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This short paper is on what we have called Michel Serres’s “formative notebooks”,
his Cahiers de formation. These are 18 large spiral-bound handwritten notebooks,
which were his “logbooks” from May 1960 to May 1974. On the last page of volume
XVIII, as he is about to take leave of the notebooks, he writes “end of the diary and
of adolescence. And about bloody time.” In the previous volume, he had written:
“The Romans were more insightful than us. [For them] the period of adulescens

comes to an end around the age of forty” (Cahiers XVII 1417).

This “logbook”, or youthful diary, has a threefold function:



First, to practice writing, an essential requirement for anybody who wants to be
a writer. Like a musician who plays their scales every day or a swimmer who does

their lengths, he gets up early and writes every morning.

Its second function is for noting down ideas that come to him. Serres is acutely
aware of the intermittent workings of the mind: “my time passes from a spark
to nothingness and on again. [...] A packed instant, empty moments, waiting—
insight, waiting—insight...” He also knows the virtues of spontaneity, as with
tennis, “when you ‘knock a few balls around’”, he writes, “you may have flashes of
brilliance. If you’re playing seriously, you become all fingers and thumbs” (Cahiers
I 82). Hence the importance of piecemeal writing: during the period of the
notebooks, apart from his doctoral thesis, he writes only articles, and publishes
books that are collections of articles. The first “real books” appear in 1975, after
he has left the notebooks behind.

Thus, he records in these notebooks, very freely, the insights which come to him,
and summarises them at the end of each notebook, to enable him to retrieve this
material when the time comes to write an article, a class, a lecture or a book. It
is, he writes, “the time of sowing”. I will come back to what writing means to him

shortly.

The third function is as a “personal diary”. Michel Serres hardly gives away any
secrets, but he reveals a side of himself he did not show more widely. We find a
far more troubled man than we might have expected, a man who has experienced
and continues to experience moments of deep crisis, a man who often feels
excluded, humiliated and condemned to the most extreme loneliness. In a sense,
the notebooks are therefore “confessions”: in Volume V, in 1962, he writes, “I am
Jean-Jacques!” and immediately adds, “like everyone else, dammit!” He wanted

the notebooks to be published. In Volume XI, in October 1965, he writes:

When I die, I may in my finished life have published abysmal universiterre-

a-terres studies which assemble and disassemble and lose their way in
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reasoning.” Then perhaps my life will begin. After covering my head with
the bitter ashes of knowledge of caste and castre, clan and rataplan, my few
friends will read in my old papers and dead pages, those small testaments
of what I would have liked to be, what I have never ceased to be, what I
have fiercely wanted to hide that I was: I'm dying, my soul, fly away. Go
and caress the sticky buds and dawn’s robe; disappear in the sea’s burst of
laughter (Cahiers XI 875).

We have talked of “sowing”, as one speaks of a sowing time, followed by a harvest
time. When reading the notebooks it is striking that from the outset everything
that the Michel Serres we know goes on to do seems already to be there. Everything
is already there, sown, germinated, waiting to grow. There is an initial core, from
which his thought propagates, branches out, proliferates and enriches itself. It is

this process I would like to try and sketch out.

When he begins the notebooks, Serres already has what he calls his “theory of the

export of concepts”. To see what this involves, we need to go back a bit.

On finishing his military service, in 1958, Serres’s aim was to revolutionise
philosophy along the lines of the Bourbakian revolution in modern mathematics.
He opened up the question in his Diploma Dissertation, entitled Observations on
some number systems, written in 1953-54 and supervised by Gaston Bachelard. In
mathematics, the “revolution” began when specialists in algebra in the first half
of the twentieth century placed emphasis on structure; their aim was no longer
merely to study the properties of large sets of numbers—whole numbers, fractions,
real numbers, etc.—but to introduce a new level of abstraction by revealing formal
structures, sets of objects of any kind characterised only by specific properties.
These are the structures of “groups”, “semi-groups”, “rings”, “bodies”, etc., where
the same structure can apply to a set of numbers but also to sets of mathematical
entities in other regions. By revealing different “models” of structure in this
way the process of mathematical axiomatisation highlighted transversal formal

