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Relire le relié, completed a few hours before Michel Serres left this world for a final
journey into the unknown, reads like a testament that reflects his last wishes.
Propelled by the urgency of an imminent final passage, Relire le reli¢ forms an
epilogue of sorts, a retrospective glance at his own prolific body of work, which
he rereads one last time and, in a way, recapitulates. While the book is propelled
by a desire to make sense, this process of sense-making does not set any ultimate
stamp on his work; rather, it showcases how Serres’ idiosyncratic poetic use of
language, as it reflects on the question of religion in relation to the sciences,
creates transcendence. But what are the implications of both the retrospective

and prospective gaze that are inherent in any ‘testamentary’ work? The title,



Relire le relié, which plays on the notions of rereading as much as binding, provides
some clues: what is at stake is to make sense of his legacy without ossifying into
a single fixed meaning, so that death does not have the last word; to transmit a
legacy by suggesting keys to what makes for an often complex reading so that new
connections may be made between one work and another, between one concept
and another, and between one field of enquiry and another. Relire le relié forms
undoubtedly one of Serres’s most personal works, and the author’s subjective
voice emerges in more intimate confessions: “I believe in God, I don’t believe in
God,” he confides (Rel, 141).! This admittedly puzzling contradiction between a
credo and a non credo is at the heart of Relire le relié¢ and poses the question as to
how Serres reconciles faith, which underpins all religious sentiment, and doubt,

which drives all scientific and philosophical enquiry.

Relire le relié, translated into English as Religion: Rereading What is Bound Together,
is unmistakably about religion and its variegated and unexpected manifestations.
Serres re-examines the resurgence and ramifications of religion in a world where
the waning of faith has given way to atheistic sentiment. From the modern era
through to the Enlightenment and the digital revolution, faith has been channelled
into a belief in reason and science. The book presents in a tripartite structure: the
first section entitled “Vertical Binding” muses on the links between the heavens
and earth. The second, entitled, “Horizontal Binding,” focuses on human bonds
and how Christianity ideally overcomes the contingencies of family, culture, and
nation. The last section broaches the question of evil in Girardian terms, those of
the scapegoat mechanism, and ends on a prayer that the sacrificial economy will

continue to self-regulate war and aggression in less violent ways.

What is at stake in Relire is not an attempt to see the world as the incarnation of
an immanent God, as Spinoza proposed. Neither does Serres revisit the Pascalian
wager or Descartes’ ontological argument. Nor does he take up the argument of a
first cause or an originating principle. Serres’s originality consists in rereading the
‘Great story’ of the universe (Grand Récit) as a palimpsest of religious texts, taken

mainly from the Christian but also the Greek, Roman, Eastern and Mesoamerican
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traditions, which thus form a swift comparative anthropology of sorts. Religion
has been one of Serres’s longstanding preoccupations, even if from an ancillary
perspective: the question was broached in The Natural Contract, but so it was
in Musique, Pantopie, Hominescence, Le Tiers-Instruit, to name only these. In that
respect, the Cahiers de Formation sheds some valuable light on the subject. A
nostalgia for religion occasionally surfaces as early as the 1960s: “You will convert
me to my mother’s religion, and to the incredible trust in a god that her own
people have disfigured” forms the opening line in a gripping poem written by
Serrres during the summer holidays.> The Cahiers also reflect his preoccupations
with religion in relation to the ontological question of God, to Pythagorean
mathematics, the unknown of a mathematical function, or to the character of
Dom Juan, who believes only in numbers: all are topics that are elaborated upon
in Relire le relié. But perhaps more ambitiously, Serres seeks to reconcile science
and religion and reconceptualize the ‘Galilean moment’, the emblematic moment
at the end of the Renaissance that sets science and religion, as an institution, at
odds.

Superseding the opposition between the religious and the secular in French
thought has a long tradition that can be traced back to Georges Bataille through to
Jacques Derrida, Jean-Luc Nancy and Quentin Meillassoux, to name only a few. My
aim here will be to tease out Michel Serres’s radical originality within this larger
contemporary trend, by bringing to the fore the continuities he draws between
mathematics and religion, in particular with the mysteries of incarnation and the
trinitarian unity. Serres does indeed re-interpret the Grand Récit, prior to it being
appropriated by the memory of humans, against both Christianity and the history
of sciences. I will critique the rapprochement he operates between mathematics
and religious incarnation, which echoes Alexandre Kojeve’s position in L’Origine
religieuse de la science moderne, showing how it represents a fallible argument.
What then is the validity of drawing parallels between religion, mathematics, and
applied physics? What purpose does it serve? I will showcase how in so doing,

Michel Serres revisits and complicates his own conceptualisations, namely, of
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the parasite, of quasi-objects, and of time as being inchoative, thus giving them
a new ethical edge. If the proof of God’s existence is dodged and hovers as an
unresolved mystery, Serres almost obsessively draws parallels and establishes
connections between various phenomena belonging to the natural, cultural and
scientific spheres. For him, the question is no longer whether there is a God and
how to prove it, but rather how language, scientific, ordinary, philosophical or

pOCtiC creates transcendence.

