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The recent revival of interest in Michel Serres has given rise to a number of 
conferences, seminars and publications focusing on a single aspect of his thought 
(history, environmental philosophy, the environmental humanities, the social 
contract, the sciences). The impetus for this edition comes from the way Serres’s 
work crosses boundaries and intersects with multiple disciplines. It stems 
from a conference held at the Maison Française d’Oxford in June 2022, which 
explored Serres’s practice of interdisciplinarity and showcased how his work has 
fed into and renewed fields of enquiry such as philosophy, the history of science, 
anthropology, geography, translation, and ecocriticism. 
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This publication thus seeks to provide a broad view of Serres’s thought, from his 
formative years up to his posthumous publications, in order to clarify how Serres 
has continued to challenge disciplinary boundaries throughout his career. Indeed, 
in the 1960s, structuralism invited bold rapprochements between the sciences, 
language, and myth.  However, Serres distinguished himself by adopting a precise 
mathematical notion of structure and stating explicitly that the distribution of 
the encyclopedia into disciplines should never be taken for granted. Disciplinary 
organization should be problematized because it reveals the inner dynamic of 
knowledge, as well as its cultural and social underpinning. Where the usual point 
of reference was structural linguistics, Serres drew inspiration from mathematics 
and the philosophy of Leibniz and developed a distinctive approach to working 
across multiple disciplines. By tracing connective patterns that run through the 
sciences, the arts, literature and painting, and which also shape our own embodied 
relation to things and to the world, his work draws on multiple disciplines that 
all cross-fertilize. In addition, his pursuit of traditional topics such as truth, time, 
nature, religion, and what it means to be human along these paths gave new life to 
philosophy itself, which had been his ambition from very early on.

Serres claimed that the role of the philosopher is to let things speak for themselves 
and to take part in their communication without assuming a privileged position. 
He forged his conceptual tools by drawing on mathematics, information theory, 
the physical sciences, geology, the life sciences, law, and mythology. He challenged 
orthodox ways of thinking by introducing figures and conceptual tools—such 
as Hermes, Pan, Harlequin, angels, noise, the parasite, the natural contract, 
hominescence, and Biogea—that operate in several disciplines at once. 

Serres was so convinced of the inventive power of this way of thinking that, before 
his death, he asked the Foundation Michel Serres-Institut to set up an annual 
prize to reward a fully multidisciplinary French PhD dissertation.

The contributions to this issue, written by international scholars who have 
published extensively on Serres, highlight the singular nature of his approach 
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to thinking through or beyond boundaries. They also bring him into dialogue 
with his contemporaries, especially Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida, and Gilles 
Deleuze. Finally, they raise the issue of what kind of ethics and politics can be 
inferred from Serres predilection for the “randonnée”, the journey across borders. 
Taken together, the articles make up a mosaic of perspectives that underline the 
relevance of Serres’ thought for the understanding of our contemporary society 
as well as his unique position within contemporary French thought. 

Christopher Watkin’s article explores not what Serres thinks about this or that 
subject, but how he thinks about everything. It seeks to identify and analyse 
Serres’s “figures of thought”, a term he uses to describe a unique way of thinking 
that crosses the boundaries between the natural and the cultural, the conceptual 
and the personal, the mute and the linguistic. Some of his figures Serres has already 
named, while Watkin’s article suggests labels for others, using terms taken from 
his own work: the figures of webs, trees and crystals participate in and exemplify, 
respectively, the federative, ecological and relational aspects Serres’s thought 
and writing. These figures cohere into what Serres calls his “global intuition”, a 
term that describes a corporeal, affective and intellectual orientation within and 
towards the world. The article briefly sketches how Serres’s own global intuition 
offers crucial and unique insights into some important contemporary issues, such 
as the climate crisis and the need to reimagine our evolving social contract. It 
closes with some reflections on the very idea of attempting to characterise how a 
given philosopher thinks.

Roland Schaer presents Serres’s notebooks written in the formative years 
(1960–1974) and published as Le cahiers de formation by Le Pommier in 2022. 
This substantial work reveals the genesis of his philosophy. Serres’s reflection 
on modern mathematics, and in particular on the structural idea of importing 
and exporting concepts, led him to replace the old philosophy of the subject 
with a philosophy of communication. This was a radical transformation because 
communication is no longer defined as the circulation of information between 
subjects. It is among objects, in the world itself, that information is exchanged.  
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Lucie Mercier focuses on Serres’s approach to the question of the “history of 
truth” during the years he spent in close contact with Foucault, his colleague 
in Clermont-Ferrand (1961–1968). Though Serres rarely used this expression 
himself, Lucie Mercier claims that the problematic of the “history of truth” 
may be considered as one of the key organizing problems of his early works; an 
interrogation from which Serres’s transdisciplinary philosophy developed. Her 
paper examines the ways in which Serres’s engagement with the question of “the 
history of truth” evolved, accompanying various aspects of his reading of Leibniz 
and beyond Leibniz. She argues that Serres’s positioning in this contested field 
crucially relied on the concept of translation, and in addition shows that this issue 
was at the heart of his contention with Foucault and his relation with Georges 
Canguilhem.

