble,” “Acknowledging,” etc.) is well taken—given her approach and its success, a linear treatment of the 
text would hardly be in order. I would therefore have found an index of passages useful, and I have no fear that 
some industrious graduate students will not produce one in a couple of years.

JOHN MCCUMBER is Distinguished Professor and Chair of the Department of Germanic Lan-
guages at UCLA.
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Paving the way for a new reading of a substantial philosopher is a difficult task to accomplish, and this dif-
ficulty is compounded the more complicated the philosopher, and the more famous the text.   Given that Katrin 
Pahl attempts such a feat with a philosopher as difficult as Hegel on a text as influential and revered as the 
Phenomenology, makes her interpretive endeavors in Tropes of Transport all the more impressive.  What makes 
Pahl’s encounter with Hegel so engaging is the care she takes in problematizing one of the few features of the 
Phenomenology that does have rather wide ranging agreement, even if there is disagreement about its success, 
namely, that the Phenomenology charts a logical and necessary progression that culminates in absolute know-
ing.  What’s more, she uses the very problem of how the phenomenology “moves” (its readers, the shapes of 
spirit, and even the language of the text itself) as the vehicle to put forward an innovative theory of emotion 
with wide-ranging implications that reverberate well beyond the field of Hegel scholarship proper.

There are many admirable features of Pahl’s text, from her rich familiarity with the German Romantic liter-
ary tradition to the sharpness of her prose, all of which aid her efforts to defend an interpretation that is sure 
to challenge and stretch many readers’ assumptions about Hegel’s project in the Phenomenology.  One of the 
most impressive aspects of Pahl’s interpretation centers on her account of emotion as transports and the role 
emotions play in structuring the transitions in the Phenomenology.  The goal of this paper is to explore this in-
terpretation by testing not only the extent to which it serves as a credible reading of the Phenomenology but also 
whether her take on emotion as forms of transport can provide the foundations for a general theory of emotion.     
The importance of emotion, feeling and passion in the Phenomenology, both in the way the text is written and 
in aspects of Hegel’s arguments against the rigidity, formality and abstractness of various key positions encoun-
tered by self-consciousness, are characteristics many readers have pointed out in the past.  What makes Pahl’s 
approach stand out is not simply her sensitivity to the multiple ways that emotion works, demonstrating how 
the different configurations of spirit embody passionate acts of resistance, but also in making the very experi-
ence of emotionality, at the level of transitions in the development of spirit and in our engagement as readers of 
the text, the fuel of Hegel’s argument.  Pahl’s bold claim is that one can read Hegel’s Phenomenology in such 
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a way that the unfolding or development of truth is not primarily propelled by logical issues of coherence, but 
by emotional tension and dissonance.  And this claim holds not simply for certain transitions in the text, but for 
the book as a whole. As she writes: 

The Phenomenology as a whole is one unendingly plastic—shape-taking—emotional judgment. I 
read the Phenomenology as the meticulous exposition of all the conflicts and contradictions Hegel 
could detect in the one infinite judgment that is the self-reflection of spirit. The different figures of 
consciousness in the Phenomenology articulate this emotional judgment in progress while conscious-
ness reads itself differently in each of its shapes.1 

The incessant disruption and displacement of positions is the rhythm of the text, but these disruptions do not 
just lead to a more comprehensive position that arises from the negation of the previous one, as traditional in-
terpretations would have it, but the transition to every new shape and figure of spirit carries elements of disorga-
nization that are never overcome or reduced to conceptual transparency.  The new figure that emerges is always 
disoriented, and so too are we the readers who try to map how one configuration of spirit relates to another.  
Such disorientation and disorganization Pahl calls “the ‘emotional syntax’” of Hegel’s text, and this disruptive 
pressure never ceases unraveling the shapes of spirit, and remains in play even within the all-encompassing 
reflection of absolute knowing. 

Pahl’s reading of Hegel follows in the tradition of scholars like Jean-Luc Nancy and Slavoj Žižek in emphasiz-
ing the absence of closure in Hegel’s logic of the whole.  In the unique way Hegel draws together the fluidity of 
the speculative judgment with the intransigence of the logical understanding (Verstand) as inseparable aspects 
of self-consciousness, he gives us a robust account of how self-consciousness is always in transition while 
nevertheless appearing stable.  Pahl situates her reading of spirit’s negativity as a logic of emotional transports 
wherein the clarity of conceptual contradiction is never fully separable from the dizzying expression of passion, 
whether this be sympathy, pathos, anxiety, or irony.  As Pahl writes: “By ‘transport’ I mean an emotion—strong 
or slight—that carries one out of oneself and to a different self.” (TT 6) Rather than being blind urges, or affec-
tions whose immediacy is inevitably superseded or appropriated, emotions constitute the heart of what makes 
spirit self-conscious.   What’s more, it is precisely Hegel’s Phenomenology that draws out the full implications 
of emotions as transports, fragmenting clear lines of division between subject and object, interior and exterior, 
“I” and we, to yield an emotional performance of moving configurations of spirit that resist being definitively 
pinned down to any one type of subject.  Such a reading comes to light to the extent that we can see the multiple 
levels of passionate engagement invoked by the text; for example, its different stylistic levels of textual com-
position, narrative themes, and the multiple perspectives of author, narrator and protagonist the text plays on. 
Pahl is certainly correct in her insistence that Hegel’s Phenomenology bears within its possibilities a rich view 
of emotion that is as prescient as it is perceptive.  Although it is true that Hegel’s incessant criticisms of im-
mediacy would seem to rule out emotion as having any fundamental and lasting place in the constitution of 
spirit, a sensitive reading of the way Hegel explores experiences of pathos, mutual acknowledgment, and the 
underlying despair that haunts natural consciousness, show that he is critical of certain views of emotion, but 
not emotionality as such.

What Hegel is opposed to are views that place feeling in opposition to rationality, which he thinks leads to 
either sentimentalizing or mystifying the experience of emotion.  Hegel’s rich appreciation of emotion is easy 
to overlook to the extent one looks for explicit definitions of feeling and emotion; instead, as Pahl puts it: 
“We need to analyze what emotions do in Hegel’s text.” (TT 13) This entails paying close attention to those 
pivotal experiences in which emotions arise as “performative presentations” that transform, and so transport, 
spirit’s identity, rupturing the compact individuality of consciousness into plurality.  Approached in this way, 
Pahl claims to identify at least three central features that make up Hegel’s take on emotion.  First, rather than 
being adversaries or opposites, “reason and emotion implicate one another.” Second, emotions also color our 
thoughts and concepts and so are not simply confined to bodily affections, which make untenable any stark 
division between “interiority and exteriority.”  Finally, to the extent that emotion operates as a transport that 



JASON J. HOWARD

disrupts, deforms, and transforms, frustrating the move toward unity and coherence, emotion also engenders a 
“plural subject.” (TT 13)

Whether we are addressing the transitions in the law of the heart, the pathos of ethical life and its impossible 
demands, or the infamous struggle between master and slave, in each case self-consciousness undergoes trans-
port.  Even in those transitions where emotions don’t seem to be operative, the very act of reflection pries open 
spirit’s assumptions about itself.  Pahl stresses this in her claim that “[t]he space of interiority, which is opened 
up by the understanding, gives us the sense of self-incongruence that transports the subject beyond any ‘natural’ 
or given figuration.” (TT 41)  Moreover, it is in the nature of emotional transports that they transcend internal 
contradictions and external struggles for superiority, for emotionality is always a performance at the same time.  
Pahl defends her claims about the performative aspect of emotionality by appealing to the different stylistic 
voices Hegel employs.  She sees the Phenomenology as a narrative about spirit’s confrontation with its own 
culture (Bildung), while also a dramatic piece of tragic theatre, and yet again a lyrical work filled with poetic 
license, where much of the latter shines through precisely when Hegel is trying to express the fluidity of the 
“speculative proposition.” (TT 65) 

What is particularly noteworthy about Pahl’s approach is the way she attempts to unpack Hegel’s rich appre-
ciation of emotionality, as well as build up her own account, while refraining from giving us a list of typical 
emotions.  Pahl gives up on the traditional idea of emotion as a passion that is locked inside the subject and oc-
casionally springs into expression. Rather than simply look to what specific feelings are, or are not, invoked by 
self-consciousness, Pahl suggests it is the kind of transport that spirit experiences that is a better gauge of emo-
tionality.  This approach can be seen from the chapter titles of the second part of her book, such as, “release,” 
“acknowledging,” “tremble,” and “broken,” all of which attempt to indicate what she calls the “emotional 
syntax” of spirit’s journey.  Each chapter highlights a transformation whose distinctiveness appears to rely 
more on its intensity than any one specific type of feeling, oscillating from tragic pathos to lightheartedness.  
Reading the transitions of spirit in this way strikes me as exegetically perceptive as it is original.  Drawing 
on her formation in literary studies enables Pahl to expedite Hegel’s stylistic ingenuity to impressive effect, 
and allows her to focus on how the text is written, instead of just what it purports to be about, and this to a 
degree rarely seen in English monographs on Hegel.  What is more, she uses Hegel’s stylistic ingenuity as a 
complement to his methodological ingenuity to forward the claim that the reader of the Phenomenology is also 
implicated in facilitating the transports spirit undergoes.  The disorientation spirit experiences in continually 
being transported outside its comfort zone to emerge anew in some other form, is disorienting for us as readers 
at the same time.  This confusion is not the result of any ineptness on Hegel’s part, certain critics notwithstand-
ing, but a way of drawing the reader into the rhythm of speculative propositions. Pahl explains this elicitation 
of emotional transport between Hegel and “we” the phenomenologists reading the text, in the following way:
 

The clear-cut separation between subject and predicate, as well as between the reading subject and 
the content or subject matter of the proposition, are unsettled by the fact that the concept reaches 
through these divisions. Moved by the concept, the reader is unable to dissociate herself from what 
she reads…The violence of Hegel’s writing style consists in not allowing the reader to translate the 
conflicts of a proposition into the higher synthesis of a stable meaning. It interferes with the reader’s 
wish to be done with the text. (TT 112)

 
Consequently, far from being any type of defect, Hegel’s writing exemplifies the very argument he is trying to 
map out; it transports us by unendingly dislocating our own anticipated sense of completion and finality.  One 
of the major implications of Pahl’s reading and her emphasis on the Phenomenology as wrought with transports 
that dismantle both the stations of spirit and the reader alike, is that it forces us to question the logical necessity 
that undergirds the architecture of the text.  Although she reiterates this position throughout her book, I believe 
it finds its strongest support in her interpretation of the gaps between the major transitions in the life of spirit.  
For Pahl, all the configurations of spirit, starting explicitly with the fateful struggle between master and slave, 
are haunted and hounded by absolute fear, the fear of spirit’s own annihilation.  Again and again the shapes of 



CHANGING THE LANDSCAPE OF EMOTION THROUGH HEGEL’S PHENOMENOLOGY	

spirit attempt to avoid dissolution, terrified of what might come to subjects who fully relinquish control over 
their own identity.  But as Pahl reminds us of what Hegel states in his preface, spirit is at its fullest only when 
it can face down the negative and linger with it. (TT 161)  In fear, spirit trembles before itself and its own pos-
sibilities.  Yet as Pahl insightfully observes, fear is a “speculative negation,” or what she calls a “dying within 
life that, instead of simply destroying the body, sets it in motion” which is a decidedly different experience of 
negation than the abstract negation that comes with death. (TT 162) 

The experience of fear yields spirit a glimpse of its own freedom, yet spirit continually avoids facing this fear 
head on, retreating into political ideologies, heavenly after worlds and beautiful souls.  Pahl is clear that none 
of the configurations of spirit ever embrace absolute fear directly, and yet it does become manifest, namely, 
in what she calls “the blanks between the chapters.” (TT 166)  Although consciousness never actually experi-
ences absolute fear, we the readers get a sense of it in the ruptures that arise when one form of spirit comes to 
an end and another begins.  Pahl prefers the term “leaps” rather than “transitions” as a way of describing the 
movements between new forms of spirit, since these movements disrupt any logical necessity or clear progres-
sive development.   The plausibility of Pahl’s position gets traction from the important fact that spirit develops 
differently within each chapter than it does between chapters.  (TT 167) This is a point many commentators 
have noted, but most regard it as either a serious defect of the text or downplay the span of the chasm that spirit 
crosses.  For Pahl, it is the very break in logical sense and coherence in spanning these gaps that is a testament 
to the real emotional genius of Hegel’s text, for it forces the reader to facilitate, albeit unintentionally, in the 
transport to a different kind of subject.  

Perhaps more than any other aspect of Hegel’s Phenomenology, these logical gaps in the development of spirit, 
what one might call birth canals, enact the vibrancy of emotions as tropes of transport, enticing the reader to 
yield up the idea of a strictly “sequential” development and to imagine connections between the different figu-
rations of spirit that are “other than linear.” (TT 167)  Pahl goes on to call this space between spiritual worlds “a 
space of freedom” in which consciousness essentially blacks out, unable to comprehend its own disintegration 
and re-birth. (TT 168)  Summarizing the magnitude of the leap from one form of spirit to another, Pahl writes 
the following:  “Absolute fear is a moment of absolute negativity that can only be accounted for performatively.  
Spirit cannot grasp the transition from one figure of consciousness to the next; it goes through it. The wind 
blows through spirit, and consciousness goes blank.” (TT 169)

For Pahl, it is actually we the phenomenologists that enable the next phase of spirit to get on with things so 
quickly in assuming whatever has transpired in the previous stage is now finished, and we are simply left ob-
serving another, different configuration of spirit.  In taking this approach Pahl implicates the reader’s participa-
tion in facilitating the movement of Hegel’s argument in a way that few traditional Hegelians would concede.  
The breaks between phases of spirit are outside historical time, and yet there are undoubtedly reverberations 
that echo between the many different “Gestalts” of spirit, and so it would also be a mistake to overemphasize 
the unique distinctiveness of each form of spirit.  Instead, we need to see the life of spirit as, in Pahl’s words, 
“a multiplicity of consciousnesses that are neither completely different nor strictly the same, that move through 
each other without collapsing into one, and that send each other into ecstasies.” (TT 174)

There can be little question that Pahl’s interpretation throws into disarray much of the traditional readings of 
the Phenomenology.  Although granting much that is familiar, such as that the Phenomenology remains a text 
focused on spirit, one that interweaves history and speculative philosophy, and one that overcomes customary 
dichotomies through exploring the education of natural consciousness as the truth of negativity, Pahl rejects 
the idea that the text charts a sequential and causal development or that it ends in the speculative triumph of 
disclosing the logical reality of spirit in absolute knowing. (TT 174) It may just be the kind of scholarship I 
read on Hegel, but her interpretation here strikes me as extremely innovative. But even if her interpretation of 
the Phenomenology is credible, we can still ask whether it holds as an overall account of emotion in Hegel’s 
thought, and whether her account of emotion as transports works as a general theory of emotion.   
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Pahl recognizes that her interpretive endeavors fly in the face of some of Hegel’s directions about how the Phe-
nomenology should be read and about the logical necessity that underscores the experience of spirit as a whole.  
And yet the innovations she suggests we look for in our reading follow from indications Hegel himself provides 
through the type of philosophizing he exemplifies, whether this be in the stylistic versatility of his writing, the 
power and perceptiveness of his examples, the multiple settings he invokes, the meta-narrative commentary he 
provides and, perhaps more than anything else, the gaps he includes in the development of spirit’s experience 
of itself.   And so although she concedes that she has tried to “introduc[e] a shift in the meaning of ‘Hegelian’,” 
she does this as a “good friend” of the text. Qualifying her own approach she writes: “I derive my method of 
transformative reading—in good hermeneutic fashion—from the text’s own economy, so that (paradoxically) I 
remain true to the Hegelian text by transforming it.” (TT 84)

Pahl invites us to read the Phenomenology in a new and dynamic way.  In doing so she allows us to uncover (re-
cover and renew) another paradigm at work in Hegel’s early master work that gives unprecedented importance 
to emotionality as transports that enable, empower, and engender spirit to exist in the multiple incarnations that 
it does.  And yet, however innovative this approach is, or perhaps because of it, I take her interpretation to be 
largely confined to Hegel’s Phenomenology, and so as a position that does not readily extrapolate to Hegel’s 
later thought. In a similar vein, I hold that although her idea of emotionality as transport may characterize as-
pects of emotional experience, it is limited as an overall explanation of how emotion works.

