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EDITORIAL INTRODUCTION

1

Disenchantment and Forms of Life

M. Curtis Allen
Disenchantment is much more than simple disillusionment with
the superstitions of the past. It carries within it the promise of a
rigorous affect against mystifications of all kinds (economic, political, mythological, epistemic, psychological, etc.); it also marks
the apparently irremediable loss of the capacity to ‘spiritualize’
the world, and consequently it entails, in some sense, a permanent
crisis of meaning.2 If the problematic of disenchantment seems so
pertinent again today—enveloping the misery and exhaustion of
our own time, its peculiar travesty and stupidity, as well as the disgust and horror with which we are compelled to respond to it—it
1
A preliminary note: the apparatus of the footnotes in this introduction
can sometimes detract from the rhythm of the main text. Feel free to ignore it
unless clarification is wanting.
2
Disenchantment as a crisis of meaning is always interpretable in multiple directions (e.g. simultaneously as loss and opportunity)—something which
we hope to bring to light in the following, and which is investigated in many of
the articles appearing in this volume. In debates about meaningfulness, science
is often pitted against tradition. Against this tendency, Ray Brassier and other
neo-rationalists have embarked on a program of understanding the crisis of
meaning (which they do take to be a marker of scientific modernity) as a speculative opportunity without falling back on a facile, whiggish liberal-humanistic
axiology, about science or tradition. Cf. in particular: Ray Brassier, Nihil Unbound: Enlightenment and Extinction (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007); Ray
Brassier, “I Am a Nihilist Because I Still Believe in Truth: Ray Brassier interviewed by Marcin Rychter” in Kronos 16.1 (2011), https://kronos.org.pl/numery/kronos-1-162011/. As to the permanence of the crisis, I must thank Dylan
Vaughan for pointing me to the use of a nearly identical phrase in Lyotard’s
“Anima minima.” See Jean-François Lyotard, Moralités postmodernes (Paris: Éditions Galilée, 1993), 199.
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is because this permanent crisis enforces its lack of meaning with
ever more violence and ever less coherence. It seems that disenchantment, to say nothing of the hopelessness and anger which
rightfully attend it, is currently the only reasonable response to the
world—even if, in its reactive sense, it stands as mere overture.
None of us are allowed to live substantial or coherent lives.
It goes without saying, I hope, such a life can only be lived in common—and it is precisely the common which is missing, despite the
converging semblance of all modes of existence.3 To be sure, the
inchoateness of contemporary existence is not at all parcelled
out evenly or with anything like the same existential and symbolic
risks: the experience of the Indigenous or of the Black American,
for instance, is not analogizable with my own as a white American
man (even while sharing in this structural semblance).4 Nevertheless, what it seems is disallowed bar none—so long as capitalism remains the only operable mode of production—is the possibility of
the construction of forms of life.5 What we are given in recompense
3
To take one clear example, the preponderance of the mediation of
life through the interface of the screen and the platform of computation, its utter ubiquity and necessity for social reproduction on every level (from personal
to infrastructural), although exacerbated by the current pandemic, only drives
home this semblance of modes of existence as a basic condition of the current
situation (despite the very real and extreme historical and material inequities
persisting between groups, many of which are worsening). It is unquestionably
the most thorough-going system of social administration, management, and
manipulation ever implemented and we are all deeply entrenched within its
generative affordances. It liberates the flows of capital by unmooring or modulating something approaching a maximum of relations of production while
maintaining homeostasis, which represents at once our dehiscence and its effectiveness.
4
I use the definite article here (e.g. the Indigenous) to flag the generic or
structural positionality of these experiences, not to generalize over or reduce
the obvious particularity of the individuals who occupy such positions. Needless
to say, these ‘positions’ are themselves dynamic and variegated along complex
historical, political, geographic, and other lines.
5
I use the term ‘form of life’ in keeping with Wittgenstein’s use of the
term ‘Lebensform’—that is to say, roughly, the collective practical nexus of a community through which the internal activity of language games and the relations
between them (e.g. following a rule) become holistically significant and intelli-

9

CHIASMA #6 ‡ 2020

are the compulsory, and seemingly ineluctable, modes of existence
without form (but with structure)6 that characterize the historical
endowment of the present in advanced, world-integrated capitalism. Here, I treat the processes of modernization, colonization
(including the transatlantic slave trade), and globalization—all
underwritten by the preeminence of the capital relation with regard to all possible relations of production (or ‘non-relations’ in
the case of the slave)—as one and the same endowment. They do
not represent, as is sometimes thought, semi-autonomous but overlapping projects. One cannot make sense of any of them without
understanding the historical transformation of the functional role
of exchange value and its power of expansion, of binding and
unbinding, etc.7
gible. On my understanding, forms of life are material: the linguistico-practical
nexus is another name for historical material, looked at from a different vantage.
Accordingly, there are better and worse forms of life, and they must be available
to criticism. In keeping with this latter idea, a non-Wittgensteinian use of the
concept has also recently gained attention in political philosophy and critical
theory, notably through the German philosopher Rahel Jaeggi, in her formidable Critique of Forms of Life, trans. Ciaran Cronin (Cambridge, USA: Belknap/
Harvard Press, [2014] 2018). I mean to include certain dimensions of that work
as well, in particular its relation to problem solving, as discussed in Chapters 3
and 4. Ibid., 85-163.
6
Something like the distinction between structure:existence::form:life
seems to be at issue in Agamben’s use of the term ‘form-of-life’ as inscribed
in the difference between zoé and bios, that is, between so-called “simple life”
and “politically qualified life” which he takes to be foundational for Western
thought from fifth-century Athens on. While historically posed as either ethical or aesthetic, Agamben expresses the contemporary need of the problem of
forms-of-life to be raised to its “ontological dimension.” See. Giorgio Agamben,
“Form-of-Life” in The Use of Bodies, trans. Adam Kotsko (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, [2014] 2015), 195-249, esp. 196, 232-233.
7
On this point, I remain a ‘vulgar’ Marxist: universal history is the history of political economy, the only field of study which accounts for our material-social reproduction. This, however, does not commit me to a linear or
teleologically determinist view of social dynamics.
In the univocal characterization of historical process above, I diverge
from the afro-pessimists and the scholars of what could be called the ‘ontological turn’ in the Black radical tradition (in particular Frank B. Wilderson III and
Saidiya Hartman), only to the extent that the construction of the racial ontology
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Many decades ago now, Adorno stipulated that, “there is
no right life in the wrong one” (“Es gibt kein richtigs Leben im
falschen”).8 In response to Adorno’s pessimistic proverb about
dwelling in capitalism—within which it is not life-activity itself
of Blackness by the vested interests in the transatlantic slave trade, while not immediately economically and logistically the most efficient, was still motivated, in
its symbolic register, by the class interest of the Masters to ensure the perpetual
availability of the market (and a fortiori their economic hegemony) internationally and domestically by categorically guaranteeing their own indemnity from
the consequences of the “natal alienation” of the chattel slave. It was the necessity of their finding a pseudo-natural legal principle of division which categorically divided their being from the being of the enslaved that vouchsafed their
monopoly on the resource of the commodity and toil-power of slave and, in
virtue of this primitive accumulation, the labour-power of the proletariat alike.
Such a principle of division made it impossible for the system of chattel slavery
to be overturned from within the paradigm of European class relations (since
the chattel slaves had no kinship relations with the European working poor, and
thus the latter had no direct class or familial incentive to abolish systematic African slavery). I agree, against Marxian orthodoxy, with Hartman and Wilderson
that this process has more to do structurally with ‘accumulation’ and ‘fungibility’
than with ‘exploitation’ and ‘alienation,’ definitively marking the slave off from
the worker. Exploitation and alienation—and indeed the whole category of the
Human as the subject of an abstract sphere of rights from which the Slave,
and subsequently Blackness (according to Wilderson) is excluded—are effects
of a regime of what Deleuze and Guattari call ‘social subjection,’ whereas accumulation and fungibility—elements more proper to the base operations of
capital—are constitutive of a regime of what they call ‘machinic enslavement’
through an ‘apparatus of capture.’ According to this model, the latter is the limit
of the former, whose mixture is rigourously regulated in capitalism through topical applications of axioms regarding relations of production. Clearly though,
in the case of the African chattel slave, this latter regime takes on a totally unprecedented form (comparing it, for example, to the wholesale public enslavement of the ancient despotic state, or to pre-modern, a-systematic forms of
criminal or martial slavery). For the concepts of ‘social subjection’ and ‘machinic enslavement’ see Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, trans. Brian
Massumi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, [1980] 1987), 456-457
and throughout. For the relevant points in Wilderson, see Frank B. Wilderson
III, “Unspeakable Ethics” in Red, White, and Black: Cinema and the Structure of U.S.
Antagonisms (Durham: Duke University Press), 1-34, esp. 14-15.
8
Theodor Adorno, Minima Moralia: Reflections from Damaged Life, trans.
E.F.N. Jephcott (New York: Verso, [1951] 2005), §18, translation modified.
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that is wrong, but the whole horizon of that activity—Ben Ware
has asked, “is contemporary society so lacking in the right forms
of institutions and social practices that we are deprived of even
the framework within which a fully coherent moral life might be
imagined?”9 While in 2016, Ware’s answer was a tentative and
philosophically erudite ‘no’ (not because society wasn’t indeed lacking, but because he sought a critical means through which it might
be lived in rightly), today we can only respond with a flat-footed
‘yes’. In this, we must echo Frank B. Wilderson III’s ‘crazy’ Black
woman outside the gates of Columbia University, demanding back
the life of her people and her couch: “…the world—not its myriad
discriminatory practices—but the world itself was unethical.”10 In
this, we have no choice but to be disenchanted with the bankruptcy
of our institutional life as a whole; disenchanted not only with its
instantiation and execution (as the liberal defenders of representative democracy maintain), but with the structural principles of
axiological dissemblance and evaluative destitution barring the
construction of valid forms of life in general.
Today, instead of forms of life, we are offered ‘lifestyles.’
The latter are ‘dictated’ by personal preference and only second9
Ben Ware, “Living Wrong Life Rightly: Kant avec Marx” in Key Words
14.1 (2016), 54-68, 54-55. One must acknowledge in relation to Ware’s question,
at bare minimum, that the State’s monopoly on the use of violence is today no
longer legitimate (if it ever was), and in practice has already ceased to exist: one
only needs to think of citizens’ militias, private security firms, and private, forprofit prisons, to say nothing of the ubiquity of surveillance technologies, to understand the latter point. The State’s illegitimacy, in this regard, has been born
out by centuries of revolutionary activity, but it has also recently been etched
into clear relief in the U.S. with the latest police murders of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and Rayshard Brooks (as well as the ‘citizen’s arrest’ murder of Ahmaud Arbery) and the subsequent events in Minneapolis, Louisville, San Jose,
New York, Washington D.C., Atlanta and many other cities across the country
and the world. I would argue, in fact, that this acknowledgement is below the
bare minimum regarding the institutional life of the current United States. The
entire legislative, criminal justice, political party, primary, campaign, electoral,
and media system of the United States is a failed enterprise, one deliberately
organized to thwart the expression of the needs and aspirations of those who
live within its borders and to protect the interests of those who benefit from it.
10
Wilderson, Red, White, and Black, 2.
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arily (by virtue of that choice) are they determined through group
identity, i.e. a ‘community’ of preferences. The terminus of the
lifestyle is tantamount to its origin: it starts and ends in the ideological poverty of the ‘person’. Not far underneath all this ‘personality’ flow immense impersonal streams of data and capital connecting ecumenical computational and economic sublimity with
the pettiest emotional banality. No sooner are we inundated with
‘choice’ then we are starved of value; but what is remarkable is less
is its presence than its utter effectiveness, the all-but-compulsory
entrenchment of the social technologies underriding the lifestyle.
Despite our intolerable present, disenchantment itself is not a
purely negative or reactive phenomenon. When carried through
to the end, it is also a thorough-going epistemic and metaphysical
program of conceptual production.11 Through such a program,
disenchantment holds out the means, not only of unmasking falsehoods, i.e. of performing a merely negative critique of society (useless in a world where “everybody knows” and “everything lies open
to view”)12 but also of fashioning a substantive but implicit collective evaluative canon capable of speculatively elaborating implementable kinds of politics, economy, science, philosophy, and art
orthogonal to the prerogatives of per se surplus, and liberated from
the entrenched histories of violence through which those prerogatives emerged in their modern forms. In this latter respect, disenchantment makes contact with desire, fantasy, fabulation, and
utopia, not by virtue of an ideal re-mythologization of the world
(here or hereafter), but in order to make good on Marx’s aim of
11
For an interrogation of the inadequacy of the negative or merely critical moment see Jean-François Lyotard, “Adorno as the Devil,” trans. Robert
Hurley, TELOS 19 (1974): 127-137, 127: “Have we ever thought the revolution
other than negatively, as nihilists, that is to say, as disorder in a change of order,
as passage? So long as we continue to think it that way, we will not know what to
do. The same holds for ‘art’.”
12
Leonard Cohen, “Everybody Knows,” on I’m Your Man (New York: Columbia Records, 1988); Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations (London:
Wiley Blackwell, [1953] 2010), §192: “[...] Since everything lies open to view,
there is nothing to explain.”
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philosophy to change it.13 However, any materially justified transformation of things will only ever occur by virtue of the power of
disenchanted, immanent thought to first of all ‘believe in the world
as it is.’14 Such is the terrible task ahead. It is the only original
and implacable conceit of all philosophy—the only ‘belief ’ that
cannot be revoked in failure. This ‘belief ’—disenchantment’s final
cause—is also the clarion call of the historical materialist and the
kernel of the Enlightenment (its sapere aude!) that cannot be corrupted by its own history or dialectic (however much we must also
acknowledge its historical complicity in the destitution bequeathed
to the present).
‘Belief,’ in this sense, is allied with that given to it by Peirce’s
‘pragmatic maxim,’ according to which a genuine belief is nothing but a disposition to act in some determinable way on some
condition.15 A belief from which no deed would ever follow is
13
Karl Marx, “Theses on Feuerbach” The Marx-Engels Reader, ed. Robert Tucker (New York: Norton, [1845] 1978), 143-5. Available at https://www.
marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1845/theses/theses.htm.
14
‘Belief in the world’ is a theme developed by Deleuze in both Cinema 2:
The Time-Image, trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Robert Galeta (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, [1985] 1989), as well as in Deleuze and Guattari,
What is Philosophy?, trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Graham Burchill (New York:
Verso [1991] 1994). Its political dimensions are explored in Kathrin Thiele,
“‘To Believe In This World, As It Is’: Immanence and the Quest for Political Activism” Deleuze Studies 4 (2010), 28-45, against the claims of Badiou and
Hallward that Deleuze is not a political thinker. However we don’t share the
optimism and sentiment Thiele borrows from the early American tradition of
Emerson. For us instead, in essence, Badiou and Hallward confuse Deleuze’s
‘involuntarism’ with quietism and apoliticism because their conception of political agency is borrowed from the Enlightenment, i.e. political agency, for them,
acts always according to the will of the subject to truth. Thus they still think that
truth licences individual attitudes in a natural or cosmo-theological rather than
normative manner (e.g. Badiou’s ‘event’), which puts them on the side of the
‘righteous’. This is what Deleuze, in an epistemic context, has diagnosed as the
‘good will’ of philosophy. Truth’s gift and its curse—e.g. its doxastic weakness
in relation to rhetoric—lies precisely in its normativity. Belief, by contrast, is of
a holistic order, integrating the causal and the normative without invoking the
political or epistemic metaphysical moralism of the ‘good’ will.
15
The earliest English formulation of the pragmatic maxim (one of
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not a genuine belief. A belief, then, is not simply a state of mind
about a state of affairs: a propositional attitude. The vocabulary of
propositional attitudes offers a synchronic, idealist, and algebraic
account of a phenomenon—thinking—which in reality integrates
and differentiates the whole of the being of the thing which thinks
with its context. The Peircean account, against the cognitivism of
the propositional attitude, places the greatest part of the field of
inferential intentionality well below the level of conscious articulation: at the level of habitus, and through it, the social, practical,
linguistic nexus that comprises forms of life.
If so much pseudo-activity happens in the name of politics today (in representative institutions, on social media, in the
Academy...), it is precisely due to a failure of belief in all who are too
comfortable with being right or who think they have too much to
risk. In that failure, they wager that to which they have no right:
the destitution of the entire world, the only thing responsible for
their ‘righteousness’ or ‘good fortune.’ It is they who surround
themselves everywhere with what Benjamin called capitalism’s
deep ‘phantasmagoria’ in lieu of its reality, even while they claim
to hunt reality down.16 It is they who fail to believe in the world
as it is, in its horror as much as its contingency. It is they who are
quietists, however noisy they may be. Ideology, whatever the word
amounts to, lurks everywhere in the true proposition uttered in the
false belief. Our belief—if that word can hold this weight—cannot
be lost to its context lest we be irremediably lost. This belief alone
makes us capable of the formulation of forms of life which do not
stubbornly cling to the mystifications of the past (among them so
many notions of transcendence, sovereignty, spirit, subject, will,
many) is as follows: “Consider what effects, that might conceivably have practical
bearings, we conceive the object of our conception to have. Then, our conception of these effects is the whole of our conception of the object.” C. S. Peirce,
“How to Make Our Ideas Clear” in The Essential Peirce: Vol. 1 (1867–1893), eds.
Nathan Houser and Christian Kloesel (Indianapolis: Indiana University Press,
1992 [1878]), 124-141.
16
Walter Benjamin, “Paris: Capital of the Nineteenth Century” in The
Arcades Project, trans. Howard Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin (Cambridge, USA:
Belknap/Harvard Press, 1999 [1939]), 14-26.
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autonomy, etc.) or the phantasmagoria of the economic order as
to a bad habit on which our self-conceptions are welded—a habit
whose practical virtues in either case have been swept away with
their historical conditions. It is this essential failure of belief that
has long characterized the left in Europe and North America, one
that can today no longer be ignored: such is the purchase of real
disenchantment apart from all political faith or theological grief.
By relieving itself of its mourning, disenchantment does
not abandon its history any more than it forgoes the ‘spiritualization’ of the world in view of its ‘rationalization.’ Truthfully, one
earns the title of ‘form of life’ at all only by reinvesting the socially axiological ground of all thought toward the in-itself of life
(a point from which the ‘rational’ cannot be counterposed to the
‘irrational’ since this ground is the very abductive wellspring of
reason)—its absolute praxis or radical pragmatism. The monoculture of value (which is also its ‘multiculturalism,’ its ‘heirloom’
cultural varieties) is the value form of capital that today reputedly
subsumes all others. Absolute valuation (rather than the ‘absolute’
value of the capital relation) interminably remains in spite of all,
as it must, even after all the ghosts of the dead, their transcendent
‘meanings,’ linger enthusiastically only as vapours of the old age,
disguised as the new. To be able to ‘believe in the world as it is,’ to
see the world with an ‘uncaptive eye’ (the true gaze of resistance),
then, would be the sole point at which the absence of ‘meaning’—
always-already laden with an anemoiac, never-was pre-scientific
humanism—is no longer considered a loss.17 In the final analysis,
we have no ‘meaning,’ no ‘spirit’ to lose and all sense and mind and
common life to gain. As the saying once went: all we have to lose
is our chains—our material and ‘mind-forged manacles’ alike.18
17
Ludwig Wittgenstein, Notebooks: 1914-1916, trans. G. E. M. Anscombe
(London: Blackwell, 1969), 5e. See also, Juliette Floyd, “The Uncaptive Eye:
Solipsism in Wittgenstein’s Tractatus” in Loneliness, eds. L. Rouner (Notre Dame:
University of Notre Dame Press 1998), 109-14.
18
William Blake, “London” in Songs of Innocence and of Experience (New
York: Penguin, [1789] 2018).
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It is all these valences of disenchantment—from spiritual privation
to production of the new—that come under theoretical scrutiny
in Chiasma’s sixth issue. Inaugurating the issue is “Disenchantment
Redux: Marx, the Frankfurt School, and the Critique of Ideology” by Elizabeth Portella and Óscar Ralda. In this work, rich
in its detail as well as accessibility, the authors elaborate at length
the relationship between the concepts of disenchantment, ideology, and ideology critique, offering in-depth investigations of the
theoretical relationship between Marx’s and Weber’s positions, as
well as Adornian and Marxian rejoinders to the Altusserian understanding of ideology. Through these lucid, explanatory forays,
the inherent ideological risks and as well as the critical promise of
disenchantment are brought into focus—providing a well-needed
and general introduction to the indissoluble links binding these
concepts together—pointing the way toward fertile future work
drawing on the German tradition of Marxist critical theory. Fundamentally, they argue that, “…rather than tracking disenchantment at the level of the concept, we will demonstrate that the
fundamental contradictions of [the present social order] warrant
disenchantment as the appropriate critical attitude in the face of
increasingly pervasive ‘socially necessary semblance.’”
Second in our volume is a translation of Gaston Bachelard’s
“Dialogued Philosophy: Rationalism and Scientific Dialectics” by
Dylan Vaughan. Although still little known in the world of Anglophone scholarship, Bachelard’s early work was undertaken as
a committed philosopher of science.19 Through this work, Bache19
Despite the relative paucity of English translation, there is an increasing
appreciation for this period of Bachelard’s thought in English scholarship. See
for example: Mary Tiles, Bachelard: Science and Objectivity (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1984) and “What Does Bachelard Mean by Rationalisme Appliqué?” Radical Philosophy 173 (2012), 24-26; Sean Bowden, “An Anti-Positivist
Conception of Problems: Deleuze, Bergson and The French Epistemological
Tradition” Angelaki 23.2 (2018): 45-63; and most recently Anna Longo, “Gaston
Bachelard: from Mathematical Structures to Reality” Glass Bead: Research Platform (2018). https://www.glass-bead.org/research-platform/gaston-bachelard-
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lard stakes out a careful position between mathematical Platonism
and hard-nosed empiricism, one which was directed against the
rigid logicism of their synthesis in the project of the logical positivists, taking instead a dynamical approach entailing a complex dialectic between theory and experiment (two sides of a philosophical method which he called Applied Rationalism and Technical
Materialism)—exemplified, in this essay, by the physics of the day.
Besides having philosophical and historical importance which has
not yet received its due (at least in English), with ideational depths
yet to be plumbed, Bachelard’s work here also foreshadows and
precedes the anti-foundationalism in analytic philosophy of science which was to follow in the wake of Carnap and the inability
of positivism to fix the grounds on which meaningful epistemic results could be generated and adjudicated (from Goodman, Sellars,
and Quine, to Kuhn, Popper, and Putnam). Despite these latter
thinkers reaching similar conclusions about what constitutes sound
scientific practice and results, Bachelard also offers us a different
“philosophical topology” of science and a method through which
we can understand at once the historical and technical construction of knowledge without falling into the “imperialism of the subject.” Suggestively, Bachelard intimates—with regard to the scientific progress of ideas and their understanding—“it is necessary
here to participate in an emergence.” Such an emergence is nothing
other than the creativity proper to scientific inquiry itself, entailing
not only the correlating of new facts and the updating of old models, but the development of entirely new modes of philosophical
and scientific thought, modes of thought that are constructive of
the world and whose consequences extend beyond the reaches of
our current apprehension of them.
Following next in the issue is Hannu Poutiainen’s “Anachantment: An Essay on the Ontology of Moods.” In it the author seeks
a middle road between disenchantment and re-enchantment in
the impersonal relation of ‘mood’—connecting the experiencer
with its outside in a manner that cannot be reduced to either subjective feeling or inert or brute exteriority. In re-tooling Sartre’s
mathematical-structures-reality/?lang=enview.
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early work on the theory of the emotions (within which the ‘magical’ declension of human experience is foregrounded) for use in a
complex elucidation of the role of language through a reading of
the novel Little Big, the parameters of Poutiainen’s ‘anachantment’
come to express the now godless (but perhaps still divine) allure of
our emotional and literary lives.
Fourth in our issue is “Non-Correlational Phenomenology:
Badiou, the Logic of Appearance, and Ideology” by Sterling Hall.
Hall embarks on an extended investigation and critique of the
commitments of the nascent field of critical phenomenology, in
which thinkers deploy the tools of phenomenology to problematize the Eurocentric, non-situated, transcendental perspective of
traditional phenomenology, as well as to articulate the phenomenological dimensions of other situated groups (for example by
utilizing concepts and approaches from feminist epistemology and
intersectional feminist theory). At stake in the article is the relation
between the fact of situated experience (as, by definition, having
a particular perspective) and its constitutive role in the objective
existence of a social totality. Between the two, in the ‘logic of appearance,’ a framework of Badiou’s is introduced to allow for the
development of a phenomenology that is no longer dependent on
the subjectivity of ‘standpoints’—as relativizing factors—which
often deny the possibility of a rigorously demonstrable objective
situational truth about the social totality it makes up. Without this,
phenomenology (in its purely descriptive, first-personal mode) falls
short of the critical tradition through which it must politicize the
phenomenon without thereby subsuming it into merely subjective
attitudes. Instead a critical phenomenology, of the kind Hall recommends, aims at a non-correlational politics of the situation.
Following on is Sabeen Chaudhry’s “‘Ghosting’: Contemporary Media Technologies and ‘Millennial’ Temporalities.” Taking on Zigmunt Bauman’s, Kitler’s, and Deleuze and Guattari’s
ideas about new post-human realities, in combination with an
extended look at the a propos ‘hauntology’ of the later Derrida,
Chaudhry brings to the fore the relation between the ostensibly jejune millennial social practice of ‘ghosting’ and the immense me19
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diatic forces at work structuring the kind of subjectivation within
which the temporality of ‘ghosting’ becomes diffuse. In this temporality, ‘ghosting’ signals not only the typically banal differences between generations (between ‘boomers’ and ‘millennials’) but, more
importantly, it points to a discursive lacuna between the familiar
relationships of ‘human’ sociality, and the de-familiarized network
of ‘posthuman’ intercourse—whether romantic or otherwise.
Next, Gregor Schiemann brings us his essay, “The Transparency of Disenchantment.” In wonderfully systematic, concise,
and exacting prose, Schiemann elaborates the relationship between the history and meaning of the concepts of disenchantment
and transparency (from Max Weber to Byung-Chul Han), paying particular heed to the relationship between the shifting social
sands of both categories and the way each has contributed to our
understanding of modernity, whether in the spheres of politics,
science, or communication. He concludes on the question of the
future deployment of transparency, the question of whether such
a future society, unlike its modern past, will be able to construct an
ethics of disenchanted transparancy which is not a betrayal of its
own ends.
Concluding our Contributions Section is an interview, conducted by Colby Chubbs, with leading psychoanalytic and film
theorist Joan Copjec. In the interview, Copjec addresses the distorted popular image of Freud, one in which the primacy of sexuality in the human psyche is often confused with the obsession with
sex and the erotics of familial drama—a picture to which more
than a few first-rate intellectuals after Lacan have nonetheless fallen prey. Copjec uses this clarification of the subject and object of
psychoanalytic study to further elucidate Lacan’s relationship to
Freud and his contributions to the tradition beyond Freud. In relation to Lacan’s understanding of the structure of desire, Copjec
also details the deployment of the ‘plural subject’ of identity politics which, for Copjec as for psychoanalysis, misses the essential
negativity of the subject, its ‘non-relationship,’ or the ‘extimacy’
with which desire, and consequently identity as its symptom, is
20
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originally invested. Lastly she concludes by relaying her current
work: the relations it entertains between the cinematic imaginary
of Iran, the psychoanalytic theory of desire, and the medieval Islamic philosophical concept of the cloud.
In our Reviews Section, Laurence Kent begins with a review of Cecile Malaspina’s An Epistemology of Noise, a philosophical
survey of the interdisciplinary connections between the concept of
noise in scientific (information theoretic), humanistic, and artistic
discourse. For Malaspina, according to Kent, the role of the concept of noise represents something of a transcendental stumbling
block for the endeavour of a perfect knowledge, but it also points to
the ways in which it is—as a name for the unintelligible—a generative aesthetic and epistemic factum in the adventure of thought.
Next is Hager Weslati’s double review of the recent translation (of
Atheism) and intellectual biography of the infamous Russo-French
Hegelian, Alexandre Kojève, both by Jeff Love. There Weslati
problematizes a host of themes in both Kojève and Love’s work—
especially Kojève’s Russianness and understanding of religion—
to highlight what the author sees as a pernicious and persistent
scholarly caricature of the philosopher. Jeremy R. Smith follows,
in like manner, in his review of François Laruelle’s Biography of
Ordinary Man. There he tackles the overdetermination by Anglophone scholarship of Laruelle as an ethical thinker, bringing into
focus instead a Laruellean politics of the ordinary human through
Biography. Lastly, we are pleased to close out the issue with Ekin
Erkan’s review of Catherine Malabou’s recent Morphing Intelligence:
From IQ Measurement to Artificial Brains. In their review Erkan situates
the book in relation to Malabou’s oeuvre in addition to contextualizing Malabou’s thought within the several intellectual horizons it
crosses: from transcendental philosophy, to cognitive and computer science, to the sociology and medicalization of brain function.
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DISENCHANTMENT REDUX
Marx, the Frankfurt School, and the Critique of Ideology

Elizabeth Portella and‘ oscar Ralda

Criticism has plucked the imaginary flowers from the chain, not in order that
[humankind] shall bear the chain without caprice or consolation but so that
[they] will cast off the chain and pluck the living flower.
– Karl Marx, “Introduction to the Critique of Hegel’s
Philosophy of Right,” 1843

‘Disenchantment’ has, for many, described the decisive problematization of such notions as social totality and ideology. In this
paper, we will argue that this ‘disenchantment’ with ideology in
the history of philosophy has not exhausted the concept’s critical force. Rather, we argue that disenchantment in the form of ideology
critique retains the normative force to critique the historical conditions that have produced that very category. We claim, however,
that the concept of ‘disenchantment’ itself can also operate ideologically in such a way that it undermines the critical potential of
the concept; its ideological appearance is perhaps the most common use of the term today. Contrary to these more recent uses
and misreadings of the term, the concept of disenchantment is not
antithetical to the notion of social totality. Further, it is precisely
this obfuscation of social contradiction as a totality that allows the
concept to function ideologically. Drawing on the work of Marx,
Adorno, and contemporary critical theorists, we aim to survey the
22
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status of ideology critique with special attention to its function as
a kind of ‘disenchantment’ with the present social order. In other
words, rather than tracking disenchantment at the level of the concept,
we will demonstrate that the fundamental contradictions of that
order warrant disenchantment as the appropriate critical attitude
in the face of increasingly pervasive ‘socially necessary semblance.’
Rather than describing a kind of affective or political pessimism,
disenchantment should for the critical theorist prompt a disillusionment, an occasion to dispel notions of the political present which
serve not human ends but only their own reproduction through
mystification.
The concept of ‘disenchantment’ has its beginnings in the
sociological work of Max Weber. According to Weber, the historical experience of modernity involves a disenchantment of reality,
the dissolution of any overarching meaning—whether religious,
metaphysical, spiritual, or historical—to human existence.1 Weber
equates this historical process of disenchantment with what he
calls ‘rationalization,’ which, to cite Weber directly, “means that
principally there are no mysterious incalculable forces that come
into play, but rather that one can, in principle, master all things
by calculation.”2 For Weber, then, disenchantment performs the
work of unmasking phenomena that previously passed for magical
or eternal mysteries. Yet Weber does not argue that this necessarily renders the world more transparent; rather, rationalization as
disenchantment implies that “one could learn it at any time.”3 Weber’s claim, however, amounts to the position that, in light of this
fateful and interminable process, human beings must resign themselves to the effort of specialized knowledge, which remains content with embracing the ephemerality of all knowledge, destined
as it is to become outdated or surpassed by newer findings. Hence
Weber can write the following: “A really definitive and good ac1
117.
2
3

Max Weber, “Science as a Vocation,” Daedalus, 87.1 (1958), 111-134,
Ibid., 117.
Ibid., 117.
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complishment is today always a specialized accomplishment.”4 In
this way, Weber uncritically accepts the reified separation between
knowledge and critical, immanent reflection upon its own socio-historical context.5 “To take a political stand is one thing,” Weber
writes, “and to analyze political structures and party positions is
another.”6 The integrity of knowledge, for Weber, would find itself
compromised if it made any kind of partisan concessions.
In contrast to Weber’s position, the position of Marx and
Engels (and later the Frankfurt school) is to seriously challenge specialized knowledge as the antidote to the social ills accompanying
life’s demythologization.7 That is, rather than insist on matching
the technical and instrumental character of the ‘disenchantment
of the world,’ Marx, Engels, and their inheritors focus instead on
the illusions produced in the very act of the old myths being torn
asunder. Further, those working in the Marxist tradition pose a
serious challenge to the notion of a non-partisan knowing, albeit
without suspending the possibility of adjudicating between views.
In the Marxist tradition, the concept of ideology has captured this
re-mythologization of the supposedly secularized and disenchanted world. It is to this tradition that we turn to recuperate a critical
use of disenchantment, one which aims its critique not at some
unmediated nature but instead at the form of life which both pre4
Ibid., 112.
5
For an incisive critique of the antinomies that characterize Weber’s
theorization of industrial capitalism and rationality, see Herbert Marcuse, “Industrialism and Capitalism in the Work of Max Weber,” Negations: Essays in Critical Theory, trans. Jeremy J. Schapiro, (Boston: Beacon Press, 1968), 201-226.
6
Max Weber, “Science as a Vocation,” 117.
7
Cf. Jason Josephson-Storm, The Myth of Disenchantment: Magic, Modernity, and the Birth of the Human Sciences, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
2017). Josephson-Storm’s claim is intended to challenge the misleading narrative of a ‘disenchanted’ European modernity. That is, he shares with Adorno
and Horkheimer the suspicion that demythologization reverts to myth. However, his approach is perhaps too generous an account of the productive role of occultism (in our view) and, further, imputes a ‘binary’ framework to Adorno and
Horkheimer’s discussion of myth and enlightenment, one we try to suggest here
is not strictly binary at all (8-11). Josephson-Storm may be reiterating Adorno
and Horkheimer’s view, after all, though he takes himself to be countering it.
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supposes and seeks dominion over it.
I. Marx and Engels on the Fundamental Sociality of Ideology
The fraught history of ideology critique in Marxist theory provides us with several conflicting perspectives from which we might
approach this question. Perhaps the most significant point of contention in the theorization of ideology critique has been whether
it is ‘neutral’ or ‘critical’—or whether, indeed, it should be abandoned altogether as a relic of an untenable philosophical modernism that continues to harbor a naïve attachment to the distinction
between essence and appearance. We hope to show three things:
1.) That the abandonment of ideology critique provides us with
little more than spurious reasoning, often relying on gross simplifications, if not outright distortions; 2.) That the understanding
of ideology critique as a ‘neutral’ theoretical practice misses the
point inasmuch as it overlooks the historically specific character
and genesis of ideologies in capitalist society and, further, seeks
to abstractly circumvent the entanglement of subject and object;
and 3.) That an understanding of ideology guided by a concern
for social transformation cannot but be critical to the extent that
it seeks to disclose the concrete and contradictory socio-historical
determinations of ideology itself.
Before we enter this theoretical terrain, however, we shall
begin by turning to Marx and Engels’ understanding of ideology
in The German Ideology, since it is precisely there that the problem
of ideology receives its most extensive treatment. Indeed, following Jan Rehmann and Jorge Larrain, we claim that, even in this
earlier work, Marx and Engels account for ideology critically by establishing the mediations between ideology and the contradictory
dynamics of capitalist society, particularly in terms of the division
of labor, which presupposes a form of life characterized by alienated
and reified social relations.
As is well known, The German Ideology takes the form of a
25
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polemic against the Young Hegelians. Yet Marx and Engels take
their critique of these “ideologists” as a point of departure to make
more general points about the socio-historical determinations of
ideology. This is exemplary of Marx and Engels’ commitment to a
simultaneously objective and partisan critique. Along the way, they
also furnish several methodological insights as to how to approach
ideology. Hence Marx and Engels claim the following:
The premises from which we begin are not arbitrary ones, not
dogmas, but real premises from which abstraction can only be
made in the imagination. They are the real individuals, their activity and the material conditions under which they live, both
those which they find already existing and those produced by
their activity.8

Marx and Engels here emphasize the fundamental sociality of human life. Human beings, they claim, must be understood as situated within historically specific material conditions, those they inherit from the past and those they themselves produce through
their ‘activity.’ And this emphasis on activity—which is always
already social activity—constitutes the kernel of Marx and Engels’
conception of ideology which, rather than grounding ideology in
the spontaneities of an autonomous, free-floating consciousness or
in a mechanistic materialism, grounds it instead in the material
relations between human beings, as well as the active ways in and
through which they relate to the forms of social objectivity they
appropriate from history and thereby transform.
And this last point proves inseparable from Marx and Engels’ thesis that “[C]onsciousness can never be anything else than
conscious existence, and the existence of [human beings] is their
actual life-process.”9 In other words, consciousness cannot be separated from the life-process of society and the corresponding forms
of social intercourse that comprise it. Consequently, when Marx
and Engels make the startling pronouncement that ideology has
8
Karl Marx, Frederick Engels, The German Ideology, (New York: International Publishers, 1960), 7.
9
Ibid., 14.
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no history, that ideology loses “the semblance of independence,”
they mean no more than that ideology has no history independent
of the forms of material intercourse between human beings.10
Contrary, then, to Louis Althusser’s claim that The German Ideology “contains a positivistic-mechanistic conception of ideology,”
(and we shall return to the Althusserian position later) Marx and
Engels endeavor to explain the material conditions of possibility
of ideology, that is, to explain ideology as a symptom of alienated
social relations.11
To be sure, as Jan Rehmann argues, The German Ideology
does not critique of the philosophy of consciousness on the basis
of a false antithesis between life and consciousness, matter and
mind, “but rather because it severed consciousness from the practical context of life in order to demonstrate its nature as a primary
force.”12 Marx and Engels had thus already accomplished the socalled ‘de-centering of the subject’ long before post-structuralism’s
belated celebration of its dissolution in the play of language, discourse, or jouissance. What gives Marx and Engels’ account of ideology its critical force, however, is precisely their insistence on ideology as an irreducibly practical, social problem.
In this sense, Marx and Engels’ conception of ideology
in The German Ideology cannot be reduced to mere mystification
or ‘false consciousness,’ i.e., a false representation of the existing
world. Neither, however, can it be grasped as an empirical description or taxonomy of prevailing beliefs, which itself becomes ideological by virtue of its separation of subject and object, consciousness and social being—that is, insofar as it assumes itself to be
above the object it purports to describe and critique. It fails to
account for its own entanglement with the very material context
that generates ideologies and thus fails to be immanent. And here
we reach our central claim pertaining to Marx and Engels: namely,
10
Ibid., 15.
11
Louis Althusser, “On Ideology,” On the Reproduction of Capitalism, trans.
G. M. Goshgarian. (New York: Verso Books, 2014), 171-207, 173.
12
Jan Rehmann, Theories of Ideology: The Powers of Alienation and Subjection,
(Chicago: Haymarket Books, 2013), 25.
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that, for them, an analysis of ideology proves necessarily critical
precisely because of its practical orientation. György Márkus thus
rightly points out that ideology critique
Demonstrates how the constitution of the culturally intended
and socially effective meaning is co-determined by meaningless,
or at least (in their meaning) uncomprehended condition of its
constitution—with the aim...of also raising these mere factual
and ‘external’ determinations to consciousness and thereby making them reflexively, and ultimately practically transcendable.13

In this sense, the critique of ideology aims to bring to consciousness the seemingly external, but in fact immanent, socio-historical
determinations of its own constitution—and this in order to practically
transcend not merely the ideological distortions themselves, but also the very
material conditions that generate them.
Only in light of the previous considerations can we make
sense of Marx and Engels’ now infamous assertion that
If in all ideology human beings and their circumstances appear
upside-down as in a camera obscura, this phenomenon arises just as
much from their historical life-process as the inversion of objects
on the retina does from their physical life-process.14

The analogy between the retina and its inversion of objects and
the topsy-turvy, inverted manner in which ideologies appear to determine the material conditions of life sheds light on the necessity
of the inversions themselves. Of course, this does not mean that
the physical necessity of the retina’s inversion of an object should
be seen as synonymous with the historical forms of necessity engendered by capitalist society, ideological mystifications included.
To be sure, as Karen Ng argues, “the very uncoupling of self-consciousness from life, the belief in an upside-down or inverted version of that relationship, the belief in the absolute transcendence
of consciousness, is itself a product of material circumstances and
13
György Markus, “On Ideology-Critique—Critically,” Thesis Eleven, 43
(1995): 66-99, 69.
14
Marx and Engels, The German Ideology, 14.
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relations that obtain in a particular form of life.”15 It bears repeating here that ideology has no history precisely because it cannot
be separated from the practical life-process of society. We would
like, however, to venture another claim: ideology has no history
precisely because it amounts to an eternalization of the present, a
false resolution of the contradictions that point beyond capitalist
society itself. In other words, because ideology remains in the grip
of the present, giving ideal expression to existing material relations, it contributes concretely to their perpetuation.
Take, for example, wage labor. Wages in capitalist society, presumably, provide the grounds for a fair exchange between
worker and capitalist. As Marx reminds us in Critique of the Gotha
Program, however, the wage-form is not the price of labor in general,
but of labor power, the capacity to labor commodified by capital,
which the worker must sell if they wish to survive. The worker has
the ability to work only on the condition that they work beyond
the amount of time necessary to ensure their own subsistence and
thus only insofar as they work “for a certain time gratis for the
capitalist.”16 As a form of appearance, then, the wage-form conceals the social relations of domination and exploitation that lie at
its core. Ideals of autonomy, freedom, and individual choice provide the ideological justification for the wage-form, since it can be
entered into ‘freely,’ even if the material conditions under which
it becomes possible presuppose the separation of workers from the
means of production and their concentration in the hands of the
capitalist. The ‘freedom’ to become a wage-worker remains a matter of compulsion, unfreedom, the necessity of survival.
Here we must bring the division of labor, especially in terms
of the division between manual and mental labor, which grows
more and more acute in the development of capitalist society, into
focus. Marx and Engels make clear that the ideological inversion
15
Karen Ng, “Ideology Critique from Hegel to Marx,” Constellations,
22.3 (2015): 393-404, 399.
16
Karl Marx, “Critique of the Gotha Program,” The Marx-Engels Reader,
2nd ed., ed. Robert C. Tucker. (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1978),
525-541, 535.
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of the life-process of society derives ultimately from this division
between manual and mental labor: “From this moment onwards
consciousness can really flatter itself that it is something other than
existing practice, that it is really conceiving something without conceiving something real.”17 The autonomization of ideas of freedom, consciousness, legal and juridical norms (to name but a few)
do not, however, merely mask social relations marked by unfreedom; they directly contribute to the reproduction of such relations.
Furthermore, as we suggested earlier, the existence of ideology in capitalist society presupposes not only the division of mental and manual labor, it also presupposes the alienation of human
beings under the rule of capital, a false form of social interdependency in which a necessary contradiction between individual and
communal interest emerges.18 Equally important, though, is “the
fact that intellectual and material activity—enjoyment and labour,
production and consumption—devolve on different individuals,
and that the only possibility of their not coming into contradiction lies in the negation in its turn of the division of labour.”19
Hence, ideological forms of consciousness derive from alienated
social relations wherein human beings find themselves reduced to
“an exclusive sphere of activity, which is forced upon them and
from which they cannot escape.”20 ‘Freedom’ under such conditions necessarily remains but an abstraction, a formalism, since
the form of social interdependency or mediation characteristic of
capitalist society necessitates a split between consciousness and the
everyday life of individuals and the practical life-activity of society
as a whole; between the self-understanding and practices of abstract, ‘accidental’ individuals and the conditions of commodityproduction which reproduce themselves behind their backs, as it
17
Marx and Engels, The German Ideology, 22.
18
For one of the most rigorous treatments of Marx’s critique of capital
as a quasi-objective form of social mediation grounded in abstract labor, see
Moishe Postone, Time, Labor, and Social Domination: A Reinterpretation of Marx’s Critical Theory, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 123-185.
19
Marx and Engels, The German Ideology, 21.
20
Ibid., 22. Translation modified from the English edition.
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were.21
In a word, the division of mental and manual labor in capitalist society simultaneously generates alienated social relations
and ideological forms of consciousness. The existence of each
presupposes the existence of all the others; the relation therefore proves
dialectical, not at all causal or ‘mechanistic.’ For this division between
mental and manual labor in its capitalist form (which presupposes
capitalist conditions of production, i.e., the dispossession and separation of workers from the means of production) generates the
conditions under which it becomes possible at all to enshrine the
products of consciousness as independent from the realm of social
practice. The ideology of ‘freedom,’ as we show above with respect
to wage labor, thus serves to mystify its own material conditions of
possibility, the ways in which the ideal itself finds itself necessarily
thwarted by the material practices of social life. In order to engage
in a critique of such ideological forms, therefore, it will not suffice
to empirically disprove ideologies on the level of their content (although, of course, ideology critique cannot dispense with this altogether), for they require an interpretation as effective effects, symptoms
of a contradictory form social life that requires them for its effective functioning.
To keep with our example, ideologies of personal choice
and unencumbered individualism in capitalist society give the lie
to a form of social life in which ‘freedom’ itself remains fundamentally entwined with domination, alienation, suffering, and
exploitation. No reworking of such ideals, however, will resolve
that contradiction. For Marx and Engels’ insistence on ideology as
an irreducibly social problem, symptomatic of the alienated sepa21
Cf. Étienne Balibar, “Ideology or Fetishism: Power or Subjection,”
The Philosophy of Marx, trans. Chris Turner. (New York: Verso, 2017), 45. Balibar
holds that the Marxian approach to ideology seeks not to elaborate a general
theory of the formation of ideas and discourses supplemented by an account
of domination, for “that question is always already included in the elaboration
of the concept.” Following Balibar’s thesis here, we might say the bourgeois
ideal of ‘freedom’ outlined above in fact proves inseparable from its material
entanglement in practices of domination. The critique of bourgeois ‘freedom’
as ideology, then, does not begin with a reified separation between ideal and
material reality.
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ration between social practice and consciousness and ultimately
between human beings, suggests that a new theory of knowledge
proves not only inadequate, but itself ideological, since the very
presumption that consciousness should be adequate to the object
obscures that, under present conditions, such ideologies remain a
necessary feature of society. Ideological forms of consciousness,
then, call to be practically overcome. Ideology critique remains a
crucial dimension of such a project, for it aims at nothing less than
the establishment of a form of reflexivity between praxis and the
social objectivity to which the former remains falsely, but objectively, beholden.
II. Iterations of Ideology Critique: The Neutral and Critical Conceptions and Their Rejection
The treatment of ideology in the work of Louis Althusser presents
the account given above with some difficulties. To be sure, as we
mentioned earlier, Althusser interprets The German Ideology as abiding by a mechanistic and positivistic view of ideology (with subtle
formulations here and there), leaving us deprived of a theory of
ideology “in general.”22 He interprets Marx and Engels’ claim
there that “ideology has no history” as indicative of a positivism
that reduces the ideological to false consciousness, outright illusion, a residual and thus ineffective “nothingness,” while providing
his own re-appropriation of the phrase: Ideology has no history—
it is “omni-historical”—because it belongs to the very structure of
history as a whole, which Althusser understands in terms of class
struggle.23 But as we explained in the previous section, Marx and
Engels’ contention that ideology has no history means to connect
ideological processes to the material life-process of society and the
historically specific social relations that compose it. Note, however,
this does not simply mean that ideas, norms, and concepts relate
in some way or another to their socio-historical context—the position of a historicist taxonomy of ideas—but also that the very
22
23

Althusser, “On Ideology,” 173.
Ibid., 174.
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position which sees them as determinative in social life, because
of their ‘transcendental’ status, represents ideology par excellence.
For the autonomization of ideas stands as an accurate reflection
an alienated form of sociality; it remains content to eternalize this
condition by leaving the material realm to its own necessities, while
insulating consciousness from the latter. Or, put in another way,
ideological consciousness fails to grasp the historical and practical determinations of the object and consequently distorts its own
dependency on the object itself.
In light of these considerations, how should we understand
Althusser’s notion of ideology as a phenomenon as “eternal” as
the class struggle it presupposes?24 We might very well make the
following concession: The category of ideology applies to all societies precisely because it applies to none in particular.25 At the same
time, this should not lead us to conclude that the determinate form
24
Ibid., 176.
25
Cf. Karl Marx, Grundrisse: Foundations of the Critique of Political Economy,
trans. Martin Nicolaus. (London: Penguin Books, 1973), 85. Marx’s reflections
on the validity of a “rational abstraction” remain suggestive for a critical theory
of capitalist society today. For even as Marx maintains that rational abstractions,
such as “production in general,” allow us to perceive across history a “common
element,” the latter nevertheless “is itself segmented many times over and splits
into different determinations.” In fact, this pertains to the problem of identity
and non-identity in history, since it suggests that all modes of production share
a fundamental material premise: namely, the transhistorical metabolic relation between the subject, humanity, and the object, nature. Marx shrewdly observes,
however, that we should not ignore the historically specific dimensions of the
determinations which transform this transhistorical metabolic relation in order
that “their essential difference is not forgotten,” as in the theories of bourgeois
political economists. Put in yet another way, the bourgeois economists hypostatize certain economic categories and laws historically specific to capitalist society
and render them transhistorical, ideologically projecting them onto the past and eternalizing them into the future. Marx’s dialectical formulation, on the other hand, insists
that we can maintain both rational abstractions and their historically specific
segmentation into different determinations; the antithesis between them is a
false one. The same might be said of “ideology in general”: ideology amounts
to a distortion, and in fact we can point to instances of ideology that precede
capitalist society, but the social relations that give rise to such distortion vary
historically and affect both their form and their function, not least of all in capitalist society.
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ideology takes can be separated from content of the social relations that comprise a particular form of social life. Indeed, this
very presumption underlies Althusser’s claims regarding the eternal character of ideology. For Althusser, a theory of ideology must
disclose the function of ideology in general as subjectivation—“the
fact that you and I are always already subjects and, as such, constantly practice the rituals of ideological recognition, which guarantee
for us that we are indeed concrete, individual, unmistakable, and,
naturally, irreplaceable subjects.”26 Althusser thereby highlights
the obviousness of being a subject—a kind of “it-goes-withoutsaying”—as the primal form of ideology. In this account, ideology
acquires the status of an immutable existential fact of human life; it
will persist even in a society in which classes have been abolished.
Althusser thus hypostatizes ideology, for how could ideology, as an
omni-historical dimension of class societies, continue to exist in a
society in which the abolition of classes as such became a reality?
This is not to say a post-capitalist society will have immediately and
entirely rid itself of ideologies, for that must be the conscious and
transitional work of human beings who understand the material
conditions that engender such distortions to be incompatible with
genuinely human ends. Here we merely wish to point out that,
even on its own terms, Althusser’s theory lapses into a performative contradiction.
The Althusserian conception of ideology has had a farreaching impact, appearing as the conception associated with the
term ‘ideology’ in figures ranging from Judith Butler to Slavoj
Žižek to Jacques Derrida and influencing a generation of French
philosophers including Michel Foucault and Gilles Deleuze. In
feminist philosophy, the term ideology appears almost exclusively
with reference to Althusser’s conception.27 This wide range of in26
Althusser, “On Ideology,” 189.
27
See for example, Alison Assiter, Althusser and Feminism, (New York:
Palgrave MacMillan, 1990). See also, Rosemary Hennessy, “Women’s Lives /
Feminist Knowledge: Feminist Standpoint as Ideology Critique,” Hypatia, 8.1
(1993): 14-34. Cf. Michele Barrett, Women’s Oppression Today: The Marxist/Feminist
Encounter, (New York: Verso Books, 2014), esp., 28-41.
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fluence includes the tradition of critical theory but also the shaping of ‘post-Marxism.’ Indeed, one of the central categories that
post-Marxism seeks to reject or, in some cases, refashion beyond
recognition, is that of ideology. Ernesto Laclau, for example, vacillates between outright repudiating the concept of ideology and
reformulating the concept to apply to the category of social totality itself (as ideological in a pejorative sense) which is traditionally
thought to play a constitutive role in ideology critique.28 Where
Laclau is convinced of the problematic and, indeed, disposable
character of ideology, his rejection stems from what he perceives
as the “essentialist conception of both society and social agency”
required by the concept.29 A closer look at Laclau’s account, however, reveals that his uneasiness about the concept emerges from
the faults of the neutral conception as Althusser poses it.30 The alleged ‘essentialism’ of the theory of ideology stems from the rather
narrow gap left by Althusser in the relation between immediate
class interest and the subjectivization of the working class. That
is, Laclau—we argue—is both responding to a weak account of
ideology as well as offering a poor response to the problems it presents. When Laclau attempts to reformulate the notion of ideology
against these ‘essentialist’ features he notes that “what is impossible
is a critique of ideology as such; all critiques will necessarily be intra28
Ernesto Laclau, New Reflections on the Revolution of Our Time, (New York:
Verso Books, 1990), 90-92. Ernesto Laclau, “The Death and Resurrection of
the Theory of Ideology,” Modern Language Notes (MLN), 112.3 (1997): 297-321,
299.
29
Ibid., 89. Cf. Larrain, Marxism and Ideology, 95. In reference to Laclau’s
earlier work—Politics and Ideology in Marxist Theory: Capitalism, Fascism, Populism—
Larrain categorizes Laclau among those who “emphasize ideology as an objective level of society and...tend to criticize the ‘misrecognition aspect’ as a
necessary component part of ideology.” This categorization comes on the heels
of clarifying that “Althusser himself oscillates between a negative and positive
conception” of ideology. This is worth noting since, although Laclau functionally abandons his position in this earlier work, the basic ambiguities he inherits
remain part of his engagement with the notion of ideology.
30
This shared misreading of Marx and Engels’ conception of ideology
notwithstanding, Laclau (unlike Althusser) goes to great lengths to reject the
category of social totality in New Reflections, 89.
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ideological.”31 That is, where Laclau seems to locate the problem
is, first and foremost, in the strict association of false consciousness
with class interest (an Althusserian premise). His response to this
formulation (i.e., the ‘neutral’ conception we critique above) is to
insist on the intra-ideological character of any critique of ideology, functionally reaffirming the neutral conception to which he
is responding.32 Although Laclau is critical of Althusser’s formulation of ideology as ‘eternal’ and though he does seem to detect a
similar weakness in formulating ideology as merely a reflection of
class interest, he seems only to repeat the more fundamental error of Althusser’s conception. Put another way, Laclau reproduces
the theoretical ambivalence in Althusser’s account of ideology and
thus seems to reject or redefine the category in response to this
ambivalence, one which we do not find in Marx and Engels.
Others, however, take another route; they see the historical conditions which necessitated ideology critique as having been
overcome altogether. Jürgen Habermas, for instance, goes so far
as to entertain Daniel Bell’s “end of ideology” thesis.33 The problem, symptomatically, stems from Habermas’ reductive reading of
ideology critique in the Marxist tradition—in Marx and György
Lukács particularly—as reducible to “class consciousness,” that is,
to class interests.34 For Marx and Lukács, according to Habermas,
31
Laclau, “Death and Resurrection,” 299.
32
For a critique of Laclau and Mouffe’s presumption of the autonomy
of concepts (and, by proxy, the critique of the so-called ‘essentialism’ of ideology), see Ellen Meiksins Wood, The Retreat from Class: A New ‘True’ Socialism, (New
York: Verso Books, 1986), 138-139, 151-153.
33
Jürgen Habermas, Theory of Communicative Action, Vol. 2. trans. Thomas
McCarthy, (Boston: Beacon Press, 1987), 353. It should be noted, however, that
in his earlier work Habermas did in fact mobilize the concept of ideology. See
especially Toward a Rational Society: Student Protest, Science, and Politics, trans. Jeremy
J. Shapiro, (Boston: Beacon Press 1970), 81-122. For a more sustained critical
evaluation of the development of ideology critique in Habermas’ corpus, see
Rehmann, Theories of Ideology, 99-111.
34
See György Lukács, “Class Consciousness,” and “Reification and
the Consciousness of the Proletariat” in History and Class Consciousness: Studies
in Marxist Dialectics, trans. Rodney Livingstone, (Cambridge: The MIT Press,
1972), 46-222.
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the working class’ consciousness of their own material interests
functions “in an ideology-critical fashion, against the dominant
form of consciousness and reclaims for the other side certain privileged opportunities for critical insight.”35 The question, for Habermas, becomes whether we can still seek recourse to this Archimedean point of reference for ideology critique in light of the historic
compromise between labor and capital constitutive of welfarestate capitalism. Habermas answers in the negative:
In the face of a class antagonism pacified by means of welfarestate measures, however, and in the face of the growing anonymity of class structures, the theory of class consciousness loses its
empirical reference. It no longer has application to a society in
which we are increasingly unable to identify strictly class-specific
lifeworlds.36

