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Translator’s Introduction’

Intended for a general audience, and first published in a popular series of
student-friendly engagements with major philosophical topics (time, art,
responsibility, individuality ...), this slender volume provides much the most
accessible introduction to Badiou’s admittedly complex and unusual thought.

Badiou is no longer a complete stranger among Anglo-American readers.
Ethics is the third of his books to be translated into English (all within the past
year), and his work has already been introduced, summarized and reviewed in a
variety of places and ways.2 There is no need to duplicate such summaries in
any detail here. But his work may remain just ‘strange’ enough to warrant a
brief overview of its general orientation, along with some explanation of the
precise role played by ethics in his wider conception of things. This conception
makes for profitable and provocative comparison with those of his better-known
rivals in the field (ILévinas, Derrida ...). I will end this Introduction by asking a
couple of the more pressing questions raised by Badiou’s intervention in this the
most controversial field of contemporary philosophy.



I Badiou’s project

Badiou is, by any criteria, one of the most significant and original philosophers
working in France today, and perhaps the only serious rival of Deleuze and
Derrida for that meaningless but unavoidable title of ‘most important
contemporary French philosopher’. His attention ranges over a unique
combination of fields and commitments: the mathematical theories of sets and
categories, modernist poetry and art, radical politics, Lacanian psychoanalysis,
contemporary theatre, and the history of philosophy from Plato and
Parmenides to Lyotard and Lardreau. He has written more than twenty books,
including several successful plays and novels. He edits the prestigious collection
‘L’Ordre Philosophique’ at Les Editions du Seuil, and is a professor at the Ecole
Normale Supérieure in Paris and at the Colleége International de Philosophie,
where his lectures consistently draw hundreds of listeners.

Broadly speaking, Badiou’s philosophy seeks to expose and make sense of the
potential for radical innovation (revolution, invention, transfiguration ...) in
every situation. Simplifying things considerably, we might say that he divides
the sphere of human action into two overlapping but sharply differentiated sub-
spheres: (a) the ‘ordinary’ realm of established interests and differences, of
approved knmowledges that serve to name, recognize and place consolidated
identities; and (b) an ‘exceptional’ realm of singular innovations or truths, which
persist only through the militant proclamation of those rare individuals who
constitute themselves as the subjects of a truth, as the ‘militants’ of their cause.

The realm of knowledge is essentially static, ‘objective’, and structured
according to the interests of those who dominate and govern the situation;
every ordinary situation is ‘structured in dominance’, as Althusser would say.
The sum total of these structurings — namings, classifications, divisions,
distributions — make up what Badiou calls the szate of the situation. (Badiou’s use
of the term ‘state’ incorporates a classically Marxist understanding of the
political state as much as it overlaps with a simple intuitive understanding of the
‘status quo’.) In an ordinary situation, the domination of its state is effectively
absolute — indeed, so absolute as to be beyond any precise measurement or
determination. It is precisely this indetermination that ensures conformity or
obedience from the (classified, divided ...) members of the situation.

Access to the realm of truth, by contrast, is achieved through a procedure
that succeeds both in fixing the domination of the state over the situation and in



evading this domination. This procedure is wholly subjective: it is founded only
on the subjects who ‘bear’ its trajectory. A truth proceeds as a ‘subtraction’
from the particularity of the known (from the classifications of the state). A
truth is innovation en acte, singular in its location and occasion, but universal in
its ‘address’ and import. Inaccessible to the classifications of the state, the truth
comes to pass as a universal-singular, particular to but unlimited by the contents
of the situation in which it comes to exist.

Such a truth-procedure can begin only with some sort of break with the
ordinary situation in which it takes place — what Badiou calls an event. An event
has no objective or verifiable content. Its ‘happening’ cannot be proved, only
affirmed and proclaimed. Event, subject, and truth are thus all aspects of a
single process of affirmation: a truth comes into being through those subjects
who maintain a resilient fidelity to the consequences of an event that took place
in a situation but was not of it. Fidelity, the commitment to a truth, amounts to
something like a disinterested enthusiasm, absorption in a compelling task or
cause, a sense of elation, of being caught up in something that transcends all
petty, private or material concerns. Subjects are both carried by a truth — they
compose the ‘finite’ points of an always ‘infinite’ truth — and provide its literal,
material ‘support’. Every subject is only an ‘objective’ individual, an ordinary
mortal, become ‘immortal’ through his or her affirmation of (or transfiguration
by) a truth that coheres at a level entirely beyond this mortal objectivity.

Truth for Badiou thus evokes the logic of being true to something, of holding
true to a principle, person, or ideal. His examples include, in characteristically
diverse registers: Saint Paul’s militant conception of an apostolic subjectivity
that exists only through proclamation of an event (the resurrection of Christ) of
universal import but of no ‘objective’ or established significance; the Jacobin or
Bolshevik fidelity to a Revolutionary event which exceeds, in its subjective
power and generic scope, the particular actions that contributed to its
occurrence; two lovers’ conception of themselves as amorous subjects, ‘rooted’
only in a fidelity to the ephemeral event of their encounter; an artist’s or
scientist’s fidelity to a creative line of inquiry opened up by a discovery or
break with tradition.... In each case, what is materially composed by such
truth-procedures is a ‘generic set’ to which only the most disinterested (most
universal, most anonymous) ‘stuff’ of the situation belongs.

The eclectic range of Badiou’s illustrations is balanced by their rigorous
distribution among four and only four fields of truth (each of which defines one
of the four ‘conditions’ of philosophy, or ‘generic procedures’): love, art,



science, and politics. Why these particular four? Because they mark out the
possible instances of the subject as variously individual or collective. Love,
clearly, affects only the individuals concerned. Politics, by contrast, concerns
only the collective dimension, the affirmation of an absolutely generic equality.
And in ‘mixed situations’ — situations with an individual ‘vehicle’ but a collective
import — art and science qualify as generic to the degree that they effect a pure
invention or discovery beyond the mere transmission of recognized
knowledges.3

II Why ‘ethics’?

The part played by ‘ethics’ in this configuration is an essentially regulative one.
Understood in terms of a philosophy of truth, ‘ethical’ should simply describe
what helps to preserve or en-courage a subjective fidelity as such. The ethical
prescription can be summarized by the single imperative: ‘Keep going!” or
‘Continue!’ For a truth is clearly difficult by definition. It implies an effectively
selfless devotion to a cause. By going against the current, by going against the
‘natural’ movement of time itself, it is vulnerable to various forms of erosion at
every moment of its elaboration. To keep going, then, presumes the ability to
identify and resist the various forms of corruption or exhaustion that can beset a
fidelity to truth.

This corruption defines what Badiou calls ‘Evil’ [/e Ma/]. Evil can take one of
three main forms, each one a perversion of truth: (a) betrayal, the renunciation
of a difficult fidelity; (b) delusion, the confusion of a mere ‘simulacrum’ of an
event with a genuine event; and (c) terror, or the effort to impose the total and
unqualified power of a truth. The first perversion is a fairly straightforward
matter of temptation and fatigue. The second involves confusion of the
necessarily universal address of every genuine event (ensured, in a somewhat
technical sense, by its location at the edge of the ‘void’ of the situation in which
it takes place)4 with a particular, differentiating address, one located in the
substantial ‘plenitude’ of a certain community, people or place: the example that
Badiou develops in some detail, here, is Nazism. The third perversion evokes
the conventionally tragic realm of hubris: in order to ‘keep going’, the subject
of truth must resist the temptation to impose an absolute, definitive order of



truth (or, as Badiou will say: to ‘force’ its ‘unnameable’ limit). Such an
imposition would effectively ‘objectify the truth’, resulting in a fatal confusion
of the two realms distinguished at every stage of Badiou’s philosophy (objective
knowledge and subjective truth). Badiou’s examples include positivism,
Stalinism and the latter stages of China’s Cultural Revolution. In short:
‘Simulacrum (associated with the event), betrayal (associated with the fidelity),
and the forcing of the unnameable (associated with the power of the true): these
are the figures of Evil, an Evil which becomes an actual possibility only thanks
to the sole Good we recognize — a truth-process.’s

An ethic of truths, then, is designed to cultivate: a sense of discernment (do
not confuse the true and the false); courage and endurance (do not betray the
true); moderation and restraint (resist the idea of total or ‘substantial’ truth).

The logic relation of Good and Evil is thus perfectly clear: first the Good
(the affirmation of a truth), then the risk of Evil (as perversion of the Good).
The polemic thrust of the book’s opening chapter follows as an equally logical
consequence, for the recent liberal-humanist recourse to ethics — what Badiou
calls our ‘ethical ideology’ — presumes the opposite derivation: first the
assumption of an a priori evil (totalitarianism, violence, suffering), then the
imposition of an essentially defensive ethics, a ‘respect’ for negative liberties
and ‘human rights’. ‘Ethics’ here simply means protection from abusive
interference. It amounts to an intellectual justification of the status quo.
Operating exclusively in the realm of consensus, of the ‘self-evident’, ethics is
intrinsically conservative.

The prevailing ‘ethical ideology’ has two ‘philosophical’ poles. First, a
(vaguely Kantian) universalizing pole which, indifferent to the particularity of
any given situation, proscribes in advance any possibility of an organized,
militant and situated intervention in the name of some collective ‘Good’: ethics
here is grounded in the abstract universality of general ‘human’ attributes or
rights. And second, a (vaguely Lévinasian) differential pole, attuned to the
irreducible alterity of the Other: ethics here is expressed in an equally abstract
respect for mainly cultural ‘differences’. Neither #his universality nor this
alterity, Badiou suggests, can be rigorously founded without tacit reference to
theology. Either way, the ethical ideology conceives of ‘man’ as a
fundamentally passive, fragile and mortal entity — as a potential victim to be
protected (most often, as a ‘marginalized’, ‘excluded’ or “Third World’ victim,
to be protected by a dutiful, efficient, and invariably ‘Western’
benefactor/exploiter).



By contrast, an ethic of truths presumes that every individual can be active
and ‘immortal’, is indifferent to established or state-sanctioned differences,
operates in the realm of practical division (for or against the event), and situates
its affirmation precisely there where the state of the situation can see only the
non-known and the non-obvious.

Badiou’s fundamentally ‘divisive’ ethics makes no less of a claim to
universality than does its ideological rival. Simply, its universality is a
rigorously situated project in something like the Sartrean sense: it persists as an
unending compilation of what, in the situation, is addressed ‘for all’, regardless
of interest or privilege, regardless of state-sanctioned distinctions (and thus
against those who continue to defend those privileges and distinctions). A truth
compiles, step by step, everything that affirms the strictly generic universality
of all members of the situation. The point is that any such generic affirmation
cannot be made ‘in theory’ or a priori, as the basis for an established consensus.
It can take place only through an ‘evental [événementiel]’ break with the status
quo, a break sparked by an event that eludes classification in the situation. And
it can continue only through a fidelity guarded against its Evil distortion. “The’
ethic of truth, then, is fully subordinate to the particularity of # truth. There
can be no ‘ethics in general’, no general principle of human rights, for the simple
reason that what is umiversally human is always rooted in particular truths,
particular configurations of active thought.

The combination of trenchant polemic and exuberant affirmation makes
Ethics the closest thing Badiou has written to a manifesto (even more, I think,
than the book entitled Manifesto for Philosophy). The polemic is directed, first
and foremost, against the so-called ‘mouveaux philosophes’ — against André
Glucksmann in particular, along with other well-known critics of /a pensée 68
(Alain Renaut and Luc Ferry, among others). His argument extends, however,
to a (generally implicit) confrontation with positions as diverse as those of
Rawls, Habermas, Benhabib, Ricoeur, Rorty, Irigaray, and much of what is
called ‘cultural studies’ in North America. Against these varieties of more or
less respectful humanism, Badiou takes up and defends the variously
antihumanist and progressive positions of Foucault, Althusser and Lacan. He
rejects the almost universally accepted argument that ethics should essentially
concern the Other as such (as potential victim of violence or misrecognition). In
what will probably be the most startling sentence of the book for many Anglo-
American readers, he insists: ‘All ethical predication based on recognition of the
other should be purely and simply abandoned.” Why? Because the real practical



and philosophical question concerns the status of the Same. Differences being
simply what there is,% the question of what ‘ought to be’ must concern only what
is valid for all, at a level of legitimacy that is indifferent to differences.
Differences are; the Same is what may come to be through the disciplined
adherence to a universal truth. For a truth is not founded on some privileged
part of the situation, on the basis of some particular class or community of
people; rather, its ‘site’ is determined by proximity to what is most vulnerable,
most anonymous in the situation (i.e. what is perceived as empty or void from
the perspective adopted by those who dominate the situation).7 Collective
privileges or differences are precisely what any truth, in its coming to be,
deposes or renders insignificant. Every truth, every compiling of the Same, is
subtracted from, or transcends, the merely known or established, the merely
differ-ed.

The properly ethical question, again, emerges at that supremely dangerous
point where this generic Same might deteriorate into an Evil uniformity or
chauvinism. It is always Evil to justify (as opposed to a truth ‘founded’ only on
what is most empty of substance, i.e. on the void of the situation) the assertion
of substantial or communal conformity, and with it to justify the aggressive
liquidation of difference (as opposed to a reserved indifference to differences).
Against this an ethic of truths deploys its principles of courage, discernment and
reserve. In the end, Badiou’s conception is very simple: Ethics is what helps a
truth (a compilation of the same-through-subtraction) to persist.

III Lacan and Kant

The major and immediate inspiration for Badiou’s ethics is his ‘master’ Jacques
Lacan. Lacan’s search for an ethics of psychoanalysis provides Badiou with the
model for a procedure-specific approach, and Lacan’s famous imperative ‘do not
give up on your desire [ne pas céder sur son désir],’$ furnishes him with an
abstract principle valid for every such procedure. For to be thus faithful to the
peculiarity of your desire first requires ‘a radical repudiation of a certain idea of
the good’,9 that is, the repudiation of all merely consensual social norms
(happiness, pleasure, health ...) in favour of an exceptional affirmation whose
‘value’ cannot necessarily be proved or communicated. Examples from the



Lacanian pantheon include Antigone in her cave, Oedipus in his pursuit of the
truth, Socrates condemned to the hemlock, Thomas More in his fidelity to
Catholicism, Geronimo in his refusal to yield to an inevitable defeat....1o Desire
cares no more for the approval of others than for our own happiness. Rather,
the ethical question ‘is to be articulated from the point of view of the location
of man in relation to the Real [réel]’ 1 that is to say, the traumatic, irreducible,
essentially asocial and asymbolic particularity of your experience. Since your
‘normal’ conscious life (your psychological ‘status quo’) is structured around the
repression of this Real, access to it must be achieved through an ‘essential
encounter’z (i.e. what Badiou will call an event, a happening which escapes all
structuring ‘normality’). Ethics is what helps the subject to endure this
eneounter, and its consequences. Thus guided by an ethics of the Real, analysis
can lead, with time, to ‘the advent of a true speech and the realization by the
subject of his history’.13 (Beckett’s stubborn persistence — ‘I can’t go on, I will
go on’ — is, for Badiou, exemplary of such a real ization.) 4

What distinguishes Badiou’s philosophical ethics from Lacan’s own essentially
‘anti-philosophical’ stance is the precise status allocated to the Real in this
arrangement.’s Badiou emphasizes the topological location of the Real, the Real
as ‘being, in a situation, in any given symbolic field, the point of impasse, or the
point of impossibility, which precisely allows us to think the situation as a
whole’.16 The Real is what seems empty or void from the perspective of those
who re-present and dominate the situation (i.e. from the perspective assumed by
the ‘state of the situation’); rejected from any stable assignation of place, it is
thereby that which calls into question the prevailing regime of place and
placement tout court.’7 Badiou’s Real is always strictly situation-specific. But
from a later Lacanian perspective, the unsymbolizable Real often comes to
indicate general human finitude in its most elementary form, that is, death. As
Lacan’s most forceful contemporary disciple puts it:

The whole of Lacan’s effort is precisely focused on those limit-experiences in which the subject finds
himself confronted with the death drive at its purest, prior to its reversal into sublimation.... What
‘Death’ stands for at its most radical is not merely the passing of earthly life, but the ‘night of the
world’, the self-withdrawal, the absolute contradiction of subjectivity, the severing of its links with

‘reality’.’8

A Lacanian ethics is designed to enable us to endure this severing without



flinching, as the price to be paid for a ‘symbolic New Beginning, the emergence
of the “New Harmony” sustained by a newly emerged Master-Signifier’. And it
is at this point, Zizek continues, that ‘Lacan parts company with Badiou’ (154).
For confrontation with Lacan’s Real here amounts to an experience of the
abject, inarticulable realm of the corpse as such — the ‘undead’ that is Oedipus
after his mutilation, or Antigone reduced to her ‘living death’19 Zizek accepts
this reduction without hesitation. Since ‘modern subjectivity emerges when the
subject perceives himself as “out of joint”, as excluded from the order of things,
from the positive order of entities’, so ‘for that reason, the ontic equivalent of
the modern subject is inherently excremental.... There is no subjectivity
w1thout the reduction of the subject’s positive-substantial bemg to a disposable

“piece of shit” * (157). From Zizek’s perspective, what thus ‘remains beyond
Badiou’s reach ... is this domain “beyond the Good”, in which a human being
encounters the death drive as the utmost limit of human experience, and pays
the price by undergoing a radical “subjective destitution”, by being reduced to
an excremental remainder’ (161).

Badiou would no doubt plead guilty as charged. For the great virtue of his
system, compared with Lacan’s, is surely its separation of the merely ineffable,
in-significant horror of death from the generic ‘destitution’ or subtraction no
doubt demanded by every subjectification. It is Badiou’s achievement to have
subtracted the operation of truth from any redemption of the abject, and to
have made the distinction between living and unliving, between finite and
infinite, a matter of absolute indifference. The ‘Real’ emergence of ‘the undead-
indestructible object, [of ] Life deprived of support in the symbolic order’zc is
incapable of provoking the slightest reaction either from within the domain of
purely multiple being-as-being on the one hand, or from the domain of an
infinite, properly #mmortal subjectivization on the other. From Badiou’s
perspective, death can never qualify as an event.

A second and no less inviting point of comparison is provided by one of the
explicit targets of Badiou’s own critique, Immanuel Kant — a thinker whose
influence on Lacan’s own ethics is well known.2r Like Badiou, Kant abstracts
questions of ethics from all ‘sensibility’,22 and also like Badiou, he posits the
universal as the sole legitimate basis for subjective action, through the familiar
command to ‘act on a maxim that at the same time contains in itself its own
universal validity for every rational being’ (438). It was Kant who first



evacuated the ethical command of any substantial content, so as to ground
ethical ‘fidelity’ in nothing other than the subject’s own prescription. “The unique
strength of Kant’s ethics,” as ZizZek explains,

lies in this very formal indeterminacy: moral Law does not tell me what my duty is, it merely tells me
that 1 should accomplish my duty. That is to say, it is not possible to derive the concrete norms I have to
follow in my specific situation from the moral Law itself — which means that the subject himself has to
assume the responsibility of ‘translating’ the abstract injunction of the moral Law into a series of
concrete obligations.... The only guarantor of the universality of positive moral norms is the subject’s

own contingent act of performatively assuming these norms.23

Kant’s very procedure — the evacuation of all heteronomous interests and
motives, the suspension of all references to ‘psychology’ and ‘utility’,24 all
allusion to any ‘special property of human nature’ (425), all calculation required
to obtain ‘happiness’ or ‘welfare’ (394) — bears some resemblance to Badiou’s.
What remains paramount for both is a specifically subjective (and explicitly
‘infinite’) power. When Kant says: ‘I ought never to act except in such a way
that I could also will that my maxim should become a universal law’ (402), the
active willing is an essential component of the criterion (424). Moreover, Badiou
is no less incapable than Kant of providing an ‘objective’ explanation of the
noumenal basis of this subjective capacity (i.e. a definition or description of what
the subjective axiom prescribes). We might say that from the Kantian
perspective, ethics must accept as its own wnnameable ‘the subjective
impossibility of explaining the freedom of the will’ (459—60).

However significant this rapprochement might seem, what sets Badiou’s ethics
clearly apart from Kant’s categorical imperative is his unwavering insistence on
the particular and exceptional character of every ethical obligation. What
Badiou objects to in Kant is not, of course, the association of truth with an
infinite reality ‘independent of animality and the whole world of sense’, but,
rather, the association of this reality with a transcendental normality. Kant
grounds the authority of the moral law in the fact of freedom and the faculty of
reason.2s Having banished the transcendent One from his ontology, Kant
restores it in his morality.26 Badiou, by contrast, argues that only ontological
infinity is ‘normal’; every subjective (i.e. ethical) infinity is an exception to the
rules, including moral rules. Badiou’s ethics is essentially incommensurable with
the whole Kantian register of legality, duty, obligation, and conformity.



Nothing is less consistent with Badiou than a prescription to act ‘for the sake of
the law’ as such,’27 and nothing is more foreign to his notion of the subject than
the idea of a will governed by purely a priori principles.

IV Abandoning the ethics of Otherness

Building on these foundations — a topological understanding of the situation
(adapted from Lacan) and a universalist understanding of prescription (adapted
from Kant), reinforced with a rigorously infinite understanding of subjective
‘freedom’ (adapted from Cantor as much as from Sartre) and a strategic
appreciation of historical opportunity or conjoncture (adapted from Althusser as
much as Lenin) — Badiou has devised an ethics so fundamentally at odds with
the view that generally prevails in the Anglo-American academy as to be almost
unreadable. This ‘prevailing view’, adapted from quite different sources
(Lévinas, Derrida, Irigaray, and Spivak are among the most frequently cited
names), is organized, of course, around the category of the other. Perhaps
nothing is more orthodox today than a generalized reverence for the other qua
other. Before going any further, and at the risk of considerable simplification, it
may be worth briefly outlining what is at stake in this impending controversy,
which may well turn out to be one of the most telling in contemporary
philosophy.

For Badiou, true ethical questions can arise only in a specific situation and
under circumstances which, however divisive, are essentially indifferent to
differences, concerning subjects ‘disinterested’ in the other as such, the other qua
other (i.e. in the circumstances created by a truth-procedure). The ‘ethical
ideology’, by contrast, precisely presumes to transcend all situated restrictions
and to prevail in a consensual realm beyond division, all the while orientated
around the imperious demands of difference and otherness qua otherness, the
difference of the altogether other as much as the irreducibly incommensurable
demands of every particular other. As Badiou is the first to recognize, nowhere
is the essential logic more clearly articulated than in Lévinas’s philosophy,
where ‘the Other comes to us not only out of context but also without
mediation....”28 According to Lévinas, there can be no ethical situation as such,
since ethics bears witness to a properly meta- or pre-ontological responsibility



(roughly, the responsibility of a creature to its transcendent creator, a creator
altogether beyond the ontological field of creation). For Lévinas, as for Derrida
after him, the other is other only if he immediately evokes or expresses the
absolutely (divinely) other. Since the alterity of the other is simultaneously ‘the
alterity of the human other [Autrui] and of the Most High [Tres Haut]’ 29 so
then our responsibility to this other is a matter of ‘unconditional obedience’,
‘trauma’, ‘obsession’, ‘persecution’, and so on.30 Of course, the limited creatures
that we are can apprehend the Altogether-Other only if this otherness appears
in some sense ‘on our own level’, that is, in the appearing of our ‘neighbour’ (of
our neighbour’s face): there is only ‘responsibility and a Self because the trace of
the [divinely] Infinite ... is inscribed in proximity’.3* But this inscribing in
nearness in no sense dilutes the essential fact that in my ‘non-relation’ with the
Other, ‘the Other remains absolute and absolves itself from the relation which it
enters into’.32 The relation with the other is first and foremost a ‘relation’ with
the transcendent beyond as such. Lévinasian ethics, in short, is a form of what
Badiou criticizes as anti-philosophy, that is, the reservation of pure or absolute
value to a realm beyond all conceptual distinction.

Although Derrida’s less overtly theological thematics invite more interesting
comparisons with Badiou (thanks, for instance, to his comparable emphasis on the
exceptional singularity of the ethical subject, on the radical novelty of what is
‘to come’, on the necessity of a decision that remains inaccessible to knowledge
or proof ...),3 his recent explorations of ethical responsibility conform, in the
last analysis, to a similarly anti-philosophical orientation. Couched most notably
in terms of the logic of the gift, Derrida’s ethical reflections circle obsessively
around notions of inaccessibility and secrecy, around that which is beyond
presentation or identification, around subjective ‘impossibility’, around
‘madness’ and ‘forgetting’, and so on.34 Following on from Lévinas, Derrida
says that I am responsible to the other, I am called to obey the call of the other
(moreover, of every other), simply because the other (every other) is indeed
other, absolutely other: ‘Tout autre est tout autre.’3s This formula ensures a quasi-
redemptive confusion of ‘each’ or ‘every’ other with the ‘Altogether-Other’, or
God.3¢ ‘God, as the wholly other, is to be found everywhere there is something
of the wholly other. And since each of us, everyone else, each other is infinitely
other in its absolute singularity, inaccessible, solitary, transcendent,
nonmanifest,” so then ‘my relation without relation to every other as altogether
other [tout autre comme tout autre]’ (76/78tm) is of essentially the same order as
my relation to God - or, indeed, to myself. To ‘myself’, since what God is is



‘simply’ that configuration of secrecy which preserves absolute alterity as such,
be it the alterity within me (in so far as I never coincide with what can be
known of my ‘ego’) or beyond me, in others (in so far as they, too, never
coincide with their persona, or public role).37 Whether God is thus to be
‘situated’ in our apparently private ‘structure of conscience’ or, rather, invested
in a fully transcendent ‘beyond’, ceases to be a pertinent question. What matters,
either way, is the logic of secrecy as such, a solitary secrecy that is both private and
transcendent. What matters is that ‘God looks at me and I don’t see him and it
is on the basis of this gaze that singles me out [ce regard qui me regarde] that my
responsibility comes into being’ (87/91). What matters is that we obey God,
who is ‘himself absent, hidden and silent’; what matters is that ‘the other as
absolute other, namely, God, must remain transcendent, hidden, secret’ -
failing which, of course, ‘he wouldn’t be God, we wouldn’t be dealing with the
Other as God or with God as wholly other’ (59/57, 67/67). What matters above
all is secrecy itself: ‘secrecy [le secret] is essential to the exercise of this absolute
responsibility’ (67/67). Derrida’s secret God, whether vested in the exteriority
of the other or drawn from the invisible interiority of the self, fits comfortably
within Badiou’s definition of religion as the endless effort to sustain a
questioning  confrontation with the ‘inaccessible’, ‘inscrutable’ or
‘impenetrable’.38

Like Badiou, Derrida is careful to distinguish the realm of decision from the
realm of knowledge. To reduce my decision to respond to the calculus of
reasons and the assessment of possibilities is to eliminate its radical character as
a decision. The decision must always concern what I cannot kpow. Ethics is a
matter of ‘responsibility in the experience of absolute decisions made outside of
knowledge or given norms’.39 But Derrida does not stop there. The responsible
decision must concern not only the not-known, it must evade conceptualization
altogether. ‘In order for [absolute responsibility] to be what it must be it must
remain inconceivable, indeed unthinkable.’40 The decision becomes precisely
what is impossible for the subject as such. If, then, a response or a decision does
take place, it can only have been ‘the decision of the other in me’.4r Like
Abraham responding to God’s instruction to sacrifice his son, I must respond
without trying to interpret (and thus appropriate) the other’s meaning. I must
respond simply because radical otherness demands it; only then do I become the
unknowing vehicle for this other’s decision. Hence the mysterium tremendum
whose ‘trembling’ quivers throughout Donner la mort: ‘we fear and tremble
before the inaccessible secret of a God who decides for us although we remain



responsible’.42 Hence, too, the irreducibly ‘tragic’ and ‘guilty’ quality of
Derrida’s ethical responsibility (54—5/51), the impasse of a responsibility to
impossibly overwhelming (and impossibly incommensurable) obligations. This
impasse, moreover, is only exacerbated by any attempt to justify an ethical
decision. Since every such decision must be made by a fully solitary or
‘irreplaceable’ subject, so then its justification according to the necessarily
general or universal criteria of collective ethics threatens ‘to dissolve my
singularity in the medium of the concept’, to betray my secret within the
publicity of language — in short, to threaten me with replacement.43 If it is to be
a genuine decision, it seems, the decision must take place as a pure leap of faith,
one that resists any location in the situation, any justification by its subject, and
any ‘conceptualization’ by philosophy.