What limits Pahl’s account of emotion in Hegel to the Phenomenology is also what limits its explanatory power 
as a general account of emotion; both limitations stem from two related claims she makes in regard to emotion-
ality.  The first is her insistence, a point she makes at the beginning and end of her book, that “emotionality does 
not require a human self.” (TT 8) Now if what she means by this is that emotion extends well beyond humans 
and that humans are simply sophisticated instances of a much larger type of experience, we would be wise to 
agree with her; however, she seems to imply more than this. In her words, “I consider emotion as dynamic 
self-relations of emotionality to itself. That is to say, I subjectivize non-human sites of emotionality.” (TT 8) 
Pahl recognizes the counter-intuitiveness of her claims but nevertheless suggests that much can be gained in 
understanding emotionality along these lines.  The problem here is in what this starting point commits her to, 
which is claiming that the self-differentiating character of emotion “do not exclusively, and not even primarily, 
belong to rationality but are, rather, the domain of emotionality.” (TT 212) What I take her to mean here is that 
we can investigate the dynamics of emotion by looking to resources emotionality itself provides as a specific 
kind of happening or experience, a position that Hegel explicitly opposes in his later work and one that also 
jeopardizes Pahl’s account as a theory of emotion in general.  

One of the most conspicuous blind spots in Pahl’s account of emotionality is her silence on what Hegel actually 
says about emotion and feeling in his later work on subjective spirit in the 1830 Encyclopedia of the Philo-
sophical Sciences.  Although she briefly references the section on psychology in Hegel’s Encyclopedia, her 
omission, even at the level of a footnote, of what Hegel says about practical feeling, (Das praktische Gefühl) 
(sections 471-472), which is as close as he ever gets to an explicit account of what emotion is and does, strikes 
me as neglectful.2  Once we take a good look at how Hegel views emotion in the life of subjective spirit, it 
becomes clear that much of his basic position either directly contradicts, or calls into question, the account of 
emotionality that Pahl discovers at work in the Phenomenology.  What’s more, Hegel’s later position goes a 
long way in showing why Pahl’s interpretation of emotion as transports must fail as an overall account of how 
emotions work for human beings.   

Looking to his work of subjective spirit, Hegel distinguishes in section 402 between sensations (Empfindung) 
and feelings or emotions (Fühlen/Gefühl) (the latter two terms he uses interchangeably), and claims that feel-
ings (of shame, remorse, grief, etc.) be sharply separated from sensations, which he aligns with sensorial/
perceptual capacities.  Feelings separate from sensation early on to the extent they are open to more extensive 
idealization which makes them more amenable to higher-order differentiation and cognitive refinement.  He 
states in the previous remark (§401) that our emotions, what he also calls here internal feelings, systematize 
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themselves with the same degree of specificity and necessity as that evidenced by our five bodily senses. (Enc. 
§401, 76)  In fact, Hegel goes as far as suggesting the need for a new science of “psychical physiology” that 
could index all the emotive feelings and their corresponding physiological disturbances. (Enc. §401, 75) This 
is a claim he also makes in his earlier 1827/28 lectures on subjective spirit and continues to hold on to in all 
later versions of his work on this issue.3 The crucial point here is to carefully note Hegel’s assumption that 
every specific feeling has a corresponding physiological source, which limits or helps distinguish each feeling.     
What guides the refinement of internal feeling, more than any other single factor, is determined by the require-
ments of greater mental facility implied in the very plasticity of spirit as the instantiation of self-consciousness.4  
For Hegel, cognitive capacities and affective powers develop in a close-knit dialectical relationship, full of 
feedback loops both internally within the agent and that of sensorial capacities without, which multiplies our 
capabilities at the same time as it refines them.  The crucial role that habituation and enjoyment play in unlock-
ing the potential of consciousness to be self-aware are too complicated to get into, but suffice it to say that 
Hegel’s entire investigation here is fixated on the embodiment of spirit as individuated self-consciousness.  
There simply is no informative investigation of emotionality in human agency without an understanding of the 
physiological and biological constraints placed upon us, which, however much they are negated and idealized, 
condition the function and shape of who we become.  It may sound peculiar to hear Hegel insist so adamantly 
on the restrictions physiology imposes as enabling conditions on spirit’s awakening to itself, but insist upon 
them he does.  

Pahl is certainly right that Hegel values emotion much more than is typically acknowledged, and that he has 
much to say to us today about emotion, but I am not so sure the Phenomenology is the place to find it, at least 
not if we want to know not only how emotions function the way that they do, but also why.  As he goes on to 
explain in section 472, the variety of different emotions are best explained in terms of what he calls the practi-
cal ought (Sollen) they instantiate.  Quoting Hegel, “The ‘Ought’ (Sollen) of practical feeling is the claim of 
its essential autonomy to control some existing mode of fact.” (Enc. §472, 231)  This ought is experienced in 
different ways, and it is fair to say that how emotions become distinguished and remain distinguishable turn, in 
large part, on the form of ‘ought’ they instantiate, which is to say, the type of ownership they make on the world.  
As Hegel makes explicit: “Delight, joy, grief…shame, repentance, contentment, etc., are partly only modifica-
tions of the formal ‘practical feeling’ in general, but are partly different in the features that give the special 
tone and character mode to their ‘Ought’.” (Enc. §472, 232)   The difference between types of emotions, for 
example, moral emotions and other kinds such as jealousy or lust, does not merely reside in their objects, but 
the actual evaluative experience we have of these objects.  Our emotional commitments, say to law and ethical 
life, are experienced in a fundamentally different trajectory than other kinds of emotions, since these are firmly 
anchored in an intellectual recognition that is lacking in other types of emotive experiences. 

In the Zusatz to §472 Hegel stipulates that there are three levels in which the practical ought expresses its 
emotionality. First, what is agreeable or disagreeable. Second, those emotions whose content arises through 
intuition or representation, and which have determined objects; for example, pleasure, joy, hope, fear, anguish, 
and pain.  The final class of emotions, Hegel qualifies in this way: “…there is a third kind of feelings (Gefühlen) 
arising when the substantial content of right, morality, ethics, religion, which originates in thought, is received 
into the feeling will.” (Enc. §472, Zusatz, 233)  Under this final class of emotions Hegel draws special attention 
to remorse and shame as being emblematic.  

I draw this contrast with Hegel’s later work on subjective spirit not to hijack the discussion away from the 
Phenomenology or short change Pahl’s interpretive accomplishments, but to indicate how Hegel came to see 
emotion, which stands in some contrast to the openness Pahl so adeptly discusses in his earlier work.  Thus, it 
serves to make explicit the fact that what she says about the Hegel of the Phenomenology should not be carried 
over or transported to Hegel’s later views on emotion.  Insofar as Pahl is silent on whether her interpretation of 
emotion in Hegel might extrapolate to his other works, I want to simply point out that it does not.  In addition 
to this rather academic point, however, I also wanted to leap forward to Hegel’s final reflections on emotion 
because they provide us—in Hegel’s own terms—with an insight into why Pahl’s view of emotionality as 
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transport cannot supply us with a general account of emotion.

Pahl is right to ask after what emotion does for Hegel as opposed to simply how he defines it.  What Hegel 
comes to see with more and more clarity as his thought progresses is the indispensable function emotion serves 
in developing subjective spirit in its genesis from natural (animal) soul to individual thinking consciousness.  
Seen from this vantage point, the answer to the question “what emotions do” is that they enable subjective spirit 
to know itself in a way that is concrete, individuated, and meaningful.  To know the specifics of how emotions 
accomplish this is to know Hegel’s theory of emotions. What is especially impressive about Hegel’s later ac-
count is the way he anticipates so much of the debate taking place today in the philosophy/psychology of emo-
tion, particularly his insight that emotions are developmental, intentionally differentiated, affective experiences 
that are open to a degree of refinement; emotions are not static biological states.   
     
The virtue of Hegel’s approach, or we might say what Hegel can teach Pahl about the limitations of her account 
of emotion, is that Hegel’s later view can explain how we participate in our emotional life as opposed to being 
constantly unraveled by it.  Given Pahl’s basic approach to emotions as transports sui generis, it becomes very 
hard to understand how our affective experience expands and contracts to varying degrees in loose response 
to our own take on the world.  However innovative her account, emotionality appears for Pahl as something 
beings go through, something that happens to them, instead of with and for them.  

The current over-reliance on cognitivist accounts of human emotion aside, emotions do have an intentionality 
to them, some more specific than others, that differentiates them, and they do reference, albeit with varying 
degrees of clarity, states of affairs in the world; and, most importantly, they are especially sensitive to the spe-
cific concerns and needs of human beings, both ourselves as individuals and that of others.  Pahl’s construal of 
emotion as transports that transform our identity and multiply subjectivity to create plural and multiple agen-
cies affected by pathos and sympathy is certainly one aspect of what emotions do, which is clear not only in 
cases of trauma and hysteria but also in cases of intense love and moments of self-sacrifice, but it cannot be 
the ground of emotion; it cannot explain why emotions do what they do.   And it cannot do this, not because it 
downplays autonomy or overemphasizes passion, but because it lacks the resources to account for the determi-
nate stability that makes it possible for me as a unique individual to care for something deeply in the first place 
and re-commit to it over time.  

What Pahl’s idea of emotionality as transport brings center stage is the alterity that lives within and without 
each one of us, and for that she is to be commended.  As she claims, “Emotional subjectivity is plastic,” and 
in this plasticity is a rich abundance of satisfactions ranging from ambivalence to extremely complicated acts 
of emotional investment.  A few lines later she explains: “Transports are differentiated forms of emotionality 
that self-augment and self-attenuate through reflection and that mobilize the self’s resources to reflect and 
save itself. Put differently, the emotional subject or the subject in transport doesn’t have to die for its passion.” 
(TT 217) I think she is right on the mark in her estimation of the variability of emotional life and its “saving” 
quality, but I just don’t think she can defend this claim without a detailed appreciation of the specificities of 
embodiment which help make these transports what they are.  The challenge, it seems to me, is to refrain from 
seeing emotionality as subservient to rationality, or vice versa, and look to the plastic, dialectical interaction 
between these two capacities as a mutual entailment/entanglement, the specification of which directly depends 
on the kind of being we want to know about.  In that sense there can be no account of emotionality sui generis 
as a relation in and of itself.

Pahl’s Tropes of Transport: Hegel on Emotion is a challenging text, but there are many rewards for those who 
wish to journey with her through the passionate complexities of Hegel’s speculative descriptions.  Stretching 
not only how we read and think about Hegel’s Phenomenology, Pahl also shows how Hegel continues to im-
pact us emotively in our engagement with this master work. The results of my own encounter with Tropes of 
Transport and my assessment of it are on the whole very positive. To reiterate, I believe Pahl gives us a novel 
and defensible reading of the Phenomenology that opens up new vistas in Hegel scholarship. The view she 
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puts forward, however, to the extent it is an explication of emotion in Hegel, is limited to the Phenomenology. 
Lastly, with regards to her own ambitious attempt to lay out the groundwork for a new account of emotion, 
her work succeeds in demonstrating some key aspects, often neglected, of what emotions do as transports that 
transform and multiply identities, but falls short in providing an overall explanation of emotionality. In terms 
of this last shortcoming it seems, as in so many things, that Hegel still has important lessons to teach both Pahl 
and the rest of us when it comes to grasping what emotions do for beings like us.
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These are tremendously rich and generous responses: my thanks go to John McCumber, Emilia Angelova, 
Jason Howard, and David Kim for such engaged readings and challenging comments.1 Rather than addressing 
each piece separately, I’m going to weave together my responses under two headings—the different Hegel that 
my reading of the Phenomenology of Spirit brings to the fore (including the issue whether this leaves us with 
two Hegels, the Hegel of the Phenomenology and the Hegel of the later works) and Hegel’s contribution to the 
current affective turn.

DIFFERENT HEGEL(S)

Readers of Tropes of Transport: Hegel and Emotion won’t find the usual list of emotions in Tropes of Trans-
port. I am less concerned with emotional content—let’s say fear or remorse—than with the particulars of move-
ments across self-difference, or with transports. Tropes of Transport: Hegel and Emotion is divided into two 
parts. The first (shorter) part, on “Emotional Subjects,” verges more on the side of discussing what Hegel says 
about emotion. This involves a certain reification of emotion; hence the tropes here are nouns: heart and pathos. 
I present Hegel’s critical analyses of two ways of understanding emotion: as feeling (organized around the fig-
ure of the “heart”) and as righteous passion (or “pathos”). The second and main part of the book explores how 
emotionality (dis)organizes the self-reflection of consciousness as well as Hegel’s text. This part is concerned 
with movements, transitions, or transports from one consciousness to the next. It elucidates the emotional 
implications of insight (of figuring things out and coming to a new consciousness or a new stance on things), 
of communication (relating to other minds or other world views), and of the transitions and echoes between 
the Phenomenology’s chapters. Because I am concerned with movement in this part, the tropes here are verbs: 
“release,” “juggle,” “acknowledging,” “tremble,” and “broken.” Because these movements relate and connect 
the various parts of the Phenomenology to one another, this part is called “Emotional Syntax.”
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All of the tropes I consider are drawn from Hegel’s text. For example, in the discussion of the speculative 
proposition, Hegel writes that rhythm results from “juggl[ing]” “the conflict between the form of a proposition 
per se and the unity of the concept which destroys that form” (Phen § 61). Or, at some point late in the game, 
the protagonist of the Phenomenology has the feeling “that it has been rolled upon the wheel through all the 
stages of its existence and that every bone in its body has been broken” (Phen § 538, my emphasis). But these 
key words do not necessarily get fleshed out into themes by Hegel; with the exception of acknowledging, none 
of them constitutes the subject of a dialectic. For this reason I jump around in the text quite a bit. In the discus-
sion of each of these tropes I draw different moments of the Phenomenology together and develop an argument 
about the non-linear emotional structure of the Phenomenology of Spirit. 

John McCumber reminds us that the fear of fear is generative because it is what keeps negation determinate. As 
he puts it so compellingly, “if consciousness were willing to lose everything at once, it could cut to the end.” I 
want to insist on taking this point in a poetological as well as in an existential sense: if consciousness were will-
ing to lose everything at once, there would be no need for a book (for the Phenomenology), but there would also 
be no consciousness (because consciousness alone is not capacious enough to experience absolute fear). While 
an absolute affect would dissolve what it afflicts (and creates), the self-reflective version of that affect—the fear 
of fear, for example—allows its subject to take and hold shape for a while. This is why, rather than presenting 
a flash of creation and destruction, the Phenomenology produces a series of tranformations or transports across 
different shapes of consciousness. Emotions understood as transports intertwine a determinately constructive 
or stabilizing effect with a determinately destructive or dissolving effect.

Jason Howard asks me to devote more attention to the stabilizing work of emotion. He proposes that especially 
the later Hegel enables us “to account for the determinate stability that makes it possible for me as a unique 
individual to care for something deeply in the first place and re-commit to it over time.” In his essay “Hegel on 
the Emotions,” Howard offers a marvelously clear exposition of Hegel’s developmental theory of the emotions 
as laid out in various lectures and Encyclopedia sections on the philosophy of subjective spirit.2 Howard traces 
the genesis of subjective spirit from natural soul to individual thinking consciousness and argues that “emo-
tions enable spirit to know itself in a way that is concrete, individuated, and meaningful” (72). He highlights 
in particular the role of habit, which allows the self “to distinguish itself from the pull of its own desires” (74). 
Habit introduces a distance to raw feeling by serializing sensations. While the power of the first sensation pales 
in these repetitions, habit doesn’t desensitize the subject. Rather, Howard argues, habit generates a new feeling: 
satisfaction. By way of habit, the natural immediacy and uniqueness of feeling is transformed into the self-
distancing, self-reflecting, and self-satisfied ideality of emotion. 