We do not wish to address here the so-called “pacification” of class
antagonism, a central point of reference for the nominalism of
neoliberal ideology, which wholeheartedly embraces the diversification and complexification of social life so as to discount the possibility of any systematic analysis of the ravages of global financialized capital. Rather, we wish to emphasize the limitations of
an understanding of ideology critique as exclusively predicated on
empirical class interests rather than on contradictory social relations—for example, the social relations constitutive of the division
between manual and physical labor and the material presuppositions of this division, namely the separation of workers from the
democratic reorganization of the means and relations of production.37 The weakness of Habermas’ position lies in the problematic
denial of the objective contradictions between labor and capital,
a move made possible by rendering such contradictions entirely
dependent on class consciousness, which he understands as the
ways in which the working class actually understands itself at a
particular moment. If no such “class consciousness” exists, so the
35
36
37

Habermas, Theory of Communicative Action, Vol. 2., 352.
Ibid., 352.
For a similar critique, see Rehmann, Theories of Ideology, 99-111.
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story goes, ideology critique is deprived of its very conditions of
possibility.
For Habermas the project of ideology critique has been all
but superseded. Not only for the reasons elaborated above, however. For in adopting the Weberian thesis that the disenchantment of
the world—the rationalization of life as a whole—entails a process
whereby the “rationality differential” separating the realm of the
sacred from the profane, the ideological from the practices of everyday life and consciousness, begins to wane, Habermas also embraces the idea that the lifeworld “more and more loses its structural possibilities for ideology formation.”38 Insofar as ideologies
must possess a totalizing character, the rationalized and differentiated spheres of argumentation and knowledge cannot, Habermas
believes, affect modernity’s understanding ideologically.39 On the
one hand, this view undialectically reduces ideology to the status
of a Weltanschauung, sundering the dialectical nexus between ideas
and social practice.40 On the other, it overlooks the fact that this
very differentiation of knowledge, expressed in the historically
specific fragmentation Habermas diagnoses as constitutive of late
capitalist modernity, can itself serve ideological purposes. To cite
Karl Korsch’s succinct definition of ideology: “Ideology is only
a false consciousness, in particular one that mistakenly attributes
an autonomous character to a partial phenomena [sic] of social
life.”41 The reification of the lifeworld indexed by Habermas, the
fragmentation of everyday life and consciousness, enables the ideological and abstract conclusion that human life can be explained
as a whole, for example, on biological, psychological, or even philosophical grounds.
Unlike the aforementioned accounts, Rehmann’s analysis
of the Marxian notion of ideology insists, as we have throughout,
on its critical force. To be sure, the criticism that the Marxian view
38
Habermas, Theory of Communicative Action, Vol. 2., 353-354.
39
Ibid., 354.
40
Rehmann, Theories of Ideology, 109.
41
Karl Korsch, Marxism and Philosophy, (New York: Monthly Review
Press, 2008), 83.
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of ideology partakes of a “class essentialism” becomes spurious
in light of the fact that, even in his most seemingly rigid formulations regarding the base-superstructure model, Marx does not
reduce ideology to the interests of a particular class—Althusser’s
position, ultimately—but to the terms or forms through which human beings become conscious of the contradiction between the
productive forces and the relations of production.42 To complicate
matters further, Rehmann suggests that the ‘neutral’ interpretation
of ideology misses the mark insofar as it obscures how Marx and
Engels, in The German Ideology especially, grasp ideology as a “transitory necessity for class-societies.”43 But we should not take this to
mean that ideology critique ought to be guided by some ultimate
ideal to which society must conform—since the project of social
transformation is a question of praxis—but by the emancipatory
commitment that human beings should, at the very least, clarify to
themselves the conditions under which they think and act and reproduce their specific form of life. This very commitment sustains
Marx’s second thesis from the Theses on Feuerbach, written shortly
before The German Ideology, in which he claims that human beings
“must prove the truth,” the “this-sidedness” of their thinking in
practice.44 Marx’s point, surely, is not that critical theory ought to
be abandoned, but that theory for its own sake becomes uncritical,
and thus ideological, by virtue of its lack of historical self-reflexivity. That is, it elides “the fact that the secular basis detaches itself in
the clouds as an independent realm can only be explained by the
cleavage and self-contradictions within this secular basis.”45
Reminiscent of Rehmann’s construal of the neutral-critical
distinction among the conceptions of ideology, Jorge Larrain (using the terms “‘negative” and “positive”) likewise traces the historical developments within the Marxist tradition which produce a
non-critical conception.46 Larrain, however, places distinct empha42
Rehmann, Theories of Ideology, 56.
43
Ibid., 57.
44
Marx, Theses on Feuerbach. The Marx-Engels Reader, 2nd ed. Ed. Robert C.
Tucker, (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1978), 144.
45
Ibid., 144.
46
Jorge Larrain, Marxism and Ideology, (London: The Macmillan Press
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sis on the reduction of ideology—whether it is conceived critically
or neutrally—to false consciousness or strictly to class interest, following the reading of Marx and Engels we foreground above.47 Instead, he offers the following formulation of the relation between
class interest and a critical conception of ideology:
The character of ideology is given by its relation to the interests
of the ruling classes and not by a genetic relation to the class from
which it originates. That is to say, ideology necessarily serves the
interests of the ruling class even if it has not been produced by
that class.48

Larrain, in other words, does not reject the basis of ideology in
class interest tout court but, rather, means to insist that a critical
conception of ideology should capture a broader scope of obfuscatory mechanisms. Further, his account insists on the flexibility
of a category or concept’s status as ideology. For “non-ideological
ideas,” he writes, “may become ideological and vice versa.”49 That
Ltd., 1983), 4. Interestingly, Larrain’s account of the development of a “positive” (i.e., “neutral” in Rehmann’s terms) emphasizes the availability of The German Ideology to the first generation of Marxist theoreticians after Marx’s death.
“It is no exaggeration,” he writes, “to maintain that the absence of this text until
1926 had an important bearing upon the evolution of the theory of ideology”
(54). “This is not decisive for the most general concepts of historical materialism,” however, since these concepts would be repeated, elaborated, and modified at length elsewhere in Marx and Engels’ corpus (54). In Larrain’s view, “it
was certainly more important in the case of ideology, for there was to be no
further or extensive treatment of the subject again, at least not by Marx” (54).
47
See also Theodor W. Adorno, Prisms, trans. Samuel and Shierry Weber, (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1983), 34: “There are no more ideologies in the
authentic sense of false consciousness, only advertisements for the world through
duplication and the provocative lie which does not seek belief but commands silence.” Cf. Theodor W. Adorno, Critical Models: Interventions and Catchwords, trans.
Henry W. Pickford, (New York: Columbia Press, 1998), 115: Adorno details the
concept of ideology (against the ‘sociology of knowledge’) as “socially necessary
false consciousness,” in response to Pareto and Mannheim. This would indicate
that Adorno’s position on the status of ‘false consciousness’ is best indexed to
the position of his interlocutor, i.e., his gesture of deemphasizing that category
should not be read as a rejection tout court.
48
Larrain, Marxism and Ideology, 25.
49
Ibid., 42.
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is, ideological premises do not have a fixed status as such but are
critically indexed to their concrete social and historical circumstances. It is for this reason, for example, that we can trace both
ideological and non-ideological uses of the category of disenchantment. This
ambivalence with regard to the status of a concept as ideological is
akin to the complexities captured by Adorno and Horkheimer in
their classic work, complexities which have invited less than dialectical readings of the relationship between enlightenment and myth
as well as between reason and rationality. Indeed, in a broader
sense, as Fredric Jameson has pointed out, this attempt to navigate
conceptual ambivalence has led to misreadings of Adorno as a
“post-Marxist” or “postmodernist,” a point which we will briefly
return to later.50
Larrain’s intervention into the history of the notion of ideology has further implications for the concept’s critical potential,
one that points to the advantages of the more robustly explanatory
conception we find in the Frankfurt School (i.e., ‘socially necessary
semblance’). “It is necessary to emphasize,” in Larrain’s view, “that
[The German Ideology] does not say that the ruling ideology is the
ideology of the ruling class, for this is perhaps one of the most frequent misconceptions one finds in the literature.”51 This common
misconception stems from a conflation characteristic of the ‘neutral’ conception: “Here Marx and Engels speak of ideas in general
not of ideology.”52 Larrain’s clarification suggests that, although
50
Fredric Jameson, Late Marxism: Adorno, or the Persistence of the Dialectic,
(New York: Verso Books, 2007), 15. Cf. J.M. Bernstein. Adorno: Disenchantment
and Ethics, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 10. Alternatively,
Bernstein offers an ethics-oriented reading of Adorno’s work. We have not spent
any considerable time engaging this work only because it is not possessed of
the problems we aim to diagnose in the literature on Adorno (though it may
suffer from others). However, we would like to note that Bernstein’s reading
does not reject the category of disenchantment, but neither does it relate the
critique of ideology to that category or, indeed, address ideology critique at any
length. Furthermore, Bernstein uses terms like ‘ideology,’ ‘false consciousness’
in a somewhat idiosyncratic fashion, leaving those terms largely undefined (See
for example, pp. 139, 410).
51
Larrain, Marxism and Ideology, 24.
52
Ibid., 24.
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the ruling ideas may coincide with the interest of the ruling class,
that is not their exclusive function. What this intervention makes
room for is an account of ideology which can grasp the larger dynamics of systemic reproduction and mystification which cannot
be traced in a clear-cut fashion to this or that ruling or ruled class
and its historically and socially specific circumstances. Put another
way, Larrain’s manner of clarifying Marx and Engels’ conception
of ideology and its subsequent variations in the Marxist tradition
helps to highlight the need for a more broad-spectrum, though
no less logically precise, formulation of the critical conception of
ideology. Toward this end, we can turn to the work of Theodor
Adorno (and Max Horkheimer) and his account of “socially necessary semblance.” But before detailing the distinctive elements of
this conception of ideology, it is worth returning to our theme—
disenchantment—to consider its status as ideology.
III. Adorno: Disenchantment and the Critique of Ideology
Even in its earlier formulations in Weber, the notion of “disenchantment” is possessed of a certain ambivalence. The term often
marks a rupture of ‘traditional’ values and dispositions toward
epistemology, metaphysics, and ontology which proffers both liberatory and potentially destructive qualities. Indeed, the ambivalence of disenchantment is what Adorno and Horkheimer inherit
from Weber in Dialectic of Enlightenment, a text whose reception has
been the subject of so much debate both within and without the
tradition of critical theory. In her essay, “Adorno and the Disenchantment of Nature,” Alison Stone describes the multiple senses
of the term ‘disenchantment’ as Adorno and Horkheimer use it.
She describes three distinct but interrelated meanings:
(1) that we have ceased to see nature as an inherently meaningful order, (2) that we have come to assume that nature is devoid
of mystery, wholly accessible to our understanding; and (3) that
we no longer find nature ‘sacred’, peopled by divine or demonic
beings and worthy of reverence or dread...Adorno and Hork-
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heimer believe, modern society both rests on an outlook that disenchants nature and encourages a particular kind of experience
of nature as enchanted.53

Stone’s definition of disenchantment (understandably, since her
study is focused on Dialectic of Enlightenment primarily) emphasizes
the term in relation to nature, an emphasis which is, further, inherited from Weber. Although this is an appropriate use, as we
understand it, the term can function somewhat more broadly
to refer to a disenchantment with society, in addition to nature
which is mediated by its social relations. That is, in our view, the
term can accurately capture a distinctive relation between human
beings and nature and it can also capture our relation to ‘second
nature’ (i.e., society). Further, we argue that it is desirable to see
society “devoid of mystery” where mystification obscures its real
contradictions, to undertake a ‘ruthless criticism’ which does not
hold society “sacred,” and to cease to see the present society as
“an inherently meaningful order,” if by ‘meaningful’ one means
rational or self-identical. In other words, where the ramifications
of the disenchantment of nature (via instrumental reason) are unavoidably accompanied by pernicious side effects, a disenchantment
of the present society would work toward undermining such effects.54
53
Alison Stone, “Adorno and the Disenchantment of Nature,” Philosophy
and Social Criticism, 32.3 (2006): 231-251, 232.
54
Cf. Stone, “Adorno and the Disenchantment of Nature,” 233, 239.
Stone’s primary claim is that Adorno’s later writings (i.e., Negative Dialectics and
Aesthetic Theory) suggest “that we can also experience nature as enchanted in an
alternative way which does not tie into, but criticizes, humanity’s domination of
nature” (233). That is, her own intervention is to insist on the ambiguous but potential advantages of a specific form of enchantment. For Stone, the later Adorno
holds that a re-enchantment of nature is necessary to end its domination” (233).
We have taken the opposite position in that disenchantment is the category that
can be rehabilitated in service of critiquing “humanity’s domination of nature.”
Stone’s ‘re-enchantment’ reading of Adorno’s later works entails an important
qualification: For Adorno, the only kind of re- enchantment which can avert
this risk is one that finds natural beings to be mysteriously meaningful solely
because they refer to their histories of immeasurable suffering” (248-249). That
is, ‘enchantment’ has its source not in theological or spiritual precepts but the
magnitude of specific forms and instances of suffering.
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Although we would not, following Adorno, defend the claim that
nature is “wholly accessible to our understanding,” insofar as objects are never reducible to our consciousness of them (though they
are made to appear so), we would suggest that the knowledge of
society as a rationally discernible totality is a requirement for our disenchantment with it. By this we simply mean that society, because
of capitalism’s historically specific impulse toward totalization,
should be understood as a self-reproducing and cohesive (if not
always coherent) system.
In contrast, more contemporary uses of the term disenchantment have lost the double sense intended in both Weber
and Adorno and Horkheimer’s accounts and, indeed, have relinquished the notion of social totality. For well-known figures such
as Richard Rorty, “the disenchantment of the world” refers to a
disposition toward contemporary life which is, on his view, at least
liberated from its metaphysical and rational tethers. Paradoxically,
the phrase harkens to its earlier use by Weber which was intended
to capture the presumption of total, rational intelligibility of the
natural world accompanying increasing secularization and scientific advancement. Unlike Weber, who was somewhat anxious
about the change, Rorty’s praise of “disenchantment” and his generally polemical attitude toward what he claims is ‘theological’ in
its most basic logic is perhaps preemptively celebratory.55 That is,
while it is troubling to note a widespread rejection of the category
of disenchantment, it is no less troubling to see its insufficiently
critical affirmation.
Another important dimension of the term is also leveled
in its contemporary (and disproportionately pejorative) use. Overwhelmingly, the objects of contemporary disenchantment are concepts themselves, rather than the world in which they are generated.
One notable example is the shift toward ‘post-Marxism’ in much
left political theory, a shift which has been characterized by some
as a kind of “scepticism within Marxism itself.”56 In short, the cri55
Cf. Dews, Limits of Disenchantment: Essays on Contemporary European Philosophy, (New York: Verso, 1995), 2.
56
Stuart Sim, Post-Marxism: An Intellectual History, (New York: Routledge,
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tique launched by post-Marxism is, not far from Rorty’s suspicions,
aimed at the perceived theological or dogmatic (i.e., enchanting)
elements of its causal and explanatory workings. In the case of
both third wave pragmatism and post-Marxism, disenchantment
refers not to the world but to ways of conceiving of the world (what Adorno might call, “a fetishistic view of the concept”).57 On the other
hand, where it does make contact with the world, it does so in the
distinctively self-critical frame of the Cold War and the collapse
of the USSR. Certainly, a concern for critical rigor and normative justification is necessary for the project of social critique with
which the category of disenchantment has long been associated.
However, the supposed conceptual caution in the present case may
serve to obscure rather than illuminate the complex position of critique.
Adorno’s attention to the fetishization of the concept reflects our
earlier observation in Marx and Engels’ work, i.e., ideology emerges in the division of mental and manual labor, in the separation of
ideas from the reproduction of life.
As an historical description of a world in flux—economically, technologically, spiritually, and theoretically—disenchantment referred simultaneously to concrete, material changes and
our conceptual grasping of them. For Weber and for the Frankfurt
School, disenchantment referred not simply to models or mental
constructions about society but, in fact, its transmutation in concrete forms, with careful attention to the mutual determination of
these spheres. Another important contrast with its use by Adorno
and Horkheimer is that although disenchantment is desirable in its
role in “the extirpation of animism,” a similarly anti-theological
disposition shared by more recent uses, this desirable effect is neither its only consequence nor a genuine achievement of scientific
or positivist disenchantment. The possibility of “[overthrowing]
fantasy with knowledge” (i.e., correcting myth with instrumental
rationality) is itself what is problematized in Dialectic of Enlightenment, though it is read (most famously by Jürgen Habermas and
2001), 1.
57
Theodor W. Adorno, Negative Dialectics, trans. E. B. Ashton, (London:
Continuum, 2007), 11.
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Axel Honneth) as a rejection of the possibility of overcoming
myth, i.e., as anti-Enlightenment or anti-rationalist.58 The question for Adorno and Horkheimer is not whether or not myth can
be overcome, but whether it can be overcome through instrumental reason or, indeed, through reason exclusively or primarily.59 The
sardonic tone of the text, aimed at the entwinement of instrumental reason and the logic of capital accumulation, often confounds
this subtlety for the less generous reader. Thus, we can see that the
stakes of reading disenchantment as a critical concept and, further,
as category which is not merely conceptual are rather high.
With these distinctions in mind, reading disenchantment as
a critical concept invites a turn to the critique of ideology. If disenchantment is to be a critical concept, avoiding the pitfalls to which
we gesture above, then it must take the shape of ideology critique.
With reference to the uses of ‘disenchantment’ that we have tried
to problematize here, the critique of ideology works against the
concept’s own ideological use. Firstly, ideology is neither strictly
conceptual nor epistemological and thus does not fail to reflect the
critical dynamic between subject and object. That is, disenchantment as ideology critique does not prioritize the concept to the
detriment of the social conditions which gave rise to it. Ideology
emerges from material contradictions and concrete social practices, a fact which works against its excessively abstract and self-referential character in contemporary critical and political theory. Secondly, Adorno’s formulations of ideology offer us critical resources
for critiquing social practices and our conceptions of them, for
58
Cf. Deborah Cook, “Adorno, Ideology, and Ideology Critique,” Philosophy and Social Criticism, 27.1 (2001): 1-20. Cook not only insists that this is not
an accurate reading of Dialectic of Enlightenment but supports that claim with a
reading of Negative Dialectics (10). Although Cook is perhaps foremost among
Adorno scholars in addressing the centrality of ideology critique in his work,
she does not establish a connection between ideology and disenchantment, as
we have tried to do here. See also, Bernstein, Disenchantment and Ethics, 4.
59
Cf. Alison Stone, “Adorno and the Disenchantment of Nature.” Philosophy and Social Criticism, 32.3 (2006): 231-253. Stone offers a corrective reading
of Dialectic of Enlightenment which clarifies what is meant by the term in that text.
However, Stone’s reading (like that of Cook or Bernstein) does not relate the
notion of ideology and its critique to the category of disenchantment.
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assessing ideology in its truth and falsity, capturing the ambivalence suspended in more recent uses. Drawing on Adorno’s notion
of ideology as ‘socially necessary semblance’ or ‘socially necessary
false consciousness,’ we hope to critically evaluate its present use
and its dualistic and problematic character.
IV. Ideology Critique as Critical Disenchantment
A critical disenchantment of the kind that operates as ideology critique
reveals that neither a straightforwardly triumphalist attitude (à la
Rorty or Habermas) nor a complacent pessimism (the position
most frequently attributed to Adorno and Horkheimer) necessarily results from disenchantment. Instead, a critical disenchantment
would demonstrate the need for a dialectical approach to myth
and enlightenment, subject and object, as well as concept and reality. “Necessity,” Adorno writes, “compels philosophy to operate
with concepts, but this necessity must not be turned into the virtue of their priority.”60 Rather than rejecting conceptuality as such,
Adorno is careful to distinguish his own position as warranting a
critical attitude toward the primacy of concepts while nonetheless
making use of them. This is exemplified by his remark that philosophy “must strive, by way of concepts, to transcend the concept.”61
We raise this point to emphasize that, rather than dispensing with
the concept of “disenchantment,” it is possible to make use of the
concept critically—and with reference to its social and material
conditions of possibility—to identify the means of its ideological
cooptation and clarify what necessitates that cooptation. Further,
following Adorno, we seek to treat the “disenchantment of the
60
Adorno, Negative Dialectics, 11.
61
Ibid., 15. The logic of this formulation is echoed near the end of
Dialectic of Enlightenment as well: “Enlightenment itself, having mastered itself
and assumed its own power, could break through the limits of enlightenment”
(172). This passage, not unlike the one cited above, clearly works against the
anti-rationalist or ‘postmodern’ readings of Adorno and Horkheimer as having
abandoned the project of enlightenment (rather than critically interrogating
it in the hopes of transforming not only the category but also the reality from
which it emerges).
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concept” as “the antidote of philosophy” as idealism.62
In order to better grasp Adorno’s conception of ideology,
we will consider some exemplary iterations of “socially necessary
semblance.” The criteria used for selecting these passages (there
are numerous others) simply aim to demonstrate the continuity
with and the productive elaboration on the conception of ideology
between Marx and his inheritors. That is, we argue that Adorno’s
conception represents an important elaboration on Marx and Engels’ while also avoiding the pitfalls of, for example, Althusser’s
conception. In “Cultural Criticism and Society,” Adorno claims
that:
Today, ideology means society as appearance. Although mediated by the totality behind which stands the rule of partiality,
ideology is not simply reducible to a partial interest. It is, as it
were, equally near the centre in all its pieces.63

Here we can see the first signs of the distinctiveness of Adorno’s
approach. Although the social totality is mediated by “the rule of
partiality” (i.e. the fulfillment of ruling class interests) it is not reducible to such partiality. Rather than restrict the scope of ideology to rigidly conceived class interest—the limitations of which
we have tried to highlight in §2—Adorno attempts to broach the
broader dynamics of society’s reproduction. In lieu of partiality, he
claims, “If ideology is defined as a socially necessary appearance,
then the ideology today is society itself insofar as its integral power
and inevitability, its overwhelming existence-in-itself, surrogates
the meaning which that existence has exterminated.”64 In other
words, it is the whole of society as a self-perpetuating totality which is the
scope of ideology. Although class antagonism remains a central motor of ideological mystification, Adorno aims to address the ways
62
Ibid., 13.
63
Adorno, Prisms, 31.
64
Ibid., 31. The “inevitability” in this context is best understood as synonymous with unavoidable or inescapable. What Adorno is emphasizing here
is not the persistence of ideology indefinitely into the future but, rather, the
profound grip of its “integral power” in the present.
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in which capitalist society reproduces itself in and through more
indirect, and thus less directly observable, contradictory dynamics.
However, a subtle distinction is necessary to clarify Adorno’s
critique of society as a social totality whose reproduction requires
the obfuscation of its constitutive contradictions. For Adorno, this
critique emerges from the specific features of capitalist society itself. That is, the normative ground which requires this form of
critique are the conditions of society themselves. “The attack on
the whole,” Adorno clarifies, “draws strength from the fact that
the semblance of unity and wholeness in the world grows with the
advance of reification; that is, with division.”65 For Adorno, the
critique of ideology of the social totality stems from capitalism’s
own tendency toward totalization. It is for precisely this reason,
in Adorno’s view, that “calling culture as a whole into question
from outside under the general notion of ideology” (i.e., the neutral notion of ideology) or “confronting it with the norms which
it itself has crystallized—cannot be accepted by critical theory.”66
Although Adorno is careful to insist that the critique of ideology
does take the form of an immanent critique, he is equally cautious
so as not to suggest the critique of ideology is simply a matter
of assimilating reality more fully to existing norms—making reality ‘live up to its promises’ of freedom and equality—i.e., internal
criticism. Ideology critique cannot simply hold a mirror to society
so that it only reflects its existing norms.
It is with these nuances that a critical disenchantment must
be formulated. To begin with, it cannot be a disenchantment merely
with concepts. What Marx and Engels and Adorno’s accounts of
ideology point to is that conceptual disenchantment is only as good
as its capacity to induce our disenchantment with the world as it
currently is. That is, the “disenchantment of the concept” which
Adorno insists is the “antidote” to the antinomies of philosophy
should turn the eye of the critic of ideology toward the social
world which has necessitated semblances to sustain and reproduce
itself. What has been forgotten or self-consciously foregone by
65
66

Ibid., 31.
Ibid., 31.
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those more contemporary critics of disenchantment is that such a
practice should lead us neither to dispense with the objective world
as illusion (à la Rorty), nor to presume the immediate or seamlessly
emancipatory function of demythologization (à la positivism) nor,
again, to be disenchanted with certain concepts as if they have, on
their own, shaped what we abhor about our present, as many who
launch accusations of pessimism do.
In recent years, there has been a kind of renaissance of
ideology critique. Critical theorists have returned to the concept
of ideology seeking to revitalize, clarify, and elaborate on Marx
and Engels’ formulations as well as those of the early Frankfurt
school, in spite of longstanding and widespread suspicion about its
most basic premises. This recent upsurge of scholarship is rooted
in a critical (i.e., negative) conception of ideology and thus circumvents many of the limitations we have highlighted in §2. In the
contribution of Karen Ng, rejuvenating ideology critique entails
a genealogy of the concept in Hegel and Marx as well as of the
“critical naturalism” found therein.67 Ng’s approach to the normative ground of ideology critique is similar to our own in that it foregrounds, following Marx and Engels, the “reproduction of life”
in the process of conceptualization.68 Rahel Jaeggi’s intervention,
similarly, shares a penchant for a holistic and immanent critique of
what ideology obscures, carrying out the important work of distinguishing among a variety of forms of critique.69 Deborah Cook’s
contribution to this resurgence has been to highlight the singularity of Adorno’s specific conception of ideology and its role in the
larger project of negative dialectics.70 Indeed, all of these contemporary scholars draw, to varying degrees, specifically on Adorno’s
contribution to the tradition of ideology critique. It is in this vein
that we understand our own contribution as well, with the added
67
Ng, “Ideology Critique,” 400.
68
Ibid., 399.
69
Rahel Jaeggi, “Rethinking Ideology,” in New Waves in Political Philosophy. Ed. De Bruin, Boudewijn, and Christopher F. Zurn, (New York: Palgrave
MacMillan, 2009), 63-86, 75-76.
70
Deborah Cook, “Adorno, Ideology, and Ideology Critique,” Philosophy
& Social Criticism, 27.1 (2001): 1-20, 2.
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element of its invocation of disenchantment as a critical category.
The concept of ideology as Marx and Engels and Adorno
understand it—as these scholars demonstrate—has specific advantages over either rejecting disenchantment or presuming its unimpeded efficacy for human needs and ends. To summarize what we
have tried to highlight thus far: ideology is not merely conceptual,
since the notion is rooted in concrete historical and material conditions, it is not simply a question of ‘interests’ (as such the concept
does not adequately grasp social contradictions as a whole), and,
further, it does not simply mark out falsity (as ideology is “both true
and false”),71 which might imply that a removal of cognitive distortions could remedy the social ills it mirrors, implicitly disconnecting the category from its basis in real relations of domination
(however morally false they may be). Ideology critique strives for
a critical disenchantment which is transformative both at the level of
the concept and the world which engendered the illusion it describes and undermines. It bears repeating that, following Rehmann, disenchantment
as ideology critique hinges on the practical axes of critical thought.
This is because, as Larrain highlights following Marx and Engels,
“no criticism can abolish the real inversion which lies at the bottom of ideological inversion...for the real inversion can only be
reversed by practical means.”72

71
72

Jaeggi, “Rethinking Ideology,” 63, 67-69.
Larrain, Marxism and Ideology, 12-13.
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DIALOGUED PHILOSOPHY
Rationalism and Scientific Dialectics

Gaston Bachelard
translated by Dylan vaughan

I
In following the activity of contemporary physics with attention,
in other words with passionate interest, we see a philosophical
dialogue come to life that has the merit of an exceptional precision: the dialogue of the experimenter equipped with precise instruments and of the mathematician who strives to closely inquire
about experience. While, too often in philosophical polemics, the
realist and the rationalist do not manage to speak of the same thing,
one has the clear and comforting impression that in scientific dialogue the two interlocutors are speaking of the same problem. While
in philosophy conferences we see philosophers exchange arguments,
in physics conferences we see experimenters and theoreticians exchange information. Should the experimenter not enquire about the
theoretical approach to data that the mathematician believes to
be strongly coordinated, without which the experimenter could be
the victim of personal views in his interpretations? Furthermore,
should the theoretician not enquire about all circumstances of the
experiment, without which his syntheses could remain partial or
simply abstract? Physics, therefore, has two philosophical poles. It
is a veritable field of thought that is specified in mathematics and in
1
Editor’s note: Bachelard’s original text, “La philosophie dialoguée,”
appears in Le rationalisme appliqué. (Paris: Les Presses universitaires de France,
[1949] 1966), 1-12.
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experiments [expériences]2 and that comes to life maximally in the
conjunction of mathematics and experience. Physics determines,
as an eminent synthesis, an abstract-concrete mentality. During the
course of this work, we will attempt ceaselessly to characterize this
mentality in its double action of abstraction and concretion, without ever breaking the hyphen that language imposes, for want of
knowing more unified principles in order to comprehend the reciprocity
of dialectics that move endlessly, and in both directions, from mind
to objects.
The meeting point of experience and mathematics develops
into a solidarity that spreads. When it is experimentation that provides the first message of a new phenomenon, the theoretician
constantly modifies the reigning theory so that it can assimilate
the new fact. With this modification—undoubtedly belated—the
mathematician shows that the theory, a little softened, should have
anticipated the novelty. He [sic] likes to make a display of a sort of
recurrent fecundity that is—as we will show—an important character
of rationalism, for this recurrent fecundity constitutes the ground
of rational memory.3 This memory of reason, the memory of coordinated ideas, obeys entirely different psychological laws than
empirical memory. Ideas placed in order, ideas tidied up and coordinated in logical time, determine a veritable emergence of memory.
Naturally, nobody mocks this return, after the fact, to the sources
of theoretical prediction, least of all the experimenter. On the contrary, the experimenter welcomes the assimilation of his discovery
by the mathematicians. He knows that a novel fact connected to
the modern aspect of the reigning theory receives the guaranties
of a deeply monitored objectivity, the reigning theory being a system of experimental examination, active in the brightest brains of
the era. One has the impression that the problem is well seen for the
2
Translator’s note: In most cases it is clear that Bachelard is referring
to empirical experiments, but there are a few moments, particularly when the
discussion veers towards philosophy, when expérience could also refer to its English cognate, experience. I have attempted to be judicious in my word choice
depending on the context, but ambiguity sometimes prevails.
3
Editor’s note: All gendered language from the original has been left
unchanged.
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sole reason that it could have been predicted. The theoretical perspective places the experimental fact where it ought to be. If the fact is
properly assimilated by the theory, one no longer hesitates on the
place it needs to receive in a thought. It is no longer a matter of a heteroclite or brute fact. It is now a fact of culture. It has a rational status.
It is henceforth the subject of a dialogue between the rationalist
and the empiricist.
When it is the theoretician who announces the possibility of
a new phenomenon, the experimenter, if he feels it is in line with
modern science, examines this perspective. This is how, at the beginning of the wave mechanics of the electron, we began searching for a phenomenon that would be, for the electron, equivalent to
the phenomenon of light polarisation. Even when a well laid-out
investigation is fruitless, it still has a positive effect on epistemology
since it helps limit and clarify analogies. Experiments associated
in this way with theoretical views have nothing in common with
occasional research, with these ‘just to see’ experiments that have
no place in highly established sciences such as physics and chemistry, sciences where the instrument is the necessary intermediary to
study a truly instrumented phenomenon, designated as an object
of a phenomeno-technic. No physicist would spend their budget in
order to build an instrument without theoretical purpose. In physics, Claude Bernard’s ‘just to see’ experiment makes no sense.4
What tacit agreement thus reigns in the City of the Physicist! How one moves away from the impenitent dreamers who want
to ‘theorize’ far from mathematical methods! The theoretician
must indeed possess the entire mathematical past of physics—that is,
the entire rationalist tradition of experience. The experimenter,
on his side, must know the entire present of technique. One would be
astonished by a physicist who used an old pneumatic machine to
create a vacuum, even if outfitted with a Babinet valve. Modernism of technical reality and rationalist tradition of all mathemati4
Translator’s note: According to physiologist Claude Bernard (18131878), scientific thinking has its genesis in an almost experimentation. It is
reported that, after a student stated that he thought something was the case,
Bernard replied “Why think if you can experiment? Exhaust experimentation
and then think.”
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cal theory; here, then, is the double ideal of culture which must
assert itself on all themes of scientific thought.
The philosophical cooperation of the two aspects of physical science—the rational aspect and the technical aspect—can be
summed up in this double question:
Under which conditions can one account for a precise phenomenon? The word precise is, in fact, essential because it is
with precision that reason is engaged.
Under which conditions can one present real proofs for the
validity of the mathematical organization of physical experience?
The time of an epistemology that would consider mathematics as a simple means of expression for the laws of physics is
past. The mathematics of physics is more active. We cannot ground
the physical sciences without entering into the philosophical dialogue of the rationalist and the experimenter, without responding to the two questions, which are in some manner reciprocal, that
we have just posed. In other terms, the modern physicist needs a
double certainty:
1. The certainty that the real is in direct contact with rationality, meriting by this very fact the title scientific real.
2. The certainty that the rational arguments touching on
experience are already moments of this experience.
In summary, no empty rationality, no incoherent empiricism. Here are the two philosophical obligations that ground the
narrow and precise synthesis of theory and experience in contemporary physics.
This bi-certainty is essential. If one of the terms is missing,
we can very well conduct experiments, we can very well do mathematics; we do not take part in the scientific activity of contemporary physical science. This bi-certitude can only be expressed
by a philosophy entailing a double movement, by a dialogue. But
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this dialogue is so tight that we can barely recognize the trace of
the old dualism of the philosophers in it. It is no longer a matter
of confronting a solitary mind and an indifferent universe. Now
we need to place ourselves at the centre where the knowing mind
is determined by the precise object of its knowledge and where,
in return, it determines its experience with more precision. It is
precisely in this central position that the dialectic of reason and of
technics finds its efficacy. We will try to place ourselves in this central position where both an applied rationalism [un rationalisme appliqué]
and an informed materialism [un matérialisme instruit] appear. Moreover,
we will insist thereafter on the power of application of all scientific
rationalism, that is to say, of all rationalism bearing out its fertile
proofs in the organisation of technical thought. It is through these
applications that rationalism wins its objective values. Therefore,
it is no longer a matter—in order to judge scientific thought—of
leaning on a universal, abstract, and formal rationalism. We must
reach a concrete rationalism in agreement with experiments that
are always specific and precise. It is also necessary that this rationalism be sufficiently open in order for it to receive new determinations. By living this dialectic, we are convinced of the eminent
reality of fields of thought. In these epistemological fields, the values
of rationalism and experimentalism are interchangeable.
II
In fact, this crossover of two contrary philosophies in action in scientific thought engages many more philosophies, and we will have
to present dialogues that are no doubt less narrow, but that expand
the psychology of the scientific mind. For example, we would mutilate the philosophy of science if we did not examine how positivism or formalism are situated, both certainly serving functions in
contemporary physics and chemistry. But one of the reasons that
makes us believe in the validity of our central position is that all the
philosophies of scientific knowledge can be organized on the basis
of applied rationalism. There is hardly any need to comment on the
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following chart when we apply it to scientific thought:
Idealism
↑
Conventionalism
↑
Formalism
↑
Applied Rationalism and Technical Materialism
↓
Positivism
↓
Empiricism
↓
Realism

Let us point out only the two perspectives of weakened
thought that lead us, on the one hand, from [applied] rationalism
to naïve idealism and, on the other, from technical materialism to
naïve realism.
In this way, when we systematically interpret rational
knowledge as the constitution of certain forms, as a simple apparatus of formulas conducive to informing any experience, we establish a
formalism. This formalism can, in a pinch, accommodate the results
of rational thought, but it cannot give the entire work of rational
thought. Besides, we do not always keep to a formalism. We have
begun a philosophy of knowledge that weakens the role of experimentation. We are on the verge of seeing in theoretical science
a set of conventions, a succession of more or less practical thoughts
organized in the clear language of mathematics, which is no more
than the Esperanto of reason. The practicality of conventions does
not take away their arbitrariness. Submitting these formulas, these
conventions, this arbitrariness to an activity of the thinking subject
will come fairly naturally to us. We therefore approach an idealism.
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This idealism is no longer admitted into contemporary epistemology, but it played such an important role in the philosophies of
nature during the nineteenth century that it must retain its place in
a general examination of philosophies of science.
Indeed, it is only necessary to signal the impotence of idealism to reconstruct a rationalism of the modern type, an active
rationalism likely to inform the knowledge of new regions of experience. In other words, we cannot reverse the perspective that we
have just described. As a matter of fact, when the idealist establishes a philosophy of nature, he is content to organize the images he
has of nature, indulging in whatever is immediate in these images.
He does not exceed the limits of an ethereal sensualism. He does
not engage in an ongoing experience and would be astonished if
one asked him to pursue scientific research through essentially instrumental experimentations. He does not see himself as forced
to accept the conventions of other minds. He does not consent to
the slow discipline that would form his mind by the lessons of objective experience [expérience]. Idealism therefore loses all possibility of accounting for modern scientific thought. The latter cannot
find its hard and multiple forms in this atmosphere of solitude, in
this solipsism that is the congenital defect of all idealism. Scientific
thought needs a social reality, the agreement proper to the City of
the Physicist and Mathematician. We will therefore need to establish ourselves in the central position of applied rationalism in working
to institute a specific philosophy for scientific thought.
In the other perspective of our chart, instead of this evanescence that leads to idealism, we will find a progressive inertia
of thought that leads to realism, to a conception of reality as a
synonym for irrationality.
Indeed, in passing from the rationalism of the physics experiment, firmly connected to theory, to positivism, it seems we immediately lose all principles of necessity. Consequently, pure positivism can hardly justify the power of deduction at work in the
development of modern theories; it cannot account for the value
of coherence for contemporary physics. And yet, in comparison with
pure empiricism, positivism appears, at least, like the guardian of
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legal hierarchy. It gives itself the right to do away with sharp approximations, details, and varieties. But this hierarchy of laws does
not have the organizational value of necessities clearly understood
by rationalism. What is more, in grounding itself on judgments of
usefulness, positivism is already close to declining itself towards
pragmatism, towards the dust of formulas that is empiricism. Positivism does not have what it needs to decide on orders of approximation, to feel the strange sensibility of rationality given by secondorder approximations, this more approximate, more discussed,
more coherent knowledge that we find in the careful testing of
refined experiments that helps us understand that there is more
rationality in the complex than in the simple.
As a matter of fact, if we go one step beyond the empiricism
lost in the tale of its successes, we reach a collection of facts and
objects that, through an encumbering realism, gives it the illusion
of wealth. Later on, we will demonstrate how the postulate, which
assimilates reality to a pole of irrationality and is so easily accepted
by certain philosophers, opposes all scientific minds. Once we have
brought philosophical activity back towards its active centre, it will
become clear that active materialism stops short at all that could be
qualified as irrational in its matter, in its objects. Chemistry, armed
with its rational a prioris, gives us substances without accidents, clearing
all matter of the irrationality in its origins.
But let us resume this discussion with the use of particular
examples. We do indeed believe that the precise examples borrowed from scientific knowledge can nuance [sensibiliser] general
philosophical discussions, as long as we avoid coming to these discussions with rigid philosophical convictions. What we wanted to
present in this philosophical topology is the keyboard on which most
philosophical discussions about science are played. One feature
appears striking to us: the diverse philosophical tonalities that we
have highlighted form a veritable spectrum. What we mean by this
is that they arrange themselves naturally in a linear order. If we
welcome new philosophical sensibilities, it will suffice to expand
this philosophical spectrum a little more without having to modify
the order of fundamental philosophies. On the other hand, if we
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examined other sciences, like mathematics, biology, sociology, psychology, with the same desire to find the elements of a polyphilosophy, we would, naturally, need to establish other spectra for philosophical analysis. Yet no spectrum extends as far as that which
helps to classify the physical sciences. It is, in fact, well known that
all components of a science are not at the same point of philosophical maturity. Therefore, it is always in relation to well defined
experiences and problems that the philosophical values of science
must be determined.
III
If we test the philosophical determination of active scientific notions, we will soon notice that each has two sides, always two sides.
Every specific notion is a notion that has been specified in an effort
of Idoneism, in the Gonsethian sense of the term, driven even further since the dialectics have been more condensed.5 But these dialectics have already been awakened by the distant symmetries of
the chart that we are proposing. In this way, we could already shed
light on the epistemological problems of the physical sciences if we
established the dialogued philosophy of formalism and positivism.
Formalism would already coordinate with enough clarity all of
the mathematical points of view informing the positive laws made
available through scientific experimentation. Without having the
apodicticity of rationalism, formalism has a logical autonomy.
Between empiricism and conventionalism—philosophies
undoubtedly too lax—it would still be possible to establish correspondences. Their dialogue would have, at least, the appeal of
a double scepticism. They are also highly successful with modern
philosophers that observe the progress of scientific thought from
afar.
As for the two extreme philosophies, idealism and realism,
5
Translator’s note: Ferdinand Gonseth (1890-1975), philosopher and
mathematician, proposed a dialectical system renouncing absolute starting
points. Instead, inexact, chosen starting points were subject to recursive adjustments according to exact experiences and their principles.
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they have hardly any strengths besides their dogmatism. Realism is
definitive, and idealism is premature. Neither has the topicality [actualité] that scientific thought demands. More specifically, it is very
unclear how a scientific realism could be elaborated on the basis
of a vulgar realism. If science was a description of a given reality,
we do not see by what right science would impose this description.
Our task will therefore consist of demonstrating that [applied] rationalism is in no way connected to the imperialism of the
subject, that it cannot be formed in an isolated consciousness. We
will also have to prove that technical materialism is in no way a philosophical realism. Essentially, technical materialism corresponds to
a transformed reality, to an amended reality, to a reality that has
precisely received the human mark par excellence: the mark of rationalism.
And thus, we will always be brought back to the philosophical centre where both reflected experience and rational invention
are simultaneously grounded, put briefly, in the area where contemporary science labors.
IV
In these conditions, a philosophy with two distant poles, like that
of Émile Meyerson, where one determines simultaneously the scientist’s attachment to the Real and to the Identical, does not seem
to manifest a sufficiently rich epistemological field.6 To paint the
scientist as both an absolute realist and a rigorous logician leads
to juxtaposing general, inoperable philosophies. These are not
philosophies at work; these are philosophies of summation that can
serve only to characterise historical periods. With technical progress, the ‘reality’ studied by the scientist changes its form, losing, in
this way, the character of permanence that grounds philosophical
6
Translator’s note: Émile Meyerson (1859-1933), chemist and scientist, proposed two static psychological principles for understanding any given
scientific theory: the fundamental law-abiding nature of natural events and the
necessity of causal relations. Taken together, these lead to a belief in static axes
of the real order of events and the identity of cause and effect.
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realism. For example, the ‘electrical reality’ of the nineteenth century is very different from the ‘electrical reality’ of the eighteenth
century.
On the other hand, no sooner has a reduction to the identical been carried out then the diversification of research begins
again. In relation to the identical, it will therefore be necessary to
constantly revive the dialectic of the identified and the diversified.
The dialectics of analysis and synthesis, of pruning and construction, of selection and realisation will also multiply on reality. A
science constantly adjusted, in its principles and subject matter,
cannot receive a unitary philosophical designation. It is dialectic,
not only in the minutiae of its process, but also in the double ideal
of its theoretical coherence and of its experimental precision.
It is perhaps no accident of doctrine that lead Meyerson
to a static conception of the psychology of the scientific mind. To
believe that the state of mind of a pre-lavoisian chemist, like Macquer, would be similar to the state of mind of a contemporary
chemist is precisely to shut oneself up in an immobile materialism, in a materialism without dialectic.7 The history of science is,
in this regard, often misleading. It almost never reproduces the
obscurities of thought. It cannot, then, get a good handle on rationality in progress. Our existing knowledge so brightly illuminates
the past of scientific thought that we mistake all that glimmers for
true light. We thus believe in a reason constituted before any effort
of rationality. Léon Brunschvieg saw the weakness of this absolute
position, and he often insisted on the essential relativity of reason
and experience: “We lose sight of the real course . . . of this knowledge when we are concerned with pushing rationality and objectivity outside ourselves, to end up isolating and opposing the double
entity that is absolute reason and absolute object.”8 We will see that, in
7
Translator’s note: Pierre Joseph Macquer (1718-1784), a chemist primarily concerned with the practical applications of chemistry, is now mostly
known for his support of the phlogiston theory of combustion against Antoine
Lavoisier, the latter being an influential figure in the shift from qualitative to
quantitative chemistry, among other long-lasting contributions.
8
Translator’s Note: Léon Brunschvicg, L’expérience humaine et la causalité
physique, (Paris: Bibliothèque de philosophie contemporaine, 1922), 595. Trans-
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effect, it is in systematically putting reason and the scientific object
in a dialectic of cooperation that we best ensure the rational character of technical materialism and vice versa of the real character of
applied rationalism. Here still, these are acute approximations that
give the object relative stability; they are not the first experiments.
Expressed in view of its applications, a rational organization of experience is not the aim of a mind that would take its insights solely
from the consciousness of the identity of its apperceptions.9 The
intentionality of applied rationalism holds in reserve the possibility
of rectifying itself. It is ready, upon application, to receive dialectics
that determine resonances even in the principles of organization.
In other words, the second approximation does not have the same
epistemological structure as the first. It is in the second approximation that the dialectics are truly alert. It is these dialectics that combine the spirit of geometry and the spirit of finesse in a synthesis
that is so obviously active in the contemporary scientific mind.
Epistemology must therefore be as mobile as science. In
multiplying the number of reciprocal forms that we have called
Brunschvicgian doublets,10 we hope to bring together the coherence of
rational thought and the cohesion of technical materialism. But the
numerous doublets formed or renewed by Brunschvicg on the Spinozist model of natura naturans and of natura naturata, as spatializing
space and spatialized space, as the numbering number and the numbered
number, must be even sharper in order to account for the strong coupling of ideas and experiences that manifest themselves in the development of contemporary physics and chemistry. In this realisation
of a strong coupling of ideas and experiences, scientific thought
designates itself as a doctrine of relations [rapports] without supports
and without a reporter [rapporteur]. For example, Relativity gives the
certitude of effacing absolute time and space and of eliminating
lation mine.
9
Editor’s note: Bachelard refers here to the importance for reason
given to the ‘I think’ of the ‘unity of apperception’ in Kant’s Critique of Pure
Reason, trans. Paul Guyer et al. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1998).
10
Gaston Bachelard, “La philosophie scientifique de Léon Brunschvicg,” Revue de métaphysique et de morale 50.1/2 (1945), 81.
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the observer.
Epistemology will thereby have to practice dialogued philosophy on the doublets borrowed above all from physics and
chemistry, for these doublets make it possible to clarify the traditional discussion on the reality of the sensible world. But we will
find numerous occasions to shift the debate a bit. Such will be the
case, for example, for the discussion of the duality of the symbolsymbolising and of the symbol-symbolized in organic chemistry. There
is indeed a very remarkable epistemological difference between
certain symbols that tend only to intuitively translate general knowledge, and certain models in which a more realist, more particular
knowledge manifests itself. The conventionalism of first representations, as they were proposed in the nineteenth century, made way
to a technical materialism that realizes schemas.
Likewise, the objectifying tendency of the rational mind is
so strong that in mathematics, which aims at the proliferation of
the abstract, it is not impossible to detect structures that refer to
an objective study. Therefore, there is a place for a post-abstractive experience. Of course, empiricism necessarily flounders if it
wishes to place land surveying at the foundation of geometry. Such
references are useless in modern culture; they would even be dangerous if such naivetés are not immediately corrected. It is indeed
necessary to constitute the subject with rationality, and it is necessary that it accesses principles of necessity. In geometry, one does not
display [montre], one demonstrates [démontre]. And the demonstration
has an autonomy so clear that we cannot receive it from outside,
that it does not suffice to ‘observe’ the result in order to grasp the
sense of it. The apodictic character of demonstration does not
ordain itself. It is not a fact of authority. It must be followed in its
essential discursiveness. One day, as King Charles X was visiting
the Polytechnic, he examined with curiosity a hyperboloid design
on a tablecloth. The professor wanted the King to understand that
this surface of revolution was engendered by a straight line. Having given it his best effort, the professor (his name was Leroy) said
to the King: “Well Sire, I give you my word of honor.” This word
can be likened to D’Alembert’s declaration that there is no royal
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road to geometry. In order to understand, it is necessary here to participate in an emergence.
It is precisely such an emergence that is taking place in
contemporary physical sciences. Quite different values than observation, convention, measurement, description, and classification
have just recently appeared in the sciences of nature. We might
as well say that empiricism is an obsolete philosophy. The philosopher who chooses to follow the life of scientific thought in detail
will come to know the extraordinary couplings of Necessity and
the Dialectic.
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ANACHANTMENT

1

An Essay on the Ontology of Moods

hannu poutiainen

What is literature but the expression of moods by the vehicle of symbol and
incident? And are there not moods which need heaven, hell, purgatory, and
faeryland for their expression, no less than this dilapidated earth?
– William Butler Yeats, The Celtic Twilight, 1893
“A whole world of pain is contained in these words.” How can it becontained in them?—It is bound up with them. The words are like an acorn
from which an oak tree can grow.
– Ludwig Wittgenstein, Culture and Value, [1946] 1977
Indeed, there is a world of emotion. All emotions have this in common, that
they evoke the appearance of a world, cruel, terrible, bleak, joyful, etc., but
in which the relation of things to consciousness are always and exclusively
magical.
– Jean-Paul Sartre, Sketch for a Theory of the Emotions, 1937

To disenchant the world is to bid farewell to the gods. But what
is it to bid farewell to the gods? Does one leave them behind as
one does a childhood illusion, surmounting them, as Freud would
say, as a belief that belongs in an earlier stage of ‘civilization’?2
Or does one return their farewell, the farewell that they bid us,
1
This work has been supported by a postdoctoral research grant from
the Kone Foundation.
2
Sigmund Freud, “The ‘Uncanny’”, in The Pelican Freud Library 14: Art
and Literature, trans. James Strachey, ed. Albert Dickson (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1985), 339-376, 372.
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as they withdraw at their own behest from a world progressively
reigned and reined in by Christian monotheism and its technocapitalist progeny?3 What, in one case or the other, becomes of the
re-enchantment that the world seems to undergo every few decades?4
Does re-enchantment welcome the gods back into the world from
which they have been banished? Or does it seek to preserve, in the
now-godless world, a memory of what the young Hegel calls, in his
poem “Eleusis,” the “Circle of the Gods [that] has flown back to
Olympus, / Fleeing from the consecrated altars / And the defiled
human grave”?5 And if the project of re-enchantment itself disenchants us with its perpetual unaccomplishment, may we not go
beyond it and assert that the gods have always been and always will
be with us, thereby giving substance to Jason Josephson-Storm’s
eye-catching claim in The Myth of Disenchantment that “we have never been disenchanted”?6 If we do assert this, are we by that token
bidding farewell to the farewell itself ? And if we are, are we then
bidding farewell not only to the farewell, but to everything that it
implies, beginning with the assumption that the world in which the
gods were present was in fact an enchanted one?
To ask what disenchantment means is to ask what it means
to bid farewell to the gods. As the previous paragraph attests, this
question is not a simple one. It opens onto several other questions,
and these yet onto others that form an indisseverable chain, indeed
3
This is the gist of Max Weber’s famous Entzauberung der Welt. See Max
Weber, “Science as a Vocation”, in Max Weber’s Complete Writings on Academic and
Political Vocations, trans. Gordon C. Wells & ed. John Dreijmanis (New York: Algora Publishing, 2008), 25-52.
4
Scholarly works abound that claim a re-enchantment is under way.
To take just two examples that are relatively far apart in time: Peter L. Berger,
A Rumour of Angels: Modern Society and the Rediscovery of the Supernatural (New York:
Anchor Books, 1970); Christopher H. Partridge, The Re-Enchantment of the West:
Alternative Spiritualities, Sacralization, Popular Culture, and Occulture, Volumes I-II (London: T & T Clark, 2004-2005).
5
I cite this translation from Jason Josephson-Storm, The Myth of Disenchantment: Magic, Modernity, and the Birth of the Human Sciences (Chicago & London:
The University of Chicago Press, 2017), 85.
6
Josephson-Storm,The Myth of Disenchantment, 3. The phrase, of course,
is a riff on Bruno Latour’s famous dictum that “we have never been modern”.
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a kind of sacrificial wreath to be worn around the pondering brow:
Who (or what) says farewell to whom (or to what)? What is the affect of this farewell? What is the temporality of this affect? To what
world does this temporality give shape? Who inhabits this world
of ‘farewell’? And what is it to inhabit this world of a ‘farewell’
whose address, being so uncertain, wavering so strangely between
‘us’ and ‘the gods’, can always make the ‘farewell’ double upon
itself, thereby obliging us to heed everything that Jacques Derrida
says of the ‘farewell to farewell’ in his preface to Catherine Malabou’s The Future of Hegel, and, beyond that, everything in Hegel to
which this ‘farewell to farewell’ relates?7 Taking this wreath upon
its brow, the present essay cannot do more than seek to answer
only some of these questions, counting them like beads on a rosary
or an abacus, moving them along the thread or wire formed by the
three epigraphs above.
Thematically, the essay concerns what may be called the
inherent metaphysics of the word ‘enchantment’ and the prefixes ‘dis’
and ‘re’ that are used to qualify its historical presence. Methodologically, it submits this inherent metaphysics to a mode of scrutiny that I have elsewhere proposed to call a speculative philology:
an approach to linguistic objects which scans and sifts their various details for any ontological implications that may lie concealed
within them.8 For speculative philology, every smallest shard and
shred of language is seen as capable of making its distinct claim on
being, and the task of the speculative philologist is to address this
claim and to examine its implications in a philosophically rigorous
manner. For this essay, I have chosen as my object of philological
7
See Jacques Derrida: “A Time for Farewells: Heidegger (read by)
Hegel (read by) Malabou”, trans. Joseph D. Cohen, in Catherine Malabou, The
Future of Hegel: Plasticity, Temporality, and Dialectic, trans. Lisbeth During (London
and New York: Routledge, 2005), vii-xlvii.
8
The term speculative philology was first coined in my essay “The Logic
of Romantic Epithets: An Essay towards a Speculative Philology”, Journal of
Romanticism 3, (2018): 57-78. However, though it was not named as such before
that, the work leading up to it extends back almost a decade. Its central philosophical claims are most comprehensively set out in “Additions, Subtractions,
Iterations: Deconstruction and the Actuality of Context”, Journal of Literary
Theory, 8.1 (2014): 178–198.
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speculation a work of literary fiction that has much to teach us
about the question of enchantment: John Crowley’s Little, Big—
a narratively elaborate, philosophically erudite, and emotionally
powerful novel revolving around the presence of faery in the human world—will be read here as constituting a ‘farewell to the
gods’ of the most inimitable kind.
The essay will proceed in three movements. Section I will
lay out the basic ideas of speculative philology. Section II will consist in a reading of Little, Big whose conclusions about enchantment
will be developed further in Section III. There, I will encapsulate
the preceding reflections into a neologism whose purpose is to
throw the discourse of enchantment onto a new track: anachantment, a term structurally analogous to the anatheism coined by Richard Kearney,9 where the Greek prefix ana- is meant to suggest the
return of enchantment in the era of its putative impossibility. Finally, in the Conclusion, I will offer a very brief restatement of
what anachantment means and what may be hoped of it in terms
of ‘worldview’.
Stated analytically, without reference to ontological considerations, the argument put forward here is that the word ‘enchantment’ does not only denote a situation where a subjective affect
bleeds into a neutral object and animates it with its own power.
Rather, and this is true even with dis-enchantment, the word enacts
the situation it denotes. When we speak of enchantment, whether
it is to affirm or deny it, to lament or hasten its disappearance from
the world, to undo its religious ties and reclaim it for secular ends,
we are not comparing the external world to an idea of enchantment in order to see whether it fits this idea or not. We are, rather,
using a picture of reality to establish canons of feeling which dictate how affect and object ought to be calibrated: as reality is, so one
must feel about it—enchanted if it is enchanted, disenchanted if disenchanted, re-enchantment being an option that can be pursued
on either front. Such calibrations are very mercurial and difficult
to maintain, nevertheless, once established, it is no great leap to
9
Richard Kearney, Anatheism: Returning to God after God (New York: Columbia University Press, 2011).
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convert a canon of feeling into a canon of perceiving: as one feels
about reality, so must it be—leading to compulsive efforts to transform
an emotional predilection into the one true vision of the world.
The reason for this is that affect will bleed into object for as long as
we continue to speak of enchantment: that is a direct consequence
of using words that cast objects in emotional terms. Yet this, I believe, is not a matter to be bemoaned. For what this suggests, on the
side of objects other than humans and nonhuman animals, is an
independent ontological possibility that far exceeds the question
whether the world is ‘enchanted’ or ‘disenchanted’: the existence in
nonhuman reality of an inherently affective zone. In other words, from the
ontological perspective that speculative philology seeks to open,
the very existence of the notion of enchantment implies that there
exists some dimension of nonhuman reality that advances and recedes in our view, expands into and retracts from the bounds of
our being, according to the emotional valence that we grant it,
each the systole to the other’s diastole.
But what is this dimension? That is the question that will be
pursued under the rubric of the ‘farewell of the gods’. If the farewell is the affect, the gods are its zone; and yet this zone extends
only as far as the farewell can be heard. It is the task of speculative
philology to hear this farewell with as keen an ear as possible. How
it will set about this task is the question that must now be clarified.
I
What is speculative philology? The first thing to be addressed is
its underlying ontology. For a more detailed exposition of it, I will
take the liberty of referring the reader to my previous writings,
where I have combined elements of Husserlian phenomenology,
Derridean deconstruction, and certain analytical interpretations
of the so-called alethic modalities (possibility, necessity, and impossibility) in order to formulate what I call an ontology of substitution.
Stated briefly, this ontology begins from the understanding that all
reality is structured by two minimal principles. The first is the prin70
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ciple of substitutability, according to which all things that are similar
in some respect are to that extent substitutable for one another
(we can substitute one cup for another, a red cup for a red mug, a
red mug for a red flag, and so on and so forth). The second is the
principle of nonsubstitutability, which states that, since no two separate things are similar in all respects, a singular existent is never
fully substitutable for another (a cup can never exist in another’s
place).10 These two principles are understood not only as constitutive but as generative of all possible objects. However, what they
10
These two principles may also be stated by drawing a parallel with
the philosophy of logic and defining the first as substitution salva congruitate (preserving congruity) and the second as substitution salva veritate (preserving truth).
Thus formulated, the former principle would state that any two non-identical
entities are substitutable when the substitution of one for the other preserves
the “syntax” of the situation (one might, for instance, use a boot instead of a
hammer for driving nails into the wall, in which case the boot is substitutable
for the hammer as long as one’s intention is not to go hiking or to pose for a
faux-Soviet portrait, but rather to drive nails into the wall), whereas the latter
principle would be synonymous with Leibniz’s principium identitatis indiscernibilium,
according to which two entities whose properties coincided perfectly would be
one entity rather than two. Framed in this way, only the first principle would
involve actual substitution, whereas the latter would simply amount to a principle
of self-identity (in which “self-identity” and “self-substitutability” are identical
and therefore substitutable formulations for one and the same relation). However, rather than undermine the notion of substitution, this discrepancy between
the two principles only foregrounds the necessity that, if substitution is to be
real rather than merely formal, it must also have a temporal aspect. As will be
seen below, this has the consequence that when substitution is understood temporally, it gives rise to a third principle that we may define—with, one should
hope, only the appearance of paradox—as a principium identitatis discernibilium.
On the principle of the identity of indiscernibles, see e.g. G. W. Leibniz, “Discourse on Metaphysics”, in Philosophical Essays, trans. Roger Ariew and Daniel
Garber (Indianapolis & Cambridge: Hackett, 1989), 35-68. For a cogent discussion of the salva congruitate—salva veritate distinction, which was reintroduced into
modern philosophy by Peter Geach in Reference and Generality: An Examination of
Some Medieval and Modern Theories (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press,
1980), see Crispin Wright, “Why Frege Does Not Deserve His Grain of Salt: A
Note on the Paradox of ‘The Concept Horse’ and the Ascription of Bedeutungen
to Predicates”, in Bob Hale & Crispin Wright, The Reason’s Proper Study: Essays
Towards a Neo-Fregean Philosophy of Mathematics (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2001), 72-90.