Badiou’s emphasis on the material topology of a truth-procedure, by contrast,
is designed precisely to situate every such leap and to justify every apparently
‘unjustifiable’ commitment in terms of its eternal and universal address. The
decision is no less ‘incalculable’, no less extra-ordinary or extra-legal. But for
Badiou, an ordinary (replaceable) individual becomes irreplaceable, becomes a
(singular) subject, only through this very commitment itself; it is only the
commitment to a truth-process that ‘induces a subject’.44 Whereas Derrida
maintains that responsibility to ‘the absolute singularity of the other ... calls for
a betrayal of everything that manifests itself within the order of universal
generality’,45s Badiou declares that we can access the realm of singularity only
through adherence to strictly universal criteria — that is, to the universality
produced by 4 truth-procedure. Derrida’s responsibility keeps itself ‘apart and
secret’, it ‘holds to what is apart and secret’ (33/26tm); whereas Badiou’s
commitment, inspired by Lacan’s logic of the matheme — the literal basis for an
‘integral transmission’ of truth46 — pursues clarity for all. Derrida’s tension
between (singular) subject and (collective) justification disappears here without
trace, as does every hint of pathos roused by a responsibility deemed impossible
a priori. A true statement, as Badiou conceives it, is precisely one that can be
made by anyone, anyone at all.47 Again, with Badiou, impossibility is invariably
thought in terms of a particular situation, that is, as the Rea/ of that situation,
the void around which it is structured in its systematic entirety — and thus the
point from which, through a process of eminently ‘logical revolt’,48 it becomes
possible to transform the situation as a whole. And whereas both Badiou and
Derrida orientate their ethics around the advent of something ‘to come’ that
escapes incorporation within any logic of anticipation or figuration, Badiou’s



event remains situated vis-a-vis the state of the situation (the elements of the
‘symptomal’ or ‘eventai’ site [site événementiel] are perfectly accessible ‘in their
own right’; they are inaccessible only from within the perspective adopted by
the state of the situation), whereas Derrida’s messianic event is simply
‘monstrous’ in the strong sense, consigned to a general ‘formlessness’.49

What Irigaray and Spivak — to mention only two of many further voices in
the varied but harmonious ethical chorus — contribute to this scheme is a more
‘embodied’ quality, a more ‘substantially’ othered understanding of otherness.
The contrast with Badiou’s orientation becomes proportionally more emphatic.
As a rule, the more specified the content of what Deleuze once criticized as the
‘Other structure’,5° the more vehemently Badiou denounces it.

We might say that with Irigaray, Derrida’s monster is given a specific sexual
location - call it ‘mucosity’ for short, the ‘ecstatic’ indistinction achieved
through penetration into ‘the mucous membranes of the body’.st Whereas
Badiou’s subject, through fidelity to an event in love, seeks to subtract a truth of
sexual difference from all positive or culturally validated indicators (i.e. from
what can be known of sexual difference), Irigaray’s goal is precisely ‘social and
cultural sexualization for the two sexes’.s2 This effort leads her to assert
‘women’s right to their own specific culture’,s3 complete with a specifically
feminine ‘sort of social organization, ... a religion, a language, and either a
currency of their own or a non-market economy’.s4 Where Badiou pursues the
extra-legal or illegal solidarity of a universal truth, Irigaray calls for ‘laws that
valorize difference’.ss Where Badiou seeks to free ‘generic humanity’ from the
manipulations of the state, Irigaray seeks to reinforce official classifications of
sex, culminating in ‘the legal encodification of virginity (or physical and moral
integrity) as a component of female identity’.s6 And whereas Badiou seeks a
precise and systematic conceptual description (in love and sexual difference as in
everything else), Irigaray embraces a typically anti-philosophical distrust of
concepts and a deliberately anti-systematic means of presentation.s7 Not only,
then, does Irigaray look forward to the day when ‘the mutual obligations of
mothers-children shall be defined by civil law’;58 she seeks to renew the
essentially obscure ‘bond of female ancestries’,59 to restore a lost era of ‘woman’s
law’, a time when ‘the divine and the human were not separate’.6c There can be
few better illustrations of the ‘ethical’ logic Badiou so firmly opposes: reliance
upon a legislative or state-brokered mechanism with a communitarian or
essentialist (indeed, expressly inegalitarian) twist.or

Space allows for only one further (and no less brutally simplified) point of



comparison: with one aspect of the recent work of Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak.
Broadly in line with ‘Derrida’s work on the ethical, on justice and the gift’,
Spivak’s approach is increasingly orientated towards ‘the singular and
unverifiable margin’ that both discloses and refracts the (non-?)presence of the
‘wholly other’.62 Pushing her readers to ‘acknowledge a responsibility toward
the trace of the other’, Spivak seeks to confront, in her bearing-witness to those
she famously names the ‘subaltern’ (roughly, those marginalized or exploited to
a degree beyond any dialectical ‘integration’), ‘an unascertainable ethical
singularity that is not ever a sustainable condition’.63 In her own ‘non-relation’
with the subaltern, this implies an effort to ‘establish an ethical singularity with
the woman in question ... the impossible project of ethical singularity, woman-
on-woman, is the only way we teach, and learn’.64 Impossibility is again to be
taken in an ultimately non-situational sense (‘no amount of raised-consciousness
field-work can even approach the painstaking labour to establish ethical
singularity with the subaltern’).6s And as is typical of our ‘ethical ideology’, the
upshot is an effectively a priori condemnation of disciplined political
intervention. ‘Most political movements fail in the long run,” Spivak tells us,
‘because of the absence of this [ethical] engagement. In fact, it is impossible for
all leaders (subaltern or otherwise) to engage every subaltern in this way,
especially across the gender divide. This is why ethics is the experience of the
impossible’ (270). Any organized political engagement in these circumstances
must indeed appear ‘contradictory and aporetic’.66 We are left simply with the
vague spectacle of ‘an impossible social justice glimpsed through remote and
secret encounters with singular figures’.67

This is a conclusion that Badiou seeks to avoid at all costs, without evading
the precise philosophical implications of (always historical) singularity and
(always situational) impossibility. Whereas the deconstructive project is
determined to fold every emergence of the new back into a structure of
iterability and repetition (‘every declared rupture is an undeclared
repetition’),68 if there is a task specific to politics, it must be to find clear and
universal principles of justice that bresk with the infinite complexities and
complicities of history, the interminable ‘negotiations’ of culture and
psychology. And thereby to allow something e/se to take place.



V Open questions

L’Ethique is an enormously engaging book. Badiou provides an inspiring,
rigorously argued alternative to the tired moralizing truisms of neo-Kantian
universalism on the one hand, and a more or less tolerant liberal-
communitarianism on the other. Badiou’s uncompromising emphasis on
subjective commitment and his unabashedly militant priorities infuse his work
with a trenchant, exhilarating audaeity seldom risked in our post-Leninist times.
His ethic of truths may prove to be the most provocative contemporary
challenge to the reigning orthodoxies of a moralizing ‘cultural studies’ informed
by the valorization of difference and marginality. His systematic reformulation
of the concepts of subject, being, event, situation, materialism, engagement —
and even of truth itself — will deserve careful, detailed evaluation.

So concise an intervention is bound, of course, to leave a number of fairly
substantial questions unanswered. In what remains of this Introduction I would
like to mention two such questions in particular (both of which are certain to
receive more developed treatment in Badiou’s current and future work).

(a) Does Badiou’s theory fully account for the specificity of situations?

Like any ‘interventionist’ philosophy (that of Marx, Freud, Lenin, Sartre ...),
Badiou’s militant conception of truths presumes a well-defined theory of
situation. It is an essential point of principle that ‘all humanity has its root in the
identification in thought [en pensée] of singular situations’.69 Whatever the
circumstances, a truth is something that zakes place at a particular time and under
particular circumstances: ‘to enter into the composition of a subject of truth can
only be something that happens to you’.70 A truth is not only specified by its
occasion (and an event is itself located within the stuation by its size, i.e. its
proximity to the ‘void’ of the situation), it s, it composes, an ongoing production
that is entirely internal to the situation. The situated quality of Badiou’s theory
certainly sets it apart from the altogether less precise musings on ‘community’,
‘politics’ and ‘ethics’ proposed by some of his better-known neo-Heideggerian
contemporaries and rivals (Nancy, Lacoue-Labarthe, Agamben, Derrida
again ...).

Badiou’s equation of the general notion of ‘situation’ with the mathematical



notion of set [ensemble], however, undercuts in some ways his claim to grasp the
specificity of any particular situation. The set-theoretic approach ensures that a
situation is defined exclusively by what belongs to it (its elements, or members),
without reference to the constituent relations that might exist among these
elements (in set theory, the very notion of ‘constituent’ relations is a
contradiction in terms). The situation as such is made up simply of its elements,
considered in their solitary ontological isolation (as x, y, z ...). The state of the
situation — which in pertinent situations will include, but far exceed, political
state — is what then groups and links these elements in the combinations that
contribute to the ordering of the situation (say, ¥ grouped with y as members of
the same economic class, political party, tax bracket, postal district, etc.). This
distinction of situation and state is fundamental to Badion’s whole conception of
truth. By aligning the whole dimension of relationality on the side of the state,
he lends the situation an effectively limitless indetermination. Such is the basis
of the situation’s ‘infinite possibility’.7:

Arguably, however, Badiou’s consequent characterization of all human
situations, individual and collective, as immeasurably infinite multiplicities (and
thus as bundles of pure and immeasurable ‘differences’, such that ‘there are as
many differences, say, between a Chinese peasant and a young Norwegian
professional as between myself and anybody at all, including myself’)72
dramatically  simplifies these situations, leaving no space for the
acknowledgement of effectively universal structuring principles (biological,
cognitive, linguistic ...) on the one hand, or of certain ‘specifying’ attributes
(based on culture, religion, class, gender ...) on the other. Instead, we are left
with ‘generic human stuff’ that is ontologically indistinguishable from pure
mathematical multiplicity and effectively endowed, in its praxis, with a kind of
indeterminate ‘fundamental freedom’. (We might say that if the ‘generic’
indetermination of the situation corresponds to some degree with Sartre’s pure
freedom or praxis, then its state effectively occupies the vast conceptual space
Sartre embraced under the concept of the ‘practico-inert’). The potential risk,
as I have suggested elsewhere, is the effective ‘despecification’ (or
‘singularization’) of situations in general, to say nothing of the truth-processes
that ‘puncture’ them.73 Some readers might prefer to settle for a slightly more
‘impure’ range of possibility were it informed by a more determinate, more
specific understanding of the situation as such.



(b) Does Badiou have a sustainable theory of ethical deliberation?

My second question concerns the relative contingency of the ethical procedure as
such. Engagement in truth is essentially a matter of axiomatic intervention, an
effectively immediate decision for or against the event (more precisely, ‘for’, or
‘against’ the connection of this or that element of the situation to the event).
But Badiou naturally wants to avoid a simply dictatorial model of subjective
engagement, however logical its dictation. What sort of critical or reflexive
distance is presumed, then, by any subjective intervention? The problem
becomes especially acute once we are dealing, as in every political situation,
with more than one individual. Badiou’s response is to accept some sort of
deliberative procedure, while insisting that such a procedure arises in each case
as fully internal to its situation.

As a general rule, every generic procedure is in reality a process that can perfectly well be deliberative,
as long as we understand that i¢ invents its rule of deliberation at the same time as it invents itself. And it is no
more constrained by a pre-established norm that follows from the rule of deliberation. You have only to
look at how the rule of deliberation in different organizations, in different political sequences, and in
different political modes, is entirely variable.... Every time a plurality of individuals, a plurality of
human subjects, is engaged in a process of truth, the construction of this process induces the

construction of a deliberative and collective figure of this production, which is itself variable.74

But the whole question is precisely whether such deliberation is variable, in the
sense of so many variations on some kind of minimally invariant process, or
forever different, in the sense of so many inventions ex nibilo, each one literally
peculiar to a given procedure. This is where Badiou might have to engage with
the broadly Habermasian elaboration of a ‘quasi-transcendental’ schema of
communicative rationality — the minimum upon which we must all agree, so as to
be able to disagree (in any particular case). For where exactly are we to draw the
line between the sort of strictly subjective deliberation that is internal to the
elaboration of a truth, and a merely ideological opposition? Both of Badiou’s
most insistent examples, Leninist and Jacobin, testify to the uncertainty of such
a line as much as they illustrate an inventive approach to the resolution of
disagreement and debate.

More generally, if some degree of ‘un-binding’, some kind of break with the
past, some degree of distance from the inertia of the status quo, are clearly
essential to any ‘emancipatory’ innovation, the question remains: can these



distancings be described and assessed in more ‘relational’ (and thus more
‘specific’) terms than those of rupture and soustraction? If every truth proceeds as
a generalized dé-liaison or un-linking, if every subject is a ‘subject given over to
the anguish of non-relation [non-lien]’,7s might the relations at work in the very
process of dé-liaison itself be accounted for in a philosophy orientated to the
constitutively situated dimension of all being? This is perhaps the most important
of the several questions that Badiou’s current work in progress promises to
address.76

In the meantime, Badiou’s incisive contribution to perhaps the most
oversaturated field of contemporary philosophical and cultural inquiry amounts
to far more than a ‘timely clarification of the issues’ or an ‘invigorating
reconfiguration of the problem’. Badiou’s book does nothing less than evacuate
the foundation wupon which every deconstructive, ‘multicultural’ or
‘postcolonial’ ethics is built: the (ethical) category of alterity. The whole
tangled body of doctrine variously associated with the Other — and developed by
Lévinas, Derrida, Irigaray, and Spivak, among so many ‘others’ — is here simply
swept away. Gone is the complex ‘negotiation’ of a multiplicity of shifting
‘subject positions’. Gone is any recourse to ‘strategic essentialism’. Gone is the
whole abject register of ‘bearing witness’, of a guilt-driven empathy or
compassion ultimately indistinguishable from a distanced condescension. Gone
are the anguished musings of an ‘irreplaceable’ subject confronted with the
impossibly demanding needs of the Altogether-Other (or the impossibly
inconsistent demands of many others). Gone is the tension between this
irreplaceable subjectivity and the ‘temptation’ to justify action according to
indifferent criteria of universal validity (which thereby ‘threaten’ the subject
with replacement). Gone is the tortured reflexive logic of a ‘decision made by
the other in me’. Gone is the anti-philosophical conviction that only the
Altogether-Other can ‘know’ and validate this decision. Gone is the ultimately
theological basis for this otherness. Gone is the pathos of finitude, the tragic
obligations of the ‘hostage’ and the ‘sacrifice’. Gone is the paralysing
recognition of a generalized ‘impossibility’. Gone, in short, is the theoretical
association of ethics with a ‘goodness too good for this world’, along with its
practical (legal) justification of this same world.

With Badiou, the Other (or others) is not an ethical category, for the simple
reason that infinite multiplicity is the very medium of being itself. Radical



difference is a matter of ethical indifference. The ethical decision holds true only
if it is indifferent to differences. And the subject of the ethical or truthful
decision becomes a subject — becomes irreplaceable, or singular in Derrida’s sense
— only when he or she engages in that decision. It is the very engagement in
truth that retrospectively ‘induces’ a singular, irreplaceable subject, ‘in the
body’ of what was previously an indifferent individual. Every rigorously
singular procedure articulates a thoroughly generic truth. There can be no
irreplaceable subject without engagement in a process in which, in principle, any subject
might take part.

This book extends an invitation, indifferently addressed, to take up such a
part.
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Notes on the Translation

As a matter of emphatic principle, Badiou’s philosophy is designed to be as
indifferent as possible to the language in which it is conveyed. Most of the
problems encountered in translating L’Ethique concern only its remarkable
concision and frequent abstraction; there are just a few terms and stylistic
choices that deserve special mention.

With Badiou’s consent, and for the sake of clarity, I have distinguished the
always singular ‘ethic of truths [/’éthique des vérités]’ trom ‘ethics [Véthique]’ in its
conventional — and here pejorative — sense. Every other important element of
Badiou’s terminology — truth, truth-process [processus de vérité], event, subject, being,
situation, fidelity, void [vide] — has been translated as literally as possible, even
when (as occasionally with ‘void’ and ‘fidelity’) these terms jar with normal
English usage. I have had recourse to the slightly clumsy neologism ‘evental’ to
translate his use of the word ‘événementiel’, which has little to do with either the
conventional meaning of ‘factual’ or the connotation made famous by Fernand
Braudel and the Annales approach to historiography; to my mind, the more
natural choice of ‘eventful’ by Madarasz and Burchill in their translations of
Badiou’s Manifesto and Deleuze invites misleading associations (plenitude, bustle,
familiarity), while simply to adopt the French word as is (on the model of



Lacan’s jouissance) would be to concede too much to those principles of linguistic
‘constructivism’ and particularism that Badiou’s universalism so vigorously
rejects. Un ensemble is usually translated by mathematicians as a sez, and I have
generally followed suit; the reader should remember, however, that the English
word loses the notion of ‘being-together’ or ‘collectivity’ implied by the
French. The awkward-sounding ‘multiple-being’ translates Badiou’s &tre-
multiple, which is synonymous with what he analyses, in L’Etre et l’événement, as
pure being-qua-being [’&tre-en-tant-qu’€tre]: this refers to the being of any
indifferent thing considered in isolation from its every substantial or
describable quality — that is, being reduced to purely ontological characteristics,
which Badiou equates with the characteristics of multiplicity as such.

Readers of French will be familiar with the double meaning of the word droit
(both law and right, as in human right); though the context has usually
encouraged its translation as right or rights, it is in large part the legal
orientation of the term that attracts Badiou’s scorn. The words penser and pensée
are more difficult to render in suitably solemn English: to conceive, to
conceptualize, and so on, are all off the mark, and for all their apparent naivety,
‘to think’ and ‘thought’ are usually the only viable options. It should be
remembered that for Badiou, thinking is an activity reserved to the field of
truths, and it should never be confused with the effectively ‘thoughtless’
expression of recognized opinions or the (state-driven) manipulation of
representations.

Finally, for the sake of syntactical simplicity and with apologies to readers
irritated by such conventions, I have preserved the standard French use of
masculine pronouns and the generic term ‘man’ [/’homme or I’Homme].

Translator’s notes have been kept to a minimum, and are distinguished by
enclosure in square brackets; all other notes are Badiou’s own.

Thanks to all those who helped with the translation: Sepideh Anvar, Gillian
Beaumont, Patrick ffrench, Cécile Laborde, Sinéad Rushe, John Taylor, and of
course, Alain Badiou himself.
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Preface to the English Edition

The story of this book is peculiar. It actually began as a commission, as part of a
series aimed at secondary-school and university students. I agreed to write it
out of friendship for the man behind the project, Benoit Chantre, one of today’s
few editors worthy of the name. I wrote it in the countryside, in the summer of
1993, in the space of two weeks, stimulated by a constant stream of phone-calls
from this same Benoit Chantre. My approach at the time thus conformed to that
of an exercise whose rules are imposed from the outside: a fixed word-limit, the
need to remain accessible to a non-specialized readership, the obligation to refer
to current affairs, and so on.

All the same, the real difficulty lay elsewhere. It sprang from a contradictory
state of mind. On the one hand, I was driven by a genuine fury. The world was
deeply plunged in ‘ethical’ delirium. Everyone was busily confusing politics
with the hypocrisy of a mindless catechism. The intellectual counter-revolution,
in the form of moral terrorism, was imposing the infamies of Western
capitalism as the new universal model. The presumed ‘rights of man’ were
serving at every point to annihilate any attempt to invent forms of free thought.
As a result, my book became something of a pamphlet. On a number of
occasions my editor and friend had to ask me to tone down my invective. On



the other hand, however, some of the questions raised in the book called for a
subtle and inventive discipline of thought. I had still not yet drawn all the
practical consequences — and ethical consequences, for that matter — of the
ontology of truths I had put forward five years earlier, in L’Etre et I’événement
(1988), so that even for me, a good number of the points developed in the
present book were new and uncertain.

I was thus caught between the simplifying temptations of the pamphleteer
and the necessary rigour of conceptual innovation. The solution — if it was a
solution — was to dilute the ideological fury bit by bit over the course of the
philosophical construction. As it stands, the book begins as a political attack
against the ideology of human rights, and as a defence of the antihumanism of
the 1960s. It closes by sketching an ethic of truths, in which I distinguish from
the human animal (whose ‘rights’ are not easily identified) the subject as such,
the subject understood as the local fragment of a truth-procedure, and as the
immortal creation of an event.

What is most surprising is that this slightly strange combination of fighting
against the ideological current (moralism, a generalized victimization, was at the
time a matter of consensus) and conceptual schematizaton enjoyed considerable
success, not least in secondary schools. To date, along with Manifesto for
Philosophy, Ethics is my bestselling book. As sometimes happens, a good many
people were grateful that I had taken the risk of saying frankly something that
is uncomfortable to say. And these same people — and perhaps others too — also
know that I take this risk only from the standpoint of a genuine philosophical
enterprise, for truly pressing reasons, and not simply to draw attention to
myself. The truth is, incidentally, that I am much too shy to enjoy drawing
attention to myself.

Today I can look at this book, which came out almost seven years ago, from
two different angles: that of the ideological polemic, and that of the theoretical
construction.

As regards the first angle, I have no regrets. We have since had to endure the
intervention of Western bombers against Serbia, the intolerable blockade of
Iraq, the continuation of threats against Cuba. All of this is still legitimated by a
quite unbelievable outpouring of moralizing sermons. The International
Tribunal is clearly prepared to arrest and try, in the name of ‘human rights’,
anyone, anywhere, who attempts to contest the New World Order of which
NATO (i.e. the United States) is the armed guard. Today, our ‘democratic’
totalitarianism is all the more firmly entrenched. It is now more necessary than



ever that those with free minds rise up against this servile way of thinking,
against this miserable moralism in the name of which we are obliged to accept
the prevailing way of the world and its absolute injustice. The most that can be
said is that perhaps the consensus is slowly weakening. The intervention against
Serbia did at least provoke a debate, a debate which never really took place
regarding Bosnia or Iraq. American imperialism and European servility are
denounced more often now than they were a few years ago. To be sure, the
enemy, comforted by the collapse of authoritarian socialism, dominates
everywhere. But it is also true that we are entering into a long period of
recomposition, both for emancipatory political thought and for those effective
practical forces that correspond to it. We are in a position to declare, as the
complementary watchwords of this recomposition, the two essential
prescriptions of the day: the dissolution of NATO, and the disbanding of the
International Court of Human Rights.

As for the theoretical construction, it must be said that the ideas of this little
book, although they are orientated in the right direction, constitute no more
than a preliminary sketch. I am currently in the process of developing them,
and sometimes modifying them, with respect to at least four points.

1. The concept of situation is especially important, since I maintain that there
can be no ethics in general, but only an ethic of singular truths, and thus an
ethic relative to a particular situation. I now accept that a situation cannot be
understood simply as a multiple [i.e. as a set]. We must also take into account
the network of relations it sustains, which involves making sense of the way a
multiple appears in the situation. This means that a situation must be conceived
as both, in its being, a pure multiple (in keeping with the argument of L’Etre et
Pévénement) and, in its appearing, as the effect of a transcendental legislation. All
this will be developed in my forthcoming book, entitled Logiques du monde
[ Logics of the World], which I conceive as the sequel to L’Etre et I’événement.

2. Today I can no longer maintain that the only trace left by an event in the
situation it affects is the name given to that event. This idea presumed, in
effect, that there were two events rather than one (the event-event and the
event-naming), and likewise two subjects rather than one (the subject who
names the event, and the subject who is faithful to this naming). So I now posit
that an event is implicative, in the sense that it enables the detachment of a
statement which will subsist as such once the event itself has disappeared. This
statement was previously undecided, or of an uncertain value. When it takes
place, the event decides its value (it determines its truthfulness and, in so doing,



modifies the entire logic of the situation (its entire transcendental regime).
Here again, in other words, the ontological theory of the event needs to be
completed by a logical theory. These points were developed in detail in my
seminars of 1996-97 and 1997-98, and will be reworked in Logigues du monde.

3. The subject cannot be conceived exclusively as the subject faithful to the
event. This point in particular has significant ethical implications. For I was
previously unable to explain the appearance of reactionary innovations. My
whole theory of the new confined it to the truth-procedures. But when all is
said and done, it is obvious that reaction, and even the powers of death, can be
stamped with the creative force of an event. I had already emphasized the fact
that Nazism was inexplicable without reference to communism, and more
precisely to the Revolution of October 1917. I was then obliged to admit that
the event opens a subjective space in which not only the progressive and
truthful subjective figure of fidelity but also other figures every bit as
innovative, albeit negative — such as the reactive figure, or the figure I call the
‘obscure subject’ — take their place.

4. The trajectory of a truth, finally, should not be referred back solely to the
multiple consistency of the situation, nor to its ‘encyclopaedia of knowledges’.
We need to understand how it deals with logical transformations. This brings us
back to the question of how truths appesr, whereas up to this point I had
considered only their being (i.e. the fact that truths are generic multiplicities).

So you can see that the theoretical basis of the present book has evolved
somewhat. But to my mind it remains solid enough on the essential points, and
still offers an introduction that is both lively and coherent to a far-reaching
enterprise which, I hope, will redefine what is at stake in contemporary
philosophy.

I do not want to end without thanking both Verso, for their intellectual and
political commitment, and Peter Hallward, who is a genuine friend — and all the
more so since he often disagrees with my theories.

Alain Badiou, April 2000
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Certain scholarly words, after long confinement in dictionaries and in academic
prose, have the good fortune, or the misfortune — a little like an old maid who,
long since resigned to her fate, suddenly becomes, without understanding why,
the toast of the town — of sudden exposure to the bright light of day, of being
plebi- and publi-cited, press-released, televised, even mentioned in government
speeches. The word ethics, which smacks so strongly of philosophy courses and
its Greek root, which evokes Aristotle (The Nicomachean Ethics, one of the great
bestsellers!), has today taken centre stage.

Ethics concerns, in Greek, the search for a good ‘way of being’, for a wise
course of action. On this account, ethics is a part of philosophy, that part which
organizes practical existence around representation of the Good.

The Stoics were no doubt the most dedicated of those who made of ethics not
only a part of philosophical wisdom but its very core. The wise man is he who,
able to distinguish those things which are his responsibility from those which
are not, restricts his will to the former while impassively enduring the latter.
We attribute to the Stoics, moreover, the custom of comparing philosophy to an
egg whose shell is Logic, whose white is Physics, and whose yolk is Ethics.

With the moderns — for whom, since Descartes, the question of the subject



has been central — ethics is more or less synonymous with morality, or — as Kant
would say — with practical reason (as distinguished from theoretical reason). It
is a matter of how subjective action and its representable intentions relate to a
universal Law. Ethics is the principle that judges the practice of a Subject, be it
individual or collective.

Hegel will introduce a subtle distinction between ‘ethics’ [Sittlichkeit] and
‘morality’ [Moralitit]. He reserves the application of the ethical principle to
immediate action, while morality is to concern reflexive action. He will say, for
example, that ‘the ethical order essentially consists in [the] immediate firmness
of decision’.t

The contemporary ‘return to ethics’ uses the word in an obviously fuzzy
way, but one that is certainly closer to Kant (the ethics of judgement) than to
Hegel (the ethics of decision).

In fact, ethics designates today a principle that governs how we relate to
‘what is going on’, a vague way of regulating our commentary on historical
situations (the ethics of human rights), technico-scientific situations (medical
ethics, bio-ethics), ‘social’ situations (the ethics of being-together), media
situations (the ethics of communication), and so on.

This norm of commentaries and opinions is backed up by official institutions,
and carries its own authority: we now have ‘national ethical commissions’,
nominated by the State. Every profession questions itself about its ‘ethics’. We
even deploy military expeditions in the name of ‘the ethics of human rights’.

With respect to today’s socially inflated recourse to ethics, the purpose of
this essay is twofold:

* To begin with, I will examine the precise nature of this phenomenon, which is
the major ‘philosophical’ tendency of the day, as much in public opinion as
for our official institutions. I will try to establish that in reality it amounts to
a genuine nihilism, a threatening denial of thought as such.

* I will then argue against this meaning of the term ‘ethics’, and propose a very
different one. Rather than link the word to abstract categories (Man or
Human, Right or Law, the Other ...), it should be referred back to particular
situations. Rather than reduce it to an aspect of pity for victims, it should
become the enduring maxim of singular processes. Rather than make of it
merely the province of conservatism with a good conscience, it should
concern the destiny of truths, in the plural.



Note

1. G. W. F. Hegel, The Phenomenology of Spirit, para. 466, p. 280. The whole of
this section of the Phenomenology is difficult, but very suggestive.
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Does Man Exist?

According to the way it is generally used today, the term ‘ethics’ relates above
all to the domain of human rights, ‘the rights of man’ — or, by derivation, the
rights of living beings.

We are supposed to assume the existence of a universally recognizable human
subject possessing ‘rights’ that are in some sense natural: the right to live, to
avoid abusive treatment, to enjoy ‘fundamental’ liberties (of opinion, of
expression, of democratic choice in the election of governments, etc.). These
rights are held to be self-evident, and the result of a wide consensus. ‘Ethics’ is a
matter of busying ourselves with these rights, of making sure that they are
respected.