I agree with Howard when he argues that “emotions [or affective experiences] are not static biological states” 
and that Hegel encourages us to relate to emotion, practically and theoretically, as something that is “open to a 
degree of refinement.” I am in favor of a culture or a cultivation of emotionality. But I find it important to locate 
at least some of the agency of such a culture in emotionality itself (Hegel certainly gives us the tools to trace a 
self-cultivation of emotionality). And I am not as reassured as Howard is that the emotional self-discipline he 
describes always leads to harmony with self, or satisfaction. While he sees habit as “the primitive experience of 
being at home with oneself” (75) and finds even greater capacities to be ‘at home with oneself’ in full-fledged 
moral emotions, I would add that this satisfaction, to the extent to which it is “determinate” (as Howard indi-
cates when he speaks of “determinate stability”), is relative and imbued with its opposite, i.e., dissatisfaction, 
restlessness, and the like. To attain the feeling of full satisfaction then would involve projecting this restlessness 
and dissatisfaction onto others. This poses ethical problems.

The ability to stay with torn, restless, trembling transports is of great value to me. Some of David Kim’s previ-
ously published work shows why it is socially and politically important to acknowledge and allow for unset-
tling and disruptive emotions. He considers the emotional labor of assimilation to the dominant culture through 
the lens of race.3 Others have done so through the lens of sexuality or gender. In all of these contexts, “feeling 
bad” can have politically and personally transformative potential once wrested from the neutralizing powers of 



HEGEL AND THE AFFECTIVE TURN: RESPONSES	

pathologizing and therapeutic discourses.4 

Kim asks me here what human bodies in emotional transport feel. We feel unease, we feel troubled, we feel 
torn. Of course, we can also feel grounded, calm, and at one with ourselves—but those feelings come either in 
a break from transport or as effects of an extraordinary reconciliation with transport. In any case, these feel-
ings of relative assuredness are, in Hegelian terms, mediated by the more perturbing aspects of emotion. Since 
human transports are accompanied (even if sometimes more implicitly) by the feeling of unease, of trouble, of 
tears, I argue in favor of an acceptance (even an enjoyment) of these negative feelings, and against the impulse 
to reduce, reject, or avoid these feelings and to dismiss or punish those who have them.

On the bed of a serious and honest acceptance of disturbing and difficult feelings, a different register of emo-
tionality can unfurl: light, slight, airy, springy feelings. I am glad that Angelova picks up on the feminist impli-
cations of my critique of pathos and of my embrace of the theatrical over the dramatic. She amplifies the small 
trace of feminist potential in Romantic irony, which I am more than happy to recognize. From tragedy arises 
lightheartedness. It cannot but laugh about naked pathos.

Three of the commentators—Howard, Kim, and McCumber—worry in somewhat different terms about my 
almost exclusive focus on the Phenomenology of Spirit. Howard and Kim see a tension between the Hegel I 
presented with my reading of the Phenomenology and the Hegel of the Encyclopedia, in particular the philoso-
phy of emotion that they find in the part titled “Anthropology” of the section on “Subjective Spirit.”

I would assume that it is possible to extend to the later works what I have brought out in my reading of the Phe-
nomenology. McCumber observes that when The Phenomenology comes to an end, nobody survives, as it were. 
The protagonist/s vanish/es, the author disappears into his words, and the function of the phenomenologist/s 
ends together with the Phenomenology. All that is left is the “foam” of words. I would not say, as McCumber 
does, that it is “reality” that is lost, but rather—perhaps counter-intuitively—personality is lost in all these 
layers of reflection, mediation, and rendering-subject of substance. We lose Schiller, we lose Hegel’s personal 
investment in this project, and we lose all the personifications of the subject of the Phenomenology. And this 
emptying-out, this discharge of the personal—registered in the text in the phrase “ohne den”—enables what is 
left—words, speculative propositions—to connect freely and to thus give rise to the system.

In the system, unity and disruptedness (Zerrissenheit) overlap. This is what makes it an emotional system. But 
its emotionality is impersonal. With my book, I have begun to analyze Hegel’s system as an emotional subject 
that is torn and unified. There is not enough space in this response to continue this project and to flesh out a 
reading of Hegel’s later works. This would take a serious engagement with the texts, since my work is text-
based and text-bound. 

I use the tools of the literary scholar to analyze philosophical texts. The Phenomenology of Spirit lends itself 
to such an analysis—indeed it asks for it—because, rather than making atemporal truth claims in the name 
of the author as traditional philosophical discourse does, it enacts the development of consciousness and has 
us accompany the self-assessment of exemplary worldviews. This conceit not only temporalizes truth, it also 
requires frequent and sometimes subtle shifts in the subject of the discourse (in whose name statements are 
made). As I show in my book, Hegel uses a philosophical version of free indirect discourse—a narrative tech-
nique that shifts between the more or less omniscient voice of the narrator and the point of view of a character. 
The Phenomenology presents its epistemes by oscillating often imperceptibly between the voice of “natural 
consciousness” and the phenomenologist’s voice. A mix of sincere identification and ironic distance character-
izes all the discussions in the Phenomenology.

The Phenomenology, thus, has introduced point of view and more or less personal perspective into the truth 
claims of philosophy (while also undermining any attempt to comfortably settle into the personal and shore up 
the self). This makes it particularly suitable as an entry point for the exploration of the emotional in Hegel’s 
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philosophy. We have seen that the Phenomenology ends in an emptying out of personality. The next step in 
the system—and the text that I would like to analyze next for the transports (or “transitions-by-death,” as Mc-
Cumber puts it) that hold together and divide this impersonal subject that is Hegel’s system—is The Science 
of Logic.5 The Science of Logic also integrates form and content. It refuses general rules of thought, less by 
moving between points of view (like the Phenomenology) than by developing forms of thought dependent on 
the subject matter. Prepared by our reading of The Phenomenology, we might be in the position to register the 
indirectness that informs the shifting identification with the various contents that determine the forms of cogni-
tion laid out in the Logic. 

I can see why the Anthropology sub-section of the Encyclopedia is crucial for anybody who is interested in 
Hegel on emotion. My concern is a different one. I am less interested in what Hegel says about emotion—his 
theory or philosophy of emotion. In general, I look at affect and emotion not as the object of philosophical 
knowledge. Instead, I explore how emotion organizes and disorganizes thought. Howard understands that I am 
concerned with what emotion does. So, in his response, he takes us to what Hegel says about what emotion 
does. I show, instead, what emotion does in Hegel’s text without Hegel saying much about it and sometimes at 
a tension with what Hegel says about it. In any case, since both Kim and Howard want to hear more about my 
take on Hegel’s anthropology in the Encyclopedia, I am happy to offer some comments.6

Emotional beings register their own self-difference and respond to it. I am sure that a text or a thing or a plant 
also registers and responds to its incongruence or dissonance and that we can observe these responses. They 
are, in my view, emotional beings. I am not sure whether this means that they feel emotional. But then there 
is so much still to learn about feeling, experience, ensoulment, emotionality, especially on the level of blind 
material processes. Does Hegel have something to offer in this regard? Yes, I think that his comments on the 
feeling soul in the Encyclopedia are useful. 

Hegel describes feeling (Empfindung) as dumpfes Weben, that is, as a weaving that remains somewhat under-
ground and dull, and that goes on pervasively without congealing into a distinct contour or form (§ 400). At the 
beginning of Hegel’s science of the human we, thus, encounter textuality. The beginning—any beginning—is 
unsettled by textuality, here in the form of the woven, interwoven, and limitlessly on-weaving texture of the 
“general soul” (allgemeine Seele). Individually embodied, anthropogenetic souls may participate in this one 
soul of all nature by sympathizing with or living along with (mitleben) the general planetary life (§ 392: “Der 
Geist lebt in ... der natürlichen Seele das allgemeine planetarische Leben mit”). There is a connection with the 
life of the planet that we can sometimes feel in the mode of moods (Stimmungen, ibid.). But even if we don’t 
feel it (and we could certainly further cultivate this kind of sensibility), the life of the general or all-interweav-
ing soul of nature, its movements and e-motions, exists and weaves on in a dull and muffled underground kind 
of way.

With the presupposition of a textual soul of nature, Hegel offers a counterweight to the individualizing aspect 
of feeling which we tend to overemphasize, in my view. As a culture we have invested heavily in the notion 
that my feelings are about me and are mine. This gets us into all sorts of (very grave and disabling) problems 
with the communication of feeling. I think that it is important to realize that these problems are the effect of 
the cultivation of a particular, individualizing, sense of emotion, at the expense of the communicating, connect-
ing, and onweaving quality of emotion. Before and beyond the anthropocentric and individualistic notion of 
emotion, feelings are texts and texts are feelings. This does not necessarily mean that texts have feelings. But 
we humans might also be better off not claiming all the time that we “have” feelings. I show that transports 
escape the individual and exceed the individual’s ability to feel. Transports are not owned by the self and the 
self cannot exactly own up to them. As we move from one self to another self, we traverse or leap over and are 
divided by nothing—a tear in the ability to find something in the self (empfinden). There is this loss in-between 
because, at least for a moment, no single or individual self is in place—only transition, only pluralization, only 
connectedness.
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HEGEL IN THE AFFECTIVE TURN

Emilia Angelova pushes me to claim more space for Hegel—the new Hegel that some of us (starting perhaps 
with Nancy and including, most recently, Comay) have produced—in the affective turn, which, as she says, is 
dominated by the very powerful and innovative return to Spinoza with Deleuze. As I see it, both Hegel and Spi-
noza are important for a theory or philosophy of affect or emotionality because they offer strong philosophies 
of relationality. Relationality conceived in terms of mediation in Hegel, and of composition or assemblage in 
Spinoza. The question is: what are the differences between their formulations of relationality? And what spe-
cifically can Hegel contribute to the affective turn that Spinoza doesn’t? 

When these two philosophies are constructed as opposing camps, Hegelian negation is usually pitted against 
Spinozist affirmation while Hegelianism usually embraces a humanism that Deleuzian Spinozists see as ethi-
cally and politically counterproductive. I straddle both maps in that I appreciate Hegel’s paradigm of deter-
minate negation but also emphasize the impersonal aspects of his philosophy. Hasana Sharp, whom Angelova 
brings into the discussion, finds it unhelpful to focus on questions of affirmation versus negation to describe the 
difference between the two systems because it means yielding to a characteristically Hegelian theme (120).7 
Instead she argues that Hegel and Spinoza “differ because Hegel is concerned above all with relationships of 
representation, while Spinoza examines relationships of composition among human and nonhuman forces” 
(121). In other words, while Hegel unduly foregrounds the human, Spinoza is useful for a politics of re-natu-
ralization—which is her project.

I do not agree with her reading of Hegel’s philosophy as based on relationships of representation. This reading 
turns on the Hegelian concept of recognition (Anerkennen), which she understands in line with pretty much 
everybody else (with the notable, and very different, exceptions of Judith Butler and John McDowell) as a 
desire and struggle for respect that is fundamentally based on an epistemology and politics of identity and its 
reproduction (or representation).8 Instead, I show that Anerkennen has nothing to do with re-presentation for 
Hegel. There is no “re” and there is no presence, no identity that is found or presented again in another instance, 
no identifying-as, and no content to the cognition that would allow it to serve as re-cognition. There is just 
incipience, the beginning of a knowledging, as it were, that moves toward and is moved by another. For this 
reason I translate Anerkennen as ac-knowledging. “They acknowledge each other as mutually acknowledging 
one another,” writes Hegel. The movement is circular, empty (the “as” directs us to no substantive content but 
only to the movement itself). It is impersonal because there is no substantive personality yet, no personal con-
tent, no individuality—just relation.  It is ungrounded and thus fragile or precarious even though it cannot not 
be mutual because it is the experience of the fact that self-consciousness emerges in the plural and as related.

What Hegel describes here, at the beginning of the chapter on Mastery and Servitude (before the struggle for 
life and death, and before the figures of master and servant emerge), is clearly an ideal. It emerged out of a 
series of connected realizations: that things or objects are living things are subjects, and that consciousness is 
now self-consciousness because its object has become (or turned out to be) a subject. Keeping this history in 
mind allows us to get into view that there is a subjectivity other than human or conscious subjectivity, and that 
consciousness alone does not make subject status. 

In retrospect this will have been the moment of anthropogenesis. But only because the story has to take sides, 
and bias is human. As soon as the Phenomenology, true to its method, looks at the movement of acknowledging 
from the perspective of one, and then the other, of the consciousnesses involved, we get a one-sided picture. We 
encounter a greedy desire to abstract from biological existence by negating living things (the master), who, as 
Hegel shows, remains paradoxically bound to the body by his appetite. And we see a fearful clinging to life that 
finds freedom and transformative capacity in this very fear (the slave or servant or bondsman). We get human 
emotion. While Hegel embraces bias, the point of Hegel’s philosophy is also not to fully identify with it. So, as 
I see it, both Spinoza and Hegel offer invitations, arguments, and tools for moving beyond an anthropocentric 
perspective. 
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What Hegel contributes to a theory of emotionality that Spinoza doesn’t is determinate negation. Determinate 
negation, i.e., a negation that does not end in death or nothingness but produces a new shape, allows us to 
understand emotion as transport. Transports carry one out of oneself and to a different self. Such determinate 
self-negations can have a disciplining character or they can be liberating. Transports undo any simple and 
coherent unity of the subject. They pluralize subjects, and mediate between and within selves (including im-
personal selves).

It might be overdue, at this point of our discussion of the difference between Hegel’s and Spinoza’s philosophy, 
to address Kim’s question how emotion differs from conation. In Hegel, desire (Begierde) is negativity directed 
only at the other, not the self. The desire that Hegel introduces at the beginning of the chapter on self-con-
sciousness is co-extensive with the self. It expresses the self rather than unsettling it. But, in the same chapter, 
Hegel moves beyond desire (which is one-sided and abstract in its intentionality) toward mutual acknowledg-
ing (or links desire to recognition, as Butler has it).9 To me, mutual acknowledging is a form of emotionality 
or a transport, because it includes self-negation and thus unsettles naïve self-assuredness. Hegel draws the 
same difference in his discussion of Zweifel (doubt) and Verzweiflung (despair).10 Doubt or skepticism hovers 
somewhere between cognition and conation, but it only calls the world of objects into question—the thinking 
I or cogito remains untouched by doubt. Unsatisfied with skeptical philosophies, Hegel moves us—on this 
“path of despair” that is the Phenomenology—to also call the “I” into question.11 Self-negativity is not desire 
or conation, it is emotion. 

How is emotion different from cognition, then? I agree with Kim when he deplores that many theories of 
emotion end up “reduc[ing] emotion to belief or judgment or sometimes to desire” and that “such cognitive or 
conative accounts divest emotion of affect or feeling.”12 To address his question, I will take a detour away from 
Hegel to evolutionary cognitive neuroscience. Neuroscientists speak of a seesaw between the analytic brain 
(i.e., the processing of factual information, problem-solving, memory, abstract thinking) and the social brain.13 
The social brain, this new science claims, is a late and highly sophisticated product of evolution. In other words, 
it is particularly evolved to want to have friends.14 The social brain includes empathizing with other minds and 
imagining (anticipating, projecting) other people’s feelings and reactions. The seesaw image captures the fact 
that we tend to be able to only do either or—either analytic thinking or social feeling.  So, for this current of 
neuroscience, emotion is clearly different from cognition.

Neuroscientist Matthew Lieberman points to the different physiological location of these “two brains.” It seems 
to me that he does so because he is a bit at pains to pinpoint a phenomenological difference. In an interview, 
he excuses the fact that researchers used to not differentiate between emotional brain activity and general or 
analytic brain activity, suggesting that they feel the same.15 And yet he offers rich descriptions of both mental 
activities that would indicate that they don’t feel the same.

Our social brain is always on; it is highly—one might say hyper—active. When we try to think analytically or 
to figure something out, we need to shut the social brain off. This requires focus and is often hard to achieve 
because the social brain keeps interrupting and distracting the analytic brain. If we are successful and deal with 
the analytic problem at hand, our social brain resurges back into activity as soon as we are done with whatever 
we focused on.
 
I am not a neuroscientist, but as somebody who has been described as a problem solver, I can say that the two 
mental activities don’t feel the same. Analytic brain activity can be much more satisfying than social brain 
activity because, if you put in the effort, you get the reward and then you are done with it. On the other hand, 
social brain activity—feeling ourselves and imagining how others might feel—has something inconclusive, 
repetitive (sometimes even obsessive), and limitless about it. 