71

CHIASMA #6 ‡ 2020

also generate is a tension between categoriality and singularity that
simultaneously divides all objects within themselves and sets them
apart from all others. On the one hand, to exist is to fall within
the category of a certain kind of thing; on the other hand, to exist
is to be singular and thus to fall outside of all categories.11 However, since this is a purely synchronous description of a structure
that purports to be universal, it must be supplemented with a diachronic aspect which configures the two principles on the axis of
time. This involves a major shift, because the substitutability in
question is no longer a purely formal matter of structural identity.
It is now also a matter of concrete existence. First, the principle of
nonsubstitutability may be seen as structuring the present: if two
things exist concurrently, they are substitutable only formally, with
respect to some categorial act, but never insofar as their singular
existence is concerned. The present, in other words, is always formal, and formal considerations take place in a structural present.
Conversely, therefore, the principle of substitutability must be seen
as structuring the past and the future: if one thing is to substitute
for another, not only formally but materially, it cannot do this except through a temporal passage in which a thing comes to exist in
place of another that ceases to exist with respect to the aspect of its
substitution. Evidently, this mode of substitution does not cease to
be formal, because there must still be some point of similarity with
respect to which the past thing and future thing are substitutable;
but the formality at issue here is a very strange one, because this
11
At bottom the singular is congruous only with itself: nothing, not even
its essence, can be substituted for it. Whether it follows from this that singularity
undermines categoriality—thereby destroying the tension between the two—
depends in great part on the nature of the criterion by which a category is
defined. In his discussion of substitution salva congruitate, Willard Van Orman
Quine observes that when “fortuitous occurrences are counted in”, e.g. purely
phonemic relations in the case of assertive sentences, our categories “threaten
to end up with one [member] apiece”. W. V. Quine, Philosophy of Logic, 2nd Edition (Cambridge, MA and London, England: Harvard University Press, 1986),
18. In this sense, it might be suggested that fortuity, as a factor tending towards
singularization, is also a principium individuationis: what chances to happen to this
thing—just this thing and no other—or, in the case of substitution, to just these
things and no others—is what distinguishes and sets it apart from other things.
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point of similarity has no concrete existence beyond the present of
substitution where past and future may be seen to change places. It is
here that the really interesting complications begin. Before elaborating what is specifically philological about the method, it will be
useful to illustrate by means of an example what happens when
past and future are substituted one for the other.
The example I have in mind is an object on display at London’s Natural History Museum: a round block of wood that has
been transformed, during the 2,300 years it has spent lying in a
copper mine, into a solid piece of metal that has retained not only
the shape but the very grain of the original wood. In other words,
where there once existed a block of wood, with qualities pertaining
solely to its being a block of wood, there now exists a block of copper that has distinctly and tantalizingly wood-like qualities—which
it would not have if the block of wood had not existed before it. A
paradoxical entity: since it is not a block of wood, its possession of
those qualities is not a result of what it itself is, and yet it has those
qualities—which, it is essential to note, cannot be accidental qualities, because they are necessary to its existence. Therefore, unless
we are prepared to dismiss the whole object as accidental, we must
ask whether our ontology has a place—and therefore an explanation—for this apparently fortuitous necessity.
Natural science, for its own part, will have no difficulty in
despatching the question. As the organic materials decayed, the
copper atoms that were so abundant in the surroundings took their
place, and this happened so gradually that the shape of the object
was permitted to remain intact. However, since the shape itself is
accidental, there is no natural kind to which both blocks might be
said to belong: that there is first one thing and then a second thing
that have the same shape is simply a quirk—causally precipitated
but devoid of all necessity—of the material world.
Natural science is therefore eminently able to conclude that
there is no essential connection between the block of wood qua
block of wood and the block of copper qua block of copper. Nor
does the question seem to present any particular challenge to classical metaphysics, as we may infer from a strikingly similar exam73
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ple to be found in Leibniz’s New Essays on Human Understanding. In
§4 of Chapter xxviii, Theophilus (i.e. Leibniz himself), replying to
Philalethes’ (i.e. Locke’s) claim that the unity of a thing is a function of the organization of its parts, refutes this claim by appeal
to the ‘monad’ as the substantial unity that underlies and persists
through all surface-level alterations. As Leibniz writes:
Organization or configuration alone, without an enduring principle of life which I call ‘monad’, would not suffice to make
something remain numerically the same, i.e. the same individual.
For the configuration can continue specifically without continuing individually. When an iron horse-shoe changes to copper in
a certain mineral water from Hungary, the same kind of shape
remains but not the same individual: the iron dissolves, and the
copper, with which the water is impregnated, is precipitated and
imperceptibly replaces it. But the shape is an accident, which
does not pass from one subject to another (de subjecto in subjectum).12

My hypothetical scientist would thus agree with Leibniz on the essential tenuity of the proposed connection. If the two objects are
linked only by shape—which in both cases, mine and Leibniz’s,
must be admitted to be accidental—nothing can be concluded
from their succession that would have either scientific or metaphysical pertinence. The scientist and the metaphysician both allow that a replacement has taken place. But this replacement has
in no way altered the essential being of either the anterior or the
subsequent entity (assuming, that is, that the latter has any essential
being). It is an unassailable objection: the block of copper, like the
copper horse-shoe, is simply another individual, not indeed a real
individual but a mere simulacrum, related only per accidens and not
per essentiam to the individual in whose place it has come to exist.
And yet it exists and not the other. That is what calls for explanation; and that is what goes unexplained—or is explained only
circumstantially—in the two accounts. In response to the double
objection, therefore, it must be observed, first of all, that the two
12
G. W. Leibniz, New Essays on Human Understanding, trans. and ed. Peter Remnant and Jonathan Bennett (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1996), 232.
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objects are not linked only by shape. Existing successively, they are
also linked by time. And time, in this context, is primary with respect to shape, because it is only by virtue of time that shape obtains the capacity to connect a prior entity to a subsequent one.
Yet it is not time alone that is primary, for what is also needed, in
addition to a passive potential in the one and the active potential
in the other, is an essence: a generic form—of which a shape is only
a relatively superficial kind—which can be instantiated by several
things either simultaneously or successively.13 Or, as is the case with
actual substitutions, both simultaneously and successively at one and
the same time, which is precisely what is to be accounted for.
Therefore, when we turn to ask what it is for some thing to
take the place of another, an account cannot be expected either
from physics or from classical metaphysics. This is because, being
governed by the principle of nonsubstitutability, which states that
no entity can formally exist in place of another, both natural science and classical metaphysics carry out a reduction of the time of
substitution. And since it is only in time that substitution can take
place, since substitution cannot take place except in the erasure
and replacement of one thing by another, any ontology that wishes
to take the block of copper seriously and grant it ontological value
must necessarily turn on the temporality of the substitution—in
other words on the pastness and futurity of the things involved.
There is a past thing and a future thing; the future thing takes the
place of the past thing; and each gains from the other either its
past or its future. In other words, when the block of wood is substituted by the block of copper, it is substituted by the thing that is
its future: it will thereafter have its existence in the block of copper.
Likewise, when the block of copper substitutes the block of wood,
what it substitutes is the thing that is its past: it has no existence except
the one given it by the block of wood. It is this curious double ex13
Leibniz partially acknowledges this in allowing that the configuration
may continue specifically rather than individually. Here, “specifically” translates
“spécifiquement”; as the translators note, this is “cognate with espèce which in this
context is rendered by ‘kind’” (Leibniz, Essay, 232n2). The shape is a kind;
therefore, whether or not it can also be an essential kind, it cannot be denied at
least some degree of individual reality.
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change of past and future that characterizes temporal substitution,
which is also the only substitution that can be called actual or existential, and it may be summed up in the following phrase: each remains what it never was. The phrase may appear paradoxical, but it is
not intended as such. What it in turn furnishes is a third principle
which accords to being and time themselves a substitutive origin.
This principle of transformation states that, given the continuity
between past and future, no object is completely destroyed as the
object that it is: nothing is ever completely erased and replaced—
not even the nothing that was primordially erased by the something that usurped its place. Nothing rather than something as the
past of something, something rather than nothing as the future of
nothing: each remains what it never was.
But these ventures into first philosophy cannot be continued
without raising some rather formidable philosophical spectres. For
one thing, a reader of Hegel would be almost entirely correct to
claim that “each remains what it never was” is a speculative proposition (spekulative Satz)14; for another, it may seem like an attempt
to reinvent the ‘supplement of invention’ which Derrida identifies
in Schelling’s Einbildungskraft and its capacity to make the totality
absolutely manifest in the invention of the new;15 and it would
not be impossible to see in this principle of transformation, which
seeks to account for the emergence of novelty while abiding by
the law of non-contradiction, something akin to Quentin Meillassoux’s notion of necessary contingency16. However, if speculative
14
A further resemblance may be discerned in the close parallelism between my substitutive derivation of something from nothing, i.e. of being from
non-being, and Hegel’s dialectical derivation or deduction of being from nonbeing in his brief remark on the classical dictum Ex nihilo, nihil fit. See G. W. F.
Hegel, The Science of Logic, trans. George di Giovanni (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2010), 61-62. In this context, I am content simply to note this
parallelism, the fate of which may be separately deduced from the equilibrium
that my argument establishes here vis-à-vis the dialectic.
15
See Jacques Derrida: Psyche: Inventions of the Other, Volume 1, trans. Peggy
Kamuf et al, ed. Elizabeth Rottenberg (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press 2007), 41-43.
16
For Meillassoux on non-contradiction, see his After Finitude, trans. Ray

76

poutiainen ‡ anachantment

philology has any claim to originality, this claim lies less in identifying these ontological problematics than in bringing a specifically
philological perspective to bear on them. In other words, while it
does expend a great deal of energy on metaphysical inquiry, its
driving impulse is to find in linguistic objects, which are subject to
the same principles as all other objects, events of substitution that
are equally consequential for the part of reality that those linguistic objects adumbrate.
But if this is its driving impulse, how does that impulse
work? I will facilitate my answer by drawing on Werner Hamacher’s essay “95 Theses on Philology”, which suggests that a philology worthy of its name is always an alternative to philosophy even
as it contributes to the pursuit of philosophical goals. Thesis 10a
states this view as follows:
In contrast to philosophy, which claims to make statements about
that which itself is supposed to have the structure of statements,
philology appeals only to another language and only towards this
other language. It addresses it and confers itself to it. It does not
proceed from the givenness of a common language, but gives itself to a language that is unknown to it. Since it does this without
heed and à corps perdu, it can remain unknown to itself; since
it seeks a hold in the other language, in the one that appeals to
philology, it can assume that it recognizes itself in this language.
Out of a language of unknowing, it springs into a form of knowing. It defines itself as the mediation of nonknowing and knowBrassier (London: Continuum, 2008), 67-71. Here, the resemblance lies in the
fact that, somewhat like Meillassoux, I am attempting to construct an argument
in which the facticity of what exists—i.e. “everything’s capacity-to-be-other or
capacity-not-to-be” (Ibid., 62)—does not require a transgression of logical laws
or their subordination to another, more profound “logic”, such as Hegelian dialectics. In other words, while it is true that the sentence “each remains what it
never was” appears dialectical, my aim is to render this contradictory-seeming
sentence a non-contradictory one that nevertheless retains its speculative character. On how this relates to Derridean deconstruction, which remains the basis
on which my argument is formulated, see my “consistency-oriented” interpretation of Derrida’s notion of iterability in “Iteration and Truth: A Fifth Orientation of Thought”, Cosmos & History: The Journal of Natural and Social Philosophy,
9.1 (2013): 161-182.
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ing; determines itself as the bearer of the speech of the same to
the same; becomes the methodical procedure of the securing of
epistemic orders; and furthers—against itself—their hegemony.
Philology loves and in the beloved forgets love.17

Here, philology is understood not as study but as philia of language. What Hamacher means by this is not a subjective desire
for an external object, the mere penchant of an individual for this
thing called language, but an understanding of language as what
loves itself. Drawing on a distinction made by Aristotle, Hamacher
explicates this self-loving of language by contrasting the propositional logos apophantikos with “another logos, one that does not say
something about something and therefore can be neither true nor
false”18. In this other logos, for which Aristotle finds no other example than prayer (euchē: plea, prayer, bidding19), Hamacher sees the
properly philological “inclination of language to a language that
is, for its own part, inclination towards it or another.”20 Language
loves itself, because it loves the other in itself. Or, more precisely,
language loves language, addresses its euchē to language, because
the language which it addresses is not itself but another language.
Where speculative philology differs from the philology envisioned by Hamacher is in the other that it loves. For Hamacher,
the concern with ontology is only one half of language and has to
be supplemented by a concern with the “an-ontological”.21 Conversely, in speculative philology this concern with ontology is retained and kept at the forefront. As a philologization of being, it is
at heart a philology that loves ontology. However, if it is to remain
a philology, it must try not to forget that the being that it loves
is philologized being. But how does it succeed in this? How does
it avoid surrendering its ontophilia to the jurisdiction of philoso17
Werner Hamacher, “95 Theses on Philology”, trans. Catherine Diehl,
Diacritics, 39.1 (2009): 26.
18
Ibid., 26.
19
“There is not truth or falsity in all sentences: a prayer [euchē] is a sentence but is neither true nor false”. Aristotle, Categories and De Interpretatione,
trans. J. L. Ackrill (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1963/2002), 16b33, 45-46.
20
Hamacher, “95 Theses”, 29.
21
Ibid., 30.
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phy? More straightforwardly put: How can one pursue ontological
questions by strictly philological means?
The strategy that speculative philology must follow in order
to achieve this goal consists of two steps. The first step takes place
within language: it is to affirm Hamacher’s view that philology
addresses language otherwise than as propositions. “If all propositions”, he writes in Thesis 10b, “are not only capable of addition
but in want of it—be it only in their demand to be heard, understood, answered—then propositions belong to a language that for
its own part is not structured as proposition, but as claim, as plea,
wish, or desire.”22 In other words, as Thesis 2 states, the “elements
of language explicate one another: they offer additions to what
has been said, speak for one another as witnesses, as advocates,
and as translators which open that which has been said onto that
which is to be said: the elements of language relate to one another
as languages.”23 I emphasize the ‘has been said’ and ‘is to be said’,
because the additive character of their relationship leads us to the
second necessary step: to pair this addition of language to language with the addition of the future to the past—and thus to
make of language a place where the substitution of a past thing by
a future thing may be seen as taking place. To return to my previous example, there would be a language for the block of wood and
a language for the block of copper, and the moments that speculative philology aims for are ones in which the same existential
substitution is undergone on both strata. At such a moment, it is
as if all four elements—the wood, the copper, and their respective
languages—conspired in the very being of the block to give birth to
something absolutely new: a reality and a language that find themselves broken up and rearranged, destroyed and created anew, by
the introduction of an unforeseen element.24
22
Ibid., 27.
23
Ibid., 6, my emphases.
24
One way to characterize this element would be to treat it as analogous
with Gilles Deleuze’s notion of sense (sens). On the one hand, Deleuze notes,
sense “does not exist outside the proposition which expresses it”, while on the
other hand “it is not at all the attribute of the proposition—it is rather the attribute of the thing or state of affairs” (Gilles Deleuze, The Logic of Sense, trans.
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Speculative philology can thus be defined as a strategy for
discovering such moments as they emerge in a particular context.
In these moments, it may be said of all four elements that “each
remains what it never was”. Interpreted as an ontological euchē, it
is no longer a proposition either of the identical or the speculative
variety, but rather expresses the plea, prayer, or desire on the part
of being itself that it might persist in the being that will come to
supplant it.
II
What might this ontological euchē entail for the question of enchantment? The answer to this question begins by going back to
Wittgenstein’s remark, the second of my three epigraphs. In that
fragment, Wittgenstein reflects on the sentence, “A whole world of
pain is contained in these words” and goes on to ask: “How can it
be contained in them?—It is bound up with them. The words are
like an acorn from which an oak tree can grow.”25 In German the
last sentence reads as follows: “Die Worte sind wie die Eichel, aus der ein
Eichbaum wachsen kann.”26 Between the original and Peter Winch’s
translation (in all respects an able and faithful one) there is one
interesting difference that may be of consequence to the argument
Mark Lester [London: The Athlone Press, 1990], 21). However, unlike sense,
which Deleuze proposes should be added, alongside denotation, manifestation,
and signification, as a fourth dimension of the proposition (ibid., 17-19), this unforeseen element is not itself a dimension of the proposition at all. Rather, it is
another thing, precisely as the block of copper is a new thing, which has both the
proposition (that “each remains what it never was”) and the state of affairs (that
each remains what it never was) as two further dimensions in which it actuates
itself. As such, therefore, it would not be erroneous, following another Deleuzian thread, to construe the block of copper as resembling the “dark precursor”
that precedes and prepares the path for the coupling and resonance of disparate
series. See Gilles Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, trans. Paul Patton (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1994), 119-120.
25
Ludwig Wittgenstein, Culture and Value, trans. Peter Winch (Chicago:
The University of Chicago Press, 1980), 52e.
26
Ibid., 52.
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pursued here. The difference is that, according to the Oxford English
Dictionary, ‘acorn’ and ‘oak’ are etymologically unrelated, despite a
long tradition of folk etymology claiming otherwise, whereas Eichel
is a derivative of Eiche, the latter used here by Wittgenstein as the
compound Eichbaum. ‘Acorn’, in other words, does not grow from
‘oak’ as the oak grows from the acorn or ‘Eichel’ grows from ‘Eiche,’
thereby falling out of the loop that persists in the German: the
generation of words proceeds in inverse order from the generation
of objects that they denote. And this leads the speculative philologist to ask the following question: If a whole world of pain can be
contained in certain words, if this world can be bound up with
them (“mit ihnen zusammenhängen”), might it not be the case that it
is contained in them as the past Eichel is in the future Eichbaum?
Might it be not simply the world of pain that grows from the words
but also the words that grow from the world of pain—in which
case it would be at one and the same time a languaging of pain and
a paining of language?
A languaging of pain and a paining of language: that
would be one apt way of describing John Crowley’s novel Little,
Big.27 Yet only one, for what the novel brings to bear on language
by means of language is much more than pain: what suffuses it is
a feeling of hope mixed with longing, an aching wish or yearning
always less than half articulate and never more than half fulfilled,
spread out evenly across past, present, and future. The plot of the
novel is as complex as its culture is rich, extending its hermetically
and alchemically informed story arc through four generations of a
family in upstate New York whose fate is bound by an inheritance
of picture cards to the fate of faerie in the human world, and the
little summary I will be able to give of it must abide by the dictates
of my theme: anachantment as the substitution of a certain past
by a certain future. Yet the smallness of my summary does not
ultimately matter much, because, as I will endeavour to show, this
theme is nothing other than the oak tree for which the novel is the
acorn: the ‘farewell’ which binds the human world to the world of
27
John Crowley, Little, Big (New York, London, Toronto, Sydney: HarperPerennial, 2006).
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the gods—even as it remains unclear who is the subject and who
the object of this farewell.
Not knowing how to begin, I begin. The place is called
Edgewood, the rural estate that callow and well-read Smoky Barnable moves into as he joins the Drinkwater family, having fallen in
love with and soon thereafter espoused Daily Alice, the older of Dr.
Drinkwater’s two daughters, whose qualities of far sight and deep
humour have the virtue of dispelling the cloud of deep anonymity
that had cloaked him since childhood. And yet, though the prophesied union of Barnable and Drinkwater effects a deep change in
the man, as Daily Alice had long since learned from Grandfather
Trout that it would, and though the nuptials themselves are celebrated in ways that strike Smoky as not altogether of this world,
he remains, perhaps for reasons greater than any of them comprehends, as unconvinced of the family Tale as he is integral to it: for
the Tale—which, like the word Somehow, is always capitalised on
account of its importance, and, who knows, of its agency—seems
to lay no greater store by belief than by disbelief in its literal truth.
As if, that is, it were in any case a matter of literal truth, spending
as they do, this population of card readers and dreamers of prophetic dreams, much of their time in the sniffing out of clues and
mood-borne stirrings as to what it is all about: this life of theirs that
somehow—Somehow—is also the life of the faeries, coiled around
it as around an inner turn of a spiral, never quite sure where one
world, the big one, ends and the other, the little, begins.
But I have spent enough time mimicking the book in a vain
attempt to convey something of its air; better to let the book speak
for itself. This is what Smoky thinks to himself, soon after his wedding to Daily Alice, when the true extent of the Tale, of its sway
over Edgewood’s denizens, begins its very slow taking of shape in
his mind:
He had been taken in here, adopted, it seemed not an issue that
he would ever leave. Since nothing had before been said about
their future together, he hadn’t thought about it himself: he was
unaccustomed to having a future is what it was, since his present
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had always been so ill-defined.
But now, anonymous no more, he must make a decision.
He put his hands behind his head, carefully so as not to disturb
her still-fresh sleep. What sort of a person was he, if he was now
a sort of a person? Anonymous, he had been as well everything
as nothing; now he would grow qualities, a character, likes and
dislikes. And did he like or dislike the idea of living in this house,
teaching at their school, being—well, religious he supposed was
how they would put it? Did it suit his character?
He looked at the dim range of snowy mountains which
Daily Alice made beside him. If he was a character, he was probably a minor one: a minor character in someone else’s story, this
tall story he had got himself into. He would have his entrances
and exits, contribute a line of dialogue now and then. Whether
the character would be crabby schoolmaster or something else
didn’t seem to matter much, and would be decided along the
way. Well then.
He examined himself carefully for feelings of resentment
at this. He did feel a certain nostalgia for his vanished anonymity,
for the infinity of possibilities it contained; but he also felt her
breathing next to him, and the house’s breathing around him,
and in rhythm with them he fell asleep, nothing decided.28

This meditation occurs no more than a sixth part into the book:
the acorn has sprouted, but much more is needed for it to grow
into an oak. And copiously much does seem to take place: Auberon, son of Smoky and Daily Alice, heart set on testing his literary mettle as a soap opera screenwriter, ventures into the City, a
place of sprawling decay and masses of thronging solitude, only
to fall swiftly and unsalvageably in love with a woman nicknamed
Titania, herself soon lost in search of the Destiny her magic-working great aunt had seen in her; Sophie, sister of Daily Alice, able
to raise a moderate fever to serve as alibi and cover for her endless wanderings in a dreamspace not altogether or even at all of
her own making, gives birth to a child, cherished by all the family,
in whose place one windy night the faeries leave a changeling, a
frightful and clayish thing, that has an air of diabolical mischief
28

Crowley, Little, Big, 95-96.
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and an unhealthy appetite for fire; Ariel Hawksquill, grey-bunned
mage and initiate into the mysteries of the ars memoria who seems at
once less and more aged than her many decades, does cosmically
fine-tuned battle with Russell Eigenblick, soi disant prophet, foxhaired and fleet-eyed yet incurably boorish, who, believing himself
to be the reincarnated Emperor Frederick Barbarossa, gifts himself to the nation as its president and sinks it into the mare’s nest
of his dream of domination. And all this striving, intellectual and
expressive, in order to convey a single mood: that of a memory yet
to be recollected, without it being known when and by whom, the
memory being dispersed evenly into pasts and futures that extend
the Tale well beyond the Tale.
And, as for myself, I cannot claim that my wish to articulate
this mood has been any more than half fulfilled: the description
above shows all the signs of the “mental squint” that Lewis Carroll has his speaker jocularly extol in the poem “Poeta Fit, Non
Nascitur”.29 Yet perhaps my squinting has not been entirely useless, for what I hope to have shown is the way and degree in which
the novel bears out the claim, desire, and exhortation that the poet
William Butler Yeats expresses early on in The Celtic Twilight, an
outwardly slim yet inwardly expansive collection of strange folktales noted down by Yeats during his travels in the Irish countryside. There, in the first entry, “A Teller of Tales,” Yeats writes (as
in the epigraph):
What is literature but the expression of moods by the vehicle
of symbol and incident? And are there not moods which need
heaven, hell, purgatory, and faeryland for their expression, no
less than this dilapidated earth? Nay, are there not moods which
shall find no expression unless there be men who dare to mix
heaven, hell, purgatory, and faeryland together, or even to set the
heads of beasts to the bodies of men, or to thrust the souls of
men into the heart of rocks? Let us go forth, the tellers of tales,
and seize whatever prey the heart long for, and have no fear.
Everything exists, everything is true, and the earth is only a little
29
Lewis Carroll, Phantasmagoria and Other Poems (London: Macmillan and
Co., 1869), 119.
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dust under our feet.30

It would be possible to read this passage as romantically yearning
for some higher realm of reality that transcends the pettiness of
the ordinary one. Yet from the perspective developed in the previous section it would be more illuminating to read this as expressing
an ontological euchē. Understood in this way, what Yeats says is not
a proposition about moods in relation to supernatural creatures; it
is rather a plea or a prayer extended towards them, the creatures
themselves, in an attempt to coax them into language in such a
way as to give to the “airy nothing” of the desired mood a “local
habitation and a name”31. Within the space opened by this euchē,
the tale is a thing that serves as an intermediary between mood
and being, between affectivity and ontology, between the microcosm of emotions and the macrocosm of nonhuman reality.
That would be the philological reading of the passage. But
what would speculative philology have to add to this? It is evident,
first of all, that the expression of moods requires more than this or
that supernatural creature, as if a demon were automatically terrifying or an angel automatically charming. If this were the case,
it would suffice to say “demon” or “angel” to elicit the appropriate
emotion, turning the world into a gigantic prayer tent. What is required, in addition, is that the creature bring to the tale something
that is necessary for what it seeks to accomplish: an object from which
the tale conjures its prevailing mood. Where mood is, there the tale links
itself up, in the very grain and weave of its telling, with the things
of which it speaks: faeries, ghosts, and goblins if the tale is folkishly
supernatural, eldritch tomes of abominable revelation if less folkishly so, and so on and so forth. Yet, at the same time and for the
same reasons, there appears to be a surplus internal to the mood
that even the most exhaustive litany of objects cannot account for:
it is as if there were some other thing for which the mood itself
would be the expression.
30
William Butler Yeats, The Celtic Twilight and a Selection of Early Poems
(New York: Signet, 1962), 33-34.
31
William Shakespeare, A Midsummer Night’s Dream (London & New York:
Routledge, 1990), Act V, scene I, 16-17.
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I will expand on this suggestion shortly. To summarise the
above, it may be concluded that mood is not a merely subjective
response to certain verbal suggestions, but rather another place,
something like a self-existing dimension, where the tale is nothing
other than the objects of which it tells. This place, in other words,
is adjacent to but separate from the propositional stratum: with
respect to the mood, which is not and cannot be a function of
semantics, it is a matter of indifference whether one speaks of the
mood as evoked by the tale or as surrounding the creatures in the
tale. Mood is its own thing—or rather does its own thing, since a
mood is never self-contained, as if it could be put in a jar and applied at will like jam over bread, but always a mood of something.
A foreboding mood forebodes a coming event, a mournful mood
mourns a past event, a buoyant mood relishes in the vivacious
present. Mood belongs at one and the same time to the words and
their referents, to the expression and the expressed. It is an oak of
two acorns, growing equally from the tale that is told and the thing
that it tells of. It is, in short, a symbol as the Romantics understood
it, but it differs from all known definitions of the symbol in one key
respect: it is not a sign at all but rather an experience. Mood is the
symbolic as lived.
It follows from the symbolic nature of mood that its two
faces are reversible. This reversibility is at the heart of the ontology of moods. If things express moods and moods express things,
this is because the ‘things’ in this equation are not words or objects
but combinations or calibrations of the two. The list above bears
this out: the coming event comes as much into being as it does into
language, the past event has left its trace both in being and in language, the vivacious present is as present in the world as it is in the
word. Yet what is interesting here, in the case not only of supernatural tales but imaginary objects in general, is that the thing that the
mood expresses cannot be the creature that expresses the mood.
The fictional entity expresses the mood, but the mood, being a
mood of something, expresses something else. And what is even
more interesting, and indeed highly consequential for the question of disenchantment, is that this something else that the mood
86
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expresses is nonetheless indistinguishable from the fictional object
that expresses the mood: not a ghost but something that haunts like
a ghost, not a demon but something that torments like one, not
the chimera of ancient myth but something equally consisting of
seemingly incongruous elements.
III
Little, Big is a book of moods, and the many moods that it evokes
are expressed by equally many elements of a fantastic, folkloric,
esoteric, or magic-working nature: the cards that are read for portents, the memory mansions that open the mind to centuries of
knowledge, not to mention the talking fish, prowling faeries, and
electricity-generating orreries powered by the movement of the
stars. But if these moods call on such objects for their expression,
what object is it that these moods express? Above all, what object
is expressed by the novel’s ‘farewell to the gods’ that is rendered
in such a heart-rendingly melancholy fashion? The questions that
open up from this are too expansive to be elaborated at any length
here, and I must jump at an answer that would not be out of place
as the answer to a riddle: time.
In the novel, time is memory, and memory, depending on
the character involved, is either a weapon of cosmic dimensions,
as it is for power-hungry Hawksquill and Eigenblick, or a maze to
be lost in, as it is for members of the Drinkwater clan, in degrees
that vary from Smoky’s amiable befuddlement to Auberon’s heartbroken disarray. Considered philosophically, the weapon and the
maze are only faces of time, time for one subject or another, and
as such are no more than ‘inklings’ of time: not time itself but
only partial apprehensions of it. However, from the perspective of
moods, and specifically the mood of a ‘farewell to the gods’ whose
address is uncertain, this opposition between time in itself and time
for us is no longer a barrier but rather a permeable membrane.
This is because, in the novel, it is precisely in the apprehension
of its inscrutability that time comes to be experienced as such, in
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itself, in excess of any aspect to which it might be subjectively reduced. This much can be said with confidence, because this is what
the Tale ultimately means: as ineffable as it is inexorable, it takes
the measure of everything that would measure it, as Hawksquill at
the height of her endeavour seeks to do with her ars memoria, and
skews it faintly but fatefully out of proportion, making of even the
mightiest effort to comprehend it a mere castle of air. And this fate
awaits not only the mightiest effort, but even the most modest one,
exemplified by Smoky, who has no notion of the Tale except as an
‘inkling’ and is thereby made all the more sensitive to what time
feels like. A scene very late in the book finds him in the midst of
the following thought:
Had that been the moment, Smoky wondered; had it been that
moment, when he had turned in at those stone gateposts for the
first time, that the charm had fallen on him, not ever after that to
release him? The arm and hand with which he held the carpetbag tingled like a warning bell, but Smoky didn’t hear it.
[ ... ]
On that day: the day he had first gone in at Edgewood’s door and
then in some sense never again back out.
Perhaps: or it may have been before that, or after it, but it wasn’t
a matter of figuring out when exactly the first charm had invaded
his life, or when he had stumbled unwittingly into it, because another had come soon after, and another, they had succeeded one
another by a logic of their own, each one occasioned by the last
and none removable; even to try to disentangle them would only
be the occasion for further charms, and anyway they had never
been a causal chain but a series of removes, Chinese boxes one
inside the other, the further in you went the bigger it got. And it
didn’t end now: he was about to step into a new series, endless,
infundibular, utter. Appalled by a prospect of endless variation,
he was only glad that some things had remained constant: Alice’s
love chief among them. It was toward them that he journeyed,
the only thing that could draw him; and yet he felt that he left it
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behind; and still he carried it with him.32

We have seen this sentiment before. It is essentially the same one
that Smoky is groping towards in the night-thought quoted earlier: the feeling, as much a recollection as it is an anticipation, that
when the Tale has run its course and come to an end, to the final
remove of a series of removes, there will be no remembering of
what is utterly past, of what is lost to all possibility of memory, except in the telling of a tale that is just that—a tale, but a tale with
time in it, contained, to return to Wittgenstein’s simile, like an oak
tree in an acorn. This time is not a theorized time, or time used as
a yardstick for the measurement of worldly things, but time when
felt as a warp of the Tale, as a bend or curve of the story Smoky
finds himself in—and to which he is now obliged, at this final remove, to bid a ‘farewell’ of whose character and implications he is
hardly more knowledgeable than he was at the very beginning. It
is this knowledge that the last sentence quoted imparts: journeying
towards the things that remain constant, he feels that they are no
less in the past than they are in the future or the present.
What I have given here is itself only an inkling of the book.
The only thing that remains for me here is to draw out what this
‘time of a farewell’ implies for the hypothesis of an inherently affective zone in nonhuman reality—the nonhuman reality here being time
itself, considered neither as Kant’s form of inner sense nor as Meillassoux’s non-totalisable transfinitude of possibilities, which would
amount to a betrayal of the book and the singular metaphysics
that it shadows forth, but as something that can come to expression
only in the form of a mood. The suggestions to be made here can
only be brief, and I will restrict them to the ontological principle
that in Section II emerged as the most important one for speculative philology: the existential substitution of one thing by another
whereby each remains what it never was. In view of this principle, what
I will suggest is that nonhuman time, when it is expressed by a
mood, is indistinguishable from what expresses the mood—the
consequence being that the substitutions to which the mood at32

Crowley, Little, Big, 530-531.
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tests concern time as much as they do the immediate object of the
mood. For example: if, as happens in Little, Big, death is envisioned
as a long falling asleep into a vivid dream that weaves the moment of dying smoothly into itself, the mood that this envisioning
evokes has implications with regard to time itself. And to expand
this example further: if, as happens to members of the Drinkwater
clan, to die in this semi-oneiric fashion is to pass from the world
of humans to that of faery, then there may be some aspect to time
itself that comes to expression only through the mood that this
passage evokes.
That, in brief, is the argument, and I begin it by invoking
an event of substitution in which “the world of the utilizable vanishes and the world of magic appears in its place”33. This quotation comes from Jean-Paul Sartre’s early essay Sketch for a Theory of
the Emotions. What Sartre points to here is the moment in which
the subject, falling captive to an emotion, ceases to constitute the
world as a stable totality of predictable and utilisable relations and
transforms it instead into a world of emotions in which “the categories of the world act immediately upon the consciousness.”34
Rather than weave in and out of Sartre’s argumentation, which
I have examined at length in another essay,35 I will draw a long
citation that will serve as a benchmark for the reflections to follow.
Sartre writes:
[I]t is constitutive of emotion that it attributes to the object
something that infinitely transcends it. Indeed, there is a world
of emotion. All emotions have this in common, that they evoke
the appearance of a world, cruel, terrible, bleak, joyful, etc., but
in which the relations of things to consciousness are always and
exclusively magical. We have to speak of a world of emotion as
one speaks of a world of dreams or of worlds of madness. A
33
Jean-Paul Sartre, Sketch for a Theory of the Emotions, trans. Philip Mairet
(London and New York: Routledge, 2004), 60-61.
34
Sartre, Sketch, 60.
35
“Tractatus Logico-Magicus: A Definition of Magic in Three Throws
of the Die”, in Correspondences: Journal for the Study of Esotericism, 7.2, (2019): 305337.
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world—that means individual syntheses in mutual relations and
possessing qualities. But no quality is conferred upon an object
without passing over into the infinite. This grey, for instance, represents the units of an infinity of real and possible abschattungen,
some of which will be grey-green, some grey seen in a certain
light, black, etc. Similarly, the qualities that emotion confers upon
the object and upon the world, it confers upon them ad aeternum.
True, when I suddenly conceive an object to be horrible I do not
explicitly affirm that it will remain horrible for eternity. But the
mere affirmation of horribleness as a substantial quality of the
object is already, in itself, a passage to the infinite. The horrible
is now in the thing, at the heart of it, is its emotive texture, is
constitutive of it. Thus, during emotion an overwhelming and
definitive quality of the thing makes its appearance. And that is
what transcends and maintains our emotion. Horribleness is not
only the present state of the thing, it is a menace for the future, it
is a revelation about the meaning of the world.36

For Sartre, magic is not a merely empirical or anthropological category of human action: it is an essential way in which consciousness can be in the world.37 Furthermore, there is no emotion that
is not magical, because all emotions effect the same transformation of the world: no longer a network of determined causes and
effects, it is lived according to the belief of which the emotion is
at once the bodily and the conscious expression. Drawing an in36
Sartre, Sketch, 53-54.
37
Here as elsewhere in his early work, Sartre’s deployment of Husserlian
and Heideggerian themes and motifs, not all of which are handled with the
same degree of conceptual accuracy or textual fidelity (a case in point being
the notorious translation of Dasein as ‘realité-humaine,’ ‘human reality’), proceeds
in a rather eclectic and unsystematic manner. In the present context, the most
obvious incongruity is his construal of emotion without reference to the notion
of mood (Stimmung, ‘accord’) in Heidegger’s Being and Time. This incongruity is
addressed—though only partially—in the only study thus far to have been devoted solely to Sartre’s notion of magic, Daniel O’Shiel’s Sartre and Magic: Being,
Emotion, and Philosophy (London & New York: Bloomsbury, 2019). Thus, given
that emotion is seen here in intentional terms, with ‘magic’ then denoting an
involuntary alteration of the structure of intentionality, the essay as a whole may
be read in the context his critique of Husserl.
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triguing distinction between a ‘formal’ quality and the ‘substance’
of that quality, Sartre says that in order to be truly seized by this
quality “we have not only to mime it, we must be spell-bound and
filled to overflowing by our own emotion, the shape and form of
our behaviour must be filled with something opaque and weighty
that gives it substance.”38 Or, as he says a little further on: “A consciousness becoming emotional is rather like a consciousness dropping asleep. The one, like the other, slips into another world and
transforms the body as a synthetic whole so as to be able to live
and to perceive this other world through it.”39 It is a truly mythical
power that Sartre gives here to emotion: the power of fashioning
real worlds out of irreal sensations.
This last passage from Sartre is more important than one
might expect. Without it ever having been possible for him to do
this intentionally, Sartre has given us the acorn in which the emotional universe of Little, Big is contained. In this universe, it is evidently the ‘farewell’ that is its dominant emotion: it gives shape
and form to the behaviour of the characters. But if that is the case,
what then is the opaque and weighty ‘something’ by which it does
that? If my argument holds, it must be ‘time’ on the one hand and
‘the gods’ on the other, the latter expressing the emotion that in
turn expresses the former; but in order for this argument to hold,
all three aspects, the ‘farewell’ and the ‘time’ and ‘the gods’, must
ally themselves with some world, and some body in that world,
within which they may be contained. But what might that body
or that world be? And by force of what belief might that body slip
into that world?
There is such a belief, and it is one that we have already
seen above. It is the belief that death can be a long falling asleep
into a vivid dream that weaves the moment of dying smoothly into
itself. And what is remarkable is that it not only modulates the parallel Sartre draws between becoming emotional and falling asleep.
For beyond that, the description given of this moment of dying—
Alice, having heard the story from her husband Smoky, knowing
38
39

Sartre, Sketch, 49.
Ibid., 51.
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that she must be the one to set the Tale in motion towards its end,
is relating it to her sister Sophie—bears out in extraordinary detail
Sartre’s account of the magical character of the world of emotion:
“It won’t be long”, Alice said. That too she was sure of, or believed or hoped she was sure of; she tried, searching in herself,
to find that certainty: to find the calm delight, the gratitude, the
exhilaration she had felt when she had begun to understand what
conclusion it was all to have, the half-scared, half-puissant sense
that she had lived her whole life as a chick inside an egg, and
then got too big for it, and then found a way to begin to break it,
and then had broken it, and was now about to come forth into
some huge, airy world she could have no inkling of, yet bearing
wings to live in it that were still untried. She was sure that what
she knew now, they would all come to know, and other things
still more wonderful, and more wonderful yet; but in the cold
old room at the dark end of night, she couldn’t quite feel it alive
within her. She thought of Smoky. She was afraid; as afraid as
if...
“Sophie,” she said softly. “Do you think it’s death?”
Sophie had fallen asleep, her head resting against Alice’s shoulder. “Hm?” she said.
“Do you think that dying is what it really is?”
“I don’t know,” Sophie said. She felt Alice trembling beside her.
“I don’t think so. But I don’t know.”
“I don’t think so either,” Alice said.
Sophie said nothing.
“If it is, though,” Alice said, “it isn’t... what I thought.”
“You mean dying isn’t? Or that place?”
“Either.” She pulled the afghan more closely around them.
“Smoky told me, once, about this place, in India or China, where
ages ago when somebody got the death sentence, they used to
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give him this drug, like a sleeping drug, only it’s a poison, but
very slow-acting; and the person falls asleep at first, deep asleep,
and has these very vivid dreams. He dreams a long time, he forgets he’s dreaming even; he dreams for days. He dreams that
he’s on a journey, or that some such thing has happened to him.
And then, somewhere along, the drug is so gentle and he’s so fast
asleep that he never notices when, he dies. But he doesn’t know
it. The dream changes, maybe; but he doesn’t even know it’s a
dream, so. He just goes on. He only thinks it’s another country.”40

Alice is imagining death as another country and dying as the journey there. At first, she does not quite believe in what she feels to be
true; then, having spoken of it to her sister, she not only believes it
but knows she must be the first to make that journey. “And if there
were now to be a migration to that land”, she thinks to herself,
“each emigrant would have to make the place he traveled to, make
it out of himself. It was what she, pioneer, would have to do: make
out of her own death, or what just now seemed like her death, a
land for the rest of them to travel to. She would have to grow large
enough to contain the whole world, or the whole great world turn
out to be small enough after all to fit within the compass of her
bosom.”41 What occurs here is a transformation of the body into
a world, and of a world into a body, so that death itself might be a
world rather than the end of the world. Or, more precisely, so that
it might be said of life and death, each the ultimate substitute of
the other, that each remains what it never was.
The ontological euchē of the novel is thus a desire for what
Jacques Derrida calls survivance: not mere survival but living on.42
Smoky and Alice, Sophie and Auberon, great-aunt Cloud and the
rest of the Drinkwaters, all migrate into this country of death in
which they may live on, neither mortal nor immortal but mythical,
exuberant in a gladness and a gratitude that are only heightened
40
Crowley, Little, Big, 487-488.
41
Ibid., 488-489.
42
See Jacques Derrida, “Living On/Borderlines”, trans. James Hulbert,
in Parages, trans. John P. Leavey et al, ed. John P. Leavey (Stanford, California:
Stanford University Press, 2011), 103-191.
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by the loss, the heartbreak, and the longing that shape them. It
does not detract from either the gladness or the sorrow of this
survival that they are only a function of the story. “One by one”,
the novel begins its last paragraph, “the bulbs burned out, like long
lives come to their expected ends. Then there was a dark house
made once of time, made now of weather, and harder to find;
impossible to find and not even as easy to dream of as when it was
alight. Stories last longer: but only by becoming only stories”43. To
have read the novel is to have read the world of pain contained in
these words.
But by now the speculative philologist must have awoken
to the sound of heavy questions falling. What has become of the
‘anachantment’ of which this essay promised to give an account?
What is to be said of the ‘farewell to the gods’ that disenchantment
was claimed to be? Has anything been said here that can answer
the most burning question of all: are we or are we not disenchanted? Yes or no?
There is no doubt that the gods have flown. In the novel,
the gods are the faery, and the whole Tale is the tale of their withdrawal from the human world. The cosmos of the novel is one in
which there are worlds within worlds, smaller ones nested in larger
ones and ever receding, and after many odd and unforeseeable
gyrations the time has come for the faery to withdraw one level
down. And yet this departure is not final, for the Drinkwaters who
have always been bound up with them are fated to take their place:
they, too, are made to take one step inwards, transporting themselves into a world where it is they who are the faery. The gods, it
is true, have bidden farewell, but theirs is a farewell that is not easily recognized as one: for it is felt only in the farewell that we the
readers feel within ourselves as we see the characters fall into their
deathly dreams. Not only have the gods flown; the only gods we
have are those who have died.
The only gods we have are those who have died. But does
this mean that the world has been disenchanted? Or does it confirm the suspicion that was voiced at the start of this essay: that
43

Crowley, Little, Big, 538.