A FEW PREFATORY REMARKS ON THE POLARITY BETWEEN THE
SECULAR AND THE RELIGIOUS

To start with, I would like to place Relire le relié in the broader context of the
deconstruction of religion in the late twentieth century which has sought to undo
the traditional polarity between the lay and the religious. Arguably, although
pronounced dead, God continues to haunt our discourses and practices, however
lay they may be. In the debate about the haunting presence of religion, Serres
holds his very own idiosyncratic position. Let us return to the credo/non credo

mentioned in my introduction and analyse it in its context.

I believe in God, I do not believe in him. I believe, heads; I do not believe,
tails. Heads and tails are sides of the same coin, and I am this coin. Credo,
non credo, recto and verso, two sides of the same sheet of paper, and I
am this sheet. A coin that, thrown in the air, sails, spins, and falls back
to earth; a thin leaf sewn in a book, or a delicate leaf on a tree that, alive,
quivers in the breeze and that, dead, detached from its branch, floats and

tumbles through the air until finally it is laid down on the ground.

No, neither the coin nor the leaf falls at random, for if doubt can lead
to faith, faith cannot survive without doubt. They act in concert, just as

inhalation and exhalation produce respiration. (Rel., 141)

This dichotomybetween credo and non credois repeated and progressively amplified

throughout a long development only to be surreptitiously transformed into two
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opposites that are no longer mutually exclusive but have become complementary
by virtue of a series of metaphors. Credo and non credo are the two faces of a same
coin, the recto and verso of the same sheet, the inspiration and expiration of a
same breath. They have become inextricable, doubt being the very condition of
faith. This repeated assertion of opposites, of both an affirmation and its negation,
forms an apophatic gesture, akin in its structure to the oft-cited words of Pseudo-
Dionysius, ‘there is no speaking of it, nor name nor knowledge of it. Darkness
and light, error and truth—it is none of these. It is beyond assertion and denial.’
Serres likewise asserts his faith only to negate it and this movement of saying
and unsaying, which, according to critics such as Hent de Vries, forms one of the
topoi of the via negativa, negative theology. Moreover, de Vries continues to argue,
the topos of the ambiguous double affirmation of opposites that are no longer
mutually exclusive but complementary, echoes the aporia and the double bind that
are the defining trait of deconstruction. De Vries, following Michel de Certeau’s
analyses of mystical texts, has drawn parallels between the textual practices of
deconstruction and those of a negative theology, the apophatic tradition which
goes back to Plato’s Parmenides via Plotinus, Gregory of Nyssa and Dionysius
Areopagite. De Vries thus establishes similarities between two traditions, one
mystical and the other secular. Thisin turnallows him toidentify areturn toreligion
among thinkers who, like Jean-Luc Nancy or Jacques Derrida, would otherwise
identify with secular thought. The textual practice of saying and unsaying, which
informs deconstruction when it seeks to tease out the aporetic structures in the
philosophical canon, would thus imitate the via negativa. It is in this context that
de Vries speaks of theologemes, i.e. the basic units of meaning modelled on Lévi-
Strauss’s mytheme, which refer to the argumentative, metaphorical or rhetorical
structures that imitate those found in negative theology.? In Serres’s text it is
the extended metaphor of the intrinsic relations between both sides of a leaf, of
inspiration and expiration, that reenforces how faith and doubt are conjoined in
a chiastic structure: “No, neither the coin nor the leaf falls at random, for if doubt
can lead to faith, faith cannot survive without doubt. They act in concert, just as

inhalation and exhalation produce respiration.”
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The symbiosis between faith and doubt runs of course through the history of
Christianity, which since its origins has survived while constantly being called into
question from within and outside. This echoes Nancy’s deconstruction of religion

in Disenclosure where he defines Christianity as a perpetual self-reinvention:

Christianity itself, Christianity as such, is surpassed, because it is itself,
and by itself, in a state of being surpassed. That state of self-surpassing
may be very profoundly proper to it; it is perhaps its deepest tradition—
which is obviously not without its ambiguities. It is this transcendence,

this going-beyond-itself that must therefore be examined.*

The very essence is this capacity of self-transcendence. And as Christopher Watkin
has pointed out, Nancy’s deconstruction of Christianity is a double genitive,
objective and subjective, which makes religion both the object and subject of
deconstruction.’ If doubt is indeed consubstantial with faith, Serres suggests so

poetically, it is by virtue of shifting images rather than by dint of argument.

In Relire le relié, Serres’s concerns echo several topoi of the deconstruction of
Christianity, the ontological question of God, the calling into question of a
fixed origin and linear temporality, the problem of Evil, but also the question of
subjectivity in relation to the other. The repeated identifications with the coin, the
page and the dead leaf—“I am the coin,” “I am the leaf” that still shivers, hovers
and is moved by the wind, before falling on the earth and breaking down into
humus—point to a form of self-effacement. Renouncing agency and subjectivity,
Serres lets himself be carried by natural elements with this image. Is this self-
effacement a mystic fusion with nature? Or can it be compared with the notion
of kenosis, the self-emptying of Jesus who becomes a mere vessel for the word of
God? In Serres’s text, if there is kenosis, it is a surrender to the forces of nature
that ultimately return humans to the earth. Kenosis, as a Christological notion has
been appropriated to rethink the subject, as always being traversed by otherness.®
In this instance, if there is a form of self-effacement or dispossession, it consists

in giving into the power of natural elements and laws of nature that move all
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things earthly.