This qualitative difference between cognition and emotion—the difference in how each feels—brings me back 
to Hegel. I see a high dose of the repetitive, recurrent, insisting moves of the social or emotional brain in 
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Hegel’s philosophy. Nothing is ever completed, solved once and for all, done with, and let go off. Instead, 
everything returns and everything is anticipated before it takes place. The structure of Aufhebung is emotional.
Let me finally call attention to the fact that a Hegelian perspective on emotionality enables us to develop a dif-
ferent notion of unity or wholeness. McCumber appreciates that, by “demonstrate[ing] over and over again that 
the emotional dimension of the Phenomenology is … central to the work as a whole … [Pahl] actually shows 
us … what kind of ‘whole’ it is”—a whole that is open, incomplete, unending, disrupted. A Hegelian perspec-
tive on emotionality keeps us alive to the tears in the whole as well as to the unity in the dismemberment. 
Howard seems to agree with me when it comes to my reading of the Phenomenology, but he seems to resist this 
speculative unity of unity and disunity when it comes to explaining emotion. He separates the two, presenting 
my account as one that sees emotion only as ‘unravelling’ and claiming the side of unity for himself, or for his 
Hegel, when he considers the assimilation of feelings into a unity of self a moral requirement.

I am wary of notions of unity that exclude disunity. This might be one of the reasons why I don’t focus as 
much on embodiment as Kim would like me to. There are ways of foregrounding the body that facilitate or 
even compel stark individuation. In Howard’s emphasis on embodied spirit, embodiment serves to stabilize the 
identity of subjects (“the embodiment of spirit as individuated self-consciousness”) and the identity of emo-
tions (“every specific feeling has a corresponding physiological source, which limits or helps distinguish each 
feeling”). Kim’s phenomenological approach to the body would certainly be capacious enough to describe 
trans-individual transports. But, as he notes, I take a strongly textual approach to matter. To me, bodies are 
texts, as well. They are articulations of matter, syntactical arrangements of shapes and cells that imply the 
temporal vector of experience. Experience, to me, is most productively understood as reading—reading the tex-
tuality of our selves not as stable, independent, and autonomous but as plural and transsubjective, as connected 
in a texture of anticipation and remembrance of the I that is We and the I that is another, of acknowledging, 
juggling, trembling across difference, and of a brokenness that sticks. Reading Hegel trains us, if you want, in 
relating different pieces of the text (different chapters, different figures, different tropes) to one another—map 
them onto one another while attending to their difference, hold them together in our mind even as they present 
themselves as contradictory. This training can be applied not only to other texts, but also to personal experi-
ences and bodily feelings.

But methodological concerns about phenomenology versus textuality aside, the notion of a unity that does not 
exclude disunity throws into relief the defining characteristic of emotionality. Kim asked me, what in emotion 
(beyond thought and desire) makes it central to the self-actualization of spirit? What is specific about emotion? 
It is its disruptive and self-disruptive quality. Emotional transports spark change but they also keep a light-
hearted distance from themselves and from the violence inherent in disruption and change.

KATRIN PAHL is Associate Professor in German and Romance Languages and Literatures at Johns 
Hopkins University. 
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on Kant, Hegel, and Sellars (2009), 147-165.
	 While Butler often uses the Hegelian notion of recognition as shortcut for her own, extremely generative, account 
of the ambivalent desire to be rendered intelligible within existing social norms, she is certainly alive to the precarious and 
destabilizing quality of the movement of Anerkennen, as Hegel describes it. In “Longing for Recognition,” Butler argues 
that “Hegel has given us an ek-static notion of the self,” one that is not self-identical—and that therefore cannot be easily 
represented or simply recognized—but that is always already outside of itself and at a temporal remove from itself, and, thus, 
multiple and relational (148). She calls attention to the fact that, while reciprocal recognition constitutes subjects (i.e., with-
out or prior to recognition there is no subject), such recognition is iterative and, at each instance, involves subjects pluralized 
by the history and future of their recognitional encounters and by the various others deposited within their subjectivity by 
these encounters. Judith Butler, “Longing for Recognition,” in Undoing Gender, New York: Routledge, 2004: 131-151.
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Excommunication includes distinct texts from Alexander Galloway, Eugene Thacker, and McKenzie Wark, 
though with a collectively written introduction. This last allows the book to commence as a kind of commonal-
ity, yet as the book lasts the commonality gets increasingly dispersed, or in reality excommunicated. On the 
next to last page of the introduction, this excommunicative dispersal—enacted by the many ways of conceiving 
excommunication as—is anticipated and summarized: “the book presents media as love [Galloway], media as 
darkness [Thacker], and media as fury [Wark].” (20) 

Focusing for now on the introduction—I will note the authors’ distinctive inquiries in the course of my re-
view—we can say that this book presents a radical intervention in and rethinking of media theory. Yet it would 
be wrong to call it an innovation. This is because innovation connotes something new, something that has value 
in virtue of its capacity to supersede what is presumed to be in the past. For the authors of Excommunication, 
it is precisely this commitment to innovation that ought to be questioned. Such questioning extends to the new 
in general, but it has specific relevance for media theory, which often gets positioned in terms of a division 
between new media and old media, between Twitter and the telegraph. The authors seek to undo this position-
ing by observing the presumptiveness of acting “as if we already knew everything about old media,” (2) but 
more fundamentally by asking some essential questions: “do media always have to be ‘new’ to be an object of 
a theory? Is it even possible to think about new media without thinking about media in general? Likewise is 
it possible to think about media without thinking about the temporality of media, about why they are labeled 
new or old?” (1)

As these questions make evident, the aim of this book is to shift media theory’s attention from the classifica-
tion of media back to the nature of media as such. And it is not just that media is divided within itself, as the 
difference between old and new; it is also that media is divided from other things, as—for instance—the differ-
ence between media device and literary text. To divide between new and old media, or between what is and is 
not media, requires that we already understand “media in general” and the manner in which time is mediated. 

ALEXANDER R. GALLOWAY, EUGENE THACKER, AND 
MCKENZIE WARK, EXCOMMUNICATION: THREE INQUIRIES 
IN MEDIA AND MEDIATION. UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO 
PRESS, 2013
Daniel Colucciello Barber
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Yet such understanding is absent from many studies of media, which proceed with division while leaving un-
thought what is divided. Furthermore, even media theory’s concern for the way media produce or resist regimes 
of domination leaves unthought the nature of media. Against the novelty of media, and against the workings 
of media, the authors call for a reversion: “Have we not forgotten the most basic questions? Distracted by the 
tumult of concern around what media do or how media are built, have we not lost the central question: what is 
mediation? In other words, has the question of ‘what’ been displaced by a concern with ‘how’?” (9) 

Excommunication is a response to this “central question.” Although the question addresses “mediation” rather 
than “media,” we should not divide these terms. The force of asking about mediation is to foreground that 
questions of media are not about devices, discrete objects, or sets of determinative effects. In other words, 
media are part and parcel of the broader kind of setting implied by a term such as mediation. The conjunction 
in the subtitle therefore seeks not to bridge across a division between media and mediation but rather to refuse 
any presumption of their division: mediation is found in media, and media are always already bound up in 
mediation. Yet even as the authors pose the question of mediation, they give an answer that refuses the position 
often given to mediation, namely that of communication. While mediation—when we ask about it in a general 
sense—often leads us to accounts of communicativity, the thesis of this book is that mediation is a matter of 
excommunication. The difference is this: theories of communication presume that media or mediation is suf-
ficient, that it works; theories of excommunication address “the insufficiency of mediation,” (10) they address 
media in which the work of communication breaks down. Excommunication is thus an intervention not only 
in media theory, but also in “our media cultures,” marked as they are by “the seduction of empty messages, 
flitting here and there like so many angelic constellations in the aether,” by “attitudes … [that] always presume 
the possibility of communication.” (10) 

The authors’ refusal of such possibility is encapsulated in their refusal of the discourse of new media, for the 
effect of this discourse is to position media in terms of the possibilities of innovation. Furthermore, the authors’ 
refusal of this discourse is in no way redemptive: the objection motivating the refusal is not that new media 
discourse needs to become newer or to expand in scope; the objection has nothing to do with the desire to make 
new media better. To make new media better implies making more of new media, and the problem with new 
media is that it is already too much. It is too much in the sense that it is plagued by the and: new media and this, 
new media and that, new media and—as the authors put it—“pretty much anything else.” (1) But if new media 
is like a missionary, always expanding into new territories by means of the and, this may have something to do 
with the fact that the and is constitutive to new media: the new and media, or media and the new. What the au-
thors propose is not an additive but a subtractive move. The subtraction begins by taking out the and, wherever 
it is found. When this is done, we find media everywhere, precisely because media is no longer divided from 
other things, and because it no longer divides itself into old and new. There will only be media. But this is not 
new. Already there was only media, it was just that we were very busy dividing then trying to overcome these 
divisions—always through communication—and thus we could not see media. 

To highlight the centrality of differentiation and identification to the authors’ treatment of media is to highlight 
the centrality of philosophy to media. After all, the dynamic of difference and identity, along with the “central 
question”—concomitant to this dynamic—of what mediation is, can be imagined as the essence of philosophy. 
Yet even as media become entangled in philosophy, excommunication does not produce a philosophy of me-
dia. To do so would be to produce division, namely that between the position of philosophy and the position 
of media. It would be, furthermore, to take up the task of bringing them together, making them communicate 
in new ways—a new media discourse of philosophy and media. While media’s divisions require us to speak 
philosophically, speaking philosophically cannot resolve these divisions precisely because the divisions of 
media are the divisions endemic to philosophy. Therefore to contextualize media within philosophy would be 
to contextualize division within division rather than to refuse it. Given the demand of this refusal—which, we 
can now see, must be made with respect not only to media but also to philosophy—it is no surprise that one 
constant, across these three essays, is the non-philosophy of François Laruelle.1 The entanglement of philoso-
phy’s divisions and media’s divisions is refused by way of the entanglement of Laruelle’s non-philosophy and 
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the authors’ excommunication. 

An understanding of the latter entanglement requires an understanding of excommunication. According to the 
authors, “Every communication evokes a possible excommunication that would instantly annul it. Every com-
munication harbors the dim awareness of an excommunication that is prior to it.” (10) Thus excommunication 
is at once the shadow of and the condition for communication. It surrounds communication, appearing both 
“before a single word has been said” and “when there is nothing more to say.” (11) If excommunication is ante-
rior and posterior to communication, then we cannot avoid saying that it is both constitutive of and in excess of 
communication. Communication depends on excommunication, from beginning to end, while excommunica-
tion names a kind of exteriority to communication—but one must be careful in saying this. For excommunica-
tion, though exceeding communicative bounds, is never distinct from these bounds: “excommunication is itself 
communicated.” (15) We have, then, an exteriority that necessarily perseveres, but this perseverance is just as 
necessarily bound up in the sort of communicativity that it exceeds. Exteriority is there, but it must be com-
municated, which is to say that it cannot be communicated—even as, and precisely because, it must be com-
municated. It is along these lines that Thacker speaks of a “communicational imperative” in which “one either 
confronts an otherness beyond all possible communication, or communication’s possibility is enigmatically 
foreclosed and withdrawn.” (79) We find ourselves amidst “a basic paradox: mediation as those moments when 
one communicates with or connects to that which is, by definition, inaccessible.” (81) The media that mark 
and are marked by this paradox “inhabit [a] twofold movement—seeing something in nothing … and finding 
nothing in each something.” (85) Similarly, Wark speaks of “xenocommunication” in a twofold manner: “It can 
be the irruption within a mundane communication of something inhuman. Or, it can take the form of an alien 
mode of communication itself.” (161) 

We ought to attend to excommunication’s twofold formulation, and specifically to the way it articulates an 
asymmetrical immanence. This twofold formulation is not dialectical in any classical sense, for there is no pos-
sibility or promise of bringing the two sides together. There is no redemptive hope in synthesizing exteriority 
and communication, nor is there any hope in a full exteriority of excommunication, given the inescapability 
of some sort of communicative act. Excommunication’s twofold formulation belongs to immanence rather 
than to the dialectic, but this immanence—with one term in excess of the other—is asymmetrical: although 
communication can never be dissolved, it remains subordinate to the exteriority that comes before and after it. 
Such asymmetry is likewise a matter of principle, for immanence’s indifference to division means that commu-
nication, because it enacts division, can never accede to indifference. Therefore what is divided out, or what is 
excommunicated, will always bear a capacity for articulating immanence that communication has abandoned.

What I am calling asymmetrical immanence is what is shared by the authors’ excommunication and Laruelle’s 
non-philosophy, which conceives a One indifferent to the division between being and alterity. If this One 
remains central to non-philosophy, or if it remains unthought by philosophy, this is because philosophy consti-
tutes itself through division and continues itself by generating connections across the divide it has first created. 
That all of reality can be submitted to this operation of division and connection is what Laruelle calls the philo-
sophical decision. But Laruelle also speaks of a communicational decision, which is “the idea that everything 
that exists can be communicated or mediated.” (124) Having observed this, Thacker remarks: “One senses that, 
for Laruelle, the communicational decision is even more insidious than the philosophical decision … It is one 
thing to claim that everything that exists, exists for a reason. It is quite another to claim that that everything-
that-exists-for-a-reason is immediately and transparently communicable.” (124) In any case, the communicable 
and the philosophizable are deeply intertwined, such that the story of one is bound up in the story of the other: 
“one can trace a legacy of thinking about communication, from Socrates and Plato (communication is pres-
ence), to Heidegger and the hermeneutic turn (communication is interpretation), to Habermas and discussions 
over the public sphere (communication is discourse).” (11) 

The stories of philosophy and communication, whether divided from one another or brought together, do not 
attend to excommunication. The authors, by giving such attention, refuse the incorporative powers of these 
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stories. In doing so, they make an essential contribution to—or break within—a pervasive problematic of 
contemporary philosophy: Amidst the context of real subsumption, or the society of control, or (more to the 
point) communicative capitalism, how does it become possible to conceive an outside, given that a political 
demand for something else would seem to depend on the exteriority implied by such an outside? This problem-
atic is at the core of many analyses: Althusser’s interpellation, Foucault’s care of the self, Deleuze and Guat-
tari’s affirmative immanence, Badiou’s event, Hardt and Negri’s multitude, Rancière’s part which has no part, 
Agamben’s bare life … we could go on and on. The difficulty running throughout these analyses is the need 
to choose between affirming this context, invoking something strictly beyond it, or mixing both approaches. 
What excommunication offers—or what Laruelle makes it possible for excommunication to offer—is a refusal 
to side with any of these choices. This is because excommunication understands these choices as side-effects of 
division: we have to choose because there is a division, and the choice will never suffice because the problem 
resides in having divided in the first place.

The term excommunication has connotations not only of media and philosophy, but also of a religiously-
inflected outside. This is no accident, for the logic of excommunication at work in contemporary forms of me-
diation is continuous with the act of excommunication that marks the Christian formation. Excommunication 
refuses investment not only in the story of philosophy but also in the story of modernity, which tells us that 
the time of religion has been superseded by the time of secularity. To accept such a story of modernity would 
be to accept another division, this time between the old and the new, where modernity’s new media proclaims 
its liberation from the mediation of Christ, whose body and blood promised to transform its consumers. The 
constitution of the Christian body was the new media of its day, a day that has not been overcome by this day, 
for today we still constitute the social body by incorporating some and excommunicating others. Hence we find 
Wark expressing his understanding of contemporary xenocommunication in terms of “the heretics excommu-
nicated by the Christians … whose excommunication is what constitutes the church as such.” (160) Similarly, 
we find Thacker giving significant, if not central, importance to the excommunicative valences of mysticism. 

To emphasize the continuity between our contemporary context and a supposedly superseded religious context 
is to insist on excommunication’s refusal of developmental stories. This insistence addresses the relation of 
present to past, but what about the relation of present to future? It is Galloway who pursues this question most 
directly, and he does so by providing a taxonomy of “three modes of mediation, three middles” (28), each of 
which is mythologically figured: hermeneutics (Hermes), iridescence (Iris), and infuriation (the Furies). It is the 
last of these, which refers to “complex systems like swarms, assemblages, and networks” (29), that concerns 
us. This is because the Furies, capable as they are of “upend[ing] a situation, thrusting it into a flux of activity 
and agitation,” (29) seem to play a double role. On one hand, they are situated in common with the other two 
middles as one of “the excommunicative thresholds of the world, the standard world,” which fall short of the 
“non-world” or “non-standard reality” of Laruelle’s non-philosophy. (52) On the other hand, the Furies are 
distinct from the other two modes: if “Hermes or Iris are media, the Furies are quite literally anti-media.” (59) 
Thus the Furies oscillate between indicating a mode of mediation like the others and indicating a distinct mode 
that might, because it is “anti-,” radicalize the exteriority of excommunication. The stakes of this oscillation 
are increased all the more due to the fact that the mode of the Furies is contemporary, marked by the event 
of “postfordism” or the “rhizome”—that is, the event of communicative capitalism. Should we then see the 
contemporary, furious mode of mediation as somehow favorably disposed toward excommunication? Or is it 
that our contemporary infuriation presents, here and now, the same crisis of mediation that mysticism or heresy 
once posed, namely that of the insufficiency of the communicational imperative? 