95

CHIASMA #6 ‡ 2020

there has never been an enchanted world that might subsequently be
disenchanted? If there never has been such a world, where does
that leave us with respect to the gods? Are they to be understood as
nothing more than images of human emotions—that they reside,
as William Blake says in The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, “within
the human breast”?44 And if they are to be thus understood, what
are we to think of emotions that call for expression in supernatural
forms so that they might be felt at the depth and with the intensity
that we have found in Crowley’s novel? For, having immersed ourselves in the emotional sea-changes it puts us through, it seems as
though it were nearly impossible to be apprised of some very real
things without the intermediary of the fantastic.
This is the mood that the word ‘anachantment’ is given to
express. In conceptualizing this expression, the present essay has
sought to draw out, both philosophically and philologically, its implications for what I called the ‘inherent metaphysics’ of the word
‘enchantment’. But if this is the mood that is expressed, what does
it express in its turn? Will the thought of anachantment be forced
to enter “a series of removes, Chinese boxes one inside the other,
the further in you went the bigger it got,”45 with no end in sight?
This is a question that calls for further thought, a fresh venture
into the world of gods that cannot be undertaken here; yet such a
venture should take its bearings from the circumstance that what
is to be said of it does not differ much from something that has been
said. After all, it seems that I have been trying all this while to affirm what Yeats says in “Belief and Unbelief ”, the text that immediately follows “A Teller of Tales”:
It is better doubtless to believe much unreason and a little truth
than to deny for denial’s sake truth and unreason alike, for when
we do this we have not even a rush candle to guide our steps, not
even a poor sowlth to dance before us on the marsh, and must
needs fumble our way into the great emptiness where dwell the
mis-shapen dhouls. And after all, can we come to so great evil
44
William Blake, The Complete Poems, edited by Alice Ostraker (Harmondsworth: Penguin 1977), 186.
45
Crowley, Little, Big, 530.
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if we keep a little fire on our hearths and in our souls, and welcome with open hand whatever of excellent come to warm itself,
whether it be man or phantom, and do not say too fiercely, even
to the dhouls themselves, “Be ye gone”?46

Conclusion
Be ye gone: disenchantment not as state but as spell.47 The previous pages have shown me that I was wrong: to disenchant the
world is not to bid farewell to the gods. To disenchant the world is
to utter this spell that banishes the dhouls—and along with them
everything of value that these devils might tell us of realities such
as time and death. There is no ‘farewell’ here but at best a ‘good
riddance’. However, it is not re-enchantment that succeeds in counteracting this banishment and uttering a true and lasting ‘farewell’.
To the contrary. Struggling against having to say ‘farewell’, insisting that the gods have neither flown nor died, re-enchantment cannot avoid incurring against itself the spell of disenchantment. This
is because they are what I called canons of feeling and perceiving.
A canon of feeling states that as reality is, so must one feel about
it; a canon of perceiving states that as one feels about reality, so
must it be. As such canons, disenchantment and re-enchantment
are locked in an irresolvable contradiction, a dialectic without either positive or negative issue. This is because reality is always more
enchanted than disenchantment claims and less enchanted than
re-enchantment would wish it to be.
Not so with anachantment. It mourns the passing of the gods.
And thus, as Derrida says of mourning, it interiorizes them, keep46
Yeats, The Celtic Twilight, 35.
47
I am not the first to describe disenchantment as a spell: Egil Asprem, a
scholar of esotericism, has made a similarly critical use the idea. The context of
his discussion, however, which casts a critical eye on modern attempts to “break
the spell of disenchantment” by means of a “re-enchantment of science”, neither permits nor requires him to elaborate its properly philological implications.
See Egil Asprem, The Problem of Disenchantment: Scientific Naturalism and Esoteric
Discourse (Leiden: Brill, 2014), 62-66.
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ing them dead-alive within Blake’s “human breast” or Crowley’s
“compass of her bosom”48. To anachant the world is to accept,
even to affirm, the death of the gods; but this affirmation neither
banishes nor pines after them. To anachant the world is to welcome
the departed gods as departed. And this means being taught by what
they leave in the wake of their departure—and this even when the
teachings are painful either to our rational minds or our disenchanted hearts. Finally, if anachantment expresses a mood—if it
establishes a third canon both of feeling and of perceiving—it is a
mood that is much needed if the world of the gods and the godless
world are not to be opposed to one another as ‘secular’ and ‘religious’ or ‘buffered’ and ‘porous’ modes of being in the world.49 Far
better, in my view, to look in the present for those elusive moments
in which these two worlds find their way into our human breast,
into the compass of our bosom, there to remain, in that image-form
which I have called the symbolic as lived, what they never were: each
the past and the future of the other, furnishing through the very
chiasma of their substitution a means for humans to fulfil, “even
48
As Derrida says in his eulogy to Louis Marin: “Whatever the truth,
alas, of this inevitable interiorization (the friend can no longer be but in us, and
whatever we may believe about the afterlife, about living-on, according to all the
possible forms of faith, it is in us that these movements might appear), this beingin-us reveals a truth to and at death, at the moment of death, and even before
death, by everything in us that prepares itself for and awaits death, that is, in
the undeniable anticipation of mourning that constitutes friendship. [...] We are
speaking of images. What is only in us seems to be reducible to images, which might
be memories or monuments, but which are reducible in any case to a memory
that consists of visible scenes that are no longer anything but images, since the other of whom they are the images appears only as the one who has disappeared
or passed away, as the one who, having passed away, leaves ‘in us’ only images.”
Jacques Derrida, The Work of Mourning, trans. and ed. Pascale-Anne Brault and
Michael Naas (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 2001),
159.
49
The latter distinction, on which this essay may be read as an extended
reflection, is drawn by Charles Taylor in his book A Secular Age (Cambridge,
Massachusetts, and London, England: Belknap Press of Harvard University
Press, 2007).
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on their refractory planet, the essential function of the universe,
which is a machine for the making of gods.”50

50
Henri Bergson, The Two Sources of Morality and Religion, trans. R. Ashley
Audra & Cloudesley Brereton (Henry Holt and Company: New York, 1935),
306.
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NON-CORRELATIONAL
PHENOMENOLOGY
Badiou, the Logic of Appearance, and Ideology

Sterling Hall

1. Introduction
Phenomenology is in a state of crisis. This alone is nothing new.
One could view Husserl’s repeated use of the subtitle ‘Introduction to Phenomenology’ in his works as an indication of a crisis
of identity. Further, Heidegger’s move away from consciousness to
the ‘everydayness’ of Dasein marks a point of scission within phenomenology’s attempts to situate itself. The contemporary crisis
is different, though. This crisis stems not from an anxiety about
producing the most adequate definition of phenomenology, but
from concerns about the general relevance of phenomenology as
such. The major classical works of phenomenology (signalled by
proper names such as Husserl, Heidegger, and Merleau-Ponty) give
one the feeling of reading something old-fashioned or otherwise
anachronistic. The preoccupation with systematic philosophy,1
the attempts to address traditional metaphysical questions, and
the modernist writing style all give phenomenology the “smell of
1
By systematic philosophies I mean those which attempt to address
metaphysics, ethics, politics, etc. all within a single systematic framework.
The word ‘totalizing’ also has about the same meaning, though I don’t share
the same suspicion of totalizing critique that many contemporary phenomenologists do—in fact, I think it’s necessary for navigating current political
debates—so I avoid using it. See the end of Section 2.1 for more information
about my views concerning totalizing critique.
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mothballs” as Graham Harman put it.2
Recent attempts to address this existential crisis could be
lumped under the heading of ‘critical phenomenology.’3 There is
a large body of literature that falls under this heading, but most of
the texts could be seen to fall in line with what Michel Henry said
was necessary for any contemporary renewal of phenomenology:
that “it [phenomenology] should be radicalized in such a way that
what depends on it would be overturned and, subsequently, everything would in fact be changed.”4 Though this is a difficult goal, I
2
Graham Harman, Guerrilla Metaphysics: Phenomenology and the Carpentry
of Things (Peru, IL: Open Court, 2005), 2. The full quote is worth putting here:
“For more than a decade I have been disappointed by the direction of recent
continental philosophy, which is preoccupied almost entirely with written texts
and minor modifications to historical narratives already posited by others.
While the banner of phenomenology still flies here and there, it too often has
the smell of mothballs about it, and is utilized more as a means of summoning
forgotten terminology from the dead than as a way of returning to the things
themselves.”
3
The term ‘critical phenomenology’ is somewhat vague, covering a
large number of tendencies and theoretical orientations. Thus, referring to
those who write under the label of ‘critical phenomenology’ involves referring
more to a constellation of publications rather than a specific philosophical position. Generally, though, texts that would be gathered into this term all share
a conviction that phenomenology can’t be a process of passively and neutrally
describing the givenness of the world—instead, the conditions which make
it possible for the world to be received as given in a certain way need to be
reflexively meditated on in the process of theorizing. (See Section 2.1 for some
critiques of this reflexivity.) In other words, critical phenomenology is responsive to the many critiques of phenomenology that have been leveled at it by
feminists, critical race theorists, disability activists, and eco-theorists. A small
sample of attempts to address these critiques from a space within (or at least
tangent to) phenomenology can be found in the following texts: Sara Ahmed,
Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others (London: Duke University Press,
2006); Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things (London: Duke
University Press, 2010); and Elizabeth A. Wilson, “Organic Empathy: Feminism, Psychopharmaceuticals, and the Embodiment of Depression,” in Material Feminisms, ed. Stacy Alaimo and Susan Hekman (Bloomington, IN: Indiana
University Press, 2008), 237–64. Many other things could also have been cited
to give a sense of this still-developing tendency.
4
Michel Henry, Material Phenomenology, trans. Scott Davidson (New
York: Fordham University Press, 2008), 2.
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believe that many of the people working in this sub-field of phenomenology have made major strides towards achieving it. The
problem, though, is that critical phenomenology has generally
tried to cause such a ‘radicalization’ of phenomenology by way of
a critique of the subject—transcendental, political, or otherwise.
I have found that a basic theory of subjectivity is necessary for
thinking through contemporary politics: we need to know who, in
general, is capable of political action today. In other words, there
is a need to get the ‘lay of the land’ politically, even though this
land is fractured and craggy. Even when these phenomenologists
have retained a theory of the subject (usually the political rather
than transcendental/metaphysical/etc.), they typically think of
this subject in terms of individuality, whereas the critical tradition has historically been more dialectical in prioritizing the whole
over its parts, and in doing so these phenomenologists have done
damage to ideas like ‘truth’ and to the crucial political category of
solidarity (which involves creating common coalitions out of radical difference).
Getting a sense of the political landscape involves recreating a robust sense of objectivity. Against a prevailing tendency in
political thinking today which tries to simply describe the richly textured state of our contemporary situation through appeals to individual experiences of this situation, there is a need to speak about
commonalities within experience and the generalities that exist
between various social groups.5 In particular, there is a need to
resuscitate the category of class (without this reducing, of course,
to ‘economic class’).6 The tendency toward political particularity
5
See Jo Freeman, “The Tyranny of Structurelessness,” Women’s Studies
Quarterly 41, no. 3/4 (2013): 231–46, http://www.jstor.org/stable/23611519.
for a critique of this general tendency of eschewing generality in political
organization and practice. Not only is the rejection of structure ineffective for
establishing long-term change, it also tends to reproduce structure—but only
implicitly, thus removing any sort of accountability.
6
See Tithi Bhattacharya, “How Not to Skip Class: Social Reproduction of Labor and the Global Working Class,” in Social Reproduction Theory:
Remapping Class, Recentering Oppression, ed. Tithi Bhattacharya (London: Pluto
Press, 2017), 68–93 for a wonderful example of how the category of class can
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involves more than a shift in orientation, though: it has become a
kind of doxa in various leftist political currents to think that objectivity isn’t just politically impossible, but also metaphysically impossible. In this sense, these currents of thought are direct inheritors
of the Kantian legacy in presuming that there can be no means
of thinking about the object itself, outside of the reflexive movement of thought to think about its own necessary involvement in
the process of thinking. As Meillassoux has put it, this tendency is
related to the fact that
contemporary philosophers have lost the great outdoors, the absolute
outside of pre-critical thinkers: that outside which was not relative to us, and which was given as indifferent to its own givenness
to be what it is, existing in itself regardless of whether we are
thinking of it or not; that outside which thought could explore
with the legitimate feeling of being on foreign territory—of being entirely elsewhere.7

If there are no means (political, epistemological, or metaphysical)
for ‘stepping outside oneself ’ to make factually true statements
about the world as it actually is, then attempts at creating a form of
objectivity are doomed to failure—along with any attempts to create a map of the contemporary political landscape which allows
for strategy, planning, and action. The contemporary task, then, is
to forge a means of thinking about this ‘absolute outside’ of precritical philosophy without thereby becoming a pre-critical thinker
(that is, without becoming a dogmatist).
The goal of this essay is to create the foundations for a phenomenology which is critical in orientation, but which retains the
be given new life in political theory without simultaneously pushing aside the
various critiques of a certain image of class that have been produced for the
past 75 or so years. Bhattacharya’s essay doesn’t work within a phenomenological framework, but her analysis is essential for anyone who wishes to do
a critical phenomenology in the contemporary period (in the classic political
sense of ‘critique’—that is, in the sense of a form of discourse which has the
revolutionary transformation of social relations as its goal).
7
Quentin Meillassoux, After Finitude: An Essay on the Necessity of Contingency, trans. Ray Brassier (New York: Continuum, 2008), 7.
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possibility for theorizing about the situated subject, while also attempting to show how phenomenology can be a tool for thinking
about experiences within an actual world which doesn’t depend on
such a situated subject for existence. In attempting to address the
possibility of objectivity, the goal is not to shy away from a critical tradition which has been suspicious of objectivity, especially as
it’s been used to squash the particularities of experience in terms
of gender, race, ability, and so on. Instead, I emphatically agree
with the spirit of many of these critiques and only wish to think
through the possibility of objectivity as a means of responding to
the problem of how to figure out what can be done in the present
to remove these forms of oppression. Put otherwise, after decades
of focusing on radical particularity, it seems like an important task
for theory today is to figure out how to create coalitions across differences—not to erase the particularity of various struggles, but to
elaborate how to move forward after such particulars have been
recognized or brought to light.
In attempting this (merely preparatory) analysis, I am greatly indebted to the work of Alain Badiou. Badiou’s recent work has
focused on creating a systematic analysis of appearing in worlds
which isn’t dependent on the presence of any human consciousness—that is, he’s creating an ‘objective phenomenology.’ Taking
this work as a jumping off point, this essay will proceed in the following manner: first, I will give a more thorough description of critical
phenomenology and address some of the problems that I see in
this developing field (Section 2), both showing how this field overly
relies on reflexivity as the ground of critical thinking (Section 2.1)
and how it falls into a larger problem of prioritizing standpoints
over situations (Section 2.2); second, I will give a description of
Badiou’s logic of appearing by working through his Second Manifesto
for Philosophy8 (Sections 3.1 and 3.2); and finally, I will compare Badiou’s phenomenology with some of the major principles of classical phenomenology (by appealing to the major ‘characteristics’
8
Alain Badiou, Second Manifesto for Philosophy, trans. Louise Burchill
(Malden, MA: Continuum, 2011).
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which Sokolowsi lists in his Introduction to Phenomenology)9 to show
both how Badiou’s work fits in with phenomenology generally understood and how it marks a genuine improvement over past theories (Section 3.3). In the end, I will conclude that by attempting to
bring Badiou’s objective phenomenology into conversation with
critical phenomenology, we can open up the possibility for critical
phenomenology to use the tools of ideology critique.

2. A Critical Approach to Critical Phenomenology: Or, On
the Insufficiency of Reflexivity and Particularity
Historically, phenomenology has had an uneasy relationship with
the critical tradition. This is because phenomenology has traditionally tried to style itself as a philosophy primarily concerned
with the accurate description of essences as experienced. As Merleau-Ponty puts it in the introduction to his Phenomenology of Perception, phenomenology “is the attempt to provide a direct description
of our experience such as it is, and without any consideration of its
psychological genesis or of the causal explanations that the scientist, historian, or sociologist might offer of that experience.”10 This
falls short of the famous directive Marx gives in his “Theses on
Feuerbach” where he said that “philosophers have only interpreted
the world, in various ways; the point, however, is to change it.”11
9
Robert Sokolowski, Introduction to Phenomenology (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000).
10
Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, trans. Donald
A. Landes (New York: Routledge, 2012), lxx. In fairness, Merleau-Ponty
does note directly afterwards that “Husserl[‘s final works] mention a ‘genetic
phenomenology,’” implying that phenomenology may not be a simply descriptive methodology but may be able to account for the genesis of that which is
described. This still isn’t enough, though. Accounting for the genesis of the
object of critique is only the first step: you also need to speak about the genesis
of the social relations that made that object possible. Further, the method that
one picks for making sense of this genesis (that is, whether the approach is
dialectical or not) is important for seeing whether the genetic account is critical
or not.
11
Karl Marx, “Theses on Feuerbach,” in The Marx-Engels Reader, ed.
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This line from Marx could be seen as one of the guiding threads
of what it means to attempt to do critical theory—that is, to produce theories which can serve as tools in the revolutionary project
of changing the whole of society—a goal which phenomenology12
has often had no interest in trying to pursue.
At the same time, some phenomenologists have attempted
to explicitly align their work with more revolutionary currents.13
Robert C. Tucker (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1978), 143–5, 145.
12
Here it’s worthwhile to say a bit about what I mean in referring to
‘phenomenology.’ This is one of the most diverse fields in philosophy which
has been linked up with an immense array of other sub-fields and has taken on
several crucial positions within philosophy (and theory more generally). Given
this, the field also has some hazy boundaries: figures like Levinas and Derrida
could be seen as in line with phenomenology, despite being astute critics of
the discipline/method. To help clarify, in this essay when I speak of ‘phenomenology’ I mean one of two things. First, I’m referring to what could be
called ‘classical phenomenology’ originating in Husserl (or possibly Brentano)
and running up through its various, largely French inheritors. To put a fine
point on it, we could say that this form of philosophy stretches from Husserl
to Beauvoir and includes those who have intentionally taken up the mantle of
‘phenomenology’ (thus excluding figures such as Derrida, Foucault, Deleuze,
etc. that are heavily influenced by phenomenology but reject the method in
crucial ways). Secondly, I’m referring to the recent surge in authors claiming to
be a part of ‘critical phenomenology,’ which has strong ties with ‘feminist phenomenology.’ This form of phenomenology is one that sees itself as continuing
the project of phenomenology, though with some critical distance. This critical
distance isn’t meant as a rejection of phenomenology, but as a means of furthering it (as the earlier quote from Michel Henry indicated). In talking about
this second form of phenomenology, I mean to point towards those thinkers
that explicitly take up the title of ‘critical phenomenology,’ though those working in related fields of feminist phenomenology, new feminist materialism, and
object-oriented philosophy could also be subject to the critique I put forth in
this essay.
13
Here, I have in mind Sartre’s Being and Nothingness (along with his
later, more explicit political turn in the Critique of Dialectical Reason), Beauvoir’s
The Second Sex, Thao’s Phenomenological and Dialectical Materialism, and even things
like Gordon’s “Existential Dynamics of Theorizing Black Invisibility,” which is
both phenomenological and existential in approach. All these texts, in various
ways, see the political importance in talking about lived experience while also
recognizing that this experience isn’t simply ‘given’ in some unmediated way.
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In these more overtly political texts, phenomenologists have recognized the praxical potential of detailing the ‘everydayness’ of
experiences which were excluded from the dominant social imaginary—that is, they saw that this description was a precondition for
the kinds of revolutionary activity that would (potentially) change
the whole of social relations. In these texts we get the recognition
of identity as something generated by various social relations and
whose genesis takes place within (and whose continued existence
reproduces) an undesirable hierarchy of power, rather than the
kind of ahistorical presentation of identity which governs most liberal accounts. Even more, at their best moments, these texts also
think of the phenomenological subject as caught within the dialectic of individual and society—that is, as a situated subject.
Although works belonging to this explicitly ‘critical’ genre
of phenomenology include some of the most important works in
phenomenology, taking the field in its generality we can see that
these critical trends are the exception to the rule of phenomenology’s descriptive character. This contrasts with critical theory’s dependence on an analysis of impersonal structures—Marx’s Capital,
for example, wasn’t an account of the lived experiences of workers, but was a dialectical unfolding of the necessary elements of any
capitalist mode of production14—which phenomenology generally
doesn’t leave room for. This is because phenomenology takes experience to be something immediately given, something which must
be unfolded on its own terms without accounting for the historical
production of such experience or the various other forms of mediation through sensuous, material activities which structure experience.15 Even when the historical genesis is included in the analysis,
Thus, they are all major sources in trying to think through the potentials and
limits of ‘critical phenomenology.’
14
That is not to say either that phenomenology can’t attend to impersonal structures or that critique can’t be grounded in lived experiences. Such a
view would be antithetical to the whole argument being presented here. As a
great example of where critical impulses meet with the importance of everyday, situated life, see Simon J. Charlesworth, A Phenomenology of Working Class
Experience (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003).
15
As an aside, this is why phenomenology has historically been so
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often this genesis is taken as some brute fact of ‘what happened,’
rather than being enmeshed in an explicit logic of historical development and progress.16 Any approach that tries to create the
foundations for a truly critical phenomenology, then, will have to
provide a framework that allows for the descriptive analysis of experiences as is, while also leaving room for the dynamic and dialectical development of spaces of possible experience as they unfold
through material practices.
2.1 Critical Phenomenology and Social Atomism
Adequate attention to the dialectical development of material
practices has been missing from most accounts of critical phenomenology. Here, I only wish to point out two examples of this
tendency. The first example is Gayle Salamon’s “What’s Critical
About Critical Phenomenology?” Salamon’s article takes place in
closely allied with philosophical idealism (in the Hegelian rather than the
Berkeleyan sense): it excises the material unfolding of history as it occurs
through practical, material relations in order to ground an analysis on immediacy (or stages of immediacy as presented through Spirit’s historical
progression), but then this ground is taken to be ‘obvious’ and immanent in
its conceptual presentation, presents itself as necessary, and is articulated as if
it generates itself autonomously, without any prior dependence on a material base. That is, phenomenology classically generates its ground conceptually by saying “some such element of experience is obviously the primordial
or originary point of any analysis of experience” with this obviousness never
becoming justified. (We see this movement in Husserl, for example, when he
analyzes ‘pure consciousness’ as an ‘obvious’ point of departure for the phenomenological epoché and with Heidegger when he posits being-in-the-world
as a foundational point of his existential analytic of Dasein (see §14). This
tendency to ideally ground first principles in what appears as ‘obvious’ to the
phenomenologist in question is the source of the first part of Adorno’s critique
of Husserl in Theodor W. Adorno, Against Epistemology: A Metacritique: Studies in
Husserl and the Phenomenological Antinomies, trans. Willis Domingo (Malden, MA:
Polity Press, 2013).
16
This is to say that these theories which invoke historical development
without also explicitly citing a historical logic that they’re working with, tend to
implicitly invoke a certain historical logic—usually that of liberalism—even
though this logic may be at odds with the project at large.
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precisely the context I’ve been analyzing here: the recognition of
the uneasy historical tension both between critical theory and phenomenology and between describing the genesis/transformation
of social relations and patiently detailing the contours of ‘everyday’ experience. Her article is invaluable both as a historical tracking of the term ‘critical phenomenology’ into its current use and
as a contribution to the attempt to bridge the gap between critical
and phenomenological traditions. That said, the essay still betrays
an idealist tendency to prefer description over transformation, as
if simply exposing the real structure of various social relations was
equivalent to their transformation (or, perhaps, a neutralization of
the effects of these structures). In discussing the central concern of
her paper, Salamon says that
when asking what a critical phenomenology is, we might maintain that it reflects on the structural conditions of its own emergence, and in this it is following an imperative that is both critical
in its reflexivity and phenomenological in its taking-up of the imperative to describe what it sees in order to see it anew. In this,
what is critical about critical phenomenology turns out to have
been there all along.17

The problem here stems from reducing practices of critique to
acts to ‘reflection’ and ‘reflexivity.’ This alone is not enough. To
say that reflexivity is a requirement for critical theory is simply
to say that such theories need to theorize about the situatedness
of their being theorized.18 This doesn’t involve either looking into
17
Gayle Salamon, “What’s Critical About Critical Phenomenology?”
PUNCTA 1.1 (2018): 8–17, https://doi.org/10.31608/PJCP.v1i1.2, 12. Emphasis is mine.
18
Since I begin to use the term ‘situation’ (and some of its variations)
more frequently here, it’s worth stating where the motivation for this language
is coming from. It’s become more common to talk about the political character
of social interactions rather than talking about them as ‘situated.’ I find the
prevalence of this way of speaking—especially when it leads to claims that
‘everything is political’—very worrying. The worry stems from the feeling that
speaking of the political character of everyday situations seems to muddy the
waters of the term ‘political,’ which I prefer to reserve for collective actions
which have (at least potentially) transformative power. Politics is a collective
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the historical conditions which produced that situatedness, nor does
it involve the praxical activity of theorizing in order to be able
to revolutionize such a situation. For Salamon, at least as she defines critical phenomenology here, it is enough for me to simply
note that I theorize from the situation of being both white and
male (as one possible subset of relevant details that I could list) and
that this situation provides me with certain benefits or privileges
which overcode the position from which I theorize in various ways.
While all of that is true, the relevent theoretical features are still
presupposed in the act of reflecting on the predicates of my identity: without both accounting for the ways in which whiteness and
maleness were produced historically as socially intelligible identity properties—along with the ways that various systems of power
were simultaneously produced—and without speaking to the fact
that the goal is to overturn such violent, generative social relations,
then this version of ‘critical phenomenology’ falls far short of what
has been expected of critical theorizing historically.19
Admittedly, some of this is unfair. Salamon’s essay was writaction: everyday situations are not political by virtue of having a history. For
example, it seems wrong to say that my being white is ‘political’ on its own. It
takes place within a certain social and historical situation, sure, but that in no
way implies the existence of a politics. The political element would involve
something like organizing with others to create tenant unions in poor, nonwhite neighborhoods (or, on the flip-side, it could involve weaponizing my
whiteness by participating in various white nationalist movements). The motivation for using the term ‘situation’ stems from Badiou’s work. For more information, see Alain Badiou, Being and Event, trans. Oliver Feltham (New York:
Continuum, 2005), especially 23–30 and 93–111. Further, as far as I can tell,
Badiou’s use of this term is borrowed almost directly from Beauvoir, though
she is never cited. For more on her importance in thinking through ‘situations,’
see Section 2.2.2.
19
Of course, I’m not saying that every text that gets grouped under
any form of ‘critical theory’ has to do all this work. My point is that stating
that theoretical reflexivity is both a necessary and sufficient condition for what
counts as ‘critical,’ as Salamon does here, is to state too little. Instead, reflexivity is a necessary but not sufficient condition for doing philosophical critique.
Thinking otherwise is what leads Salamon to conclude that phenomenology
has always already been critical in orientation, the exact kind of historical revision which critical theory rejects.
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ten as the introduction to a journal issue on the topic of critical
phenomenology and, as with many of these sorts of introductions,
it smooths over some nuance in order to present a (more or less)
coherent picture of the conflicting essays which follow. But I look
to her essay because it’s representative of a tendency in some more
recent forms of ‘critical’ theory which take reflexivity—the simple
act of stating that ‘I/she/they/etc. theorize from a certain social
and temporal location’—to be sufficient for performing a critique.
This leads me to my second example: Oksala’s Feminist Experiences. Oksala’s goal in her book is to create space for the possibility of doing feminist philosophy.20 She states that she wants
to create such a space by analyzing both phenomenology (often
through Husserl) and critical theory (through Foucault) to bring
out what is useful in them for developing a specifically feminist approach to philosophy.
In many ways, I think Oksala is successful and gives us a
book with a lot of material that can be used in developing a critical
phenomenology. I would like to examine one line in her work. In
her chapter on the topic of a phenomenology of gender—probably the central chapter of her work—she says that
[P]henomenology can account for gender by helping us to understand how gendered experiences are constituted and how
20
Johanna Oksala, Feminist Experiences: Foucauldian and Phenomenological
Investigations (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 2016). This is stated
on the first page of her work and is a constant theme throughout. Though
there isn’t space to go into detail here, this thesis (that feminist philosophy
needs to be justified) seems odd to me. Insofar as Oksala takes this justification to be one that’s needed in order to argue against those who don’t think
feminist philosophy is ‘philosophy proper,’ I agree with the need for such a
work and see it’s immediate relevance. But insofar as this justification is meant
to vindicate feminist philosophy within the realm of feminist writing and
theorizing, I’m at a bit of a loss. Stating that there’s a need to justify feminist
philosophy within such a realm seems to ignore, to an extent, the major contributions of feminist philosophy and the impact that this philosophy has had
both theoretically and practically. In other words, this seems to ignore the fact
that feminist philosophy occupies a somewhat central location within feminist
theorizing as-is, which is why Oksala’s project seems, perhaps, to lack a proper
target at times, although it is generally an excellent text.
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their constitution is tied not only to embodiment, but also to the
normative cultural practices and structures of meaning. This
can be accomplished by a subject who, through radical philosophical reflection, manages to take critical distance from certain forms
of experience. What my postphenomenological [Oksala’s term
for her specifically feminist and critical phenomenology] reading
suggests, however, is that in order to achieve this critical distance
it might be more useful for me to read psychological reports or
ethnographical studies than to analyze my own experiences of
women or embodiment.21

There are a few things to note in the quote. It is difficult to see
how this account of gender would be ‘critical,’ when it says that
our understanding of gender must be tied to the way that gender
is constituted through “normative cultural practices and structures
of meaning,” since this doesn’t (dialectically) account for either the
ways that gender reproduces these practices and forms of meaning-making, nor does it account for the genesis of the larger ‘structures.’ It thus would only give us a very partial view of things. Further, it’s surprising that this analysis of the constitution of gender is
both supposed to be conducted solely through practices of reflection and that the critical element of these reflective processes is the
fact that they allow us to distance ourselves from our experiences
(as if the creation of distance, alone, was a means of changing the
social relations of gender). Finally, this idealist stance causes Oksala to claim, in the same breath which she is using to try and talk
about the possibility of a specific kind of critical philosophy, that
theory (since it is here ungrounded) cannot even achieve the men21
Ibid., 108. Emphasis is mine. Oksala expresses something very
similar on page 5 of this work when she says that “we have to ask how we
have come to understand the world around us as hierarchically gendered, for
example, and how genders and their relationship could be conceived otherwise”
(my emphasis). The fact that Oksala stops at saying that we should merely
conceive of gender differently, rather that working towards the total overturning of the oppressive system of gender—and further, the fact that she thinks
of ‘conception’ as something which can change social structures, rather than
social practice—is representative of the politically idealist stance that she often
(intentionally or not) takes up in this work.
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tal distance she’s valorizing: it is better achieved through empirical
fields such as ethnography. In other words, just as she removes all
material content from the methodological practices of her critical
phenomenology, Oksala then goes on to evacuate even philosophy
from having any definite content, since its aims are better achieved
by different fields. This is worrying for a project whose central aim
is to create the possibility of a feminist philosophy.
Of course, both Oksala and Salamon would disagree with
these characterizations. Neither of them have any intention of
vacuuming out the material contents of philosophical practice—
their express aim is to participate in critical phenomenological
theorizing! Regardless of intent, though, the way that both thinkers characterize the practice of critique prevents them from better
realizing a ‘critical phenomenology.’ The reason that both thinkers fall back into idealistic structures is simple: they both begin,
whether intentionally or not, from a social model that is grounded
in isolated, atomized individuals.22 The name for this social model
is ‘intersectionality.’23
David McNally, in his “Intersections and Dialectics,” argues
that intersectional theory is analogous with a Newtonian physical
model which sees physical elements as simply colliding in space
22
Put more pointedly, they both begin from the position of liberalism.
23
In what follows, I deal with a model of ‘intersectionality’ as it has
come to be taken up both in academic literature and in activist spaces. This
model starts from the position of investigating various identity categories as
discrete ‘objects’ that happen to intersect in the form of individual bodies.
This is in stark contrast to the original presentation of ‘intersectionality,’ which
attempted give a foundation that would allow one to analyze mutually constitutive systems of oppression (e.g. sexism always already operates through categories of race and ability, so you can’t disentangle them as social systems—thus,
it’s not a theory of identity). Intersectionality was originally a dialectical thesis
which prioritized the whole over the particular (thus, it views gender as already
racialized because of their mutual participation and interpenetration within
the whole of contemporary white supremacist, ableist, cisheteropatriarchical
capitalism, as a structured totality). Personal identity plays a much more minor
role here. See Kimberle Crenshaw, “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race
and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist
Theory and Antiracist Politics,” The University of Chicago Legal Forum 140 (1989):
139–67 for more information.
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semi-arbitrarily, all situated by notions of absolute space and time.
The Newtonian model of the “universe of abstract mathematical
space-time is thoroughly consonant with the world of the capitalist
market”24—and by association, so is intersectional theory. This is
because such a theory, as the metaphor at the heart of the name
would indicate, starts from the position of assumed fixed and stable identities and then works from a social model which sees these
identities as ‘colliding’ somehow in some social space. One can
see this in the way that that identity combinations, such as ‘white
and male,’ are often conceptualized in intersectional theory as if
there existed some identities ‘white’ and ‘male,’ free-floating and
divorced from their historical production, that just happened to
coincide in certain bodies and ways of living. There’s no way of
thinking through the fact that the two identities are both materially produced and reciprocally shape each other (along with the
totality of social relations in which they are embedded). One could
imagine, without too much caricature, an intersectional theorist
fully identifying with their Newtonian foundations and claiming
something like “if W is the set of all elements composing ‘whiteness’ and M is the set of those elements which compose ‘maleness,’ then we define ‘white male,’ WM, as the set (∀x)((x∀W
∈ &
∀
x∀M)∀(x∀WM))
for x at some time t.”
∈
∈
24
David McNally, “Intersections and Dialectics: Critical Reconstructions in Social Reproduction Theory,” in Social Reproduction Theory: Remapping Class, Recentering Oppression, ed. Tithi Bhattacharya (London: Pluto Press,
2017), 94–111, 98. To ward off possible confusions, it’s worth mentioning that
McNally isn’t opposed to abstract mathematical modeling as such. There’s
nothing anti-science in this essay—this can be seen in the way that on the next
page he praises “contemporary scientific thought” for “moving away from mechanics towards dialectics” (by which I take him to mean the movement away
from assuming the presence of closed systems in physical models towards more
recent trends in studying ‘complex adaptive systems’). The problem isn’t that
mathematics is used: it’s that the Newtonian use of this language presumes
that objects exist in isolation from one another, instead of beginning from the
position of the reciprocal determination of elements in a system in their coconstitution of the totality of that system (that is, instead of beginning from a
dialectical position). This is essentially the critique he extends to intersectionality.
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This stratified and analytic approach is only possible if one
abandons totalizing critique (one of the cornerstones of critical
theory).25 In abandoning this sort of critique, we are left with no
means for making objective, true claims about the social structures
we inhabit. But critique alone isn’t enough to ensure objectivity.
We also need to take up a metaphysical realism of some sort—that
is, we need to have a philosophical foundation that allows us to say
that claims about the world are actually about the world, not just
about a certain apprehension of the world from a certain viewpoint, at a certain place in time, from a certain subjectivity/language game/etc. If we refuse any realism, we are left with a kind
of radical skepticism which is no longer ‘radical’ in any political
sense; this kind of skepticism is instead the contemporary dominant mode of being for the ‘everyday’ person. This is also a skepticism that’s utilized by those on the right (think of the repeated
claims about climate change being ‘just a theory’).26
In opposition to my claims here, many critical theorists
would claim that of course they think some everyday statements
25
Of course, I mean ‘totalizing’ not in the sense of ‘covering over every
element in the whole’ but instead in the sense of ‘a critique of a social totality,’
that is, a social structure in which the elements of that structure are partially
determined by the structure and in which those elements in turn also determine the whole of which they are a part. In other words, ‘totalizing critique’
would be a form of critique that would never think to treat race and gender
(and ability, and class, …) as separable forms of identity, since they make up
the whole of society and are co-constituted through the reproduction of society.
26
In this small discussion of skepticism, I have in mind Bruno Latour,
“Why Has Critique Run Out of Steam? From Matters of Fact to Matters of
Concern,” Critical Inquiry 30.2 (2004): 225–48, where Latour mentions that a
kind of knee-jerk critical disposition is the norm in society today, and that the
only way to combat that is to create a philosophical system that can handle the
veracity of various everyday truth claims without sacrificing a critical spirit.
This is why we need realism today: realism doesn’t negate any critical impulse,
but instead gives us the ability to say that certain claims about the world are
simply false (rather than ‘harmful,’ or inadequately ‘open’ to the other, or anything like that, since none of this is adequate for opposing the ascendancy of
various far-right political groups globally).
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are true. Were I to ask Judith Butler whether it’s raining outside, for
example, she’d likely respond with either a ‘yes’ or a ‘no’ without
any major problem. But this says nothing about whether or not
philosophical theories can adequately handle such everyday claims
without reinterpreting them into some kind of purely subjective
apprehension of the appearance of some phenomena in the world
(for example, “Yes, it’s raining outside…if you accept that visual
empirical data is unproblematicaly related to a certain subjective
experience of what ‘rain’ is meant to capture, and if you fall back
into the pre-critical idea that ‘rain’ actually corresponds simply
to some event in the world…” etc.).27 Žižek humorously makes
this point in relation to an imagined scenario where he asks Butler
“What is this?” while pointing to a bottle of tea: “She would never
have said ‘this is a bottle of tea.’ She would have said something
like ‘if we accept the metaphysical notion of language clearly identifying objects, and taking all this into account then may we not’—
she likes to put it in this rhetorical way—‘reach the hypothesis that,
in the conditions of our language game, this can be said to be a
bottle of tea?”28
None of this disparages either critical theory or phenomenology as such. Exactly the opposite: both fields produce work
that fills me with the hope that theory can actually contribute to
ongoing political practices and to sites of political struggle. At the
same time, if these theories have become so reflexive and so ungrounded from the material relations that make possible such theorizing that everyday truth claims are beyond their scope, then in
a sense both critical theory and phenomenology have failed us. If
this is the case, though, this failure doesn’t just belong to critical
27
This is essentially the problem taken up by Meillassoux in the first
chapter of his After Finitude where he analyzes the ways that various ‘ancestral’
statements (such as literal statements about when the universe began or when
the earth was formed) would have to be interpreted by various hyper-critical
epistemological approaches to knowledge and truth.
28
Astra Talor, Zizek! (Zeitgeist Films, 2005). The quote has been
cleaned up slightly since this was originally spoken in the context of an extemporaneous lecture that Žižek was giving in the film.
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theory or phenomenology. There has been a general movement in
leftist theory over the past thirty years (at least) away from discussions of general oppressive structures to a focus on identity as the
locus of politics. And this identity has increasingly been framed in
terms of radical particularity: it’s not about an identity that one
may share with others or the objective structures that produce that
identity category within a social totality, but is instead about one’s
own viewpoint, the way that the world unfolds for an individual
from a purely particular standpoint.
2.2 Standpoint or Situation: How to Think About (Feminist) Objectivity
One of the places where we can see this most readily is in the field
of standpoint epistemology. Although this field had its beginnings
in an engagement with Marxism and the idea that one can speak
from the ‘standpoint of the proletariat,’29 it has since then turned
into a celebration of liberal individualism. To bring out the consequences of this shift in emphasis, I hope to focus on a distinction
that runs through this literature between a theory that begins from
a standpoint and one that begins from a situation. To an extent, this
division is artificial: almost no work in standpoint epistemology
would fall perfectly into either side of this division. It’s a matter
of emphasis. But by analyzing these two theoretical orientations,
I hope to both clarify what the problem is with the form of ‘inter29
Nancy Hartsock makes this point most directly and her work marks
one of the first attempts to think through this problem of situated knowledge
explicitly. In the framework I set up in the rest of this section, though, Hartsock’s analysis would be viewed as emerging from a critical intervention on a
situation rather than a standpoint. Given this, if everything from my discussion
about standpoint epistemology was rejected save for one item, the part I would
choose to save is this: as critical theorists, phenomenologists, or just generally
people interested in a revolutionary theory that can help guide actions that
create a better world, we would all be served better by returning to Hartsock’s
work. See Nancy C. Hartsock, Money, Sex, and Power: Toward a Feminist Historical
Materialism (New York: Longman, 1983).
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sectionality’ I spoke of above and to provide a clearer picture of
what I mean by ‘objectivity’ in this essay, especially as it’s used in
Section 3 below. Further, by utilizing Beauvoir’s notion of a ‘detotalized totality’ in Section 2.2.2, I aim to highlight one prominent
example of a ‘classical’ phenomenologist who helps us get at an
understanding of objectivity which can potentially open a path for
a more thoroughly critical version of phenomenology.
2.2.1 Standpoints: Or, Visual Epistemology
Sandra Harding is easily one of the most important founding figures within standpoint epistemology, especially within the domain
of the philosophy of science. In her text , she makes the argument
that classical ideas of ‘objectivity’ have gotten everything backwards. Classically, objectivity was thought to involve an attempt
to think from ‘nowhere,’ since objective scientific results are supposed to be able to be reproducible by anyone, given similar experimental setups and/or observational conditions, etc. The idea
that true statements are not grounded in concrete material situations abstracts these truths from the conditions that generated them.
In some sense, this is a positive thing: if theories of gravity didn’t
apply to a large set of objects, then they’d be largely useless and
if theories of evolution only applied to some living entities but not
all of them, then the theory would have very little explanatory
power. The problem is that scientists have gone too far in trying to
abstract away the conditions which made the formulation of various true propositions possible. Truths don’t come into the world
fully formed, like Athena from the head of Zeus: they are formed
through the labor and careful attention of subjects that are gendered in various ways, belong to a multitude of racial categories,
and have bodies that are differentially able to perform certain tasks
under certain conditions. These (and various other) ‘local’ aspects
of truth-production (and thus of objectivity) don’t dissolve when
an academic publishes a paper; in fact, they were essential for generating such knowledge in the first place (for example, you can’t
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experimentally verify the existence of gravitational waves without
stepping foot in a lab of some sort and you can’t conduct an ethnographic study of working-class lives after the 2008 depression
without actually coming into contact with working-class people).
This point, that objective knowledge requires locality and
partiality, is one of the major claims of Harding’s work. She is trying to create the foundations for what she calls ‘strong objectivity’
(‘strong’ because it’s actually more accurate than ‘weak’ objectivity
which tries to obtain knowledge that is somehow unmoored from
any location, whether geographical, social, etc.). This point, in retrospect, seems almost obvious: if someone wants to know whether
it’s raining outside, then it makes more sense to ask someone sitting
near a window than it does to ask someone sitting in a windowless
basement in another country. Similarly, if someone wants to know
about the negative effects of healthcare costs in the US, it makes
more sense to ask disabled people who are directly harmed by such
costs rather than the heads of various insurance companies (or
people with adequate healthcare who aren’t directly impacted by
the situation). This has not been an obvious point in the history
of epistemology, though—especially with the ‘scientism’ of people
such as the positivists in the analytic tradition.30 Thus, Harding
says that “we can think of strong objectivity as extending the notion of scientific research to include systematic examination of
such powerful background beliefs,” such as one’s cultural background.31 Harding’s text could be seen as self-confirmation of her
existential position: from the standpoint of a feminist working in
the philosophy of science (that is, the standpoint of someone of
whom culture demands a higher level of self-reflexive awareness
of their body since they are often reduced to their body), the idea
that knowledge is disembodied seems ridiculous.
Whatever the merits of Harding’s approach, it places ultimate emphasis on the necessity of the (possible) self-understanding
30
Sandra Harding, “‘Strong Objectivity’ and Social Situated Knowledge,” in The Feminist Philosophy Reader, ed. Alison Bailey and Chris Cuomo
(McGraw Hill, 2008), 741–56, 744.
31
Ibid., 748.
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of one’s position in this theory. The ‘standpoint’ that Harding is
referring to is less concerned with the real dimensions of one’s
situation than it is with the ways that objectivity can be achieved
through reflexivity—that is, through thought. This is why Harding doesn’t say that ‘strong objectivity’ involves the study of objective social structures, but instead starts with listening to the voices
of those who have been shoved out of positions of power within
scientific knowledge production. Specifically, she says that ‘strong
objectivity’ must begin from the
perspective from the lives of ‘strangers’ who have been excluded
from the culture’s ways of socializing the ‘natives,’ who are at
home in its institutions and who are full-fledged citizens. It starts
research in the perspective from the lives of the systematically
oppressed, exploited, and dominated, those who have fewer interests in ignorance about how the social order actually works.32

By beginning from the ‘perspective’ of those who have been excluded, rather from the analysis of what the nature of the world
must be such that these views are excluded, Harding is here focusing on what I have been calling ‘standpoints.’ Her position here is
similar to many contemporary political claims that ask us to ‘listen’
to the voices of the oppressed, without accounting for the way that
the oppressed often have contradictory views about the nature of
their oppression. Being situated in a subordinate position in society doesn’t give one direct access to knowledge about the nature
and genesis of that subordination, and a politics that hinges solely
on the ‘perspectives’ of the excluded (at the expense of the actual structures of domination they are embedded within and of
which one can have knowledge without necessarily being subject to
such domination) is one that can’t handle situations where there
is disagreement amongst members of the oppressed group in question. This often leads to adopting the most conservative available
position that allows one to still claim that one is listening to such
‘voices,’ since those are the voices that are most easily heard within
the contemporary political situation.
32

Ibid.
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This view, as we shall soon see, can be contrasted with
Code’s more ‘situated’ version of standpoint epistemology. Before
getting to her argument, though, I wish to begin the next section
by clarifying what I’m referring to by speaking of a ‘situated’ form
of knowledge.
2.2.2 Situations: Or, Material Epistemology
The term ‘situation,’ as I’m using it, comes not just from Badiou’s
work but also from Beauvoir’s The Second Sex, which attempted to
account for women’s situation as Other to men (that is, account
for the genesis of women’s oppression and for the lived contours
of such oppression, even if individual women are not aware that
they are embedded within such a situation). While, Beauvoir provides no exact definition of what she means by ‘situation’ in that
text—its meaning is pulled out of various scenes and structures
that she illustrates throughout—she does provide a more succinct
definition elsewhere. In her essay, “My Experience as a Writer,”
Beauvoir gives her definition of the ‘world’ as a ‘detotalized totality.’ She goes on to clarify by saying that to define the world as a
detotalized totality
means that, on the one hand, there is a world that is indeed the
same for us all, but on the other hand we are all in situations in
relation to it. The situation involves our past, our class, our condition, our projects, basically the entire ensemble of what makes
up our individuality.
And each situation envelopes the entire world in one way or another.33

The world is thus made up of individuals caught in their situations,
each of which ‘expresses’34 the whole of the world from their local33
Simone de Beauvoir, “My Experience as a Writer,” in The Useless
Mouths and Other Literary Writings, ed. Margaret A. Simons and Marybeth Timmermann (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2011), 275–302, 198.
34
Beauvoir intentionally uses this rationalist term on the next page to
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ity. The world is a specific way though, for Beauvoir: it’s not all a
matter of interpretation, discursive formations, language games,
etc. There is an explicit realist commitment at work. But the objective character of the world gets filtered through particular experiences of such a world—experiences which express the whole, even
if they don’t entail knowledge of the whole. Thus, to investigate reality beginning from situations is to reject both the idea that a single
expression, formula, etc., can adequately cover the whole of the
world and the idea that objectivity is solely a matter of attending to
the voices and experiences of those on the margins. To start from
situations is to start from recognizing the necessity of investigating the role that particularity plays both in forming and in being
formed by the totality of social relations, but under the objective role
that such particularity plays, not from some localized viewpoint.
This is the sort of approach that I see in the work of Lorraine Code. Code’s essay “Taking Subjectivity Into Account” is
concerned with expanding analytic notions of accurate knowledge
claims which take the form of “S knows that p.”35 Her problem
with this form of epistemology is that it doesn’t take account of
the fact that knowledge is always localized and thus ‘objective’ inquiries require that one begin from a recognition of the social/
historical/political/etc. situation that one occupies. The majority
of epistemological accounts which see truth-claims as something
that must (or at least should) be case-independent thus fall short
of being objective enough: they fail to account for the role that one’s
particularity plays in an individual person’s apprehension of some
object, phenomena, event, etc.
characterize what she means by a situation “enveloping the world in one way
or another.” She says that “implicitly, enveloping the world does not mean that
one knows it, but that one reflects it, typifies it, or expresses it in the way that
Leibniz spoke of expressing the world.” Thus, every situation is like a Leibnizian
monad that one inhabits: it marks the ground for a particular standpoint in the
world which reflects the whole of the world (a totality) through that particularity.
35
Lorraine Code, “Taking Subjectivity into Account,” in The Feminist
Philosophy Reader, ed. Alison Bailey and Chris Cuomo (McGraw Hill, 2008),
718–41, 719.
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In this sense, Code’s work fits in nicely with the version
of Harding that I’ve presented here. However, the two accounts
differ in the conclusions that they draw from this epistemological
intervention. Where Harding argued that the necessity for particularity in objective accounts entails that we should focus on the
voices of those who have been excluded from dominant accounts
of knowledge,36 Code argues that we need to re-map our epistemological terrain based on various social locations that one may
occupy. Similar to Beauvoir, Code isn’t rejecting objectivity as a
‘view from nowhere’ only to end up celebrating individuality: instead, Code is only claiming that the world is fractured and craggy,
since it’s cut through with multiple competing ‘situations,’ and thus
that feminist epistemologists need to engage in the work of surveying the real features of this landscape in order to make accurate
claims about forms of domination. As Code puts it, “the project
I am proposing, then, requires a new geography of the epistemic
terrain: one that is no longer primarily a physical geography, but a
population geography that develops qualitative analyses of subjective positions and identities and the sociopolitical structures that
produce them.”37 This image of the critical geographer patiently
mapping an evolving landscape—not infinitely diverse, but not
uniform either—is useful for imagining what is involved in the kind
of work that an epistemology centered around situations involves.
Or, to pick a profession closer to Code’s other work,38 we can imagine the ecologist in the field who studies the interactions that a bird
has with their environment: the ecologist doesn’t (necessarily) care
about the viewpoint of the bird (though they very well may care
about the way that the bird expresses their singularity in an environment, just not what the bird thinks and feels about this singularity),
but they do care about all the mutually dependent elements of the
36
This is true even in cases where this ‘voice’ is not coming from
another person, but from one’s self. For example, we could imagine a biologist
reflecting on the way that their social status as a man may color their interpretations of animal behavior. This would fit in with Harding’s account.
37
Ibid., 734.
38
Lorraine Code, Ecological Thinking: The Politics of Epistemic Location
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006).
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ecosystem that both situate the bird and which the bird’s situation
and actions impact. Thus, the situational epistemologist is also an
ecological thinker.
I mentioned at the beginning of this section that my presentations of Harding and Code were caricatures in many ways.
Though I do believe that Harding places more emphasis on speaking and viewing from a particular social, spatial, historical, etc. position and that Code is more concerned with the objective roles that
particulars play in a social totality, elements of both ‘standpoints’
and ‘situations’ exist in the work of both authors. The important
takeaway from this discussion is that a critical framework centered
solely on ‘standpoints’ (or that at least treats ‘situations’ as less crucial) is unable to deal with conflicts between members of the same
oppressed group. This is because such an epistemology is ontologically idealist (or at least agnostic about the existence of objects
outside of human consciousness); thus, there is nothing that can be
appealed to in order to ground debates when disagreements arise.
Put another way, if standpoint epistemology is supposed to invoke
a new ‘strong objectivity’ as Harding claimed, then such an epistemology has left wide open, to its detriment, the question of just
what this ‘object’ is that one can be objective about. Alternatively,
Beauvoir’s account of a ‘detotalized totality,’ which specifically is
concerned with the organization of the world “that is indeed the
same for us all” and Code’s ecological model of ‘situated knowledge’ both show us the way that one can speak about objective
and real social forms without either lapsing into a pre-critical and
dogmatic ‘god’s eye’ form of objectivity or falling prey to the celebration of the mere articulation of the shades of difference that exist between people. Another philosophical project that aligns with
both Code and Beauvoir on this issue, but without having to rely
on a correlational and anthropocentric assumption that a situation
is always a situation for someone—and is thus better qualified to give
a thorough account of worldly existence as situated existence—is
Badiou’s “objective phenomenology.” I now turn to a description
of this kind of phenomenology to show how it is able to gesture
towards a way of escaping—or perhaps even resolving—many of
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the problems that have been discussed in this section.
3. Appearing for No One: Badiou’s Non-Correlational
Theories of World and Appearance
In this section, I will attempt to give a broad overview of Badiou’s
theory of worldhood and the appearance of particulars in a world.
My goal is not to show fidelity to Badiou’s presentation as such, but
instead to use what he has given us as a tool for thinking through
problems within critical theory and phenomenology.39 I will do this
in three steps: 1) first, I will address some of the motivating concerns for talking about worldhood in the first place; 2) second, I
will briefly consider the six formal theoretical aspects that make
up the content of Badiou’s logic of appearance; and finally 3) I
will clarify those theoretical aspects from the previous section by
examining Badiou’s phenomenological reading of a tree while also
clarifying in what sense this theory counts as a phenomenology.
3.1 From Static Being to Dynamic Appearing
At first blush, it’s a bit of a mystery why Badiou has begun to speak
about either worldhood or appearing in the first place. Given that
his first major work, Being and Event, was a treatise on general properties of being, there doesn’t seem to be any need to speak about
what it means to appear a certain way or to a certain degree within
a specific situation. The earlier task was simply to attempt to describe what it means for something to either be or not be, not to get
tangled in whether something ‘kind of is.’ This allowed Badiou to
39
This is both for reasons of space and of need. There is no space to
cover all the nuances of Badiou’s theory of appearance, nor all the polemical
battles that he is trying to fight with this theory. We can get a general picture
of the theory and move from there. Thus, I largely avoid appealing to the
more robust theory presented in Alain Badiou, Logics of Worlds, trans. Alberto
Toscano (New York: Continuum, 2009), preferring instead to work through
what is a kind of summary of that theory as presented in Badiou, Second Manifesto for Philosophy.
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pursue a line of argumentation that explicitly put him at a distance
from phenomenology, analytic ‘positivist’ philosophy, and various
forms of poststructuralism (especially Derrida and Deleuze).40 Peter Hallward echoes this when he says, in his survey of Badiou’s
work, that
Perhaps the most striking general development [in this turn
towards appearing] is a shift from a previously disjunctive approach organized essentially around the dichotomy of eitheror to a more inclusive position arranged in terms of and-and.
Where before the subtractive ontology of pure being qua being
was emphatically opposed to more continuous or constructivist
conceptions (say, Leibniz-Bergson-Deleuze, for short), the two
approaches are now arranged as thoroughly distinct yet compatible or perhaps even complementary angles. Now nonrelational
abstract being is itself endowed with a more relational, more emphatically situated ontological dimension: the dimension of its
appearing or being-there.41

Thus, Badiou has developed alongside the ontology of static being a theory of the phenomenological appearance of objects in
a world—that is, a philosophy of relations. To some extent, this
was necessary. Badiou has long held the (controversial) thesis that
“mathematics is ontology,”42 which entails that ontology/math40
For a polemical survey of why Badiou was writing in opposition to
these various currents see Alain Badiou, Manifesto for Philosophy, trans. Norman
Madarasz (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1999), especially
chapters 4–7.
41
Peter Hallward, Badiou: A Subject to Truth (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2003), 293.
42
Badiou, Being and Event, 4. This quote is often misunderstood. Badiou
isn’t claiming that being is mathematical in some kind of neo-Pythagorean
theoretical move, though I think he’d agree with Meillassoux that mathematical formulas express true things about the primary qualities of various objects
(for this, see After Finitude, 3). Instead, Badiou simply means that mathematics
is the language in which we speak of being as such, which is the same thing as
ontology. Put another way, ontology is the discursive practice concerned with
the fundamental properties of being, and mathematics is the form that this
practice takes. This claim only seems controversial to a brand of continental
philosophy that has become overly sutured with the field of art (specifically po-

127

CHIASMA #6 ‡ 2020

ematics is a specifically situated form of discourse, relative to the
historical development of mathematical practices. Thus, while Being and Event was crafted around insights derived from ZermeloFrankel set theory (with the axiom of choice included) since this
form of set theory had a major claim to being a foundational language for mathematics, it makes sense that Badiou, in these subsequent works, would change gears to talk about developments in
category theory which have a similar foundational claim.43
Still, the question remains: why talk about worlds and appearing at all? Žižek gives us one possible line of interpretation.
He asks the rhetorical question “What if the concept of world was
necessitated by the need to think the unique status of the capitalist
universe as worldless? Badiou has claimed that our time is devoid
of world—how are we to grasp this strange thesis?”44 Žižek is on
to something here, but it isn’t quite adequate. Badiou may have
turned to discussions of ‘worlds’ in order to capture the fact that
capitalism presents a situation in which it seems that we are totally
devoid of a world (meaning that the objective structure of things
has broken down and that we no longer have the conceptual apparatus to present a picture of the world). But this would only be
at the level of appearance: it’s impossible for there to actually be
a lack of a world for Badiou. Perhaps, then, Badiou has moved
towards a discussion of appearance and of worlds in order to capture the way that the world’s presentation of the very “worldhood
of the world” (as Heidegger would say) has been voided out or has
etry)—given that this thesis is basically Quinean in nature, I can’t imagine an
analytic philosopher having too much trouble with it. (This is not to say they
wouldn’t disagree, of course, but only that they wouldn’t find it incomprehensible as has sometimes been the case in Badiou’s continental reception.) Badiou
takes up these issues more explicitly in his Manifesto for Philosophy, as indicated
in note 40.
43
Hallward, Badiou: A Subject to Truth, 295. He says there that “The
main methodological inspiration for Badiou’s own logic of relation and appearing is provided by that branch of mathematical logic known as category
theory.”
44
Slavoj Žižek, The Parallax View (Cambrdige, MA: MIT Press, 2009),
317–8.
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otherwise become obscured.45
All of this is to say that Badiou’s turn to a logic of worldhood and of appearance (that is, a discussion of something that
can seem to be the case while not actually being so) is an attempt
to bring back the category of ideology. Though this isn’t stated
explicitly as far as I’m aware, I see no other way in which to interpret Badiou’s turn towards an analysis of a logic of appearance that isn’t reducible to the way that something appears to a
given individual. This analysis allows us to talk about the ways
that certain things fail to appear in a world (for example, the way
that ‘race’ may fail to appear in the world of ‘neighborhood zoning practices’ as an explicit ‘object’) and also why some things appear with a heightened intensity (like how the apparent ‘necessity’
of capitalism appears within the current world of late capitalism)
while also saying that those things (a failure to attend to dynamics of race or a failure to attend to the contingency of a capitalist
mode of production) take place within a false picture of the world.
This is why I appeal to Badiou in attempting to think through the
problem of objectivity in critical theory and phenomenology: his
work attempts to create the basis for a new theory of objectivity46
by appealing to something which is structurally equivalent to ideology critique—a form of critique which contemporary theory has
45
This is equivalent to the claim that Hallward makes in Badiou: A
Subject to Truth, 296: “Appearing appears here neither in Heidegger’s phenomenological sense nor as a function of time, space, or the constituent subject. It
appears as an ‘intrinsic determination of being’, a direct consequence of the
impossibility of any totalization (or all-inclusive set) of being. In the absence
of any Whole, ‘appearing is that which ties or reties a being to its site. The
essence of appearing is relation.’” The internal quotations come from an unpublished lecture series by Badiou titled Court traité d’ontologie transitoire.
46
There isn’t space to address the fact that Badiou’s objectivity is a new
form of objectivity not just because of his new theory of appearance and worldhood, but also because of his attempt to recreate a contemporary materialist
theory of the body as a ‘body of truths.’ Though this analysis would be helpful
for articulating the radical nature of Badiou’s project, for the purposes of this
paper ‘object’ can be thought of in classical terms without too much of a loss.
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largely shunned.47
With this background motivation established in broad
strokes, I now move on to describe Badiou’s actual theory.
3.2 The Algebraic Structure of Worlds: The Six Elements
of a General Logic of Appearance
Although Badiou’s theory of appearance has wide-ranging applications (from ‘concrete’ spaces like political action and urban planning to more ‘abstract’ spaces such as phenomenology and analytic theories of mereology), it is thankfully fairly simple to state.
The theory is composed of six parts: a transcendental structure,
an ordering operation, minimal and maximal elements, a conjunction operation, an ‘envelope’ of any set of elements belonging to
the transcendental, and a theory of how conjunction distributes
over the envelope. Although the last two points are important for
a full theory of appearance and of worlds, their use is more subtle
than we have space for in this essay. Therefore, I will merely present those two points without developing them any further (just as
Badiou does in the Second Manifesto for Philosophy).48 Let us list these
six elements in some detail:
•

The Transcendental: Start with a presented world of some sort. This

47
This is essentially what Badiou says in the preface to his Logics of
Worlds. On pages 37–8 he says that in line with the demand of a theory of
truth which “governs the entire organization of Logics of Worlds” that “the
question on which the exception that grounds the break of the materialist dialectic [Badiou’s term for his ontological system] with democratic materialism
[his term for the contemporary pre-critical ontology which dominates thought
today and which is basically synonymous with liberalism] depends on is that of
objectivity.”
48
This presentation is taken more or less directly from Second Manifesto
for Philosophy, 144–7, fn. 2. Although the formalization isn’t very difficult to
grasp, some of the background mathematical motivations for this structure are
outside of my expertise (for example, explaining why Badiou’s schematic takes
the form of a ‘Heyting Algebra’ (see p. 39) rather than some other kind of
algebraic structure is a question that I am not able to answer).
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world can take many different forms (from the world of global
politics to the world of your morning jog); regardless, this world
is composed of various objects and relations. Some elements appear with less intensity than others in this world (as may be the
case with ‘global politics’ during a morning jog). The structure
that orders the appearance of the world, however that structure
is generated, is called the transcendental of the world. The transcendental is a set composed of ‘degrees’ which are stand-ins for
“degree[s] of identity between two multiples that appear in the
world.” These degrees are denoted with lower case letters (p, q,
r, s, etc.).
•

Ordering Relation: The transcendental of a world organizes the degrees within that transcendental with an ordering operation that
is transitive, reflexive, and anti-symmetrical. This is what allows
us to say that something appears ‘less than’ (with less intensity
than) something else within that world.