Another important chapter of the deconstruction of religion undertaken by Nancy
and Derrida addressed the need to reformulate our relation to the Other, which in
the wake of Emmanuel Levinas’s legacy, was consigned to radical unknowability.
The Other, for Levinas, was locked into infinite alterity, remained irreducible to
sameness and commonality, which in turn placed the subject under an infinite
responsibility towards the Other. Serres, I will argue, positions himself rather
differently. He could hardly bring himself to read Derrida, as he admits in the
Cahiers de Formation: “I have never managed to go beyond the first fifteen pages
when reading Derrida” as he then goes on to cite rather flippantly “his wait-and-
see masochism.” (Cah., 1173-4) This flippancy may be seen as merely anecdotal;
but it may also betray two incompatible affective dispositions that reflect two
different intellectual and ethical stances. In that respect, the problematic relation
to the Other would gain from being historicized. In the aftermath of the Second
World War, the relation to the Other took on pressing urgency, in the light of the
unfathomable evil of the atrocities committed and the millions of deaths that
begged to be mourned individually but could not. It is in this historical context
that Levinas posited that our responsibility towards the Other is infinite. And
it was in his wake that Derrida’s and Nancy’s ethical turn hinged around the
infinite demands of the Other. By contrast, Serres’s ethical awareness led him
to lay aside the sciences and leave a career in the Navy to pursue philosophy. As
he notoriously explained in Conversations,” Hiroshima was for him the turning
point, which marked a conversion from the sciences to philosophy and the history
of sciences. So at the risk of simplifying, one could say there are two affective
and intellectual dispositions at stake here. The former, Derrida’s, which is turned
towards a traumatic past and the demands of memory, and the latter, Serres’s
turned towards the future and the immediate urgency of social, anthropological,
and environmental challenges. Serres at heart remains a historian of the sciences,
a keen observer of reality and how a hidden originating principle—be it called

God or not—manifests and is readable in the empirical world. In Relire le relié,
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Serres deconstructs religion in his own way, by rereading religious texts of
various traditions, in order to tell once more the ‘Great Story’ of the universe,
before humanity came to inhabit it. And he does so to better understand the
radical otherness of nature, what Serres calls ‘Biogea’ and for which mankind is

responsible.
RELIRE LE RELIE: VERTICAL BINDINGS BETWEEN HEAVEN AND EARTH

What, then, is Michel Serres’s originality within this philosophical practice which
breaks up the polarity between faith and doubt, the religious and the secular? One
of his most salient characteristics is his ambition to reconcile the sciences and
religion, particularly mathematics and religion. The dichotomy that has opposed
them may be traced back to Galileo’s trial, a historical moment that emblematizes
a divide between, the Church as an institution, and physical mathematics that
dislodged earth as the centre of universe. Since Spinoza’s Tractatus the argument
has been that religion aims to have primary causes align with final causes and
in that sense forms a superstitious illusion. For that reason, State and Church
must be held in check, as the latter is keen to exploit the superstition of the
masses. Religion aims to maintain the servitude of its worshippers and is by
nature doctrinaire; the state, by contrast, it tasked with protecting freedom of
thought which finds expression in mathematical and scientific observation. This
argument survives today and has been reworked by biologist Richard Dawkins,
who argues that religious dogmatism is a source of conflict and evil because it
justifies beliefs that are not grounded in any evidence.® Likewise, Serres has always
been aware that, historically speaking, religion and the Church as an institution,
have long thwarted scientific progress. This is reflected early on in the Cahiers
in a section titled ‘Methodological/functional value of the idea of God’ (‘Valeur

méthodologique/fonctionnelle de I'idée de Dieu’):

Theological meditation has long been an obstacle to the rational progress
of scientific thought. As Pascal would say, this needs to be reasserted

out loud. It is true indeed, historically speaking, that epochs long bogged
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down in scholastic disputes have been little or only insufficiently mindful
of rational thought that is independent of metaphysics. It is true also,
when it comes to society, that churches and sects have had more than
their fair share in thwarting this independence, out of fear or hatred, out

of fanaticism and perhaps out of charitable motives. (Cah., 63)

One can see here how Serres, as of the early 1960s, is critical of the ways in which
religion has always shackled the progress of the sciences. Sohow does he attempt to
reconcile the sciences and religion and more precisely mathematics and religion?
In Relire le relié¢ he does not do so by deploying an ontological argument—i.e.
proving the existence of God—nor by dint of logical or analytic argumentation.
This reconciliation is aimed at a narrative that incorporates biblical vignettes,
quotations, poetic meditations, the reinterpretation of classical myth and wisdom
as well as personal recollections. The text’s opening passage conjures up a school
memory that allows him to extrapolate a more generalisable truth—an abstraction
of a mathematical formulation, the variables of an equation, also called unknowns,

point to a virtual order that is verifiable in day-to-day reality:

Ever since a benevolent teacher initiated me into the mystery of the
unknown x, and, in doing this, introduced me to mathematical abstraction,
ever since he taught me its many and often incredible practical applications,
I have believed in the existence of a virtual world—invisible, formal, and,
what is more, multiply layered—since later I found it in various forms,
not only in law, medicine, and the fine arts, but also in private and public
life. I should not say merely that I believe in this virtual world: I see it,
like everyone else; what is more, I have lived a part of my life in it, I have

immersed myself in it. (Rel., 1)

