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Alain Badiou is interested in nothing short of revolution, both in theory and in practice. Indeed, Badiou’s most concise description of philosophy is as a kind of “logical revolt,” and he invariably argues that “there is no philosophy without the discontent of thinking in its confrontation with the world as it is.” The present “world as it is” (and specifically the state of philosophy within it), demands a revolution in philosophical thought which, in Badiou’s view, has thoroughly given itself over to the regime of sophistry.

If French philosophy abandoned the pursuit of ontology and the philosophy of the subject for structuralism as Paul Jaussen suggests in his introduction to Sartre, Badiou, a former pupil of Sartre, can be seen as engaged in simultaneous projects of revitalization and reinvention of that forgotten philosophy. In his view, philosophy was deeply wounded when it decided to replace the question of truth with the question of meaning in the face of the horrors of the 20th century. This decision ultimately condemned all of thought to the domains of linguistics (language) and theology (transcendence), the touchstones of variously designated “anti-philosophers” (including Lacan, Levinas and Lyotard, to name a few). 

Thus, Badiou argues that philosophy must reclaim its universal address, but not by simply reverting to Enlightenment rationalisms or logic, nor by dismissing the humbling developments of post-structuralist or postmodern thought and their warnings of totalization—the regime of the One over the multiple, the Subject over the other. Rather, as Peter Hallward explains with amazing brevity, Badiou seeks to elaborate an intricate philosophical revolt which will allow us to: 

salvage reason from positivism, the subject from deconstruction, being from Heidegger, the infinite from theology, the event from Deleuze, revolution from Stalin, a critique of the state from Foucault, … and the affirmation of love from American popular culture. He asserts a philosophy of the subject without recourse to phenomenology, a philosophy of truth without recourse to adequation, a philosophy of the event without recourse to historicism.

For Badiou, the most fundamental imperative underlying all of these antagonisms is that philosophy must secure a space for thought, that it enables us to continue to think. In order to make a successful return to truth and reinvigorate philosophical thought against its current passivity, Badiou argues that philosophy must establish itself somewhere outside representation (language), while also resisting appeal to any mystical Other (transcendence). This is an ontological problem which demands a reconciliation of ontology with a new doctrine of the subject.

In his seminal work, Being and Event (1988), Badiou advances such a project, drawing on developments in mathematics and its axiomatic treatment of infinity to establish a way for philosophy to think pure multiplicity, avoiding Levinasian recourse to a mystical infinite (Other) as well as Deleuzian recourse to an empirical, pragmatic multiplicity. According to Badiou, Cantor’s transfinite set theory
 woke him from his “Sartrean slumber” and provided what he calls an “event” of truth that opened up and broke from the stagnant situation of modern ontology. Seized by this truth, Badiou examines the efficacy of axioms established in set theory in Being and Event, arguing for a mathematical conception of infinity over all metaphysical or ethical conceptions in ontological inquiry. For Badiou, ontology is mathematics, and mathematics as “pure presentation” (or “the presentation of presentation,” and hence of nothing) allows us to think “inconsistent multiplicity,” a pure multiple without recourse to the One—“without-oneness.” With this establishment, Badiou sees a way to save the subject (and philosophy) from passivity toward and slavery to the Other on the one hand, and the violent totalizing imperialism of the cogito and Being on the other.


From Being and Event onward, Badiou’s thought can be read as an articulation of an innovative philosophy that engages three general (and classical) topics: Being, the domain of ontology (as mathematics) as the inspiration for thinking pure multiplicity and the infinity of truths; Truth, the domain of philosophy which identifies the event (of a truth) and, possibly, inducing a subject; and finally, Subject, the domain of ethics which describes the fidelity of induced subjects seized by an event of truth, and the engagement in what he calls “truth-procedures.” The selections provided in this anthology roughly correspond to each of these three general topics (Being, Truth, Subject) though they are, of course, all interdependent. 

Before mapping the selections there is one cautionary note: although Badiou’s writing is very clear, concise, structured, and aphoristic, he is also very polemic and provocative, drawing on classical terms that possibly bring with them negative connotations and simplified meanings. The danger here is to oversimplify his use of classical concepts and to assume their legacy of meanings. This can always be claimed by any philosopher, but it is a particular danger in Badiou’s case given the current rhetorical “climate” of academia and philosophical discourse. In short, Badiou’s other task is to save terms like ethics, truth, and the subject, from rhetorical disavowal.


Although Badiou would say we must begin with ontological inquiry, the first group of selections (“Philosophy and Desire,” “Philosophy and Truth,” and “Definition of Philosophy”) concern a diagnosis of the current state of philosophy, and a call for a return to Truth. I have put these before his foundational discussions of ontology (from which all his thought springs) for several reasons: 1. they are very accessible, and establish his clearest language and definitive set of terms and concepts to date (2004); 2. they lay out in some detail all the philosophical orientations and positions that Badiou wishes to counter (for Badiou, philosophy is reactive, not generative, and needs sophistry—a “situation”—to provoke its thought); 3. they clarify, to some degree, Badiou’s complex allegiance to Lacan and other influences that he ultimately argues against (this will hopefully avoid conflations); 4. they form the most general overview of Badiou’s goals in his own words. 

These three selections from Infinite Thøught establish Badiou’s philosophy as one of the radically new, of possibility and innovation (and hence, revolution)—of “events” of truths that rupture or break from the given situation (things as they simply are). Echoing “his master,” the “greatest among our dead,” Jacques Lacan, Badiou argues that truth “punches a hole” in the situation, and this truth-event that breaks from the situation induces a subject, which is a bearer of a truth. Ultimately, Badiou will conclude, philosophy demands nothing less than a new doctrine of the subject.