•

Minima and Maxima: There exists within the transcendental both
an element which appears more than or equal to any other and
one that appears less than or equal any other. Though this can
be proven within the logical system that Badiou utilizes, here it
is simply stated.

•

Conjunction: Within the transcendental there is a binary operation, ‘conjunction,’ that takes two elements of the transcendental
and produces a third element which is the largest element which
is simultaneously less than either of the two original elements.
In other words, if the conjunction operation is denoted with the
∩
∩ then we have p∀q≤p
symbol ∩,
and p∀q≤q
along with the fact
∩
for a given element t it’s true that if t≤p and t≤q, then t≤p∀q.
∩

•

Envelope: For any subset of degrees in the transcendental there exists an envelope of that set, which is the smallest element within
the transcendental which is either greater than or equal to all the
elements of the subset in question.

•

Distribution: The conjunction operation functions with the envelope of a subset of the transcendental conjoined with an element
of this transcendental through a process of distribution. That
is, the conjunction of an element of the transcendental and an
envelope of this transcendental is equal to the conjunction of
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that original element along with all the elements belonging to the
subset in question.

Amazingly, Badiou says that “such a simple structure [is]
capable of serving as the basis for the formalization of a complete
theory of appearing and of worlds.”49 Asserting that there exists
a transcendental structure which is able to organize the various
elements of a world into something coherent and in which various elements can interact with one another helps give us a means
of beginning to answer various questions of appearance. For example, to the basic mereological question of why a table appears
as a table rather than as a collection of four legs placed below a flat
surface we can begin by saying that it appears as a table because
of the transcendental ordering of the world in which the table is
an element. Just what this specific transcendental is that does such
an ordering is left as an open question (perhaps it is a biological or
psychological transcendental). But Badiou’s system gives us a good
starting language for talking about disputes over the mereological
status of the table and of evaluating claims about how there actually is no table, only “mereological simples arranged table-wise.”50
Beyond an analysis of static everyday objects, though, this structure gives us a means of addressing various issues with why certain
things do and don’t appear in worlds (as with how the layout of a
building can make disability ‘appear’) or with how changes happen
in appearance (like how atoms used to appear as the ‘smallest unit
of mass’ and how they no longer do). Pretty much every metaphysical problem runs through the logic of appearing that Badiou provides (questions of composition, being, causation, identity, time,
space, etc.) along with the ways that those problems extend into
various ‘non-metaphysical’ spheres (as with the question about the
composition of the working class).
49
Ibid., 146–7
50
On this dispute, and the position of the ‘mereological nihilist’ which
I have described in brief here, see Theordore Sider, “Against Parthood,” in
Oxford Studies in Metaphysics: Volume 8, ed. Karen Bennett and Dean W. Zimmerman (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 237–93.
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I’m now in a position to show what exactly is non-correlational about Badiou’s logic of appearing and how it constitutes a
phenomenological analysis at all, let alone an ‘objective’ one. I will
proceed by analyzing Badiou’s reading of the appearance of a tree
in a world and how this reading constitutes a phenomenological
reading.
3.3 Trees, Rust, Planets, and Other Everyday Objects
So far in this essay I have attempted show that critical phenomenology is an exciting attempt to bridge two major theoretical trends,
but an attempt that is often missing necessary objective criteria of
the situation. I have also tried to show how Badiou’s logic of appearing gives us a language for beginning to talk about problems
of genesis, constitution, and political strategy which have stymied
critical phenomenology thus far. What I haven’t done is show that
Badiou’s project constitutes a phenomenology, nor have I shown what
is particularly unique there. This is what I hope to do in broad
strokes in this final section.
If I intend to justify that Badiou’s theory of worlds and
appearance constitutes a phenomenology, then I need to answer
the question of what a phenomenology is. I am thus led back to
some of the questions that opened the essay. While I’m not sure if
one can present an absolute argument for what a phenomenology
must be, I believe that we can at least get a general sense of some
elements common to most, if not all, phenomenological analyses.
At this point, Sokolowski’s Introduction to Phenomenology becomes incredibly useful. In the third chapter of this work, Solokowski lists
three “formal structures” which he sees as being essential for phenomenological research: 1) Parts and wholes, 2) The presence of
identity within a manifold of experience, and 3) Presence, absence,
and the relations between them.51
51
Sokolowski, Introduction to Phenomenology. The analysis of these structures begins on pages 22, 27, and 33, respectively.
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Let’s set up a scenario, taken from Badiou,52 in which there
are two different experiences of some trees. The first type of experience comes in the form of someone lying underneath the trees,
lazily looking up at the leaves and branches as light filters through.
The second type is that of someone driving past this field of trees
while in a rush to get somewhere. In the first form, the trees appear
with a high degree of identity: there’s a focus on this particular tree,
on its branches and leaves, on its interaction with the surrounding atmosphere of the situation (light, air, etc.) and so on. In the
second form, the tree nearly disappears: it is a blur in the horizon
of one’s vision and may not even be explicitly taken into consideration (elements with higher degrees of appearance in this ‘world’
may be things like the song playing on the radio or another car
that just cut our driver off).
Both examples show how there is a relationship between
parts and wholes. In the first form, the parts and wholes have a
low degree of identity: they are totally separable from one another,
as branches, leaves, and textures are all looked at carefully. In the
second form, there is a high degree of identity: the tree appears
as a kind of green and brown blob along the horizon, even blending into the identity of other trees. These examples also take part
in Sokolowski’s second ‘structure’: regardless of the degree of appearance, there’s still a sense in which the tree appears as that tree
within the manifold of other experiences. It may be difficult to discern (as with the second form), but it is still that tree which is difficult
to discern, not some bundle of properties or something similar.
Finally, both forms express a relationship between presence and
absence and show us how degrees of either can change over time.
For example, were the person in the first form to be greeted by
some friends in our idyllic grove, then the trees may be folded back
into a kind of absence, as objects such as ‘conversation’ and ‘picnic’ come to have a higher degree of appearance. Similarly, were
the driver’s car in the second form to break down, then the trees in
52
The example is taken from Second Manifesto for Philosophy. It’s an
example that runs throughout the work and is modified in various ways from
chapter to chapter, but it is first introduced on pages 28–9.
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the distance may appear with a greater degree of appearance as
the driver stares at them while waiting for AAA to arrive.
This is enough to show us that Badiou’s language at least
allows us to cover all of the major themes of phenomenology. But
there is more at work here. Whereas traditional phenomenology
would be able to talk about objects appearing in analogous terms,
they would always fold back this appearing into the ways that appearance occurs for some person. This is why intentionality is so
important for traditional phenomenonlogy:53 without it, there is no
world at all, because the world only appears for someone at some
time. This is not the case for Badiou. Although our examples have
revolved around the way that some trees appear for a person, this
correlational relationship isn’t necessary for Badiou.54
Let’s take another example. Say there was a load of iron
existing under the earth’s crust some number of meters down at a
certain time. This iron is then thrust into the open air of the surface after some plate shifting activity which exposes the iron. Newly exposed, the iron begins to oxidize and rust. In this example,
before a geological event caused the iron to surface, there was an
extremely high (perhaps maximal) degree of identity between the
rust and the air on the surface of the earth. The rusting that occurs
after this event occurs (in part) because the iron and the oxygen in
the air are put into a world in which their respective degrees of
identity are lowered and they were able to come into contact. This
experience can be described phenomenologically without any sort
53
Bernhard Waldenfels even goes so far as to describe intentionality as
a “shibboleth of phenomenology.” See, Bernhard Waldenfels, Phenomenology of
the Alien: Basic Concepts, trans. Alexander Kozin and Tanja Stahler (Evanston,
IL: Northwestern University Press, 2011), 21.
54
Part of this is due to the mathematical formalization that Badiou
prefers. This is because many of the axiomatic statements that govern this
formulation are expressed in the form of something like {∩x ∩y | …} which
makes no presumption about the existence of x but only says that for all x, if
x exists, then something or rather must follow from that existence. This also
means that the properties of x aren’t relative to the way that it appears to some
human consciousness within experience. And this is why I find Badiou so useful for attempting to create a non-correlational phenomenology.
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of appeal to a person who happened to see the iron become exposed to the air or anything similar. It can be described void of any
experience or consciousness of the event.
A common objection to this point would be that it is at
least possible that someone was present to see the iron exposed to
oxygen. To this objection, any number of other examples could be
cited. Say we wished to talk about the way that two galaxies were
flung together and were pulled into each others’ gravity wells millions of years before the first human existed? Or say we wished to
talk about the evolutionary line of descent running from aquatic
animals to the first landlocked animals? Or, again, say we wished
to speak about the relationship between the moon and the tides
shortly after the moon was formed but far before any human was
around to look up at it? Either we allow that these phenomena can
be talked about on their own or we submit ourselves to constantly
having to make the “correlational two-step”55 of having to say that
these things only appear the way they do for us. That is, either
we allow for some level of a critical or speculative realism, or we
resign ourselves to a solipsistic metaphysics that constantly brings
everything back to us. If we are truly to try to go back ‘to the things
themselves!’ (whether the emphasis is on these things as situated
objects or as situated objects) or attempt to create a phenomenology
that doesn’t always fold the other back into the same,56 then we
need to adopt some kind of non-correlationist metaphysics.
All of this is to say that any critical phenomenology worthy of its name must have a realist aspect to its metaphysics. It
55
Meillassoux, After Finitude, 5.
56
This would be the goal of the whole Levinasian vein of phenomenology. If Levinas’ project is to be tenable, though, he needs to have a metaphysics which allows him to speak about the being-in-the-world of the other (any
other, human or not) that doesn’t fall back into talking about how the other
appears “as if ” it was for me. That is, to be a committed Levinasian is to be
a metaphysical realist of some sort, though neither Levinas nor many of his
follows are very interested in pursuing this line of thought. On this question
of the reduction of the other to the same, see Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and
Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority, trans. Alphonso Lingis (Boston: Duquesne University Press, 1979).
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must be able to make claims about the world that aren’t fully reducible to some viewpoint, to some subjectivity, to some partiality.
The category of the universal needs to be resurrected. Otherwise,
phenomenology simply becomes a tool for reproducing the social
atomism of capitalism and thus it falls short of being ‘critical’ in
any transformative sense. At the same time, a dynamic and dialectical critical phenomenology is one that also rigourously opposes
naive or dogmatic realism: this must be a critical realism to work
alongside a critical phenomenology. There is much work to do on
these issues. I only hope to have contributed partially to the development of these fields and to have suggested that Badiou’s ‘objective phenomenology’ is an essential tool in forging future critical
phenomenologies.
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‘GHOSTING’
Contemporary Media Technologies and
‘Millennial’ Temporalities

Sabeen Chaudhry

The man in the bed, the lover, slowly opens his eyes to the light of the room.
The man standing before him seems strange, like a muddy shape, the way
an unfocused figure in front of a lighted background hovers as the spectre of
death. A doomed reality...The lover’s body shocks to the ceiling. A terrible
thud. But this is not the lover, this is air, and the body, the lover, is gone.
– M. Kitchell, Spiritual Instrument1
The one who has disappeared appears still to be there, and his apparition is
not nothing. It does not do nothing.
– Jacques Derrida, Spectres of Marx2

The definition of ‘ghosting’ was posted on Urban Dictionary in
2013.3 Initially an online compendium of definitions of slang, col1
M. Kitchell, Spiritual Instrument (United States: Civil Coping Mechanisms, 2015), 7-8.
2
Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx: The State of Debt, the Work of Mourning and the New International, trans. Peggy Kamuf (New York: Routledge, 1994),
120.
3
“Ghosting: The act of suddenly ceasing all communication with
someone the subject is dating, but no longer wishes to date. This is done in
hopes that the ghostee will just ‘get the hint’ and leave the subject alone, as opposed to the subject simply telling them he/she is no longer interested. Ghost-
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loquialisms and contemporary idioms (that has now broadened
into definitions and descriptions of anything that a contributor
might desire to define), Urban Dictionary remains the most popular
resource for the recording and grasping of an emergent ‘millennial’ lexicon. However, the bias in the this definition is apparent.
To clarify let us take ‘ghosting’ to mean the following, as generally
understood by those who ‘ghost’ and are ‘ghosted.’ It is indeed
“the act of suddenly ceasing all communication with someone,”
usually referring to a romantic partner (though the term can be
used within the context of any relationship—a friend or family
member for example). Instances of ghosting can range from an
individual ghosting someone they have been communicating with
entirely online for a short period of time (e.g. via a dating app such
as Tinder) to someone they have been dating casually for some
months to a long-term partner. Ghosting is generally understood
to be a means of ending a relationship—however brief or long.
Initial use of the term has been traced back to 2006 to refer
to the setting of statuses to “invisible” on instant messaging systems to avoid contact with particular individuals and/or the cessation of other forms of communication.4 Having gained greater
traction since the early 2010s, numerous articles have been written about ghosting in the past few years by popular youth media
outlets such as Refinery29, Vice and The Huffington Post confirming
ghosting as something that has become entrenched in millennial
dating behaviour. It was even added to the Merriam-Webster Online
ing is not specific to a certain gender and is closely related to the subject’s
maturity and communication skills. Many attempt to justify ghosting as a way
to cease dating the ghostee without hurting their feelings, but it in fact proves
the subject is thinking more of themselves, as ghosting often creates more
confusion for the ghostee than if the subject kindly stated how he/she feels.”
Ghostface Illa, “Ghosting” in Urban Dictionary, posted November 27, 2013,
https://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=Ghosting.
4
Kimberly Truong, “This Super-Rude Dating Behaviour Just
Got Added to the Dictionary,” Refinery29, last modified February 7, 2017,
https://www.refinery29.com/2017/02/139717/ghosting-official-worddictionary?bucketed=true.
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Dictionary in 2017,5 and lauded by the Collins English Dictionary “as
one of its words of 2015.”6 In fact, The Huffington Post conducted a
poll on experiences of, and attitudes towards ghosting that found
that those aged 18 to 297 had experienced a significantly higher
incidence of ghosting, being more likely to ghost or be ghosted
than older age groups (or at least were most likely to admit to having perpetrated or experienced it).
But surely ‘millennials’ are not singular in their experience
of ghosting, even if they are the first generation to have coined a
(quasi-)neologism to refer to it? After all, lovers have been ignored
and jilted without explanation throughout history. However, most
discussions of ghosting do not deny the long-running history of
“silent treatment” or being suddenly ignored, the plasticity of feelings and the mutable nature of desire that can at one moment
render someone as potentially “the love of your life”—deserving
of all attentions—and at the next, boredom incarnate. Instead,
what is mentioned repeatedly is the frequency and normalisation
of this current gesture of silence, which is largely blamed on contemporary media technologies that apparently enable a lack of
accountability and perpetuate a culture of disposability. After all,
in an age where countless romantic entanglements begin on dating
apps like Tinder and Bumble, and then are largely conducted via
messaging apps such as WhatsApp, romantic partners can seem
not-quite-real. Virtual avatars of their lesser-spotted “IRL” (“In
Real Life”) selves. Won with a “swipe,” almost like playing a video
game, and dropped without explanation and without guilt, just like
running over a civilian in Grand Theft Auto8 and continuing to drive
5
Ibid.
6
Susie Cohen, “Ghosting: Have Apps Like Tinder Killed Off Basic
Decency when it Comes to Dating,” The Independent, last modified November
9, 2015, https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/love-sex/ghosting-datingtinder-added-to-dictionary-etiquette-a6724096.html.
7
This was the age group that was delineated, which doesn’t correspond
exactly with that of millennials. Poll conducted with market research firm YouGov, with 1000 (American) interviewees, October 23-26, 2014.
8

Grand Theft Auto is a video game that was especially popular amongst
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at full speed, without remorse or consequence.
Indeed, Zygmunt Bauman notes that virtual communications enable the swift exiting of romantic relationships. He explains that, “Eros is possessed by the ghost of Thanatos which no
magic incantations can exorcise.” That is to say, love is haunted by
its own death-drive. In our desperation to close the distance between ourselves and the romantic other, we always risk restricting
the freedom of the object of our love9 and assimilating its alterity, which eventually “sounds the death-knell to love.”10 According to Bauman, we attempt to reconcile our desires for both freedom and intimacy “in the all-absorbing and all-consuming labor
of ‘networking’ and ‘surfing the network.’”11 He describes how,
in popular lexicon, the terms “‘relating’ and ‘relationships’” have
been superseded by talk of “connections, of ‘connecting’ and ‘being connected’”—a “language of ‘connectedness’” (rather than
“the language of ‘relationships’”), that replaces “partners” with
“‘networks.’”12 In contrast to relationships, which emphasize togetherness, it is the term network, Bauman tells us, that implies both connection and disconnection, a matrix of shifting bonds. It is this
dual motion that constitutes and defines a network—“moments
of ‘being in touch’ interspersed with periods of free roaming.”
Furthermore, Bauman states that “connections are ‘virtual relations,’” that, contrary to concrete relationships, “are easy to enter
and exit.” He quotes a man interviewed regarding online dating,
(note that this was even before the advent of dating apps), who
cites its one major advantage as being that “‘you can always press
delete.’”13 You can always press delete, you can always stop responding,
you can always ghost someone. However, Bauman stresses that this
millennials during the 1990s and 2000s. There have been various controversies
regarding its supposed desensitization and incitement to violence, of children
and young adults.
9
Zygmunt Bauman, Liquid Love: On the Frailty of Human Bonds (Cambridge; Malden: Polity Press, 2011), 8.
10
Ibid., 7.
11
Ibid., 34.
12
Ibid., xi.
13
Ibid., xi-xii.
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“disengagement and termination-on-demand” do not mitigate the
risks of romantic relationships, but instead re-distribute them in
new configurations.14
‘Ghosting’ and the Post-Human
According to popular psychologists, ghosting has now become a
norm that demonstrates waning empathy and non-committal behaviour amongst millennials, and is facilitated by the apparent lack
of accountability enabled by virtual communication. Indeed, one
such psychologist remarks that it is deployed to foster “stable ambiguity [which] inevitably creates an atmosphere where at least one
person feels lingering uncertainty.”15 However, rather than millennials actively and individually creating this ‘atmosphere’ within
romantic relationships (as though they are sadistic magicians, purposeful conjurors of vagary), it is exactly this “stable ambiguity”
or “lingering uncertainty” that appears to be the prevailing and
pervasive general contemporary condition.
The approach of popular psychology is markedly anthropocentric in its privileging of the human actant as the centre, the
originator or mastermind of this ambiguity, which it is implied is
merely enabled (not directly caused) by contemporary media technologies. This echoes McLuhan’s claim that “electric technology” is an
extension of Man’s “central nervous system in a global embrace”;16
in other words, a far-reaching extension of human experience and
agency. Writing decades before the World Wide Web, McLuhan
predicts a near-future that will constitute the “final phase of the
extensions of Man...where the creative process of knowing will be
collectively and corporately extended to the whole of human soci14
Ibid., xiii.
15
Esther Perel, “Stable Ambiguity and the Rise of Ghosting, Icing and
Simmering,” Pesi (blog), accessed April 12, 2018, https://www.pesi.com/blog/
details/885/ask-esther-stable-ambiguity-and-the-rise-of-ghosting.
16
Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (Cambridge, Massachusetts; London: MIT Press, 1994), 3.
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ety...[affecting] the whole psychic and social complex.”17 However,
Nicholas Gane notes that throughout his body of work, McLuhan’s position “wavers between a basic humanism (placing ‘Man’
at the centre of all things) and a more radical post-human stance
(human subjectivity is disappearing into the machinery of communication)” and that Kittler seizes upon this inconsistency, disparaging the humanist strand and extrapolating the post-humanist
strand of McLuhan’s theory.18
Indeed, it is in considering Kittler’s “technical a priori,” that
we can begin to understand how ghosting is one of countless phenomena that are bound to the contemporary technologies whose
existence and modes of functioning they are entirely contingent
upon. According to Kittler, it is the materiality and subsequent
mechanical action of media technologies that form and shape culture and the social, rather than the reverse.19 He suggests that we
should look to the physical architectures (or hardware) of media
to be able to adequately comprehend so-called society,20 as it is
the former that “structures the content it processes.”21 Hence, the
manner in which we perceive is dependent on media technologies22
due to the “structures of communication and understanding” that
they construct.23 The very possibility of meaning arises from the
technological processes (that are themselves devoid of meaning),
and so human action is also exposed as an effect of these processes.24 Hence, the “technical a priori” refers to the causal power of
17
Ibid., 3-4.
18
Nicholas Gane, “Radical Post-humanism: Friedrich Kittler and the
Primacy of Technology,” Theory, Culture & Society 22.3 (2005): 25-41, (28).
19
Ibid., 29.
20
Friedrich Kittler, Literature, Media, Information Systems (Oxon; New York:
Routledge, 2012), 162.
21
Gane, “Radical Post-humanism,” 35.
22
Friedrich Kittler, Gramophone, Film, Typewriter, trans. Geoffrey Winthrop-Young and Michael Wutz (Stanford, California: Stanford University
Press, 1999), 2-3.
23
Gane, “Radical Post-humanism,” 28-29.
24
Gane, “Radical Post-humanism,” 28.
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media to “determine our situation,”25 including romantic (or unromantic) sociality. Millennial media define millennial realities,26
and thus determine millennial experience.
And so the import for Man, for the human, is—as Kittler tells us—that “at the moment of merciless submission to laws
whose cases we are, the phantasm of man as the creator of media
vanishes.”27 Instead, media technologies create Man, “the very idea
of humanness” itself.28 The human as primary agent and engineer
of its own realities can instead be re-cast as the post-human,29 which
encompasses both the media technologies themselves and the human, and foregrounds their inseparability. Something as seemingly
infantile as ghosting, appearing on the one hand, an all-too-human
behaviour, is on the other, an effect of the functioning of these
media.
The post-human can be further understood by briefly invoking the Deleuzo-Guattarian “assemblage,” which specifically
refers to the shifting relations or connections between diverse elements, such that they are structured and re-structured in changing
configurations.30 An assemblage is “an intermingling of bodies reacting to one another,” but also “of acts and statements, of incorporeal transformations attributed to bodies.”31 Thus, a particular
assemblage can consist of both material and immaterial, human
and non-human elements. The human individual can be thought
as assemblage, but even more pertinently, the relations within the
individual possess no more significance than those that it forms
with external elements. And so concepts of interiority and exteriority are undermined, along with the concept of the human itself.
According to the logic of the assemblage then, and in line with
25
Kittler, Gramophone, Film, Typewriter, xxxix.
26
Ibid., see page 3, where Kittler asserts that “media define ‘what really
is.’”
27
Ibid., xli.
28
Gane, “Radical Post-humanism,” 38.
29
Ibid., 37-39.
30
Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and
Schizophrenia, trans. Brian Massumi (London: Bloomsbury, 2013), 585-587.
31
Ibid., 102-103.
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Kittler’s “technical a priori,” people and their behaviours become
indivisible from media technologies—all constituting elements (or
interconnected groups of elements/assemblages) within the wider
assemblage. As Kittler remarks, “The age of media...renders indistinguishable what is human and what is machine.”32
Zone of Ambiguity (We’re All ‘Millennials’ Now)
But what is it specifically about the way that contemporary media technologies structure (post-)human experience which leads to
ghosting? We have already discussed the lack of accountability and
culture of disposability (where freedom tussles with intimacy), that
are not just enabled but directly determined by, and inseparable from,
contemporary media technologies. However, at the root of this
culture of disposability, is the affective degradation of linear temporality that is a deep aspect of the action of these technologies.
Kittler implicitly acknowledges this when he writes of the
collapsing of all previous forms of media into contemporary media, where “sound and image, voice and text are reduced to surface
effects” through digitization, forcing all media to co-exist within
the digital—“an endless loop” of information.33 The import, unspoken here, is that all historical periods to which these media have
given rise are condensed into an omnipotent digitality, stripping
them of their specific chronological positioning. Wolfgang Ernst
also notes Kittler’s attention to the “recombinant depth of the virtual,” drawing attention to the latter’s assertion that chronological
linearity is being supplanted by “co-presence,”34 an effect of the
numerically-based “micrological temporality” of digital technologies (against the narrative-based ‘relativizations’ that comprise the
32
Kittler, Gramophone, Film, Typewriter, 146.
33
Ibid., 1-2.
34
Wolfgang Ernst, “Kittler-Time: Getting to Know Other Temporal
Relationships with the Assistance of Technological Media” in Media After Kittler, eds. Eleni Ikoniadou and Scott Wilson (London: Rowman & Littlefield
International, 2015): 51-66, (52-53).
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historical).35 Pertinent here is Kittler’s associated concept of recursion, which Ernst explains according to computer science:
In computer science, recursion is precisely defined as the reapplication of a processing instruction to a variable that is itself
already the (intermediary) result of the same processing instruction. The value of the variable thus changes with each running
of the loop; recursion combines repetition and variation in order
to bring forth something new.36

Hence recursion involves the repetition of the past but metamorphosed, always with a forward impulse. It is the recombinatory,
cycling motion of an “algorithmic time”37 that now drives (post-)
human experience.
In Ghosts of My Life: Writings on Depression, Hauntology and Lost
Futures, Mark Fisher advances his own notion of (re-)cycling temporality, examining it on the level of cultural forms. However, in contrast to Kittler and Ernst, he denies it any claim to the future. He
describes “the general condition: in which life continues but time
has somehow stopped,” referencing Franco Berardi’s assertion of
“‘the slow cancellation of the future’” that began in the 1970s.38
Fisher writes that, “the 21st century is oppressed by a crushing
sense of finitude and exhaustion,” in which “it doesn’t feel as if the
21st century has started yet.” He cites as the cause of this exhaustion of futurity the rise of rampant neoliberalism, put in place and
internationally consolidated by successive political regimes, whilst
technological advancements “have altered the texture of everyday
experience beyond all recognition.”39 Specifically, Fisher postulates
that the resulting conditions of financial and social instability, have
made us over-worked and over-anxious with neither the time, nor
funds, for creativity. This, and our bombardment with information
and inability to withdraw from constant virtual communications,
35
Ibid., 56.
36
Ibid., 60.
37
Ibid., 61-62.
38
Mark Fisher, Ghosts of My Life: Writings on Depression, Hauntology and Lost
Futures (Winchester; Washington: Zero Books, 2014), 6.
39
Ibid., 8-9.

146

chaudhry ‡ ‘ghosting’

leaves us unable to produce or consume the new, to usher in the
future.40 Instead, he asserts that contemporary culture has mined
past forms to the extent that we are no longer even able to recognise them as properly belonging to a particular historical period,
nor do they seem adequate to the present.41 Fisher describes the
current moment as “marked by its extraordinary accommodation
towards the past,” such that “the very distinction between past and
present is breaking down...cultural time has folded back in on itself, and the impression of linear development has given way to a
strange simultaneity.”42 No present, no future—as chronological
time decays, we are locked into an ambiguous now.
Whilst Fisher does not fully address the power of media
technologies to shape this process, he arrives at a similar conception of temporality to Kittler, except that he tells us that the concept
of futurity itself has been called into question. But is this necessarily
a problem? If ‘the future’ as prescribed by modern reifications of
what the future should entail (not in terms of specific events, but
certain meta-tropes, such as concepts of ‘authenticity’ and ‘progress’) is no longer materialising, does that necessarily mean that
there is no future? If it is linear progression (as set out by modernity) that we are concerned with, then it really does seem as though
the future as we knew it (was supposed to be) is cancelled, and that
millennials are waiting in limbo for the future they were implicitly
promised to begin, locked into an infernal loop. But if it is a loop, it
is one with weaknesses, to be exploited by unknown forces. In place
of ‘the future,’ we are now faced with a future, where chronological time is warped and competing temporalities pull us in different
directions. A covert, polyrhythmic non-future that is more mysterious, seeping through the apparent stasis of life under late capitalist
fixity. A future that is being released from the previous stranglehold
of (the media technologies of) modernity.
Obviously neither model of the future—the (old) future, an
out-dated construction of modernity that no longer suffices; or a
40
41
42

Ibid., 14-16.
Ibid., 8-14.
Ibid., 9.
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(new) (non-)future that consists of multiple, complexly interwoven
temporalities and trajectories—is inherently better or possesses
more value than the other. Whilst the latter transmuted iteration
of the future is more adequate to understanding the vectors of
contemporaneity and their potentials, it can be seen to present
millennials with a daunting opacity. Indeed, they are described as
being born during, and drawing early influence from the last gasp
of modernity, the majority being raised by ‘baby boomer’ parents
(who were arguably, in their time, the ‘new gen’ par excellence regarding their collective realisation of the future). Hence it is often
noted that the new, unfolding realities that millennials are encountering confound their expectations, resulting in a mass affective
dissonance. Millennials are frequently accused of indecision and
the deferral of adulthood, but how is one to make choices when
one cannot guess with some certainty where they will lead, when
those decisions no longer constitute instrumental steps along the
path to a clear telos, when one can no longer (rightly or wrongly)
assume linear temporality to deliver us safely unto ‘the future.’
It is at the impasse between the future and a future, within
this zone of ambiguity, that the millennial condition takes hold. This
zone of ambiguity, is not a spatialised zone, despite Fisher suggesting that this “temporal pathology” is mostly relegated to the Occident.43 Generally speaking, info-capitalist globalisation, spearheaded by technologies of sharing and dissemination with their
#trending content and viral memes, seems to have corralled most
of the world into experiencing similar crises of futurity (though this
is not to undermine sociocultural differences that extend beyond
the crude distinction between ‘East’ and ‘West’). Instead, the contemporaneous zone of ambiguity in which we find ourselves lost in
“labyrinths of indeterminacy,”44 is a temporalized zone, some sort
of transition-period-present, that rather than being situated neatly
between a conventional past and future, is something of a gradient
over which a new (non-)future begins to diffuse into the future of old.
Within this zone of ambiguity, caught between two modes of futurity,
43
44

Ibid., 16.
Ibid., 208.
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ghosting is symptomatic of the millennial condition. As we are all
now attuned to the slow cancellation of (what was supposed to be)
the future, but also receptive to the guerrilla temporalities that constitute a future-to-come, the affective implications are far-reaching.
From the resulting vagueness, anxiety, indecision, and adjustment
to multiple often conflicting trajectories, comes ghosting as technotemporal romantic disenchantment, paradoxically actualized via an absence of communication.
However, it becomes clear at this point that it is problematic
to refer to a ‘millennial generation’ at all. Although many journalists and some theorists alike refer to generations (‘millennials’ or
‘Generation Y,’ the emergent ‘Gen Z,’ ‘Gen X,’ ‘baby boomers’
and so on) to delineate particular modes of subjectivation or identity formation, contemporary technologies are now pivotal in constructing the experiences of almost all age-groups in one manner
or another. Hence, in addition to the obvious criticisms levelled at
a generational approach to delimiting experience, (that it is reductive, that generational cut-off points are somewhat arbitrary etc.),
chronological time is breaking down within society at large, and
skewing all trajectories in a multi-dimensional manner. Within this
zone of ambiguity, generations can no longer be assumed to follow
one another but are instead, like the rest of the so-called sociocultural field, subject to the logic of fractured techno-temporality.45
45
Furthermore, it has become apparent that to maintain an online
existence through ‘visibility,’ to garner ‘likes,’ ‘build followers,’ get ‘re-tweeted,’
even forge a profitable career through social media; a state of juvenilia seems
to be of benefit. See Jaron Lanier, You are Not A Gadget: A Manifesto (London:
Penguin, 2011), 179-180. Lanier develops this line of thought suggesting that
increasing neoteny is an ever-growing effect of contemporary technologies. He
describes neoteny as an “evolutionary strategy,” present to a greater extent in
particular species such as the human, where childhood and adolescence are
prolonged in order to provide the time and conditions for the development
of skills required for survival. Lanier asserts that technological advancements
(such as those in the field of medicine) have increased our life-spans, enabling
the relative-youthfulness and continued cultural participation of ageing generations (most notably the baby boomers), dispersing their traits and the pop
culture of their youth amongst younger generations, which decelerates cultural
change and undermines the concept of distinct generations. It also enables
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To a certain degree, it can be said that we are all millennials now.
Techno-Temporality and the Hyper-Spectrality Effect
The disappearing act of ghosting is, as the term would suggest,
a spectral phenomenon that manipulates the virtual absence afforded by contemporary media technologies. Indeed, not only
does techno-temporality underpin phenomena such as ghosting, it
can itself be understood to operate in the manner of a perpetually
returning specter.
Hauntology,46 (a neologism that combines haunt and ontology), is the pre-ontological logic which simultaneously enables and
undermines the ontological.47 Derrida claims that, “this logic of
haunting would not be merely larger and more powerful than an
ontology or a thinking of Being,” but that it would “harbor within
itself,” and “comprehend” the ontological “incomprehensibly.”48
Occupying “neither life nor death,”49 the “virtual space of spectrality” obfuscates “the sharp distinction between the real and the
unreal, the actual and the inactual, the living and the non-living,
being and non-being...what is present and what is not.”50 In other
words, (and in line with Derrida’s general project of deconstruction), it exposes and degrades these oppositions, transgressing
binarism,51 to enable pure heterogeneity and unqualified possibility (“the specter as possibility”). Derrida tells us that the specter is “as powerful as it is unreal, a hallucination or simulacrum
that is virtually more actual than what is so blithely called a living
them to take part in emergent digital culture, which Lanier describes as “wave
after wave of juvenilia.” It is especially in their online existences that they, and
in fact, all of us remain forever young—Peter Pans of the post-internet age in
a (post-)virtual Neverland.
46
Derrida, Specters of Marx. Hauntology is first mentioned on page 10.
47
Ibid., 63.
48
Ibid., 10.
49
Ibid., 58.
50
Ibid., 12.
51
Ibid., 13, 94.
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presence.”52 The specter exposes “the irreducible excess of a disjointure or an anachrony...‘some out of joint’ dislocation in Being
and in time itself.”53
It could be said that hauntology describes, explicitly spectrally, the function of “differance”, which Derrida clarifies, “does
not mean only...deferral, lateness, delay, postponement” of something that eventually fully presents itself. Instead, it refers to the
infinite deferral of presence itself, where “the here-now unfurls...but
without presence.” Instead this ‘here-now’ necessitates “the precipitation of an absolute singularity” that differs in each instance,
from its previous iteration.54 This aspect, Derrida describes as “the
law of iterability.”55 Hence, differance can be construed as (something like) the mechanism of alterity.56 A singularity (an iteration or
an event) can no longer be tied to a static essence, presence or
“the Being of beings,”57 but instead is displaced by a heterogeneous, corrupted origin.58 That is to say, “it begins by coming back.”59
In his formulation of hauntology, Derrida likens “the event” to “a
specter” that returns repeatedly, with each return marking “a first
time,” but also a “last time, since the singularity of any first time,
makes of it also a last time.” Hence, each time it is the new “event
itself,” and is “altogether other,” other to its previous iteration and
the next iteration to come.60
Thinking with Shakespeare’s Hamlet, Derrida writes:
The time is out of joint. The world is going badly. It is worn but its
wear no longer counts. Old age or youth—one no longer counts
in that way. The world has more than one age. We lack the measure of measure. We no longer realize the wear, we no longer
take account of it as of a single age in the progress of history.
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60
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Neither maturation, nor crisis, nor even agony. Something else.
What is happening is happening to age itself, it strikes a blow at
the teleological order of history. What is coming, in which the
untimely appears, is happening to time but it does not happen in
time. Contretemps. The time is out of joint.61

Hauntologically speaking then, time itself is “radically dis-jointed.” Rather than a conventional past, present and future, time is
instead infinitely fragmented and does not actually “hold together.” This is not in the sense that the conjunctions are broken or
malfunctioning, but rather that there are no such conjunctions.62
The so-called present lacks presence, and is non-contemporaneous
with itself,63 its very situation between an apparent past that seems
to become absent, and an apparent future that seems yet to become present, revealing that presence itself is “distributed in the
two directions of absence.”64 Hence Derrida prefers to refer to a
“here-now” rather than a present that has presence in any proper
sense. Instead, this “here-now” is neither present nor absent.65 The
coming or apparent return of the ghost (as something-other to its
previous iteration) demonstrates this dislocation of conventional
time when, “what seems to be out front, the future, comes back in
advance: from the past, from the back.”66 Hence, the future and
the past (as returning specter) become indistinguishable.67 Indeed,
Derrida remarks, “the specter is the future,” and so the very concept of linear temporality is thrown into doubt through this “spectrality effect,”68 where any future that precipitates in the ‘here-now,’
is at once “very novel and so ancient.”69 In this sense, the past can
be re-cast as “absolute future,” or “the-future-to-come as much as
61
62
63
64
65
66
67
68
69

Ibid., 96.
Ibid., 20.
Ibid., 29.
Ibid., 29-30.
Ibid., 39.
Ibid., 10.
Ibid., 46.
Ibid., 48. My italics in the first quote.
Ibid., 62.
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a past,”70 where what was seen as absent, relegated to a seemingly
out-of-reach past, returns repeatedly “anew, as the new,” as the
‘here-now.’71
The similarity to Kittler’s concept of recursion is obvious,
with the major difference being that Derrida arrives at his conclusion via the hauntological deconstruction of chronological time in
general, whilst Kittler is astute to the fact that, (contra the technologies of the past that constructed chronological time) contemporary
media technologies are already driving this anachrony to the nth
degree and into our consciousnesses. Contemporary technologies
are a superlative spectralizing force, exerting a hyper-“spectrality effect.”
Although not the focus of his work,72 Derrida does at times
note the particular affinity of contemporary media technologies
with hauntology, describing “the medium of the media themselves”
as “neither living nor dead, present nor absent,” an “element” that
“spectralizes.” It is worth remembering that the word ‘medium’ is
often used to describe an interlocutor who converses with ghosts,
transmitting and voicing the spectral; and it is as conveyor of the
spectral, but also creator of spectrality and intrinsically spectral itself, that Derrida refers to this “medium of the media.”73 He states
that the power of media to affect experience has grown in an exponential manner, that these media exert an ever-growing control
on the very structure and concept of the public realm and as such,
“media tele-technology, economy, and power [are linked] in their
irreducibly spectral dimension.”74 On numerous occasions, he remarks on the acceleration of spectrality introduced by contemporary media: “the new speed of apparition...of the simulacrum,

70
Ibid., 19.
71
Ibid., 61.
72
Specters of Marx was first published in 1993, during the ‘digital age’
but before the rise of social media and the so-called ‘post-internet age’ which
refers to the wide-spread use of internet-based media.
73
Derrida, Specters of Marx, 63.
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Ibid., 65.
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the synthetic or prosthetic image,”75 “the speed of a virtuality,”76
“new rhythms of information and communication...and the speed
of forces.”77 Contemporary media technologies have indeed catalysed the production and appearance of ghosts—splintering, collapsing and manipulating time further—multiplying the vectors of
spectrality at an unprecedented rate and scale.
The Visor Effect and the Justice of the Specter
Derrida’s discussion of the ‘visor effect,’ with regard to the figure
of the specter, bears particular relevance to ghosting and its specific connection to contemporary media. This visor effect refers to
the power of the specter to “see without being seen”78 between apparitions; to occupy a state of being invisible or “nothing [rendered]
visible.”79 Derrida writes:
Nor does one see in flesh and blood this Thing that is not a thing,
this thing that is invisible between its apparitions, when it reappears. This Thing meanwhile looks at us and sees us not see it
even when it is there. A spectral asymmetry interrupts here all
specularity. It de-synchronizes, it recalls us to anachrony. We will
call this the visor effect: we do not see who looks at us.80

The ‘visor’ is specifically chosen to describe this effect in reference
to the armour worn by Derrida’s exemplary specter of choice—
that of the King from Shakespeare’s Hamlet. This armour not only
conceals the body of the specter, preventing proper identification,
but the visor is fashioned in such a manner as to allow the specter
of the King to conceal his eyes whilst still being able to see.81
There are here various resonances with ghosting, the most
75
76
77
78
79
80
81
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obvious being that those who experience it are laid bare; “we feel
ourselves being looked at,”82 by the specter, the enactor who ghosts,
whilst we cannot see them. To go further, it is the contemporary
media themselves—through which ghosting is enacted—that function in the manner of the armour, especially the visor, in their exposure or making visible of those who are ghosted, and their simultaneous concealment and protection of those who wish to ghost.
Indeed, somewhat similarly to McLuhan’s assertion that media
technologies function as extensions of Man, Derrida describes the
armour as “a kind of technical prosthesis, a body foreign to the
spectral body that it dresses, dissimulates and protects.”83
Ultimately, it is towards the returning (and re-returning)
specter as the anachrony inherent in the law of iterability, that Derrida leads us in his discussion of the visor effect, where the specter
seems to regard us constantly from underneath its visor and from
before we might glimpse it (never to know it in its totality). It watches us from “outside of any synchrony, even before and beyond any
look on our part, according to an absolute anteriority.” This specteras-anachrony conditions our trajectories, making our relation to it
asymmetrical.84 This seems particularly pertinent in the case of the
new rhythms of return set into motion by a hyper-anachronous
techno-time, anterior to post-human experience.
Indeed, as the specter utilises the visor effect, it haunts
“all places at the same time,” and is “atopic (mad and nonlocalizable).”85 Thus, in its omnipresence and just like s/he who
ghosts without explanation and at the same time haunts the jilted
lover, the specter cannot be mourned. That is to say there is never
any closure. According to Derrida, in order to mourn, we must
identify the corpse and localize it such that we can be sure that it will
‘stay in its place,’ secure in our knowledge of its eternal inertia. A
specter that cannot be identified underneath its visor, and is in all
places at once cannot be mourned since it is not a corpse and can82
83
84
85

Ibid., 6.
Ibid., 7.
Ibid., 6-7.
Ibid., 168.
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not be known to be dead (nor alive for that matter). Worse still, the
visor enables it to act without being seen.86 In a similar manner, a
relationship that has not died any kind of proper death (but also
shows no vital signs) cannot be properly mourned, known to have
ended and therefore relegated to a virtual past that does not act.
Instead, the specter acts via haunting, it “works” as Derrida phrases
it—“‘the spirit of the spirit’ is work” and this so-called “work” is absolute “transformation.” 87 The churnings of iterability, or the machinations of alterity.
Elsewhere, Derrida articulates this ‘work’ or transformative
power of the specter as ‘justice.’ However, he is clear to differentiate this justice from common notions of “calculable and distributive” justice. This justice of the specter is not that which concerns
“the law, for the calculation of restitution, the economy of vengeance or punishment...calculable equality...sanctioning...[or] doing right.” Instead, this justice is synonymous with a confrontation
with and alteration by a radical other, and through this other, otherness itself.88 In other words, the specter functions as a conduit for
otherness (it is the other possessed by otherness), for this confrontation
with the specter marks a profound shift in oneself. Indeed, one is
“equally terrorized by the ghost, the ghost of the other, and its own
ghost as the ghost of the other...the one in front of it and the one
it carries within itself.”89 In our sudden exposure to this other that
seems to defy chronological time, life and death, we are opened to
the “disjuncture [that is] the very possibility of the other,”90 where
justice involves the “articulation” of “the disjointure of the present
time.”91 It is this “justice as relation to the other” that also constitutes a relation to anachrony, to the absolute past (“before any past
present”) as future-to-come, that is itself “the very condition of the
86
Ibid., 9.
87
Ibid., 9.
88
Ibid., 26. Derrida recognizes here, his debt to Lévinas in the former’s
definition of justice as “the relation to others.”
89
Ibid., 131.
90
Ibid., 26.
91
Ibid., 29. My italics
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present.”92
In thinking with Derrida, we can consider ghosting as such
an articulation, “a doing that would not amount only to action,”93 that
paradoxically silently articulates this disjointure “between what absents itself and what presents itself,”94 i.e. an absenting past of present communications and a present that presents an absence of communication. Ghosting deploys a spectral justice, not in the sense of
an individual ‘getting what they deserve,’ but rather as a relational
intervention amidst the frenzy of networked communications,
where a stark encounter with the unknowable otherness of the other
constitutes an intimate encounter with one’s own unknowable otherness. It is a non-act situated between action and inaction that works,
that has the power to profoundly affect not only the individual who
ghosts, but also the individual being ghosted, undermining any notions of fixed, essential identity and chronological linearity, and
throwing into sharp relief the ephemerality of the (romantic) other
and oneself. After all, any individual is “constituted by specters of
which it becomes the host and which it assembles in the haunted
community of a single body.”95
Contemporary Identity Politics/Segregative Time/
Fractured Temporalities
With the rise of contemporary identity politics, from the online
murk of supposed cyber-fluidity, have emerged segregated zones of
‘tribes’ or individuals—from ‘incels’ (involuntary celibates) colonising Reddit to QTPoC (Queer Transgender People of Colour)
activists forming vast networks of ‘followers’ on Instagram, and
seeking to #decolonize.96 In these zones, the processual individuation
92
Ibid., 32-33.
93
Ibid., 32.
94
Ibid., 29.
95
Ibid., 166.
96
The term ‘#decolonize’ marks a conscious move often by secondor third- generation immigrants from former colonies to actively embrace
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that makes flows of subjectivities in their continuous ephemerality
is over-coded; online identities proliferate, fixing, semiotizing and
grouping according to perceived similarities.
Marie-Hélène Brousse remarks: “It is appropriate to see the
field of identity politics as a ramification of new barriers, and to
see a development of segregation in the multiplication of identity
claims.”97 She suggests that previously, segregation was imposed
whereas now, segregation is desired and “even demanded,”98 such
that groups and individuals self-segregate according to particular
valued characteristics.99 Brousse notes the link between this selfsegregation and the the processing of data.100 Indeed, in light of
Kittler’s emphasis on the power of technology to structure identity,
sociality and politics, it becomes clear that contemporary media
drive and host such segregations (as algorithmically-designated
zones), in a complex process of assemblage-formation that extends
beyond algorithmic profiling, advert-targeting and suggested user
content.
In this climate of techno-eutrophication—i.e. excessive
provision by contemporary media technologies of the ‘nutrients’
that feed the manic proliferation of identities—the crude, oppositional identity groups of the past mutate and are multiplied, returning like Derrida’s revenant, as something-other. In place of the
few binaristic divisions within the field of identity politics, have
bloomed vast arrays of more nuanced and specific segregated zones.
For example, we need only look to feminist identity politics to see
how it is becoming ever-more divided into Intersectional Feminists, Ecofeminists, #GLITCHFEMINISTS, Trans-Exclusionary
Radical Feminists (or TERFs, that don’t tend to label themselves
(elements of) their ethnic heritage. On social media, this concept has gained
popularity with the use of hashtags: #decolonize, #decolonizeyourwardrobe
and so on.
97
Marie-Hélène Brousse, “Segregations/Subversion,” The Lacanian
Review 3 (2017), “Segregations: Desire as Subversion of Identity”: 5-9, 5.
98
Ibid.
99
Ibid., 7.
100
Ibid., 6-7.
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as such but seem to be banding together under some banner nonetheless) and so on. New (sub-)cultural trends are led, not so much
by music and the associated fashion and politics as they were previously, but instead by internet culture and the associated online
aesthetics and identity politics. Furthermore, the formerly niche
inclination to combine the internet with politics has since spread
throughout the social field.
Segregated zones are assemblages within assemblages within
a wider assemblage. Whilst on the one hand these zones seem discrete and exclusive, paradoxically on the other, they are interconnected and in fact, some are co-dependent—relying on one another for their existence. More often than not, these relationships
are reactive, symbiotic in their antagonism. The on-going internet
war between the ‘woke’-left101 and the ‘alt-right’102 only increases
the energy, reach, and numbers of recruits of both conglomerate
(or mega-)groups.103
What appeared previously as a zone of ambiguity, (where a
brave new future diffuses into the obsolescing chronological future
of modernity), can now be exposed as a battleground for competing temporalities tied to competing segregated identity groups.
Techno-time itself has become segregative, splitting linear trajectories, dividing populations and forming the segregated zones that
each precipitate, and are precipitated by, their own fractured temporalities. They seek to re-write history, to (re-)write the future, to
101
The term ‘woke’ refers to a socio-political awakening of sorts, an
increased awareness of systems of oppression and sensitivity to the effects of
these. The ‘woke’-left are a new millennial left, that are often positively associated with awareness of issues relating to marginalized groups, but negatively
associated with ‘call-out culture,’ and are sometimes mockingly called ‘social
justice warriors.’
102
The ‘alt-right’ are a right-wing mega-group, consisting of various
sub-groups from neo-Nazis to Men’s Rights Activists. A particularly noted
characteristic of the ‘alt-right’ is its complexity and (self-)differentiation from
the traditional ‘right-wing.’
103
See Angela Nagle, Kill All Normies: Online Culture Wars from 4Chan and
Tumblr to Trump and the Alt-Right (Winchester: Zero Books, 2017). Nagle extensively addresses this antagonistic symbiosis.
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demarcate trajectories according to their particular brand of identity politics—but the effect thus far appears not to be domination
by one group or another but further splitting, further segregation.
Returning to Bauman’s relationship-as-network, in which it
is just as easy to connect as to disconnect or where connections
can be exited, ghosting can also be understood to function as a
method of exiting a romantic relationship/network, and thus exiting the segregated zone-assemblage that the relationship/network is
a constituent of. ghosting then, describes spectral trajectories of
syncopated absence/presence, anachronous rhythms of Derridean ‘justice’ that have their own evasive velocities that elude the
domineering temporality of the segregated zone. It is a “becomingimperceptible,”104 to borrow again from Deleuze and Guattari;
not quite the transformation of ultimate intensity that they describe, but a “deterritorialization”105 nonetheless—a disruption of
the structure of the segregated zone, a destabilisation and movement
away from a previous configuration—that utilises imperceptibility
or Derrida’s visor effect as a means of escape.
But this is not an escape from media technologies altogether. In fact, these technologies drive segregation, whilst simultaneously encouraging exit from one zone and entry into another.
As such, techno-temporality is both a “deterritorializing” and
“reterritorializing” force,106 demonstrated by phenomena such as
‘lurking’ (when an individual views content posted on chatrooms/
message boards/social media sites but does not post any content
themselves or interact with others’ posts); ‘haunting’ (when an individual ‘lurks’ but sporadically engages in interactions, such as
‘liking’ a photo); and anonymous ‘trolling’ (which usually involves
posting abusive comments under a cryptic pseudonym, in response
to content posted on social media sites). These phenomena all involve modes of imperceptibility in order to transit between zones.
In Cloud Time, Coley & Lockwood note this tendency of a machinic
104
Ibid., see chapter “1730: Becoming-Intense, Becoming-Animal,
Becoming-Imperceptible,” 271-360.
105
Ibid., 387-388, 587, and throughout.
106
Ibid.
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non-human techno-capitalism, which “seizes and mimics escape
in order to mutate, it needs its wandering bodies...It deterritorializes, renders fluid, unleashes desire, but only to recode, to regulate,
to sort, sieve, anticipate and modulate by virtue of the technology
of control.”107
This contradictory mechanism controls millennial love itself.
Although the zone of love is often thought to be a transcendental
realm outside of time, it is instead subject to the temporal logic of
contemporary technology. That is not to say we are all doomed to
ghost and be ghosted. Whilst it pushes some apart, it also pushes
others together in a saccharine articulation of excess. Take the ever
stranger romance between goth-pop waif Grimes and tech-billionaire Elon Musk, for example. Journalist Naomi Fry comments:
Seen together, the couple appeared radically mismatched: not
unlike, as one friend noted, a cater waiter picking up his girlfriend from a Siouxsie Sioux-themed costume party...Largely
thanks to social media, we have lately been experiencing the
world as an enormous, fast-moving combinator...In this context,
the weirdness of a union-busting billionaire with neo-colonial
leanings suddenly dating a quirky Canadian musician who, until
recently, had ‘anti-imperialist’ in her Twitter bio makes a certain
kind of sense.108

Whilst this union of figures from two seemingly oppositional subcultures elicited shock (from both Silicon Valley ‘tech-bros’
and Grimes fans alike), Grimes + Musk could not be more New
Techno-Capitalist Dream TeamTM. Not only did they meet on Twitter;
not only did their initial contact stem from Musk tweeting “‘Rococo Basilisk,’ a near-nonsensical pun riffing on the A.I. thought
experiment Roko’s Basilisk,”109 and then discovering that Grimes
had tweeted the same pun three years previously; but most signifi107
Rob Coley and Dean Lockwood, Cloud Time: The Inception of the Future
(Winchester: Zero Books, 2012), 23.
108
Naomi Fry, “The Trouble with Elon Musk and Grimes,” The New
Yorker, last modified May 10, 2018, https://www.newyorker.com/culture/
annals-of-appearances/the-trouble-with-elon-musk-and-grimes.
109
Ibid.
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cantly they move in and out of the segregated zones that one another
inhabit. Whilst both predominantly occupy different zones, this alternation back and forth between each other’s zones makes them
into the “wandering bodies” of which Coley and Lockwood speak.
It is the different modes of travel between (and within) zones that
constitute different registers of contemporary sociality, of disenchantment and re-enchantment, and of experiencing ourselves
and each other as post-human.
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THE TRANSPARANCY OF
DISENCHANTMENT
Gregor Schiemann