This return to the old doctrine of the natural rights of man is obviously
linked to the collapse of revolutionary Marxism, and of all the forms of
progressive engagement that it inspired. In the political domain, deprived of any
collective political landmark, stripped of any notion of the ‘meaning of History’
and no longer able to hope for or expect a social revolution, many intellectuals,
along with much of public opinion, have been won over to the logic of a
capitalist economy and a parliamentary democracy. In the domain of



‘philosophy’, they have rediscovered the virtues of that ideology constantly
defended by their former opponents: humanitarian individualism and the liberal
defence of rights against the constraints imposed by organized political
engagement. Rather than seek out the terms of a new politics of collective
liberation, they have, in sum, adopted as their own the principles of the
established ‘Western’ order.

In so doing, they have inspired a violently reactionary movement against all
that was thought and proposed in the 1960s.

I The death of Man?

In those years, Michel Foucault outraged his readers with the declaration that
Man, in the sense of constituent subject, was a constructed historical concept
peculiar to a certain order of discourse, and not a timelessly self-evident
principle capable of founding human rights or a universal ethics. He announced
the end of this concept’s relevance, once the kind of discourse which alone had
made it meaningful became historically obsolete.

Likewise, Louis Althusser declared that history was not, as Hegel had
thought, the absolute development [devenir] of Spirit, nor the advent of a
subject-substance, but a rational, regulated process which he called a ‘process
without a subject’, and which could be grasped only through a particular
science, the science of historical materialism. It followed that the humanism of
human rights and ethics in the abstract sense were merely imaginary
constructions — ideologies — and that we should develop, rather, what he called a
‘theoretical antihumanism’.

At the same time, Jacques Lacan strove to disentangle psychoanalysis from all
its psychological and normative tendencies. He demonstrated how it was
essential to distinguish the Ego, a figure of only imaginary unity, from the
Subject. He showed that the subject had no substance, no ‘nature’, being a
function both of the contingent laws of language and of the always singular
history of objects of desire. It followed that any notion of analytic treatment as
a means for the reinstatement of a ‘normal’ kind of desire was a fraud, and that,
more generally, there existed no norm that could ground the idea of a ‘human
subject’, a norm whose rights and duties it would have been the task of



philosophy to articulate.

What was contested in this way was the idea of a natural or spiritual identity
of Man, and with it, as a consequence, the very foundation of an ‘ethical’
doctrine in today’s sense of the word: a consensual law-making concerning
human beings in general, their needs, their lives, and their deaths — and, by
extension, the self-evident, universal demarcation of evil, of what is
incompatible with the human essence.

Is this to say, then, that Foucault, Althusser and Lacan extol an acceptance of
the status quo, a kind of cynicism, an indifference to what people suffer?
Thanks to a paradox which we will explain in what follows, the truth is exactly
the opposite: all three were — each in his own way, and far more than those who
uphold the cause of ‘ethics’ and ‘human rights’ today - the attentive and
courageous militants of a cause. Michel Foucault, for example, maintained a
particularly rigorous commitment [engagement] to a revision of the status of
prisoners, and devoted to this question much of his time and the whole of his
immense talent as an organizer and an agitator. Althusser’s sole purpose was to
redefine a genuinely emancipatory politics. Lacan himself — beyond the fact
that he was a ‘total’ clinical analyst who spent the best part of his life listening
to people — conceived of his struggle against the ‘normative’ orientation of
American psychoanalysis, and the degrading subordination of thought to the
‘American way of life’,s as a decisive commitment [engagement]. For Lacan,
questions of organization and polemic were always of a piece with questions of
theory.

When those who uphold the contemporary ideology of ‘ethics’ tell us that
the return to Man and his rights has delivered us from the ‘fatal abstractions’
inspired by ‘the ideologies’ of the past, they have some nerve. I would be
delighted to see today so constant an attention paid to concrete situations, so
sustained and so patient a concern for the real [/e ée/], so much time devoted to
an activist inquiry into the situation of the most varied kinds of people — often
the furthest removed, it might seem, from the normal environment of
intellectuals — as that we witnessed in the years between 1965 and 198o0.

In reality, there is no lack of proof for the fact that the thematics of the
‘death of man’ are compatible with rebellion, a radical dissatisfaction with the
established order, and a fully committed engagement in the real of situations
[dans le réel des situations], while by contrast, the theme of ethics and of human
rights is compatible with the self-satisfied egoism of the affluent West, with
advertising, and with service rendered to the powers that be. Such are the facts.



To elucidate these facts, we must examine the foundations of today’s ‘ethical’
orientation.

II The foundations of the ethic of human rights

The explicit reference of this orientation, in the corpus of classical philosophy,
is Kant.z Our contemporary moment is defined by an immense ‘return to Kant’.
In truth, the variety and the detail of this return are labyrinthine in their
complexity; here I will concern myself only with the ‘average’ version of the
doctrine.

What essentially is retained from Kant (or from an image of Kant, or, better
still, from theorists of ‘natural law’) is the idea that there exist formally
representable imperative demands that are to be subjected neither to empirical
considerations nor to the examination of situations; that these imperatives apply
to cases of offence, of crime, of Evil; that these imperatives must be punished
by national and international law; that, as a result, governments are obliged to
include them in their legislation, and to accept the full legal range of their
implications; that if they do not, we are justified in forcing their compliance
(the right to humanitarian interference, or to legal interference).

Ethics is conceived here both as an a priori ability to discern Evil (for
according to the modern usage of ethics, Evil — or the negative — is primary: we
presume a consensus regarding what is barbarian), and as the ultimate principle
of judgement, in particular political judgement: good is what intervenes visibly
against an Evil that is identifiable a priori. Law [droit] itself is first of all law
‘against’ Evil. If ‘the rule of law’ [Etat de droit] is obligatory, that is because it
alone authorizes a space for the identification of Evil (this is the ‘freedom of
opinion’ which, in the ethical vision, is first and foremost the freedom to
designate Evil) and provides the means of arbitration when the issue is not clear
(the apparatus of judicial precautions).

The presuppositions of this cluster of convictions are clear.

1. We posit a general human subject, such that whatever evil befalls him is
universally identifiable (even if this universality often goes by the altogether
paradoxical name of ‘public opinion’), such that this subject is both, on the one



hand, a passive, pathetic [pathétique], or reflexive subject — he who suffers — and,
on the other, the active, determining subject of judgement — he who, in
identifying suffering, knows that it must be stopped by all available means.

2. Politics is subordinated to ethics, to the single perspective that really
matters in this conception of things: the sympathetic and indignant judgement
of the spectator of the circumstances.

3. Evil is that from which the Good is derived, not the other way round.

4. ‘Human rights’ are rights to non-Evil: rights not to be offended or
mistreated with respect to one’s life (the horrors of murder and execution),
one’s body (the horrors of torture, cruelty and famine), or one’s cultural
identity (the horrors of the humiliation of women, of minorities, etc.).

The power of this doctrine rests, at first glance, in its self-evidence. Indeed, we
know from experience that suffering is highly visible. The eighteenth-century
theoreticians had already made pity — identification with the suffering of a
living being — the mainspring of the relation with the other. That political
leaders are discredited chiefly by their corruption, indifference or cruelty was a
fact already noted by the Greek theorists of tyranny. That it is easier to
establish consensus regarding what is evil rather than regarding what is good is
a fact already established by the experience of the Church: it was always easier
for church leaders to indicate what was forbidden - indeed, to content
themselves with such abstinences — than to try to figure out what should be
done. It is certainly true, moreover, that every politics worthy of the name
finds its point of departure in the way people represent their lives and rights.

It might seem, then, that we have here a body of self-evident principles
capable of cementing a global consensus, and of imposing themselves strongly.

Yet we must insist that it is not so; that this ‘ethics’ is inconsistent, and that
the — perfectly obvious — reality of the situation is characterized in fact by the
unrestrained pursuit of self-interest, the disappearance or extreme fragility of
emancipatory politics, the multiplication of ‘ethnic’ conflicts, and the
universality of unbridled competition.

III Man: Living animal or immortal singularity?



The heart of the question concerns the presumption of a universal human
Subject, capable of reducing ethical issues to matters of human rights and
humanitarian actions.

We have seen that ethics subordinates the identification of this subject to the
universal recognition of the evil that is done to him. Ethics thus defines man as
a victim. It will be objected: ‘No! You are forgetting the active subject, the one
that intervenes against barbarism!” So let us be precise: man is the being who is
capable of recognizing bimself as a victim.

It is this definition that we must proclaim unacceptable — for three reasons in
particular:

1. In the first place, because the status of victim, of suffering beast, of
emaciated, dying body, equates man with his animal substructure, it reduces
him to the level of a living organism pure and simple (life being, as Bichat says,
nothing other than ‘the set of functions that resist death’).3 To be sure,
humanity is an animal species. It is mortal and predatory. But neither of these
attributes can distinguish humanity within the world of the living. In his role as
executioner, man is an animal abjection, but we must have the courage to add
that in his role as victim, he is generally worth little more. The stories told by
survivors of torture4 forcefully underline the point: if the torturers and
bureaucrats of the dungeons and the camps are able to treat their victims like
animals destined for the slaughterhouse, with whom they themselves, the well-
nourished criminals, have nothing in common, it is because the victims have
indeed become such animals. What had to be done for this to happen has indeed
been done. That some nevertheless remain human beings, and testify to that
effect, is a confirmed fact. But this is always achieved precisely through
enormous effort, an effort acknowledged by witnesses (in whom it excites a
radiant recognition) as an almost incomprehensible resistance on the part of that
which, in them, does not coincide with the identity of victim. This is where we are to
find Man, if we are determined to think him [le penser]: in what ensures, as
Varlam Shalamov puts in his Stories of Life in the Camps,s that we are dealing
with an animal whose resistance, unlike that of a horse, lies not in his fragile
body but in his stubborn determination to remain what he is — that is to say,
precisely something other than a victim, other than a being-for-death, and thus:
something other than a mortal being.

An immortal: this is what the worst situations that can be inflicted upon Man
show him to be, in so far as he distinguishes himself within the varied and



rapacious flux of life. In order to think any aspect of Man, we must begin from
this principle. So if ‘rights of man’ exist, they are surely not rights of life against
death, or rights of survival against misery. They are the rights of the Immortal,
affirmed in their own right, or the rights of the Infinite, exercised over the
contingency of suffering and death. The fact that in the end we all die, that
only dust remains, in no way alters Man’s identity as immortal at the instant in
which he affirms himself as someone who runs counter to the temptation of
wanting-to-be-an-animal to which circumstances may expose him. And we
know that every human being is capable of being this immortal — unpredictably,
be it in circumstances great or small, for truths important or secondary. In each
case, subjectivation is immortal, and makes Man. Beyond this there is only a
biological species, a ‘biped without feathers’, whose charms are not obvious.

If we do not set out from this point (which can be summarized, very simply,
as the assertion that Man thinks, that Man is a tissue of truths), if we equate Man
with the simple reality of his living being, we are inevitably pushed to a
conclusion quite opposite to the one that the principle of life seems to imply.
For this ‘living being’ is in reality contemptible, and be will indeed be held in
contempt. Who can fail to see that in our humanitarian expeditions,
interventions, embarkations of charitable /égionnaires, the Subject presumed to
be universal is split? On the side of the victims, the haggard animal exposed on
television screens. On the side of the benefactors, conscience and the imperative
to intervene. And why does this splitting always assign the same roles to the
same sides? Who cannot see that this ethics which rests on the misery of the
world hides, behind its victim-Man, the good-Man, the white-Man? Since the
barbarity of the situation is considered only in terms of ‘human rights’ —
whereas in fact we are always dealing with a political situation, one that calls for
a political thought-practice, one that is peopled by its own authentic actors — it
is perceived, from the heights of our apparent civil peace, as the uncivilized that
demands of the civilized a civilizing intervention. Every intervention in the
name of a civilization requires an initial contempt for the situation as a whole,
including its victims. And this is why the reign of ‘ethics’ coincides, after
decades of courageous critiques of colonialism and imperialism, with today’s
sordid self-satisfaction in the ‘West’, with the insistent argument according to
which the misery of the Third World is the result of its own incompetence, its
own inanity — in short, of its subbumanity.

2. In the second place, because if the ethical ‘consensus’ is founded on the
recognition of Evil, it follows that every effort to unite people around a positive



idea of the Good, let alone to identify Man with projects of this kind, becomes
in fact the real source of evil itself. Such is the accusation so often repeated over
the last fifteen years: every revolutionary project stigmatized as ‘utopian’ turns,
we are told, into totalitarian nightmare. Every will to inscribe an idea of justice
or equality turns bad. Every collective will to the Good creates Evil.6

This is sophistry at its most devastating. For if our only agenda is an ethical
engagement against an Evil we recognize a priori, how are we to envisage any
transformation of the way things are? From what source will man draw the
strength to be the immortal that he is? What shall be the destiny of thought,
since we know very well that it must be affirmative invention or nothing at all?
In reality, the price paid by ethics is a stodgy conservatism. The ethical
conception of man, besides the fact that its foundation is either biological
(images of victims) or ‘Western’ (the self-satisfaction of the armed benefactor),
prohibits every broad, positive vision of possibilities. What is vaunted here,
what ethics legitimates, is in fact the conservation by the so-called “West’ of
what it possesses. It is squarely astride these possessions (material possessions,
but also possession of its own being) that ethics determines Evil to be, in a
certain sense, simply that which it does not own and enjoy [ce qui n’est pas ce dont
elle jouit]. But Man, as immortal, is sustained by the incalculable and the un-
possessed. He is sustained by non-being [non-étant]. To forbid him to imagine
the Good, to devote his collective powers to it, to work towards the realization
of unknown possibilities, to think what might be in terms that break radically
with what is, is quite simply to forbid him humanity as such.

3. Finally, thanks to its negative and a priori determination of Evil, ethics
prevents itself from thinking the singularity of situations as such, which is the
obligatory starting point of all properly human action. Thus, for instance, the
doctor won over to ‘ethical’ ideology will ponder, in meetings and commissions,
all sorts of considerations regarding ‘the sick’, conceived of in exactly the same
way as the partisan of human rights conceives of the indistinct crowd of victims
— the ‘human’ totality of subhuman entities [réels]. But the same doctor will
have no difficulty in accepting the fact that this particular person is not treated
at the hospital, and accorded all necessary measures, because he or she is
without legal residency papers, or not a contributor to Social Security. Once
again, ‘collective’ responsibility demands it! What is erased in the process is the
fact that there is only one medical situation, the clinical situation,? and there is
no need for an ‘ethics’ (but only for a clear vision of this situation) to
understand that in these circumstances a doctor is a doctor only if he deals with



the situation according to the rule of maximum possibility — to treat this person
who demands treatment of him (no intervention here!) as thoroughly as he can,
using everything he knows and with all the means at his disposal, without taking
anything else into consideration. And if he is to be prevented from giving
treatment because of the State budget, because of death rates or laws governing
immigration, then let them send for the police! Even so, his strict Hippocratic
duty would oblige him to resist them, with force if necessary. ‘Ethical
commissions’ and other ruminations on ‘healthcare expenses’ or ‘managerial
responsibility’, since they are radically exterior to the one situation that is
genuinely medical, can in reality only prevent us from being fzithful to it. For to
be faithful to this situation means: to treat it right to the limit of the possible. Or,
if you prefer: to draw from this situation, to the greatest possible extent, the
affirmative humanity that it contains. Or again: to try to be the immortal of this
situation.

As a matter of fact, bureaucratic medicine that complies with ethical ideology
depends on ‘the sick’ conceived as vague victims or statistics, but is quickly
overwhelmed by any urgent, singular situation of need. Hence the reduction of
‘managed’, ‘responsible’ and ‘ethical’ health-care to the abject task of deciding
which sick people the ‘French medical system’ can treat and which others —
because the Budget and public opinion demand it — it must send away to die in
the shantytowns of Kinshasa.

IV Some principles

We must reject the ideological framework of ‘ethics’, and concede nothing to
the negative and victimary definition of man. This framework equates man with
a simple mortal animal, it is the symptom of a disturbing conservatism, and —
because of its abstract, statistical generality — it prevents us from thinking the
singularity of situations.

I will advance three opposing theses:

* Thesis 1: Man is to be identified by his affirmative thought, by the singular
truths of which he is capable, by the Immortal which makes of him the most
resilient [résistant] and most paradoxical of animals.



® Thesis 2: It is from our positive capability for Good, and thus from our
boundary-breaking treatment of possibilities and our refusal of conservatism,
including the conservation of being, that we are to identify Evil — not vice
versa.

* Thesis 3: All humanity has its root in the identification in thought [en pensée]
of singular situations. There is no ethics in general. There are only -
eventually — ethics of processes by which we treat the possibilities of a
situation.

At this point the refined man of ethics will object, murmuring: “Wrong! Wrong
from the beginning. Ethics is in no sense founded on the identity of the Subject,
not even on his identity as recognized victim. From the beginning, ethics is the
ethics of the other, it is the principal opening to the other, it subordinates
identity to difference.’

Let us examine this line of argument. Does it contribute something new?

Notes

1. [In English in the original. Translator’s note.]

2. Immanuel Kant, Groundwork. of the Metaphysics of Morals.

3. Bichat was an eighteenth-century French doctor, anatomist and physiologist.

4.Henri Alleg, La Question, 1958. It is well worth referring to some of our own
episodes of torture, systematically practised by the French army between
1954 and 1962.

5. Varlam Shalamov, Kolyma Tales: Stories of Life in the Camps, 1980 [1980]. This
genuinely admirable book lends the form of art to a true ethics.

6.André Glucksmann, The Master Thinkers, 1977 [1980]. It is Glucksmann who
has been most insistent on the absolute priority of the awareness of Evil,
and on the idea that the catastrophic primacy [primat] of the Good was a
creation of philosophy. ‘Ethical’ ideology is thus rooted, in part, in the work
of the ‘new philosophers’ of the late 1970s.

7. See Cécile Winter, Qu’en est-il de Ubistoricité actuelle de la clinique? (inspired
by an idea of Foucault’s). This text demonstrates a most rigorous will to
rethink medicine, in contemporary conditions, in such a way that it



recognizes clinical requirements as its sole concern.
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Does the Other Exist?

The conception of ethics as the ‘ethics of the other’ or the ‘ethics of difference’
has its origin in the theses of Emmanuel Lévinas rather than in those of Kant.

Lévinas has devoted his work, after a brush with phenomenology (an
exemplary confrontation between Husserl and Heidegger), to the deposing
[destitution] of philosophy in favour of ethics. It is to him that we owe, long
before the current fashion, a kind of ethical radicalism.r

I Ethics according to Lévinas

Roughly speaking: I.évinas maintains that metaphysics, imprisoned by its Greek
origins, has subordinated thought to the logic of the Same, to the primacy of
substance and identity. But, according to Lévinas, it is impossible to arrive at an
authentic thought of the Other (and thus an ethics of the relation to the Other)
from the despotism of the Same, which is incapable of recognizing this Other.
The dialectic of the Same and the Other, conceived ‘ontologically’ under the
dominance of self-identity [identité-a-soi], ensures the absence of the Other in



effective thought, suppresses all genuine experience of the Other, and bars the
way to an ethical opening to alterity. So we must push thought over to a
different origin, a non-Greek origin, one that proposes a radical, primary
opening to the Other conceived as ontologically anterior to the construction of
identity. It is in the Jewish tradition that Lévinas finds the basis for this pushing
over. What the Law (understood according to Jewish tradition as both
immemorial and currently in effect) names is precisely the anteriority, founded
in being-before-the-Same, and with respect to theoretical thought, of the ethics
of the relation to the Other, itself conceived merely as the ‘objective’
identification of regularities and identities. The Law, indeed, does not tell me
what is, but what is imposed by the existence of others. This Law (of the Other)
might be opposed to the laws (of the real).

According to Greek thought, adequate action presumes an initial theoretical
mastery of experience, which ensures that the action is in conformity with the
rationality of being. From this point of departure are deduced laws (in the
plural) of the City and of action. According to Jewish ethics, in Lévinas’s sense,
everything is grounded in the immediacy of an opening to the Other which
disarms the reflexive subject. The ‘thou [t#]" prevails over the ‘I’. Such is the
whole meaning of the Law.

Lévinas proposes a whole series of phenomenological themes for testing and
exploring the originality of the Other, at the centre of which lies the theme of
the face, of the singular giving [donation] of the Other ‘in person’, through his
fleshly epiphany, which does not test mimetic recognition (the Other as
‘similar’, identical to me), but, on the contrary, is that from which I experience
myself ethically as ‘pledged’ to the appearing of the Other, and subordinated in
my being to this pledge.

For Lévinas, ethics is the new name of thought, thought which has thrown off its
‘logical’ chains (the principle of identity) in favour of its prophetic submission
to the Law of founding alterity.

II The ‘ethics of difference’

Whether they know it or not, it is in the name of this configuration that the
proponents of ethics explain to us today that it amounts to ‘recognition of the



other’ (against racism, which would deny this other), or to ‘the ethics of
differences’ (against substantialist nationalism, which would exclude
immigrants, or sexism, which would deny feminine-being), or to
‘multiculturalism’ (against the imposition of a unified model of behaviour and
intellectual approach). Or, quite simply, to good old-fashioned ‘tolerance’,
which consists of not being offended by the fact that others think and act
differently from you.

This commonsensical discourse has neither force nor truth. It is defeated in
advance in the competition it declares between ‘tolerance’ and ‘fanaticism’,
between ‘the ethics of difference’ and ‘racism’, between ‘recognition of the
other’ and ‘identitarian’ fixity.

For the honour of philosophy, it is first of all necessary to admit that this
ideology of a ‘right to difference’, the contemporary catechism of goodwill with
regard to ‘other cultures’, are strikingly distant from Lévinas’s actual
conception of things.

III From the Other to the Altogether-Other

The principal — but also fairly superficial — objection that we might make to
ethics in Lévinas’s sense is: what is it that testifies to the originality of my de-
votion [dé-vouement] to the Other? The phenomenological analyses of the face,
of the caress, of love, cannot by themselves ground the anti-ontological (or anti-
identitarian) thesis of the author of Totality and Infinity. A ‘mimetic’ conception
that locates original access to the other in my own redoubled image also sheds
light on that element of self-forgetting that characterizes the grasping of this
other: what I cherish is that me-myself-at-a-distance which, precisely because it
is ‘objectified’ for my consciousness, founds me as a stable construction, as an
interiority accessible in its exteriority. Psychoanalysis explains brilliantly how
this construction of the Ego in the identification with the other — this mirror-
effectz — combines narcissism (I delight in the exteriority of the other in so far
as he figures as myself made visible to myself) and aggressivity (I invest in the
other my death drive, my own archaic desire for self-destruction).

Here, however, we are a very long way from what Lévinas wants to tell us.
As always, the pure analysis of phenomenal appearing cannot decide between



divergent orientations of thought.

We need, in addition, to make explicit the axioms of thought that decide an
orientation.

The difficulty, which also defines the point of application for these axioms,
can be explained as follows: the ethical primacy of the Other over the Same
requires that the experience of alterity be ontologically ‘guaranteed’ as the
experience of a distance, or of an essential non-identity, the #raversal of which is
the ethical experience itself. But nothing in the simple phenomenon of the other
contains such a guarantee. And this simply because the finitude of the other’s
appearing certainly can be conceived as resemblance, or as imitation, and thus
lead back to the logic of the Same. The other always resembles me too much for
the hypothesis of an originary exposure to his alterity to be necessarily true.

The phenomenon of the other (his face) must then attest to a radical alterity
which he nevertheless does not contain by himself. The Other, as he appears to
me in the order of the finite, must be the epiphany of a properly infinite
distance to the other, the traversal of which is the originary ethical experience.

This means that in order to be intelligible, ethics requires that the Other be
in some sense carried by a principle of alterity which transcends mere finite
experience. Lévinas calls this principle the ‘Altogether-Other’, and it is quite
obviously the ethical name for God. There can be no Other if he is not the
immediate phenomenon of the Altogether-Other. There can be no finite
devotion to the non-identical if it is not sustained by the infinite devotion of the
principle to that which subsists outside it. There can be no ethics without God
the ineffable.

In Lévinas’s enterprise, the ethical dominance of the Other over the
theoretical ontology of the same is entirely bound up with a religious axiom; to
believe that we can separate what Lévinas’s thought unites is to betray the
intimate movement of this thought, its subjective rigour. In truth, Lévinas has
no philosophy — not even philosophy as the ‘servant’ of theology. Rather, this is
philosophy (in the Greek sense of the word) annulled by theology, itself no
longer a theology (the terminology is still too Greek, and presumes proximity
to the divine via the identity and predicates of God) but, precisely, an ethics.

To make of ethics the ultimate name of the religious as such (i.e. of that
which relates [re-lie] to the Other under the ineffable authority of the
Altogether-Other) is to distance it still more completely from all that can be
gathered under the name of ‘philosophy’.

To put it crudely: Lévinas’s enterprise serves to remind us, with



extraordinary insistence, that every effort to turn ethics into the principle of
thought and action is essentially religious. We might say that Lévinas is the
coherent and inventive thinker of an assumption that no academic exercise of
veiling or abstraction can obscure: distanced from its Greek usage (according to
which it is clearly subordinated to the theoretical), and taken in general, ethics
is a category of pious discourse.

IV Ethics as decomposed [décomposée] religion

What then becomes of this category if we claim to suppress, or mask, its
religious character, all the while preserving the abstract arrangement of its
apparent constitution (‘recognition of the other’, etc.)? The answer is obvious: a
dog’s dinner [de la bouillie pour les chats]. We are left with a pious discourse
without piety, a spiritual supplement for incompetent governments, and a
cultural sociology preached, in line with the new-style sermons, in lieu of the
late class struggle.

Our suspicions are first aroused when we see that the self-declared apostles of
ethics and of the ‘right to difference’ are clearly horrified by any vigorously
sustained difference. For them, African customs are barbaric, Muslims are
dreadful, the Chinese are totalitarian, and so on. As a matter of fact, this
celebrated ‘other’ is acceptable only if he is a good other — which is to say what,
exactly, if not the same as us? Respect for differences, of course! But on
condition that the different be parliamentary-democratic, pro free-market
economics, in favour of freedom of opinion, feminism, the environment.
... That is to say: I respect differences, but only, of course, in so far as that
which differs also respects, just as I do, the said differences. Just as there can be
‘no freedom for the enemies of freedom’, so there can be no respect for those
whose difference consists precisely in not respecting differences. To prove the
point, just consider the obsessive resentment expressed by the partisans of ethics
regarding anything that resembles an Islamic ‘tundamentalist’.

The problem is that the ‘respect for differences’ and the ethics of human
rights do seem to define an identity! And that as a result, the respect for
differences applies only to those differences that are reasonably consistent with
this identity (which, after all, is nothing other than the identity of a wealthy —



albeit visibly declining — “West’). Even immigrants in this country [France], as
seen by the partisans of ethics, are acceptably different only when they are
‘integrated’, only if they seek integration (which seems to mean, if you think
about it: only if they want to suppress their difference). It might well be that
ethical ideology, detached from the religious teachings which at least conferred
upon it the fullness of a ‘revealed’ identity, is simply the final imperative of a
conquering civilization: ‘Become like me and I will respect your difference.’

V Return to the Same

The truth is that, in the context of a system of thought that is both a-religious
and genuinely contemporary with the truths of our time, the whole ethical
predication based upon recognition of the other should be purely and simply
abandoned. For the real question — and it is an extraordinarily difficult one - is
much more that of recognizing the Same.

Let us posit our axioms. There is no God. Which also means: the One is not.
The multiple ‘without-one’ — every multiple being in its turn nothing other
than a multiple of multiples — is the law of being. The only stopping point is the
void. The infinite, as Pascal had already realized, is the banal reality of every
situation, not the predicate of a transcendence. For the infinite, as Cantor
demonstrated with the creation of set theory, is actually only the most general
form of multiple-being [Etre-multiple]. In fact, every situation, inasmuch as it is,
is a multiple composed of an infinity of elements, each one of which is itself a
multiple. Considered in their simple belonging to a situation (to an infinite
multiple), the animals of the species Homo sapiens are ordinary multiplicities.

What, then, are we to make of the other, of differences, and of their ethical
recognition?

Infinite alterity is quite simply what there is. Any experience at all is the
infinite deployment of infinite differences. Even the apparently reflexive
experience of myself is by no means the intuition of a unity but a labyrinth of
differentiations, and Rimbaud was certainly not wrong when he said: ‘I am
another.” There are as many differences, say, between a Chinese peasant and a
young Norwegian professional as between myself and anybody at all, including
myself.



As many, but also, then, neither more nor less.