To the three modes of media we have already mentioned, Galloway adds one more, which traverses all three: 
sexual media, figured by Aphrodite. If Aphrodite traverses all three, then she does so not as a predicate common 
to all of them but rather as a concentrated mediation, prior to any distinction between and dispersion of the three 
modes. According to Galloway, “Aphrodite might be best understood, then, as a kind of pure mediation. She 
is the mediation of the middle as such … in the middle of the middle, the governor of the middle.” (64) She is 
this precisely as sexuality, as the mediation of bodies without anything like a clear and distinct division across 
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which they need to communicate. Perhaps, then, the indifference of Laruelle’s non-philosophy finds its basic 
intensity in sexuality, which takes place without the division of soul and body. Along these lines, Galloway 
contends that Aphrodite involves not just sex but also smile: “Neither mouth nor groin reside at the top of the 
psyche. Nor at the bottom. They reside in the middle … As a mediator she is the ‘lover of smiles’ just as she is 
the ‘lover of the sex.’ Indeed it would be difficult to have one without the other.” (68) 

Sexual mediation, because it refuses division, refuses both Christianity and philosophy. It refuses all at once the 
communicational imperative of the West, which is always dividing between soul and body, subject and object, 
religious faith and philosophical reason. These divisions, disseminative though they may be, amount to a single 
demand of communication, one that creates disciplinary boundaries in order to control them and thereby to 
mediate domination. As Wark remarks, “What philosophy and Christianity have in common is that they claim 
to control the portal between worlds, or in Laruelle’s terms between aspects of World: heaven and earth, spirit 
and flesh, beings and Being, and so forth.” (198) This commonality of control, I suggest, can be understood as 
a logic of conversion. 

It is conversion, after all, that is at issue when we go about the business—and it is a business—of dividing old 
and new and thereby giving a narration of, or accounting for, the passage from old to new as a means of success, 
as mediation. This is the case whether we are talking about a Pauline turn to fidelity, a philosophical achieve-
ment (either as illumination or as critique), a confessional transformation of sexuality to storied identity, a 
modernization from religious to secular, a capitalization of labor (not to mention life), or a profitable exchange 
of currencies into the future. It is for this reason that I place central importance on the authors’ claim that they 
“pursue not so much a post-media condition but rather a non-media condition.” (21) To respond to mediation 
through a logic of the “post-” is inadequate precisely because such a response amounts to yet another conver-
sion narrative, now from mediation to post-mediation. This would be to convert from a logic of conversion to 
a logic of conversion. Against the logic of conversion’s “post-”—which is at work, no doubt, in the Specula-
tive Realist narrative of overcoming Kant and in the futurity of Accelerationism—excommunication poses the 
(Laruellean) logic of “non-.” It is a matter not of what is next but of what is not; it is a matter not of the common 
that was or is or could be, but of the excommons.
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NOTE

1. Laruelle’s non-philosophy is also central to my own work. I have, it should be noted, previously collaborated 
with two of Excommunication’s authors on the theme of Laruelle and the contemporary theoretical significance 
of mysticism. See Dark Nights of the Universe, Daniel Colucciello Barber, Alexander Galloway, Nicola Mas-
ciandaro, Eugene Thacker (eds.), [NAME] Publications, 2013.
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This well-researched and welcome work on Simone de Beauvoir’s ethical theory continues the contemporary 
fresh investigations into Beauvoir’s work considered independently of Sartre’s oeuvre, that is, as a philosophi-
cal system in its own right.  Too often attention to Beauvoir’s work has been distracted by obsession with her 
personal life and situation.  From an existentialist standpoint, these are not irrelevant in the development of 
her work, but this emphasis has often worked to prevent a more in-depth analysis of the details of the ever-
developing philosophy that encompassed her work and life.

Kruks’ project is divided thoughtfully into chapters which reflect important points of intersection between 
Beauvoir’s ethical theory and continuing philosophical and political concerns.  Kruks locates Beauvoir’s poli-
tics in a number of relevant contexts, including phenomenology, embodiment, post-war politics, and post-war 
and contemporary feminism.  This last includes, importantly, intra-feminist dialogues of privilege, particularly 
with regard to race.

Overall, Kruks’ study displays a threefold structure: she presents the historical, contextualised development 
of Beauvoir’s theory, she offers a critical analysis, and, in conjunction with the latter, offers an interpretation 
and application of it in light of one or more contemporary ethical dilemmas.  This approach ensures the reader 
understands Beauvoir’s theory in multiple applicable contexts: that is to say, this is not merely a historical study 
of the genesis of Beauvoir’s ethical thought but also a practical revival of Beauvoir’s theory.  Kruks breathes 
new life into Beauvoir’s work against the background of contemporary politics and philosophy—an approach 
of which surely Beauvoir, with her intense practical ethical focus, would approve.

AMBIGUITY IN THE WORLD: BODILY/ POLITICAL/ETHICAL

Kruks identifies the phenomenological foundation of Beauvoir’s political theory, namely, the idea that am-

REJECTING THE DREAM OF PURITY: SONIA KRUKS, SIMONE 
DE BEAUVOIR AND THE POLITICS OF AMBIGUITY. OXFORD 
UNIVERSITY PRESS, 2012.
Felicity Joseph
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biguity is not necessarily always indicative of a fault but can be a “quality of the phenomena themselves, 
signifying their indeterminacy.” (6)  As Kruks points out, phenomenology of experience evidences Beauvoir’s 
descriptions of said experience: rather than turn our attention away from it, or be discomforted  by it (though 
intellectual and moral discomfort / unease are acknowledged as perhaps being unavoidable), we draw nearer 
to it, trusting that it will reveal something of importance belonging to our ethical situation.  It is a strength of 
Kruks’ reading of Beauvoir that Beauvoir’s phenomenological discoveries (or uncoverings) are shown here for 
the ground-breaking achievements that they are. 

Kruks correctly identifies the site of ambiguity as being the embodied person.  However much we may try to 
deny our personal ambiguity, it is inescapable (33).  It lies in the bodily bedrock of our existence.  Our own 
Being resists boundaries; is it so surprising that our actions may trespass across boundaries too?

We must then reinterpret ambiguity and failure as ‘essential’ to political action (127).  Kruks points out that 
Beauvoir believes that “in an unjust world, the privileged are unable to avoid elements of complicity.” (121, 
my emphasis.)  In rejecting the ‘dream of purity’, “…there will always be risks to progressive political action. 
“ (123)

THE ROAD TO JUDGEMENT: 
CONTEMPORARY COMPLEXITIES AND CASE STUDIES

Examining the nature of these risks leads Kruks to place Beauvoir in the context of contemporary feminist 
narratives and conversations about privilege, particularly with regard to race.  Kruks has read widely here and 
is able to place Beauvoir’s theory appropriately and fruitfully where it rightly belongs: with those who aim to 
carry on her legacy.

Reading Kruks’ account, her exegesis of Beauvoir’s thought here seems particularly pertinent to our current 
‘post-partisan’ era.   These days in the developed world old party loyalties are not as common nor as strong.  
Younger people, whose parents or grandparents had a solid adherence to a particular worldview, often see no 
‘structure’ worth following.  Total disengagement, and thus political inaction, is an ever-present risk.  No one 
wishes to repeat the mistakes of previous generations with excessively rigid worldviews, but is there an element 
of bad faith in failing to engage with a struggle because we are aware that if we do so we risk our own moral 
reputation?  Are we more concerned with our Being-for-Others than with bringing about real political change?
Beauvoir has conducted a sort of risk assessment of the nature of being ethical, and concluded that there is a one 
hundred per cent chance we will fail in some way when we attempt to ‘do the right thing’.  The pressing ques-
tion then arises: why act at all?  The path of good intentions is, on Beauvoir’s analysis, fraught with the perils 
of privilege, hypocrisy, incompleteness, moral blind spots (such as unconscious racism) and so on.  We must 
navigate through the Scylla and Charybdis of moral cowardice (complete failure to act at all) and the mixed-
moral outcomes of real  political choices—while understanding that a completely immoral outcome is always 
a possibility.  We have to accept that we are implicated, for better or for worse, in every attempted moral act. 
Kruks examines this dilemma through contemporary issues, such as the racial politics of self-transformation, 
wherein a white person aims to reconstruct herself in such a way as to negate the negative effects of privilege 
and open up empathy with persons of colour.  This discussion brings to mind a contemporary political issue 
prominent in Australia today (but common to almost all colonised countries): whether and to what extent to 
intervene in a saga of oppression that continues to take young victims every day, namely that of the indigenous 
Australian ‘Aboriginal’ people.  Despite the acknowledgement of the injustices visited upon the Stolen Genera-
tions, contemporary Aboriginal women still live in fear of their children being taken by the authorities1.  Are the 
government personnel who enforce fines against women who are unable to send their children to school, simply 
‘deploying their privilege’ or causing harm to the very people they are meant to ‘help’?

The victims of colonialism are in situations which would seem to call for urgent moral action.  Yet at the same 
time a privileged citizen is aware of the history in which intervention harmed more than it helped.  Those who 



FELICITY JOSEPH

modelled themselves as moral citizens in the past, who were intervening in order to, purportedly, improve 
the prospects of a particular ethnic group, were utterly blind to their own privilege, cultural imperialism and 
racism, such that their actions, regardless of intentions, were easily transmogrified into real and lasting harm.
Here the pressing relevance of Kruks’ study presents itself: how does a privileged being ‘help’ an under-
privileged one?  Is such help even possible?  What does it mean to act across the boundaries of privilege?  Here 
we also encounter the question of empathy—this is perhaps a fruitful line of investigation, but Kruks believes 
Beauvoir ultimately moves in a different direction. As she summarises:

Her outrage at French violence and abuse did not move her to try to immerse herself in the lived 
experience of Algerians.  Her strategy was very different.  Aware of her privileged status, she instead 
learned to deploy it as a basis for effective, public, political intervention. (111)

Not to escape one’s privilege, then, but to deploy it strategically: this is indeed what Beauvoir did.  
 
Kruks is right to position Beauvoir’s choices against the background of current dialogues about privilege.  We 
need to ask: what can and should a person in a similar privileged situation to Beauvoir’s do now?  In Australia, 
the very word ‘intervention’, in the case of the notorious gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous quality 
of life, has taken on an imperialist tone and become a tainted term of reference.  The charge appears to be this: 
that the agents initiating the intervention do not acknowledge their own privilege and therefore fail to realise 
their own ‘taintedness’, their own complicity in past acts of oppression.  Without this understanding, their 
‘moral’ acts will be blind; and blindness of this sort is risky.  

Against this line of argument, however, Kruks reveals the logic of Beauvoir’s action:

…what her story teaches us is that the tendency of privileged progressives to fixate on disclosing 
and overcoming their personal privilege needs to be complemented, or sometimes even countered, 
by another politics in which privilege is usefully deployed rather than introspectively dissected and 
‘worked on’. (123)

It’s still not clear however if any of this ultimately helps those stuck in such moral dilemmas: the person who 
wishes to act morally suffers the tension between holding back and surging forth into positive action.  On 
Kruks’ reading, Beauvoir’s hope is that we should not buckle under this tension, but push through it, trusting 
that we can manage to bend our privilege to our moral will appropriately.  However, this course seems to hold 
the potential to lead us astray—the problem with privilege is that it is not always clear how to ‘use’ it in a way 
that assists rather than harms others, as the history of paternalistic ‘assistance’ to and speaking for colonised 
peoples shows.

Perhaps we should return to Beauvoir’s provocative question in The Ethics of Ambiguity: ‘May it be that there 
is an irresistible dialectic of power wherein morality has no place?  Is the ethical concern, even in its realistic 
and concrete form, detrimental to the interests of action?’2 .  To which, of course, she gave us an answer: 

But an action which wants to serve man ought to be careful not to forget him along the way; if it 
chooses to fulfil itself blindly, it will lose its meaning or will take on an unforeseen meaning; for the 
goal is not fixed once and for all; it is defined all along the road which leads to it.3 

The legacy of Beauvoir’s political thought is that we must continually recreate our political action, through 
re-thinking, recharging and reorientating ourselves with regard to others and to our own privilege.  We do not 
‘have’ a political position from which clear political action inevitably flows; on the contrary, we must live and 
re-live our political positions and with each new positioning a new set of imperfect actions presents itself.  If 
this sounds like hard work, that’s because it is: it is not for the intellectually lazy and certainly not for a blind 
follower of any political party.  Beauvoir will allow no delegation of the responsibility for evaluating one’s own 
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political actions: these cannot be justified by a party line.

Ultimately, as Kruks explains, Beauvoir’s message is positive: by letting go of the quest for ethical or politi-
cal purity we open up the space for real political action, even if in doing so we also offer ourselves up to the 
judgement of later, clearer-seeing generations.  (See, for example, Kruks’ discussion of the legacy of the Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission in South Africa in the final chapter, “An Eye for an Eye: The Question of 
Revenge”.)

BEAUVOIR’S NOVELS: POLITICAL LEGACY

In addition to the political and ethical analysis, Kruks’ study also treats of the literature that was part of Beau-
voir’s broad interdisciplinary range.  Investigating Beauvoir’s famous 1954 novel The Mandarins she argues 
that we can find in it a ‘rich phenomenology of political judgement’ (131) and a ‘phenomenology of political 
experience’ (132), both being phenomenologies of questionings rather than assertions.  Indeed, Beauvoir’s 
novels follow a phenomenological methodology with a view to understanding the structures political agents 
find themselves in.  Existentialist novels such as Beauvoir’s are thus existential acts more than philosophical 
treatises to be consumed.  They refer the reader back to her own existence and invite her to engage with the 
existential questions featured therein.  Kruks points out that “Beauvoir lived her philosophical orientation to 
the world” (21) (her emphasis).  To read Beauvoir’s novels is to attempt to co-live this philosophical orienta-
tion, but in a different time and place.  Possibly, the structure of these works must remain forever unfinished, 
with a permanent space into which the ethical inquirer must project their interpretation and deliver the final 
judgement.  In this way, Kruks invites us to see The Mandarins and other of Beauvoir’s novels as novels of 
problems, not solutions.  The value for those wishing to uncover Beauvoir’s political theory is that it invites the 
reader to perform the phenomenological analyses that lead to a deeper mining of the ontological forces at work. 
 
CONCLUSION

At 180 pages, this study is not a long work, although it is rich in content.  The chapter on Privilege, in particular, 
left me wanting an extended discussion of the implications of the analysis, and more engagement with current 
debates.  This is a huge field, however, and Kruks should be commended for opening up this line of investiga-
tion.  In fact, my hope is that this volume will have a galvanising effect upon academics and philosophically-
inclined activists of all backgrounds.  It is worth remembering that both Beauvoir and Sartre were not only 
theoreticians but also engaged in practical political action, even in the midst of intense post-World-War II ethi-
cal complexity.  They did not allow this ambiguity to paralyse them.  Kruks’ study invites us to see ambiguity 
not as something to be denied, ignored or overcome, but something to acknowledge and work through, with 
effective political and moral action to be found on the other side.

FELICITY JOSEPH holds a doctorate in phenomenology, has lectured and tutored in European Phi-
losophy at the University of Melbourne and has a particular interest in feminist interpretations of 
phenomenology.



FELICITY JOSEPH

NOTES

1. Kelly Briggs,  ‘Aboriginal mothers like me still fear that our children could be taken away’, The Guardian 21 
Jan 2014. http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/jan/21/aboriginal-mothers-like-me-still-fear-that-
our-children-could-be-taken-away. Accessed 22 Jan 2014.
2. Simone de Beauvoir, Trans. B. Frechtman,  The Ethics of Ambiguity, New York: Citadel, 1948, 1976, 152.
3. Beauvoir, Ethics, 153.