1. Introduction1
Thus far, scientific knowledge has destroyed existing cultural meanings without creating any new ones. At best, it has provided material for creating new meanings.2 Max Weber described
this cultural nihilism concerning meaning—albeit not in this
terminology—as part of a culture- and epoch-transcending process of rationalization whose results he called “disenchantment”
(Entzauberung), a term which since then has become emblematic
of modernity.3 I concur with Weber’s pointed characterization of
1
I would like to thank Dr. Ciaran Cronin for his excellent translation of
the German original and an anonymous reviewer for criticisms and suggestions
for improving the text, which I gladly followed.
2
The concept of meaning refers to different object domains. Motivational practical meaning, for instance, or meaning as intentional semantic
understanding can be distinguished from cultural meaning. Jürgen Habermas’s
idea of an emancipatory science that contributes to overcoming coercive social
relations through reflection on its own epistemic conditions is an example of a
position that rejects the thesis that science necessarily leads to the destruction
of cultural meaning. See Jürgen Habermas, Knowledge and Human Interests (Boston: Polity Press, 1972). Among those who argue that science destroys meaning
is Ray Brassier, who describes this process as “the most far-reaching (and still
ongoing) intellectual revolution of the past two thousand years”: Ray Brassier,
Nihil Unbound: Enlightenment and Extinction (Houndsmills: Palgrave, 2007), xi.
3
Weber makes a connection between disenchantment and the destruction of meaning. See, e.g., Max Weber, Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft: Grundriss der
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cultural meanings as magic. Cultural meaning, whose distinguishing feature is its normative contents, traditionally assumes the form
of magic and religion, as well as of unifying world interpretations
that are not necessarily religious in character. Weber uses the term
“enchantment” or “magic” (Zauber) in its narrow sense to refer to
the recognition of not rationally demonstrated assertions and nonsensually experienceable entities that nevertheless have practical
relevance.4 However, the historical success of the concept of disenchantment can be traced back to the broad meaning of “enchantment” or “magic”, by which is meant a quasi-magical attractive
force or a mysterious radiance that lends things a distinctive allure.
Disenchantment then means that the world of appearance loses its
fascination and unquestionable relevance for human beings.
Disenchantment is not a product of science alone, but
arises from a social process of the imposition of rational orders
that also initially includes certain forms of religion. Its result is
the differentiation and autonomization of distinct sub-domains of
society and culture. Under conditions of advanced rationalization,
however, science plays the leading role in the ongoing process of
disenchantment.
It is true that the period of the effective cultural dominance
of magical ideas lies far in the past and that religion now enjoys
limited public influence in the majority of industrialized societies.
However, spiritual beliefs still play a role in modern societies as
elements of patterns of orientation and forms of identification.5
verstehenden Soziologie, ed. Johannes Winckelmann (Tübingen: Mohr, 1972), 308
and Max Weber, Gesammelte Aufsätze zur Religionssoziologie, Vol. I (Tubingen: J. C.
B. Mohr, 1922), 563. However, some authors have claimed that disenchantment leads, not to the destruction, but to the creation of meaning: Johannes
Winckelmann, “Die Herkunft von Max Webers ‘Entzauberungs’-Konzeption”,
Kölner Zeitschrift für Soziologie und Sozialpsychologie 32, no.1 (March 1980), and
Manfred Frank, Conditio moderna: Essays, Reden, Programm (Leipzig: Reclam,
1993).
4
Max Weber, The Religion of India: The Sociology of Hinduism and Buddhism, trans. and ed. Hans H. Gerth and Don Martindale (Glencoe, IL: Free
Press, 1958), 336.
5
Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Harvard: Harvard University Press,
2007), 505–538.
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Sometimes their influence is even claimed to be on the rise again
and there is talk of a re-enchantment of the world.6 But spiritual
beliefs are also subject to the process of differentiation and autonomization.
As controversial as the cultural relevance of disenchantment may be, there can be no doubt about the prominent role that
science plays in this process. There is no place for the constitutive
components of cultural meanings in scientific knowledge.7 Scientific knowledge – it will be assumed here – is distinguished by systematicity, intersubjectivity and verifiability in accordance with strict
rules.8 It has an objective character, by which is meant not only
the independence of knowledge from individual factors such as
the attitudes, opinions, or convictions of individual persons. Objectivity also denotes a property of the description of facts that on
account of their epoch- and culture-transcending character escape
the control of human action, without thereby being historically
unchangeable. Scientific knowledge is permeating more and more
domains of human reality and is increasingly closely interwoven
with technical applications that are indispensable for the organization of human life.
However, it would be insufficient to describe the cultural
nihilism concerning meaning at work here solely in terms of the
negatively connoted concept of disenchantment. The fact that until now science has merely destroyed existing cultural meanings,
without producing any new ones, must be attributed to additional
6
Serge Moscovici, “Die Wiederverzauberung der Welt”, in Jenseits der
Krise: Wider das politische Defizit der Ökologie, ed. Alain Touraine et al. (Frankfurt am Main: Syndikat, 1976), Frank, Conditio moderna, and Richard Jenkins,
“Disenchantment, Enchantment and Re-Enchantment: Max Weber at the
Millennium”, Max Weber Studies 1, no. 1 (2000), http://www.jstor.org/stable/24579711.
7
The thesis that cultural meanings influence scientific knowledge is
only upheld by marginal positions in the philosophy of science, such as the socalled Strong Program in the sociology of knowledge.
8
This characterization of scientific knowledge implies neither that it is
value-free nor that it is context-independent. On the value-laden character of
scientific knowledge, see section 3 of the present paper; on its context-dependent character, see footnote 11.
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positive features of scientific knowledge.9 Science itself is subject
to differentiation and autonomy, which is reflected in the specialization of its disciplines and restricts the validity of the knowledge
produced by the respective disciplines to selected areas of reality.
Characteristic of scientific knowledge are certain ways of explaining objects in the material world and of understanding objects
with meanings.10 A phenomenon has been scientifically explained
or understood when it has been described in a reproducible way
and its conditions of occurrence and dynamics of development
have been comprehended and placed in a theoretical context. In
short, scientific knowledge has reached its goal regarding an object
when no factor is missing that is required to rationally reconstruct
the knowledge and the changes it undergoes. This does not require
the kind of normative evaluation provided by cultural meaning.
However, practical contexts determine the more detailed conditions for fulfilling the relevant criteria of scientific explanation and
understanding, which also undergo historical change.11
Despite this variability, one can specify context-independent paradigmatic examples of successful processes of scientific
cognition. A disease has been scientifically explained when it has
been adequately defined by specifying its characteristics, when the
conditions under which it occurs and the course it takes have been
clarified in line with other relevant knowledge, and when as a result the treatment options have as a general rule also been specified. The flow of a liquid counts as having been explained when it
has been characterized in terms of physical variables that can be
related to those of other theories and when its initial and boundary
conditions, as well as the mathematical relationships in terms of
which it can be described, are known. A meaning is deemed to be
9
I discuss the future possible conditions of the production of cultural
meaning by the sciences in section 5.
10
On the distinction between explanation and understanding in the
philosophy of science, see Paul Hoyningen-Huene, Systematicity: The Nature of
Science (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 53–56.
11
On the context-dependence of knowledge, see Michael Williams,
Unnatural Doubts: Epistemological Realism and the Basis of Scepticism (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1996).
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understood when it exists in the form of a reproducible utterance
and the context in which it occurs and the relevancies of its possible interpretation have been determined.
In general, it can be assumed that the scientific explanation
and understanding of phenomena is a process that can be concluded approximately or completely, if one considers the development of scientific knowledge over an extended period of time. In
modern times, it has been conjectured, contrary to the claim that
the progress of knowledge is unlimited, that scientific knowledge
of individual domains of phenomena, and perhaps even the scientific enterprise as a whole, can be brought to a conclusion.12 In my
view, Werner Heisenberg’s conception of closed theories provides
a model for how scientific knowledge as a whole unfolds. According to Heisenberg’s conception, this process can arrive at an overall
comprehension of reality that is no longer regarded as susceptible
of significant improvement. Once it has been concluded, scientific
knowledge leaves behind a transparency that is scarcely in need of
supplementation.13
I call the cognitive state achieved through scientific explanation or understanding “epistemic transparency of the sciences” or “scientific-epistemic transparency.” This expression stands
in the tradition of the classical justification of science, according
to which scientific knowledge transforms the unknown into the
known. The known—as that which is taken-for-granted—is, as
it were, transparent because it does not require special attention.
“Transparency” takes up the metaphor of light, according to which
science removes the darkness that stands in the way of knowledge.
12
Nietzsche already thought that in the sciences “everything essential
has been discovered and only a pitiful late remainder is left for the seeker to
cull.” Then science would no longer stand “in stark contrast to grey and tedious error.” (Friedrich Nietzsche, Human, All Too Human: A Book for Free Spirits,
trans. R. J. Hollingdale [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996], 121).
In section 5 below I discuss arguments concerning the finiteness of scientific
progress.
13
On Werner Heisenberg’s conception of closed theories, which is tailored to physical disciplines, see Gregor Schiemann, Werner Heisenberg (Munich:
C.H.Beck, 2008), 70 ff. and 116 f.
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With the removal of epistemic opacity it becomes more difficult
for magical and religious belief systems to compete with scientific
knowledge. Currently, the differentiation and autonomization of
the sciences ensure that rationally understood objects remain so
specialized that they cannot serve as a basis for a comprehensive
foundation of meaning.
Epistemic transparency does not only assume a scientific
form. For example, explanations and processes of understanding
that lack the conditions of reproducibility and integration into a
theoretical context can give rise to a cognitive condition of transparency that does not satisfy the criteria of scientific objectivity.
Transparency exists at an everyday practical level when the conditions for the occurrence and change of phenomena are known.
I conceive of epistemic transparency as a precondition of public
transparency, where by the latter is meant the general accessibility of information, that is, of data and knowledge. “Accessibility”
includes not only the possibility of obtaining information, but also
the requirement on social actors to disclose the information that
underlies their actions. Someone who has information is generally
also in a cognitive state that allows her to explain or understand
the objects of her knowledge. Non-scientific epistemic transparency, conversely, will not be public when its lack of objectivity prevents it from being generally accessible. Scientific-epistemic transparency, on the other hand, is public at least insofar as anyone can
in principle acquire the knowledge that makes it possible.
The concept of scientific-epistemic transparency can incorporate essential features of disenchantment. Like disenchantment, transparency is incompatible with magic, miracles and secret knowledge. It aims at a rational comprehension of the world
as a prerequisite for shaping reality in purposeful ways and it has
no need of any culturally endowed meaning. Scientific-epistemic
transparency can be understood as the dominant modern form of
disenchantment.
The social dimension of disenchantment and scientificepistemic transparency can be discussed using the example of the
lifeworld. According to Weber, the process of rationalization does
168
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not come to a halt before the lifeworld. Although for Weber the
special characteristic of “value freedom” (Wertfreiheit) sets scientific
knowledge apart from other forms of knowledge, he does not make
a clear separation between scientific and everyday knowledge. This
lack of differentiation can be traced back in part to the elements of
Weber’s conception of modernity that are grounded in a critique
of culture.14 In order to demarcate the lifeworld as a non-scientific
field of experience I draw upon the social phenomenology of Alfred Schütz.15 In contrast to the nonintuitive, questioning character of scientific knowledge, lifeworld knowledge is distinguished by
the immediacy of its contents and the taken-for-grantedness with
which it understands its objects. In modernity, the lifeworld is not
so much a source of disenchantment and epistemic transparency;
instead it finds itself confronted with these forms of meaning-destroying conceptions of the world. Speaking with Husserl, science
“excludes in principle precisely the questions which man, given
over in our unhappy times to the most portentous upheavals, finds
the most burning: questions of the meaning or meaninglessness of
the whole of this human existence.”16
In what follows, I will develop further the argument that
today scientific-epistemic transparency is the primary source of
disenchantment. In order to understand epistemic transparency
as a scientific form of disenchantment, Weber’s concept must be
subjected to critique. On the one hand, Weber extends the concept of disenchantment in an inadmissible way when he fails to
14
Weber’s conception of modernity contains not only elements of a
critique of culture, but also universalistic elements. On this, see Habermas,
The Theory of Communicative Action, 2 vols., trans. Thomas McCarthy (Boston:
Beacon Press, 1984, 1987), Vol. I, 178–185.
15
For a more detailed account of the features of the lifeworld, see
Gregor Schiemann “One Cognitive Style Among Others: Towards a Phenomenology of the Lifeworld and of Other Experiences”, in The Multidimensionality
of Hermeneutic Phenomenology, eds. Babette Babich and Dimitri Ginev (Dordrecht: Springer, 2013), 31–48, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-017075_3.
16
Edmund Husserl, The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental
Phenomenology: An Introduction of Phenomenological Philosophy, trans. David Carr
(Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1970), 6.
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separate it clearly from lifeworld knowledge. However, from his
concept one can glean elements that can serve as pointers for a
concept of the lifeworld different from science (2). On the other
hand, Weber restricts disenchantment when he claims that scientific knowledge is not able to grasp value-formation and decisionmaking processes. In order to understand epistemic transparency
as a scientific form of disenchantment, the latter must be defined
differently from Weber (3). The concept of transparency defended
here must be demarcated in contemporary discourse from other
conceptions that place too narrow limits on the objectivity of scientific-epistemic transparency or reject it entirely (4). Regarding
the epistemic transparency of the sciences, I assume that it is not
self-limiting, that is, that it proceeds from the scientistic notion that
all phenomena in the world of experience can be understood. If
a comprehensive scientific theory of the world existed, it might
also be able to found culturally sustainable dimensions of meaning
(5). In contrast to epistemic transparency, limits must be placed
on public transparency, because releasing information might be
neither politically, nor legally nor morally justifiable (6). Finally, the
paper will give an overview of the main conclusions (7).
2. Transparency as scientific disenchantment
Pointers to a close relationship between disenchantment
and transparency can already be found in Weber’s account of
the history of the process of disenchantment. This can be reconstructed as a three-stage sequence comprising the establishment
of “mythological-magical modes of thought,” the beginning of its
religious-scientific disenchantment and the subsequent exclusively
scientific disenchantment to which religion falls prey as irrational
belief.17
Weber correctly locates the beginning of religious and scientific disenchantment in the ancient world and points to the role
17
Wolfgang Schluchter, Die Entzauberung der Welt: Sechs Studien zu Max
Weber (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2009), 3 ff.
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played by “Hellenic scientific thought.”18 The example of Aristotle’s formative influence on subsequent ancient thought provides
evidence of the unity of disenchantment and epistemic transparency in the justification of classical science, which remains influential to the present day. Aristotle describes scientific knowledge as a
path “from that which is more familiar to us but more unfamiliar
by nature, to that which is more familiar and clearer by nature but
is unknown to us.”19 Human beings acquire knowledge by explaining what is unknown to them in terms of what they already know,
that is, by creating transparency.20 At the same time, the Aristotelian conception of science represents an important step in the
disenchantment of the understanding of the world. Whereas in
earlier philosophy (e.g. Plato’s) the world existed only in virtue of
its direct participation in the divine ideas, in Aristotle it owes nothing to the divine except its infinitely distant first cause, a part of the
rational soul and the infinitely distant goal of all movement.
Weber mistakenly believes that religious and scientific disenchantment finds “its logical conclusion” in ascetic Protestantism.21 As already noted, the continuing and perhaps even resurgent influence of spiritual beliefs indicates that the critique of
mythological-magical modes of thought has not yet—and possibly
cannot—come to an end. Ascetic Protestantism may therefore be
seen, not as the conclusion, but as the climax of a special historical
episode of these modes of thought. This episode was directed at
the “rationalization of individual life,” and hence also of the space
18
Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, trans. Talcott
Parsons (London and New York: Routledge, 1992), 61.
19
Wolfgang Wieland, Die aristotelische Physik: Untersuchungen über die Grundlegung der Naturwissenschaft und die sprachlichen Bedingungen der Prinzipienforschung bei
Aristoteles (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1962), 70.
20
Aristotle was not yet aware of any extension of the scope of already
familiar knowledge, as presupposed by the concept of transparency introduced
here.
21
Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, 61. Under the
heading of ascetic Protestantism, Weber includes, among others, Calvinists,
Puritans, Pietists, Methodists, Anabaptists, Baptists, Mennonites and Quakers.
See Schluchter, Die Entzauberung der Welt, 8.
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of experience of the lifeworld.22 Mythological-magical ideas were
systematically banned from everyday practice in the Protestant interest in one’s own salvation, which can only be achieved as an
obedient tool of God. In Weber, therefore, the lifeworld appears
alongside science as the basis of disenchantment. In fact, he assumes that disenchantment at the social level progresses to the extent that individuals also orient their actions rationally in everyday
practice.23 However, the rationalization of the lifeworld also has
limits for Weber. The more comprehensive social rationalization
becomes, the weaker it becomes at the level of everyday practice
from which it proceeded. In everyday life, according to Weber, the
institutionalization of rational orders leads to the prevalence of
“consensual conformity to what is habitual, what is familiar, what
one is brought up to do, what constantly recurs ... that type of
behavior ... of more or less approximately uniform mass action
without any meaning-relatedness.”24
Weber’s assertion that the lifeworld keeps its distance from
rationalization, for which there is textual evidence, is problematic
insofar as he attaches a negative evaluation to this distance-taking.
He does not accord it any independent status, but bases it instead
on unreflected adaptation to the unquestioningly accepted rationalization processes described as conformity or submissiveness
(Fügsamkeit).
The lack of a clear determination of the relationship between lifeworld experience and scientific knowledge is also a feature of what is probably Weber’s most well-known definition of
disenchantment under conditions of advanced scientific domination:
Rationalization does not mean a general increase in our knowl22
Weber, Religionssoziologie I, 163 ff. and Weber, “Religious Rejections of
the World and Their Directions”, in Weber, From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology,
ed. and trans. H. H. Gerth and C. Wright Mills (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1946), 338–339. Weber does not use the expression ‘lifeworld’ here.
23
Max Weber, Collected Methodological Writings, ed. Hans Henrich Brunn
and Sam Whimster (London and New York: Routledge, 2012), 289.
24
Ibid., 300.
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edge of the conditions under which we live our lives. Rather, it
means something else: the knowledge, or the belief, that if we
wished to, we could at any time learn about the conditions of our
life; in other words: that, in principle, no mysterious and unpredictable forces play a role in that respect, but that, on the contrary, we can—in principle—dominate everything by means of
calculation. And that, in its turn, means that the world has become
disenchanted. Unlike the savage, for whom those forces existed,
we no longer need to resort to magical means in order to dominate or solicit the spirits. This can be done by technical means
and calculation. This, above all, is the meaning of intellectualization as such.25

Disenchantment on this definition is narrower in scope
than scientific-epistemic transparency, because it is skewed in a
one-sided way to calculability, which is not necessarily the goal of
explanations and processes of understanding. In spite of this narrowness, the definition nevertheless remains vague in two respects.
On the one hand, “knowledge of the conditions under which we
live” is not assumed to be actually given, but instead to be possible.
On the other hand, the notion applies as much to knowledge of
this possibility as to mere belief in it. In this context, knowledge
and belief denote two potentially contradictory alternatives. The
knowledge of being able at any time to learn about “a general
increase in our knowledge of the conditions under which we live”
presupposes that the conditions for this knowledge have already
been fully clarified. Belief, on the other hand, can be more or less
justified.
Taken together, these two ambiguities permit different interpretations of Weber’s definition. Disenchantment could be a
matter of an insufficiently grounded conviction, such as occurs in
non-scientific contexts, the lifeworld included, when the competence to judge the state of scientific knowledge of an object domain
is lacking. Since Weber adopts a critical stance toward science,26
25
Ibid., 342 (translation amended; emphasis in original).
26
Ibid., 343: “The theoretical constructions of science are an unreal
world where artificial abstractions try to grasp the lifeblood and sap of real life
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however, he might also want to express the idea that scientifically
demonstrated disenchantment does not necessarily have any real
content. It would be a misconception, not of laypersons, but of
experts who overestimated the scope of their science. Finally, however, Weber’s definition of disenchantment can also be understood
to mean that the extent of scientific knowledge achieved thus far
justifies the general assumption that no experienceable object is in
principle beyond its reach.
In the latter interpretation, the difference between knowledge and belief is minimized and disenchantment and transparency in part coincide. The belief in possible disenchantment is sufficiently well-founded that it approaches the status of knowledge
as a true warranted conviction, whereby the justification can differ
according to context. Scientifically speaking, it can rely on previous experience of the application of a scientific method (“technical means and calculation”), whereas from the perspective of the
lifeworld it can appeal to experience of the application of scientific knowledge. For science, which forbids knowledge that refers
to mysterious forces, disenchantment and transparency coincide.
That is not necessarily true of the lifeworld. There, on the one
hand, forces that as yet cannot be rationally explained can still be
considered effective, alongside the scientific knowledge for good
reasons exist. On the other hand, the lifeworld can also be drawn
into processes of disenchantment through the rationalization of its
action, independently of its stance on scientific explanations and
processes of understanding.
Weber’s concept of disenchantment thus enables us to differentiate between science and the lifeworld in a way that is required to apply context-specific meanings of the concept of epistemic transparency as forms of disenchantment. Furthermore, the
discussion of Weber’s definition of disenchantment has alluded to
the fact that it should not only be understood as calculating knowledge if it is to count as a form of transparency.
with their wizened hands, but never succeed in catching hold of them” (translation amended).
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3. The scope of epistemic transparency
A further enlargement of the scope of the concept of disenchantment, without which it cannot cohere with the leading role
of science in the process of disenchantment, concerns the inclusion
of values and norms. With the requirement of “value freedom” he
places on science, Weber asserts that a distinguishing feature of scientific knowledge by comparison with other modes of knowledge
is that its assertions do not depend on values and do not have any
norm-setting power. Although science can make values objects of
its investigation, he argues, it cannot establish values itself.27 According to Weber, values are results of individual achievements
and objects of private decisions. Although both norms and values
are capable of intellectual and rational elaboration, they cannot be
fully justified.28 The fact that as a result values may not be included
in scientific findings is already sufficient for a transparency requirement implicitly presupposed by Weber, which values cannot satisfy
because of their opacity. Conversely, values as objects of scientific
knowledge cannot be threatened in their subjectivity. The strict
separation between objective science and subjective evaluation can
be traced back to Weber’s neo-Kantian background.29 For him,
one characteristic of disenchantment is precisely the freedom of
scientific knowledge from values and thus from meaning.30
27
Max Weber, “The ‘Objectivity’ of Knowledge in Social Science and
Social Policy”, in Weber, Collected Methodological Writings, 100–138. In what follows, by values I understand judgments about the goodness of states, and by
norms principles of action that aim to realize a certain behavior. Values differ
from norms in having a more indirect reference to human action. Since norms
presuppose values, the properties of the latter also apply to the former.
28
On the subjectivity of the formation and positing of values, see Max
Weber, “The Nation State and Economic Policy”, in Weber, Political Writings,
eds. Peter Lassman and Ronald Speirs (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1994), 18–19; as well as Weber, Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft, 242; and Weber, Religionssoziologie I, 537.
29
Habermas, Theory of Communicative Action, Vol. I: Reason and the Rationalisation of Society (Cambridge: Polity, 1991), 186.
30
For Weber, values are a prerequisite for the creation of meaning; see
Hans-Peter Müller, “Rationalität, Rationalisierung, Rationalismus”, in Max
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Against Weber it must be objected that objectivity and
subjectivity are not uniformly distinguishable.31 Although the reproducibility of scientific knowledge calls for independence from
individual subjectivity, there can be no doubt about the objectively
existing close interrelationship between scientific knowledge and
values. Epistemic, ethical and social values enter into the process
of scientific cognition, which in turn influences and in part also
triggers the formation and change of these different types of values.32 Processes of value formation and change are not exclusively
the subject matter of the humanities, but increasingly also of empirical disciplines such as psychology, research on evolution, anthropology and neuroscience. These types of empirical research
systematically adhere to a scientistic program according to which
the world of experience, including mental and cultural phenomena, can be scientifically described, explained or understood, and
changed.
The naturalistic variants of this program strive to overcome
the object-subject split by trying to grasp all phenomena as natural phenomena. Reductive naturalism attempts to reduce semantic
phenomena to material processes and trace processes of understanding back to explicable physio-chemical mechanisms. Weber’s
concept of explanation lends support to reductive naturalism
through its restriction to causal explanations, which he regards as
Weber-Handbuch: Leben—Werk—Wirkung, eds. Hans-Peter Müller and Steffen
Sigmund (Stuttgart and Weimar: Metzler, 2014), 102; and Karl Löwith, “Die
Entzauberung der Welt durch Wissenschaft. Zu Max Webers 100. Geburtstag,” Merkur 18.196 (1964), https://volltext.merkurzeitschrift.de/journal/
mr_1964_06.
31
That subjectivity and objectivity—or, similarly, values and facts—
cannot be distinguished in a uniform way is a widely held view in contemporary philosophy of science. Relevant discussions are: Richard Rudner, “The
scientist qua scientist makes value judgments,” Philosophy of Science 20.1 (1953):
1-6, Helen E. Longino, Science as Social Knowledge: Values and Objectivity in Scientific
Inquiry (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990), Hilary Putnam, The Collapse of the Fact/Value Dichotomy and Other Essays (Cambridge/London: Harvard
University Press, 2002).
32
A relevant introduction to the relationship between science and value
is provided by Martin Carrier, Wissenschaftstheorie zur Einführung (Hamburg:
Junius, 2006).
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the epitome of the destruction of meaning:
The tension between religion and intellectual knowledge definitely comes to the fore wherever rational, empirical knowledge
has consistently worked through to the disenchantment of the
world and its transformation into a causal mechanism. For then
science encounters the claims of the ethical postulate that the
world is a ... somehow meaningfully and ethically oriented cosmos.
In principle, the empirical as well as the mathematically oriented
view of the world develops refutations of every intellectual approach which in any way asks for a ‘meaning’ of inter-worldly
occurrences.33

With the phrase “meaningfully and ethically oriented cosmos,” Weber is referring to values and norms. It expressed the
idea that the world is worth preserving and is part of a natural
order which prescribes norms to action. Science, according to this
conception, is not only independent of values, but also rejects their
thematization. It creates a world without meaning.
In order to understand epistemic transparency as a scientific form of disenchantment, we must reject the postulate of value
freedom as formulated by Weber. The production of epistemic
transparency also includes values and exerts effects on scientific
knowledge itself insofar as it depends on values.
4. The objectivity of transparency – The relationship to
other ways of understanding transparency
The foregoing reflections have shown that, while Weber’s
concept of disenchantment and the concept of transparency ex33
Weber, “Religious Rejections of the World and Their Directions”,
350–351. The expression “causal mechanism”, which Weber uses to characterize the scientific comprehension of the world, has preserved its outstanding
importance in the philosophy of science to the present day, as is shown by the
growing influence of the New Mechanism. See Stuart Glennan and Phyllis Illari, eds., The Routledge Handbook of Mechanisms and Mechanical Philosophy (Abingdon and New York: Routledge, 2017).
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hibit differences, they overlap, or can be brought to overlap, in
their meanings. Like disenchantment, transparency leaves no
room for magic, miracles or secret knowledge and disenchantment
can generate transparency. Thus far, disenchantment and transparency have destroyed existing cultural meanings without replacing them with anything. In order to analytically grasp the leading
role of science in this process, I have introduced the concept of
scientific-epistemic transparency, which, with its positive feature of
being the result of explanations actually undertaken or of processes of understanding actually carried out, is more clearly marked
off from non-scientific knowledge than disenchantment. Moreover,
the potential scope of this knowledge is larger than that of potential disenchantment knowledge, if the latter is restricted to calculating knowledge and is tied to the postulate of value freedom.
Epistemically transparent scientific explanations and processes of understanding are rich in theoretical presuppositions;
they exist in specialized form and, in spite of these peculiarities,
are generally verifiable and capable of being learned. They satisfy
criteria of objectivity according to which the truth is independent
of personal factors such as individual attitudes, opinions and convictions. In this respect, the meaning of transparency introduced
here can be rendered more precise by distinguishing it from other
modes of understanding. I will confine myself to two influential
types of transparency discourse that are also relevant for understanding disenchantment. On the one hand, there is the ideal of
pure subjective knowledge, as this was given paradigmatic expression by René Descartes and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, two authors
whose ideas still shape large parts of the philosophical discourse.34
The restriction of transparency to subjectivity limits the possibilities of understanding it in objective terms (4.1). On the other hand,
the objectivity of transparency as such has also been disputed.
34
Two still influential monographs on the topic of transparency in
Rousseau and Descartes respectively are: Jean Starobinski, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Transparency and Obstruction, trans. Arthur Goldhammer (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988) and Bernhard Williams, Descartes: The Project of
Pure Enquiry (New York: Routledge, 2014).
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Conceptions based on a critique of culture regard transparency as
an expression of misguided scientific ideas allied with dangerous
social developments (4.2).
4.1 Transparency as subjective knowledge
Without using the term “transparency” in the sense of the
idea of a world that is transparent for human beings, Descartes’
epistemology contains some features that coincide with the concept of scientific-epistemic transparency. In Descartes, clarity and
distinctness serve as criteria of truth that guarantee knowledge of
the world. But nothing is as clear and distinct as one’s own thinking.35 Since the claimed unsurpassable transparency and absolute
immunity to error of one’s own thought can only be experienced
introspectively by a single subject, it is only suitable in a qualified
sense as a candidate for objectivity (as implied by the concept of
transparency advocated here).
Descartes accords the explanations of empirical phenomena merely a hypothetical character. Assuming that the clear and
distinct truth of thought provides the yardstick, the explanation
of the world of experience achieves only a diminished level of
transparency.36 However, the hypothetical element of the scientific
representation of reality does not necessarily have any enduring
validity. There are reasons to believe that Descartes assumed that
the hypotheses for explaining the external world could be replaced
by true, intersubjectively verifiable and hence objective statements
as research progressed.37
35
René Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy: With Selections From the
Objections and Replies, ed. John Cottingham (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1996), 16 ff.
36
The epitome of non-transparency is the obviously existing interaction
between thinking and the extended world. As Margaret Dauler Wilson correctly points out, Descartes’ explanations of these relationships between body and
soul are replaced by the “rather obscure and difficult to interpret” expression
“nature teaches me that” (“natura docet”) (Margaret Dauler Wilson, Descartes
[London and Boston: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1978], 209).
37
Gregor Schiemann, “Descartes’ Hypothesenbegriff im ‘Discours de
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In contrast to Descartes (and Aristotle), Rousseau’s contribution to the philosophy of science resides in critique rather than
justification. He criticizes the claim to truth and the general validity of scientific knowledge. The sciences owe their emergence to
human vices, according to Rousseau; with their findings they also
conceal truths and they represent a social danger.38
Like Descartes, Rousseau is committed to the ideal of a
purely subjective knowledge that satisfies the requirements of universally accessible objectivity only in a limited sense. But, in contrast to Descartes, he does not regard his own rationally constituted
thinking, but instead the “inner voice of nature,” which expresses
itself in everyday practice as individual conscience, as the epitome
of truth.39 Inner nature has not been destroyed in the course of
the process of civilization, but its effectiveness has been changed
by human action. The conscience that is inherent in every human
being contains the residua of a nature that has not been deformed
by culture. With this Rousseau affirms a power of judgment that is
independent of scientific knowledge and is able to make contributions on the topic of nature in public space. In this context, “transparency” becomes the guiding principle for an orientation to the
fiction of an as yet unobstructed access to the world.40
This meaning of epistemic and public transparency as immediate intelligibility is not part of the concept defended here insofar as it is restricted to the scientific knowledge of the world. The
theoretically mediated character of the explanations and processes
of understanding typical of this knowledge contradicts the Rousseauian concept. However, Rousseau rightly points to the spaces
of experience that are still founded on the naturalness of human
life. I understand the lifeworld, which in its structure of perception
and action takes up elements of the immediacy described by Rousla methode’ und in den ‘Principia philosophiae’,” in XVII. Deutscher Kongreß für
Philosophie Leipzig 23.–27. September 1996, Kongreßband: Vorträge und Kolloquien, eds.
Christoph Hubig and Hans Poser (Leipzig: Institut für Philosophie, 1996).
38
Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract and The Discourses, trans.
George Douglas Howard Cole (New York: Souvereign, 2016), 83.
39
Rousseau, Contract, 87.
40
Starobinski, Rousseau.
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seau, as one type of this experience.
4.2 Transparency as an object of cultural criticism
I understand “cultural criticism” in a broad sense. Its object is the critical assessment of cultural phenomena, where—following its predominantly pejorative meaning in actual usage—I
limit myself to the disapproval of transparency as a cultural phenomenon in philosophical discourse.41 In this discourse, the term
transparency is used to refer to both epistemic and public forms,
without a sharp distinction being made between these applications. In substance, the selected authors thematize the phenomenon of transparency they criticize as part of a process of disenchantment, albeit without reference to Weber. The concept of
transparency proposed here is distinguished from cultural criticism
by its descriptive character, which coheres with Weber’s universalist understanding of disenchantment.42 Although Weber takes a
negative view of the cultural nihilism concerning the meaning of
disenchantment, he describes it as a factual process that is beyond
human control.
Manfred Schneider considers modernity’s “dream of transparency” to be an omnipresent, but unrealizable and therefore all
the more dangerous project that was formulated in programmatic
terms by Descartes and Rousseau.43 Schneider defines transparency so narrowly that it is in fact impossible to realize. Following Descartes and Rousseau, he defines it as knowledge that has
immediate and unquestionable access to its object.44 But scientific
knowledge, to which my concept of scientific-epistemic transpar41
The concept of culture refers to identity-forming and unifying
achievements of localized communities, where the achievements in question
transcend the natural conditions of life of these communities by forming traditions.
42
See footnote 10.
43
Manfred Schneider, Transparenztraum: Literatur, Politik, Medien und das
Unmögliche (Berlin: Matthes & Seitz, 2013).
44
Schneider, Transparenztraum, 11–16.
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ency refers, is not based on self-evidence, but on experience, which
is for the most part acquired by technical means, and on the theoretical reconstruction and prediction of data.
For Byung-Chul Han, the discursive dominance of the catchword “transparency” demonstrates that “the moral foundation
of society has become brittle.”45 The “transparency society” does
not rely on trust, but on control. The crazy attempt to implement
the idea of transparency completely (whose exemplary expression
he finds in Rousseau) leads, according to Han, “necessarily ... to
tyranny,”46 since a human life without areas of obscurity is not
possible. Han polemically highlights how transparency destroys
meaning. Only machines and emptiness, he argues, are completely
transparent.47 In keeping with the theme of social criticism, he
is primarily concerned with public transparency, which, in contrast to epistemic transparency, actually requires social limitation,
as I will explain below. As an antidote to the threat of the dominance of transparency, Han recommends Nietzschean “pathos of
distance.”48
Both Jean Baudrillard and Gianni Vattimo discuss the epistemic and public aspects of transparency but, for opposite reasons,
do not accord central importance to resistance to the social influence of transparency. For Baudrillard, the complete transparency
of all conditions and processes is the characteristic expression of
the supremacy of nihilism, which he attributes to the advanced
scientific representation and technical controllability of the world.
After disenchantment had destroyed the world of appearances in
the nineteenth century, he argues, meaning was annihilated by the
transparency that leads to “indifference and lack of conviction.”49
45
Byung-Chul Han, The Transparency Society, trans. Erik Butler (Stanford,
CA: Stanford University Press, 2015), 48 (translation amended).
46
Han, Transparency Society, 44.
47
Han, Transparency Society, 3 and 40.
48
Han, Transparency Society, 4.
49
Jean Baudrillard, “Transparenz,” in Probleme des Nihilismus: Dokumente
der Triester Konferenz 1980 (Berliner Hefte 17), eds. Volker Braunbehrens et al.
(Berlin: Verlag Kantstraße, 1981), 30 ff. On the nihilistic character of transparency in Baudrillard, see Gregor Schiemann, “Nihilismus der Transparenz:
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Although Baudrillard’s description of the transparent society at
times reads like that of a hopeless catastrophe, his work also contains calls for resistance. Thus he pleads for a return to the phenomena: “I believe in the immortality of appearances and that
they are immune to the nihilism of meaning and nonsense.”50
While Baudrillard’s description of transparency is in part
accurate but grossly exaggerates its importance, Vattimo underestimates transparency. Vattimo agrees with Baudrillard that transparency follows the model of scientific objectivity, but claims that the
influence of this model is dwindling and that it is itself undergoing
a crisis.51 The plurality of the real conditions and of the possible
conceptions of reality, not just those geared to scientific objectivity,
is rendering the world less transparent. According to Vattimo, the
scientific knowledge that aims at transparency is not able to grasp
the world in its diversity. Opacity is not only a hallmark of reality and the ways of understanding it, but corresponds to human
needs.
The negative evaluations of transparency in the critique of
culture remind us that scientific objectivity, which claims that its
subject matter are phenomena that transcend cultures and epochs,
is also a culturally dependent and historical phenomenon that is
subject to change and can be made to disappear. However, the
striving for transparency that reaches as far back as antiquity has
established and proven itself as a distinguishing feature of scientific objectivity, so that there are reasons to assume that this connection will remain in place for the time being.
5. Limits of scientific-epistemic transparency and of nihilism concerning meaning
In scientism, epistemic transparency follows the idea that
Grenzen der Medienphilosophie Jean Baudrillards,” in Paradoxalität des Medialen, eds. Jan-Henrik Möller, Jörg Sternagel and Lenore Hipper (Paderborn:
Wilhelm Fink, 2013).
50
Baudrillard, “Transparenz,” 37.
51
Gianni Vattimo, The Transparent Society, trans. David Webb (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1992), 8.
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all phenomena in the world can be grasped by science. It assumes
that there are no methodological limits to science, only those set
by its perhaps finite set of objects. For the present, we can only
speculate about possible limits to transparency. The observable
universe is spatially limited; moreover, its accelerated expansion
will in the distant future limit the scope of the objects that can be
experienced.52 It will probably continue to be possible to study the
domain of the very small on earth only if we succeed in making
particles collide with much higher energies than those employed
up to now. But it may not be practically feasible to produce the
required energies. Furthermore, we cannot rule out that causal
connections, which are indispensable for several explanations, will
run up against a limit in irreducibly chance occurrences, such as
are already asserted today for the world of the very small. From a
causal perspective, chance necessarily remains opaque.
Today scientific explanation and understanding are always
restricted insofar as they are conducted with reference to specific fields or layers of reality.53 Thus, for example, we distinguish
between physical, chemical and biological explanations, each of
which draws upon specific concepts and rules. The difference between explaining objects of the material world and understanding
objects with meanings can also be understood as a product of the
differentiation and autonomization of scientific knowledge. Contemporary scientific knowledge is fragmented and often does not
even allow experts from neighboring disciplines to communicate
with each other about their research.
Under these conditions, lack of transparency arises where
phenomena simultaneously fall within the object domain of different concepts and rules. Examples of this are transitional phenomena between atomic and chemical, chemical and biological, and
52
Gregor Schiemann, “The Coming Emptiness: On the Meaning of
the Emptiness of the Universe in Natural Philosophy,” Philosophies 4.1 (March
2019), https://doi.org/10.3390/philosophies4010001.
53
On the conception of world as comprising levels of reality, see
Gregor Schiemann, “Levels of the World: Limits and Extensions of Nicolai
Hartmann’s and Werner Heisenberg’s Conceptions of Levels,” Horizon: Studies
in Phenomenology, 8.1 (2019): 103-122.
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biological and mental objects. In other words, it is not yet possible
to represent the relationships between the concepts and rules of
the object domains of physics, chemistry, biology and psychology
in a transparent way. Even more problematic is the relationship
between scientific explanation and understanding. Can phenomena of meaning be explained by material processes? Can the explanation of material processes dispense with the understanding
of meaning?
In the past, progress in explanation and understanding
was not only achieved through differentiation, but conversely
also by merging areas of knowledge. In physics, different effects
of forces were represented by unified laws, chemical processes
were explained in physical terms, and so forth. Furthermore, certain variants of scientism strive to unify all scientific knowledge
by explaining all phenomena as objects of a single comprehensive theory. If this were successful, it might not just involve the
elimination of ambiguities between different concepts and laws.
In their unified description, scientific knowledge, assuming that it
was generally intelligible, and the production of cultural meaning might once again come closer together. To the extent that the
separation between objectivity and subjectivity or between facts
and norms would be overcome, science might develop norm-setting and hence meaning-endowing dimensions. In that case, which
is admittedly quite unlikely, the nihilism of transparent knowledge
would at least be relativized, if not completely obviated.
6. Limits of public transparency
Transparency is a ubiquitous catchword, less so because of
its epistemic importance for science than because of its relevance
in public debates. Whereas in the foregoing discussion public transparency served primarily to better define epistemic transparency,
here I would like to contrast the non-self-limiting character of
epistemic transparency with the need to set limits to public transparency. Where scientific knowledge acquires public relevance, it is
185
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also exposed to the demands for public transparency.
With regard to the requirement that information should
be generally available and the need to place limits on it, a rough
distinction must be made between two kinds of cases. On the one
hand, the requirement is addressed to social institutions and actors
to disclose the relevant information underlying their procedures,
decisions and actions. In order to facilitate public judgments, political, economic and legal processes should be rendered intelligible
in this sense. Fulfilling this requirement is not always unproblematic, since determining the criteria of relevance is often beset with
ambiguity, the disclosure of information can hinder the organization of social processes and it can also be politically, legally or
morally questionable. Therefore, procedures are required to set
limiting regulations.
On the other hand, social institutions also call conversely
for the creation of transparency in public and private space. For
example, public spaces are monitored or people’s private data are
recorded for security purposes. Since control over not generally
accessible information is constitutive of the private sphere, this
transparency requirement is also not uncontroversial. It calls for
a complex counterbalancing of the social good of security against
the individual good of privacy. In order to protect the private domain, limits must be placed on public transparency.
Every restriction of public transparency—be it in order to
protect social institutions and their actors or to protect the private
sphere—is also a restriction of the disenchantment generated by
scientific-epistemic transparency. What is not generally accessible
is also not accessible to the scientific comprehension of the world
and, as long as human beings have control over it, it is not generally transparent.
7. Conclusion
A world that had been completely explained and understood would be epistemically transparent. All obscurity with re186
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gard to phenomena would have been eliminated in this world and
scientific knowledge would be no longer be subject to any hindrances or limits. From all that we know today, such a world will
probably never exist. But the scope and transparency of knowledge are increasing over time and in future they could achieve such
a degree of completion that there would be no room for significant
improvement.
In the modern world, transparency is primarily created by
scientific knowledge on a global scale. Not only is it not essentially
dependent on cultural meaning, but until now it has also eliminated existing cultural meanings without replacing them with alternatives. Cultural meaning contains comprehensive systems of
relevance and practical orientations such as were traditionally offered by religions. The inability of science to create comprehensive
meaning is currently a function of its differentiated and autonomous character.
The transparency generated by science stands in the tradition of disenchantment (Entzauberung) as described by Max Weber.
Weber uses the term “enchantment” or “magic” (Zauber) in its narrow sense to refer to the recognition of not rationally demonstrated
claims and non-sensually experienceable realities that nevertheless
have relevance for action. However, the successful historical reception of the concept of disenchantment can be traced back to the
broad meaning of “enchantment” or “magic.” Disenchantment
then means that the phenomenal world loses its fascination and
unquestionable relevance for human beings.
In modernity, disenchantment increasingly assumes the
form of the creation of scientific-epistemic transparency. The
world that science recognizes, and which is in this respect transparent for it, is not only one devoid of comprehensive meaning,
but also one whose details have lost their enigmatic character and
their mysterious radiance (section 1). If science were to succeed in
overcoming the specialized character of its knowledge and subsuming it into a uniform and generally comprehensible system, it
could develop a meaning-generating force within its limited scope,
although this can hardly be expected (section 5).
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In order to understand scientific-epistemic transparency
as advanced disenchantment, some conceptual work needs to be
done and this is a task for philosophy. On the one hand, Weber’s
concept of disenchantment is in need of correction. It must be
conceived more narrowly through a more precise reference to the
sciences, which means that it must be demarcated from non-scientific forms of transparency, such as are primarily found in the
lifeworld (section 2). At the same time, however, it must also be
expanded by incorporating the value-laden character of scientific
knowledge rejected by Weber (section 3). On the other hand, the
concept of scientific-epistemic transparency must be clearly distinguished from other conceptions of transparency. Scientific-epistemic transparency must not be conceived as essentially a result
of subjective cognitive processes and its objectivity must not be
disputed (section 4). Finally, epistemic transparency must be contrasted with the public transparency that is at the forefront of the
current discourse (section 6).
The process of disenchantment has already reached an advanced stage due to the dominance of its transparent form. An
excellent way of characterizing this condition is through Weber’s
observation that the extent of the scientific knowledge achieved so
far justifies the general assumption that in principle nothing experienceable can elude it. Even if the world is still far from having
reached the presumed limits of its transparency, hardly anyone in
science doubts that we could make it transparent to a large extent
“if we wished to” (Weber). The taken-for-grantedness with which
the possible transparency of the world is already assumed and accepted is, however, itself a feature of transparency.
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PYCHOANALYSIS AND
CONSEQUENCES
joan copjec
interviewed by Colby Chubbs

Joan Copjec is a leading American psychoanalytic and film theorist. She is
currently Professor of Modern Culture & Media at Brown University. Her
first book, Read My Desire: Lacan Against the Historicists (1994),
establishes Lacanian psychoanalysis as a theoretical framework irreducible to
prevailing trends in post-structuralist theory—especially as represented by the
work of Michel Foucault—and employs this framework to radically re-think
film, cultural studies, and feminism. Another notable book, Imagine There’s
No Woman: Ethics and Sublimation (2002), develops two seemingly
incompatible strands of Lacan’s thought—sublimation and feminine sexuality—in order to establish an ethics beyond questions of identity. In addition to
her two major books, Copjec was editor of the journal October, the book series
S from Verso Press, as well as the journal Umbr(a). Her latest research brings
her psychoanalytic background to bear on Iranian cinema with a particular
emphasis on the relationship between the work of Iranian film director, Abbas
Kiarostami, and medieval Islamic philosophy; her book manuscript, Cloud:
Between Paris and Tehran is forthcoming from MIT Press.
This interview was conducted during Dr. Copjec’s visit to London, Ontario
in March 2019 where she delivered a lecture, “From the Cloud to the Resistance,” hosted by The Centre for the Study of Theory and Criticism at Western
University, Canada. We wish to express our gratitude to Dr. Allan Pero, who
made this interview possible, and, of course, to Dr. Copjec for her generosity and
thoughtful engagement with us.
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Colby Chubbs: I will begin with a point you stated in your “Introduction” to Television that “psychoanalysis is a system of relations which does not borrow its form from the family”.1 Given the
well-worn clichés about psychoanalysis, this statement is particularly important, as it seems the critique of the supposed dependency of psychoanalysis on the structure of the family unites the
early detractors of Freud, such as his daughter Anna Freud and
the rise of ‘ego psychology,’ and also later criticisms of Freud in
France, perhaps most notably presented in Deleuze and Guattari’s
Anti-Oedipus; there seems to be this equation of psychoanalysis with
the institutional structure of the family. How is psychoanalysis incommensurable with the family, and what kind of institution is it,
if it is indeed one?
Joan Copjec: The position of psychoanalysis is often the reverse
of the way people ordinarily think of it. I’m thinking at the moment of Foucault, specifically, who is of course no ordinary person
but donned the mask of one in his History of Sexuality to criticise
psychoanalysis not on the level of what Freud or Lacan actually
said, but on the level of doxa, that is, of what others have said
psychoanalysis said. Throughout the History of Sexuality Foucault
focuses on the ‘repressive hypothesis’ of psychoanalysis and argues that Freud colludes in the modern attempt to ‘out’ sexuality,
to make subjects ‘confess’ it, as though sex were a secret identity
that had to be openly declared and thus easily monitored. The
first problem is that Foucault pays no attention to primary repression and builds his whole argument on the far less radical idea of
secondary repression. If one begins from the premise of primary
repression, it is impossible to suppose that sex can be ‘outed,’ that
it can be revealed. Sex is, rather, a negativity; it cannot therefore
found a subject’s positive identity. More, Foucault makes psychoanalysis out to be a kind of ‘culturist’ theory, that is, a theory of
the way cultural or social forces ‘make up’ or produce people.
1
Joan Copjec, “Dossier on the Institutional Debate: An Introduction,”
in Television: A Challenge to the Psychoanalytic Establishment, by Jacques Lacan, ed.
Joan Copjec, trans. Denis Hollier (New York: Norton, 1990), 51.
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In a short passage in Television Lacan completely reverses the assumptions that underlie this ordinary view of psychoanalysis. If
one begins [with primary repression], as Freud, gradually comes
to do, then the scales tip toward the second topology. At this point,
repression is what produces suppression and the family—even society itself—is built up from repression. While there is such a thing
as suppression that comes from the family and society at large, we
must not confuse this with primary repression, which is responsible
for the irrepressibility of sexuality.
Chubbs: Exactly, this ambiguous Freudian Urverdrängung. You
touched on something there that leads me to my next question.
There is an antagonism set up in your work, which persists from
Read my Desire to a more recent article, “The Sexual Compact,”
between Lacan and Foucault, or, as you put it, between historicism
and psychoanalysis. Yet I find it rather strange how in academia
today people uncritically assimilate Foucault with psychoanalysis,
even though he’s obviously working from it in a certain way. There
is an incommensurability between the two thinkers, and I was
wondering if you can discuss that, especially around the question
of sexuality?
Copjec: That’s interesting because I just read again the early essay, “A Preface to Transgression,” in which Foucault sounds very
much like Lacan. A lot of Foucault’s early work is very much on
the side of psychoanalysis. There’s something very bizarre about
Foucault’s sudden turn against psychoanalysis that I’ve never been
able to understand. In his early years he seemed to be a strong
defender of Freud. It was the notion of power that seems to have
caused Foucault to take up a counter position.
Chubbs: Treating psychoanalysis as a straw man in a certain way.
Copjec: And what’s particularly odd is that he never cites a single
psychoanalytic text in the History of Sexuality. Foucault is an excellent reader but does not cite a single text there, but chooses to
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argue from hearsay.
Chubbs: I agree that one could read Foucault against Foucault
there. Perhaps there is a broader issue concerning the way in which
psychoanalysis functions as a knowledge. I’m specifically thinking
of Lacan’s famous ‘return to Freud’: on the one hand, people accuse this return as being a dogmatic repetition of Freud’s statements, preserving something, as not really starting something new;
but clearly, on the other hand, Lacan returns to Freud in a way that
interrogates every single detail and looks at every single concept,
fills in certain voids in Freud’s work that Freud left untouched, etc.
One can point to, amongst many other things, Lacan’s radical reconceptualization of ‘sublimation,’ ‘sexual difference,’ ‘transference,’ etc. What is at stake in this return and what are its consequences for how psychoanalysis transmits knowledge? Is this form
of transmitting knowledge beyond the frameworks of thinkers like
Foucault?
Copjec: The first few seminars of Lacan’s are very close readings of the texts of Freud. Lacan insists first, above all, that people return to the texts of Freud and read them carefully, exactly
what I’m accusing Foucault of not doing in the History of Sexuality. Yet at one point Foucault and Lacan were on the same page,
as it were. For, in “What is an Author?” Foucault himself insisted
that an author is rare, that is, not every text has an author. (I must
say parenthetically, that I recently realized that Foucault makes in
that famous essay the exact same argument as the Cahiers du cinema
critics did when they invented their auteur theory. Not every film
director, they argued, is an auteur. Only a few are; the rest are hacks
who work as if they were on an assembly line.) Foucault basically
names Freud and Marx as two auteurs, by which he means that they
are founders of discourses. As a consequence, no psychoanalytic
or Marxist thinker can claim to participate in the discourse without returning to the letter of these founders’ texts—this, according to Foucault! Psychoanalysis and Marxism cannot be falsified
or surpassed without reinterpreting the founding texts. With the
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benefit of Lacan’s perceptive readings I find that I am able when
teaching psychoanalysis to make students see that what they have
been told about it is very often wrong, by simply making them read
Freud. Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality is a bold and brilliant
text and students are able to see right away that Freud has been
badly misrepresented. Now, the second and third essays are harder
to swallow, but one can demonstrate that even when Freud begins
to head in the wrong direction, he seems to sense that something
is not quite right. I’ve never had an experience in which students
were contemptuous of Freud after reading this text.
Back to Lacan’s reading of Freud. Lacan becomes bolder as
his seminars go on and he begins inventing his own concepts as he
‘updates’ Freud, or clarifies him, or sides with part of his argument
rather than another part (because Freud was forging a new path,
he sometimes hesitated about the direction to take, but he always
flagged his indecision, wondered out loud about the soundness of
his decision taking one route rather than another). Lacan not only
makes Freud’s theory seem ‘fresh,’ it also demonstrates that fidelity
always demands some infidelity, rather than slavish imitation.
Chubbs: The other thing I’d like to get at, which is another aspect
you touch on throughout your work, is the relation between psychoanalysis and the university. One can point to Lacan’s university
discourse and in general his response to May ‘68 (which was an
event that had the status of the university at the forefront). Indeed,
it’s difficult to consider his later seminars, especially Seminar XVII:
The Other Side of Psychoanalysis, without that background. That is a
way of asking: what is the relation between psychoanalysis and the
university?
Copjec: Lacan was critical of what we now conceive of as the
‘neo-liberal’ university because he believed it produced only
knowledge or a fetishized knowledge, knowledge without knowhow, or knowledge that effaced the negative dimension of sexuality. He associated the university discourse with capitalism, with the
issuing of ‘credits’ to students, or knowledge producing knowledge.
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One could say that he agreed with the student demonstrators who
protested that ‘structures don’t march in the streets,’ Or: structures
don’t have any consequences in the real world. But Lacan very wittily argued that his structures had ‘little feet,’ that is, his structures
described four kinds of social relations available at the time. To the
university discourse he opposed the discourse of psychoanalysis,
which teaches us that there is an unknown knowledge, a knowledge that cannot be known, i.e. unconscious knowledge, which
had consequences for the way our relations to others were formed.
One should also draw attention to the fact that Lacan’s
thinking about how to teach in general was also informed by the
need to train psychoanalysts. The question of how to transmit psychoanalysis was in the forefront of his mind and he thus develops a
notion of ‘transmission’ that stands in for ‘teaching.’ Lacan was famously ‘excommunicated’ from the International Psychoanalytic
Association in 1953, founded his own school of psychoanalysis,
and later dissolved it. The question of how to teach or train analysts, how to transmit psychoanalytic knowledge was at stake in
each of these moments.
Chubbs: Do you think this is related to one of Freud’s bons mots
that “psychoanalysis is an impossible profession”?2 What do you
make of that impossibility?
Copjec: Yes, Lacan himself mentions this claim of Freud. And
yet one must note that ‘impossibility’ comes to have a conceptual
rigor in Lacan that it didn’t have in Freud, at least not overtly. Impossibility is associated with one of the most important concepts
in Lacan, the concept of the real. The real is an inevitable impasse
of formalization. I think often, in this context, of Deleuze’s statement, “one must be forced to think.”3 This strikes me as a very
2
Sigmund Freud, “Analysis Terminable and Interminable,” in The
Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, trans. James
and Alix Strachey. vol. 23 (London: The Hogarth Press and the Institute of
Psycho-Analysis, 1953-1974), 248.
3
Cf. Gilles Deleuze, “The Image of Thought” in Difference and Repetition, trans. Paul Patton (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994 [1968]),
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Lacanian thing to say. Without encountering some impossibility,
some impasse, one is not able to think; one simply continues, automatically. An imperative—a ‘must’—issues forth only from the
encounter with an impasse.
Chubbs: That’s interesting, do you think in someone like Deleuze
there would be room for Lacan’s notorious assertion “there is no
sexual relationship”? That is to say, that there is a non-relation but
there’s something productive that works from that negation in a
certain strange way.
Copjec: On the question of relation, Deleuze remains at odds with
Lacan in an important respect. Influenced by Hume here, Deleuze
maintains that relations are external to the terms they relate. For
Lacan, on the other hand, relations are not purely external but
‘extimate.’ As is known, Lacan invented this term, ‘extimate,’ to
describe the “superlative of intimacy,” a part of the subject that’s
so intimate that it cannot be comprehended.4 Closer to oneself
than one’s jugular vein, as Ibn ‘Arabî said centuries before Lacan
came along.
Chubbs: That’s an interesting point. The other thing I want to
segue into here is this term many scholars use today: namely, affect. Given that you’ve written on affect in your essay “May ’68,
the Emotional Month,” what would Lacan have to say about affect?
Copjec: Many people—and most famously André Green—have
accused Lacan of being so intent on developing his return to Freud
on the model of linguistics that he over emphasized the intellect
and forgot to take affect into account. This accusation is, on some
level, absurd. What is jouissance—a Lacanian concept if ever there
was one—after all, if not a by-product of language that arouses af129-167.
4
See Jacques Lacan, The Ethics of Psychoanalysis: The Seminar of Jacques
Lacan, Book VII, ed. Jacques-Alain Miller, trans. Dennis Porter (New York: Norton, 1992), 139.