VI ‘Cultural’ differences and culturalism

Contemporary ethics kicks up a big fuss about ‘cultural’ differences. Its
conception of the ‘other’ is informed mainly by this kind of differences. Its
great ideal is the peaceful coexistence of cultural, religious, and national
‘communities’, the refusal of ‘exclusion’.

But what we must recognize is that these differences hold no interest for
thought, that they amount to nothing more than the infinite and self-evident
multiplicity of humankind, as obvious in the difference between me and my
cousin from Lyon as it is between the Shi’ite ‘community’ of Iraq and the fat
cowboys of Texas.

The objective (or historical) foundation of contemporary ethics is
culturalism, in truth a tourist’s fascination for the diversity of morals, customs
and beliefs. And in particular, for the irreducible medley of imaginary
formations (religions, sexual representations, incarnations of authority ...). Yes,
the essential ‘objective’ basis of ethics rests on a vulgar sociology, directly
inherited from the astonishment of the colonial encounter with savages. And we
must not forget that there are also savages among us (the drug addicts of the
banlieues, religious sects — the whole journalistic paraphernalia of menacing
internal alterity), confronted by an ethics that offers, without changing its
means of investigation, its ‘recognition’ and éts social workers.

Against these trifling descriptions (of a reality that is both obvious and
inconsistent in itself), genuine thought should affirm the following principle:
since differences are what there is, and since every truth is the coming-to-be of
that which is not yet, so differences are then precisely what truths depose, or
render insignificant. No light is shed on any concrete situation by the notion of
the ‘recognition of the other’. Every modern collective configuration involves
people from everywhere, who have their different ways of eating and speaking,
who wear different sorts of headgear, follow different religions, have complex
and varied relations to sexuality, prefer authority or disorder, and such is the
way of the world.



VII From the Same to truths

Philosophically, if the other doesn’t matter it is indeed because the difficulty
lies on the side of the Same. The Same, in effect, is not what is (i.e. the infinite
multiplicity of differences) but what comes to be. I have already named that in
regard to which only the advent of the Same occurs: it is a truth. Only a truth is,
as such, indifferent to differences. This is something we have always known, even
if sophists of every age have always attempted to obscure its certainty: a truth is
the same for all.

What is to be postulated for one and all, what I have called our ‘being
immortal’, certainly is not covered by the logic of ‘cultural’ differences as
insignificant as they are massive. It is our capacity for truth — our capacity to be
that ‘same’ that a truth convokes to its own ‘sameness’. Or in other words, depending
on the circumstances, our capacity for science, love, politics or art, since all
truths, in my view, fall under one or another of these universal names.

It is only through a genuine perversion, for which we will pay a terrible
historical price, that we have sought to elaborate an ‘ethics’ on the basis of
cultural relativism. For this is to pretend that a merely contingent state of
things can found a Law.

The only genuine ethics is of truths in the plural — or, more precisely, the
only ethics is of processes of truth, of the labour that brings some truths into the
world. Ethics must be taken in the sense presumed by Lacan when, against Kant
and the notion of a general morality, he discusses the ethics of psychoanalysis.
Ethics does not exist. There is only the ethic-of (of politics, of love, of science, of
art).

There is not, in fact, one single Subject, but as many subjects as there are
truths, and as many subjective types as there are procedures of truths.

As for me, I identify four fundamental subjective ‘types’: political, scientific,
artistic, and amorous [amoureux)].

Every human animal, by participating in a given singular truth, is inscribed in
one of these four types.

A philosophy sets out to construct a space of thought in which the different
subjective types, expressed by the singular truths of its time, coexist. But this

coexistence is not a unification — that is why it is impossible to speak of one
Ethics.



Notes

1. Emmanuel Lévinas, Totality and Infinity, 1961 [1969]. This is his major work.
2. Jacques Lacan, “The Mirror Phase’, in Ecrits: A Selection, 1966 [1977].
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Ethics as a Figure of Nihilism

Whether we think of it as the consensual representation of Evil or as concern
for the other, ethics designates above all the incapacity, so typical of the
contemporary world, to name and strive for a Good. We should go even
further, and say that the reign of ethics is one symptom of a universe ruled by a
distinctive [singuliere] combination of resignation in the face of necessity
together with a purely negative, if not destructive, will. It is this combination
that should be designated as nihilism.

Nietzsche demonstrated very neatly that humanity prefers to will
nothingness rather than to will nothing at all. I will reserve the name nihilism
for this will to nothingness, which is like a kind of understudy [doublure] of
blind necessity.

I Ethics as the servant of necessity



The modern name for necessity is, as everyone knows, ‘economics’. Economic
objectivity — which should be called by its name: the logic of Capital — is the
basis from which our parliamentary regimes organize a subjectivity and a public
opinion condemned in advance to ratify what seems necessary. Unemployment,
the anarchy of production, inequalities, the complete devaluation of manual
work, the persecution of foreigners: all this fits together as part of a debased
consensus regarding a state of things as changeable as the weather (the
predictions of economic ‘science’ being still more uncertain than those of
meteorology), yet apparently shaped by inflexible and interminable external
constraint.

Parliamentary politics as practised today does not in any way consist of
setting objectives inspired by principles and of inventing the means to attain
them. It consists of turning the spectacle of the economy into the object of an
apathetic (though obviously unstable) public consensus. In itself, the economy is
neither good nor bad; it is the place of no value (other than commercial value,
and of money as general form of equivalence). It simply ‘runs’ more or less well.
Routine politics is the subjective or valorizing moment of this neutral
exteriority. For the possibilities whose development it pretends to organize are
in reality circumscribed and annulled, in advance, by the external neutrality of
the economic referent — in such a way that subjectivity in general is inevitably
dragged down into a kind of belligerent impotence, the emptiness of which is
filled by elections and the ‘sound-bites’ of party leaders.

Right from the first moment in the constitution of contemporary subjectivity
(as ‘public opinion’), ethics has duly played its accompanying role. For from the
beginning it confirms the absence of any project, of any emancipatory politics,
or any genuinely collective cause. By blocking, in the name of Evil and of
human rights, the way towards the positive prescription of possibilities, the way
towards the Good as the superhumanity of humanity, towards the Immortal as
the master of time, it accepts the play of necessity as the objective basis for all
judgements of value.

The celebrated ‘end of ideologies’ heralded everywhere as the good news
which opens the way for the ‘return of ethics’ signifies in fact an espousal of the
twistings and turnings of necessity, and an extraordinary impoverishment of the
active, militant value of principles.

The very idea of a consensual ‘ethics’, stemming from the general feeling
provoked by the sight of atrocities, which replaces the ‘old ideological
divisions’, is a powerful contributor to subjective resignation and acceptance of



the status quo. For what every emancipatory project does, what every
emergence of hitherto unknown possibilities does, is to put an end to consensus.
How, indeed, could the incalculable novelty of a truth, and the hole that it
bores in established knowledges, be inscribed in a situation without
encountering resolute opposition? Precisely because a truth, in its invention, is
the only thing that is for 4ll, so it can actually be achieved only against dominant
opinions, since these always work for the benefit of some rather than all. These
privileged few certainly benefit from their position, their capital, their control
of the media, and so on. But in particular, they wield the inert power of reality
and time [de la réalité et du temps] against that which is only, like every truth, the
hazardous, precarious advent of a possibility of the Intemporal. As Mao Tse-
tung used to say, with his customary simplicity: ‘If you have an idea, one will
have to split into two.” Yet ethics explicitly presents itself as the spiritual
supplement of the consensus. The ‘splitting into two’ horrifies it (it smacks of
ideology, it’s passé ...). Ethics is thus part of what prohibits any idea, any
coherent project of thought, settling instead for overlaying unthought and
anonymous situations with mere humanitarian prattle (which, as we have said,
does not itself contain any positive idea of humanity).

And in the same way, the ‘concern for the other’ signifies that it is not a
matter — that it is never a matter — of prescribing hitherto unexplored
possibilities for our situation, and ultimately for ourselves. The Law (human
rights, etc.) is always already there. It regulates judgements and opinions
concerning the evil that happens in some variable elsewhere. But there is no
question of reconsidering the foundation of this ‘Law’, of going right back to
the conservative identity that sustains it.

As everyone knows, France — which, under Vichy, approved a law regulating
the status of the Jews, and which at this very moment is voting to approve laws
for the racial identification of an alleged internal enemy that goes by the name
of ‘illegal immigrant’ [immigré clandestin]; France — which is subjectively
dominated by fear and impotence — is an ‘island of law and liberty’. Ethics is the
ideology of this insularity, and this is why it valorizes — throughout the world,
and with the complacency of ‘intervention’ — the gunboats of Law. But by doing
this, by everywhere promoting a domestic haughtiness and cowardly self-
satisfaction, it sterilizes every collective gathering around a vigorous conception
[pensée] of what can (and thus must) be done here and now. And in this, once
again, it is nothing more than a variant of the conservative consensus.

But what must be understood is that this resignation in the face of (economic)



necessities is neither the only nor the worst component of the public spirit held
together by ethics. For Nietzsche’s maxim forces us to consider that every non-
willing (every impotence) is shaped by a will to nothingness, whose other name
is: death drive.

II Ethics as the ‘Western’ mastery of death

We should be more struck than we usually are by a remark that often recurs in
articles and commentaries devoted to the war in the former Yugoslavia: it is
pointed out — with a kind of subjective excitement, an ornamental pathos — that
these atrocities are taking place ‘only two hours by plane from Paris’. The
authors of these texts invoke, naturally, all the ‘rights of man’, ethics,
humanitarian intervention, the fact that Evil (thought to have been exorcized by
the collapse of ‘totalitarianisms’) is making a terrible comeback. But then the
observation seems ludicrous: if it is a matter of ethical principles, of the
victimary essence of Man, of the fact that ‘rights are universal and
imprescriptible’, why should we care about the length of the flight? Is the
‘recognition of the other’ all the more intense if this other is in some sense
almost within my reach?

In this pathos of proximity, we can almost sense the trembling equivocation,
halfway between fear and enjoyment, of finally perceiving so close to us horror
and destruction, war and cynicism. Here ethical ideology has at its disposal,
almost knocking on the protected gates of civilized shelter, the revolting yet
delicious combination of a complex Other (Croats, Serbs, and those enigmatic
‘Muslims’ of Bosnia) and an avowed Evil. History has delivered the ethical dish
to our very door.

Ethics feeds too much on Evil and the Other not to take silent pleasure in
seeing them close up (in a silence that is the abject underside of its prattle). For
at the core of the mastery internal to ethics is always the power to decide who
dies and who does not.

Ethics is nihilist because its underlying conviction is that the only thing that
can really happen to someone is death. And it is certainly true that in so far as
we deny truths, we thereby challenge the immortal disjunction that they effect
in any given situation. Between Man as the possible basis for the uncertainty



[aléa] of truths, or Man as being-for-death (or being-for-happiness, it is the
same thing), you have to choose. It is the same choice that divides philosophy
from ‘ethics’, or the courage of truths from nihilism.

III Bio-ethics

This, no doubt, is what explains the privilege that ethics grants, among the
‘social issues’ that spice up our daily routine — and all the more so, in that none
of them makes the slightest sense — to the never-ending debate on euthanasia.

The word euthanasia poses the question very clearly: “When and how, in the
name of our idea of happiness, may we kill someone?’ It names the stable core
on which ethical sentiment depends. We all know the constant reference ethical
‘thought’ makes to ‘human dignity’. And the combination of being-for-death
and dignity constructs precisely the idea of a ‘dignified death’.

Commissions, reporters, judges, politicians, priests, doctors, debate the
ethical definition, sanctioned by law, of a death administered with dignity.

To be sure, suffering and degeneration are not ‘dignified’, do not conform to
the smooth, young, well-nourished image that we have of Man and his rights.
Who can fail to see that the ‘debate’ on euthanasia points above all to the radical
poverty of the symbols available today for old age and death? To the unbearable
character of the latter as a sight for the living? Here ethics is at the junction of
two only apparently contradictory drives: since it defines Man by non-Evil, and
thus by ‘happiness’ and life, it is simultaneously fascinated by death yet
incapable of inscribing it in thought. The upshot of this compromise is the
transformation of death itself into a spectacle made as discreet as possible, a
mere disappearing, regarding which the living have the right to hope that it will
not disrupt their delusional habits of contented ignorance. Ethical discourse is
thus both fatalist and resolutely non-tragic: it allows death to ‘go about its
business’, without opposing to it the Immortal of a resistance.

Let us remember — since such are the facts — that ‘bio-ethics’ and the State’s
obsession with euthanasia were explicit categories of Nazism. Fundamentally,
Nazism was a thoroughgoing ethics of Life. It had its own concept of ‘dignified
life’, and it accepted, implacably, the necessity of putting an end to undignified
lives. Nazism isolated and carried to its ultimate conclusion the nihilist core of



the ‘ethical’ disposition once it has at its disposal the political means to be
something other than prattle. In this respect, the appearance in our country of
major state commissions on ‘bio-ethics’ bodes ill. Here there will be loud cries
of protest. It will be said that it is precisely because of Nazism that it is
necessary to lay down the law protecting the right to life and to dignity, once
the impetuous advances of science give us the means to practise all sorts of
genetic manipulations. We should not be impressed by these cries. We should
argue strongly that the necessity of such state commissions and such laws
indicates that, in the configuration of public and private minds, the whole
problematic remains essentially suspect. The conjunction of ‘ethics’ and ‘bio’ is
in itself threatening. So is the similarity of prefixes between (evil) exgenics and
(respectable) euthanasia. A hedonistic doctrine of ‘dying-well’ will make for no
defence against the powerful and genuinely murderous aspiration of
‘generating-well’, an obvious component of ‘living-well’.

The root of the problem is that, in a certain way, every definition of Man
based on happiness is nihilist. It is clear that the external barricades erected to
protect our sickly prosperity have as their internal counterpart, against the
nihilist drive, the derisory and complicit barrier of ethical commissions.

When a prime minister,! the political eulogist of a civic ethics, declares that
France ‘cannot welcome [accueillir] all the misery of the world’, he is careful not
to tell us about the criteria and the methods that will allow us to distinguish the
part of the said misery that we welcome from that part which we will request —
no doubt from within detention centres — to return to its place of death, so that
we might continue to enjoy those unshared riches which, as we know, condition
both our happiness and our ‘ethics’. And in the same way, it is certainly
impossible to settle on stable, ‘responsible’; and of course ‘collective’ criteria in
the name of which commissions on bio-ethics will distinguish between eugenics
and euthanasia, between the scientific improvement of the white man and his
happiness, and the elimination ‘with dignity’ of monsters, of those who suffer or
become unpleasant to behold.

Chance, the circumstances of life, the tangle of beliefs, combined with the
rigorous and impartial treatment without exception of the clinical situation, is
worth a thousand times more than the pompous, made-for-media conscription
of bio-ethical authorities [instances] — a conscription whose place of work, whose
very name, have a nasty smell about them.



IV Ethical nihilism between conservatism and the
death drive

Considered as a figure of nihilism, reinforced by the fact that our societies are
without a future that can be presented as universal, ethics oscillates between
two complementary desires: a conservative desire, seeking global recognition
for the legitimacy of the order peculiar to our “Western’ position — the
interweaving of an unbridled and impassive economy [économie objective sauvage]
with a discourse of law; and a murderous desire that promotes and shrouds, in
one and the same gesture, an integral mastery of life — or again, that dooms what
is to the “Western’ mastery of death.

This is why ethics would be better named — since it speaks Greek — a ‘eu-
oudénose’, a smug nihilism.

Against this we can set only that which is not yet in being, but which our
thought declares itself able to conceive.

Every age — and in the end, none is worth more than any other — has its own
figure of nihilism. The names change, but always under these names (‘ethics’,
for example) we find the articulation of conservative propaganda with an
obscure desire for catastrophe.

It is only by declaring that we want what conservatism decrees to be
impossible, and by affirming truths against the desire for nothingness, that we
tear ourselves away from nihilism. The possibility of the impossible, which is
exposed by every loving encounter, every scientific re-foundation, every artistic
invention and every sequence of emancipatory politics, is the sole principle —
against the ethics of living-well whose real content is the deciding of death — of
an ethic of truths.

Note

1. [Badiou is referring to Michel Rocard. Translator’s note.]
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The Ethic of Truths

It is a difficult task, for the philosopher, to pull names away from a usage that
prostitutes them. Already Plato had to take all possible pains to hold his ground
with the word justice, against the sophist’s quibbling and devious usage.

Let us nevertheless try to preserve this word ethics, in spite of all that has
preceded this chapter, since those who, after Aristotle, have used the word in a
reasonable way make up a long and honourable lineage.

I Being, event, truth, subject

If there is no ethics ‘in general’, that is because there is no abstract Subject, who
would adopt it as his shield. There is only a particular kind of animal, convoked
by certain circumstances to become a subject — or rather, to enter into the
composing of a subject. This is to say that at a given moment, everything he is —
his body, his abilities — is called upon to enable the passing of a truth along its
path. This is when the human animal is convoked [reguis] to be the immortal



that he was not yet.

What are these ‘circumstances’? They are the circumstances of a truth. But
what are we to understand by that? It is clear that what there is [ce qu’il y a]
(multiples, infinite differences, ‘objective’ situations — for example, the ordinary
state of relation to the other, before a loving encounter) cannot define such a
circumstance. In this kind of objectivity, every animal gets by as best it can. We
must suppose, then, that whatever convokes someone to the composition of a
subject is something extra, something that happens in situations as something
that they and the usual way of behaving in them cannot account for. Let us say
that a subject, which goes beyond the animal (although the animal remains its
sole foundation [support]) needs something to have happened, something that
cannot be reduced to its ordinary inscription in ‘what there is’. Let us call this
supplement an event, and let us distinguish multiple-being, where it is not a
matter of truth (but only of opinions), from the event, which compels us to
decide a mew way of being.r Such events are well and truly attested: the French
Revolution of 1792, the meeting of Héloise and Abélard, Galileo’s creation of
physics, Haydn’s invention of the classical musical style.... But also: the
Cultural Revolution in China (1965-67), a personal amorous passion, the
creation of Topos theory by the mathematician Grothendieck, the invention of
the twelve-tone scale by Schoenberg....

From which ‘decision’, then, stems the process of a truth? From the decision
to relate henceforth to the situation from the perspective of its evental [événementiel |
supplement. Let us call this a fidelity. To be faithful to an event is to move within
the situation that this event has supplemented, by thinking (although all thought
is a practice, a putting to the test) the situation ‘according to’ the event. And
this, of course — since the event was excluded by all the regular laws of the
situation — compels the subject to invent a new way of being and acting in the
situation.

It is clear that under the effect of a loving encounter, if I want to be really
faithful to it, I must completely rework my ordinary way of ‘living’ my
situation. If I want to be faithful to the event of the ‘Cultural Revolution’, then
I must at least practise politics (in particular the relation with the workers) in an
entirely different manner from that proposed by the socialist and trade-unionist
traditions. And again, Berg and Webern, faithful to the musical event known by
the name of ‘Schoenberg’, cannot continue with fin-de-siécle neo-Romanticism
as if nothing had happened. After Einstein’s texts of 1905, if I am faithful to
their radical novelty, I cannot continue to practise physics within its classical



framework, and so on. An evental fidelity is a real break (both thought and
practised) in the specific order within which the event took place (be it political,
loving, artistic or scientific ...).

I shall call ‘truth’ (# truth) the real process of a fidelity to an event: that
which this fidelity produces in the situation. For example, the politics of the
French Maoists between 1966 and 1976, which tried to think and practise a
fidelity to two entangled events: the Cultural Revolution in China, and May ’68
in France. Or so-called ‘contemporary’ music (a name as ubiquitous as it is
strange), which is fidelity to the great Viennese composers of the early
twentieth century. Or the algebraic geometry of the 1950s and 1960s, faithful to
the concept of a Universe (in Grothendieck’s sense of the term), and so forth.
Essentially, a truth is the material course traced, within the situation, by the
evental supplementation. It is thus an immanent break, ‘Immanent’ because a
truth proceeds in the situation, and nowhere else — there is no heaven of truths.
‘Break’ because what enables the truth-process — the event — meant nothing
according to the prevailing language and established knowledge of the situation.

We might say, then, that a truth-process is heterogeneous to the instituted
knowledges of the situation. Or — to use an expression of Lacan’s — that it
punches a ‘hole [trouée]’ in these knowledges.

I call ‘subject’ the bearer [Je support] of a fidelity, the one who bears a process
of truth. The subject, therefore, in no way pre-exists the process. He is
absolutely nonexistent in the situation ‘before’ the event. We might say that the
process of truth induces a subject.

It is important to understand that the ‘subject’, thus conceived, does not
overlap with the psychological subject, nor even with the reflexive subject (in
Descartes’s sense) or the transcendental subject (in Kant’s sense). For example,
the subject induced by fidelity to an amorous encounter, the subject of love, is
not the ‘loving’ subject described by the classical moralists. For this kind of
psychological subject falls within the province of human nature, within the logic
of passion, whereas what I am talking about has no ‘natural’ pre-existence. The
lovers as such enter into the composition of one loving subject, who exceeds them
both.

In the same way, the subject of a revolutionary politics is not the individual
militant — any more, by the way, than it is the chimera of a class-subject. It is a
singular production, which has taken different names (sometimes ‘Party’,
sometimes not). To be sure, the militant enters into the composition of this
subject, but once again it exceeds him (it is precisely this excess that makes it



come to pass as immortal).

Or again, the subject of an artistic process is not the artist (the ‘genius’, etc.).
In fact, the subject-points of art are works of art. And the artist enters into the
composition of these subjects (the works are ‘his’), without our being able in
any sense to reduce them to ‘him’ (and besides, which ‘him’ would this be?).

Events are irreducible singularities, the ‘beyond-the-law’ of situations. Each
faithful truth-process is an entirely invented immanent break with the situation.
Subjects, which are the local occurrences of the truth-process (‘points’ of truth),
are particular and incomparable inductions.

It is with respect to subjects of this kind that it is — perhaps — legitimate to
speak of an ‘ethic of truths’.

II Formal definition of the ethic of a truth

What I will call, in general, the ‘ethic of a truth’ is the principle that enables the
continuation of a truth-process — or, to be more precise and complex, that which
lends consistency to the presence of some-one in the composition of the subject induced by
the process of this trutb.

Let us unpack this formula.

1. What is to be understood by ‘some-one’? ‘Some-one’ is an animal of the
human species, this kind of particular multiple that established knowledges
designate as belonging to the species. It is this body, and everything that it is
capable of, which enters into the composition of a ‘point of truth’ — always
assuming that an event has occurred, along with an immanent break taking the
sustained form of a faithful process.

‘Some-one’ can thus be #his spectator whose thinking has been set in
motion, who has been seized and bewildered by a burst of theatrical fire, and
who thus enters into the complex configuration of a moment of art. Or this
assiduous student of a mathematical problem, after the thankless and
exhausting confusion of working in the dark, at the precise moment
enlightened by its solution. Or that lover whose vision of reality is befuddled
and displaced since, supported by the other, he remembers the instant of the
declaration of their love. Or this militant who manages, at the end of a



complicated meeting, to find simple words to express the hitherto elusive
statement which, everyone agrees, declares what must be pursued in the
situation.

The ‘some-one’ thus caught up in what attests that he belongs to the truth-
process as one of its foundation-points is simultaneously himself, nothing
other than himself, a multiple singularity recognizable among all others, and
in excess of himself, because the uncertain course [tracé aléatoire] of fidelity
passes through him, transfixes his singular body and inscribes him, from within
time, in an instant of eternity.

Let us say that what we can know of him is entirely engaged in what took
place, that there is, materially, nothing other than this referent of a
knowledge, but that all this is taken up in the immanent break of a truth-
process, such that, belonging both to his own situation (political, scientific,
artistic, amorous ...) and to the truth that becomes, ‘some-one’ is internally
and imperceptibly riven, or punctured, by this truth that ‘passes’ through that
known multiple that he is.

We might say, more simply: the ‘some-one’ was not in a position to krow
that be was capable of this co-belonging to a situation and to the hazardous
course [tracé basardeux] of a truth, this becoming-subject.

In so far as he enters into the composition of a subject, in so far as he is
self-subjectivization, the ‘some-one’ exists without knowing it [existe a son
propre insu].

. What should we understand now by ‘consistency’? Simply, that there is a law
of the not-known [de linsu]. For if the ‘someone’ enters into the composition of
a subject of truth only by exposing himself ‘entirely’ to a post-evental
fidelity, then there remains the problem of knowing what he, this ‘some-one’,
will become through this testing experience.

The ordinary behaviour of the human animal is a matter of what Spinoza
calls ‘perseverance in being’, which is nothing other than the pursuit of
interest, or the conservation of self. This perseverance is the law that governs
some-one in so far as he knows himself. But the test of truth does not fall
under this law. To belong to the situation is everyone’s natural destiny, but to
belong to the composition of a subject of truth concerns a particular route, a
sustained break, and it is very difficult to know how this composition is to be
superimposed upon or combined with the simple perseverance-of-self.

I shall call ‘consistency’ (or ‘subjective consistency’) the principle of this



superimposition, or this combination. That is to say, the manner in which our
devotee of mathematics will engage his perseverance in that which breaks or
opposes this perseverance, which is his belonging to a truth-process. Or the
manner in which our lover will be entirely ‘himself’ in the sustained testing
of his inscription in a subject of love.

When all is said and done, consistency is the engagement of one’s
singularity (the animal ‘some-one’) in the continuation of a subject of truth.
Or again: it is to submit the perseverance of what is known to a duration
[durée] peculiar to the not-known.

Lacan touched on this point when he proposed his ethical maxim: ‘do not
give up on your desire’ [ ne pas céder sur son désir’]. For desire is constitutive of
the subject of the unconscious; it is thus the not-known par excellence, such
that ‘do not give up on your desire’ rightly means: ‘do not give up on that
part of yourself that you do not know’. We might add that the ordeal of the
not-known is the distant effect of the evental supplement, the puncturing
[trouée] of ‘some-one’ by a fidelity to this vanished supplement, and that ‘do
not give up’ means, in the end: do not give up on your own seizure by a
truth-process.

But since the truth-process is fidelity, then if ‘Do not give up’ is the maxim
of consistency — and thus of the ethic of a truth — we might well say that it is
a matter, for the ‘some-one’, of being faithful to a fidelity. And he can manage
this only by adhering to his own principle of continuity, the perseverance in
being of what he is. By linking (for such, precisely, is consistency) the known
by the not-known.

It is now an easy matter to spell out the ethic of a truth: ‘Do all that you
can to persevere in that which exceeds your perseverance. Persevere in the
interruption. Seize in your being that which has seized and broken you.’

The ‘technique’ of consistency is singular in each case, depending on the
‘animal’ traits of the some-one. To the consistency of the subject that he is in
part become, having been convoked [requis] and seized by a truth-process,
this particular ‘some-one’ will contribute his anguish and agitation, this other
his tall stature and cool composure, this other his voracious taste for
domination, and these others their melaneholy, or timidity.... All the
material of human multiplicity can be fashioned, linked, by a ‘consistency’ —
while at the same time, of course, it opposes to this fashioning the worst kinds
of inertia, and exposes the ‘some-one’ to the permanent temptation of giving
up, of returning to the mere belonging to the ‘ordinary’ situation, of erasing



the effects of the not-known.

The place of ethics is indicated by the chronic conflict between two
functions of the multiple material that makes up the whole being of a ‘some-
one’: on the one hand, its simple deployment, his belonging to the situation,
or what we might call the principle of interest; on the other, consistency, the
linking of the known by the not-known, or what we might call the subjective
principle.

It is now a simple matter to describe the manifestations of consistency, to
sketch a phenomenology of the ethic of truths.

III The experience of ethical ‘consistency’
Consider two examples.

1. If we define interest as ‘perseverance in being’ (which is, remember, simply
to belong to situations of multiplicity [aux situations multiples]) then we can see
that ethical consistency manifests itself as disinterested interest. It concerns
interest, in the sense that it engages the motivating forces of perseverance
(the singular traits of a human animal, of ‘some-one’). But it is disinterested
in a radical sense, since it aims to link these traits in a fidelity, which in its
turn is addressed to a primary fidelity, the one that constitutes the truth-
process and which, in itself, has nothing to do with the ‘interests’ of the
animal, which is indifferent to its perpetuation, which has eternity for its
destiny.