PARRHESIA	 	 	 	 	 	      NUMBER 19 • 2014 • 148-161

1. Have the philologists pushed out all the philosophers in Derridaworld? It would certainly seem so, if Hannu 
Poutianien, who, of course, has a background in English, is any indication. In his review of my Fielding Der-
rida, he has dug up virtually every reference to Husserl’s work on signs that Derrida makes that I do not treat, 
as well as an entire textual lineage comparing analytic and continental philosophy of which I was unaware.1 I 
am grateful to him for this bibliographical service, but his is not an argument, discussion or intervention, only 
the raw material of one. After all, I also cite texts, to which, with one notable exception, Poutianien does not 
refer. It doesn’t suffice, then, to cite other texts, ones that appear, and often merely appear, to contradict my 
conclusions. Instead, Poutianien would have had to explain how the affirmations that he believes are decisively 
different from mine relate to my readings of the relevant passages. That is, it would have been necessary to 
interpret all of these texts and lay out their specific relations to one another, a work of patience, but one from 
which we all might have learned a lot.

1.1 A sense not only of Poutianien’s general procedure, but also the general tone of his review can be gleaned 
from a relatively early example: he refers to a work by Derrida I don’t treat (written in 1993), which he himself 
concedes, owing to its date, represents a “temptation.” “One might be tempted, here, to quote an extensive foot-
note from Derrida’s 1993 text ‘Passions,’” Poutianien writes, “one that is so blatantly at variance with Kates’s 
description that one would soon be forgiven for succumbing to this temptation (Poutianien 81).”

1.2.1 This language of “blatantly at variance,” it must unfortunately be noted, is actually somewhat mild com-
pared to similar characterizations by Poutianien. In the course of his review, in addition to branding one of my 
claims an “absurdity” (Poutianien 82), he speaks of me as “brazen” (Poutianien 81), and implies that I exhibit 
“impudence” (Poutianien 77). Why does he repeatedly employ such language, especially since he claims that 
my work for him remains “an absolutely invaluable and indispensable reference” (Poutianien 77)? Was such 
exaggerated and inappropriate rhetoric appropriate, perhaps even somehow necessary? 
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1.2.2 Here is part of the still longer quote introduced by Poutianien’s remarks. I cite it because Poutianien ap-
pears to be wrong about what Derrida says, and what Derrida says proves to concern the central point between 
us. Taken from Derrida’s “Passions,” part of Poutianien’s long citation reads (and this will now be Derrida’s 
text): “No one will be able seriously to contradict me if I claim…that I am not writing an “autobiographical” 
text but a text on autobiography of which this very text is an example. No one will seriously be able to contra-
dict me if I say (or hint, etc.) that I am not writing about myself but on “I,” on any I at all, or on the I in general, 
by giving an example … Because if there is a dissociation between myself and “I,” between the reference to me 
and the reference to (an) “I” through the example of my “I,” this dissociation, which could only resemble a dif-
ference between “use” and “mention,” is still a pragmatic difference and not properly linguistic or discursive” 
(Poutianien 82.)

1.2.3 The arguments that I make in Fielding Derrida—roughly that Derrida could only generalize in this way, 
could only make this claim about a generalized exemplarity of the “I”, because he was working from a model 
of language in which all these parts of speech, particularly the “I,” could be seen as having meanings—are in 
fact confirmed by what Derrida says.2 His point here is that “I” as used in discourse can always be taken to stand 
for an “I in general” or as an example of the term “I,” and thus that the difference between reference to “I” and 
genuine reference to a concrete individual (myself) can never be rendered unequivocal. The “I” by which I refer 
to myself can be construed as an example, an instance “of someone who speaks of something,” as opposed to 
designating the actual individual doing such speaking. 

1.2.3.1 Poutianien’s own gloss thus reads Derrida precisely backwards: “A pragmatic difference,” states Pou-
tianien, “not properly linguistic but at work in language, and, moreover, in such a way as to permit an “I” to 
stand in for another ‘I.’” (Poutianien 82) But it is not the “pragmatic difference” that lets one “I” stand in for 
another; this possibility accrues to the part of Derrida’s discussion I have just glossed that concerns the “I”’s 
necessary generality. Only further on, when Derrida is complicating his argument, does he bring in this prag-
matic consideration, which thus indeed proves to be secondary, as I claim. Derrida makes the further point that 
what can be read as an example of “I,” thus allowing for this substitutability, can also be construed, not as be-
ing about autobiography, but as autobiography, thus as referring to myself, an ambiguity upon which, Derrida 
goes on to explain, literature and the secret play. The pragmatic difference allows for the differentiation of one 
I from one another, while the possibility of one standing for another is already guaranteed by the possibility of 
signification and semiosis itself. 

1.2.3.2 This is clearly a difficult passage, and I am not calling Poutianien’s reading absurd or blatantly false, 
though reasons would have to be offered on the order of mine to motivate his alternative. FD’s own interpreta-
tion, I think it can be agreed, however, is itself far from “blatantly at variance” with Derrida’s. 

1.3 Another instance where Poutianien leans on a text by Derrida not at all at issue in my work deserves atten-
tion, as it provides the only occasion on which Poutianien refers to Derrida’s 1962 Introduction, a work which 
really stands at the core of all that I wrote on Derrida in the 2000’s.3 Derrida’s statement appears in “Et Cetera,” 
a piece that I confess was previously little studied by me, which appeared in an anthology edited by Nicholas 
Royle in 2000. Poutianien introduces it, after insisting that on the alternative construal of the philosophy of 
language to which I point, one descending from Frege and exemplified by Quine, “one cannot perform eidetic 
variations, which,” Poutianien continues, “as Derrida notes, are a hallmark of deconstructive plurivocity” (Pou-
tianien 82). Poutianien then cites Derrida from “Et Cetera”: “If all language, as was suggested elsewhere, is 
in itself a sort of spontaneous eidetic and transcendental reduction, and therefore also ‘natural’ and more or 
less naive, the multiplicity of reductions may be carried out by the more or less discordant concert of several 
voices.”4

1.3.1 Derrida in this citation, relying explicitly on the argument made in 1962, affirms the possibility of pass-
ing from language to a version of Husserl’s primary philosophical subject matter: namely, the transcendental-
phenomenologically and eidetically reduced ego. This possibility, as Derrida sets it out, is owed to language’s 
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spontaneously directing us toward meaning, and also to its depending on what in his original citation Derrida 
calls “ideal objectivities.” Language performs a sort of spontaneous transcendental and eidetic reduction thanks 
to the ideal objectivities of which it is comprised (both words—there is only one word “cat”— and their puta-
tive meanings). It thus introduces an essential or eidetic perspective, while also ultimately pointing toward 
the transcendental attitude—in a far more complex fashion, since this last reduction brackets language’s own 
naïveté and naturalness. On the basis of this coincidence between language and the Husserlian perspective, 
Derrida, accordingly, affirms that a plurality of voices, a polyphony, coordinating different potential transcen-
dental egos can be seen as launching successive reductions, leading to “an upping of the ante” of Husserl’s 
own transcendental phenomenology; “deconstruction,” as Derrida says in this very same place, “marking an 
excess of fidelity as is often the case to a certain phenomenological inspiration” (Et Cetera 296, my emphasis.).

1.3.2 Since what Derrida himself insists on here, deconstruction’s complex “excess of fidelity” to Husserlian 
phenomenology is pretty much the point of both of my books, Poutianien’s stance at this moment is crucial. 
What is his gloss? Having affirmed “deconstructive plurivocity” (a concept that he invents, treated further 
below) and having cited Derrida, he continues: “On this view,” “linguistic meaning, as thought by Husserl and 
Derrida, would not in fact constitute ‘an autonomous realm’; the ‘autonomy’ which Kates treats with such great 
suspicion is in fact nothing less than the essential availability of language for reinterpretation in terms of alter-
native scenarios (as opposed to being fixed in terms of one single world or structure of meaning)” (Poutianien 
82, my emphasis).

1.3.3 Now, firstly, I do not ever claim that linguistic meaning as such is an autonomous realm for Husserl, or, of 
course for Derrida. I do claim, as Derrida himself seems to confirm here, that Husserl views language in light 
of its capacity to convey meaning (a meaning not itself always ultimately linguistic—that is the whole point 
of the enlivening of the sign by intentionality, resulting in the livingness, Lebendigkeit, of its body, something 
to which the linguistic sign ultimately owes its status both as meaningful and as a sign).5 Correlative to this, I 
claim that Husserl views language and its functioning apart from actual or fulfilled reference, something I think 
if necessary if language is to provide a threshold to, or variant of, the reductions, since in them the existence 
of particulars is indeed suspended.6 When it comes to Derrida, my point is the perhaps too subtle one—not 
that Derrida, too, holds such a view of meaning or language, which as Poutianien likes to say would be indeed 
“absurd”—but rather that Husserl’s model of language and its meaning provide Derrida’s starting point, the 
presupposition of his deconstruction, as Derrida himself seems to suggest at this very moment in the passage 
that Poutianien cites, referring to Husserl’s views on language and speaking of his own “phenomenological 
inspiration.” 

1.3.3.1 This last step of my argument apparently strikes Poutianien as beyond the pale, since, as will become 
clearer, the entire trajectory of his discussion, including a moment when he concedes that I am in fact right 
about all of the foregoing (“What he [Kates] painstakingly shows is that Derrida agrees with Husserl as to the 
possibility of semantics; what he does not see—but what can now begin to be thought thanks to his efforts—is 
that Derrida cannot but agree with Husserl as to the semantics of possibility” [Poutianien 86], he writes near 
the end of review) is aimed at refuting this final phase of my discussion. Yet Poutianien, nearer to the begin-
ning of his piece, still in the mode of high dudgeon (and why all this heavy fire, then, if I am largely correct 
in the end?) instead raises what are mere debating points, couched in the most extravagant language. Thus, 
he claims of these Husserlian presuppositions in the philosophy of language that I suggest precede Derrida’s 
deconstruction—all the while being aware that Derrida does not have a philosophy of language but ultimately 
deconstructs this very notion—that they represent “an entirely novel reading of Derrida; astounding, even, 
given that one cannot really find any anticipation of this [reading] in Derrida.” Poutianien’s astonishment again, 
as just noted, ultimately devolves from seeing me as imputing to Derrida the affirmation of an “autonomous 
realm of meaning” (Derrida “will continue to posit the existence of an autonomous realm of meanings” [80-1], 
he says, claiming to gloss me).

1.3.3.2 Yet to make this clear once and for all, as is obvious on every page of my commentary and of both Der-
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ridean texts referred to above, deconstruction, of course, does not “affirm an autonomous realm of meaning.” 
No one, including me, claimed that it did so. This is evident in FD in the very title of the chapter following the 
one Poutianien focuses on, which explicitly employs “the deconstruction of sense” (not its affirmation) as a 
rubric for Derrida’s position and that of like-minded critics and thinkers.7

1.3.4 As to Poutianien’s specific construal of Derrida’s remarks in “Et Cetera,” his invocation of “the essential 
availability of language for reinterpretation in terms of alternative scenarios” broadly follows from a reinter-
pretation of Husserlian phenomenology performed by Martin Kusch (more on which below). More narrowly, 
however, Poutianien’s full gloss (not only here, but in multiple instances) suggests that Poutianien himself has 
not fully grasped the function of the reductions in Husserl’s writings or in Derrida’s reading of them. Setting 
aside for the moment the issue of Quine and a single world that he raises, which belongs in any case to the 
alternative that I present Husserl and Derrida as not taking, the work of the eidetic reduction precisely is “to 
fix… a single structure of meaning,” as Poutianien puts it above, by way of denial (Poutianien 82). An eidos 
is just that, a univocal, universally valid ideality which allows the meanings of words but also the sense and 
identity of other structures and entities to be stabilized. The eidetic reduction generally, according to Husserl, 
gives us essences, such as the triangle of geometry, which in this case is arrived at by varying actual triangles 
or instances of triangularity and “seeing through” this performance to what is common to them all. In the above 
passage, accordingly, Derrida is reminding us that Husserl’s commitment to the Wesenschau, to the seeing 
of essences, is in some fashion already implied by language. Yet this in itself can be true, only if language is 
viewed primarily through the lens of meaning and of ideality as I indeed claim.

1.3.4.1 This is no minor point. The entire thrust of my work on Derrida, made in my first book, and reprised 
in my second, is to coordinate Derrida’s interventions in language with those pertaining to the specifically 
transcendental dimension of his project. Accordingly, I distinguish what Derrida makes or does with transcen-
dentality not only from, for example, Heidegger’s or Merleau-Ponty’s approach, but also from Kant’s, arguing 
that the radicality and singularity of Derrida’s intervention is most readily specified on the basis of Husserl’s 
version of the absolute. Moreover, as other very good commentators before me had emphasized either Der-
rida’s philosophical intervention (often still in a Kantian or Hegelian vein) or his stance toward language, in 
Essential History, I took pains to show in what precise fashion the two interventions were related: how, for 
example, Derrida’s setting out of the phenomenological voice (and the economy and privilege it embodied) de-
constructed Husserl’s treatment of language, while still permitting Husserl’s absolute to be retained sufficiently 
to be reinscribed and expanded, rather than simply foreclosed, as it would be in a full-blown linguisticism (such 
as Whorf’s, Sapir’s, or even Quine’s or Rorty’s). 

1.3.4.2 Poutianien, however, exclusively discusses the portion of my work related to language and brackets the 
transcendental side, something he must do, since the possible world semantics on which he ultimately relies in 
most construals actually replaces Husserl’s transcendental attitude (which is Jaakko Hintikka’s own view, as 
well as David Smith’s and Ronald McIntyre’s, two self- described “analytic Husserlians,” all of whom Poutian-
ien cites), or at the very least reads it an distinctly unprecedented manner. Ultimately, however, the two issues 
cannot really be separated in discussions of Husserl. Lacking sufficient acquaintance with the transcendental, 
phenomenological, and eidetic structures of Husserl’s thinking, one cannot make sense of what he says about 
language, speech, and the sign, nor what Derrida says when commenting on this. 

2. Yet all of this could perhaps be set aside—not only my criticisms of Poutianien’s, but even perhaps his of 
me, in light of the concern that he expresses at the end of his piece, which proves to be his deepest one, and 
pertains not to any of my claims, but to how I make them. Poutianien there suggests that I neglect what he calls 
“the alternative,” a notion from which his review also takes its title. Poutianien’s alternative, however, indeed 
proves alternative precisely to just the sort of argument and reading to which I have so far subjected his review. 

2.1 Poutianien writes: “It is such a desire to inherit otherwise, to inherit some alternative, that Derrida’s work 
instills…Kates, however, in his desire to respond to those aspects in Derrida that have left him something to 
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desire, has responded to this desire with an interpretation that leaves him with no alternative…For it is the al-
ternative, binding its origin to itself in giving the origin to be thought in as many modes as there are notions of 
the possible, that first of all contributes to desire. In more senses than one” (Poutianien 88).

2.1.1 According to Poutianien, then, I desire to “inherit,” but I do not do so in the right way; I am thus a bad son 
or daughter (about which obviously Oedipal fantasy perhaps the less said the better). This is specifically owed, 
pace Poutianien, to the fact that I do not “giv(e) the origin to be thought in as many modes as there are notions 
of the possible.” I quash what is in effect “deconstructive plurivocity,” which here makes its return.

2.2 As it happens, I genuinely regret that my writings threaten what gives Poutianien and perhaps some others 
pleasure in Derrida’s work (his alternative, unlike mine, “contributes to desire,” says Poutianien). And I also 
truly regret that on occasions I have doubtless been too strident in my insistence that my way of reading Der-
rida is the best or perhaps only way to read him. Nevertheless, one cannot simply let it go at that, turn away 
from what I have suggested about Poutianien, or he, in other parts of his essay about me, for two reasons: one 
practical, one principled.8 

2.2.1. On the practical, as should now be clear, Poutianien himself, of course, shows no such restraint. He con-
stantly uses the terminology of wrong, right, “persuasive,” “nowhere near to being conclusive” (80), and goes 
beyond such reasonable concerns to brazenness, impudence, absurdity, and so forth. “Deconstructive plurivoc-
ity,”  “giving the origin to be thought in as many modes as there are notions of the possible,” apparently does 
not extend to my work. My writings fail to fall under even this capacious umbrella, presumably because I in-
herit in the wrong way and thus threaten the enterprise of Derridean commentary, as Poutianien understands it. 