195

CHIASMA #6 ‡ 2020

fect? The problem with the ‘affective turn’ we are witnessing today
is that it mistakenly believes that affect and language are opposed
to each other. Lacan cites Aristotle’s Rhetoric particularly to make
the point that rhetoric is the study of the affective dimension of
language. Affect is not a separate thing beyond language, but a
dimension of it. Much of the current interest in affect is associated
with the new ‘materialist’ trend, which pines for the ‘great outdoors,’ for that which is beyond language, beyond representation.
New materialists and affect theorist (of a certain stripe) want to escape what Jameson once dubbed the “prison house of language.”
Lacan teaches, however, that language is an unlimited prison from
which it is impossible to escape. This doesn’t mean we have no
means of getting beyond impasses of thought or action, for the
impasses themselves are sites of affect, which can incite invention.
Let me add quickly that one does not have to be a declared
Lacanian to get the idea that language and affect are intimately
related, rather than opposed. Think for example of D. A. Miller’s
‘too close’ readings of Hitchcock, of course, but also of Jane Austen. Miller brilliantly shows how easily the hermeneutic pursuit,
the hunt for meaning, tips over into or becomes contaminated by
affect.5 What, after all, is free indirect discourse if not this very
contamination of meaning by the affective link with otherness?
Chubbs: Related to this immanent relation between jouissance and
language is Lacan’s paradoxical place within the structuralist tradition because Lacan seems to elaborate a variant of structuralism,
albeit with a subject (though he is clearly not a humanist). In a
sense, there’s kind of a weird paradox at stake there. How do you
see Lacan’s relation to structuralism then?
Copjec: Lacan’s linguistic turn led him first to embrace Saussure
and his structuralist theory of language. But Lacan was also quite
critical of Saussure (see, for example, “The Instance of the Let5
See D.A. Miller, Hidden Hitchcock. (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 2016); D.A. Miller, Jane Austen, or The Secret of Style. (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2003).
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ter in the Unconscious”) and thus had recourse to other linguistic
theorists as well. I think particularly of Lacan’s turn to Jakobson
in the Encore seminar. Already in “The Instance” essay it was the
example of sexual difference (specifically of the signifiers ‘gentlemen’ and ‘ladies’ on two bathroom doors that looked precisely the
same) is offered to suggest the way Saussurian linguistics falls short.
Lacan pounces particularly on the idea that the relation between
the signifier and the signified is arbitrary. For Lacan, language is
not arbitrary but enters reality. But not—definitely not—in the
‘performative’ sense of bringing something into being by naming
it. A problem arises if structures are thought as overly rigid. Lacan
always stressed the precariousness of structures, their ‘wobbliness’—attributes he ascribes to reality itself. I think once again of
the ‘little feet’ with which Lacan fitted his structures to allow them
to navigate the streets of actual existence. By adding the ‘object a’
and the barred subject to his structures he completely transformed
the structures in a way that cannot be summarized here. Seminar
XVII: the Other Side of Psychoanalysis, the seminar in which he discusses these structures is, I would urge, a must-read if one wants to
see how far Lacan takes the structuralism he inherited.
Chubbs: Yes, and hence his gesture towards Jakobson at the beginning of Encore. I would now like to shift the conversation to
another area of your research: the relationship between psychoanalysis and film. In a previous interview you did, you made an
interesting point about the rise of psychoanalysis in America in
the 1940s-‘50s coinciding with the golden age of Hollywood.6
Why is film an appropriate medium for thinking about the unconscious for example, and psychoanalysis more generally?
Copjec: Hollywood itself believed it needed Freud; it courted him
relentlessly. Everyone knows the anecdote about Freud arriving
in America and announcing that he was bringing the plague. He
expected to encounter some resistance because his theory, he be6
See Joan Copjec, “Inheritance of Potentiality,” interview by Jennifer
Murray, E-rea, no. 12 (2014): https://journals.openedition.org/erea/4102.

197

CHIASMA #6 ‡ 2020

lieved, was opposed to the American way of life. But Freud suffered a worse fate: rather than resistance, acceptance—for all the
wrong reasons. Hollywood embraced his theory and wanted to
make films out of it, about dreams, hallucinations, unconscious
formations of all sorts and people going mad. But, of course, what
intrigued Hollywood were bastardized versions of his concepts
and a kind of character psychology that had nothing to do with
psychoanalysis.
It is interesting, given this early Hollywood embrace of
Freud, that the first of Lacan’s seminars to be translated into English was Seminar XI, which contains the theory of the gaze. The
first avid readers of Lacan, then, were film enthusiasts. At this very
moment film theory was being constructed as a new discourse that
one could study in a university for the first time. In order to elevate
this new discourse to a reputable field of study, its founders turned
to semiotics, psychoanalysis, Marxism, and the psychoanalytic theory of Lacan, who provided the field with some of its most (in)famous concepts: the gaze, suture, anamorphosis, the apparatus. For
approximately a decade, Lacanian theory was widely embraced by
film theory. The decade ended, however, when historicism swept
over not only the discipline of film theory, but those of literature,
art, architecture, and political theory as well. Historicism directly
opposed itself to psychoanalysis and its theory of the divided subject. The era of the plural subject emerged at the end of the ‘80s
and is still with us today.
Chubbs: Of course, when Hollywood is interested in psychoanalysis it’s really a particularized version. You really wonder if
they read Lacan or Freud’s texts when they had analytic sessions
depicted in films, as they were portrayed as a means for solving
problems and a cure.
Copjec: Hollywood wanted to put dreams on film. Many films
that were about psychiatrists and medical cures were made in the
‘40s and ‘50s. It is no coincidence then that this was also the period
in which subjective shots were most frequently used. Point-of-view
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shots—shot from a position aligned with a particular character—
are very common. In these shots, the image itself appears to be
objective. Subjective shots, on the other hand, are very rare; they
are used to indicate an impaired state of mind: drunkenness, for
example, impaired vision, or a drugged state. In these shots the
image itself is marked as subjective because it is blurred; or seems
constrained, as though peripheral vision were lacking; or the image fades as if to indicate a swoon to unconsciousness. Flashbacks
and dream sequences were also common and were also marked on
the level of the image as non-objective. Again, these devices were
all connected to individual psychology and had nothing to do with
the subject as conceived by psychoanalysis
Chubbs: Another aspect of these films is the relation between
psychoanalysis and sexuality. This being another crucial strand in
your work, my next question is: what does psychoanalysis tell us
about the relation between sexuality and subjectivity?
Copjec: I cannot say this strongly enough: psychoanalysis is the
study of sexuality; there is no other discourse that takes sexuality
as its field of investigation. Psychoanalysis is coextensive with the
theorization of sexuality. Outside psychoanalysis sexuality is conceived to occupy a limited arena or corner of a subject’s life. It’s
taken as a secondary characteristic of the subject, as an attribute
that particularizes the subject. For psychoanalysis sexuality is primary; part of the very definition of the subject as such. The question, ‘what is sex?’ is [ordinarily] never really posed, but taken for
granted. One ‘knows’ it when one sees it. And in many instances
one would rather not see it, since it is and should remain a ‘private’
affair; or else one is obsessed by it and watches porn in order precisely to see it. In psychoanalysis, however, sex is taken as a kind
of misfire, as the name for the failure of identity, rather than an
identifying mark.
Many, including Foucault, have criticized Freud for reducing everything to a single cause: sex. But this is far from true. Sex
is not for psychoanalysis a single irreducible cause so much as the
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occasion for rethinking cause. And we know how that ended up,
or we know how Lacan ended up redefining cause: as that which
is found only in what does not work. We spontaneously think of
cause as a single force that sets things going. But even Aristotle
listed four causes, even if he thought of each of them as a positive
thing that impacted or produced a second thing. Statistics is probably the phenomenon most associated with the decline of causal
thinking. Too many variables are at work at any moment to attribute a cause for what happens. So, either the idea has been abandoned or notions such as structural or aleatory causality have been
proposed. But cause here still remains positive. Lacan chose not to
abandon the notion of cause but to conceive it, rather, as a break
or interruption. He doesn’t ask what causes the break but so much
as he defines the break as an eruption of a negativity, a gap, from
which eruption a new fantasy must be woven to sustain living.
Chubbs: And, of course, what you’re saying is related to the title and topic of Alenka Zupančič’s latest book, What IS Sex? How
would you say that this ontological approach for thinking about
sexuality is different than the prevailing approaches today, which
reduce sexuality to a question of gender identity? But more generally, what does psychoanalysis have to say about identity politics
and questions which closely accompany the effacement of sexuality by gender?
Copjec: It throws it out almost immediately. There is no way one
can use psychoanalysis to support identity politics. Identity politics
is as much, or more, of an anathema to psychoanalysis as it was
to Foucault. The subject is not identical to itself and all attempts
to think of the subject, or a group, or the human, as self-identical
leads inevitably to establishing a boundary on the other side of
which are those we do not like because they are not like us. The
establishing of strong boundaries is what ego psychology recommends; it is also the protective gesture of identity politics. Establishing a politics on the basis of identity is not only reckless politically, it is also theoretically unfounded: identity is a fiction.
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Chubbs: This leads me to another question. In the final chapter
of Read my Desire you claim that in reducing sexuality to gender
identity, we are engaged in “the euthanasia of reason.”7 Is this euthanasia of reason still with us today, or is it more true today?
Copjec: I think it is more true. Even though there are pockets
of theorists who are doing wonderful new work on psychoanalysis—which makes me hopeful—I have a sense that psychoanalysis
is becoming more marginalized than ever. I think the erasure of
negativities such as sex and the unconscious is growing stronger. In
his television interview Lacan warned that the first thing capitalism tries to get rid of is sex. He could easily have added the unconscious as a target of the capitalist discourse. Negativities are, if
I can put it like this, luxuries capitalism cannot afford. They jam
the perpetual motion machine that keeps financial markets afloat.
We are used to thinking that capitalism can find a way to capitalize anything. This is not true; those things that capitalism cannot
financialize, it simply ignores or in another way effaces. This has
proved to be a much more economical strategy.
Chubbs: Now, for the final question. In terms of future projects, I
understand you’re writing a book on the Iranian film director Abbas Kiarostami. Can you say more about what this project is about
and how it fits into your work overall?
Copjec: Besides my work in psychoanalysis, I am also a film theorist. I received my PhD in cinema studies and teach in a media
department. So, several years ago I decided to write a book on Kiarostami simply because I was fascinated by his films, which raise
very interesting questions about cinema and about censorship and
sexual difference and sexuality—because the modesty system creates a rigid division between men and women and problems about
7
Joan Copjec, Read My Desire: Lacan Against the Historicists. (New York:
Verso, 2015), 201.
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what can be shown on screen. As I began thinking through these
problems I again started to turn to psychoanalysis for help. I began
then to worry about this because I didn’t want what I wrote to
be rejected automatically—it is silly to write if you do not believe
anyone will listen to you or take you seriously—because I was a
‘Western’ thinker with virtually no knowledge of the culture in
which the films I was writing about were produced.
My solution was to pick up the work of Henry Corbin,
a well-known and respected French philosopher who introduced
Heidegger’s work into French circles and was also a specialist in
Islamic philosophy. It soon occurred to me however that there was
absolutely no guarantee that this solution would prove useful. Why
would studying Islamic philosophy from the 11th to the 18th centuries, help me understand films made at the tale end of the 20th
and the beginning of the 21st? It turned out that I had blundered
(the apt word here) into a rich source of material. A book Religion
after Religion, by Steven Wasserstrom, gives a solidly researched but
very critical account of Corbin’s ideas and relations with a group
of religious thinkers who worked together during the Cold War to
establish a conversation among the three religions of ‘the Book’:
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. At the center of this book Wasserman stages a kind of confrontation between Corbin and Khomeini over the ‘soul of Islam,’ which ends with the Iranian (or
Islamic) Revolution, at which point Corbin died and Khomeini
returned to Iran to lead the Revolution. My book locates a ‘turn’
in Kiarostami’s work around the time of the Revolution and sides
with Corbin’s account of Islamic philosophy over Khomeini’s (he,
too, was a philosopher).
What’s more, I take two of the most important conceptual
inventions of Islamic philosophy—the concepts of the ‘cloud’ and
the ‘imaginal world’—and attempt to show not only how they inform Kiarostami’s cinema, but also how similar they are to some
of Lacan’s ideas. Corbin and Lacan happen to have been contemporaries and colleagues and it is quite clear, especially in Seminar
XX: Encore, for example, that Lacan had learned a thing or two
about Islamic philosophy mostly likely from Corbin.
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I fully admit that my initial blunder turned out to be a fortunate one, that it was chance that saved my project. I am also happy to point out that I have discovered that I am not working alone
in my endeavour to forge a dialogue between Lacanian psychoanalysis and Islamic philosophy; a long list of thinkers are involved
in this effort—from Christian Jambet and Fethi Benslama, to Stefania Pandolfo, Omnia El Shakry, Philipp Valenini, and Mahdi
Tourage, and a growing list of others.
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AN EPISTEMOLOGY OF NOISE
By Cecile Malaspina. London: Bloomsbury Academic,
2018

Laurence Kent

This is not a book about sound; it is a brilliant work that makes
a lot of noise. It is both about noise as a concept but, more importantly, explores the noisy nature of conceptualization itself. It
delves into, with precision and clarity across the multiple areas of
expertise covered, noise as an object of study, but also uses noise
to think through the conditions of possibility for knowledge itself.
As noise abounds in many areas of study, from aesthetics to
statistics, biology and physics, it is a concept that has value across
disciplinary lines, but the interaction between these different fields
and their use of the concept is often obscure, and sometimes these
connections are explicitly rejected. Malaspina’s book asks what
connects these disparate implementations of the concept, without,
however, reducing the idea or philosophizing away the differences
that pertain in its uses. Philosophy can often see its own ideas and
words as master keys of conceptualization across disciplines, where
it is a philosophical definition of noise that is posited to explain the
connection between the use of noise in diverse disciplines. Against
this, Malaspina attempts a truly transdisciplinary exploration of
noise. It is indeed the noisiness of conceptual transfer between disciplines that becomes an object of study for Malaspina. Noise is a
metaphor that is taken deadly seriously here, as the line between
noise as an aesthetic phenomenon and its theorization in the sciences is probed. Noise has the danger of both proffering a pseudo204
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scientific bolster to an underdetermined aestheticized concept in
the humanities, but also—when implemented in the sciences—of
retaining insidiously normative evaluations that haunt the concept
in its aesthetic and intuitive use. The injunction Malaspina thus
makes is that “what we need is to learn how to use metaphors critically, purposefully and artfully.”1
In philosophy and aesthetics, noise offers up many of the
same problematics found in the area of affect theory. It becomes
an empty concept, a lazy synonym for all transgression, a meagre
call for some forgotten, but strangely unnameable, outside to whatever is being discussed.2 Indeed, despite cashing in on the scientific
allure of the concept, the philosophical inclination to ontologize
noise can lead to the epistemological impasse where noise is everything. Hastily incorporating scientific theories—we might perhaps
think of an orchestral universe via string theory—for ontological
gain in heralding the importance of a ‘vibrant matter’ animating
the world ignores epistemic and normative questions, and can also
lead to dubious political stances. Attempting to remain formally
‘faithful’ to noise through modes of fuzzy evaluation can both ignore actual instantiations of the word across fields and make noise
an unwieldly concept. It is telling in this regard that Malaspina
omits serious discussion of Michel Serres’ work on noise as parasitical.
Malaspina’s book is grounded in close-readings of texts
dealing with some variation of noise, from information theory to
a treatise on noise pollution to explorations of mental health diagnosis. Noise is thus encountered as an object, indeed both as an
aural phenomenon but also as a concept within areas of scientific
research, but it is noise as a methodological problem, or, rather,
noise as an aspect of the production of thinking and knowledge,
that is primary in Malaspina’s book. The concept of noise does
1
Cecile Malaspina, An Epistemology of Noise (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2018), 8.
2
For a blistering critique of the turn to affect in the humanities, see:
Eugenie Brinkema, The Forms of the Affects (London: Duke University Press
Books, 2014).
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not translate directly across disciplines but resonates through its
different instantiations and uses—this is Malaspina’s definition of
epistemological noise. Utilising Gilbert Simondon’s concept of
transduction, Malaspina probes the dissonances that arise between
disciplines in order to uncover contradictions and hidden normative claims throughout the usage of the word noise.
Having noise as both object and methodological problematic leads to important meta-theoretical questions, and indeed
uncovers the difficulties in making any argument at all. The line
between noise and information is not taken for granted but made
with these wagers of normative intent present in Malaspina’s structuring of the book. There are three main parts, with the chapters
therein offering very short bursts of precise inquiry into a specific
concept or object. The lines between these ideas are thus being
continuously drawn, cuts in the noise of the concept that enable
constant reorientations around a mess of metaphorical distortions
and palimpsestic ghosting.
The first part of the book is titled “Concepts: Information
Entropy, Negentropy, Noise” and uses the origin of noise as a scientific concept in information theory and cybernetics in order to
probe the contradictions at the core of the concept. Malaspina
looks to Claude Shannon’s and Warren Weaver’s mathematical
theory of information, and the attempt by Shannon to eliminate
noise from the channel of communication, in order to excavate a
philosophy of noise. Shannon’s insight was to divorce information
from meaning and signification and to correlate it with greater uncertainty. The more freedom of choice one has when confronted
with a message, the more information is present. The measure of
information is thus the measure of the entropy of the message.
This leads to some philosophically pertinent problems when the
place of noise as a concept is explored. Correlating information
with increased uncertainty seems to contradict intuitive definitions
of information and of its presumed opposition with noise. Weaver
explains it thus:
If noise is introduced, then the received message contains cer-
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tain distortions, certain errors, certain extraneous material, that
would certainly lead one to say that the received message exhibits, because of the effects of the noise, an increased uncertainty.
But if the uncertainty is increased, the information is increased,
and this sounds as though the noise were beneficial!3

Of course, as Malaspina points out, intention does not fully answer this ambiguity of definition between information and
noise, as many scientific disciplines that take up an idea of noise
lack an intentional agency behind the writing of a message. If it is
only with a pre-given message that noise and information can be
simply demarcated as that added through mediation in the channel of communication, the situation wherein this agential determination is inaccessible leads to an emphasis on the process of
dividing the informative and the noisy as itself an act of reason
post-hoc. Information and noise lose their coordinates in a Manichean opposition and become a line cut through entropy itself, a
division with a fundamentally normative construction.
The ambiguity of a definition of information is made all
the more incongruous when compared with Norbert Wiener’s
theorization of information in cybernetics, where, although the
same mathematical formalization is utilised as Shannon, the opposite definition of information is garnered. Information, for Wiener,
is the negative of uncertainty, it is what swims against entropy: a
negentropic process. The problem thus becomes one of the translation of mathematics into discursive space, the opposing definitions becoming examples of epistemological noise themselves. The
chapters in this section circle around the constellation of concepts
and divisions that are put into disarray when the opposing definitions of information are explored.
Malaspina’s task is not that of deciding which of the definitions of information works best—either defining information
as increased freedom of choice or as a move away from uncertainty—but in delving into the philosophical ramifications of noise
3
Claude E. Shannon and Warren Weaver, The Mathematical Theory of
Communication (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1963), 19.
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and disorder lying at the heart of knowledge production. The lack
of any pre-made or a priori distinctions between information and
noise makes the drawing of the line a normative question; it is
reason which both is necessarily driven by norms and is the contingent source of these norms.
The second part of Malaspina’s book looks to the empirical instantiations of noise, exploring the metaphorical warping
that occurs from noise across its different uses. What Malaspina
emphasises in this section is the normative weighting that resides
within the terminology of noise in empirical settings, even when its
intuitive dimension is intended to be hollowed out.
The logic of the chapters in this section is much looser,
jumping between fragments of inquiry and seemingly unrelated
disciplines. Such leaps get to the heart of the problem of noise:
practitioners within these different fields are not talking about the
same thing when they say noise, but it does not mean there is no
connection. The form of Malaspina’s argument mirrors this concern. It is precisely because noise is not set as a concept with fixed
coordinates that it cannot provide a ‘Rosetta Stone’ for engaging
with the disparate domains Malaspina sets her sights on. Instead,
these often very short chapters throw up issues of noise, leaving an
overarching logic absent in favour of a system of resonances and
implicit connections. The driving force is one of uncovering the
baggage that noise entails, from the misplaced moralism against
‘noise traders’ in finance to the implicit class asymmetricities of the
initial bourgeois outrage at noise pollutions in crowded cities. Theorizing noise is never innocent of these biases, and Malaspina importantly troubles the place of noise in statistical models through
a history of statistics as explicitly a State science, an arm of power
wherein noise takes on cultural and political connotations over and
above its technoscientific instantiation.
As this second section draws to a close, the ethico-political
stakes are raised with a discussion of the use of noise in warfare,
drawing on the work of Steve Goodman and others. Taking this as
an extreme case, it is sound in everyday life that can distort and impair our critical faculties, which translates onto the socio-political
208
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milieu writ large: “the social fabric can tear at the slightest lowering of the threshold of sensitivity to sound.”4
These concerns carry over, but away, from the explicitly acoustic with the third section, titled “The ‘Mental State of
Noise’.” From sound as the object of study, the move is continued
towards noise as a factor of perception itself. This third section
returns to the methodology of the first part, engaging in a lengthy
close-reading of a 1986 text out of the Massachusetts Mental
Health Center entitled “The Concept of Noise.” The article, written by Steven Sands and John Ratey, preempts interest from the
World Health Organisation on the damaging effects of sound in
society, and makes a case for noise as an epistemological criterion
for researching mental health. Similar to Malaspina’s discussion of
information across Shannon’s and Wiener’s work, the contradictions inherent in Sands and Ratey’s conceptualization of noise are
mined for their philosophical and ethical implications. The role of
noise as a psychological factor, a transversal ingredient of mental
health diagnosis, is explored through a fundamental idea of openness to outside stimuli and the effect this has on the acquisition of
knowledge.
Malaspina pinpoints a possible contradiction in the concept
of openness through Sands and Ratey’s comparison of the mental
state of noise in adults dealing with conditions such as anxiety and
PTSD with the state of an infant in the early stages of learning.
This latter moment defines an initial lack of cognitive differentiation that requires a high amount of openness to stimuli in order
to eventually learn distinctions and develop a stable sense of self.
In the former, however, a form of openness is the root of psychic
disorder, and can lead to, what neuropsychiatrist Kurt Goldstein
called, the ‘catastrophic reaction’: a withdrawing to a state of rigid
closedness and obsessive orderliness. Malaspina explores the many
ambivalences and difficulties of such a comparison, including the
dubious Freudian claim made by Sands and Ratey that mental
4

Malaspina, An Epistemology of Noise, 156.
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states of noise amount to a form of regression to an infantile openness.
With a truly insightful reading of this through John Keats’
notion of ‘negative capability’—not a bromide on open mindedness, but the willing destruction of the self required for true insight—Malaspina pinpoints a fundamental paradox at the core of
what it means to think and to learn: “in order to maintain one’s
health one has to risk one’s health.”5 This is mirrored with the
book’s opening discussion of information as entropy or negentropy; aligning information with uncertainty finds important resonances with the valorisation of openness to the mess of experience,
but one that must tarry with the enabling constraints of selfhood
and stability while pushing at the boundaries of such limitations.
Learning is defined by an encounter with contingency, not its negation in the supposed certainty of facts or data. Indeed, it is the
negation of the negation of contingency that Malaspina defines
as the opening up of a groundlessness on which reason grounds
itself. This is Malaspina’s profound insight on the stakes of thought
itself. Thinking is a wager, a grappling with the possibly dangerous
effects on health and stability that come from being overly open to
the world, but a risk one takes in the act of knowledge acquisition.
Thinking must thus engage with a knowledge of its own contingency, and Malaspina espouses the importance of understanding
the ignorance at the heart of thought that is vital for ideas of governance on the political stage and self-governance as an ethical
problematic.
Directly political problems seem to drive Malaspina’s arguments but are not dealt with at length. Passing mentions to a
‘post-truth’ era of politics, and a short but powerful analysis of
the pseudo-scientific language of the ‘Vote Leave’ campaign in
Britain, present Malaspina’s emphasis on uncertainty against the
ungrounded faith in facts and data that goes for much political
discourse today. The question of what the concept of noise means
in the so-called ‘information age’ is also left underdeveloped. The
mental state of noise is connected to a contemporary form of
5

Ibid., 185.
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anxiety, but also posited as “more multifaceted than today’s attention to ‘information overload’.”6 However, Malaspina’s emphasis
on a form of willed openness suggests its relevance in opposition
to the passive form of constant and forced exposure to information required by the modern workplace of 24/7 email engagement and social media bombardment. The ethical and political
stakes of drawing the line between information and noise becomes
thus even more urgent when an insidious form of openness is the
sine qua non of maintaining one’s self in a networked society. Foregrounding the possibility of reason as a radical gesture in all this
noise is vital, and I believe that Malaspina’s astounding book can
serve as a valuable platform for thinking through political and ethical encounters with the noise of the information age.
As the book finishes, Malaspina sums up this exploration of
the normative stakes of reason as a “cybernetics of the just act.”7
The place of cybernetics in philosophy is explored by Malaspina,
who uses cybernetics, not as a form of reductionism, but in order
to facilitate properly ethical questions. Cybernetics carries with it
baggage, from its association with aspects of control societies to
the seemingly religious fervour of a blind obsession with cybernetics that grows out of the work of the CCRU and finds it apotheosis in the work of neo-reactionary philosopher Nick Land, where
society is defined by runaway positive feedback loops and nothing
more. Malaspina, in the last few pages of the book, points to a new
paradigm of cybernetics that can elide this problematic lineage,
valorising a knowledge of ignorance in the face of complexity precisely as the reason to think.
This conception of reason’s acts of self-grounding is powerful but tantalizingly brief. It also seems to philosophically align
Malaspina in ways that are left implicit. This is signalled in interesting ways by the powerfully short but characteristically heavy
introduction to the book by Ray Brassier, himself a theorist and
practitioner of noise music, but also more recently a proponent
6
7

Ibid., 175.
Ibid., 218.
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of so-called neo-rationalism.8 This umbrella term, as the editors
of the recent issue of Angelaki on the figure of the ‘Alien’ define,
“aims to give an account of the nature and significance of rational
agency that neither indexes rationality to some common sensibility nor imputes agency to some metaphysical supplement inexplicable from the perspective of natural science.”9 Encompassing
diverse work from thinkers such as Brassier, Pete Wolfendale, Reza
Negarestani, and the feminist collective Laboria Cuboniks, there
is a rejection of both outdated forms of humanism and Enlightenment chauvinism, but also strains of new materialism and critical posthumanism, emphasising epistemological concerns against
swarming ontologies of a non-human vitality. These thinkers posit
a rationalist inhumanism, a return to the rational and normative
grounds of thinking, which finds important resonances with Malaspina’s project, where thinking is always the drawing of lines between the noisy and the informative that must be reassessed and
reappraised incessantly. Rationalist inhumanism pushes humanist principles beyond the human to define reason in its artificiality
within thought, seeking to “extract the functional core of humanism
from its imbrication with the biological and historical contingencies of the human animal.”10 This is a probing of the properly transcendental dimension of thinking, entailing fascinating philosophical
realignments with the work of Kant and Hegel and important engagement with those in the analytic tradition that followed similar
preoccupations, such as Wilfrid Sellars and Robert Brandom. This
return to forms of Kantian philosophy can be found in Malaspina’s
own connection between mental states of noise and Kant’s notion
of apperception, which is brief and philosophically suggestive.
Although the theorization of reason is left underdeveloped
in Malaspina’s book, it provides a fascinating platform to connect
her work on noise with current rationalist projects, and indeed to
8
Ray Brassier, “Genre Is Obsolete,” in Noise & Capitalism, ed. Mattin
and Anthony Iles (San Sebastián, Spain: Arteleku, 2009), 60–71.
9
James Trafford and Pete Wolfendale, “Editorial Introduction,” Angelaki
24.1 (2019): 7.
10
Ibid., 5.
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posit noise as a transdisciplinary tool for thinking through what it
means to be a rational being. Malaspina’s work can give much to
these recent projects, where interest in aspects of artificial intelligence have led to Wolfendale’s recent work on the “informatics
of rationality” and Negarestani’s exploration of agents as information processing systems in his towering Intelligence and Spirit.11 Malaspina designates Inigo Wilkins’ forthcoming book Irreversible Noise
as an interesting companion piece to hers, similarly concerned
with a conceptualization of noise in the humanities read through
scientific approaches to the concept.12 Wilkins’ interest in Sellars’
inferentialist account of reason might help further connect aspects
of noise and information with current neo-rationalist philosophies.
Malaspina’s book, with its provocative gestures across a
wide variety of disciplines and domains, does something truly extraordinary. Its transdisciplinary scope lays out the possibility of a
fundamental new concept, inaugurating the potential of multiple
avenues which a new field of noise studies could take. Its brief and
suggestive manoeuvring across the conceptual map is not a defect
but instead makes this a concise catalyst and provocative platform
for further research and innovation around the extremely fertile
concept of noise. This impressive book deserves to be heard.

11
Pete Wolfendale, “The Reformatting of Homo Sapiens,” Angelaki 24.1
(2019): 55–66. Reza Negarestani, Intelligence and Spirit (Falmouth, UK: Urbanomic, 2018).
12
Inigo Wilkins, Irreversible Noise (Falmouth, UK: Urbanomic, Forthcoming).
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ATHEISM
By Alexandre Kojève, translated by Jeff Love, New York: Columbia
University Press, 2018

THE BLACK CIRCLE, A LIFE OF
ALEXANDRE KOJÈVE
By Jeff Love. New York: Columbia University Press, 2018

Hager Weslati

While global media were grappling with the smoke and mirrors of
Russia’s meddling in elections and referenda in 2018, both in the
‘free’ and not-so-free worlds, cold war spies were headline news in
France for an entirely different kind of intervention.
In the archive of documents that came under the scrutiny
of Bulgaria’s Dossier Committee, Julia Kristeva, code name Sabina, was identified as one of more than fifteen thousand intelligence recruits who worked closely with an appointed agent in
Bulgaria’s equivalent of the KGB.1 The Kristeva scandal broke in
April and then gradually fizzled out as the attention of the French
press turned to retired counter-intelligence agent Raymond Nart’s
1
Jennifer Schuessler and Boryana Dzhambazova, “Bulgaria Says French
Thinker Was a Secret Agent. She Calls it a ‘Barefaced Lie’,” New York Times,
April 1, 2018, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/01/arts/julia-kristeva-bulgaria-communist-spy.html; Richard Wolin, “Was a Renowned Literary Theorist
Also a Spy? The Strange Case of Julia Kristeva,” Chronicle of Higher Education,
June 20, 2018, https://www.chronicle.com/article/Was-a-Renowned-Literary/243719; Dimeter Kenarov, “Was The Philosopher Julia Kristeva a Cold
War Collaborator?” New Yorker, September 5, 2018, https://www.newyorker.
com/news/dispatch/was-the-philosopher-julia-kristeva-a-cold-war-collaborator.
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first-hand account of his life-long obsession with Kojève, chief negotiator of France’s foreign economic policy in the fifties and sixties, and famed philosopher of the end of history. Nart’s desperate
manhunt, his repeatedly failed attempts to have Kojève cornered
and interrogated, ended on a deflationary note when the latter
dropped dead in Brussels in 1968.2
If Kristeva’s spy allegations sent shockwaves across the
circles of French theory, and were considered as an implicit indictment of the historically established incompetence of the DST
(France’s directorate of territorial security), Kojève’s case is an entirely different story.3 The DST had been building up a dossier on
Kojève’s involvement with the world of intelligence and the Stalinist state since the early nineteen eighties and the so-called Farewell Dossier.4 The regurgitation of this same old story in the 2018
spring issue of Commentaire proved to be quite the showstopper in
an otherwise bland collection of disgruntled and disaffected essays about emerging global threats, economic uncertainty and the
failure of the idea of Europe. In the same issue, a prominent headliner and one of the journal’s regular contributors, Francis Fukuyama, is once again explaining and updating his end of history
thesis. Amidst this chorus of Hegelian beautiful souls, and rather
worryingly, Nart’s piece refers to Kojève with his Russian name
‘Kojevnikov’ and appears to be desperately fanning the flame of
2
Ryamond Nart, “Alexandre Kojevnikov dit Kojève: Un homme de
l’ombre,” Commentaire 1.161 (2018): 129-228. Nart’s allegations have been published, almost word for word, more than ten years ago in Eric Merlen and Frédéric Ploquin, Carnets intimes de la DST: 30 ans au coeur du contre-espionnage français
(Paris: Fayard, 2003), 191- 216.
3
Robert Maggiori, “Un K à part” Libération, November 20, 1997.
4
All this was a decade before the defection of KGB archivist Vassili Mitrokin to the UK in 1991, and the fabricated information in the welcome pack
handed out by General Mihai Caraman to two DST officials at the end of their
visit to Bucharest in 1992. In these two documents, Raymond Nart came across
a reference to a ‘white Russian’ and ‘a philosopher’ and speculated that these
were code names for Kojève. If Raymond Nart’s investigations came to nothing
as they were mostly based on inconclusive evidence, he was, nonetheless, instrumental in leaking his ‘white Russian’ or ‘Schlawer’ hypothesis to the French and
British press almost periodically, at the rate of one story every decade or so.
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foreignness that is now consuming not only Kojève’s philosophical and political legacy, but more broadly perhaps casting a McCarthyist shadow over former cold war intellectuals in exile. It is a
curious fact that in the autumn of 2018, and right in the midst of
this mess, a monograph on the Russian origins of Kojève’s thought
and an English translation of one of his early Russian manuscripts
appeared in print. In light of the state of things today, what is to be
made of these two new additions to the Kojevean corpus?
‡

‡

‡

As is well known, in a series of seminars between 1933-1939 on
Hegel, Alexandre Kojève, who was at the time in his early thirties,
turned the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes in Paris into a theatre
of mass disruption. Every Monday and Friday, around 5:30pm,
Kojève would read out, translate and paraphrase selected passages
from the Phenomenology of Spirit with a charming Slavic accent before an audience of A-listers, who were, reportedly, mesmerized
and blown away by the performance of the young Russian.
Picture an audience of artists and poets, philosophers and
psychologists, orientalists and anthropologists, mathematicians and
physicists, ordained priests and Jesuit Fathers, an Egyptian couple,
and Japanese Heideggerians, among many others. Also in the gallery were the future French ambassador to Moscow, future highranking diplomats and civil servants in global trade and finance,
and even a mysterious, unidentified, heavily decorated military officer. Russian scholars have recently pointed out the overlooked
attendance and active participation of Russian exiles in Paris.5
Kojève’s dramatic rendition of Hegel was first and foremost designed for the entertainment of those elites. Years later,
and long after he abandoned academia, Kojève evoked the unsatisfactory experience of speaking before a post-war democratic
lecture theatre. In a packed auditorium, with students at his feet,
5
Dimitri Tokarev, “Les Auditeurs russes ‘inaperçus’ (Gordin, Tarr,
Poplavskij) du séminaire hégélien d’Alexandre Kojève à L’Ecole pratique des
hautes études 1933-1939” Revue des Etudes Slaves, 88.3 (2017), 495-514.
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he felt alien to a gathering worthy of his contemporary Jean-Paul
Sartre, because no matter how provocative he tried to be, every
word he said was written down with exemplary demure and apathy. No one objected and no one protested.
Kojève’s ‘translation’ of Hegel was intentionally scripted
as a provocative narrative, which was not intended for mass consumption. For almost eight decades now, the lectures have been
popularized as the narrative of a dramatic struggle between masters and slaves. As masters whither away, the working slaves, it is
erroneously believed, will triumphantly bring history to an end, to
then live happily ever after in the universal and homogenous state
of equal citizens.
The main plotline of the lectures on Hegel, and contrary
to what is commonly believed, was not so much about the end of
history or Marx’s Reich der freiheit [kingdom of freedom] as it was
about the struggle for recognition that pits a philosopher against a
tyrant. Hegel is the philosopher who understood and justified Napoleon’s historical action. He heard the tyrant’s cannonballs loud
and clear, and the least Napoleon could do was to acknowledge the
German philosopher and summon him to join his army of civil
servants and special advisors. But Hegel’s wait was in vain. Kojève
presented Napoleon’s failure to reciprocate Hegel’s recognition of
the tyrant as the central drama of the Phenomenology of Spirit and
the key to making sense of the philosopher’s famed hypochondria. At the height of the Moscow trials, Kojève would raise the
provocation up a notch by drawing a parallel between Napoleon’s
historical failure to reciprocate Hegel’s recognition and what is at
stake in declaring himself Stalin’s consciousness. Will Stalin recognize Kojève?
Throughout the 1930s, Kojève hammered in the minds of
the intellectual and political elites who flocked to his seminar the
difference between doing philosophy in the company of tyrants and
being a philosopher in the tranquil safety of the garden of Epicurus. As the Second World War was drawing to a dramatic close, he
turned his back on the theatre of French academic philosophy, and
was already producing important policy papers, some of which
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appeared unsigned in print. Calling off his Stalinist challenge, he is
now recognized on the exclusive stage of high diplomacy, international trade and post-war reconstruction.
‡

‡

‡

The so-called end of history thesis, Kojève’s claim to fame and the
shore against which many intellectual expeditions on the intriguing Russian-French philosopher have come to crash, appears to be
the central text in Jeff Love’s The Black Circle: A Life of Alexandre Kojève. While it is not often advisable to judge a book by its cover—as
the adage goes—The Black Circle is a serious challenge to this established piece of wisdom. The title’s allusion to Kazimir Malevich’s
famous painting, reproduced on the cover of the book, anticipates
the gradual and systematic blotting out of Kojève by the “foreign
doctrines”6 of his Russian predecessors.
The book seems to state the obvious, albeit overlooked,
fact that Kojève was, and had remained throughout his life, Russian in thoughts and feelings. Unfortunately, the author’s endeavour to underscore his subject’s Russianness was made in the spirit
of Nart’s amplification of the foreign resonance of ‘Kojevnikov’,
more than in the spirit of acknowledging Kojève’s contribution to
contemporary thought in the course of his intellectual and political career in his adoptive country.
Sandwiched between Dostoyevsky’s “rogue gallery”7
of misfits, Federov’s laughable “mad philosophy of universal
resurrection”8 and Soloviev’s “outlandish”9 man-god, Jeff Love reduced Kojève’s entire philosophical project to a “monstrous site of
death.”10 This strikingly selective intellectual genealogy appears to
give the author license to see the Life of Alexandre Kojève through a
bleak and sinister lens. Dostoyevsky, Federov and Soloviev, all do
6
Jeff Love, The Black Circle: A Life of Alexandre Kojève, (New York: Columbia University Press, 2018), 163.
7
Ibid., 71.
8
Ibid., 90.
9
Ibid., 99.
10
Ibid., 289.

218

atheism & the black circle review ‡ weslati

indeed have something in common: they all glorified “the will to
self-annihilation or self-immolation.”11 But Jeff Love tells us that
Kojève was instrumental in radicalizing his Russian predecessor’s
revelling in individual suicide by promoting a philosophy predicated on and terminating in “collective madness.”12 Given this
lens, it is tempting to read Love’s biography against itself and in
light of the sort of propaganda that Kojève himself was so familiar
with. Alongside his widely popularised polemic with Strauss on the
subject of propaganda, perhaps lesser known is his short review
essay of Jesuit priest Gaston Fessard’s book France, prends garde de
perdre ta liberté [France, Beware of Losing your Freedom].13 Speaking against the unhealthy atmosphere of paranoia stirred up by the
demonization of French communists as ‘bad’ citizens, as ‘nasty’
and ‘dangerous people’ who are putting the freedom and security
of decent hard-working folks in jeopardy, Kojève notes that like
all works of propaganda, Gaston Fessard’s book was “telling the
truth, nothing but the truth, but not the whole truth.”14 Propaganda, Kojève notes, does not need to ‘invent’ another reality; in
fact, it does not need to invent anything. It simply abstracts one
fragment of reality to then present it as the reality of all realities.
The Black Circle may well be a fragment of the truth about
Kojève and his life, a work of propaganda à la Fessard; a work
whose author, like the followers of the Jesuit Fathers in France and
Belgium before him, appears to be sounding a cautionary note
to all those who may fall under the spell of Kojève’s thought.15
11
Ibid., 79.
12
Ibid., 167.
13
Coincidentally, Raymond Aron’s 1979 book In Defense of Decadent Europe, trans. Stephen Cox (London: Transactions Publishers, 1996), was originally
titled “Europe, Beware of Losing Your Freedom.”
14
“On dit la vérité, rien que la vérité, mais, on ne dit pas toute la vérité,”
Alexandre Kojève, “Christinisme et Communisme,” Critique 3-4 (1946), 308312.
15
This line of thought extends from Bernard Hesbois’s unpublished thesis “Le Live et la mort” (Université Catholique de Louvain,1985) to Shadia
Drury’s The Roots of Postmodern Politics (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1994) and
Stefanos Geroulanos’s An Atheism that is Not Humanist Emerges in French Thought
(Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 2010).
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According to the author of The Black Circle, Kojève is not only a
Stalinist, but “one far more radical than Stalin himself,”16 and
since he “stands for the rejection of the modern liberal tradition
… self-interest … self-preservation,” following his thought entails
“march[ing] forward to our own self-cancellation in a society that
resembles a ghastly or ghostly collection of cadavers from which
all life has ebbed.”17 These are, of course, bald claims to make,
but it is unfortunate that when he set out to validate them, the
author lost his footing and tumbled into Kojève’s “suffocating”18
and “eccentric”19 post-war writings with their forbidding “scholastic technicity.”20 In the end, the author chose to stay too close
to the safety of those works’ titles and their opening chapters. He
then concluded that the volume on the philosophy of right is “the
formal, legal groundwork for the Stalinist state,”21 while the volumes on classic Greek philosophy are all sheer play, nonsense, and
mindless repetitive gibberish. “What we have before us,” Love
concludes, “is a remarkably divided body of work. One may refer
to that division as ironical … as inconsistent, or even farcical.”22
Like numerous authors before him, Jeff Love departs from
a foregone conclusion that the lectures on Hegel have literally
and irrevocably declared history closed with Napoleon marching
on Jena. That assumption led many critics, often doubling up as
biographers, to put forth naïve speculations about the enormous
amount of unpublished manuscripts that Kojève produced between 1939 and 1968. Why did Kojève carry on writing after he
declared history closed in his lectures on Hegel? Many critics resolved the matter by dismissing those works as post-historical play
procreated by an intellect trapped in the ironist’s cage.23 The Black
16
Love, The Black Circle, 259.
17
Ibid., 276-77.
18
Ibid., 247.
19
Ibid., 232.
20
Ibid., 237.
21
Ibid., 222.
22
Ibid., 289.
23
This is the main thesis of Michael S. Roth. See for instance his Ironist’s
Cage: Memory, Trauma, and the Construction of History (New York: Columbia University Press, 1995).
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Circle is the latest addition to that same line of thought. Underscoring Kojève’s intellectual filiation with Russian ‘madness,’ and
unable to make heads or tails of “the ghastly visions of the end of
history,”24 Jeff Love concluded that:
Kojève offers two radically opposed alternatives: a continuation of the nonsense of history that heads nowhere and achieves
nothing … or a history whose aim is to cancel itself out in a
final end that frees human beings from the otherwise nonsensical
muddle that history must be in absence of a definitive end.25

Such a reading is symptomatic of two difficult issues that readers
of Kojève have been faced with. The first difficulty has something
to do with our inability to locate fragments of his writings in his
mysterious system of knowledge. The second difficulty has something to do with the unresolved biographical puzzle of his radical
and sudden change of career from academic philosophy to politics. Our inability to make sense of Kojève’s political action echoes
our inability to make sense of his philosophy.
Since The Black Circle claims to be aimed at the general public, it is important to point out the set of concerns it poses for
post-truth societies. Firstly, this book appears to have indulged in a
rather irresponsible treatment of the theme of suicide in the context of a global mental health epidemic. Secondly, it seems to be
attributing irrationality, madness and self-immolation to all things
Eastern. These two prominent themes in the book should not go
unchallenged.
The Black Circle contends that Kojève’s work “promotes
an essentially totalitarian political vision”26 according to which
“the certainty of servitude is preferable to the uncertainty of
freedom.”27 This is a brand of “philosophical Stalinism”28 that
24
25
26
27
28

Love, The Black Circle, 190.
Ibid., 203.
Ibid., 279.
Ibid., 280.
Ibid., 10.
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“beckons us toward freedom from freedom.”29 When he intersects
Russian literary fiction with Kojève’s philosophy around the theme
of ‘madness’ and ‘nonsense’ masquerading as “radical desire for
emancipation,”30 Jeff Love deploys the same argument to underscore the vacuity and foreignness of emancipation narratives that
came to us from the East.
In the final analysis, Kojève’s Russianness is framed as an interference with “European thought,”31 a distant echo of the corrupt ideas festering in the build up to, and immediate aftermath of
the “nascent Soviet Union of the 1920s.”32 More disturbing perhaps is the author’s taking too much liberty with imputing madness, self-immolation, suicide and nonsense to Eastern and ‘Asiatic’
thought. We are in “the circle of Eastern conceptions of mindless
or intentionless action … a point where thought can no longer be
aware of itself … a kind of automation.”33
‡

‡

‡

If in The Black Circle Kojève was cast as “a clever ironist” and
a “dogmatic Hegelian,” in Atheism, he is believed to be “deadly
serious.”34 Atheism is a fragment from an unfinished book project.
It was written between early August and mid-October in 1931.
First translated from Russian by Kojève’s life-long partner Nina
Ivanoff and her sister, the text appeared in print in 1998 against
the backdrop of what were by then widely publicised allegations
that Kojève was a Soviet mole. In 2007, a Russian edition of the
29
Ibid., 280.
30
Ibid., 32.
31
Ibid., 163.
32
Ibid., 276.
33
Ibid., 201. On few occasions, the author hints at other ‘Eastern’ connections such as “Buddhism and the Wu Wei” (Ibid., 201). Such statements are
based on inadequate familiarity with Indian and other variants of Buddhist
philosophies, and an equally flawed understanding of the influence they exerted
on different aspects of Kojève’s philosophy.
34
Jeff Love, “Introduction: Atheism and Politics” in Atheism by Alexandre
Kojève, trans. Jeff Love (New York: Columbia University Press, 2018), xiv.
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text was included in a volume of collected works prefaced with an
introductory essay by neo-Eurasian academic A. M. Rutkevich,
marking the symbolic re-appropriation of Kojève by readers from
his native Russia. The publication of Jeff Love’s translation in 2018
coincided with Raymond Nart’s autobiographical account of the
low-stakes game of hide-and-seek he played with Kojève for almost two decades.
If the publication of those different translations of Atheism was repeatedly upstaged by spying allegations, detracting from
any serious engagement with its intellectual significance, the fault
does not entirely lie with tabloid sensationalism or an obscure intelligence plot in which Raymond Nart continues to play a central
role. A fragment known to Kojève’s biographers, commentators
and translators since at least the early 1990s, Atheism had been,
from the outset, framed with unsympathetic readings, perhaps in
part due to its strong ‘Eastern’ resonances. The prefaces to the
Russian, French and Italian translations, all concurred in labelling
the text a piece of religious philosophy where an ‘early’ Kojève was
trying to find a ‘path towards God’ before his sudden conversion
to the dark side of Hegelianism. The introduction to the English
translation is a continuation of the theses put forth in The Black
Circle on Kojève’s “Russian roots,”35 and the failure of all emancipatory narratives because “no attempt at liberation from the world
is possible.”36 Such speculations about the purpose and content of
Atheism could not be further from the truth.
To begin with, readings of the manuscript as religious philosophy or as negative theology do not hold in light of Kojève’s
premise that the theist and atheist ‘intuitions’ are outside religion,
and that their “dispute … is logical, psychological, ontological,
etc., but in no way religious.”37 Not only is this dispute “actually
… outside religion,” but more importantly “religiosity must be to
35
Jeff Love, “Introduction: Atheism and politics,” xi.
36
Ibid., xxv.
37
Alexandre Kojève, Atheism, trans. Jeff Love (New York: Columbia University Press, 2018), 10.
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some extent independent of the problem of God.”38 There is an
“extra-religious” religious attitude, one where not only something,
but also the “nothing [can] function religiously.”39
The theist-atheist doppelganger is very much akin to a heuristic device reminiscent of, but not exactly the same as, the Lectures’ master-slave dialectic. In Atheism, the theist-atheist dialectic
initiated Kojève’s reflection on a systematic articulation between
ontology and phenomenology, (given) being and (empirical) existence, where another aspect of the cognition (of objective reality)
can be engaged beyond the two possibilities set forth in Hegelian
logic.40 This problem can make sense only when the scholarship on
Kojève sheds some light on his mysterious philosophical system. In
the meantime, the reader of Atheism can make a more informed
judgement regarding the widely exaggerated influence of Heidegger on Kojève’s philosophy. Rather than repeating Heidegger
or even relying exclusively on his terminology, as the translator’s
note contends, Kojève’s sporadic references to the 1929 lecture
‘Was ist Metaphysik?’ are amplified by the strong Russian resonances
of the intellectual tradition which Atheism is partly in conversation
with.
It is neither the ‘nothing’ of the atheist nor the ‘something’
of the theist taken separately that matters. Rather it is the nothingsomething (nothing given as something), and the something-nothing
(something given as nothing), that are constitutive of the somethingness [nechtost’] of something-other. This is not exclusively Heidegger’s Nichtung, but something else, perhaps close to the something-other depicted in Mikhail Bakhtin’s Towards a Philosophy of the
Act (1919-21) as ‘otherwiseness’ [inakovost’]. At the extreme end of
38
Ibid., 11.
39
Ibid., 14.
40
The question for Kojève is how to grasp both the ‘fact’ and ‘form’ of
being. see. Ibid., 4. In Hegel’s logic, still according to Kojève, the latter is impossible, as the philosopher will have to settle for the deduction of ‘all attributes of
[being] from the concept of being,’ but when encountering ‘non-being’ as one
of those attributes of (pure) being, we are already engaged in thinking ‘becoming’, thus losing sight of the initial task of grasping the form as well as fact of
being. Ibid., 129.
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this argument, there is the restitution of our sense of community
with self, with others and with the world, which is also a question
that occupied Russian thought, mainly via Soloviev and the early
Slavophil philosophers of the nineteenth century. This is the notion of Sobornost’ or communality. Atheism partly resonates with this
debate; it alternates Bakhtin’s ideal of outsideness with Soloviev’s
ideal of communality, difference and identity, homogeneity and
heterogeneity, ‘familiar closeness’ and ‘terrible strangeness.’
Kojève is exceptionally good at layering his knowledge of
Russian philosophy and thought with a tangled web of intellectual
undercurrents, which span eastern and western thought, classic and
modern philosophical traditions, including the latter’s continental
and analytic variants. Atheism, like almost any other fragment from
his oeuvre, engages a wide spectrum of research specialisms across
different subjects, broadly converging onto one fundamental question: why is there something rather than nothing? Should philosophy and science occupy themselves with non-existent entities that
have no corresponding ontic status in traditional ontology?
Non-being, the non-existent, and the doctrine of non-things
are rooted in the founding texts of Western ontology, namely via
Parmenides and Plato’s Sophist as well as the Hellenistic school of
Stoicism and the school of Pyrrhonism, which are given a great
deal of attention in Kojève’s post-war writings. Another thread
lends itself to interesting comparative readings with Husserl’s
discovery of categorical intuition, Brentano and Whitehead, but
also the theorizing of intentional objects in the work of Austrian
philosopher Alexius Meinong. Atheism is contemporaneous with
Husserl’s 1929 Paris Vorträge [Paris lectures] on the Cartesian Meditations, which were published in French translation in 1931 thanks to
Emmanuel Levinas and Alexandre Koyré. Around the same time,
Kojève was intensively engaged with debates around the crisis of
modern physics, and studying mathematics at the Sorbonne and
with a private tutor. These and many other threads attest to Kojève’s familiarity with ancient and modern Western philosophical
tradition, and anything beyond this tradition continues to be overlooked in the critical reception of his work.
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There is, however, another ancient context where the concept of the non-existent (Abhava) was discussed in different schools
of Hindu philosophies of knowledge. Kojève is particularly attentive to this line of thought in extended footnotes across the text.
Beyond Meinong’s jungle and his homeless non-existent entities,
Hume’s golden mountain, “centaurs and quaternions,”41 “√₂, or
a square circle,”42 Hilbert’s infinite hotel, Dirac’s sea or Cantor’s
set theory, Atheism will take the reader on a journey across terrifying, weird and out-worldly spaces reminiscent of Pushkin’s Ruslan
and Liudmila (1820) where “on footpaths no one has explored/ are
tracks of beasts no one has seen.”43
‡

‡

‡

Biographical accounts are useful in shedding some light on the
context in which Atheism was written. Kojève’s fortune was wiped
out in the 1929 stock-market crash. Around the same time, he
contracted a rare and incurable illness from which he never recovered. Two years later, he was divorced, never to marry again;
but it will not be long before he learned of his Jewish ex-wife’s
short-lived marriage to a civil servant of the Third Reich, and then
of her suicide in Berlin. Kojève was apparently well aware of his
ex-wife’s mental health, and he prevented many of her suicide attempts when they were together. It is quite possible that he had to
live with the guilt and sadness of Cecile Shoutak’s tragic end. In
short, the bleak overtones of Kojève’s writings in the beginning of
the 30s did not escape the notice of biographers who identified in
the aforementioned sequence of historical and personal events the
roots of cynical and nihilistic tendencies in their subject’s character and thought.
41
Alexandre Kojève, Atheism, 16.
42
Ibid., 136.
43
Alexander Pushkin, Ruslan and Lyudmila, trans. Roger Clarke (Surrey:
Alma Classics, 2005), 5. Jeff Love appears to be unaware of this translation or
of the provenance of the quote, which he renders as: “there on unknown roads
there are the tracks of unseen beasts” (Ibid., 134).
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Biographical fetishism aside, it is worth noting that in 1931
Kojève was in desperate need of validating his German degree to
secure an academic job in France. Therefore, he had every compelling practical reason to work on his French and German publications instead of writing a Russian text to discuss atheism. There
appears to be a similar pattern in his unpublished manuscripts,
namely, a mysterious sense of urgency to write in Russian at the
most inconvenient time possible. Unlike his writings in French or
German, Kojève’s Russian manuscripts seem to be directly addressed to the people of Russia and to a future generation of readers in his country of birth. This leads us to a pertinent comparison
with Dostoyevsky’s “Atheism.” During a stay in Florence, Italy in
1868-69, Dostoyevsky revealed in letters sent to close friends and
family his plans to resume work on what he described as “his testament, the summit of his writing career,”44 stressing that the book
could not be written in Europe because its primary material had to
be derived from Russian reality. Was Kojève’s Atheism, which was
written barely a few years after its author settled in Paris, a Russian
or a European book?
Contrary to Jeff Love’s nihilistic theses, there are important textual references to Dostoyevsky other than the ones he cites
in The Black Circle, which are conducive to a more composed and
productive reading of Kojève. Dostoyevsky’s literary and sociological reflection on suicide was an open critique of atheism and its
affiliated social utopia. He believed the act to be more suitable
“in the kingdom of the devil on earth” where stone is turned into
bread and all material needs are satisfied. In Dostoyevsky’s view, it
is precisely in such utopia that one must expect a severe outbreak
of the epidemic of suicide, because “where everything has been
done and there is nothing more to do ... people would be overcome
by boredom and sickness of heart.”45 Taking our bearings from
Dostoyevsky’s belief that a book on Russian atheism must be writ44
Jacques Catteau, Dostoyevsky and the Process of Literary Creation, trans. Audrey Littlewood (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 231.
45
Fyodor Dostoyevsky, A Writer’s Diary, trans. Kenneth Lantz, ed. Gary
Saul Morson (Evanston, Illinois: Northwestern University Press, 2009), 118.
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ten in Russia, it is important to identify the intended addressee and
geopolitics of Kojève’s Atheism.
Nikolai Berdyaev’s psychological study on the theme of suicide, which was directly aimed at Russian exiles in Europe, was
coincidentally written and published in Paris the same year as Atheism. It is unfortunate that this important text does not get a mention in The Black Circle and its lengthy discussion of the theme of
suicide in Russian literature. Berdyaev’s On Suicide (1931) displaces
the ‘epidemic of suicide’ from the (pre-revolutionary) social utopia
of Dostoyevsky to a post-revolutionary Russian diaspora united in
a shared condition of suffering caused by ‘Bolshevik evils.’ Berdyaev’s suicidals are radically individualistic, cut off from the comfort of home, estranged from their national identity, and subjected
to the hardships of material need. The booklet is an instruction
manual on ‘how to survive revolutions’ from the standpoint of theism; it condemns suicide as double transgression of the divine laws
of eternity and the temporality of human order. On a subjective
psychological level, the act of suicide, in Berdyaev’s view, reflects
‘effeminate’ hopelessness and ‘unmanly’ weakness of character.46
Although Atheism can be read as a critical antithesis of
Berdyaev’s moralism, it is primarily a book concerned with the
question of method in the context of Kojève’s own philosophical
system in outline. Positing that suicide is, philosophically speaking, the ultimate expression of a paradoxical free act that puts an
end to freedom; Kojève set out to deduce from this act the notions
of negativity, opposition and difference that erupt between being
and non-being, existence and the non-existent, the real and the
un-real, thought and the un-thought. For Kojève, this in-between
is not the sphere of an extra-ontology, as it is the case for instance
with Meinong, but something situated within, and constitutive of,
objective reality. Already at this point, we can see Lacan’s shadow
46
Atheism is written in the first person, and makes direct references to
the author’s philosophical meditations. The rather ill-informed decision of Jeff
Love to use ‘feminine pronouns throughout’ although ‘in Russian all of these
pronouns are grammatically masculine,’ resulted in a disfigured text, and one
which is very remote from what its author intended for it to achieve.
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lurking in the background of this line of thought, not least because
while Kojève was writing his Russian manuscript on the ontology
of the non-existent in the summer of 1931, Lacan was composing
a poem, precisely on the hiatus irrationalis.47
The ontology of the hiatus irrationalis can be partly located
in the current of ideas that broadly developed around Weimar
philosophers’ attempts to theorise an adequate method for understanding history. Early in the twentieth century, this was precisely
the debate that concerned Weber’s reflection on the irrational character of empirical reality and the problem of method entailed in
applying concepts to a fragment of this reality. Rickert and Emile
Lask brought this hiatus irrationalis into the method of doing social
science research.48 There is no doubt that Kojève, who studied with
Rickert in Heidelberg, was familiar with these debates in the late
20s and early 30s. Neither ‘extra-ontology’ nor meontology (as in
Hindu philosophies), neither the homogeneous and spherical being of Parmenides nor ontotheology (in the Kantian sense of the
term), the Kojevean “hiatus irrationalis,”49 which is characteristic of
“the gulf between the worldly and the ‘otherworldly,’50” is a pivotal
articulation in ‘the philosophy of the non-existent.’ Partly outlined
in Atheism, this articulation is an essential constitutive element of
Kojève’s system of knowledge.
‡