analogies, formal analogical communications between mathematical regions.
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This is what Serres called the “export of concepts” (Cahiers IX 814). Highlighting
these structures had a twofold effect: on the one hand it restored the unity of
mathematics—the series of books the Bourbaki group published during the
second world war and beyond is called Elements de mathématique—which is a nod
to Euclid but also refers to “mathematics” in the singular—and on the other hand
it reorganised the field of mathematics, no longer as a hierarchy of disciplines that
can be deduced from one another, but according to ‘horizontal’ analogies such
that each region can be a “model” for others. I believe this formalism was and
remains the active core of Michel Serres’s thought from beginning to end, which

he later expanded further and further beyond the field of mathematics.

When he takes up the issue as a philosopher, Serres stresses another fundamental
consequence of this revolution, which concerns the relationship between the
sciences and philosophy. In accomplishing this work of axiomatisation and
formalisation, says Michel Serres, mathematics has become reflexive. It has
embedded, in its own sphere and in its language, a reflection on its foundations, its
norms and its methods. Before Bourbaki, it could be assumed that this reflection
derived from philosophy: whether it be in the form of transcendental analytic,
logic or epistemology, the philosopher seemed able to establish rules, from the
exterior, about the foundations of mathematics. Those days are now over: a
seismic moment for philosophy. “Bourbaki,” writes Serres, “is mathematics aware
of its power, it is a philosophy.” (Cahiers I 55). Serres describes this as a revolution
in maturity, and as a possible generalisation to other domains. He gives the
example of astrophysics, which also underwent a revolution in the 20™ century,
elaborating, in its own language, theories on space, time and matter, and even
turning its attention to cosmogony, the question of the history of the universe, to
all those matters which had long delighted philosophers. A crisis in philosophy.
His reflection on modern mathematics leads Serres to think about the need to
reform philosophy if it is at least to remain contemporaneous with the scientific

knowledge of our time.

Let us recap. What has happened? Philosophy has shattered, exploded, diffracted.
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“The theoretician of science thus encounters a discipline that has disappeared as
such, a dead discipline which can only continue to exist by seeking refuge in the
delights of its own history. (...) But a discipline that has died from giving birth
to so much. In fact, we find it alive everywhere, and how alive!” Quite simply, he
writes, “it has emigrated into numerous domains, a plurality of branches, and if
the philosopher has not wished to venture with it to other shores, it is most often
out of a sacred fear of luminous and demonstrable knowledge, by which he has
deeply betrayed his vocation as lover of truth” (Cahiers I 54). Henceforth, Serres
concludes, the philosopher must reconnect with the encyclopaedic project: “the
situationis the same asin the early 18" century, when the need for an Encyclopaedia
of the sciences became apparent, given the plurality of diverse fields of scientific
and technical knowledge. Now a philosopher’s principal endeavour must be an

Encyclopaedia of philosophies” (Cahiers I 56). And this is the plan:

SoIsaythereisnowonlythelaw of everything or nothing. Either philosophy
has become nothing, in which case let’s close our schools and retrain our
academic leaders, and I’ll go and put my bag on the slippery deck of some
cargo ship. I don’t mind, I'll have lost my game, and I'll go and prod the stars
with the end of my sextant. Or else, philosophy is everything. And the one,
the only problem for the philosophical spirit of our time, and I mean the
only one, is the problem of the general structures of the Encyclopaedia of
knowledge. The historic task we philosophers must undertake is to pursue
transversal paths through the totality of knowledge (Cahiers II 219).