This incipit seems to gesture towards a principle of immanence that rests
essentially on an unknow x that will take up variable values, a principle that
spans the full gamut of disciplines, from law and medicine to the fine arts. A

close reading of these opening lines highlights how Serres constantly shifts and
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superimposes registers: the abstract to the practical, a multi-layered virtual
reality and its varied expressions in the concrete world, belief, which belongs to
the performative realm of faith, and observation, which belongs to the realm of
the concrete and the indicative. The paragraph then concludes with an oxymoron
of sorts, which Serres wants to be a tangible reality, as he calls upon the haptic—
the virtual does not exist by virtue of a belief, it is to be seen, experienced and
even touched: “T have lived my life in it [the virtual], I have immersed myself in it”
(Rel., 1). Serres thus asks his reader to think of the virtual as an embodied, tactile,
skin-deep experience. The unknown x, that transforms from abstraction into
concreteness and vice-verse, is a signifier with a very shape-shifting signified that
cannot be mapped into reality. One may read into this call for meaning created by
an absent signified a Spinozian immanence, Platonic idealism or the hidden god
of the mystics. This micro-reading sheds light on how the Serresian text functions
far from philosophical demonstrations, how it is written poetically, i.e. through
associations of ideas and meanings that are vicarious and on the move. Language,
he reminds us, is like that unknown x that is recharged with a new meaning as it
circulates through, first, the sentence, then the paragraph, then the chapter, and
finally the book in its entirety. It is undoubtedly this extreme variability of meaning
that makes both for the difficulty and the pleasure of reading Relire le relié. Serres’s
poetic chain of associations functions in the same way as the unknown x does,
referring to a changing virtual, hidden, invisible order and perhaps mystical order.

So should there be a God, it is a rhetorical side-effect of language.

Once its principle has been posited, the unknown x becomes the vehicle of
multiple meanings and the concrete manifestation of a virtual order that evolves
throughout Relire le Relié. Serres sets out with retelling the ‘Great Story’, starting
with a first cause, the Big Bang, and maybe even the cause of the Big Bang.
Unsurprisingly so, as for Serres there is no fixed point of origin, no set beginning,
but rather an originating yet enduring energy that survives in an inchoative
temporality. Time is a process with no beginning or end; a state of permanent

birth and rebirth, of durations that mesh and mingle. It is for that reason that
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Serres dismisses temporal periodization as being scientific, academic, or cultural
illusions. The first section of Relire le relié, entitled ‘Vertical Binding’ therefore
attempts to replace God in a narrative that predates biblical times and has Him
sit next to Empedocles, who thought of the universe as a combination of the four
elements. In the beginning, Serres muses, there was a state of chaos and entropy
and God brought forth the big bang out of a nebula of fantastic heat. Heat is
in the heavens, in the sun and the stars, as well as in the Chthonian forces that
make up the bowels of the earth. But it is one single inchoative energy that drives
these manifestations. And so meteorites land on the Earth, while tectonic plates
move and volcanoes erupt, very locally so, in Etna, Vesuvius or the volcanoes of
La Réunion. “I call ‘hot spots’ those places where, at a given moment, another
world manifests itself in ours, those concrete images of contact with another
reality, be it virtual, intelligent, spiritual, inspirational—perhaps dangerous as
well” (Rel., 5). In Serres’s narrative, the unknown x, the manifestation of a virtual
order—be it God or an originary force—manifests in the thunderbolts hurled
down by Jupiter perched on Mount Olympus. The Romans feared that energy
would be uncontrollable where lightening had struck, so they would construct
a well of stone and bronze to contain it. This construction, Serres recalls, was
named a puteal and “marked the spot where heaven and earth came together in a
blazing short circuit” (Rel., 5). Hot spots therefore are loci where the virtual, or
the unknown x, manifests in the corporeality of the world. Serres’s reasoning is
at times dizzyingly swift, jumping from reference to metaphor. He calls on the
image of thermodynamics which, according to Serres, inspired Bergson’s theory
of open and closed morality, and brings it into dialogue with his own theory of
information. “My dream, in relation to religion, is to speak of two sources as well:
energy flanked by entropy and information, both born of the same science of fire”
(Rel., 28). Serres’s approach to religion here is similar to his approach to law in
the Natural Contract: the laws of nature that organize the physical world are those
that give their authority to a natural contract; likewise, the virtual, or superior

order that manifests in the physical world gives its authority to religion.
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Serres’s poetic rewriting of the ‘Great Story’ draws unexpected parallels. The idea of
God, he suggests, and the advent of religions, stem from a capacity for abstraction
and could only come into being with humans withdrawing from worldly business.
The same is true for the development of Pythagorean mathematics, argues Serres,

an idea that he already formulated in the 1960 leaflet quoted above.

“When the Greeks, for example, miraculously gained access to the fields
of mathematical science, it is undeniable that the religious atmosphere of
their meditations was an effective aid to the development of their results.
Religious thought was the first driving force behind abstract thought.
Leaving the world, leaving experience, forgetting the life of the senses and
taking refuge in the life of the mind was first and foremost a religious
idea. The realm of pure mathematics begins as a divine refuge. This is
true morally, for the common life of men who withdraw from everyday
quarrels. But it is also true aesthetically, so to speak. For the idea that
we form of the divine being, no human production is beautiful enough,
pure enough, pared-down enough; the abstract elaboration starts with
an aesthetic paring down as far as human action and intelligence allow.”
(Cah., 63-4)