‡

‡

We live in a world of extreme polarisation in politics, in lifestyles
47
Jacques Lacan, “Hiatus irrationalis” Le Pahre de Neuilly, 3/4 ([1929]
1933).
48
For Rickert, the hiatus irrationalis shows how historical knowledge depends on the irrationality of reality. See Heinrich Rickert, The Limits of Concept
Formation in Natural Science: a logical introduction to the historical sciences. Trans. Guy
Oakes (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1986). The “early” Husserl
argued against Rickert and the neo-Kantians’ theses on the irrationality of reality, and used his phenomenological method to close up the “hiatus” between the
intelligible and irrational in the Umwelt.
49
Ibid., 55.
50
Ibid., 109.
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and tastes; the world of square circles and alternative facts. “The
fate of our times,” as Weber famously observed, “is characterized
… above all, by the ‘disenchantment’ of the world.”51 In an uncanny way, Atheism ripples through The Black Circle, displacing the disenchantment of the latter into the “swamp”52 of the former. What
The Black Circle’s “Russian context”53 lacks in Russianness, it makes
up for in generalizations of the Russian character. The book seems
unmistakably symptomatic of the current perceptions regarding
Russia’s illicit geopolitical interventionism in the affairs of Western
states. At first, the book remains hesitant as to whether Kojève was
“a progressive thinker, a Marxist, or a jocular misanthrope, a sort
of Mephistopheles, or both.”54 Ultimately, the author settles for
‘Christian apologist,’ and ‘a modern day Judas’ as his final word
on Kojève. It is quite puzzling that after reaching this rather bald
conclusion, Jeff Love went on to translate Atheism, a compendium
of the very ‘foreign doctrines’ which The Black Circle had all along
denounced as being incommensurable with Western ideals.
Many of Kojève’s commentators who slighted his work and
sought to exorcise their unhealthy fascination with his philosophy,
later went on to double up as his translators. Jeff Love is neither the
first nor perhaps the last instance of these puzzling cases of intellectual inconsistency. What is one to make of this bipolar approach
to Kojève’s legacy? Perhaps the answer to this bewildering riddle
can be found in Kojève’s preface to Bataille’s A-Theological Sum: “if
there is only one possible way to say the truth, there are countless
ways to silence it [for oneself].”55

51
Max Weber, “Science as a Vocation” in From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology, eds. H. H. Gerth and C. Wright Mills (1949; London: Routledge, 1970),
154.
52
Alexandre Kojève, Atheism, 76-77.
53
Jeff Love, The Black Circle, 6.
54
Ibid., 177.
55
Alexandre Kojève, “Préface à l’œuvre de Georges Bataille” L’Arc, 44
([1950] 1971), 36.
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A BIOGRAPHY OF ORDINARY
MAN: ON AUTHORITIES AND
MINORITIES
By François Laruelle, Cambridge: Polity, 2018

Jeremy R. Smith

Over the past decade, the work of French philosopher, François
Laruelle, has been translated for the English-speaking world, with
each work introducing a dimension to the strange project of ‘nonphilosophy’ (or, more recently, ‘non-standard philosophy’). Strange
as it may be, non-philosophy is, at the same time, hard to place
in its familiarity. As Anthony Paul Smith notes, non-philosophy is
“not a totally unrecognizable nature, but a commonality that yet
does not quite fit into one’s own framework for making sense of
a certain field of experience.”1 Indeed, as the sound of Laruelle’s
locutions become increasingly coherent to our Anglophone ears,
we hear this strange consistency taking form through mutations
that span over forty years.
With the translation of A Biography of Ordinary Man: On Authorities and Minorities, appearing in English thirty-five years after it
originally was published, Laruelle’s earliest works are beginning to
receive scholarly attention in English. Situated in the period known
as ‘Philosophy II’ (~1981 – ~1992), Biography introduces one hundred and forty ‘human theorems’ of a ‘rigorous science of man.’
In the foreword for the book, Laruelle notes that Biography “attempts a systematic foundation for a discipline that has…already
been signaled and hinted at in the history of thought: a rigorous
1
Anthony Paul Smith, Laruelle: A Stranger Thought (Cambridge: Polity,
2016), 49.
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science of man, but one different…from both Philosophy and the
‘Sciences of Man’, which derive from it.”2 Biography also takes up
from the breakthroughs of Le Principe de Minorité (Paris: Aubier
Montaigne, 1981), but with a difference: rather than starting “by
means of transcendence, starting from philosophical problematics (Kant, Husserl, Nietzsche, Contemporary Thinkers) towards
a thought of the One or of individuals,” Biography “abandons this
process and begins with the One or Minorities and draws its conclusions from them.”3 He continues:
[I]t attempts to reconcile a certain theoretical rigor, which is absent…from even the most rationalist forms of philosophy with a
certain love of human truth that is no less absent from philosophy. The wager is obviously that the two absences share a reason.
This reconciliation is a thought that will appear difficult to those who
separate theory and affect into two different worlds.4

Biography’s call for reconciliation—now outmoded by his later concepts (e.g. the insurrection of the victim)5—is one that sits on the
teetering bookend of Laruelle’s more philosophical texts in the
early works of his Philosophy I (~1971 – ~1978), falling into the
non-philosophy being developed in Philosophy II. Laruelle’s foreword here acts as a useful manual for indicating the ‘non-philosophical style’ from Philosophy II onwards:
Naivety and naïve statements, empty agendas, aggressive declarations, successive refusals designed to cordon off a territory, the
deliberate omission of all citations, or putatively idle discussions,
etc., not to mention what contemporary thinkers suspect to be
the unconscious of a work, a suspicion that is treated here as
merely a cunning joy that has nothing to do with the seriousness
of the project: there is ‘much to critique’ in this, but hopefully it
does not mask the reality of the enterprise.6
2
Biography of Ordinary Man, xii.
3
Ibid.
4
Ibid., xiii. Emphases mine.
5
Subtitle for Intellectuals and Power, translated by Anthony Paul Smith
(Cambridge: Polity, 2015).
6
Biography, xiii. Emphases in original.
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Biography, therefore, is a much needed ‘introduction’ (among the
other ‘once-each-time’ introductions appearing here and there)—
needed no less by neophytes, than by the seasoned ‘non-philosophers.’ But, above all, it is an introduction for its namesake: ordinary man.
The translators, Jessie Hock and Alex Dubilet, are no
strangers to translating Laruelle’s texts. Previously, they worked
together on General Theory of Victims (Cambridge: Polity, 2015). Another text that was translated around this time, and paired with
General Theory of Victims, was Intellectuals and Power: The Insurrection
of the Victim (Cambridge: Polity, 2015) translated by Anthony Paul
Smith. With the emergence of these and other translations, the
work of translation—and the interest through which the translators position the interpretation of Laruelle’s work—runs the
risk that the ethical dimension of Laruelle’s work will eclipse its
methodological, political, and other dimensions, effacing them
in favor of an ethical generalization and overdetermination of
non-philosophy. It is certainly true that there is an ethics present
and constantly mutating throughout the serpentine line of nonphilosophy, but to make of Biography an ‘ethical’ text7 may very
well be due to the market demand for (and the commodification of)
French thought. The ethical overdetermination may also be due to
an inflection raised by the interpretation of Laruelle’s work, most
notably in Alexander Galloway’s view, which takes the science of
non-philosophy as ethical.8 No matter: such spontaneous generalizations, as an overarching thematic of the work, are not given. For
us, therefore, it is imperative to engage the text systematically in its
entirety.
The best way to do so is to identify why these one hundred
7
Biography precedes both General Theory of Victims (originally published
as Théorie générale des victimes, Paris: Fayard, 2012) by twenty-seven years, and
Intellectuals and Power (originally published as L’ultime honneur des intellectuels, Paris:
Textuel, 2003) by eighteen years.
8
“In the most elemental sense, all philosophy is a form of political philosophy, just as all science is a form of ethical science. Or, to state it in softer terms, a politics will tend toward a philosophy, while an ethics will tend toward a science.”
Alexander R. Galloway, Laruelle: Against the Digital (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 2014), 186. Emphases in original.
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and forty theorems are titled A Biography of Ordinary Man: On Authorities and Minorities. The translators’ introduction does not go into
detail as to the title, neither does Laruelle indicate the notion of
‘biography’ aside from it instantiating a (life-)writing of the mystical living being known as ‘man.’ However, a telling interview with
Jean-Didier Wagneur entitled “Heresy,” featured in a yet-untranslated text9 provides some context into the use of the term. Laruelle
states that
[t]he term, ‘biography,’ is rare, if not inexistent, in philosophy.
I have utilized it in order to oppose to that which I think feels
like a certain traditional philosophical contempt with regard to
man. ‘Biography’ designates here the most fundamental and essential events
which make an individual, or by which an individual necessarily passes not
in order to become an individual but quite simply in order to continue to be
one…I strove to liberate [dégager] the individual outside of the
subjection where philosophy had put him, the subjection under
the universal or yet, in the best of cases—Nietzsche—subjection
as universal…One ends up evidently to a sort of ‘dualist’ thesis:
there is man and there is the World with all of its attributes, its
large characteristics: Language, Sex, etc. This ‘dualist’ thesis is
profoundly contrary to all of philosophy.10

‘Biography,’ for Laruelle, is nothing but an alien practice for philosophy to describe the conditions of a finite individual, ordinary
man, without philosophy, or generally ‘the World’, overdetermining them. By sketching out a rigorous science of man, Laruelle’s
absolute and transcendental science is non-empirical: no historical
man, no speaking man, no social man, no psychic man, but man,
generic and ordinary man without predicates. The subtitle, “On
Authorities and Minorities,” too, receives mention in the interview.
By minorities or minoritarian, Laruelle “take[s] ... in an absolutely positive sense, the same possibility that the individual exists as
individual, and that the multiplicities of individuals only exist at
the state of multiplicities which is no longer thinkable through a
9
En tant qu’un: la «non-philosophie» expliquée aux philosophes (Paris: Aubier,
1991). English title: As One: ‘Non-Philosophy’ Explained to Philosophers.
10
En tant qu’un, 209-210. Translation and emphases mine.
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horizon of universality.”11 He establishes a distinction between minorities, strictly speaking, which cannot be thought in relation to
but prior to any horizon of universality (Philosophy, the State, the
World, the Idea, and so on) and ‘statist minorities’, in which the
latter is restricted by contemporary philosophical thought of the
minoritarian, “found for example in Deleuze” and “formed from
‘mixtures’ with the State.”12 Lastly, ‘authorities’ designate “the
universal structures under which philosophy has always replaced
man,”13 distinguished as the State, Sexuality, Language, and World.
Given these circumstances, the text begins with a rebellious
postulation. Harkening back to the period of the Cultural Revolution in China, Mao’s claim that “it is right to rebel against the reactionaries” finds a new home in the revolt against philosophy. Badiou claims the right to rebel is an essential philosophical thesis.14
For Laruelle’s usage of the right to rebel, it is as a “strong but tolerant indifference to philosophy.”15 Whereas the right to rebel, contextually and historically, remains as a demand to end oppression
and exploitation from imperialism, colonialism, and capitalism, on
the one hand, and the exponents of such violence within the real
movement on the other, Biography (re-)instantiates this demand on
the basis of ordinary man as a finite individual: it becomes an essential non-philosophical thesis. Whether this is a revisionist practice or not is not the question at the forefront of the discussion, and
as we will see below, the question of revisionism is lead into decline
by the arrival of the materiality of thought liberated from authorities.16 Five theorems are established from the outset:
1) Man really exists and he is really distinct from the World: this
thesis contradicts almost all of philosophy; 2) Man is a mystical
11
Ibid., 211. Translation mine.
12
Ibid., 212. Translation mine.
13
Ibid. Translation mine.
14
Cf. Alain Badiou, “An Essential Philosophical Thesis: ‘It is Right to
Rebel against the Reactionaries,’” translated by Alberto Toscano, positions 13:3
(2005), 669-677.
15
Biography, 1.
16
See also: Laruelle, Future Christ: A Lesson in Heresy, translated by Anthony Paul Smith (London: Continuum, 2010), 78-88.
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living being condemned to action, a contemplative being doomed
to practice, though he does not know why this is the case; 3) As a
practical living being, man is condemned a second time, and for
the same reasons, to philosophy; 4) This double condemnation
organizes his destiny, and this destiny is called ‘World’, ‘History’,
‘Language’, ‘Sexuality’, ‘Power’, which we refer to as Authorities in
general; 5) A rigorous science of ordinary man, that is, of man, is
possible: a biography of the individual as Minorities and as Authorities; a theoretically justified description of the life he leads
between these two poles, which are sufficient to define him.17

These five theorems are then mutated and are found in variations
in the one hundred and forty theorems scattered throughout the
text. What Biography seeks is twofold: to remove the empirical dimensions that characterize humanity and, simultaneously, to treat
authority as materiality. After its decline, authority becomes debris
for concrete future theories and practices to come. Indeed, as another earlier text by Laruelle has it, this method, the materialist
critique of political reason (or Political Materialism) seeks to “pose
and solve the problems of Historical Materialism,”18 wherein the
materiality of thought is through a scientific lens that seeks a potential
collective intimacy not just amongst disciplines19 but also among
the multiplicity of humanity. From the aims given above, Laruelle’s
text is not inherently or exclusively ethical. My suggestion is that
reading only an ethics into this text—with all of non-philosophy’s
17
Biography, 1.
18
Au-dela du principe de pouvoir (Payot: 1978), 6. Translation mine. In this
text, he refers to the method as ‘political materialism,’ which is ‘non-Marxist’
or, in the Deleuzian motif, ‘non?Marxist.’
19
“Collective intimacy is a mode of scientific exchange which no longer depends upon disciplinary logics, but allows for the construction of a commons whose contents cannot be reduced to a discipline, within a generic space.
Collective intimacy supposes a change of register which permits disciplines to
intersect, once they have been processed, which allows one to place their fragments in superposition when brought together by the subtractive discipline or
discipline+1.” Cf. Anne-Françoise Schmid, “The Madonna on the Craters of
the Moon: An Aesthetic Epistemology,” translated by Robin Mackay: https://
www.urbanomic.com/document/the-madonna-on-the-craters-of-the-moonan-aesthetic-epistemology/.
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principles already laid out—is missing at least half the equation.
Rather, Biography proves that there is a militant politics to come out
of non-philosophy.
The text spans four chapters: “Who are Minorities,” “Who
are Authorities,” “Ordinary Mysticism,” and “Ordinary Pragmatics.” The last two consist of the bulk of the book, outlining both
the theoretical and practical elements of the text. Hock and Dubilet included in the translation the analytical table of contents,
which goes into detail explicating the structure of the text at the
outset. What’s important to note for the content is that each chapter follows the thematics proposed by the five theorems mentioned
above and maintains a consistency of what Laruelle stated of his
intents in the interview. What follows below is a basic outline of the
structure of the book, which then moves on to some concluding
thoughts regarding the continued reception of Laruelle’s works.
The first chapter, “Who are Minorities,” outlines some of
the foundations of the text preceding this one (Le Principe de Minorité) in that minorities and the minoritarian must be understood
twofold, as mentioned above. Firstly, there are “effective minorities,” in the sense that empirical marginalizations that are constituted by the World, History, or Language: “[t]o think minorities
as ‘difference’ is to reduce them to their fusion with or…their difference from the State, conceiving of them as stato-minoritarian
mixtures, as modes or projections of power relations, profits and
losses of an indefatigable grind—history.”20 Instead, the real minority, as opposed to the empirical minority, lays individuality bare,
“before the State, Language, Text, Authorities.”21 The challenge
lies in understanding the non-philosophical formulation (or appropriation) of the Marxist determination in the last instance (hereafter
abbreviated to DLI). As Laruelle indicates its usage, the DLI “contains the novel meaning of a unilateral—non-reciprocal or nonreversible—determination.”22 The DLI, in other words, can be
said to remove the ways in which minorities always-already have
20
21
22

Biography, 32.
Ibid., 33.
Ibid.
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an immediate relation to authorities; DLI indicates that minorities
determine authorities in the last instance, but authorities cannot
determine them. No reciprocity, no reversibility, only uni(-)laterality. For Laruelle, instead of thinking from authorities as the starting
point, it is rather that thought must start from the real individual
as minority prior to their mixture with the State apparatus: this
motif continues to this day in thinking from the One-in-One. This
anteriority, however, does provide some consequences for thought,
for it encourages the challenge of thinking otherwise, but an otherwise that is not constituted by the dominancy of already-given
iterations: “Thinking is beginning with real individuals in order to
go towards the State, and it is the State, the World, History that are
distant and strange.”23 Furthermore, it does not follow the Marxist formulation of the base/superstructure, where minorities = base
and authorities = superstructure; instead, there is only “a single World,
that of games of power or of Authorities. As for real individuals,
they do not make up a world, even though they also are not of this
World…”24 In other words, we are in this world, but not constituted by it.
The second chapter, “Who are Authorities,” deals predominately with the anthropological (or anthropo-logical) overdetermination of humanity in relation to Sexuality, Language, History,
and World. In a post-Foucauldian theoretical conjuncture where
the ‘death of man’ finds its centerpiece, Laruelle sees a target to
aim at: “The one we were told was dead, without quite realizing
that the ‘death of man’ was itself a thesis corrupted by history
and reliant on the same fundamental prejudice—the unitary prejudice—as ‘anthropology’ and ‘humanism,’ which were promised
Gehenna, but deserved something else entirely: indifference.”25
The death of man thesis, in other words, is only the man of anthropo-logy, and that “[t]he final yield of Greco-unitary thought
is the confusion of the exhaustion of anthropology with a death
of man.”26 Such a confusion is important to frame in order to bet23
24
25
26

Ibid., 40.
Ibid., 41.
Ibid., 75.
Ibid.
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ter understand Laruelle: real individuals cannot be confused with
the overdetermination of the anthropo-logical conceptualization
of the human. Laruelle notes that “[a]nthropology is always the
authoritarian thought of man; it is proper to philosophy and the
empirical sciences of man.”27 He continues:
[Man] is straightaway alienated by the World, History, Language, etc., by Philosophy, and blended with the authoritarian
essence. Authority is therefore a causality that goes through two
distinct levels and has a single-and-divided form: a universal aspect, through which man is supposed to act on the (mode of) the
World, of History, of Science, of Technology, etc.; and a unifying aspect through which he is supposed to totalize and unify
phenomena.28

When reading this, one can make an immediate connection to
Frantz Fanon’s observation in Black Skin, White Masks, especially
when Fanon notes that “[o]ntology does not allow us to understand the being of the black man, since it ignores the lived experience. For not only must the black man be black; he must be black
in relation to the white man.”29 Nevertheless, for Laruelle, authorities can be displaced and become materiality, or even debris, once
deposed from their crowned anarchies. Such a deposition is the
main focus of the chapter, “Ordinary Pragmatics.”
“Ordinary Mysticism” is Laruelle’s most ontological chapter of Biography. The chapter outlines the significance and distinguishing between the One of the Real or Ordinary Man and the
non-(One) of Authorities, with Laruelle implying that there is a
unitary illusion that is produced by Authorities about the One “as
susceptible to forgetting or repression.”30 The unitary illusion is the
confusion between the real (Minorities) and the logico-real mixture (Authorities), and because such a mixture is at the forefront of
Greco-occidental philosophy, the first form of the critique of the
27
Ibid., 90.
28
Ibid.
29
Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, translated by Richard Philcox
(New York: Grove Press, 2008), 90.
30
Biography, 101.
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unitary illusion is a mysticism with four aspects: topology, causality, critique, and science. The topological aspect is the One and
ordinary man’s resistance to a continuum with Authorities and the
World in a unique, non-thetic but transcendental chora that is anterior to the World. Laruelle writes that “[t]he chora is determined
by the finitude of the One and merges with the indifference of
the One towards…, towards the World, etc. It is the site as void…
the void that is positive only by remaining immobile, close to itself
and excluding all movement.”31 The causality of the DLI and the
notion of uni-lateral causality also resists the Worldly connotations
of causality between present and absent causes. The DLI is “not
the efficacy of a ‘present’ cause: the formal, the final, the efficient,
and the material…Nor, moreover, is it the efficacy of an ‘absent
cause’…characterize[ed] as ‘absent’ in relation to…the metaphysical
(circular and representative) cause.”32 Nor is the DLI of the One
a unity of the two (absent and present) causes for two reasons: the
DLI “means that the One does not act from itself and through a
part of itself that it would alienate in the World and identify with
it; and, secondly, that finite acting upon the World is identically
and immediately its placing-at-a-distance from the One.”33 Next,
real critique is distinguished from philosophical critique, for the
former critiques the latter and seeks to unlearn its sufficiency. Real
critique is useful both for minorities or ordinary man and authorities themselves to utilize against the unitary illusion of philosophy
that maintains this amphibology between the real and the logicoreal mixture. Laruelle notes that “[t]he real is given before, not
with, the World, and this immediate givenness…suffices to make
critique stop being a struggle, a conflict around the real (Science,
Technology, the Proletariat, the Unconscious, etc.)…And, in any
case, even philosophical critiques are made in the name of the
real, but a real unitarily confused at worst with knowledge and
at best with transcendence in general (Physics, Language, Being,
31
32
33

Ibid., 117. Emphases mine.
Ibid., 127. Emphases in original.
Ibid., 128.
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Time, Work, Desire, the Other, etc.).”34 Lastly, the notion of an
absolute science of ordinary man is not one “that we, as philosophers, could claim to have of the Absolute.”35 Rather, it is about
the Ante-Copernican subject of ordinary man by and for ordinary
man, for which authorities are no longer attributing predicates to
ordinary man but for which ordinary man rendering authorities
via the DLI as postdicates, all of which are said “after the real subject, in an irreversible order.”36 Absolute science, as distinguished
from philosophical science and empirical sciences is the following:
“absolute science is the science of empirico-ideal mixtures…as they
are, of the essence-of-mixture…philosophy is the science of mixtures as such, and therefore is itself a mixture that frees itself from
others and from itself…finally, empirical sciences are sciences not
of mixtures themselves, but of the things taken from mixtures in
the forgetting or the refusal…of the mixture-form essential to the
World, to History, to Language, to Sexuality, etc.”37 With all this in
mind, the ordinary man finally receives his biography:
Ordinary man is not an originary and pre-philosophical instance: he is the point of view (of) the real that determines the
philosophical in the last instance and makes it understood that
the philosopher, in claiming to pronounce something concerning
the World, states nothing at all determinate and is even in himself not at all determinate…Rather philosophize about non-philosophy,
about the limitation of philosophy, than not philosophize at all, this is the
last maxim of the desire-to-philosophize and of its survival. Ordinary man does not recognize such a maxim; he does not give
up Greco-unitary philosophy; he does not limit or delimit it, or
even exit from it, such an ‘exit’ being the final absurdity with
which he could be honored: he never entered Greco-unitary philosophy—he always already determined it by rendering it definitively ‘unilateral.’38
34
35
36
37
38

Ibid., 144.
Ibid., 145.
Ibid., 154.
Ibid., 155.
Ibid., 158.
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In this way, Laruelle states that it is not a matter of giving up the
ghost of philosophy, of making Marx’s infamous Ausgang (‘exit’)
from it as the eleventh thesis on Feuerbach states;39 philosophy has
its liberatory effects on readers and writers that are nowhere close
to being in the authoritative position as a philosopher. It is only
with “Ordinary Pragmatics” that we understand that the real critique of philosophy is non-philosophical action. “Ordinary Mysticism” closes with an insight into the next chapter, in which pragmatics finds a means to “tear [absolute science] from its unitary
context, which here is idealism (sometimes subjective, sometimes
absolute).”40 By tearing the absolute science, “the science of the
real, from the philosopher and [giving] it to the one who does not
ask for it: ordinary man,”41 we see the ultimate agenda of what is
to be done with non-philosophy, that even Laruelle might be subjected to (if his authority exists!).42
Lastly, “Ordinary Pragmatics” finds that pragmatics takes
up a real critique of philosophy by not “repeating the prejudices
of the Greco-linguistic image of pragmatics,”43 only to show that
“[c]are and concern, interest and worry, are modes that have become transcendent.”44 Ordinary, for Laruelle, “in its phenomenal
content…is this higher rule that governs philosophy itself; it is the
universal apriori that creates both philosophical illusions and their
philosophical therapy.”45 This chapter has two sections, one on the
very notion of pragmatic reason and the other on the essence of
pragmatic causality. Firstly, it is with the concept of use that pragmatics finds its power, and use is a “concrete a priori”46 that within
39
Karl Marx, “Theses on Feuerbach,” Marx/Engels Internet Archive,
<https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1845/theses/theses.pdf>
40
Ibid., 162.
41
Ibid.
42
“Non-Philosophy, Weapon of Last Defence: An Interview with François Laruelle,” translated by Anthony Paul Smith, in Laruelle and Non-Philosophy,
edited by John Mullarkey and Anthony Paul Smith (Edinburgh: Edinburgh
University Press, 2012), 244.
43
Biography, 168.
44
Ibid., 169.
45
Ibid., 170.
46
Ibid., 169
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philosophy is always “permeated with transcendence.”47 Being
absolutely prior to and more concrete than philosophy, Laruelle’s
ordinary is this “use-without-rules” that remains “inconceivable
for philosophy.”48 This may remind the reader of what Marx and
Engels once wrote:“[i]t is not consciousness that determines life,
but life that determines consciousness,”49 and, given this unilateral causality espoused by Laruelle, it provides a basis for use-without-rules
that is, in the last instance, resistant to the overdetermination of
authorities. Use is the act that “places the World in a new unilaterality in relation to the finite subject and lets it be understood that,
because of their very universality, worldly authoritarian forms of
use are too narrow for the pragmatic subject and only form its material and the signal of its activity.”50 In this way, it shifts the lens
for a use and pragmatics radically indifferent to philosophy: “The
philosopher remains a master of use, and pragmatics continues
as a philosophical game, whereas essential finitude would allow
it to be returned to its real bearer: ordinary man.”51 The second
half of the chapter focuses on the movement from the mystical to
the pragmatic, unifying the DLI and its mysticism to a pragmatic
aspect of causality. The essence of pragmatics has three aspects:
the agito, the non-thetic Other, and the breaking of the parallel between meaning and signification. The agito, rather than the cogito,
follows from the succession of essence, existent, then existence but
cannot be reversible, for it is “first of all a drive before it is a transformation or a production.”52 Furthermore, Laruelle notes, “[o]
rdinary acting, before any constitutive philosophical intervention,
is a completely original kind of intentionality, not an intentional continuity, but a pushing that does not leave itself.”53 Next, the notion
of the non-thetic Other which, distinguished from the Greco-uni47
Ibid., 170.
48
Ibid., 171.
49
Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The German Ideology (Amherst: Prometheus Books, 1998), 42. Emphases mine.
50
Biography, 178.
51
Ibid., 183.
52
Ibid., 198.
53
Ibid., 199. Emphases in original.
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tary philosophical Other which is constantly reflected, is an unreflected and non-mixed conceptualization of the Other that reveals
it “as it is in its abruptness and blunt brutality.”54 It is not borne
from a de(con)struction of metaphysics which can be considered a
transcendence-without-transcendent; rather, the Other, as it is, is
“positively devoid of a separation or scission in relation to the drive
that reveals it” becoming “a transcendent that never was a thing,
that never was conditioned by a scission or an objectivation.”55
Lastly, Laruelle seeks to liberate meaning from signification. This
appears to be the continuation of the project set out by Laruelle’s
other text mentioned above,56 but taken to further lengths beyond
political materialism and applied to pragmatics and acting in relation to meaning. Meaning, in this last part, cannot be confused
with the phenomenal content of signification with its relationship
to present and absent causes, but instead only understood in terms
of the DLI and use. For the subject of non-philosophy, ordinary
man, cannot be determined in relation to already-given causalities: “Ordinary man does indeed produce meaning and the possibles, but he
is not a transformer of nature, a ‘worker’ or a ‘producer’.”57 What
is to be done, then? Laruelle has an answer, correlating all of the
above under the terminology of an expansion of meaning across
all domains, summed up as the following:
Meaning is the Other of the World, and this non-thetic meaning
forms a veritable genetic code for Authorities in general, for universal attributes, and for the World. Through it, all thought, beyond
its essence however, is thought (of) the Other and is animated
around non-thetic possibles devoid of effectivity.58

Because of the expansion of meaning away from signification
(which is merely its universal logico-real mixture of meaning with
linguistics, semiotics, and hermeneutics), it leads to a plurality of
54
55
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57
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Ibid., 210. Emphases in original.
Ibid., 209.
Cf. Au-dela du principe de pouvoir.
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Ibid., 224.
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multiplicities that are impossible to capture in the invariants and
unitary logic of authorities. It also determines authorities and mixtures as they are in the last instance. As Laruelle puts it, with the
expansion of meaning,
Authorities [are allowed] to be definitively totalized, the World
to be gathered in a non-worldly way, for unitary philosophy to
be extra-territorialized, to establish something other than a mere
‘perspective’ on Totalities, to obtain knowledge from them without being
included in them and without going around in their circle.59

This double action “enables a unitary paradigm to be freed from
the World and Philosophy and legitimated as it is,”60 and it explains
the movement from philosophy to non-philosophy, this extra-terrestrial human philosophy, proceeding from the One, and practiced by the finite individual of ordinary man, preceding Grecounitary philosophy, the World, and Authorities. Taking the World
as it is, and no longer as such, plays into the possibility of a rigorous
science of, by, and for man, grounding knowledges through the
immanence of finite ordinary man as any or whatever materiality.
While being simultaneously an introduction to non-philosophy as an absolute science and an absolute pragmatics, A Biography of Ordinary Man makes of the material transformation of
authorities, without reciprocal effects, into materialities for thought
and practice. Laruelle’s text seeks to find a way of resisting the
World’s persecutory actions upon ordinary man, finite individuals,
or Minorities conceived more generally. The translation by Hock
and Dubilet shines light for those now entering and being welcomed into the (as it were) non-philosophical territory. Laruelle’s
text, which seemingly continues the Marxist tradition of historical
materialism (although in a non-Marxist, non-authoritative manner), provides the basis for a non-philosophical understanding that
moves from the empirical to the universal. It is only with A Biography of
Ordinary Man that we shift the lens from the dominant empirical
form of knowledge production and reproduction (philosophy) to its
59
60

Ibid., 226. Emphases mine.
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erstwhile ‘objects’ and ‘playthings’, ordinary man — to the One of
finite individuals as Strangers in the World that perform radical indifference.
It is a hope that Laruelle’s work continues to receive such
attention. And much like this transition from the empirical to the
universal, so too should our practice and theory of non-philosophy
move from the non-philosophers-of-the-World to the non-philosophers-(of)the-World, these ordinary people that are spontaneously non-philosophers without knowing it. Even when they do not know the
‘it’ that they are doing, in order for this non-philosophy to be torn
from the philosopher to become material, ordinary people can resist the World’s temptation to seek its forgiveness.
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MORPHING INTELLIGENCE:
FROM IQ MEASUREMENT TO
ARTIFICIAL BRAINS

By Catherine Malabou, New York: Columbia University
Press, 2019

Ekin Erkan

In her seminal text, What Should We Do With Our Brain? (2008),
Catherine Malabou gestured towards neuroplasticity to upend
Bergson’s famous parallel of the brain as a “central telephonic
exchange,”1 whereby the function of the brain is simply that of a
node where perceptions get in touch with motor mechanisms—the
brain as an instrument limited to the transmission and divisions
of movements. Indeed, drawing from the history of cybernetics
one can trace how Bergson’s ‘telephonic exchange’ prefigures the
neural ‘cybernetic metaphor.’ It is elsewhere, however, that What
Should We Do With Our Brain? finds its crux: inspired by Hegel’s
fundamental opposition between plasticity and flexibility (“[p]lasticity is the way in which time shapes or fashions us, constitutes our
subjectivity and at the same time allows for resistance”),2 Malabou
invalidated the ‘telephonic exchange’ metaphor for failing to take
into account synaptic and neuronal vitality. Bolstered by neurologist Marc Jeannerod’s research in The Nature of Mind (2002), Malabou further demonstrated that the “cybernetic metaphor has also
had its day.”3 The discovery of plasticity in brain function had ar1
Henri Bergson, Matter and Memory trans. Nancy M. Paul et al. (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1911), 10.
2
Catherine Malabou. “The Future of Plasticity.” Interview by Kate
Lawless. Chiasma 3.1, (2016), 99-108.
3
Catherine Malabou, What Should We Do with Our Brain, trans. Sebastian Rand (New York: Fordhan University Press, 2008), 34.
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guably rendered physico-mathematical comparisons between the
computer and brain obsolete. Malabou, accounting for suppleness,
demonstrated that the human brain possesses a certain “margin
of improvisation, of creation, of the aleatory”4 that the cybernetic
model simply could not account for.
New Wounded (2012) and Before Tomorrow: Epigenesis and Rationality (2015) found Malabou qualifying speculative realism vis-a-vis
plasticity and staunchly adhering to the Kantian transcendental
in a post-Deleuzian moment when the likes of Laruellean ‘nonstandard philosophy’ and Quentin Meillassoux’s ‘contingency’
veered sharply from Kant’s transcendental deduction. However,
while Kant still looms in Malabou’s shadows, particularly via epigenetic ontology and the biologization of the transcendental, it is a
former concern—the relationship between automaticity and (creative) autonomy—that she returns to in her newest book, Morphing
Intelligence: From IQ Measurement to Artificial Brains (2019).
Recalling Hegel’s assertion of “constant transformation,”5
in a seminar on Malabou and the “commerce of being,” Alexander
Galloway once remarked that, given its marked position towards
the universal, “the only true plasticity is the one that is changing
into its opposite.”6 Consequently, just as plasticity speaks to an
ethical imperative to change,7 Malabou’s intervention is equally
morphological. In her newest text we find a profound admission:
“I was indeed mistaken in What Should We Do with Our Brain?: plasticity is not, as I argued then, the opposite of the machine, the
determining element that stops us from equating the brain with a
computer.”8
4
Ibid., 35.
5
G.W.F. Hegel, The Philosophy of History, trans. J. Sibree (London: Colonial Press, 1900), 121-122.
6
Alexander Galloway, “Catherine Malabou, or The Commerce in
Being,” French Theory Today: An Introduction to Possible Futures (class lecture, The
Public School, New York, NY, October 25, 2010), 3. http://cultureandcommunication.org/galloway/FTT/French-Theory-Today.pdf. Retrieved on May
21, 2019.
7
Ibid., 5
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Why this marked and profound deviation from Malabou’s
initial riven opposition between the structural identity of cybernetic arrangements and the brain? For this, Malabou is partially
indebted to historian David Bates’ research on artificial intelligence, cognition, and epistemology as articulated in the anthology
Plasticity and Pathology: On the Formation of the Neural Subject (2016).
Bates inaugurates his chapter, “Automaticity, Plasticity, and the Deviant Origins of Artificial Intelligence,” with the conviction that
“[t]he contemporary brain is largely a digital brain.”9 Gesturing
towards the field of computational developmental neuroscience
and Donald Hebb’s seminal theory of synaptic connections (the
oft-quoted axiom that “neurons that fire together wire together”),10
Bates demonstrates that the brain is figured as a learning machine
that “automatically constructs, according to set algorithms, connective webs that are dependent on the specific ‘experience’ of the
network.”11 Thus, the imbrication of automatism and plasticity
does not robotize plasticity but, instead, unfetters mechanization
from the bondage of structural determinism.
However, Malabou does not choose to pursue plasticity as
the mediation between determinism/materialism and “pure freedom,” or as a “negative transformation” of dialectic conjunctions
between Marxist mutual relations.12 Rather, her critical pursuit
is in making sense of ‘intelligence’ as a descriptor for both machine and human intelligence. Given that today’s neural nets, deep
learning and predictive processing algorithms are increasingly attributed ‘intelligence,’ Malabou traces the term’s historical use as
Artificial Brains, trans. Carolyn Shread (New York: Columbia University Press,
2019), 113.
9
David Bates, “Automaticity, Plasticity, and the Deviant Origins of
Artificial Intelligence,“ in Plasticity and Pathology: On the Formation of the Neural
Subject, ed. Nima Bassiri (New York: Fordham University Press, 2017), 196.
10
Carla J. Shatz, “The Developing Brain,” Scientific American 267.3
(1992), 60–7.
11
Ibid., 197.
12
Catherine Malabou. “A Conversation with Catherine Malabou.”
Interview by Noëlle Vahanian. Journal for Cultural and Religious Theory 9.1 (July
2007), 13.
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a scalar apparatus.
Malabou begins with IQ tests and metric scales, working up
to an audit of today’s synaptic chips. Unfurling the historical conflation between intelligence and genetic fate, Malabou reproaches
the early construction of ‘hereditarianism’ in Alfred Binet and
Theodore Simon’s work on adaptive testing, reminding us how “[i]
ntelligence tests thus became an instrument of biopolitics.”13
In 1912, with psychologist William Stern’s Intelligenz-Quotient, the term IQ appeared in the Anglo-American world.14 In
England, soon thereafter, Charles Spearman and Cyril Burt developed the ‘correlational’ method via the ‘g factor’.15 Indeed, as
psychometrics presented a particularized method for the measure
of a dubious and unspecified ‘genius,’ in turn it sought to uncover
a generalized ‘intelligence’ that was dismally plunged into irremediable ambiguity. This could be reduced to the reifying tautology
that “‘IQ works becomes it measures g,’ and ‘g works because it
legitimates IQ testing.’”16
Yet, as Malabou eruditely notes, the true biopolitical perversion dormant in Binet’s metric scale is neither dependent on
“g searching for itself,” nor on the idea of an IQ score (initially
founded as an innocuous “practical device”).17 Instead, no matter
how it is defined, ‘g’ is propped up by a genealogical obsession with
heredity. Malabou recounts how early IQ testing is responsible for
transforming intelligence into something representable as “a single, scalable thing in the head called general intelligence”18 and
describes how its ideological appropriation resulted in eugenicist
trajectories.19
13
Catherine Malabou, Morphing Intelligence, 30.
14
William Stern, The Psychological Methods of Testing Intelligence (Baltimore: Warwick & York, 1912).
15
Charles Spearman, The Abilities of Man: Their Nature and Measurement
(London: Macmillan, 1927).
16
Stephen Gould, The Mismeasure of Man (New York: W. W. Norton &
Company, 1996), 294.
17
Ibid., 185.
18
Ibid.
19
Catherine Malabou, Morphing Intelligence, 32.
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Admittedly, Theodore Binet, himself, declined to label IQ
as inborn intelligence, greatly feared that his ‘practical device,’ if
reified, could be used as an indelible label that postures towards
self-fulfilling prophesies. Malabou notes that, despite Binet’s benevolent intentions—to carve a guide for identifying children who
needed help —he failed to recognize a veiled fallacy where that
which is ‘heritable’ is trussed by inevitability.
Malabou meticulously maps how intelligence testing eventually found a theoretical home in behavior genetics. Following experimental psychologist Francis Galton’s application of Darwin’s
natural selection to intelligence,20 early 20th century researchers
sought to establish direct causal relations between genes and behavior. When biologists John Fuller and Robert Thompson published their seminal 1960 study, Behavior Genetics, the field standardized the convention of dissecting human behavior alongside the
core traits of “intelligence, aggression, addictive behavior, and
homosexuality.”21 Such psychometric comparisons reinforced theoretical, economic and ideological connections between behavior
genetics and a burgeoning eugenics movement while initiating the
enterprise of dissecting behavior a posteriori.
By the mid-1960s a theoretical consensus emerged wherein
genetic determinism subsumed the development of a total causal
phenotype. It was not until as recent as 1994, when psychologist
Richard Herrnstein and political scientist Charles Murray published The Bell Curve: Intelligence and Class Structure in American Life,
that the intelligence quotient was popularized as a barometer informed by both hereditary and environmental factors.22 Thus, the ‘g
factor’ was eventually disrobed, revealed as a scientific hoax. Paradoxically, in fact, it was the Human Genome Project’s revelation
of ‘noncoding’ DNA that revealed how “everything was not writ20
Francis Galton, Hereditary Genius: An Inquiry Into Its Laws and Consequences (London: MacMillan and Co., 1869).
21
John L. Fuller et al., Behavior Genetics (New York: John Wiley & Sons,
1960).
22
Richard J. Herrnstein and Charles Murray, The Bell Curve: Intelligence
and Class Structure in American Life (New York: Free Press, 1994).
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ten in DNA sequences even at the molecular and cellular level,”23
sounding the death knell of the genetic determinist paradigm.
Malabou deftly uncovers the scientific backbone of eugenics to demonstrate how the science of policing “gives way to spying, which, in turn, gives way to cybernetics,”24 developing a line
of complicity between techniques of intelligence assessment and
today’s ‘intelligent machines.’ Mehdi Helhaj Kacem once justly
praised Malabou for her fascinating coincidence of the ontological/transcendental with the “crudest empiricity,”25 and Morphing
Intelligence is by no means an exception. Just as she refuses “separating mind and brain,”26 Malabou has, in her “heretical appropriation of Heidegger,”27 also tied being with event, cognition with
causality. In Morphing Intelligence, we see Malabou’s unique ability to
mend empirical studies and neuroscience with biopolitics, Hegelian dialectics and Kantian transcendentalism, weaving an elaborate, albeit coherent, arachnean matrix.
Within contemporary continental thought, Malabou upends philosophy’s espousal of an exclusionary relationship between
science and art, or between science and ideology. Thus, Malabou’s
bricolage-methodology is evident in Morphing Intelligence, as she anchors her critique of intelligence in historical instances of biology
while withdrawing from biologism. In comparison to her many
philosophical colleagues and predecessors, Malabou provides a
singular style and approach to the philosophical dimensions of
scientific knowledge, making use of its insights without rejecting
or falling prey to them. In this light, Malabou may quite possibly
proves herself as the post-continental philosopher par excellence, retaining her Derridean poetic roots while gesturing towards analytic Anglophone philosophy’s penchant for empirical modeling
(illustrated in her instrumentalization of neurobiology and John
23
Catherine Malabou, Morphing Intelligence, 60.
24
Ibid., 47.
25
Mehdi Belhaj Kacem, Transgression and the Inexistent, trans. P. Burcu
Yalim (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2017), 211.
26
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(New York: Fordham University Press, 2012), xiii.
27
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Dewey’s pragmatism).
Malabou’s approach demonstrates the challenge of situating ‘intelligence’ as an object of unambiguous empirical study.
Almost impossible to define univocally, ‘intelligence’—in its most
pernicious expropriation—has been used to constitute genetic predestinations and legitimate dangerous social hierarchies. Perhaps
Edgar Morin best abridged intelligence, remarking that “[i]ntelligence is not only what tests measure; it is also what eludes them.”28
In problematizing intelligence as strictly empirical and biologically determined, Malabou also troubles the traditional distinction between intelligence and intuition rife in the continental
philosophical tradition. This division is perhaps best exemplified
by Bergson’s analysis of intellectual measurement magnitudes in
his appeal to intensity, and intensity alone.29 Malabou characterizes
this fetid standstill as little more than provincialism: “[a]fter Bergson, no truly new argument was offered to counter intelligence
as defined by psychologists and biologists, including the most
recent cognitivist version [....] it is seriously outdated and is not
productive.”30 Echoing Georges Canguilhem, Malabou castigates
psychology’s instrumentalist regard for intelligence, since it is able
to measure only the human ability to “become an instrument.”31
Malabou contends that Alfred Binet (who heavily critiqued Bergson) had it right—intelligence is constituted by intensities and qualities.
Appealing to Hume via Deleuze’s Empiricism and Subjectivity (1977), Bourdieu’s physiological description of intelligence as
‘conditionability’ also proves to be helpful: “to speak of dispositions is simply to take note of a natural predisposition of human
bodies, the only one […] that a rigorous anthropology is entitled
to assume, a conditionability in the sense of a natural capacity to
28
Edgar Morin, La méthode 3. La connaissance de la connaissance (Paris:
Seuil, 1986), 75.
29
Henri Bergson, Time and Free Will: An Essay on the Immediate Data of
Consciousness (Mineola, NY: Dover Publications, 2001).
30
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acquire non-natural, arbitrary capacities.”32 Bourdieu’s theory of
epigenesis by synaptic stabilization, whereby brain development
continues long after birth and is largely dependent on environmental and cultural input, challenges innatism. How does this
fact arm Malabou’s notion of “programmable and programmed
plasticity”?33 The mediation of the physical states of the brain are
closely connected to the social posture of the body. Such is the role
of ‘habitus,’ which “restores to the agent a generating, unifying,
constructing, classifying power, while recalling that this capacity”34
is that of a socialized body.
Socialization is the bright beacon of Malabou’s optimism—
she points to synaptic chips, both synchronic and diachronic, endowed with their own plastic form of intelligence. Indeed, the
plastic autonomy of artificial intelligence means that “[m]achines
will invent epigenetic (self-)manipulation.”35 Does the death of the
author/birth of the scripter have a cybernetic future? If so, Malabou presents us with a means by which intelligent machines can
not only reinvent themselves but also cast the descriptor ‘intelligence’ of its static mold.
Shifting from the more marked political-economic exigencies of What Should We Do With Our Brain?, Morphing Intelligence motions towards a variegated pragmatic terrain. For instance, Malabou lifts John Dewey’s assertion that intelligence is opposed to
automatism and that there is an initial “social incorporation of the
subject” destined to be “invested in by the cogs of power” while,
simultaneously, “freeing itself from this grip through the ‘method
of intelligence.’”36 In singular fashion, Malabou pits Dewey practical inscription of time against Bergson, for whom duration is solely
the companion of intuition. With the help of Dewey’s automatism—whereby “[i]ntelligence is able to interrupt its own routine
32
Pierre Bourdieu, Pascalian Meditations (Palo Alto: Stanford University
Press, 1997), 136.
33
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without becoming anything other than an automatism”37—Malabou is able to conceive of intelligence within a collective social
domain, disentangled from the wraithlike coercive machinery of
biopolitics.
Malabou demonstrates that, consequently, it is automatism
that allows plasticity to occupy the intersection between the brain
and cybernetic arrangements. Given the relationship between
computer logic and postmodernity,38 the enumerative stasis of Big
Data has dominated cultural discourse, which has focused on the
decentered, networked tenets of the global present. Citing sentiment analysis, data-mining sociality,39 and “instant revisionism”40
evinces the erosion between the “real and the virtual.”41 However,
Malabou provides a new model of contingency: that of the neurocomputer and the “plastic brain,” where the “brain and computer
have a reciprocal and ‘mirroring’ relationship.”42 Importing the
resistance of automatism to itself (automatism’s “immanent contradiction,” able to “survive its own traumas”),43 Malabou illuminates conditions beyond the rigid functional mechanisms of the
database, honing in on that which is creative and unpredictable
(rather than predetermined and calculable).
Malabou, the keen historian, uncovers that this determinability is, in fact, dormant in cybernetic historiography. American
pragmatist William James once wrote that “[p]lasticity, in the widest sense of the word, means the possession of a structure weak
enough to yield to an influence, but strong enough not to yield all
at once.”44 Hence, the paradoxical power of “cybernetic plastic37
Ibid., 108.
38
Lev Manovich, “Database as Symbolic Form”, Convergence: The International Journal of Research into New Media Technologies 5 (1999), 80-99.
39
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40
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ity” resides in its fragility.45 Stimulated by James’ passages on the
rigid machine mediated by the open-ended, adaptive structure of
the organic nervous system, W. Ross Ashby sought for a machine
endowed with regenerative plasticity, or the brain as “error-controlled regulator.”46
Equally invigorated by neurophysiologist Charles Sherrington’s work on neural integration and environmental milieu—
particularly how the machine’s “threshold of reaction” is sensitively attuned to reaction via its environment47—Ashby hoped to
construct a machine whose determinate structure was capable of
reorganization. Alan Turing’s notes on an ‘infallible’ machine, simultaneously ‘intelligent’ in its “departure from the completely
disciplined behavior involved in computation […] which does not
give rise to random behavior, or to pointless repetitive loops,”48
demonstrate the viability of mechanical pathology and regeneration, which Canguilhem neglected in “Machine and Organism.”49
Delineating a collective closure between cybernetics, pragmatic
ethics, and genetic structuralism, Malabou arrives at a working
definition of intelligence as “that which opposes the power of the
automatism to the automatism of power,”50 accounting for both
sapience and machine intelligence.
Malabou therefore asserts the power of the plasticity of
automation, buttressing Simondon’s declaration that “the human
being is a rather dangerous automaton, who is always risking invention,” corresponding to the automaton’s operation behind a
sity Press, 2007), 64
45
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Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1906), 309.
48
Alan Turing, “Computing Machinery and Intelligence,” Mind 49,
(1950): 459.
49
Georges Canguilhem, “Machine and Organism” (1947), in Incorporations, ed. Jonathan Crary and Sanford Kwinter, trans. Mark Cohen and
Randall Cherry (New York: Zone Books, 1992).
50
Catherine Malabou, Morphing Intelligence, 101.

257

CHIASMA #6 ‡ 2020

veiled “margin of indetermination.”51 Malabou’s distances herself
from the qualification between machine and organism that Kant
voices in “The Critique of Teleological Judgment,” where Kant
makes the formative distinction that, in a machine, parts exist for
the other but not because of the other.52 For Kant, the human, in
contrast, possesses intentionality in its transformational energy, using it to propagate itself (Kant echoes this position in the “Critique
of Aesthetic Judgment” when writing on art). Malabou compels us
not to choose one ‘ideal’ model within the brain/machine dialectic
but, instead, to embrace the simultaneity of epigenetic becoming
fostered in the espoused tension of ‘artificial’ and ‘natural’ intelligence. A poetic paradox transpires with the ‘digital brain,’ resting
on its margin of indeterminacy, as “[t]o be intelligent is to look
from many sides simultaneously.”53
Drawing on the plasticity of technical intelligence and developmental psychologist Howard Gardner’s theory of multiple
intelligences (linguistic, logical-mathematical, musical, spatial,
bodily-kinesthetic, interpersonal, and intrapersonal),54 Malabou determines that the problem of intelligence can no longer
be circumscribed by psychology, biology or cybernetics, or some
definite ‘super-science’ comprising them all. Given this plurality,
Malabou also points to Pierre Lévy’s concept of ‘collective intelligence,’ to synthesize an understanding of intelligence in ultimately
social terms, rested on the “new type of materiality” prompted
by the technologically reconfigured “virtual community.”55 Lévy
demonstrates how internetworked data can “provide the technical infrastructure for the collective brain or hypercortex of living
51
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Western Ontario, [1958] 1980), 3.
52
Immanuel Kant, Critique of Judgment, trans. J.H. Bernard (New York:
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communities.”56 Using her amended model of plasticity, Malabou
affronts the internal dialectical opposition between autonomous
and automatic intelligence, engaging the tension between “a uniformization and normalization of behavior versus equality and the
sharing of intelligence.”57
Concerned with the future of education and the proliferation of ‘neuroknowledge’ barometers, Malabou asks us whether
‘collective intelligence’ can be “distributed among the different
fields of knowledge without reestablishing new hegemonies and
new centers?”58 Progressing through this line of questioning, Malabou tarries the field of future studies, questioning our possible
technological and intelligent futures. Examining both technophobic and technophilic fantasies of future intelligence, Malabou ultimately opts for a model of horizontal intelligence wrested from
biological determination and the particularly vocal technopolitical
hysteria voiced by today’s tech corporations and their reactionaries.
For Malabou, both fantasies of a fixed horizon of intelligence and delusions of an autonomous community of machines
(for good or ill) are simply not viable. ‘Automatic creation,’ on the
other hand, is, although this venture will solely be capable of a
“political platform and ethical texture” if we endow it with one.59
Malabou calls for decisional “intersubjectivity,”60 or transparent
and communal legislative advancements regarding algorithmic
development that are voted upon by the masses, rather than covertly decided on by the same tech companies that these decisions
benefit. This necessitates a kind of human transformation to accompany an epochal plasticity of laws, ethics, and mentalities.
While Morphing Intelligence provides a keen revision to the exclusively ‘human’ terms of plasticity proposed in What Should we
do With our Brain?, it also presents a new fulcrum with which to
56
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re-perspectivize ‘intelligence,’ both human and machine. Thomas
Nagel once anchored the epiphenomenal qualia of subjectivity
within consciousness, eloquently destabilizing materialist proclivities in philosophy of mind. 61 In parallel, Malabou extends an irreducibly creative and aleatory subjectivity to machine intelligence.
Citing algorithms that are implicated in qualitative activities such as
artistic creation and improvisation, as exemplified by AlphaGo—
the ‘deep learning’ machine that won the 2016 world Go championship—Malabou identifies the subtlety of algorithmic calculation
today as the capability of “simulating noncalculation.”62
In Morphing Intelligence, Malabou eruditely maps imperatives appropriately situated within contemporary sociopolitical
discourse. In April 2019, the European Union published “Ethics
Guidelines for Trustworthy AI,” legislating a set of requirements
that AI systems need to meet in order to be deemed above suspicion.63 Following San Francisco’s recent decision to ban local
police agencies from using facial recognition technologies, SenseTime, China’s most profitable artificial intelligence start-up company, has called on governments to establish new regulations for
facial recognition systems instead of banning them all together.
Such contentious judgments, equally embroiled with human rights
and algorithmic programming, will become increasingly critical
for public involvement. Morphing Intelligence gestures towards the
eminent legislative and ethical concerns framing a participatory
digital democracy, bioethics, surveillance and the dangers of a divided transhumanist universalism permeating our not-so-distant
future.
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