2.2.2 Not only, however, can one not stand pat with Poutianien’s alternative, insofar as he himself does not 
practice it, but, principledly speaking, one cannot do so in any case because this is not the alternative that Der-
rida himself pursues. Deconstruction is not in fact possible (nor even all possibles); it is not a version of what 
we once called polysemia, of “plurivocity,” deconstructive or otherwise, my own disinterest in which indeed 
seems to rattle some readers.9 The very premise of deconstruction, rather, is that there is no alternative—to the 
logos, to reason, to understanding and its protocols. That is why, when deconstruction also in a unique way 
distances itself from all of these (while simultaneously having recourse to them), when it thinks and writes and 
reads otherwise, it affirms and practices, as Derrida himself often puts it “the impossible,” not the possible.

2.2.2.1. Not surprisingly, then, not only is Poutianien’s not Derrida’s alternative, but as is relatively common, 
the two phases visible in Poutianien’s treatment of me, the one where he affirms his “alternative” and the rest of 
his actual practice, simply fall asunder: the unalloyed affirmation of polysemia or plurivocity and his often stri-
dent appeal to argument, correctness of interpretation, and standards of judgment bear no discernible relation 
to one another. Of course, it is very difficult to think or write or read in a truly novel, genuinely unprecedented, 
really radically alternative manner, one that still succeeds in some fashion as discourse. Derrida’s own work, 
I have always believed, at its best, does just that. This is why one bothers with it and expends so much energy 
on it. In the present case, due modesty at least would have demanded more control in regard to both aspects 
(alternative and not) than Poutianien himself practices.

2.3 For Derrida, without simply confining his work to these dimensions, repeatedly insists on sound argument 
and interpretation not only in regard to others’ writings, but in the reading of his own texts. In Aftermath, for 
example, having asked, “since the deconstructionist…is supposed not to believe in truth, stability, or the unity 
of meaning, in intention or ‘meaning-to-say,’ how can he demand of us that we read him with pertinence, preci-
sion, rigor? How can he demand that his own text be interpreted correctly?” Derrida responds: “the answer is 
simple enough: this definition of the deconstructionist is false (that’s right: false, not true) and feeble; it sup-
poses a bad (that’s right: bad, not good) and feeble reading of numerous texts, first of all mine, which therefore 
must finally be read or reread.”10 
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3. Accordingly, given that no alternative exists to proceeding as I have done, that no viable one is practiced 
by Poutianien himself, and that good argument and interpretation form one constant dimension or register of 
Derrida’s own work, which he never ceased to avow in respect to others’ as well as to his own writings, for 
the remainder of this response I will set aside this notion and confront two final crucial issues in Poutianien’s 
review, to both of which reference has already been made. The first concerns the one occasion when Poutianien 
does directly address a text by Derrida I discuss and the claims I make about it; the second, the theoretical 
framework that buttresses his talk of an alternative and that comes forward throughout his piece: the possible 
world semantics of Smith and McIntyre, Hintikka, and Kusch. Since the first case—where I have, as Poutianien 
puts it (now again in an argumentative register), been “inclined to take a wrong turn…that will…prove fatal” 
(Poutianien 77)—ultimately depends on the second—a treatment of the “I” that draws on what is sometimes 
called “analytic phenomenology”— the two treatments ultimately blend into one another.11

3.1 At this first juncture, at issue is my commentary on the now famous first appearance in Voice and Phenom-
enon of Derrida’s argument that saying “I am alive” implies the possibility of my being dead.12 Having already 
examined at some length, in the first half of Poutianien’s favored chapter, three of FD, what I sometimes call 
Derrida’s philosophy of language—by which I mean again those presuppositions in Husserl which furnish Der-
rida’s starting points, not Derrida’s own conclusions—I next lay out as economically as possible Derrida’s and 
Husserl’s positions on the “I,”  and on this occasion I indeed do further compare the modeling of demonstra-
tives from which Derrida’s deconstruction starts with their analysis in direct reference theories, as they have 
come to be known. 

3.1.1 In line with Poutianien’s penchant for citing texts I do not discuss, introducing his commentary on my 
commentary on Geoffrey Bennington’s summary of Derrida’s argument in Derridabase, Poutianien again in-
sults me—he calls me “brazen”—for ignoring another piece by Bennington, of which I was unaware, that had 
already addressed these issues. Since, however, Poutianien misprizes Bennington’s argument in this piece (if 
not simply Bennington’s conclusions), untangling Bennington’s actual claims and gauging their distance from 
my own (which I do not simply deny), would be too lengthy a labor to undertake on this occasion.13

3.2 Moreover, there is no need to “go there,” as we say, to discuss this work, which is in any event earlier than 
Derridabase since in that work, the work that I actually cite, Bennington in fact says exactly what I say he 
says, when discussing the implications of “I” for the subject’s death and life. Bennington there writes: “It can 
be shown (SP94-7) that, like any other term, ‘I’ must be able to function in the absence of its object, and, like 
any other statement (this is the measure of its necessary ideality), ‘I am’ must be understandable in my absence 
and after my death. The meaning, even of a statement like ‘I am’ is perfectly indifferent to the fact that I be 
living or I be dead.”14

3.2.1 Here is my gloss: “Bennington’s argument pre-supposes that the word or term ‘I’ is indeed a term “like 
any other,” and that as such ‘I’ does carry meaning (Bedeutung)—meaning, which Bennington, further tells us 
here, always takes the form of ‘necessary ideality’” (FD 65).

3.2.2 Derrida himself, moreover, in the text upon which both I and Bennington are commenting, says the same 
thing. After citing Husserl claiming that “when we read this word [‘I’] without knowing who has written it, 
we have a word, if not deprived of Bedeutung [meaning] at least foreign to its normal Bedeutung [meaning],” 
Derrida continues: “Husserl’s premises should authorize us to say exactly the opposite. Just as I do not need to 
perceive in order to understand a perceptual statement, I do not need the intuition of the object ‘I’ to understand 
the word ‘I.’ The possibility of this non-intuition constitutes the Bedeutung [meaning] as such…The ideality of 
the Bedeutung [meaning] has a value that is structurally testimonial” (my emphasis, VP 82).

3.2.3 Derrida speaks of the “word ‘I”,’ Derrida speaks of its Bedeutung (usually translated meaning, or logical 
meaning) and also of ideality; Bennington speaks of “meaning,” and necessary ideality, and so do I. I do not 
see any problems here and certainly nothing worthy of being labeled “an absurdity.” This, by the way, is what 
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we get from Poutianien: “The view that Bennington and Derrida identify indexicals with actual meanings is an 
absurdity. For a situation to assume some meaning, for it to be able to yield some meaningful experience for 
some subject, is not quite the same as to have a meaning. And to have a meaning is not necessarily to have just 
one meaning. Indeed, the capacity of an utterance to assume some meaning in some possible context—to func-
tion, for instance, as indicative or expressive—is the very opposite of the incapacity to ever function otherwise 
than according to a meaning that it already has” (Poutianien 82, his emphases).

3.3 It’s worth reconstructing Husserl’s own argument at this point, for its orientation and Derrida’s presenta-
tion of it can be confusing (a problem to which Poutianien himself at moments seems to succumb).15 Derrida 
is arguing that Husserl should have been quicker or more unequivocal in assigning meaning and ideality to our 
comprehension of the word “I” in the case where the speaker is unknown than he actually is —this thus proving 
another instance where Derrida exercises “an excess of fidelity” to his “phenomenological inspiration.” 

3.3.1 Husserl, more specifically, in a highly nuanced analysis, at the moment to which Derrida refers, identi-
fies a problem that he believes is characteristic of all essentially occasional expressions (a class that includes 
demonstratives—“I,” “this,” “here”—or indexicals, as they are also sometimes called). This problem is an 
apparent divorce between what should be the genuine or actual meaning (Bedeutung) of the word, and the con-
ceptualization, the general semantic function that accompanies the term “I” as found in language. The meaning 
of “I” when used in speech, the Bedeutung that it expresses, for Husserl, ultimately redounds to a presentation 
of the individual ego of the speaker (immediately available only to him or her); simultaneously, the general 
concept attached to this term, what Husserl will call the “universal semantic function of the word ‘I’” borders 
on a form of self-reference—the word as used in speech refers to the one speaking.16 As Husserl trenchantly 
points out, however, these two functions or aspects cannot be immediately reconciled. One cannot replace the 
word “I” with the expression that appears to capture its universal semantic function, “whoever is now speak-
ing,” since sentences containing the different phrases clearly do not always have the same truth values.

3.3.2 Husserl, who will eventually confront the possibility that the Bedeutung of this term changes, in the above 
passage, focusing on the former aspect, the presentation of the individual ego of the speaker, claims, for this 
reason, that when this, what he will also call the indicated meaning, is not available, owing to the speaker or 
author being unknown, the word “I” does not function “normally.” Derrida at the moment cited above is thus 
denying this tie to the occasion of utterance and claiming that Husserl’s presuppositions should lead to the 
exactly opposite conclusion, owing to the necessary ideality of both language and the meanings expressed in 
discourse (and also because Husserl himself ultimately separates the semantic function of language from its 
referential one and insists the former can stand on its own). “I,” in every instance, whether or not the speaker is 
known, should function normally, and both express and bear the same meaning (Bedeutung). Thus, at this mo-
ment, Derrida in fact stands further than does Husserl from that alternative that I say is found in some analytic 
philosophy, one which denies meaning proper to “I” altogether and insists that it simply and directly refers. For 
Derrida indeed insists that “I” in all of these instances should have a Bedeutung, a meaning. (“Just as I do not 
need to perceive in order to understand a perceptual statement, I do not need the intuition of the object ‘I’ to 
understand the word “I,”” states Derrida, at this moment contesting Husserl [VP 82].) And on this basis, inso-
far as it can and must operate in the absence of the speaker, Derrida goes on to claim that saying “I am alive” 
entails the possibility of my being dead.

3.3.3 Does this amount, then, to Derrida accepting, or to me saying that Derrida accepts, the teleology of ideal-
ity and fixed meanings (Bedeutungen)? (Poutianien goes out of his way to sententiously remind me that the 
“teleology” ultimately underlying Husserl’s treatment is “profoundly foreign to Derrida and Bennington” [Pou-
tianien 82].) Of course not. For Husserl, indeed returning to these themes, and asking whether the meaning, the 
Bedeutung of this expression itself may change, himself explicitly denies this possibility. In the next section of 
LI, Husserl writes: “The content meant by the subjective expression, with sense oriented to the occasion, is an 
ideal unit of meaning in precisely the same sense as the content of a fixed expression” (LI 321). 
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3.3.3.1 Thus, though Husserl sees the expression functioning with an irreducible subjective component, he in-
sists that the Bedeutung at which it arrives when it functions as an expression, like all Bedeutung, is fixed, ideal, 
and stable; it does not and cannot change. And my own larger point, then, perhaps not the very last word on 
the subject but certainly defensible, is: a) that this total presupposition, of the ideality of all meaning expressed 
through language, serves as the object of Derrida’s deconstruction, the jumping off point for his own question-
ing of such fixity (one which leads as is well known to a uniquely radical thought of repetition in difference);  
b) that a different view of language that did not trade on ideal units of meaning at all, and certainly did not see 
deixis in these terms, would not let Derrida arrive at these same outcomes. More specifically, the transcendental 
dimension in play in Derrida’s own self-described “upping of the ante” of the reductions would not find a space 
in which to operate, since the dovetailing of language and the reductions that we have seen Derrida himself 
identify would not be available to him, owing to the continued functioning within language of reference.

3.4 Where does Poutianien come down on all of this? His recourse to a varied range of “meanings,” presum-
ably as a form of explanation, was brought forward above: “some meaning,” “a meaning,” “actual meanings,” 
a “meaning it already has.” Eventually, by way of further, perhaps more compelling rejoinder, he will make 
reference to Kusch’s account of indexicality in Husserl, as well as cite, not from the Logical Investigations, but 
from a work written by Husserl some twenty five years after it. 

3.4.1 Before that, however, prior to specifying an alternative account of Husserl on indexicals, Poutianien de-
nies that there is any difference between Derrida’s and Husserl’s approach and the alternative which I discuss. 
(One of the problems I had in “responding” to Poutianien is his recourse at this crucial moment to a species of 
“kettle logic,” as Derrida following Freud called it. There is no difference between Husserl and Derrida and 
those to whom I contrast him, Poutianien first argues, but just in case there is one, it’s not the one I say it is, 
now appealing to Kusch’s work. Similarly, in the instance of the kettle, I tell my neighbor that I never borrowed 
it at all, but just in case I did, the kettle already had that dent in it, I add, before my neighbor gave it to me.) 

3.4.2 Poutianien initially argues, then, that the difference I claim to find between analytic and continental ap-
proaches, specifically between those of David Kaplan, John Perry, and the direct reference school more gener-
ally and Husserl’s own is chimerical. “‘It is not possible to remove indexicals ‘from anything that might be 
genuinely called a meaning,’” he writes, in part citing me, “indexicals, after all, remain indexical expressions.” 
Poutianien continues:  “David Kaplan, to whose work Kates refers this part of his argument, never denies this. 
Quite the contrary: D.W. Smith and Ronald McIntyre have noted that  ‘Husserl’s account of demonstratives 
and Kaplan’s coincide up to a point: both hold that demonstratives refer directly; both recognize two levels 
of meaning for demonstratives, one that varies with the occasion of utterance and one that does not.’ No grave 
difference between Kaplan and Husserl, then” (Poutianien 83).

3.4.3 Without turning directly to Kaplan, however, staying with Poutianien’s own authorities, Smith and Mc-
Intyre raise this comparison with Kaplan, it should be noted, explicitly in the context of correcting Husserl. 17 
(“The theory of demonstratives and perceptual Sinn that we have presented is not quite that of Husserl in LI.”) 
Moreover, the point in question in their own concession, in their claim that “Husserl’s and Kaplan’s coincide 
up to a point,” is just the point at issue in my own discussion: that point where language is claimed to be able 
to be understood entirely in terms of Bedeutungen (meanings) and idealities.18 

3.4.3.1 “Husserl’s account of demonstrative reference resembles the contextualist account,” they write. Begin-
ning to cash out the juncture at which not only Kaplan, but also they themselves differ from Husserl, they con-
tinue: “however, upon closer reading Husserl’s account differs importantly from the contextualist account… 
Husserl’s account of demonstrative reference is a contextualist account only if it takes intuition to be a partly 
contextual, perhaps partly causal and not purely intentional relation. But there is no evidence of such a view 
in Husserl; throughout his works, he consistently characterized perception—and intuition in general—as an 
experience whose intentional relation to an object is achieved by means of its phenomenological content, or 
Sinn…” (Smith and McIntyre, Husserl and Intentionality 217, my emphasis).
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3.4.3.2 Compare the above with how I characterize this same difference, between the direct reference or ana-
lytic approach and Husserl’s own, in FD: “This indicative dimension within language is indeed the crux of the 
analysis of indexicals brought out above [by Perry, but also by Kaplan]. To it is owed the removal of indexicals 
from anything that might be genuinely called a meaning. Thanks to functioning in the factical and the real, 
thanks to being at work within the particular circumstances of discourse and communication in which they oc-
cur, indexicals are indeed claimed to be able to refer to particulars without any conceptual mediation. The work 
of indexicals, one might say, simply is the work of the indicative” (FD 68, my emphasis).

3.4.4 So the temerity is not so great, the brazenness not so extreme, with which I suggest that there is an al-
ternate view and that this view has consequences for Derrida’s argument. Following Husserl’s own, Derrida’s 
thinking indeed takes a different path through indexicality, even as it arrives at a perhaps parallel or still more 
radical deconstruction of these terms and suppositions, one that also shows fidelity, an excess of fidelity, to its 
phenomenological inspiration, a result that would indeed not be possible had Derrida started from those views 
in philosophy of language (dependent on “causal” and other contexts, and thus not “purely intentional”), as 
described by McIntyre and Smith, that I and they both contrast with Husserl’s.