Serres here spells out how mathematics and religion have developed hand in hand.
He goes as far as to as to claim that religious practices of meditation propelled the
development of abstract and therefore mathematical thought. But it is also the
abstraction from mundane embodied life that religious practices entailed which
allowed mathematics to flourish. And what abstraction, mathematics and the idea
of the divine have in common is precisely the beauty that resides in their pared-
down, almost austere aesthetics. Serres here is ahead of Michel Foucault’s and
Pierre Hadot’s works published in the 1980s as he pre-empts the ways in which
they construed ancient philosophy as a spiritual exercise.® I will use Foucault’s
definition here: “I call spirituality all those [...] practices, such as purifications,

asceticism, renunciations, modifications of existence etc. which constitute [...] the
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price the subject has to pay to access the truth.”° As we know, spiritual exercises
were often performed in the presence of a teacher (Socratic maieutic, or the
master-disciple relationship of Epicurus and the Stoics). This is not the case for
Serres who has always cut an independent and lonely journey. But these spiritual
exercises may also take the form of a physical and intellectual asceticism, such
as the paring down into abstract language that Serres sees as the ultimate goal of
mathematics. This is undoubtedly where Serres breaks new ground: the practice of
mathematics is scarcely mentioned among his spiritual exercises, which Foucault
explains, are aimed at a transformation of the self, a spiritual transformation—
“In truth and access to truth, there is something that fulfils the subject himself or
transfigures him.”" With his aesthetic ideal embodied in the simplicity and purity
of the mathematical formula, Serres once again sets himself apart from a more
classical interpretation of spiritual exercises. “One enters rigor and beauty, as
one enters religion”,”” he writes in Adichats (2020) many years later. But what can
be seen playing out during the notes he took in the summer of 1960 is a unique
way of thinking synoptically and establishing parallels between the religious, the
divine and the beauty of abstract mathematical language. Serres writes, “God’s
attributes are functionally the best possible epistemological requisites for science
in general: simplicity, uniqueness, etc. This question deserves a special study in
its own right.” (Cah., 67) He then continues to establish further equivalences—
“geometrical necessity is divine predictability” (Cah., 67)—and this linguistic
copula seems to posit an identification between the laws of geometry and the
laws of God, or of nature for that matter.

Serres elaborates on the parallel he draws between mathematical abstraction
and meditative practices, first by drawing on examples from the pre-Socratics,
then the Platonic and Aristotelian schools, and then Christianity. He does so
throughout the grand narrative he weaves from the Big Bang to the exo-darwinist
manifestations to be seen in the anthropological revolution brought about by the
digital age. His narrative is studded with biblical vignettes which allow him to

establish comparisons with the great mathematical and scientific discoveries that
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have marked the course of history, including those by the Pythagoreans, Thales,
Copernicus, Pascal, Auguste Comte, Darwin, Bergson and many others. With
these novel rapprochements Serres suggests that there would be a fundamental
continuity between what is commonly called the Greek miracle—when abstract
laws find expression in the concrete world—and the advent of religion. Serres
goes on to cite the story told by Diogenes Laértius, Pliny the Elder, and Plutarch,
whichholds thatwhen Thales visited Egypt, he measured the height of the pyramids
by their shadows at the moment when his own shadow was equal to his height.
It represents an emblematic moment when the virtual manifests in the concrete
and illustrates as such the short-circuit or the abstract unknown x that finds
expression in the corporeal and empirical. Establishing such continuities comes
naturally to Serres who has always wanted to overcome temporal and epistemic
breaks, aiming instead to establish continuities between epochs that have been
artificially periodized, from the classical age, the Christian era, the dark Middle
Ages, the Renaissance and through to the modern era since the Enlightenment.
To do so, he casts an anthropological gaze on the advent Christianity, which he
recalls, came into being around the Mediterranean, the very cradle of Western
civilization which also saw the birth of mathematics after a slow progression
towards abstraction. The shift from Greek and Roman polytheism towards
monotheism represents another instance of such movement towards abstraction,
even if the Christian God is trinitarian.” For Serres this shift takes place together
with three other shifts towards the abstract: the shift from a bartering economy to
coins, from communication through drawing to a combination of letters belonging
to a progressively pared-down alphabet, the sciences and mathematics. These
four abstract networks—money, sciences, languages and religion—continue to

organize contemporary societies even if they have rapidly evolved.
RELIRE LE RELIE: INCARNATION AND MATHEMATICAL ABSTRACTION

If Serres starts out by foregrounding how the human capacity to step back from
reality defines both religious meditation and mathematical practice, he then goes

on to argue that the beauty of mathematical physics is to reveal the invisible laws
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of nature, themselves organized by an invisible force, be it God or any originating
force. But how does he further articulate the push towards abstraction that defines
Christianity and the abstraction operated by the sciences, when both have always
been seen as two incompatible pursuits, one seeking docile belief in and abidance
by a fiction, the other seeking freedom to discover the truth of the laws of the
world? Serres enlists the argument made by Kojeve, namely that Copernicus’
revolution corresponded to an epistemic change or “discursive transformation.”
It meant the end of geocentrism, which Kojeve saw as the defining trait of
paganism, and the advent of heliocentrism. Heliocentrism, Kojeve further argues,
could only be possible after the doctrine of religious incarnation, which holds
that the Word of God takes human form in the body of Christ. Serres write that
“Kojeve suspected that mathematical physics emerged—perhaps could only have
emerged—in the context of the doctrine of the Incarnation” (Rel., 22). Before

reaching such a conclusion, Serres unfolds his argument as follows:

The philosopher of science Alexandre Kojeve grasped what was really at
stake in Galileo’s famous trial. Galileo invented mathematical physics,
which is to say he brought a concrete experiment carried out in this
world into contact with an equation that had been known for centuries,
suspended in a virtual world, pure and abstract. His invention, which
Einstein called a miracle and which I call a hot spot, showed that only
mathematics, however formal, virtual, and absent it may be, is capable of
decoding reality, of writing the great book of nature, as Galileo put it, in

its own language.