Let us pause for a moment. The opening gambit is thus that philosophy is now
everywhere. Should we saynowhere? Either way, shattered, dispersed. Fragmented,
philosophy no longer has a clear delineation. It’s an exciting moment. Philosophy
is breaking up all the more because, for Serres, the field is broadening swiftly: into
the sciences, but also literature, myths, etc. as if the philosopher’s true delight
was not to build or rebuild an edifice, but to “trace transversal paths”, that is, to
cross borders, to go always plus ultra, to imagine a philosopher as a rambler, to

take Hermes, the ubiquitous messenger of the gods, as a model. I am convinced
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there has been a heavy price to pay for this apparent “dissolution” of philosophy,
this shattering which, by depriving it of a territory, renders it at first sight
indeterminable, but at the same time it invites the philosopher to cross borders,
to leave the comfort of a homeland in order to discover the world, to weave a web
and to create a network in the universe of cultures and things. But in the society
of philosophers there are many who have seen this new project as a betrayal of

their native soil.

Let us return for a moment to mathematics. It was stated that mathematics had
become reflexive and in so doing gained its independence from philosophy by
taking over the question of foundations. First and foremost, its independence
from philosophies of the subject which, since Kant and perhaps since Descartes,
made the subject, that fetish of the Philosophes, the foundation of scientific
rationality. “Closing this gap (between mathematics and epistemology) consists
in being situated within mathematical discourse, and this discourse is no longer
epistemology. Mathematical discourse alone can speak authentically of itself, it
is a solitary and proprietary discourse, a language which speaks without a mouth,
thought which thinks by itself and without a subject” (Cahiers IV 396). Thought
without a subject which thinks, thought which dispenses with the thinking subject,
this is the clearest, and also the most abrupt, formulation of the independence
that mathematics can achieve. It is as if reflection on science had acquired its
scientificity by dispensing with the subject, as if the “transcendental” had been
‘objectivised’, borne away in its entirety in the cogitatio caeca of calculus and
demonstration. “Science hates the cogito”, he adds a little further on. Hence his

critique of both Kantianism and Husserl’s phenomenology. I quote:

Going straight for the I, setting aside the only instructive things about it,
implies that one discovers any old thing, an originary unity whose purity is
just ineffability, inexpressibility, which claims to be the basis of everything
and is the basis of nothing (Cahiers III 267-70).

It is necessary first to turn to this objectified world of technical knowledge and
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objects, where thought is embodied, alive and graspable, and set the—empty—

subject aside.

What then becomes primary is the domain of effectuation, the coordinated
complexity of all possible networks. The independence of these networks
in relation to a single pole has been the great lesson of mathematics,
technology, etc. Philosophy takes cognisance of this and expresses it
(Cahiers 111 272).

To say that the “domain of effectuation”, objectified thought, takes the form
of “networks” is to say that once the subject is ‘set aside’ what remains is self-
organised structure, a complex web of analogical relations: structure, which is the

face of independence from the subject.

And at this point in the trajectory the notion of independence becomes the central
issue—Serres speaks of a “philosophy of independence”—and from the critique
of the transcendental subject that branches out in all directions. I would like to
give a brief overview of five of the directions his thought takes from this point in

the notebooks.

(1) In a certain respect, independence must refer to the world of technical ob-
jects, which is our world, the one we now live in, this ‘new world’ we have cre-
ated. “Man is this extraordinary god who creates things which start to exist by
themselves, to think without him.” He calls it Seventh Day philosophy, which
refers to the automatisation of machines, a kind of independence of the tech-
nical object achieved through information technologies. Globally speaking, it
is also an invitation to think of technology as an objectivisation of thought
that contributes to the abolition of the subject (Cahiers VI 575-6).

(2) To the question “what is thinking?” or rather the question “who thinks when
I think correctly?” he answers: something which is not me, but which imposes
itself on me like an alien force. “In thinking, I become a stranger to myself”

(Cahiers VIII 772). This recalls the formulation that described mathematics
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as ‘a language which speaks without a mouth, thought which thinks without
a subject.’” This abolition of the subject also relates to an intimate experience:
“Writing, that is, inventing, remains the only way of believing in a god, or in
God. Because it means listening to a voice without place, face or voice. Who

is speaking?”