3.5 Moreover, since this issue of Sinn, specifically phenomenological content, has arisen thanks to McIntyre 
and Smith, recurring to a point made earlier, I should mention that Poutianien’s review gives no indication that 
he understands what these authors so clearly refer to here: the overall architectonic of Husserl’s thought, and 
specifically, the relation between the various reductions and Husserl’s parsing of language and its different 
registers. Though Poutianien will lecture me long and hard on context in general and in Derrida, nowhere does 
he seem to grasp why Husserl really could never endorse context of this kind without shortcircuiting the core 
of his own thinking.19

4 As I mentioned, however, another, alternative phase of Poutianien’s treatment exists, in which he denies what 
he claims here and recognizes that there might after all be some difference between Husserl’s and Derrida’s 
approach and that found in the analytic school. There, he relies on Martin Kusch, following Hintikka, to sug-
gest a different reading than I offer of Husserl’s own treatment of indexicality and, to some degree, Derrida’s. 
An irony, however, lurks here. The case I make for a difference in the treatment of demonstratives falls under a 
broader contrast I draw between analytic and continental approaches to philosophy of language that I set out at 
length in chapter four of FD. Those upon whom Poutianien primarily relies, the logician Hintikka (also a pos-
sible world theorist) and Kusch, however, agree with me entirely when it comes to this broader claim. (Kusch 
unlike McIntyre and Smith, or even Hintikka, on this basis, does, however, attempt to find in Husserl, albeit 
only in the late Husserl, a nascent version of possible world semantics—a school or approach, based on work 
in modal logic, which had yet to exist of course at the time that Husserl died). 

4.1 Kusch and Hintikka, more specifically, start from the opposition they believe pioneered by Jean van Hiejen-
oort writing on the recent history of logic, one originally drawn by Leibniz, between logic as lingua universalis 
(universal language or medium) and logic as a calculus ratiocinator (a rational calculus). Despite the somewhat 
unlikely usages of each of these terms, the force of the latter is not only that such a logic can be used for reason-
ing, but that it permits reasoning about reasoning. Thus, Hintikka uses calculus ratiocinator to describe what 
he calls “the model-theoretical tradition,” to which he belongs, as does Husserl, according to both himself and 
Kusch.20 Kusch, moreover, in his work, explicitly sets the stance that he and Hintikka share, a version of which 
I myself have labeled the prevalent one in continental philosophy and literary studies, over against Heidegger’s 
approach to discourse and language. (Since the publication of FD, I have repeatedly drawn this very same 
contrast, and it is indeed what I mean when I say that there really are only two paths available in philosophy of 
language, the way of reference and the way of meaning).21

4.2 Moreover, just as I do, this entire school, which centers around Hintikka—and also includes his son, I 
believe, Merrill B. Hintikka—traces this initiative centered on logic as universal medium back to Frege. Thus, 
Hintikka, spelling out his position, draws the very same conclusions about the absence or impossibility of 
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semantics—that is, any systematic treatment of meaning (Bedeutung)—in certain analytic construals of phi-
losophy of language that I highlight, a differentiation which obviously stands behind my claim that Derrida in 
this regard falls with Husserl on one side of a still greater divide.

4.2.1 Of “Frege’s Formalsprache,” which Hintikka deems “not a particular development beyond our ordinary 
language,” but “a purified and streamlined version of the entire ordinary language itself,” he explicitly states: 
“Its semantics cannot be defined without circularity, for this semantics is assumed in all uses, and it cannot 
be defined in a metalanguage because there is no such language beyond our working language. In brief, the 
semantics of our one and only actual language is inexpressible in it…” (Hintikka, Lingua Universalis x, my 
emphasis). The entire premise of Hintikka’s and Kusch’s approach to their own and Husserl’s philosophy of 
language thus rests precisely on the status of semantics and on a contrast to meaning’s foreclosure by a certain 
tradition, that they, just as I do, identify as devolving from Frege.

4.3  Of course, Kusch unlike the others sees something like a nascent possible world theory in Husserl himself. 
Yet the import of his Husserl interpretation for my treatment, given the broader context, is somewhat nebulous 
and certainly not the one Poutianien advances. Indeed, Poutianien is seemingly drawn to these thinkers and 
their program, but especially Kusch, in the service of what turns out to be another debating point. Because I 
express nearly this same divergence of traditions through a contrast between the privileging of reference as 
performed in the analytic tradition (congruent with the suppression of meaning just identified) in contrast to 
the privileging of sense as performed by the alternative Husserlian and continental one, and since possible 
world semantics ultimately construes meaning by way of reference to possible worlds, Poutianien believes that 
this strand of thinking, and especially Kusch’s rereading of Husserl in this light, somehow refutes this entire 
contention or offers a significant alternative to it.22 Having indeed postulated meaning as a realm capable of 
investigation in its own right, one with at least relative autonomy insofar as it is not tied to our specific world, 
these thinkers then seek to cash out the semantics of such meaning by introducing reference to other worlds (the 
reference of another subject in another world, though what the reality of these possibles are remains openend-
ed). Poutianien somehow believes this final appeal to reference thus constitutes a refutation or a response to my 
stated positions, specifically my claim that Husserl, and Derrida initially, view language in terms of meaning.

 4.3.1 I, however, was, of course, writing about what Husserl said in the works Derrida discusses, specifically, 
the Logical Investigations (and also the Origin of Geometry). None of the authors in question here and not even 
Kusch, as far as I can tell, claim to find possible worlds in these texts. Moreover, alongside offering a relatively 
orthodox interpretation of Husserl, I was interested above all in explaining how Derrida read Husserl—Derrida 
whom not even Poutianien I assume takes to be a possible world theorist or believes sees Husserl in this light. 
(Or does he? Recall his remark cited previously, which continues: “What he [Kates] painstakingly shows is 
that Derrida agrees with Husserl as to the possibility of semantics; what he does not see…is that Derrida cannot 
but agree with Husserl as to the semantics of possibility” [Poutianien 86].) Accordingly, this whole of line of 
analytic phenomenology, though possibly interesting, really seems not to have any critical or probative force 
for my position, which is perhaps why in the end, as just noted, Poutianien ultimately grants my fundamental 
point.23

4.3.2 Am I, then, saying that there might not be something of interest in this alternative, some truly fruitful work 
to be done? Of course not. In fact, when I first saw Poutianien’s review, I was genuinely excited to encounter 
another tradition of discussion of Husserl and of language of which I had been unaware, as well as to encounter 
many interesting quotes and references from Derrida and the literature on him, to which I had previously paid at 
best only wavering attention. Indeed, I would have welcomed a drawing out of some of these points, including 
ones that led to different conclusions than my own. Whether Poutianien himself will ever undertake this sort of 
labor, of which he seems well capable, is of course a question only he can answer. What is certain is that none 
of it appears in his review.



REMARKS ON POUTIANIEN	

5 My present remarks began from a distinction between philology and philosophy; this contrast, of course, 
invites interrogation, if not outright rejection. For, in the present case, and I believe this finding can be gen-
eralized, good philology and good philosophy turn out to buttress one another; they coincide in the necessity 
Derrida once described as a guardrail: to interpret as accurately as possible and to argue cogently and conse-
quently. In fact, it was in part owing to Derrida’s own superlative abilities in just this regard, his extraordinary 
interpretations, and innovative, powerful, complex, and detailed arguments, that some of us were first drawn 
to his work.

5.1 On the subject of how to read Derrida and how Derrida reads, Poutianien, I should also mention, makes a 
great deal out of my sometimes sequential reading of Derrida’s texts. “1962, 1967. These dates function for 
Kates as an ordered pair of regulative metonymies,” he states (Poutianien 87). On this score, he, as do some 
others, in addition to the other reasons already noted, considers my approach fundamentally UnDerridean. 
Even in my first book, however, where such sequence makes its first and most extended appearance, I do not 
follow a strict chronological order. My reading of Derrida’s 1954 Le Probleme in Essential History follows on 
my reading of his 1962 Introduction, and similarly I read Of Grammatology in the wake of VP, while noting 
that the former was composed before it. Thus, my organization of Derrida’s texts was and remains heuristic 
and tactical. Proceeding thus, moreover, I was following Derrida’s own practice as a reader, at least in some 
instances. Indeed, in such towering interpretations as that of the work of the structuralist critic Jean Rousset in 
“Force and Signification,” of Emmanuel Levinas’s thought in “Violence and Metaphysics,” or of Rousseau’s 
corpus in the second part of Of Grammatology, Derrida himself employs just this same sort of sequencing: 
largely serial, while also deviating from it.24 It is also noteworthy that this worry expressed by some Derrideans 
finds no analogue when it comes to the interpretations of Derrida’s presumed peers: both Foucault and Lacan, 
for example, are commonly said by some of their finest interpreters to have held certain positions at earlier 
phases of their thinking, which they later modified, altered, or adjusted in decisive ways. Why this should reg-
ister for some as such a transgression in work on Derrida, rather than what it is—a way of treating themes and 
issues in Derrida’s work with a concreteness that is not always otherwise possible—quite frankly eludes me. 

5.2 Yet that Poutianien’s work at this late date apparently represents a defensible stance in theory, in continental 
philosophy, in Derrida studies, such that he can gain access to the public sphere, may also attest to a broader 
problem implied by Derrida’s work and much of theory and contemporary continental philosophy. Derrida, of 
course, no more than anyone else, was totally in control of all he said and did, and doubtless there is something 
in his own writings which does or can appear to warrant Poutianien’s way of proceeding. Yet the work Derrida 
does with the tradition, the fact that he inherits in a new way (though this may perhaps be true, and I myself on 
other occasions have tried to gauge the measure of this innovation), is not sufficient to account for at least some 
of the discourse on Derrida. As we have seen, after all, Derrida was always serious about the legitimacy of his 
own interpretations and those of his work. In addition to the other evidence I cited, just recall the depth of his 
and Foucault’s disagreement about Descartes’ text; this controversy alone should make abundantly clear that 
neither of these thinkers when it came to interpretation was willing to settle for deconstructive or any other kind 
of plurivocity or to affirm “the impossibility and undesirability of determinative readings in general.” 

5.3 More essential, then, especially in Derrida’s case, is the fact that he inherits at all: that his works are at once 
primary and secondary. To contend with the complexities not only of Derrida’s work, but of those he reads 
independently of his treatment—a Husserl or a Hegel, a Benjamin, a Blanchot—is doubtless burdensome, and 
perhaps something more than that. It is thus understandable, seeing as how Derrida has apparently already read 
these authors, to fix on his writings and positions, and to treat the texts of those he discusses entirely or largely 
through his lens. Derrida’s way of proceeding almost demands the lapse of what Derrida used to call vigilance. 

5.3.1 This observation may well be somewhat obvious; it entails something potentially more unprecedented, 
however, of which I myself long ago became convinced (despite the enormously high regard I had and still hold 
for Derrida’s work): namely, that Derrida could not have become Derrida in the first place, he could not have 
invented his unique thought and inscription, by reading only or primarily Derrida (something that would be 



JOSHUA KATES

similarly true of Foucault, Deleuze, and so forth). Derrida had to read, had to be formed by, rather, folks who 
did not deconstruct, transgress, or approach the tradition “a tergo,” as Deleuze put it: Gueroult and Hippolyte, 
Bachelard and Cavaillès, not to mention of course Husserl, Hegel, Kant, and Plato themselves. Accordingly, 
the danger of affirming without reserve, as Poutianien and so many others seem to, the break or transformation 
with the tradition that Derrida and his cohort seem to have wrought, no matter what form it takes, willingly or 
no, consists finally in making impossible, or at least more unlikely, the future appearance of thinkers similar to 
Derrida and those just mentioned—that is, more truly radical, new, and innovative authors, providing substan-
tial alternatives to the perspectives that now exist. Precisely because Derrida himself deploys mimesis beyond 
its traditional economies, to imitate him not only is strictly impossible, but it may well impede the eruption of 
other unanticipatable moments when a radically unprecedented alternative such as his own emerges. 

5.3.2 Of course, to harbor such concerns, to say this, and to comment on Derrida’s texts in a way that follows 
from this conviction, according to Poutianien, and perhaps not only him, makes of me a bad son (or daughter), 
someone who inherits wrongly. Yet what, finally, is the problem with that for we Derrideans?
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7. “Literary Theory’s Languages: The Deconstruction of Sense vs. the Deconstruction of Reference” is the full title (FD 75).
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9. I have in mind Diane Enns’s remark, in her review of my first book, Essential History (Northwestern University Press, 
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10. Jacques Derrida, “Afterword: Toward An Ethic of Discussion.” Limited Inc. Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 
1988, 146.
11. Smith refers to his own work (written with McIntyre) that Poutianien cites, as “analytic phenomenology,” in the bib-
liography he appends to his write-up on “Phenomenology” for the Stanford Encyclopedia of Phenomenology. http://plato.
stanford.edu/entries/phenomenology/. (The work in question is: Smith, D. W., and McIntyre, R. Husserl and Intentionality: 
a Study of Mind, Meaning, and Language. Dordrecht and Boston: D. Reidel Publishing Company, 1982.) 
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13. Geoffrey Bennington. Legislations: The Politics of Deconstruction, London: Verso, 1994, 293, my emphasis.
14. Geoffrey Bennington. Derridabase, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993 110 (the last emphasis is mine).
15. Poutianien, by way of rebutting my claim that Derrida follows Husserl in seeing “I” as subject to meaning (Bedeutung), 
cites Derrida saying that “An essentially occasional expression is recognizable in that it cannot in principle be replaced in 
speech by a permanent objective conceptual representation without distorting the meaning (Bedeutung) of the statement.” 
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ing out “in speech,” when I cite this same statement: “Derrida says ‘in speech,’ dans le discours… Kates elides this passage 
in both of his books” (Poutianien 84n39). 
16. Edmund Husserl, Logical Investigations. Trans. J. N. Findlay. New York: Humanities Press, 1970,  v.1 315; all references 
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17. For my account of Kaplan, see FD 66n32.
18. The fuller quote from Smith and McIntyre reads: “The theory of demonstratives and perceptual Sinn that we have pre-
sented is not quite that of Husserl in LI…However Husserl’s reasons for balking at demonstratives expressing perceptual 
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X’s put forth in Ideas.” D. W. Smith and R. McIntyre, Husserl and Intentionality: A Study of Mind, Language and Meaning 
(Boston: Kluwer, 1985) 215.
19. At moments, following Smith and McIntyre, Poutianien, it should be noted, sees Derrida as correcting Husserl when it 
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comes to context: “Derrida, therefore, in rigorously reaffirming the importance of context, should in fact be seen as repair-
ing a fault in Husserl’s own understanding of context.” Yet Poutianien here and elsewhere continues to speak of “Husserl’s 
and Derrida’s semantic preconditions” (my emphasis, both cites 85). Of course my claim is that Derrida does not rigorously 
reaffirm the importance of context in the same fashion as do Smith and McIntyre (though a specific notion of it returns at 
the outcome of deconstruction) and that in fact he cannot do so while also sharing Husserl’s “semantic presuppositions.”
20. Jaakko Hintikka, Lingua Universalis vs. Calculus Ratiocinator: An Ultimate Presupposition of Twentieth-Century Phi-
losophy. Norwell, Ma: Kluwer, 1997, xi.
21. See Martin Kusch, “Husserl and Heidegger on Meaning,” in Hintikka Lingua Universalis vs. Calculus Ratiocinator: An 
Ultimate Presupposition of Twentieth-Century Philosophy, 240-268.
22. “From this it follows that the semantic theory most appropriate to Husserlian phenomenology,” Poutianien writes, “and to 
which it may comport its formidable powers of analysis, is that of possible worlds semantics…where meanings are defined 
as functions from expressions to extensions in possible worlds and therefore as merely a more complex sort of reference” 
(Poutianien 86, his emphasis).
23.  It is, of course, implausible that Derrida, who did live during its heyday, somehow endorsed without knowing it, a pos-
sible world semantics. This is especially so, considering that Kusch at least, the only one to find this doctrine in Husserl, 
in order to do so, must explicitly discard the alternative that might have appealed to Derrida, one affirmed by David Lewis 
among others, of possible worlds radically different from our own (Kusch “Husserl and Heidegger on Meaning,” 247).
24. Derrida gives a clue to his reliance on this sort of reading strategy in A Taste for the Secret when he refers to the influence 
of the Descartes scholar Martial Gueroult on his work (Taste, 45). To Gueroult, of course, Derrida appealed when he offered 
a reading of Descartes’ meditations contrasting with Foucault’s in The History of Madness.
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