Now, the Church of Rome taught the Incarnation of Jesus Christ,
which is to say a short circuit, blindingly luminous and charged with a
unique truth, between the real, incarnate world, on the one hand, and,
on the other, a kingdom utterly separate from it—hot spot, if ever there
was one. Did Galileo discredit the doctrine that the earth is at the centre

of the universe by an analogous gesture? Did the importance of his trial
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derive from a similarity between this dogmatic puteal and the short circuit
brought about by mathematical physics? Were these two hot spots, these
two points of contact between the immanent and the transcendent,

unforeseeable and unimaginable, themselves somehow related? (Rel., 22)

This long quotation shows once more how Serres argues his case by harnessing a
chain of associations. It starts out with the trial of Galileo, who not only discovered
heliocentrism but also invented mathematical physics. The latter, in Serres’s
own words, embodies a short-circuit between a mathematical equation and the
concreteness of an experiment, and is nothing short of a miracle. Now Serres
identified this same phenomenon of short-circuiting in the Christian doctrine of
incarnation, that is to say, the short-circuit between a life embodied on this earth,
the life of Christ, and a transcendent, abstract reality, that is God. By extension,
this phenomenon of short-circuiting defines any invention, in which the virtuality
of an invisible mathematical order manifests in an observable phenomenon, in the
concreteness of the corporeal the world. It is therefore by virtue of this associative
chain that Serres, following Kojeve, proposes that mathematical physics could
only have emerged as a result of the Christian doctrine of the incarnation. And
he thus concludes: “That there exists another world than ours should therefore
be plain; that one should turn out to be older than all the others in no way proves
that it is the cause of them, their stock or trunk—post hoc sed non propter hoc”
(Rel., 12)). With the Roman adage he cites, Serres seems aware of the fragility of
his argument: parallels, comparison or precedence are not to be confused with

causality.

The argument proposed by Kojeve and enlisted by Serres is of course problematic,
not least because defining the start of mathematical physics with Copernican
heliocentrism is a moot proposition. Archimedes could also be seen as a
mathematical physicist, while the contributions of Islamic and Indian thinkers
to the development of arithmetic, chemistry, and optics are beyond dispute. And
what about Kepler and Huygens who belonged to a Protestant tradition that

rejected the doctrine of incarnation? Kojeve’s argument, and Serres’s too, suffer
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from a conflation between mathematical physics and heliocentrism, even though
the latter represents a complete reversal of an anthropocentric worldview. Serres
of course does not posit a radical discontinuity between the ‘Greek miracle’ and
the ‘Galilean moment.” But he seems oblivious to the complex cultural context
that curbed the technological and experimental applications of the mathematical
laws that the Greek discovered. Samuel Sambursky, in his landmark study, recalls
how the sciences and philosophy were bound, and how the philosopher’s aim was
not so much to change the world but rather to understand it and live in harmony
with it. It is for that reason too, that experiments cut off from natural conditions
did not develop.” A further argument that may be opposed to Kojeve and Serres
is that continuities have been traced between the Platonic Ideas, which informed
Greek science, and Monism, the Neo-Platonism that ultimately led to the doctrine
of incarnation.’

It is perhaps to make up for these shortcomings that Serres feels the need to
multiply instances that showcase a shift towards the abstract that can be observed
since the Greek miracle, beside the previously mentioned examples of money,
alphabet, science and religion. Serres recalls how a sacrificial economy, which is
intended to mark off objects and practices as sacred to obtain forgiveness and
clemency, becomes more and more abstract. Sacrifices in primitive religions were
human or animal. To illustrate the transition towards the abstract, Serres retells
the story of Abraham, recalling how at the supreme moment when he holds the

knife to Isaac’s throat, it slides when an angel appears to save his son.

Just as he was about to kill his son Isaac, Abraham turned away his knife
and sacrificed instead a ram caught in the nearby thicket (...) The account
involving Abraham and Isaac is a snapshot, capturing the precise moment,
the tragic hesitation, the holy decision when the hand of the sacrificer is

diverted from the son to the ram. (Rel., 118-9)

Serres harnesses here the ekphrastic and allegoric powers of storytelling as he

captures a moment of drama, i.e. the moment before reality irreversibly sets in
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one form rather than another, thus intensifying allegorical meaning. He makes
the scene an emblem of a sacrificial culture that henceforth is becoming more
abstract, transitioning from the human to the animal sacrifice, and then from the
animal to ‘vegetarian’ foods such as the bread and wine of the Last Supper. The
latter as we know become metaphorical versions of the sacrifice. On the eve of
Christ’s sacrifice, his words take on a performative value: “Take and eat, this is
my body”; “Drink of it, for this is my blood of the covenant.”” The Eucharist,
according to the doctrines of Real Presence and transubstantiation, posits an
identity between signifier and signified, between bread and body, wine and blood.
The successive doctrinal interpretations of the Eucharist, Serres comments, form
“an anthropological drama” which “the Eucharist brings to a close through a
short circuit between a blood-drenched sacrifice of a man—the Passion of Jesus
Christ—and the manducation of foods derived from floral species, grape and
wheat” (Rel., 123). The last supper as a moment that inaugurates the Eucharist
and the various doctrines of con- or transubstantiation therefore all accomplish

this shift towards the abstract that Serres endeavors to retrace.