We might play here upon the ambiguity of the word interest. Certainly, the
devotee of mathematics, the theatre spectator on the edge of his seat, the
transfigured lover, the enthusiastic militant, demonstrate a prodigious
interest in what they are doing — in the advent of the not-known Immortal in
them, in the advent of that which they did not know themselves capable of.
Nothing in the world could arouse the intensity of existence more than this
actor who lets me encounter Hamlet, this perception in thought of what it
means to be two, this problem in algebraic geometry whose innumerable
ramifications I suddenly discover, or this open-air meeting, by the doors of a
factory, which confirms that my political statement does indeed bring people



together and transform them. Nevertheless, as regards my interests as a
mortal and predatory animal, what is happening here does not concern me;
no knowledge tells me that these circumstances have anything to do with me.
I am altogether present there, linking my component elements via that excess
beyond myself induced by the passing through me of a truth. But as a result, I
am also suspended, broken, annulled; dis-interested. For I cannot, within the
fidelity to fidelity that defines ethical consistency, take an interest in myself,
and thus pursue my own interests. All my capacity for interest, which is my
own perseverance in being, has poured out into the future consequences of the
solution to this scientific problem, into the examination of the world in the
light of love’s being-two, into what I will make of my encounter, one night,
with the eternal Hamlet, or into the next stage of the political process, once
the gathering in front of the factory has dispersed.

There is always only one question in the ethic of truths: how will I, as
some-one, continue to exceed my own being? How will I link the things I
know, in a consistent fashion, via the effects of being seized by the not-
known?

One might also put it like this: how will I continue zo think? That is, to
maintain /n the singular time of my multiple-being, and with the sole material
resources of this being, the Immortal that a truth brings into being through
me in the composition of a subject.

. Every truth, as we have seen, deposes constituted knowledges, and thus
opposes opinions. For what we call opinions are representations without truth,
the anarchic debris of circulating knowledge.

Now opinions are the cement of sociality [socialité]. They are what sustain
all human animals, without exception, and we cannot function otherwise: the
weather; the latest film; children’s diseases; poor salaries; the government’s
villainy; the performance of the local football team; television; holidays;
atrocities far away or close to home; the setbacks suffered by the Republican
school system; the latest album by some hard-rock group; the delicate state of
one’s soul; whether or not there are too many immigrants; neurotic
symptoms; institutional success; good little recipes; what you’ve been reading;
shops in which you find what you need at a good price; cars; sex; sunshine.
... What would become of us, miserable creatures, if all this did not circulate
and recur among the animals of the City? To what depressing silence would
we condemn ourselves? Opinion is the primary material of all communication.



We are all familiar with the prestige enjoyed by this term today, and we
know that some see in it the foundation of democracy and ethics. Yes, it is
often maintained that what matters is to ‘communicate’, that all ethics is
‘communicative ethics’.2 If we ask: communicate, fine, but communicate
what?, then it is easy to answer: opinions, opinions regarding the whole
expanse of multiples that this special multiple, the human animal, explores in
the stubborn determination of his interests.

Opinions without an ounce of truth — or, indeed, of falsehood. Opinion is
beneath the true and the false, precisely because its sole office is to be
communicable. What arises from a truth-process, by contrast, cannot be
communicated [ne se communique pas]. Communication is suited only to
opinions (and again, we are unable to manage without them). In all that
concerns truths, there must be an encounter. The Immortal that I am capable
of being cannot be spurred in me by the effects of communicative sociality, it
must be directly seized by fidelity. That is to say: broken, in its multiple-
being, by the course of an immanent break, and convoked [requis], finally,
with or without knowing it, by the evental supplement. To enter into the
composition of a subject of truth can only be something that happens to you.

Confirmation of the point is provided by the concrete circumstances in
which someone is seized by a fidelity: an amorous encounter, the sudden
feeling that this poem was addressed to you, a scientific theory whose
initially obscure beauty overwhelms you, or the active intelligence of a
political place.... Philosophy is no exception here, since everyone knows that
to endure the requirement of a philosophically disinterested-interest, you
have to have encountered, at least once in your life, the voice of a Master.

As a result, the ethic of a truth is the complete opposite of an ‘ethics of
communication’. It is an ethic of the Real, if it is true that — as Lacan suggests
— all access to the Real is of the order of an encounter. And consistency,
which is the content of the ethical maxim ‘Keep going!’ [Continuer!], keeps
going only by following the thread of this Real.

We might put it like this: ‘Never forget what you have encountered.” But
we can say this only if we understand that not-forgetting is not a memory
(ah! the unbearable, journalistic ‘ethics of memory’!). Not-forgetting consists
of thinking and practising the arrangement of my multiple-being according
to the Immortal which it holds, and which the piercing through
[transpercement] of an encounter has composed as subject.

In one of my previous books, my formula was: ‘Love what you will never



believe twice’ [Aimez ce que jamais vous ne croirez deux fois].3 In this the ethic of
a truth is absolutely opposed to opinion, and to ethics in general, which is
itself nothing but a schema of opinion. For the maxim of opinion is: ‘Love
only that which you have always believed.’

IV Asceticism?

Is the ethic of truths ascetic? Does it always demand of us a renunciation? From
the dawn of philosophy, this has been a crucial debate. It was already one of
Plato’s concerns, in his determination to prove that the philosopher, the man of
truths, was ‘happier’ than the hedonistic tyrant, and that as a result, the sensual
animal renounces nothing essential by dedicating its life to Ideas.

Let us call ‘renunciation’ the belief that we must cut back on the pursuit of
our interests — the pursuit which, outside truth, constitutes the whole of our
multiple-being. Is there renunciation when a truth seizes me? Certainly not,
since this seizure manifests itself by unequalled intensities of existence. We can
name them: in love, there is happiness; in science, there is joy (in Spinoza’s
sense: intellectual beatitude); in politics, there is enthusiasm; and in art, there is
pleasure. These ‘affects of truth’, at the same moment that they signal the entry
of some-one into a subjective composition, render empty all considerations of
renunciation. Experience amply demonstrates the point, more than amply.

But ethics is not of the order of pure seizure. It regulates subjective
consistency, inasmuch as its maxim is: ‘Keep going!” And we have seen that this
continuation presumes a genuine subversion [détournement] of the ‘perseverance
in being’. The materials of our multiple-being are now organized by the
subjective composition, by fidelity to a fidelity, and no longer by the simple
pursuit of our interest. Does this subversion amount to renunciation?

Here we have, it must be said, a properly undecidable question. ‘Undecidable’
means that no calculation allows us to decide whether or not some essential
renunciation is involved.

* On the one hand, it is certain that the ethic of truths compels so considerable
a distance from opinions that it must be called literally asocial. This a-sociality
has always been recognized for what it is — in the image of Thales falling into



a well because he seeks to penetrate the secret of celestial movement;+ in the
proverb ‘Lovers have eyes only for each other’; in the isolated destiny of the
great revolutionary militants; in the theme of ‘solitary genius’, and so on. At
the lowest level, you can see it in contemporary sarcasms about ‘intellectuals’,
or the inevitable representation of the militant as ‘dogmatic’ or ‘terrorist’.
Now, a-sociality is constantly restricted in its pursuit of interests, because
this pursuit is governed precisely by the social game, and by communication.
It is not so much a question of repression here (although this obviously exists,
and can take extreme forms) as of an insurmountable, properly ontologicals
clash between post-evental fidelity and the normal pace of things, between
truth and knowledge.

* On the other hand, we must recognize that the ‘myself’ engaged in the
subjective composition is identical to the one that pursues his interest: there
cannot be, for us, two distinct figures of the ‘some-one’. It is the same living
multiples that are convoked [requis] in every case. This ambivalence of my
multiple-composition ensures that interest can no longer be clearly
represented as distinct from disinterested-interest. Every representation of
myself is the fictional imposition of a unity upon infinite component
multiples. There is no doubt that this fiction is generally held together by
interest. But since the components are ambiguous (they are also the ones that
serve to link my presence in a fidelity), it can happen that, under the same
rule of interest, the fictional unity is organized as such around the subject,
around the Immortal, and not around the socialized animal.

Basically, the possibility that no asceticism may be necessary for an ethic of
truths testifies to the fact that the schema of interest has no other matter to
unify, fictionally, than that to which the ethic of truths gives consistency. This
means that disinterested-interest might be representable as interest pure and
simple. Where this is the case, we cannot speak of asceticism: after all, the
principle of interest governs [all] conscious practice.

But we are dealing here only with a simple possibility, and in no sense with a
necessity. Let us not forget that #// the components of my multiple-being could
never be engaged together — no more, by the way, through the pursuit of my
interests than through the consistency of a subject of truth. And so it can always
happen that the brutal requisition of this or that ‘dormant’ component — under
the socialized pressure of interests, or as an ongoing stage of a fidelity — might
destabilize all the previous fictional assemblages through which I organized my



self-representation. From this point, the perception of disinterested-interest as
interest pure and simple may dissolve, the split may become representable, and
asceticism may move on to the agenda — and, with it, its inversion: the
temptation to give up, to withdraw from the subjective composition, to break a
loving relationship because of the pull of an obscene desire, to betray a political
sequence because of the repose promised by the ‘service of goods’ [service des
biens],6 to replace determined scientific investigation with the pursuit of
recognition and awards, or to regress back to academicism under cover of a
propaganda that denounces the avant-garde as ‘passé’.

But then the onset of asceticism is identical to the uncovering of the subject
of truth as pure desire of self [de soi]. The subject must in some sense continue
under his own steam, no longer protected by the ambiguities of the
representing fiction. Such is the proper point of the undecidable: is this desire
of the subject to persevere in his consistency congruent with the animal’s desire
to grab its socialized chance? Nothing, having come to this point, dispenses with
the need for courage. Fortify yourself, if you can, with the optimism of Lacan,
when he writes: ‘Desire, what is called desire (Lacan is speaking here of the
subjective not-known), suffices to prove that it would make no sense for life to
create cowards.”?
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The Problem of Evil

I have already emphasized the degree to which our contemporary ethical
ideology is rooted in the consensual self-evidence of Evil. We have overturned
this judgement by determining the affirmative process of truths to be the
central core both of the possible composition of a subject and — for the ‘some-
one’ who enters into this composition — of the singular advent of a persevering
ethic.

Is this to say that we must refuse the notion of Evil all validity, and refer it
back exclusively to its obviously religious origin?

A Life, truths, and the Good

I will make no concessions here to those who believe that there is a kind of
‘natural law’, founded in the last analysis on the self-evidence of what is
harmful to Man.

Considered in terms of its mere nature alone, the human animal must be



lumped in the same category as its biological companions. This systematic killer
pursues, in the giant ant hills he constructs, interests of survival and satisfaction
neither more nor less estimable than those of moles or tiger beetles. He has
shown himself to be the most wily of animals, the most patient, the most
obstinately dedicated to the cruel desires of his own power. Above all, he has
succeeded in harnessing to the service of his mortal life his own peculiar ability
— his ability to take up a position along the course of truths such that he acquires
an Immortal aspect. This is what Plato had already anticipated, when he
indicated that the duty of those who escape from his famous cave, dazzled by
the sun of the Idea, was to return to the shadows and to help their companions
in servitude to profit from that by which, on the threshold of this dark world,
they had been seized. Only today can we fully assess what this return means: it
is that of Galilean physics back towards technical machinery, or of atomic
theory back towards bombs and nuclear power plants. The return of
disinterested-interest towards brute interest, the forcing of knowledges by a
few truths. At the end of which the human animal has become the absolute
master of his environment — which is, after all, nothing but a fairly mediocre
planet.

Thus conceived (and this is what we know him to be), it is clear that the
human animal, ‘in itself’, implies no value judgement. Nietzsche is no doubt
right, once he has assessed humanity in terms of the norm of its vital power, to
declare it essentially innocent, foreign in itself to both Good and Evil. His
delusion is to imagine a superhumanity restored to this innocence, once
delivered from the shadowy, life-destroying enterprise led by the powerful
figure of the Priest.r No: no life, no natural power, can be beyond Good and
Evil. We should say, rather, that every life, including that of the human animal,
is beneath Good and Evil.

What provokes the emergence of the Good — and, by simple consequence,
Evil — exclusively concerns the rare existence of truth-processes. Transfixed by
an immanent break, the human animal finds its principle of survival — its
interest — disorganized. We might say, then, if we accept that some-one can
enter into the composition of a subject of truth, that the Good is, strictly
speaking, the internal norm of a prolonged disorganization of life.

In any case, everyone knows this: the routines of survival are indifferent to
any Good you might care to mention. Every pursuit of an interest has success as
its only source of legitimacy. On the other hand, if I ‘fall in love’ (the word
‘fall’ indicates disorganization in the walk of life), or if I am seized by the



sleepless fury of a thought [pensée], or if some radical political engagement
proves incompatible with every immediate principle of interest — then I find
myself compelled to measure life, my life as a socialized human animal, against
something other than itself. And this above all when, beyond the joyful or
enthusiastic clarity of the seizing, it becomes a matter of finding out if, and
how, I am to continue along the path of vital disorganization, thereby granting
to this primordial disorganization a secondary and paradoxical organization, that
very organization which we have called ‘ethical consistency’.

If Evil exists, we must conceive it from the starting point of the Good.
Without consideration of the Good, and thus of truths, there remains only the
cruel innocence of life, which is beneath Good and beneath Evil.

As a result — and however strange the suggestion may seem — it is absolutely
essential that Evil be a possible dimension of truths. We cannot be satisfied, on
this point, with the overly facile Platonic solution: Evil as the simple absence of
truth, Evil as ignorance of the Good. For the very idea of ignorance is hard to
grasp. For whom is a truth absent? For the human animal as such, absorbed in
the pursuit of his interests, there is no truth, only opinions, through which he is
socialized. As for the subject, the Immortal, he cannot lack the truth, since it is
from the truth and the truth alone, given as faithful trajectory, that he
constitutes himself.

If Evil is, all the same, identifiable as a form of multiple-being, it must then
be that it arises as the (possible) effect of the Good itself. That is to say: it is only
because there are truths, and only to the extent that there are subjects of these
truths, that there is Evil.

Or again: Evil, if it exists, is an unruly effect of the power of truth.

But does Evil exist?

B On the existence of Evil

Since we have entirely rejected the idea of a consensual or a priori recognition
of Evil, the only rigorous line of thought open to us is to define Evil from
within our owu terrain, and thus as a possible dimension of a truth-process.
Only then should we examine the overlap between the effects to be expected of
this definition, and the ‘tlagrant’ examples (the examples recognized by opinion)



of historical or private Evil.

I shall nevertheless proceed in a more inductive fashion, since the aim of this
book is to grasp the current dimension of these questions.

Those who Uphold ‘ethical’ ideology know very well that the identification
of Evil is no trifling matter, even if, in the end, their whole construction rests
on the axiom that the issue remains a self-evident matter of opinion. Their
strategy is then the same as that of Lévinas with respect to the ‘recognition of
the other’: they radicalize their thesis. Just as Lévinas eventually makes the
originality of the opening to the Other depend upon the supposition of the
Altogether-Other, so the upholders of ethics make the consensual identification
of Evil depend upon the supposition of a radical Evil.

Although the idea of a radical Evil can be traced back at least as far as Kant,
its contemporary version is grounded systematically on one ‘example’: the Nazi
extermination of the European Jews. I do not use the word ‘example’ lightly. An
ordinary example is indeed something to be repeated or imitated. Relating to
the Nazi extermination, it exemplifies radical Evil by pointing to that whose
imitation or repetition must be prevented at all costs — or, more precisely: that
whose non-repetition provides the norm for the judgement of all situations.
Hence the ‘exemplarity’ of the crime, its negative exemplarity. But the
normative function of the example persists: the Nazi extermination is radical
Evil in that it provides for our time the unique, unrivalled — and in this sense
transcendent, or unsayable — measure of Evil pure and simple. What the God of
Lévinas is to the evaluation of alterity (the Altogether-Other as
incommensurable measure of the Other), the extermination is to the evaluation
of historical situations (the Altogether-Evil as incommensurable measure of
Evil).

As a result, the extermination and the Nazis are both declared unthinkable,
unsayable, without conceivable precedent or posterity — since they define the
absolute form of Evil — yet they are constantly invoked, compared, used to
schematize every circumstance in which one wants to produce, among opinions,
an effect of the awareness [conscience] of Evil — since the only way to access Evil
in general is under the historical condition of radical Evil. So it was as early as
1956, in order to justify the Anglo-French invasion of Egypt, some Western
political leaders and the press did not hesitate for a second to use the formula
‘Nasser is Hitler’. We have seen the same thing again more recently, as much
with Saddam Hussein (in Iraq) as with Slobodan MiloseviC (in Serbia). But at
the same time, we are insistently reminded that the extermination and the Nazis



were unique, and that to compare them to anything else at all is a defilement.

In fact, this paradox is simply that of radical Evil itself (and, in truth, of
every ‘mise en transcendence’ of a reality or concept). The measure must itself be
unmeasurable, yet it must constantly be measured. The extermination is indeed
both that which measures all the Evil our time is capable of, being itself beyond
measure, and that to which we must compare everything (thus measuring it
unceasingly) that we say is to be judged in terms of the manifest certainty of
Evil. As the supreme negative example, this crime is inimitable, but every crime
is an imitation of it.

To get out of this circle, to which we are condemned by the fact that we want
to subordinate the question of Evil to a consensual judgement of opinion (a
judgement that then has to be pre-structured by the supposition of a radical
Evil), we obviously have to abandon the theme of radical Evil, of the measure
without measure. This theme, like that of the Altogether-Other, belongs to
religion.

It goes without saying, of course, that the extermination of the European
Jews is a hideous state crime, whose horror is such that whichever way we look
at it, we know — unless we are prepared to stoop to repulsive sophistry — that we
are confronted by an Evil that cannot in any sense be quietly (‘Hegelian-ly’)
classified among the transitory necessities of the Historical process.

I further accept, without reservation, the singularity of the extermination.
The bland category of ‘totalitarianism’ was forged in order to group under a
single concept the politics of Nazism and of Stalinism, the extermination of the
European Jews and the massacres in Siberia. This amalgamation does nothing to
clarify our thinking, not even our thinking about Evil. We must accept the
irreducibility of the extermination (just as we must accept the irreducibility of
the Stalinist Party-state).

But then the whole point is to situate [localiser] this singularity.
Fundamentally, those who uphold the ideology of human rights try to situate it
directly in Evil, in keeping with their objectives of pure opinion. We have seen
that this attempt at the religious absolutization of Evil is incoherent. Moreover,
it is very threatening, like anything that puts thought up against an impassable
‘limit’. For the reality of the inimitable is constant imitation, and by dint of
seeing Hitlers everywhere we forget that he is dead, and that what is happening
before our eyes is the creation of new singularities of Evil.

In fact, to think the singularity of the extermination is to think, first of all,
the singularity of Nazism as a political sequence. This is the whole problem.



Hitler was able to conduct the extermination as a colossal militarized operation
because he had taken power, and he took power in the name of a politics whose
categories included the term ‘Jew’.

The defenders of ethical ideology are so determined to locate the singularity
of the extermination directly in Evil that they generally deny, categorically,
that Nazism was a political sequence. But this position is both feeble and
cowardly. Feeble, because the constitution of Nazism as a ‘massive’ subjectivity
integrating the word Jew as part of a political configuration is what made the
extermination possible, and then inevitable. Cowardly, because it is impossible
to think politics through to the end if we refuse to envisage the possibility of
political sequences whose organic categories and subjective prescriptions are
criminal. The partisans of the ‘democracy of human rights’ are fond — with
Hannah Arendt — of defining politics as the stage of a ‘being-together’. It is
with regard to this definition, incidentally, that they fail to grasp the political
essence of Nazism. But this definition is merely a fairy-tale — all the more so
since the being-together must first determine the collective [ensemble]
concerned, and this is the whole question. Nobody desired the being-together
of the Germans more than Hitler. The Nazi category of the ‘Jew’ served to
name the German interior, the space of a being-together, via the (arbitrary yet
prescriptive) construction of an exterior that could be monitored from the
interior — just as the certainty of being ‘all French together’ presupposes that we
persecute, here and now, those who fall under the category of ‘illegal
immigrant’.

One of the singularities of Nazi politics was its precise proclamation of the
historical community that was to be endowed with a conquering subjectivity. And
it was this proclamation that enabled its subjective victory, and put
extermination on the agenda.

Thus we are entitled to say, in this case, that the link between politics and
Evil emerges precisely from the way both the collective [ensemble] (the
thematics of communities) and the being-with (the thematics of consensus, of
shared norms) are taken into consideration.

But what matters is that the singularity of the Evil derives, in the final
analysis, from the singularity of a political sequence.

This takes us back to the subordination of Evil - if not directly to the Good,
at least to the processes that lay claim to it. Nazi politics was not a truth-
process, but it was only in so far as it could be represented as such that it
‘seized’ the German situation. So that even in the case of this Evil, which I



would call extreme rather than radical, the intelligibility of its ‘subjective’
being, the question of the ‘some-ones’ who were able to participate in its
horrifying execution as if accomplishing a duty, needs to be referred back to the
intrinsic dimensions of the process of political truth.

I might also have pointed out that the most intense subjective sufferings —
those that really highlight what is involved in ‘hurting someone’, and often lead
to suicide or murder — have as their horizon the existence of a process of love.

I shall posit the following general principles:

¢ that Evil exists;

* that it must be distinguished from the violence that the human animal
employs to persevere in its being, to pursue its interests — a violence that is
beneath Good and Evil;

* that nevertheless there is no radical Evil, which might otherwise clarify this
distinction;

* that Evil can be considered as distinct from banal predation only in so far as
we grasp it from the perspective of the Good, thus from the seizing of ‘some-
one’ by a truth-process;

* that as a result, Evil is a category not of the human animal, but of the subject;

* that there is Evil only to the extent that man is capable of becoming the
Immortal he is;

* that the ethic of truths — as the principle of consistency of a fidelity to a
fidelity, or the maxim ‘Keep going!’ — is what tries to ward off the Evil that
every singular truth makes possible.

We still have to link these propositions together, to make them consistent with
what we know about the general form of truths.

C Return to the event, fidelity and truth

Remember that the three major dimensions of a truth-process are as follows:

* the event, which brings to pass ‘something other’ than the situation, opinions,
instituted knowledges; the event is a hazardous [hasardeux], unpredictable



supplement, which vanishes as soon as it appears;

* the fidelity, which is the name of the process: it amounts to a sustained
investigation of the situation, under the imperative of the event itself; it is an
immanent and continuing break;

* the truth as such, that is, the multiple, internal to the situation, that the
fidelity constructs, bit by bit; it is what the fidelity gathers together and
produces.

These three dimensions of the process have several essential ‘ontological’
characteristics.

1. The event is both situated — it is the event of this or that situation — and
supplementary; thus absolutely detached from, or unrelated to, all the rules of
the situation. Hence the emergence of the classical style, with Haydn (or
under the name of this ‘some-one’, Haydn), concerns the musical situation
and no other, a situation then governed by the predominance of the baroque
style. It was an event for this situation. But in another sense, what this event
was to authorize in terms of musical configurations was not comprehensible
from within the plenitude achieved by the baroque style; it really was a
matter of something else.

You might then ask what it is that makes the connection between the event
and that ‘for which’ it is an event. This connection is the void [vide] of the
earlier situation. What does this mean? It means that at the heart of every
situation, as the foundation of its being, there is a ‘situated’ void, around
which is organized the plenitude (or the stable multiples) of the situation in
question. Thus at the heart of the baroque style at its virtuoso saturation lay
the absence [vide] (as decisive as it was unnoticed) of a genuine conception of
musical architectonics. The Haydn-event occurs as a kind of musical ‘naming’
of this absence [vide]. For what constitutes the event is nothing less than a
wholly new architectonic and thematic principle, a new way of developing
musical writing from the basis of a few transformable units — which was
precisely what, from within the baroque style, could not be perceived (there
could be no knowledge of it).

We might say that since a situation is composed by the knowledges
circulating within it, the event names the void inasmuch as it names the not-
known of the situation.



To take a well-known example: Marx is an event for political thought
because he designates, under the name ‘proletariat’, the central void of early
bourgeois societies. For the proletariat — being entirely dispossessed, and
absent from the political stage — is that around which is organized the
complacent plenitude established by the rule of those who possess capital.

To sum up: the fundamental ontological characteristic of an event is to
inscribe, to name, the situated void of that for which it is an event.

2. As for fidelity, I have already explained what is at stake. The essential point is
that it is never inevitable or necessary. What remains undecidable is whether
the disinterested-interest that it presumes on the part of the ‘some-one’ who
participates in it can, even if only as part of a fictional representation of self,
count as interest pure and simple. And so, since the sole principle of
perseverance is that of interest, the perseverance of some-one in a fidelity —
the continuation of the being-subject of a human animal — remains uncertain.
We know that it is because of this uncertainty that there is a place for an
ethic of truths.

3. Finally, as regards the truth that results, we must above all emphasize its
power. I have already evoked this theme, with respect to the ‘return’ to the
cave of Plato’s prisoner, which is the return of a truth back to knowledges. A
truth punches a ‘hole’ in knowledges, it is heterogeneous to them, but it is
also the sole known source of new knowledges. We shall say that the truth
forces knowledges.2 The verb to force indicates that since the power of a truth
is that of a break, it is by violating established and circulating knowledges
that a truth returns to the immediacy [/immédiat] of the situation, or reworks
that sort of portable encyclopaedia from which opinions, communications
and sociality draw their meaning. If a truth is never communicable as such, it
nevertheless implies, at a distance from itself, powerful reshapings of the
forms and referents of communication. This is not to say that these
modifications ‘express’ the truth, or indicate ‘progress’ among opinions. For
instance, a whole body of musical knowledge was quickly organized around
the great names of the classical style — a knowledge that could not previously
have been formulated. There is no ‘progress’ here, for classical academicism,
or the cult of Mozart, are in no sense superior to what went on before. But it
marks a forcing of knowledges, an often extensive modification of the codes
of communication (or the opinions on ‘music’ that human animals swap). Of



course, these modified opinions are ephemeral, whereas the truths
themselves, which are the great creations of the classical style, shall endure
eternally.

In the same way, it is the eventual destiny of the most astonishing
mathematical inventions to wind up in college textbooks, even to help decide
the selection of our ‘governing elite’ via the entrance exams to the Grandes
Ecoles.3 The eternity produced from mathematical truths is not itself at issue
here, but they have forced knowledges required in this fashion for the
arranging of sociality, and such is the form of their return back to the
interests of the human animal.

It is upon these three dimensions of the process of truth — the convocation by
an event of the void of a situation; the uncertainty of fidelity, and the powerful
forcing of knowledges by a truth — that the thought of Evil depends.

For Evil has three names:

* to believe that an event convokes not the void of the earlier situation, but its
plenitude, is Evil in the sense of simulacrum, or terror;

* to fail to live up to a fidelity is Evil in the sense of betrayal, betrayal in oneself
of the Immortal that you are;

* to identify a truth with total power is Evil in the sense of disaster.

Terror, betrayal and disaster are what an ethic of truths — as opposed to the
impotent morality of human rights — tries to ward off, in the singularity of its
reliance on a truth in progress. But as we shall see, these have become real
possibilities only through the truth-process itself. And so it is certain that there
can be Evil only in so far as there proceeds a Good [gu’autant que procede un
Bien].

D Outline of a theory of Evil

I Simulacrum and terror

We have seen that not every ‘novelty’ is an event. It must further be the case



that what the event calls forth and names is the central void of the situation for
which this event is an event. This matter of nomination is essential, and I
cannot go through the complete theory of it here.4 But it should be easy to
understand that since the event #s to disappear, being a kind of flashing
supplement that happens to the situation, so what is retained of it in the
situation, and what serves to guide the fidelity, must be something like a trace,
or a name, that refers back to the vanished event.

When the Nazis talked about the ‘National Socialist revolution’, they
borrowed names — ‘revolution’, ‘socialism’ — justified by great modern political
events (the Revolution of 1792, or the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917). A whole
series of characteristics are related to and legitimated by this borrowing: the
break with the old order, the support sought from mass gatherings, the
dictatorial style of the state, the pathos of the decision, the eulogy of the
Worker, and so forth.

However, the ‘event’ thus named — although in certain formal respects it is
similar to those from which it borrows its name and characteristics, and without
which it would have no constituted political language in which to formulate
proposals of its own — is distinguished by a vocabulary of plenitude, or of
substance: the National Socialist revolution — say the Nazis — will carry a
particular community, the German people, towards its true destiny, which is a
destiny of universal domination. So that the ‘event’ is supposed to bring into
being, and name, not the void of the earlier situation, but its plenitude — not the
universality of that which is sustained, precisely, by no particular characteristic
(no particular multiple), but the absolute particularity of a community, itself
rooted in the characteristics of its soil, its blood, and its race.

What allows a genuine event to be at the origin of a truth — which is the only
thing that can be for all, and can be eternally — is precisely the fact that it
relates to the particularity of a situation only from the bias of its void. The
void, the multiple-of-nothing, neither excludes nor constrains anyone. It is the
absolute neutrality of being — such that the fidelity that originates in an event,
although it is an immanent break within a singular situation, is none the less
universally addressed.