(3) For the philosophers of modernity the transcendental subject had been a ret-
erence point, a fixed point, that was the wellspring and foundation of rational-
ity. Thus Serres embarks on a global reflection on the issue of the fixed point.
It is not a matter of knowing where to locate the fixed point—in space, in the
subject, in God, in time, etc. The question he asks is whether there is any need

of a fixed point at all.

If I now set aside the poles or vertices of segmental relationships, [...] if I
reject the prejudice of 'émoyn in general, insofar as ’¢7toy) is stoppage,
suspension, interruption, cutting and assignation of a fixed point, if I
finally free myself from all Epoché philosophy, which is, ultimately, all
western philosophy, with a few exceptions, there will remain networks of
multiple relations in which information flows circulate indefinitely. [...]
Hence, [...] 'm no more than an inter-ceptor of flow, whatever it might be
(Cahiers XV 1160).

(4) This is why Serres gives precedence to the collective, the intersubjective, the
“we”: “the subject of science is the ‘we’, which is also called the ‘transcenden-
tal consensus™ (Cahiers XII 931). “A ‘we’ has spoken, therefore I think. A ‘we’
has loved, therefore I exist! Subjectivity is appropriation, that is, a kind of link
in the circuit of communicative exchange. (...) Subjectivity is theft.” (Cahiers
XIV 1122). Don Juan dies for having been the hero of the principle of individu-

ation.

(5) Finally, this setting aside of the subject entails a return to objects. Serres re-

habilitates sensation and empiricism because there are things written on the
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tabula rasa, things which are legible. “The time has come for philosophy to
shift from the subject to things”. The idea that information is not only han-
dled by new technologies in intersubjective communication, but is inscribed
in things themselves—the idea of “objective communication”—is supported
by molecular biology, which since the 1960s has interpreted genes as informa-
tion carriers. This analogy between molecules and the letters of a language
leads Serres to the ancient atomists, who posited an equivalence between at-
oms, “primitive elements”, and the units of the alphabet. “Snow reveals that
the world is a book. It covers over signs, effaces letters, erases lines. Snow is
virgin, like a blank album. A return to the dangerous silence of the morning of
creation. The meaning of the earth is erased. Not covered over, but removed.
Before God marked on the earth the graphics that allow us to know it, it was

thus, like a page. Like a sea, like a desert” (Cahiers IX 833-4).
Like a page, he wrote in passing. Let me conclude with another quotation:

Philosophy is interested only in truths, in beings in a nascent state. Its
concern is to bring forth a logos from the radically silent a-logos, an almost
utterable schema on whiteness, the virgin earth, the prior non-sense.
Its discourse is difficult because it constitutes the first word, the first
writing on the blank page. The proper object of philosophy is blankness,
emptiness, silence, nothingness, the unknown, the senseless (radical non-
sense) absence, background noise, the substance of form before form...
and its endeavour is to articulate on this whiteness a pattern, a graph, a
schema, a first knowing, a primary discourse, a hesitant form, the presence

of a first morning, a nascent sound, the unheard of (Cahiers XIV 1098).
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NOTES

1. Michel Serres, Cahiers de formation (Paris: Editions Le Pommier, 2022), XVIII, 1514. The Cahiers
comprises eighteen books, corresponding to Serres’s handwritten notebooks. In-text references
to the work will give the Book number in the edition in roman numerals followed by the page
number.

2. Translators’ note: In this quotation, Michel Serres uses wordplay to satirise the academic milieu
he inhabited. “Universiterre- a-terres” is an ironical combination of “universitaires”—“academics”,
and “terre-a-terre”— “grounded, down-to-earth”. “Castre” is a word Serres invented, derived from

“castration”, while “rataplan” is derived from a children’s song and is playfully rhymed with “clan”.
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