RELIRE LE RELIE: TRINITARIAN UNITY, QUASI-OBJETS AND INCHOATIVE
TEMPORALITY

Serres does not only see continuities between the secular and the religious in the
similarities between mathematical physics and the incarnation that dovetail for
him in the ‘Galilean moment.” He also identifies such continuities in conceptual
thinking. Relire le reli¢, as I mentioned is a ‘testamentary’ opus in which Serres
revisits with hindsight his own work. I therefore propose to tease out how
Serres appropriates biblical passages in order to complexify his own secular
notions. Serres, in the section entitled “Horizontal binding,” which focuses on
human relations within the community, uses biblical episodes as vignettes that
illustrate his own concepts. The parasite and the quasi-object as well as his
conceptualization of an inchoative temporality, with multiple tempi, are salient

examples of this. Let us return to the Holy Trinity which is celebrated in the rite of
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the Eucharist. The unity of Father, Son and Holy spirit has often been compared
to linguistic structures, namely the triangular relation that unites signifier,
signified, and sign. In the doctrine of the Trinity, however, this triangulation is
all but stable and the constant interchangeability of each term finds resonance
with Serres’s quasi-object. Serres develops this concept that is exemplified by the
button that circulates in the game of the furet or by the rugby ball on the pitch
that is passed around by the players. The quasi-object is also a subject and exists
only by virtue of those around it. It is telling in that in Rome: Le livre des fondations,
Serres redefines the quasi-object as “the common glass out of which one drinks
during the unanimous last supper [céne]”.”® The quasi-object allows Serres to
conceptualize the relationship between subject and object as a nomad-dyad in
which passive and active roles are no longer polar opposites and point instead to
a relational ontology. The object therefore is as much a subject: he is both agent

and agented.

Serres also recalls how the rugby ball that is passed around the team provokes
exaltationand exultation, afeeling of communityand perhaps communion not only
between the player but also the public: “Noone can understand what togetherness
means if they have not experienced that kind of ecstasy.” The kinship between
ecstasy and communion through the rite of the Eucharist is of course a prime
example of what the quasi-object does. In Relire le relié, Serres comes back to the
notion of communion and the quasi-object in relation to the Credo in Unum Deum
when he discusses the various possible syntax for the verb croire in French. As
he points out, it can be transitive or constructed with the preposition @ when
it refers to an empirical reality. But when croire describes faith, like in je crois en
Dieu, it imitates the Latin syntax of Credo in Unum Deum with the preposition en,

suggesting a relation of immersion.

The second secret plunges me into a medium, or milieu, a new habitat,
God himself: the air that I breathe, the water in which I float and swim,

the earth that supports and nourishes me, the roof over my head, my
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neighbors, others whom I meet. When I say ‘my house’, ‘my neighbors’, I
refer to the Synthesis that creates an overarching self. I am in other words
a Synthesis that inhabits a Synthesis. Being of the world—another way of
saying: being in God.” (Rel., 157-8)

This section is an example of Serres’s rhetorical deftness where the virtual and
the empirical, the heavenly and the earthly, the spiritual and the embodied, the
individual and the community dovetail to signify how a subject is always in the
midst, intrinsically relational. The utterance of the Credo, which celebrates the
trinitarian unity and the mysteries of incarnation, triggers a sense of communion
and ecstatic belonging. This passage thus echoes the opening bid of the quasi-
object theory as exposed in The Parasite, i.e. to understand “What living together
is? What the collective is?” The pronouns I and we permutate to form a larger
community, just as in the epigraph of Plautus that opens “The theory of the Quasi-
Object”.>* And likewise, the floating body of Relire recalls that of Ulysses tossed
about by the waves in The Parasite. Serres here rewrites himself with a difference:
he gives a more religious underpinning to the quasi-object while tracing its

continuities from Homer, via Plautus, to the contemporary rugby pitch.

The quasi-object thus reveals a will to belong and transcend the limits of the self.
This may have a spiritual dimension, but it is also a very embodied experience. As
Watkin has pointed out, the quasi-object is reminiscent of Heidegger’s mitsein.”!
By contrast, however, the community the quasi-object creates is not based on an
identity politics that excludes but rather includes. Watkin also opposes Serres’s
community with the community described by Nancy in La communauté désoeuvrée.
The latter coalesces around ‘nothing’, a fetish, i.e., a signifier without a signified
that disavows precisely the waning of unifying community narratives.* Serres’s
quasi-object, however, creates a community that is open, non-identitarian and
free of fetishes. In Relire le relié, Serres revisits the trinitarian unity and reflects
on how the permanent permutation of the three poles of the trinitarian relation
defines a relational ontology. Subjectivity is always inter-subjective, community,

whether religious or other, is always inter-communitarian and syncretic. And if
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Serres telescopes the workings of the holy trinity and of the quasi-objects, it is
to better warn us against the sham rallying forces of ‘false gods’, such as money,
celebrity and other empty signifiers. Serres writes that “Societies fabricate gods,
sculpted from politics, sports, theatre, media. We produce them in producing the
‘we’; we produce the ‘we’ in producing them. In earlier works, I have called these
Gods “quasi-objects”. Our tradition, lucidly, calls them ‘false gods™ (Rel., 102).
This is another instance of a chiastic structure that insists on how subject and

object are inter-related, both passive and active.