By contrast, the striking break provoked by the Nazi seizure of power in 1933,
although formally indistinguishable from an event — it is precisely this that led
Heidegger astrays — since it conceives itself as a ‘German’ revolution, and is
faithful only to the alleged national substance of a people, is actually addressed
only to those that it itself deems ‘German’. It is thus — right from the moment



the event is named, and despite the fact that this nomination (‘revolution’)
functions only under the condition of true universal events (for example the
Revolutions of 1792 or 1917) — radically incapable of any truth whatsoever.

When a radical break in a situation, under names borrowed from real truth-
processes, convokes not the void but the ‘full’ particularity or presumed
substance of that situation, we are dealing with a simulacrum of trutb.

‘Simulacrum’ must be understood here in its strong sense: all the formal traits
of a truth are at work in the simulacrum. Not only a universal nomination of
the event, inducing the power of a radical break, but also the ‘obligation’ of a
fidelity, and the promotion of a simulacrum of the subject, erected — without the
advent of any Immortal — above the human animality of the others, of those
who are arbitrarily declared not to belong to the communitarian substance
whose promotion and domination the simulacrum-event is designed to assure.

Fidelity to a simulacrum, unlike fidelity to an event, regulates its break with
the situation not by the universality of the void, but by the closed particularity
of an abstract set [ensemble] (the ‘Germans’ or the ‘Aryans’). Its invariable
operation is the unending construction of this set, and it has no other means of
doing this than that of ‘voiding’ what surrounds it. The void, ‘avoided’ [chassé]
by the simulacrous promotion of an ‘event-substance’, here returns, with its
universality, as what must be accomplished in order that this substance can be.
This is to say that what is addressed ‘to everyone’ (and ‘everyone’, here, is
necessarily that which does not belong to the German communitarian substance
— for this substance is not an ‘everyone’ but, rather, some ‘few’ who dominate
‘everyone’) is death, or that deferred form of death which is slavery in the
service of the German substance.

Hence fidelity to the simulacrum (and it demands of the ‘few’ belonging to
the German substance prolonged sacrifices and commitments, since it really
does have the form of a fidelity) has as its content war and massacre. These are
not here means to an end: they make up the very real [tout le réel]6 of such a
fidelity.

In the case of Nazism, the void made its return under one privileged name in
particular, the name ‘Jew’. There were certainly others as well: the Gypsies, the
mentally ill, homosexuals, communists.... But the name ‘Jew’ was the name of
names, serving to designate those people whose disappearance created, around
that presumed German substance promoted by the ‘National Socialist
revolution’ simulacrum, a void that would suffice to identify the substance. The
choice of this name relates, without any doubt, to its obvious link with



universalism, in particular with revolutionary universalism — to what was in
effect already void [vide] about this name — that is, what was connected to the
universality and eternity of truths. Nevertheless, inasmuch as it served to organize
the extermination, the name ‘Jew’ was a political creation of the Nazis, without
any pre-existing referent. It is a name whose meaning no one can share with the
Nazis, a meaning that presumes the simulacrum and fidelity to the simulacrum
— and hence the absolute singularity of Nazism as a political sequence.

But even in this respect, we have to recognize that this process mimics an
actual truth-process. Every fidelity to an authentic event names the adversaries
of its perseverance. Contrary to consensual ethics, which tries to avoid
divisions, the ethic of truths is always more or less militant, combative. For the
concrete manifestation of its heterogeneity to opinions and established
knowledges is the struggle against all sorts of efforts at interruption, at
corruption, at the return to the immediate interests of the human animal, at the
humiliation and repression of the Immortal who arises as subject. The ethic of
truths presumes recognition of these efforts, and thus the singular operation of
naming enemies. The ‘National Socialist revolution’ simulacrum encouraged
nominations of this kind, in particular the nomination of ‘Jew’. But the
simulacrum’s subversion of the true event continues with these namings. For the
enemy of a true subjective fidelity is precisely the closed set [ensemble], the
substance of the situation, the community. The values of truth, of its hazardous
course and its universal address, are to be erected against these forms of inertia.

Every invocation of blood and soil, of race, of custom, of community, works
directly against truths; and it is this very collection [ensemble] that is named as
the enemy in the ethic of truths. Whereas fidelity to the simulacrum, which
promotes the community, blood, race, and so on, names as its enemy — for
example, under the name of ‘Jew’ — precisely the abstract universality and
eternity of truths, the address to all.

Moreover, the two processes treat what is thus named in diametrically
opposite ways. For however hostile to a truth he might be, in the ethic of truths
every ‘some-one’ is always represented as capable of becoming rhe Immortal
that he is. So we may fight against the judgements and opinions he exchanges
with others for the purpose of corrupting every fidelity, but not against his
person — which, under the circumstances, is insignificant, and to which, in any
case, every truth is ultimately addressed. By contrast, the void with which those
who are faithful to a simulacrum strive to surround its alleged substance must
be a real void, obtained by cutting into the flesh itself. And since it is not the



subjective advent of an Immortal, so fidelity to the simulacrum — that appalling
imitation of truths — presumes nothing more about those they designate as the
enemy than their strictly particular existence as human animals. It is thus this
existence that will have to bear the return of the void. This is why the exercise
of fidelity to the simulacrum is necessarily the exercise of terror. Understand
by terror, here, not the political concept of Terror, linked (in a universalizable
couple) to the concept of Virtue by the Immortals of the Jacobin Committee of
Public Safety, but the pure and simple reduction of all to their being-for-death.
Terror thus conceived really postulates that in order to let [the] substance be,
nothing must be [pour que la substance soit, rien ne doit €tre].

I have pursued the example of Nazism because it enters to a significant extent
into that ‘ethical’ configuration (of ‘radical Evil’) opposed by the ethic of truths.
What is at issue here is the simulacrum of an event that gives rise to a political
fidelity. Such a simulacrum is possible only thanks to the success of political
revolutions that were genuinely evental (and thus universally addressed). But
simulacra linked to all the other possible kinds of truth-processes also exist. The
reader may find it useful to identify them. For example, we can see how certain
sexual passions are simulacra of the amorous event. There can be no doubt that
on this account they bring with them terror and violence. Likewise, brutal
obscurantist preachings present themselves as the simulacra of science, with
obviously damaging results. And so on. But in each case, these violent damages
are unintelligible if we do not understand them in relation to the truth-
processes whose simulacra they manipulate.

In sum, our first definition of Evil is this: Evil is the process of a simulacrum
of truth. And in its essence, under a name of its invention, it is terror directed at
everyone.

II Betrayal

I began the explanation of this point in Chapter 4. We have seen that it cannot
be decided for sure whether the disinterested-interest that animates the
becoming-subject of a human animal prevails over interest pure and simple,
once this human animal can no longer manage to unify the two kinds of interest
in a plausible fiction of his own unity.

We are dealing here with what might be called moments of crisis. ‘It itself’, a
truth-process is untouched by crisis. Initiated by an event, in principle it



extends to infinity. What can go into crisis is the one or several ‘some-ones’
who enter into the composition of the subject induced by this process. Everyone
is familiar with the moments of crisis faced by a lover, a researcher’s
discouragement, a militant’s lassitude, an artist’s sterility. Or again, with the
lasting failure of someone to understand a mathematical proof, with the
irreducible obscurity of a poem whose beauty one can nevertheless dimly
perceive, and so forth.

I have explained where such experiences come from: under pressure from the
demands of interest — or, on the contrary, because of difficult new demands
within the subjective continuation of fidelity — there is a breakdown of the
fiction I use to maintain, as an image of myself, the confusion between my
ordinary interests and disinterested-interest, between human animal and
subject, between mortal and immortal. And at this point, I am confronted with a
pure choice between the ‘Keep going!” proposed by the ethic of this truth, and
the logic of the ‘perseverance in being’ of the mere mortal that I am.

A crisis of fidelity is always what puts to the test, following the collapse of an
image, the sole maxim of consistency (and thus of ethics): ‘Keep going!” Keep
going even when you have lost the thread, when you no longer feel ‘caught up’
in the process, when the event itself has become obscure, when its name is lost,
or when it seems that it may have named a mistake, if not a simulacrum.

For the well-known existence of simulacra is a powerful stimulus to the
crystallization of crises. Opinion tells me (and therefore I tell myself, for I am
never outside opinions) that my fidelity may well be terror exerted against
myself, and that the fidelity to which I am faithful looks very much like — too
much like — this or that certified Evil. It is always a possibility, since the formal
characteristics of this Evil (as simulacrum) are exactly those of a truth.

What I am then exposed to is the temptation to betray a truth. Betrayal is not
mere renunciation. Unfortunately, one cannot simply ‘renounce’ a truth. The
denial of the Immortal in myself is something quite different from an
abandonment, a cessation: I must always convince myself that the Immortal in
question never existed, and thus rally to opinion’s perception of this point —
opinion, whose whole purpose, in the service of interests, is precisely this
negation. For the Immortal, if I recognize its existence, calls on me to continue;
it has the eternal power of the truths that induce it. Consequently, I must
betray the becoming-subject in myself, I must become the enemy of that truth
whose subject the ‘some-one’ that I am (accompanied, perhaps, by others)
composed.



This explains why former revolutionaries are obliged to declare that they
used to be lost in error and madness, why a former lover no longer understands
why he loved that woman, why a tired scientist comes to misunderstand, and to
frustrate through bureaucratic routine, the very development of his own
science. Since the process of truth is an immanent break, you can ‘leave’ it
(which is to say, according to Lacan’s powerful phrase, return to the ‘service of
goods’ [service des biens]) only by breaking with this break which has seized you.
And this breaking of a break has continuity as its motif [motif]. Continuity of
the situation and continuity of opinions: all that came before, under the names
of ‘politics’ or ‘love’, was an illusion at best, a simulacrum at worst.

So it is that the defeat of the ethic of a truth, at the undecidable point of a
crisis, presents itself as betrayal.

And this is an Evil from which there is no return; betrayal is the second
name, after simulacrum, of the Evil made possible by a truth.

III The unnameable

I have said that a truth transforms the codes of communication and changes the
regime of opinions — such is its effect of ‘return’. Not that these opinions
become ‘true’ (or false). They are not capable of truth, and a truth, in its eternal
multiple-being, remains indifferent to opinions. But they become other. This
means that formerly obvious judgements are no longer defensible, that others
become necessary, that the means of communication change, and so on.

I have called this reorganization of opinions the power [puissance] of truths.

The question we must now ask ourselves is this: does the power of a truth, in
the situation in which it pursues its faithful course, have the potential to be
total?

What exactly is implied by the hypothesis of a truth’s tozal power? To
understand this, we have to remember our ontological axioms: an (objective)
situation, in particular one in which a (subjective) truth is ‘at work’, is never
anything other than a multiple, made up of an infinity of elements (which are
themselves multiples in their turn). What, then, is the general form of an
opinion? An opinion is a judgement applied to this or that element of the
objective situation — ‘It’s stormy today’; ‘I tell you: all politicians are corrupt’,
and so on. In order to be able to ‘discuss’ the elements of a situation — which are
all that belong to this situation — they have to be named in one way or another.



“To name’ simply implies that human animals are in a position to communicate
about these elements, to socialize their existence and arrange them in terms of
their interests.

Let us call ‘language of the situation’ the pragmatic possibility of naming the
elements that compose it, and thus of exchanging opinions about them.

Every truth is likewise concerned with the elements of the situation, since its
process is nothing other than their examination from the perspective of the event. In
this sense, the truth-process identifies these elements, and some-one who enters
into the composition of a subject of truth will certainly contribute to this
identification by using the language of the situation, which, as a ‘some-one’, he
uses just like everyone else. From this point of view, the truth-process passes
through the language of the situation, just as it passes through its every
knowledge.

But the examination of an element according to a truth is something entirely
different from its pragmatic evaluation [jugement] in terms of opinion. It is not a
matter of accommodating this element to the interests of human animals, which
are in any case divergent since opinions contradict each other. It simply
amounts to evaluating this element ‘in truth’ with respect to the immanent,
post-evental break. This evaluation is itself disinterested; it seeks to endow the
element with a kind of eternity, in keeping with the becoming-Immortal of the
‘some-ones’ who participate in the subject of truth, the subject which provides
the real basis of the evaluation.

From this follows a crucial result: in the end, a truth changes the names of
elements in the situation. This means that its own naming of the elements is
something other than pragmatic nomination, as much in its point of departure
(the event, the fidelity) as in its destination (an eternal truth). And this is the
case even if the truth-process passes through the language of the situation.

We must admit, then, that in addition to the language of the objective
situation, which enables the communication of opinions, there exists a subject-
language [langue-sujet] (the language of the subjective situation) which enables
the inscription of a truth.

In fact, this is a self-evident point. The mathematized language of science is
in no way the language of opinions, including opinions on science. The language
of a declaration of love may be very banal indeed (‘I love you’, for example),
but its power in the situation is nevertheless entirely distinct from the common
usage of these same words. The language of a poem is not that of a journalist.
And the language of politics is so peculiar that to the ears of opinion it sounds



like jargon [ ‘langue de bois’].

The important thing is that the power of a truth, directed at opinions, forces
the pragmatic namings (the language of the objective situation) to bend and
change shape upon contact with the subject-language. It is this and only this
that changes the established codes of communication, under the impact of a
truth.

We can now define what the total power of a truth would be: it would imply
the ability to name and evaluate 4// the elements of the objective situation from
the perspective of the truth-process. Rigid and dogmatic (or ‘blinded’), the
subject-language would claim the power, based on its own axioms, to name the
whole of the real, and thus to change the world.

The powers of the language of the situation are themselves, to be sure,
unrestricted: every element can be named from the perspective of a given
interest, and judged in the communication between human animals. But since
this language is in any case incoherent, and dedicated to pragmatic exchange, its
totalizing vocation does not matter much.

By contrast, when we come to the subject-language (the language of the
militant, the researcher, the artist, the lover ...), which is the result of a truth-
process, the hypothesis of total power here has consequences of an altogether
different order.

In the first place, we thereby presume that the totality of the objective
situation can be organized in terms of the particular coberence of a subjective
truth.

We next assume that it is possible to eliminate opinion. For if the subject-
language covers the same ground as the language of the situation, if truth can be
pronounced with respect to every element, then the power of a truth would
manifest itself not by the mere distortion of pragmatic and communicative
meanings, but by the absolute authority of truthful nomination. A truth would
then force the pure and simple replacement of the language of the situation by a
subject-language. That is to say: the Immortal would come into being as the
wholesale negation of the human animal that bears him.

When Nietzsche proposes to ‘break the history of the world in two’ by
exploding Christian nihilism and generalizing the great Dionysian ‘yes’ to Life;
or when certain Red Guards of the Chinese Cultural Revolution proclaim, in
1967, the complete suppression of self-interest, they are indeed inspired by a
vision of a situation in which all interest has disappeared, and in which opinions
have been replaced by the truth to which Nietzsche and the Red Guards are



committed. The great nineteenth-century positivists likewise imagined that the
statements of science were going to replace opinions and beliefs about all things.
And the German Romantics worshipped a universe entirely transfixed by an
absolutized poetics.

But Nietzsche went mad. The Red Guards, after inflicting immense harm,
were imprisoned or shot, or betrayed by their own fidelity. Our century has
been the graveyard of positivist ideas of progress. And the Romantics, already
prone to suicide, were to see their ‘literary absolute’ engender monsters in the
form of ‘aestheticized politics’.7

For every truth presumes, in fact, in the composition of the subjects it
induces, the preservation of ‘some-one’, the always two-sided activity of the
human animal caught up in truth. Even ethical ‘consistency’, as we have seen, is
only the disinterested engagement, in fidelity, of a perseverance whose origin is
interest — such that every attempt to impose the total power of a truth ruins that
truth’s very foundation [support].

The Immortal exists only in and by the mortal animal. Truths make their
singular penetration [percée] only through the fabric of opinions. We all need to
communicate, we must all express our opinions. It is we ourselves, as ourselves,
who expose ourselves to the becoming-subject. There is no History other than
our own,; there is no true world to come. The world as world is, and will remain
beneath the true and the false. There is no world that might be captive to the
coherence of the Good. The world is, and will remain, beneath Good and Evil.

The Good is Good only to the extent that it does not aspire to render the
world good. Its sole being lies in the situated advent [/advenue en situation] of a
singular truth. So it must be that the power of a truth is also a kind of
powerlessness.

Every absolutization of the power of a truth organizes an Evil. Not only does
this Evil destroy the situation (for the will to eliminate opinion is,
fundamentally, the same as the will to eliminate, in the human animal, its very
animality, i.e. its being), but it also interrupts the truth-process in whose name
it proceeds, since it fails to preserve, within the composition of its subject, the
duality [duplicité] of interests (disinterested-interest and interest pure and
simple).

This is why I will call this figure of Evil a disaster, a disaster of the truth
induced by the absolutization of its power.

That truth does not have total power means, in the last analysis, that the
subject-language, the production of a truth-process, does not have the power to



name all the elements of the situation. At least one real element must exist, one
multiple existing in the situation, which remains inaccessible to truthful
nominations, and is exclusively reserved to opinion, to the language of the
situation. At least one point that the truth cannot force.

I shall call this element the unnameable of a truth.8

The unnameable is not so ‘in itself’: it is potentially accessible to the language
of the situation, and we can certainly exchange opinions about it. For there is no
limit to communication. The unnameable is unnameable for the subject-
language. Let us say that this term is not susceptible of being made eternal, or
not accessible to the Immortal. In this sense, it is the symbol of the pure real
[réel] of the situation, of its life without truth.

To determine the unnameable point of a particular type of truth-process is a
difficult task for (philosophical) thought. There can be no question of
undertaking this determination here. So I shall simply say that as far as love is
concerned, it can be established that sexual pleasure [jouissance] as such is
inaccessible to the power of the truth (which is a truth about the two). For
mathematics, which represents non-contradictory thought par excellence, it is
precisely non-contradiction that cannot be named: we know that it is indeed
impossible to prove, from within a mathematical system, the non-contradiction
of that system (this is Godel’s famous theorem).9 Finally, the community and
the collective are the unnameables of political truth: every attempt ‘politically’
to name a community induces a disastrous Evil (which can be seen as much in
the extreme example of Nazism as in the reactionary usage of the word
‘French’; whose entire purpose is to persecute some of those who live here in
France under the arbitrary imputation of being ‘foreigners’).

What matters here is the general principle: Evil in this case is to want, at all
costs and under condition of a truth, to force the naming of the unnameable.
Such, exactly, is the principle of disaster.

Simulacrum (associated with the event), betrayal (associated with the
fidelity), and the forcing of the unnameable (associated with the power of the
true): these are the figures of Evil, an Evil which becomes an actual possibility
only thanks to the sole Good we recognize — a truth-process.

Notes



1. Friedrich Nietzsche, The Genealogy of Morals. This is Nietzsche’s most
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or ‘extension’ is added to a set and then made to belong to that set. “The
crucial idea [involved in “forcing”] will be the preferential treatment of the
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Conclusion

I began this book with a radical critique of ‘ethical’ ideology and its socialized
variants: the doctrine of human rights, the victimary conception of Man,
humanitarian interference, bio-ethics, shapeless ‘democratism’, the ethics of
differences, cultural relativism, moral exoticism, and so on.

I tried to show that these intellectual tendencies of our time were at best
variations on ancient religious and moral preaching, at worst a threatening mix
of conservatism and the death drive.

We have identified, in that current of opinion which incessantly evokes
‘ethics’, a severe symptom of renunciation of the one thing that distinguishes
the human species from the predatory living organism that it also is: the
capacity to enter into the composition and becoming of some eternal truths.

From this point of view, I do not hesitate to say that ‘ethical’ ideology is, in
our Western societies, the principal (albeit transitory) adversary of all those
striving to hold fast to some true thought, whatever it be.

I then went on to sketch the reconstruction of an acceptable concept of
ethics, whose maxim is subordinate to the development of truths. This maxim
proclaims, in its general version, ‘Keep going!’ Continue to be this ‘some-one’, a



human animal among others, which nevertheless finds itself seized and displaced
by the evental process of a truth. Continue to be the active part of that subject
of a truth that you have happened to become.

It is at the heart of the paradoxes provoked by this maxim that we discover
the veritable figure of Evil (which in this way is dependent upon the Good, i.e.
upon truths) in its three forms: the simulacrum (to be the terrorizing follower of
a false event); betrayal (to give up on a truth in the name of one’s interest); the
forcing of the unnameable, or disaster (to believe in the total power of a truth).

So Evil is possible only through an encounter with the Good. The ethic of
truths — which simply serves to lend consistency to that ‘some-one’ that we are,
and which must manage to sustain, with its own animal perseverance, the
intemporal perseverance of a subject of truth — is also that which tries to ward
off Evil, through its effective and tenacious inclusion in the process of a truth.

This ethics combines, then, under the imperative to ‘Keep going!’, resources
of discernment (do not fall for simulacra), of courage (do not give up), and of
moderation [réserve] (do not get carried away to the extremes of Totality).

The ethic of truths aims neither to submit the world to the abstract rule of a
Law, nor to struggle against an external and radical Evil. On the contrary, it
strives, through its own fidelity to truths, to ward off Evil — that Evil which it
recognizes as the underside, or dark side, of these very truths.
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Appendix

Politics and Philosophy: An

Interview with Alain Badiou!

Peter Hallward: I thought we might begin with questions about politics — the place of the
state, the relation between politics and economics on the one band, and politics and
culture on the other — and then go on to broader, more strictly philosophical questions —
the relations between your mathematical ontology and material reality, between
knowledge and truth, and among a plurality of subjects. To start, then, with the most
pressing question of the moment: how has your understanding of politics changed since the
late 19705 — that is, since the end of the Maoist intervention in France?

Alain Badiou: I think the first thing to change was our position concerning the
status of the political party. Up to the end of the 1970s, my friends and I



defended the idea that an emancipatory politics presumed some kind of political
party. Today we are developing a completely different idea, which we call
‘politics without party’. This doesn’t mean ‘unorganized politics’. All politics is
collective, and so organized one way or another. ‘Politics without party’ means
that politics does not spring from or originate in the party. It does not stem
from that synthesis of theory and practice that represented, for Lenin, the
Party. Politics springs from real situations, from what we can say and do in
these situations. And so in reality there are political sequences, political
processes, but these are not totalized by a party that would be simultaneously
the representation of certain social forces and the source of politics itself.

And when you say: ‘It is especially necessary to hold firmly to the prescriptions of
L’Organisation Politique, whether it is a matter of the public services, of the factories, of
the sans-papiers [unregistered immigrants without residence papers], of the foyers
ouvriers [workers’ bostels| ...2 How do we resist an eventual institutionalization?

I think it’s possible to conceive and practise a discipline that is the discipline of
the particular process itself. When we say, ‘hold to the prescriptions,’” these
prescriptions are always relative to a concrete situation. They are singular
prescriptions; they are neither ideological nor expressive of a party line. To give
an example: if today we are grappling with the question of the sans-papiers, then
what we call a prescription is so with regard to this precise question, itself
caught up with the process of mobilization, of building a movement, and so on.
There is certainly an element of discipline here. But it is not so much an
organizational discipline, which we have neither the means nor the intention of
consolidating, but simply a discipline of thought. If we are engaged in a process,
engaged in the name of a certain number of statements, then the very existence
of politics depends on a certain tenacity, a certain consistency.

The second thing that has changed over these last twenty years concerns the
status of class. For a long time we were faithful to the idea of a class politics, a
class state, and so on. Today we think that political initiatives which present
themselves as representations of a class have given everything they had to give.
The Marxist analysis of classes remains a fully reliable tool. I think that global
trends have essentially confirmed some of Marx’s fundamental intuitions. There
is no going back on this; there is no need for a revision of Marxism itself. It is a
matter of going beyond the idea that politics represents objective groups that can



be designated as classes. This idea has had its power and importance. But in our
opinion, we cannot today begin from or set out from this idea. We can begin
from political processes, from political oppositions, from conflicts and
contradictions, obviously. But it is no longer possible to code these phenomena
in terms of representations of classes. In other words, emancipatory politics or
reactionary politics may exist, but they cannot be rendered immediately
transitive to a scientific, objective study of how class functions in society.

The third and final point of change concerns the state. We used to be
convinced that a new political stage [scéne] had to be built, a stage for the
masses, that would be radically external or foreign to the mechanism of the
state. We tended to leave the state outside of the field of politics in the strict
sense. Politics unfolded according to the interests of the masses, and the state
was the external adversary. This was our way of being faithful to the old
communist idea of the withering away of the state, and of the state’s necessarily
bourgeois and reactionary character. Today our point of view is quite different.
It is clear that there are two opposed forms of antistatism. There is the
communist heritage of the withering of the state on the one hand; and on the
other there is ultraliberalism, which also calls for the suppression of the state, or
at least its reduction to its military and police functions. What we would say
now is that there are a certain number of questions regarding which we cannot
posit the absolute exteriority of the state. It is rather a matter of requiring
something from the state, of formulating with respect to the state a certain
number of prescriptions or statements. I'll take up the same example I gave a
moment ago, because it is an example of militant urgency. Considering the fate
of the sans-papiers in this country, a first orientation might have been: they
should revolt against the state. Today we would say that the singular form of
their struggle is, rather, to create the conditions in which the state is led to
change this or that thing concerning them, to repeal the laws that should be
appealed, to take the measures of naturalization [régularisation] that should be
taken, and so on. This is what we mean by prescriptions against the state. This is
not to say that we participate in the state. We remain outside the electoral
system, outside any party representation. But we include the state within our
political field, to the extent that, on a number of essential points, we have to
work more through prescriptions against the state than in any radical exteriority
to the state.

Is there a risk.that such non-participant prescription might condemn itself to a marginal



irresponsibility? Why is the party option so obviously obsolete? Why not support a party
whose principles include, for example, the immediate legalization or naturalization of
workers without residence papers?

Because today, parties are internal to the parliamentary state. It’s simply not
true that you can participate in a system as powerful and as ramified as
parliamentarism without a real subjective commitment to it. In any case, the
facts speak for themselves. None of the parties which have engaged in the
parliamentary system and won governing power has escaped what I would call
the subjective law of ‘democracy’, which is, when all is said and done, what
Marx called an ‘authorized representative’ of capital. And I think that this is
because, in order to participate in electoral or governmental representation, you
have to conform to the subjectivity it demands — that is, a principle of
continuity, the principle of the politique unique3 — the principle of ‘this is the way
it is, there is nothing to be done’, the principle of Maastricht, of a Europe in
conformity with the financial markets, and so on. In France we’ve known this
for a long time, for again and again, when left-wing parties come to power, they
bring with them the themes of disappointment, broken promises, and so forth. I
think we need to see this as an inflexible law, not as a matter of corruption. I
don’t think it happens because people change their minds, but because
parliamentary subjectivity compels it.

So we must keep our distance from this subjective figure of politics. For us
this means, concretely: don’t stand for election, don’t vote, don’t expect
anything from any political party. Which in no way excludes the creation of
those conditions that might compel those within the parliamentary system to
take a particular decision. Even regarding the question of the sans-papiers, it we
consider the great movement to occupy the Saint Bernard church,+ well, as far
as the occupants are concerned, they have, by and large, received their
residence papers. After being told no, they were told yes — without, as today’s
discussions show, any real change in the laws or the legal perspective. It was
done because the new conditions required it to be done.

Before moving to the question of how then we might engage with capital directly, I'd like
to ask. you about L’Organisation Politique, which is still pretty unknown in Britain.
Very briefly, what is it, and what does it do?



The core of 1.’Organisation Politique is made up of militants who have had a
long history together, beginning with the events of May 1968 — in particular,
Natacha Michel, Sylvain Lazarus, and myself. At the time, our engagement was
organized around a very particular Marxist-Leninist-Maoist thematics. The
story of French Maoism is very complicated, and I won’t tell it here.
L’Organisation Politique was created when we began to see things in a different
way, regarding the questions of party, class, and state. The main orientations of
L’Organisation Politique were established from around 1984-85, and we’ve now
been publishing our journal, La Distance politique, for five or six years. Our work
has focused on two principal sets of questions. The first concerns the realm of
prescriptions against the state, which today turn on the issues of the foyers
ouvriers and the set of questions relating to nationality and the status of
foreigners: how do we count foreign workers in this country, do we count them
for nothing or for something, and so on? This question is linked to the struggle
against the [French] Front National. This domain of militant intervention has
also concerned questions of equality in education and health, and so on.

Our second major focus concerns the status of factories, the possibility that
politics takes root in or becomes stable through factories and places of work. We
continue to see this as a decisive question, because it provides a kind of stable
foundation to popular organization. So on the one hand we are working to
establish directly political groups of workers in the factory, promoting a new
figure of the worker, and on the other, to create new conditions concerning
prescription against the state.

Roughly how many people are there in your group?