Bernadette Bensaude-Vincent seeks to identify the scientific roots of Serres’s 
philosophy of time. While Serres is well known as a philosopher of communication, 
the question of time runs through his entire works, from the first Hermès to his 
last, posthumously published book, Relire le relié (2019; translated into English 
as Religion: Rereading What is Bound Together in 2022). His reflections on time 
do not proceed from the history of human societies. They were first inspired 
by mathematics, thermodynamics and cybernetics and they gradually changed 
through his reflections on biology, geology, astrophysics, and ecology. Without 
surveying all of Serres’s reflections on time, this article examines how his various 
sources of inspiration intersect and stresses the contrast between Serres’s earlier 
views on multiple times and the Grand Narrative developed in the 2000s. 

Massimiliano Simons explores the ethics that Serres derived from his interpretation 
of information theory. In his work, Serres often criticized society, politics, and 
language as distractions from science, nature, and the world. What is less clear 
is the basis on which Serres formulates these critiques. Simons argues that there 
is a logic behind these critiques, which he calls an ethics of noise and fleshes 
out in three steps. First, he shows the central role of the opposition between 
information and noise in Léon Brillouin’s information theory. Second, he points 
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to the interpretation of this theory in the work of the French biologist Henri Atlan. 
Finally, he argues that this framework can then be applied to a number of social 
issues in order to demonstrate not only the systematicity but also the fruitfulness 
of this ethics of noise.

Henriette Korthals Altes approaches Serres’s view of religion in Relire le relié, in 
connection with his longstanding interest in mathematics. Completed on the eve 
of his death, it has the portentousness of a testament, even though religion had 
always been a question underlying his work as is revealed in the recently published 
Cahiers de formation. She examines the specificity of Serres’s approach in the 
debate opened by other French thinkers such as Jean-Luc Nancy and Derrida, 
who have teased out the continuities between the secular and the religious. The 
questions of violence and the Girardian scapegoat of community, of good and evil, 
of justice and the relation to alterity all find their way into Relire, le relié. However, 
the originality of Serres lies in addressing the question of God, not so much as 
an ontological principle but as a formal one. It is mathematics, its abstractions, 
and the lures of the unknown variable of an equation, that stirs up his interest 
in religion as a unifying principle capable, like science, of accounting for the 
invisible, or what he called “the functional value of the idea of god” (‘la valeur 
fonctionnelle de l’idée de Dieu’) in Cahiers de formation. Drawing on Relire le relié and 
the Cahier de formation I, this paper seeks out what this unifying principle would 
be, how it compares and contrasts with elements of Spinozian and Leibnizian 
philosophy, and how ultimately Serres’s own poetic philosophical language 
creates transcendence.

David Webb focuses on Le Contrat Naturel (1990; translated into English as The 
Natural Contract in 1995), to explore the relation between the world, knowledge 
and politics. In The Natural Contract, Serres argued that the exclusion of the 
natural world from the social contract had promoted an attitude of violence 
and domination towards the world that was destroying the conditions on which 
our existence depends. Serres’s response was to propose a natural contract to 
establish a three-way relation between individuals, political communities, and the 
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natural world. His proposal calls for changes in the relation of science to political 
governance, emphasizing the importance of these changes, but warning that we 
should not treat this uniquely as a problem regarding the relation of science and 
politics, since to do so would perpetuate the exclusion of the natural world. In 
order to see what a natural contract involves we must: first, re-think the idea of 
“contract” entirely by going back to his account of the formation of order, which 
is to say to the relation between order and disorder; second, and more specifically, 
renew our understanding of empiricism, which is to say how sense is made from 
our exposure to the natural world. Webb argues that these considerations allow 
us to identify principles regarding invention, de-escalation, and reserve that can 
be seen “in translation” across the natural world, knowledge, and politics. This 
opens the possibility of communication between the three domains, without 
establishing a single foundation for them all or making one subordinate to another. 
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