The question of agency for Serres is intimately conjoined with the question of
temporality. In Relire le relié, he revisits the question of temporality by deploying
musical metaphors that describe in particular the various temporalities that drive
the ‘Great Story’ of the universe. Rhythms and tempos are inherent in nature,
he points out. Rhythm, i.e. the repetition of a cycle, defines the movements of
the sea and the revolution of planets. But these rhythms have different tempi,
that are measured in billions of years for geological time, in millions of years for
the evolution of mankind, in thousands of years for the history of religions, yet
all concur to write one single history of the universe. All things of the world are
both agents and agented by a tempo that defines them. Time is not only relative
for Serres; it is inchoative, in a state of perpetual beginning. He calls upon the
‘Gloria’ that starts off with celebrating the mysteries of trinitarian unity and posits
how that principles and beginnings repeat in the present and times eternal: “sicut
erat in principio et nunc et semperet in scecula sceculorum” (Rel., 70). The chant first
praises the Trinity, which by virtue of a comparison, sicut, distributes the terms
of the Trinity in the duration of the world, muses Serres: “God at the beginning,
the incarnate Christ now, the Holy Spirit soon and forever more: three individuals
for a single person, three existences for a single being; three tempos for a single time”
(Rel., 70). And so, by virtue of Serres’s linguistic analysis, the virtual and eternal,

conjoined in the holy trinity, are immanent in the timeliness of the world.
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CONCLUSION

By way of conclusion, I would like to come back to my opening question. To what
effect does Serres reconcile mathematical sciences and the religious? It would be
perilous to formulate any definite answer, all the more so because Serres’s style
is poetic, studded with metaphors, chiastic figures, and unexpected equivalences
that gesture towards a multiplicity of meanings and associations. It is telling in
this respect that Michel de Certeau has identified how mystical discourses that
address a hidden God flourished, historically speaking, when the doctrine of
transubstantiation was called into question, or when the identity between signifier
and signified was called into question.”? In Serresian terms this would translate
into a disruption of the short-cuts between the virtual and empirical orders that
he endeavors to showcase throughout Relire. And, de Certeau continues to argue,
the mystic re-invented a modus loquendi that allowed them to commune with a
hidden God without the intervention of an institutionalized church. Taking my
cue from de Certeau, one may say that Serres re-invents a language that calls both
on the sciences and religion and that allows him to tease out the manifestation of
ahidden God or an originating principle, or to use his own words, to tease out the

virtual beyond, the unknown x of the equation in the empirical world.

In the Cahiers de formation Serres notes in a section entitled “mathematics”,
“seience is a language that speaks without a mouth, it is a structure that thinks
without a subject.” (Cah., 338) Serres does not explicate what this barred science
would be. But it echoes perhaps Lacan’s barred subjeet who disappears within a
chain of signifiers that speaks in his stead. And in that sense, it also resonates with
the larger crise du sujet that ran across the social sciences and the humanities in the
sixties and seventies, a crisis of the subject that culminated with Foucault’s death
of man and Roland Barthes’s death of the author. Serres’s author and subject is
far from dead. In that regard, when Serres revisits the mysteries of incarnation
and invites parallels with his quasi-object, it is rather to empower the subject, a
subject who has become relational, immersed in the elements and language of the

world. The scientist, perhaps like the clergy, practices a form of self-effacement
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that lets the world speak through them. And so what Serres’s puzzling annotation
on barred science seems to suggest is that scientific language is auto-poetic, self-
sufficient, self-generating, thus creating its own reality able to reflects the physical
world. For this barred science, if self-generating, does not entail that “there is no
hors-texte” as Derrida would have it: to the contrary, the biblical vignettes that
Serres weaves into his Grand Récit are tied to the empirical reality of scientific and

mathematical discoveries.

By reconciling the sciences and religion, Serres also brings to the fore how the
scientist and mathematician rely on images, metaphors, and fictions. Se non é vero,
¢ ben trovato (“even if it is not true, it is a very good fabrication”): Serres dizzying
and at times puzzling text no doubt leaves his reader with that impression.
But it recalls how poetic language, just like mathematical language, creates
transcendence, a transcendence that can be translated back into the empirical
world. Man is always ‘in the middest’, in medias res, and Serres would agree with
this all the more so since there is no fixed point of origin, no fixed beginning
in a world pervaded by entropy. To quote Frank Kermode, “Men in the middest
make considerable imaginative investment in coherent patterns which, by the
provision of an end, make possible a satisfying consonance with the origins and
with the middle.” The beauty of mathematics, like the beauty of religion, myth,
or story-telling is to provide us with a coherent narrative that rests on a tension
between sameness and difference, between concordance and discordance, as Paul
Ricoeur’s theory of narrative identity has it, however fragile and provisional that
identity may be.”s And Relire le reli¢ showcases just that: the pleasure of identifying
coherent and returning patterns, of seeing a single unknown x manifest and play

out in the myriad diversity of reality.
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