Very few. A few dozen genuine militants, capable of leading a political process.
Personally, given the conditions of the moment, this doesn’t much bother me.
To know what people do is more important than knowing how many they are.
In some situations, two people can do quite a lot where forty others might do
very little. And it is true that in our own eyes, our political activity has
something experimental about it. Unlike the political parties, we’re not looking
for institutional power. We are experimenting with what we can do in particular
processes, which is a matter of meticulously detailed work. It is a matter of
developing a different figure of politics from the figure of the revolutionary
Party, as it has dominated things since October 1917. The experimental



dimension is inevitable.

What is your relation to democracy as such? Your group maintains that ‘the principle of
democracy [is] that every-one counts as one’.s But you don’t vote, you don’t participate.
Democracy doesn’t exactly mean that all individuals are counted as one in their
own right. It’s a matter of knowing how we are counted by the state. It’s not the
same thing. This question of democracy is profoundly linked to the state in
general. Lenin used to say that ultimately, democracy is a kind of state. The
question is how people are counted by the state. Are they counted equally? Are
some counted less than others, or hardly counted at all? And what is counted
needn’t only be individuals. We can describe perfectly well how the state today
counts workers without residence papers. In the case of factory organization,
how does the employer count the workers’ time, the time spent in the factory?
It is a matter of asking how things in society are counted, or go uncounted. It is
through this kind of question that, in our opinion, democracy exists as a real and
active figure, and not merely as a juridical, constitutional mechanism.

One of the obvious virtues of your position regarding the sans-papiers is that it separates
very clearly the question of immigration from the very different question of
unemployment. But by preserving the figure of the worker as the essential figure of
immigration, is there a risk.of reconnecting these two questions? And how can you avoid
the directly economic pressure that bas come to bear on the organization and location of
factories over the last few decades? How can you maintain a political prescription on this
point, without organizing a massive and specifically economic intervention?

The figure of work and the figure of the worker are not at all the same. When
we speak of a figure of the worker, it is not at all an economic figure, but a
political one. In France, this question has a long history. We maintain that, over
the last twenty years, there has been a systematic campaign to eliminate any
figure of the worker from political space. ‘Immigrant’ is a word that came to be
used at a certain moment in this campaign. For example, one of the first
Mitterrand governments, the Mauroy government, during major workers’
strikes at Flins, at Citroén, at Talbot, said that these workers were in fact
immigrants, who were not really integrated into French social reality. The
category ‘immigrant’ has been systematically substituted for the category
‘worker’, only to be supplanted in its turn by the category of the ‘clandestine’ or



illegal alien. First workers, then immigrants, finally illegal aliens. If we insist
that we are actually talking about workers — and whether they have worked, are
working, or no longer work, doesn’t represent a subjective difference — it is to
struggle against this unceasing effort to erase any political reference to the
figure of the worker. It is essential to ask whether, in politics, we count the
figure of the worker for something, or for nothing. To count it for nothing
means that we count nothing but capital. What is counted is the level of the
stock market, the Euro, financial investment, competition, and so on; the figure
of the worker, on the other hand, counts for nothing.

The question is all the more important in that it touches on much of the
meaning of the December 1995 strikes in France. People protested: “We don’t
count, the figure of work that we represent counts for nothing.” That’s why we
maintain that a figure of the worker — which does not mean a working class, or
a charismatic proletariat — must be upheld as alive and active in the field of
politics. And I think that this has nothing to do with those arguments that try to
link the question of immigrants to a purely economic understanding of the
amount of available work.

One last question about immigration. You describe it as a ‘problem of internal politics’,
and distance yourselves from those who ‘brandish pseudo-prescriptions, like the
suppression of frontiers’.6 But doesn’t a politics of unconditional naturalization remain
pretty abstract, as long as current borders remain intact?

I would say of the abolition of frontiers what I said a moment ago about the
withering away of the state. I'm for it, I'm absolutely for it! But to be for
something yields no active political principle in the situation. In reality, politics
must always find its point of departure in the concrete situation. The question
of knowing what happens to people who are in France is already a huge
question. To refer this question back to a debate about the opening or the
closing of borders, to the question of whether labour belongs to a global market
or not, and so on, seems to forbid thinking about the situation itself and
intervening in it so as to transform it.

The guiding principle concerning these questions should be as follows. We
still belong to a historical era dominated by states and borders. There is nothing
to suggest that this situation is going to change completely in the near future.
The real question is whether the regulations [réglementation] at issue are more or



less consistent with egalitarian aspirations. We should first tackle the question of
how, concretely, we treat the people who are here; then, how we deal with
those who would like to be here; and finally, what it is about the situation of
their original countries that makes them want to leave. All three questions must
be addressed, but in that order. To proclaim the slogan ‘An end to frontiers’
defines no real policy, because no one knows exactly what it means. Whereas by
addressing the questions of how we treat the people who are here, who want to
be here, or who find themselves obliged to leave their homes, we can initiate a
genuine political process.

Let’s move on to the more general question of the relation between the political and the
economic. It’s a little strange to run into a Marwxist philosopher who rarely refers to the
mode of production and some kind of economic determinism, bowever attenuated. Is
there any danger that your relative silence on this score condemns you to what Lucien
Goldmann used to call a ‘tragic’ condition — that is, a condition cut off from the real
mechanisms of power that shape society?

The part of Marxism that consists of the scientific analysis of capital remains an
absolutely valid background. After all, the realization of the world as global
market, the undivided reign of great financial conglomerates, and so forth — all
this is an indisputable reality and one that conforms, essentially, to Marx’s
analysis. The question is: where does politics fit in with all this? I think what is
Marxist, and also Leninist — and in any case true — is the idea that any viable
campaign against capitalism can only be political. There can be no economic
battle against the economy. We have economist friends who analyse and
criticize very well the existing systems of domination. But everything suggests
that on this point, such knowledge is useful, but provides no answer by itself.
The position of politics relative to the economy must be rethought, in a
dimension that isn’t really transitive. We don’t simply fall, by successive
representations, from the economy into politics. What kind of politics is really
heterogeneous to what capital demands? — that is today’s question. Our politics
is situated at the heart of things, in the factories, in a direct relation with
employers and with capital. But it remains a matter of politics — that is to say, of
thought, of statements, of practices. All the efforts to construct an alternative
economy strike me as pure and simple abstractions, if not simply driven by the
unconscious vector of capital’s own reorganization. We can see, for example —



and will see more and more — how so many environmentalist demands simply
provide capital with new fields of investment, new inflections and new
deployments. Why? Because every proposition that directly concerns the
economy can be assimilated by capital. This is so by definition, since capital is
indifferent to the qualitative configuration of things. So long as it can be
transformed or aligned in terms of market value, everything’s fine.

The only strategy worth the name is a political struggle — that is to say, a
singular, active subjectivity, a thought-praxis [pensée-pratique]. We are in the
phase of experimentation.

And the Cuban situation, for instance?

I respect Cuba as a figure of resistance, for we should respect all the forms of
resistance to the hegemony of the global market, and to its principal organizer:
American imperialism. But Cuba provides singular testimony of an outmoded
conception of politics. And so Cuba will have, unavoidably, very serious
problems, internal problems, because it bears witness, with incontestable
grandeur, to a figure of the Party-State that belongs to another political age.
Everything that exists is born, develops and comes to an end. After which we
move on to something else.

What about the relation between politics and culture? One of the most immediately
striking things about your work, perbaps especially for Anglophone readers, is your
hostility to the contemporary consensus on questions of liberal-democratic procedure,
buman rights, and our much-vaunted respect for cultural difference. We might cite the
recent works of Habermas, Rorty, and Charles Tuylor, as much as Luc Ferry and Alain
Renaut — but even in the French domain, we would have to relate the questions raised by
the so-called nouvelle philosophie back to the apparent ‘ethical turn’ of Lyotard
(through Kant) and Derrida (through Lévinas), as much as of the last works of
Foucault. Where do you stand in relation to the contemporary obsession with the ‘other’,
with the valorization of difference as such? How do you avoid this question, once it’s been
admitted that it is not a matter of claiming a particular essence (sexual, racial or
religious), but of developing a critical position that takes account of the fact that where
people are oppressed, they are oppressed as women, as black, as Fewish or Arab....

When I hear people say ‘“We are oppressed as blacks, as women’, I have only



one problem: what exactly is meant by ‘black’ or ‘women’? If this or that
particular identity is put into play in the struggle against oppression, against the
state, my only problem is with the exact political meaning of the identity being
promoted. Can this identity, in itself, function in a progressive fashion — that is,
other than as a property invented by the oppressors themselves? In his preface
to Les négres, Jean Genet said that everything turns around the question: what
are black people, and for starters, what colour are they? You can answer then
that black people are black. But what does ‘black’ mean to those who, in the
name of the oppression they suffer, make it a political category? I understand
very well what black means for those who use that predicate in a logic of
differentiation, oppression, and separation. Just as I understand very well what
‘French’ means when Le Pen uses the word, when he champions national
preference, France for the French, exclusion of Arabs, and so on. If someone
wants to use the words ‘French’ or ‘Arab’ in another way, to inscribe them in a
progressive political affirmation, everything depends on what this
determination then means for the person who uses it. And what it means for
everyone, what it means universally.

‘Negritude’, for example, as incarnated by Césaire and Senghor, consisted
essentially of reworking exactly those traditional predicates once used to
designate black people: as intuitive, as natural, as primitive, as living by rhythm
rather than by concepts, and so on. It’s no accident that it was a primarily poetic
operation, a matter of turning these predicates upside down, of claiming them
as affirmative and liberating. I understand why this kind of movement took
place, why it was necessary. It was a very strong, very beautiful, and very
necessary movement. But having said that, it is not something that can be
inscribed as such in politics. I think it is a matter of poetics, of culture, of
turning the subjective situation upside down. It doesn’t provide a possible
framework for political initiative.

The progressive formulation of a cause which engages cultural or communal
predicates, linked to incontestable situations of oppression and humiliation,
presumes that we propose these predicates, these particularities, these
singularities, these communal qualities, in such a way that they be situated in
another space and become heterogeneous to their ordinary oppressive
operation. I never know in advance what quality, what particularity, is capable
of becoming political or not; I have no preconceptions on that score. What I do
know is that there must be a progressive meaning to these particularities, a
meaning that is intelligible to all. Otherwise, we have something which has its



raison d’€tre, but which is necessarily of the order of a demand for integration —
that is, of a demand that one’s particularity be valued in the existing state of
things. This is something commendable, even necessary, but it is not, in my
opinion, something to be inscribed directly in politics. Rather, it inscribes itself
in what I would generally call ‘syndicalism’ [trade unionism] — that is to say,
particular claims, claims that seek to be recognized and valued in a determinate
relation of forces. I would call ‘political’ something that — in the categories, the
slogans, the statements it puts forward — is less the demand of a social fraction
or community to be integrated into the existing order than something which
touches on a transformation of that order as a whole.

A last example on this point: what is the legitimate political usage of the
category ‘Jew’? It is very hard to ask this question in France, without instantly
being labelled an anti-Semite. I think, though, that it is absolutely necessary, if
this word is to have a progressive political signification, that it be something
different from what Hitler, for instance, designated by that name. It can’t be
the same thing turned on its bead. And if it is something else, we have to ask what
it might be — what relation it has or doesn’t have with the state of Israel and its
practices, what relation it has or doesn’t have with religion, with the matrilineal
character of Judaism, or with the revolutionary engagement of so many Jews in
the 1930s and 1940s, and so forth.

But surely most of the historical answers to this question have included an element of
irreducible particularity, a constitutive particularization, we might say; how to describe
what the word “Jew’ means without referring to the theme of the chosen?

That there is a remnant, or a support [support], of irreducible particularity, is in
fact something I would acknowledge for any kind of reality. To take up again
the most urgent example in France today: it is perfectly obvious that the sans-
papiers of the foyers [workers’ hostels] are very particular — they are not simply
Africans, but mainly from Mali, and often from a particular area in Mali. They
practise a whole series of transpositions of village customs in their way of living
in the foyers. They maintain a strong relation to their traditional hierarchy.
When you attend a foyer meeting, you immediately notice that the meeting
takes place in a particular way. But in the end, between this particularity
present in the practical, concrete support of any political process, and the
statements in the name of which the political process unfolds, I think there is



only a relation of support, but not a relation of transitivity. It’s a bit like the
relation with the economy. You can’t go from the one to the other, even if one
seems to be ‘carried’ by the other.

So to take up the question of the meaning of the word ‘Jew’, it follows the
same logic. Of course I recognize the consistency of the historical particularity
covered by this word. But it in no way settles the question of in what sense the
term can become a political category. I don’t say that it can’t happen, or that it
shouldn’t happen. But something more than this particularity would be
necessary for it to happen. Because I know very well that people try to
legitimate things in the name of this particularity that I condemn absolutely,
like supporting the action of the state of Israel, as well as things that I support,
like the effort of some Israelis to develop positive relations with the
Palestinians. In each case we have to work to make a category pass from what I
called its identitarian or syndical status to a political status.

Most of the verbs you usually use to describe the passage from particular to universal,
bowever, are verbs like subtract, extract, depose.... Can we progress, by essentially
negative or subtractive means, to a point where once-despised particularities can attain a
universal signification? You suggest that things like ‘the language we choose to speak, the
things we eat, the people we marry and love, our customs and babits, all this changes,
without strictly speaking anyone’s intervention’:7 the history of colonization, however, to
mention only that, suggests otheruwise.

As I said, I think the moment of turning things upside down is inevitable. And
obviously, for example, the questions of language, of history, of national
singularity, are genuinely political questions for countries which are struggling
against a colonizer, or countries which have recently emerged from
colonization. But we have to recognize that they are ultimately political only
because the historical movement for popular and national liberation against
imperialism carried a certain universality. In the 1960s it was — especially for
the youth of the world — a major cause. Today we see clearly that everything
depends on the clarity of the categories put into play; their political character is
not obvious. I think, for example, that the demonization of the figure of Islam
by the Western powers, and especially in France, is certainly reactionary. But
this doesn’t mean — unlike the case of the people’s struggle in Vietnam, or the
national struggle in Algeria — that the political and universalizable character of



what is at stake on this point is fully transparent. It isn’t. It may become so, as
everything begins in confusion and obscurity, but it isn’t yet. My feeling is that
we are at the beginning of a new era. At the level of world history, this new era
has been massively marked by the collapse of the USSR — a major historical
settling of accounts [une échéance bistorique majeure] — and consequently, a new
period of American hegemony. As so often happens, progressive thought has
fallen behind all this.

To conclude on this point, and to make sure that there is no ambiguity, I
want to underline the fact that no category is in itself blocked from its possible
politicization. Even ‘Arab’, even ‘Islam’, even ‘Jew’, even ‘French’, can, at a
given moment, have a progressive political signification. When de Gaulle
addressed the French from London - the French meaning, for him, the
résistants — ‘French’ had a progressive signification, that of anti-Nazi resistance.
This proves that these things can change. On the other hand, I would say that it
is never given in advance; it is not because a term is a communal predicate, nor
even because there is a victim in a particular situation, that it is automatically,
or even easily, transformed into a political category.

A final question on this issue: in your book on Saint Paul you distinguish between the
logic of capital on the one band, taking cultural identities and differences as its currency,
and on the other, the logic of a truth which ‘deposes differences’, which ‘seeks new
differences, new particularities in which to expose the universality’ of the truth.8 Isn’t
this second logic, the logic of deposing and exposing, as close as the first to what Marx
describes as the process of reification, the investing of the dead matter of obsolete
differences with the exclusively animating force of capital itself?

Emancipatory politics, as I say somewhere in my Manifesto for Philosophy, must
be at least equal to the challenge of capital. That is Marx’s idea. When Marx
says that capital destroys all the old ties, all the ancient sacred figures, that it
dissolves everything in the frozen waters of selfish calculation, he says it with a
certain admiration.9 Marx had already distinguished himself from those who
dreamed nostalgically of a resistance to capital rooted in ancient customs and
territories. He called this reactive phenomenon ‘feudal socialism’. Marx was
radically critical of this idea, and this is because he accepted that there were
formal similarities between the ambitions of emancipatory politics and the
workings of capital. Because we can never go back on universalism. There is no



earlier territoriality calling for protection or recovery. The whole point is that
differences be traversed, conserved and deposed simultaneously, somewhere
other than in the frozen waters of selfish calculation. Obviously it’s a
formidably complex problem, which can sometimes expose us, I admit, to the
risk of being the unconscious agents of capital itself. I remember the days when
the French progressive movement — and Deleuze was very engaged in this —
supported the creation of free [i.e. private-sector] radio stations. At the time,
French radio was still entirely state-run. The creation of free radio stations was
to be the conquest of a fragmented, multiform territoriality. And Deleuze was
partly right. But for the most part, what took place, overwhelmingly, was the
conquest of radio by capital. This is always the danger. We can’t avoid it.
Because on this point we are rivals to capital, rather than merely reacting
against it. It is a struggle of universalism against universalism, not of
particularism against universalism.

Following André Gorz, lots of people have said farewell to the working class, so as to
support — perbaps with a certain idealism — the category of ‘new social movements’. I'm
thinking of Touraine, of Laclau and Mouffe, even of Foucault. What do you make of this
trend?

We are entirely opposed to it. Certainly, the great critique of ‘classism’
undertaken by my friend Sylvain Lazarus demonstrates that we know how a
certain vision of class politics has been saturated. We don’t say that it has failed.
It has given what it had to give. It has been a great enterprise [expérience], with
its darkness, its terrors, but also with its extraordinary creative enthusiasms and
its ability, after all, here and there, to strike real blows against imperialism. This
time has come to an end, and so we can say, if you like, that the category of the
proletariat, as a political category, can no longer play much of a role.

But in terms of what they propose, I think that in camouflaged form, the
abandon promoted by Gorz and others in fact shows that they have been won
over, politically, to the established order. It leaves the properly political sphere
untouched. It represents a kind of idealization of a self-regulating social
movement of capital itself. It is a vision of the affluent: the rich societies’ dream
of a maximum possible comfort. And so we are to busy ourselves with the
environment, with development, with the reduction of the working week, with
recreation, with education [formation] for all. I'd accept your characterization of



this trend: I see in it a fairly feeble idealism, and a veritable renunciation of
politics as independent thought-praxis.

And the figure of Hannah Arendt, the great renewal of interest in her work. over the
last few years? For she, not unlike you, insists on the strict demarcation of the political
from the cultural or economic, and insists in particular on the importance of ‘deliberate
beginnings’ in politics.*© But I wonder if she might find in your work traces of a kind of
totalitarianism, of the belief that in some sense ‘everything is possible’.

The conception of politics that we defend is far from the idea that ‘everything
is possible’. In fact, it’s an immense task to try to propose a few possibles, in the
plural — a few possibilities other than what we are told is possible. It is a matter
of showing how the space of the possible is larger than the one we are assigned —
that something else is possible, but not that everything is possible. In any case, it
is essential that politics renounce the category of totality, which is perhaps
another change with respect to the previous period.

The real difference with Hannah Arendt should, rather, be located in her
definition of politics itself. For Arendt, politics concerns ‘living together’, the
regulation of being together as a republic, or as public space. It’s not an
adequate definition. It reduces politics to the sole instance of judgement, and
eventually to opinion, rather than recognizing that the essence of politics
concerns thought and action, as connected through the practical consequences
of a prescription. For any one prescription is opposed to others. There can be no
homogeneous public space other than that of consensus — the consensus we are
all familiar with, the consensus of /a pensée unique [i.e. global liberalism]. I've
always been struck by the fact that Hannah Arendt prefers the American
Constitution to the French Revolution. I don’t say this out of chauvinism, but
because I think these are two important historical images. On the one hand, the
constitutional creation of a complex, ramified public space, elaborated in detail
down to the finer points concerning the election of judges. On the other hand,
something sequential, something more antagonistic, and more principled. I
stand resolutely for the second option.

This brings me to one of my main questions, the question of the plurality of subjects — if
to be subject means to be the subject of (or to) a truth. In your Saint Paul, for example,
you generally speak of ‘the Christian subject’. How do we preserve the militant unity of a



group of subjects, other than in the Jacobin manner, other than through the imposition of
an eventual orthodoxy? How can the saint avoid eventually becoming a priest? What sort
of space is there in your philosophy for subjective disagreement?

Let’s not forget that I conceive of a truth not as a pre-given transcendent norm,
in the name of which we are supposed to act, but as a production. At a certain
moment, the set of actors of a generic procedure, of a truth-procedure, are
clearly ignorant, unknowing, of what it is. This is an essential point. So nobody
is in a position to say that since he knows the truth, he is the one who will decree
[normer] how it is to be known, since the truth itself depends on its own
production.

The only thing we have to question are the conditions of this production. I'm
convinced that in politics, for example, it is very largely deliberative. There is
no reason why it should be Jacobin or terrorist. The Jacobin terror had its roots
not in internal disagreement, but in the situation of crisis, the war and the
counter-revolution. As a general rule, every generic procedure is in reality a
process that can perfectly well be deliberative, as long as we understand that it
invents its rule of deliberation at the same time as it invents itself. And it is no
more constrained by a pre-established norm that follows from the rule of
deliberation. You have only to look at how the rule of deliberation in different
organizations, in different political sequences, and in different political modes,
is entirely variable. For example — to take only one story, and only a couple of
sequences in this story — it is entirely different under Lenin and under Stalin.
Under Lenin, there were some absolutely dramatic disagreements. On a
question as essential as that of whether or not to launch the insurrection, Lenin
was in radical opposition to Zinoviev, Kamenev, and many others. In the end, a
protocol of decision-making was found that didn’t involve the extermination of
opposing views. Under Stalin, by contrast, such extermination practically
becomes the rule. Every time a plurality of individuals, a plurality of human
subjects, is engaged in a process of truth, the construction of this process
induces the construction of a deliberative and collective figure of this
production, which is itself variable.

If subjects exist only in the fidelity to the truth they proclaim, bow do we avoid the
eventual and potentially oppressive measurement of the relative authenticity or intensity
of this fidelity — the judgement of subjects as more or less close to the pure truth? That



this truth is in a sense unknowable doesn’t simplify the question.

There is no difficulty of principle in accepting the fact that within a plurality of
human subjects, there exist differences of more and less. It’s inevitable. The
only problem is in knowing how these differences are normed [normées], ruled,
and above all, how this is related to the production of the successive stages of
the sequence in question. To take the restricted example of love, which engages
two people, the smallest possible plurality: everyone knows that every
disagreement needn’t lead automatically to a break-up. At the same time, each
figure of love invents and elaborates, over the course of its development, the
regime of its disputes. Obviously, in some cases, there are break-ups. But in
others there aren’t. And the way in which the productive or creative positivity
of this love is articulated with the internal regulation of disagreement simply
defines one of the singularities of its trajectory.

The same goes for politics. The dialectic of ‘more or less’ regulates a certain
form of collective deliberation or collective engagement, but needn’t drive
things toward a binary logic. I would say — to use an algebraic metaphor — that
it needn’t present itself as a logic with two values. Everyone can accept the
existence of intermediary nuances. Mao himself — and God knows there was a
great deal of violence in the Chinese Revolution — developed a fairly
complicated doctrine regarding the difference between contradictions among
the people and antagonistic contradictions, and the existence in any process of
left, centre, and right wings. He never stopped insisting that in the movement of
a process there is always a considerable plurality of nuances, and that if we don’t
grant some space to this plurality, we are finally driven back to the break-up of
the process, more than anything else. It is true that some political sequences did
adopt as the internal rule of their development a very severe bivalent logic, but
we need to ask in each case how this bivalence was linked to the singularity of
the sequence. It is not a general problem of truth-processes.

II

I’d like to turn now to more strictly philosophical questions, beginning with Plato. Along
with a few others — Guy Lardreau and Christian Jambet in particular — you declare a



fairly unusual fidelity to Plato. Why? What does Platonism mean, once you have

renounced its transcendent aspect?

I wouldn’t say that there is no transcendent dimension in Plato, but it’s not
what interests me, it’s not why I align myself with him, in slightly provocative
fashion — since all the major philosophical figures of the past century, from
Nietzsche through Heidegger, have been anti-Platonists.

In fact, three things about Plato interest me. First, his sharp, inaugural
awareness of what I call the ‘conditions’ of philosophy. Philosophy is to be
found in obligatory dialogue with mathematics, with art and poetry — even if
this dialogue is strained and difficult; with politics, and also with love, as
demonstrated in the Symposium and other dialogues. This is a long way from the
idea that philosophy is a total knowledge or system. For Plato, philosophy
begins thinking not in relation to itself but in relation to something else — to the
people you meet and what they say (Socrates), but also, in relation to the
discoveries of the mathematicians, to the work of those who write poetry and
tragedy, to political situations and debates, to the existence and intensity of the
feeling of love.

The second thing that interests me is Plato’s conviction that philosophy
doesn’t add up to very much without the category of truth. This is my
antimodern or anticontemporary aspect — for this category is suspected,
criticized, that is, denied, by most contemporary trends. I would even say that
philosophy means little without the idea that there can be eternal truths.... Of
course this idea is present in the whole of classical metaphysics, but in Plato, it
remains somewhat questioning and fragmentary. The question animates most of
the dialogues, but it is nevertheless very hard to find a closed theory of truth in
them, because it is always taken up again, in new conditions, with regard to
something else. This suits me as a philosopher, this rhythm, in which we place
ourselves under the sign of the question of truth even as we recognize that it
can never be the object of a self-sufficient or complete demonstration.

Finally, I think there is a Plato who is interested not at all in the
transcendence of the Ideas, but in what we might call — to use one of
Heidegger’s titles — the question ‘what is thinking?” We will naturally name
what is thinkable, what there is in thought, Idea. But — especially in the later
dialogues: the Sophist, the Parmenides, the Philebus — Plato doesn’t pose the
question ‘what is thought?’ by any means to privilege a transcendence but,
rather, to ask: what is an internal articulation between Ideas, what is the



movement of thought, what is its internal alterity, its impasse, and so on? For
me, this is Plato. And ‘your master Lacan’? What do you retain from bis teaching
today? Did you attend bis seminar?

I've actually always kept myself at quite a distance from Lacan. I never attended
his seminar, but at the same time, I was first, with Althusser, to present reports
on his work at the Ecole Normale Supérieure (1958-59). I have never had any
relation to the practice of psychoanalysis. I am neither analyst nor analysand,
nor analysed, nor am I a member of any Lacanian school. My relation to Lacan
is internal to philosophy.

That said, I've learned a number of important things from Lacan, and that’s
why I consider him to be one of my masters. To put it briefly, what fascinated
me about Lacan for a long time was his very strange effort to link the question
of the subject to investigations or models of a logico-mathematical kind. This
effort is totally absent from Freud. What especially interested me about Lacan
was his conception of the real. First, the distinction he makes between the real
and reality, which is not the same as the classical metaphysical distinction
between appearance and reality, or between phenomenon and noumenon. And
in particular, this conception of the real as being, in a situation, in any given
symbolic field, the point of impasse, or the point of impossibility, which
precisely allows us to think the situation as a whole, according to its real. Part of
what I said a moment ago could be resaid as follows: emancipatory politics
always consists in making seem possible precisely that which, from within the
situation, is declared to be impossible.

Another thing that grabbed my attention: Lacan declared himself to be an
‘antiphilosopher’. It is partly thanks to him that I began to ask myself, in a fairly
systematic way, what might be declared antiphilosophical, what was it that
characterized antiphilosophical thought, why certain kinds of thought constitute
themselves as hostility to philosophy. In the end, my theory is that philosophy
should always think as closely as possible to antiphilosophy. For all these
reasons, I owe Lacan a real debt, despite having had no relation to the question
of analytic therapy as such.

You are careful to distinguish philosophical truth from all that might claim an affinity
with the ineffable, the unsayable, or the mystical. At the same time, you defend, in Saint
Paul and elsewhere, a striking doctrine of ‘laicized grace’, purged of any religious



reference or thematics. The question is: doesn’t the truly religious begin precisely where
all thematics comes to an end? What can the idea of grace mean, if it doesn’t connote the
idea of another, properly creative power, a pure beyond?

For me, every singular truth has its origin in an event. Something must happen,
in order for there to be something new. Even in our personal lives, there must
be an encounter, there must be something which cannot be calculated,
predicted or managed; there must be a break based only on chance. And it’s to
the extent that there is an essential link between the infinite development or
construction of a truth, and this element of rupture that is an event, that I
understand what Christian writers have called grace. That is not to say that for
them the term has exactly this meaning. In effect, if every grace is a divine gift,
we cannot absolutely avoid the idea of an ultimate, divine calculation, even if
that calculation exceeds our understanding. That would be the difference that
subsists between the properly religious understanding of grace, and what I call
laicized grace.

Fundamentally, what I call laicized grace describes the fact that, in so far as
we are given a chance of truth, a chance of being a little bit more than living
individuals, pursuing our ordinary interests, this chance is always given to us
through an event. This evental giving, based absolutely on chance, and beyond
any principle of the management or calculation of existence — why not call it a
grace? Simply, it is a grace that requires no all-powerful, no divine
transcendence. What interests me in Saint Paul is the idea — very explicit in his
writings — that the becoming of a truth, the becoming of a subject, depend
entirely on a pure event, which is itself beyond all the predictions and
calculations that our understanding is capable of.

What, then, do we make, with Paul, of that second and no less fundamental event, bis
personal confirmation, on the road to Damascus, of the truth of the first event? Is there
room, in your philosophy, for this second and irreducibly private supplement? In other
words, is the truth not always split between a truth ‘in general’ or Sfor all’, and a truth
reserved especially for its avant-garde? Or again, what is gained by distinguishing so
sharply, in politics as much as in love, what happens to us from what we do, or make

happen?

What is important about Paul is that we can read the texts he left behind, quite



independently of the story of his personal grace, and of the way this grace itself
did or did not depend on the resurrection. Paul’s thought is a thought of the
event, a thought of the truth as consecutive to an event, a thought of fidelity,
and also a certain thought of the universal, and what interested me was to
examine it as such. That there are serious problems within Christian doctrine —
concerning whether the event was sufficient or not, concerning who is chosen —
is something that goes back to what we were saying: that it is very difficult to
detach the Christian doctrine of grace from the idea of a transcendent plan that
governs the world. Which is where my atheism interrupts the parallel, as I point
out on several occasions in my book.

On the other hand, I don’t see any major problem as regards the collective
extension of an event, if only because I've lived through something like it
myself. A philosophy is also a personal experience. Concerning May 1968 and
after, you have to remember just what the established Gaullist regime was like
in the early 1960s. You have to remember its oppressiveness, and the
extraordinarily minoritarian character — in a way we can scarcely imagine today
— of the protest movements, of radical or critical currents, confronted with the
triumphalism of Pompidolian propertied capitalism. You need to have lived
through that society, a society which had no more problems — the terrible
question of Algeria having been resolved; a society of full employment, of
uninterrupted development.... As for what then took place, yes, we were the
genuine actors, but actors absolutely seized by what was happening to them, as
by something extraordinary, something properly incalculable. Without a doubt,
I was personally marked by this irruption. Of course, if we add up the anecdotes
one by one, we can always say that at any given moment there were certain
actors, certain people who provoked this or that result. But the crystallization of
all these moments, their generalization, and then the way in which everyone
was caught up in it, well beyond what any one person might have thought
possible — that’s what I call an evental dimension. Noze of the little processes
that led to the event was equal to what actually took place.

It’s a matter of scale?

There was an extraordinary change of scale, as there always is in every
significant event. For example, between the French Revolution and the financial
crisis that prompted the calling of the Estates General, there was another



change of scale. Of course we can always invoke the meeting of the Estates
General, the question of the representation of the different orders, the king’s
attempts to block all that. I've never argued that the event, when we examine it
in its facticity, presents irrational characteristics. I simply think that none of the
calculations internal to the situation can account for its irruption, and cannot, in
particular, elucidate this kind of break in scale that happens at a certain
moment, such that the actors themselves are seized by something of which they
no longer know if they are its actors or its vehicle [supports], or what it carries
away. Lin Piao — someone who is rarely mentioned these days — once said, at
the height of the Cultural Revolution, that the essential thing was to be, at a
revolutionary conjunction, both its actor and its target. I quite like this formula.
Yes, we are actors, but in such a way that we are targeted by, carried away by,
and struck by [atteint par] the event. In this sense there can undoubtedly be
collective events.

You raise the example of Castro, who is dear to me because he’s part of my
youth. I followed what happened in Cuba very closely, and there again, it’s
obvious that the little group of partisans in the Sierra Maestra were voluntarists.
But with the collapse of Batista, the seizure of power, and that extraordinary,
very slow march of Castro towards Havana, the Cuban people as a whole were
seized by something which, in a certain way, was no doubt legible in its
successive stages, but which marked an absolute change of scale with respect to
the disembarkation of some twenty people in the hills of the Sierra Maestra....

You once said that you were no longer sure if there was an event in May 1968.1 By what
criteria can we decide such things after the event, especially if the event itself persists,
strictly speaking, only through its retrospective declaration?

I said something a little more complicated. I said that perhaps we didn’t know
the name of this event, and that, consequently, it was an event-ality still
suspended from its name — what Sylvain Lazarus calls an ‘obscure eventality’.
There are such eventalities — that is, eventalities such that the statements that
can be detached from them, or the names used to refer to them, never manage
to justify the practice of the sequence, never manage to stabilize it. For
example, in the French Revolutionary sequence, the name ‘revolution’ was very
soon a matter of consensus, as the appropriate name for what was going on.
When Saint-Just said: “The revolution is frozen,” he pointed to something about



the Revolution and the name ‘revolution’, as a capacity that was truly internal
to what was going on at the time.

As for May 1968, we’ve drifted this way and that, perhaps because it is an
event belonging to precisely that time when we were passing from the old
conception of politics to something else, so that, as a result, the name
‘revolution’ wasn’t the right name. There have been all sorts of proposals. I'm
very struck by the fact that today everyone says ‘the events of May 1968’, but if
we say that the event has ‘event’ as its name, it means that we haven’t yet found
its name. I expect that I will probably stick with this appreciation of May 1968:
it is an event — part of my subjectivation was forged in it, so I will remain
faithful to it — but one whose name is obscure.

One of the first questions to strike me as I read 1'Etre et 'événement was that of the
general relation between your mathematical ontology and the nature of material reality
in general. You treat material situations as particular sorts of mathematical sets. What
relation is there between your ontology — that is, the presentation of presentation, what
you call ‘being-as-being’ — and that which is presented?

If we accept that there exists a situation in which what is at stake for thought is
being-as-being — and for me, this is simply one situation of thought, among
others — then I would say that this situation is the situation defined by
mathematics. Mathematics, because if we abstract all pre-sentative predicates
little by little, we are left with the multiple, pure and simple. The ‘that which is
presented’ can be absolutely anything. Pure presentation as such, abstracting all
reference to ‘that which’ — which is to say, then, being-as-being, being as pure
multiplicity — can be thought only through mathematics.

To the extent that we abstract the ‘that which is presented’ in the diversity of
situations, to consider the presentation of presentation itself — that is to say, in
the end, pure multiplicity — then the real and the possible are rendered
necessarily indistinct. What I call ontology is the generic form of presentation
as such, considered independently of the question as to whether what is
presented is real or possible. It is the reason why people have always debated
the status of mathematical idealities, the status of their reality. Are they real, do
they exist somewhere, are they merely possible, are they linguistic products ...?
I think we have to abandon these questions, simply because it is of the essence
of ontology, as I conceive it, to be beneath the distinction of the real and the



possible. What we will necessarily be left with is a science of the multiple in
general, such that the question of knowing what is effectively presented in a
particular situation remains suspended. A contrario, every time we examine
something that is presented, from the strict point of view of its objective
presentation, we will have a horizon of mathematicity, which is, in my opinion,
the only thing that can be clear. In the final analysis, physics — that is to say, the
theory of matter — is mathematical. It is mathematical because, as the theory of
the most objectified strata of the presented as such, it necessarily catches hold
of being-as-being through its mathematicity.

The relation between ‘what is presented’ — for example, matter — and the
theory of being-as-being can be described, empirically, as the relation between
physics and mathematics. But it might be described more profoundly as the
relation between, on the one hand, a generic theory of the multiple in itself —
that is, of a multiple indifferent to what it is the multiple of, and thus of the
multiple as pure multiple of the multiple — and, on the other hand, the ‘that
which is multiply presented as such’, about which ontology says nothing.

It seems, however, that your most basic concept, the concept of a situation, oscillates
somewhat between an essentially mathematical order and what appears to be a no less
essentially eclectic order, combining heterogeneous elements of actuality.

You're quite right. The category of situation, from this point of view — and this
is why I'm going substantially to rework it — is a bivalent category, a category
we can access in two different ways [4 double entrée]. In one sense you can take it
to mean situation as effectivity — that is, as the effective realization of an
ontological possibility, and so as a figure of multiplicity. This would be how it is
characterized from within the ontological situation. We could then say that
every situation is a multiple. We could further add that every situation is an
infinite multiple, or a multiple of such and such a cardinality, or a multiple of
such and such complexity, and that would be about as far as we could go. In a
second sense, the ‘that which composes this multiplicity’, the qualitative
determination internal to this multiplicity, will be a matter for the investigation
of this singular situation. We could say then, for instance, that it is a politico-
historical situation, made up of gestures, actions of the masses, figures of the
state, and so on. If; by contrast, it is a strictly physical or material situation, it
will be made up of experimental mechanisms highlighting particular sets
[ensembles .

All this simply confirms a very old and somewhat inevitable ontological



programme: that ontology always gathers up what remains to thought once we
abandon the predicative, particular determinations of ‘that which is presented’.
We might conclude that there remains nothing at all. This was the idea that
dominated the whole nineteenth century, the whole of post-Kantian theory,
according to which, in this case, there would remain only the unknowable, and
eventually nothing. Or we might conclude that there actually remains
everything — which was, after all, Heidegger’s guiding inspiration; that is, if we
put to one side the diverse singularity of the existence of the existent [étant], we
come to a thought of being that is itself suspended or deferred [suspendue] in
fairly problematic fashion. As for me, I conclude that what remains is
mathematics. I think it’s a fairly strong thesis.

Moreover, it is a fully materialist thesis, because everyone can see that the
investigation of matter, the very concept of matter, is a concept whose history
shows it to be at the edge of mathematicity. It is not mathematical in the order
of experience, but it is mathematized by rational thought — such that it is on the
border of the mathematical, since the more you decompose the concept of
matter into its most elementary constituents, the more you move into a field of
reality which can be named or identified only with increasingly complex
mathematical operations. ‘Matter’ would simply be, immediately after being,
the most general possible name of the presented (of ‘what is presented’). Being-
as-being would be that point of indistinction between the possible and the real
that only mathematics apprehends in the exploration of the general
configurations of the purely multiple. Matter, in the sense in which it is at stake
in physics, is matter as enveloping any particular presentation — and I am a
materialist in the sense that I think that any presentation is material. If we
consider the word ‘matter’, the content of the word ‘matter’, matter comes
immediately after being. It is the degree of generality immediately co-present
to ontology. The physical situation will then be a very powerfully
mathematized situation, and in a certain sense, more and more so, the closer it
comes to apprehending the smallest, most primordial elements of reality.

One of the consequences — or perhaps one of the conditions — of your position is to bracket
the distinction which bas so often inspired ontological inquiry: the distinction between the
animate and inanimate, or between the living and the more-than-living, the distinction
between the created and the Creator. Does your recourse to mathematics allow you to
sidestep the old problems associated with our attempt to make sense of a reality that is not
of the same order as our own experience?



I’'m convinced of the importance of the situational field concerning the theory
of living beings. I think that the theory of the living as living, like the theory of
matter as matter, is a matter for science. And God knows I recognize the
eminent dignity and singular importance of science among the conditions of
philosophy. If T haven’t yet said much about the field of the living, it’s not at all
because I think it’s unnecessary. In any case, I have always said that we have to
accept the fact that human beings are animals.

You’re sometimes a little hard on animals.. ..
No! Why do you say that?

This effort to distinguish an immortal truth from the corruption of the flesh, of
temptation, of desires and interests that are ‘no more, no less worthy than those of moles.

12
But let’s make some distinctions. I do think there is a real difference between
the human and the animal. This doesn’t mean that I deny that, for the essential
part of our existence, we are animals. I've often said as much. A major part of
human existence is grasped, seized, within animal existence. This is not a value
judgement, it just means that if we’re going to talk about truth-procedures,
we're going to talk about something else. This something else is what
constitutes the singularly human, within the animal universe. Personally, I'm
quite fascinated by everything that reminds me to what extent human beings
are animals. I have a certain tenderness for this. I'm by no means the kind of
classical moralist for whom the animality within the human is always the object
of an initial prejudice. It’s a part of my materialism.

I think that human beings are animals, animals which have at their disposal a
singular ability, a singular, aleatory, and partial ability, which identifies them
philosophically as human, within the animal sphere. The animal sphere is itself
internal to the material sphere. From the point of view of the pure presented, it
ends there. But where a thought of being is concerned — and it is precisely one
of the singular human capacities — we have the use of mathematics.

You once accused me of being pre-Darwinian; this was an important
objection in your view. It struck me, that remark, and I’ve thought about it. I
have the greatest admiration for Darwin. His revolutionary discovery was a
major creation in human thought. Bearing in mind the conditions of the day, his



theory was very powerful, with remarkable subversive potential. It’s not for
nothing that it has always been the target of reactionary attacks. I don’t think I
am pre-Darwinian. I accept absolutely that man is an animal and, in a certain
sense, nothing else. From the point of view of what composes us, there is
nothing except matter. Even a procedure of truth is never anything other than
the seizing of materiality.

Having said that, I do think that, by grace, this particular animal is sometimes
seized by something that thought cannot manage to reduce strictly to the
thought of animality as such. It is not a very different claim from the one a
physicist will make by saying that, however mathematized physics becomes,
there neverless remains a moment where it is experience or the experiment
[lexpérience] which decides an issue, where everything is not reducible to that
sole space exhaustively thought by pure mathematicity. As for truth, it’s the
same thing — that is to say, it is thinkable only by that mortal animal which
human beings happen to be.

What then, exactly, is the relation between the immortality of the truth and the
‘animality’ of the knowledges it transcends? In the first place, we know that according to
your ontology, the elements of a situation exist as ‘counted-for-one’ by the situation. Are
they thus intrinsically individuated or self-individuated, and then selected by the
situation? Or are they distinguished solely by their belonging to the situation? What
distinguishes an element?

Your question puts you in a position of indiscernibility. We cannot immediately
distinguish between the fact that an element is counted as one in the situation,
and the one that it is ‘in itself’. What can happen is that, in a manner that is
itself unavoidably evental, some elements that were not previously counted,
come to appear as needing to be counted in the situation. It is only through this
discovery that there irrupts a gap between what is counted as one in the
situation, and the intrinsic one that the element is. Retroactively, we will have
to declare that this something which appears, eventally, as needing to be
counted — did indeed belong to the situation. And if you admit retroactively
that it belonged to the situation, you will have to say that it had an intrinsic
identity. This is why every intrinsic identity which affirms itself as an objection
to the counting-as-one — that is, as uncounted in the situation in which it should
be counted — comes to light only in the evental discovery. It is the evental



discovery which constitutes the gap between counted for one by the situation,
and intrinsic identity. If we were in a position, from the strict point of view of
the situation itself, to distinguish between what is counted for one in the
situation, and the intrinsic identity of what is so counted, then this position
would not be immanent to the situation. We would need to be an external
observer, capable of saying: here is an identity, here is what is counted for one,
and we can see that this identity is outside the count. But since we are always
immanent to a situation, we are necessarily incapable of distinguishing between
what is counted and an intrinsic, uncounted identity.

What any event reveals — and I think it’s particularly striking in politics — is
that there was something which had its own identity beyond the count, which
was not taken account of. It’s why I’ve always said that an event was, one way
or another, a breakdown of the count. It’s also why — and here we come back to
what I was saying about Lacan — we can equally say, of an event, that it is what
demonstrates what is impossible for the count, as its real, such that the law of
the count is made apparent, as being such that this thing, which wasn’t counted,
should have been counted.

How would you qualify this fact of always being internal to a situation? Isn’t it a kind of
transcendental condition, an enabling condition of our existence, that we must always be
specific to a situation?

I take it to be an ontological principle, that’s the only difference. I've no need
to call it transcendental. What ontology tells us, in the theory of the purely
multiple, is that, inasmuch as a multiple exists, we can declare its existence only
inasmuch as it belongs to another multiple. To exist as a multiple is always to
belong to a multiplicity. To exist is to be an element of. There is no other
possible predicate of existence as such. The immediate consequence is that to
exist is to be in a situation, without needing to fall back on the transcendental,
since it is a law of being. I try to limit the use of the word ‘transcendental’ to its
Kantian meaning.

“Transcendental’ refers back to the subjective conditions of experience, and
Kant never stops telling us that it is precisely not a law of being. It is a law of
the unity of the phenomenon, not a law of being. If you want to extend the
meaning of the word ‘transcendental’ to the point that you call, in the end,
transcendental the first or ultimate condition of thought in general, of existence



in general, then at that point I'd agree: yes, it’s transcendental.

I know that you are in the middle of reformulating your conception of relationship, and
in particular of the relationship between truth and knowledge. How do things stand as of
now?

In L’Etre et Pévénement, 1 suggest that in every situation there is an
encyclopaedia of knowledges, linked to a language of the situation. It’s true —
and you yourself have raised the objection — that unlike the multiplicity of the
situation, which is accounted for in ontology and mathematics, this particular
point remains largely ungrounded, or affirmed in an uncritical way. If we
assume it, then truth can appear as boring a hole in this encyclopaedia, as
subtracting itself from it, or as a diagonal of novelty with respect to it. Both
language and knowledge are very important, and they are related, since it is
only because there is a language of the situation that there can be predicates,
particularities, and thus knowledges.

The reworking I'm engaged in at the moment consists of giving both a
legitimacy and a much greater consistency to this double question of the
language of the situation and the existence of knowledges. This has naturally led
me to rethink the most basic concept of my thinking, which is precisely the
notion of situation. In reality, the concept of situation is reduced, in L’Etre et
Pévénement, to the purely multiple, to which is added, slightly from the outside,
the language of the situation and its predicates. Setting out from a study of what
determines the particularity of a situation, I hope to show that there is
necessarily in every situation a predicative universe, which I will call its being-
there [€tre-/a]. I will try to distinguish the being of the situation, which refers
back to ontology, from its being-there — that is, the necessity for every situation
to be not simply a being but, coextensive with that being, an appearing
[apparaitre]. It is a doctrine of appearing, but of a non-phenomenal appearing.
It’s not a matter of an appearing for a subject, but of an appearing as such, as
localization. It is a localization that doesn’t itself refer back to any particular
space or geography but is, rather, an intrinsic localization. It is a supplementary
ontological property, in addition to pure multiplicity.

In other words, I'm going to tackle the problem of the distinction between a
possible and an effective situation, between possible situation and real situation,
since I'll go back over the fact that ontology doesn’t settle this question, that it
is beneath this point of distinction. Hence the effectivity of a situation, its
appearing, can’t be deduced from its configuration of multiplicity. There is no



transitivity between the one and the other.

At this point, we’ll have to ask about the laws of appearing. I think we can
maintain the idea that mathematics still explains some of what happens, that we
aren’t absolutely obliged to leave the realm of the mathematical. Simply, we’ll
need a slightly new form of mathematicity, one that requires a minimal theory
of relation, a Jogic. I call ‘logic’ a theory of relation as relation, relation between
elements, between parts, and so on. I will argue that being-as-being — that is, as
beneath the relation between being and being-there — is a pure multiplicity. But
I will show how this pure multiplicity is always attached to, distorted by, or
reworked by a universe of relations, which will define the logic peculiar to the
situation, not merely its being displayed in its multiplicity, or its network of
belongings.

This is going to require, on the mathematical side of things, different
operators, both logical and topological, and on the philosophical side, an
elucidation of the relation between being and being-there. I think I'll be able to
draw most of the argument from the relation of order, from the elementary
relation of order, order being defined simply as the first dissymmetrical relation
— of course, the didactics of the thing, the way of presenting it, is very
important to me, and for as long as I haven’t fully discovered it, I'm not
entirely at ease. I'm going to try to solve the problem — and you can see that
I've read your work, and am sensitive to what you've said — by injecting
something like dissymmetry into the general edifice, without in any way
renouncing it. This means that it will mean something to say that # is in relation
with 4, in a relation which is something other than the strict relation of
equivalence or equality. I'll take up the relation of order because it is, in the
end, mathematically, the most primordial, most abstract, non-symmetrical
relation.

My last questions concern the autonomy of truth, its status in relation to the world it
exceeds or transcends. What kind of relationship is there, for example, between the truth
of a scientific or an artistic discovery and the technical means of its formulation and
distribution? What relation is there between an artistic — let’s say musical — truth, and
the (culturally specific) system of tonality which ensures that the truths of Haydn and
Schoenberg — to take examples from your Ethique — are always truths for certain
listeners?



I think we have to accept that between the effective or real character of any
procedure of truth, and the protocol of identification, recognition, designation,
or propagation of that truth, there are only individual cases, and no general
relationship. We can give very simple examples. Take, for example, Arabo-
Andalusian music, which has its own space of development, of creation, of
historicity. For a long time it couldn’t be identified as such. And then conditions
were created in which it became identifiable. It’s really an individual case.

This touches on two problems, which I'm currently working on. First
problem: does the universalizing identification of a truth have as its condition
sine qua non something like philosophy? After all, I have myself defended the
thesis according to which philosophy does not create truths, but plays a certain
role — I didn’t say the only role — in their identification and in their
compatibility, their compossibility, the evaluation of their time. For me, this is
still an open question. Is there always something of the order of philosophy —
but how are we to recognize philosophy? — in the universalizing identification
of a procedure of truth, regardless of its origin or destination?

This poses the question of the degree of philosophy’s own universality. If we
admit that philosophy has a capacity — not an exclusive capacity, but one that is
proper to it — to identify something as universal, then it’s obvious that
philosophy has played a major role in the identification of science as such. We
know that the identification of art itself, as art, as distinct from anything else, is
the achievement of philosophy. To generalize: does the identification of
procedures of truth always pass through philosophy, necessarily or
unnecessarily, or is it a question of situation, of culture? It’s an open question,
and a fairly complicated one.

The second, still more complicated problem concerns what I call the
interconnected juxtaposition [juxtaposition en réseau] of truth-procedures. Truth-
procedures do not exist as unilaterally unconnected, as entirely independent of
each other, each following their own path. They are constituted in a network,
they cross each other. Part of the problem is a matter of knowing, for example,
the points of connection between scientific procedure, its successive breaks, its
discoveries, and the rules of political protocol. It’s a very real question. You
yourself have said that there is in science something which is hidden beneath
machinery or equipment that is not entirely its own, but which nevertheless
largely contains it. In the same way, I've always been fascinated by the network
of relations between love and art. We know very well that there is something
within the development of love itself which is certainly marked, signed [signé]



from within, by the novel, by the whole history of this question and the way it’s
been handled artistically, over successive strata. To such an extent that where
the artistic situation is quite obviously different — I'm thinking of China, for
example — I've often thought that love itself must be different. These are
questions of interconnection [réseau]; the truth-procedures resonate with each
other, in their connections and crossings.

So far I've been very analytical in working on this question, very Cartesian.
I've separated the procedures from each other, examined their type, their
numericity, and so forth, but I'm perfectly aware that in a situation [en
situation], in the realm of singularity, this is not exactly how things look. There
are always several procedures working through entangled or interconnected
situations. It’s what I hope to explain, once I've deciphered and symbolized the
problem, probably according to my own concept of culture. In the end, a
culture, to the extent that it can be thought or identified by philosophy, is a
singular interconnected configuration of truth-procedures.

I think there are truth-procedures everywhere, and that they are always
universal; that a Chinese novel, Arabic algebra, Iranian music ... that all this is,
in the end, universal by right. Simply, the conditions of their concrete
universalization have followed a complicated history. On the other hand, I
would admit that there is an element of the cultural site, which I would see in a
system of interconnection, in which there is always something contingent, and
also an aspect of sedimentation, of conservation, which is irreducibly particular.
Here I'm speaking prospectively, slightly feeling my way forward, but I hope to
be able to say how I conceive of a culture, in something other than empirical
fashion. I'm perfectly aware that there are cultural universes, linguistic
universes. But I'd like to be able to cross through this empirical reality in a

slightly different way.

Fust what is culturally specific here? How do we measure the immanent universality of
an artistic truth, to limit the question only to that? Can it really be anything other than,
on the one hand, a kind of pure or living (and therefore ephemeral) creativity — such
that Schoenberg’s truth, say, persisted or will persist as long as it continues to inspire
new creations that remain faithful in some way to this inspiration? Or, on the other
band, a variant of the assertion of its own universal truth? This would limit literary
truth, for instance, to the confines of what Bourdieu describes as the ‘literary field’ — the
field established by the proclamation, from Flaubert through Mallarmé, Blanchot and
beyond, of an intransitive literary sovereignty, a word purified of worldly knowledge



and communication.3 Most of your poetic examples seem to conform to this idea.

No doubt it’s only because I am of this era. Perhaps my own taste, my own site,
my own set of interconnections [résesu], have been drawn mainly from this. But
I certainly wouldn’t make of it a universal maxim. I don’t at all think that the
affirmation of sovereignty is essential to an artistic configuration. I try to name
artistic sequences not so much with proper names, nor through the regime of
works of art, but through what I call configurations. In Rosen’s book on Haydn,
Mozart and Beethoven, what is revealed is a configuration, which he calls the
classical style.'4 Obviously, most of my preferred poetic examples — I'm
perfectly aware of it — belong to such a configuration.

Paris, 17 November 1997

Notes

1. First published in Angelaki 3:3 (1998), 113—33. All footnotes in the interview
were written by the interviewer.

2. La Distance politique 22 (June 1997): 3. Both terms, sans-papiers and foyers
ouvriers, are difficult to translate without shifting the frame of cultural
reference entirely. The long government campaign against the mostly West
African and Algerian sans-papiers is comparable in its intensity to that waged
in the United States against mostly Latin American ‘illegal immigrants’.
Badiou’s militant commitment to the full naturalization of all immigrants
living and working in France dates back more than twenty years.

Foyers ouvriers are collective residences, mainly occupied by single
working men (or men whose families remain in their country of origin);
often made up of inhabitants from the same place of origin, they are
generally marked by a high degree of social cohesion and mutual support. In
the last couple of years, the foyers in certain Paris suburbs have come under
attack from reformist mayors; several have been destroyed. Badiou and
L’Organisation Politique which he co-founded in 1984-85 have been
instrumental in promoting the campaign for their protection and
reconstruction.



3. The term connotes something like the expression ‘the New World Order’,
that is, the ubiquitous, ‘pragmatic’ free-market liberalism that has become
the very form of contemporary necessity.

4. In the summer of 1996, hundreds of African immigrants occupied the Saint
Bernard church for several months, in a direct refutation of their official
characterization as ‘clandestins’. After being expelled from the church by
force in August 1996, and again evicted from the town hall of the 18th
arrondissement in Paris in June 1997, the Saint Bernard campaign has
organized — with the Organisation Politique, among other groups — a series
of major Paris rallies (15 and 22 November 1997, 6 December 1997, and
February 7 1998 ...). Throughout this campaign, the emphasis has been on
the militant subjective presence of the sans-papiers — that they are not somehow
‘alien’ or ‘invisible’, but simply hkere as ordinary workers under
extraordinary pressure. ‘Saint Bernard is proof of a strong principle of auto-
constitution, in the sense that people decided one day to come out from
their homes and to constitute themselves collectively in their demand for
residence papers’ (La Distance politique, 19—20 (April 1997), 7). Such directly
political or subjective mobilization has nothing to do with the pious
valorization of certain people as ‘disadvantaged’ or exclus.

5. La Distance politique 25 (November 1997), 3. La Distance politique is the
journal of the Organisation Politique, a relatively short bulletin (usually
between 4 and 15 pages), published on average four times a year, printing
articles and editorials detailing particular demonstrations and rallies,
interviews with workers or immigrant groups, discussions of electoral
campaigns and results, and general reflections on ‘what is to be done’. The
first three issues of La Distance politique included brief analyses of canonical
works by Marx, Lenin and Mao, in that order; issue § carried an article on
Althusser. Since then the emphasis has been almost exclusively practical, and
La Distance politique has remained much more of an organizing tool than any
sort of contribution to ‘political theory’.

In keeping with Badiou’s understanding of a political subject, the
Organisation Politique adheres to a strict form of collective responsibility,
and as a rule the positions expressed by La Distance politique can be taken as
fully consistent with Badiou’s own. Badiou has always treated the
Organisation Politique as nothing less than a ‘subjective condition of my
philosophy’ (Alain Badiou, Abrégé de métapolitique, 117).

6. L’Organisation Politique, Cabier No. 4, Ni statut spécial, ni intégration: On est



tous ici, on est tous d’ici (May 1997), 4.
7. 1’Organisation Politique, Cabier No. 4, 3.
8. Alain Badiou, Saint Paul ou la fondation de l'universalisme, 106.
9. See Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The Communist Manifesto, 82.
ro. Hannah Arendt, On Revolution, 206.
11. ‘It’s entirely possible that there was no event at all. I really don’t know’
(Alain Badiou, ‘Being by Numbers’, Artforum 33:2 (October 1994), 123).
12. Alain Badiou, L ’Ethique, 52/58—9.
13. Pierre Bourdieu, Les Regles de l'art: Structure et genese du champ littéraire, 1992

[1996]-
14. Charles Rosen, The Classical Style: Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven, 1976.
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