The second set of selections, from Theoretical Writings, correspond to the topic of Being and are the most difficult. “The Question of Being Today” and “The Event as Trans-Being” consist of Badiou’s arguments for equating ontology with mathematics and the development of his own notion of the Event. Badiou begins with an appraisal Heidegger’s ontology, marking its inadequacies, and then establishes the connection between ontology and mathematics, arguing the benefits of Cantor’s set theory and its generic conception of multiplicity and infinity. He argues that mathematics is the “thinking of being qua being,” and also demonstrates that “all ontological presentation is necessarily axiomatic,” or rooted in a groundless decision—an event. 
In “The Event as Trans-Being” Badiou assumes the status of mathematics as ontology, and proceeds to develop his particular notion of the Event, distinguishing it from that of Deleuze.
 Badiou concludes that in order to proceed, we must decide on an ontology of multiplicities. Together these selections stand in for excerpts from Being and Event, and present a good summary of the arguments made in that major work.
 

The third and final set of selections from Ethics concerns the topic of Subject. “Does Man Exist?”, “Does the Other Exist?”, and “The Ethic of Truths” all target the form of an ethics of the other (Levinas), of difference (Derrida, postcolonial theory), and notions of a universal human subject as a bearer of human rights (“capitaloparliamentarism”). Badiou argues that all ethics of the Other can be read as an a priori designation of the individual as victim. This construction of the subject as victim simply “sanction the gunboats of Law.” For Badiou, the contemporary situation demands a return to the “ethics of the Same,” remarking that infinite differences and otherness is simply what there is, and the more difficult question of ethics is concerned with trying to see the Same, the truth-event in a given situation that opens it up to what is to be—to possibility. 
The various post-Marxisms fail, according to Badiou, because they set equality as a goal, when in fact equality is an axiom—an idea that demands fidelity from a deciding subject, one who is seized and bears a truth. For Badiou, there is no substance to ethics (ethics does not “exist”), and there is no Ethics in general, but only axioms and an ethics-of, a claim he explores in the final selection, “The Ethic of Truths.”

If, along with Badiou, we see truth as breaking from accepted knowledge, and the subject of an event of truth as breaking from the situation as such (from things as they are), we may view Badiou as a philosopher who seeks to open up and maintain a space for thought to think these breaks. Badiou can be characterized as a philosopher of revolt and possibility, and his thought is a document to an unwavering commitment to maintaining the possibility of thinking—to borrow Levinasian phrasing—otherwise-than-knowledge.
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Philosophy and Desire

This philosophical investigation begins under the banner of poetry; thus recalling the ancient tie between poetry and philosophy.
 

Rimbaud employs a strange expression: ‘les révoltes logiques’, ‘logical revolts’. Philosophy is something like a ‘logical revolt’. Philosophy pits thought against injustice, against the defective state of the world and of life. Yet it pits thought against injustice in a movement which conserves and defends argument and reason, and which ultimately proposes a new logic. 

Mallarmé states: ‘All thought begets a throw of the dice.’ It seems to me that this enigmatic formula also designates philosophy, because philosophy proposes to think the universal — that which is true for all thinking — yet it does so on the basis of a commitment in which chance always plays a role, a commitment which is also a risk or a wager. 


The four-dimensional desire of philosophy


These two poetic formulas capture the desire of philosophy, for at base the desire of philosophy implies a dimension of revolt: there is no philosophy without the discontent of thinking in its confrontation with the world as it is. Yet the desire of philosophy also includes logic; that is, a belief in the power of argument and reason. Furthermore, the desire of philosophy involves universality: philosophy addresses all humans as thinking beings since it supposes that all humans think. Finally, philosophy takes risks: thinking is always a decision which supports independent points of view. The desire of philosophy thus has four dimensions: revolt, logic, universality and risk. 

I think that the contemporary world, our world, the world that we strive to think and transform, exerts an intense pressure upon these four dimensions of the desire of philosophy; such that all four dimensions, faced by the world, find themselves in a difficult and dark passage in which the destiny and even the very existence of philosophy is at stake. 

To begin with, as far as the dimension of revolt is concerned, this world, our world, the ‘Western’ world (with as many inverted commas as you want), does not engage in thought as revolt, and for two reasons. First, this world already decrees itself free, it presents itself as ‘the free world’ — this is the very name it gives itself, an ‘isle’ of liberty on a planet otherwise reduced to slavery or devastation. Yet, at the same time — and this is the second reason — this world, our world, standardizes and commercializes the stakes of such freedom. It submits them to monetary uniformity, and with such success that our world no longer has to revolt to be free since it guarantees us freedom. However, it does not guarantee us the free use of this freedom, since such use is in reality already coded, orientated and channeled by the infinite glitter of merchandise. This is why this world exerts an intense pressure against the very idea that thinking can be insubordination or revolt. 
Our world also exerts a strong pressure on the dimension of logic; essentially because the world is submitted to the profoundly illogical regime of communication. Communication transmits a universe made up of disconnected images, remarks, statements and commentaries whose accepted principle is incoherence. Day after day communication undoes all relations and all principles, in an untenable juxtaposition that dissolves every relation between the elements it sweeps along in its flow. And what is perhaps even more distressing is that mass communication presents the world to us as a spectacle devoid of memory, a spectacle in which new images and new remarks cover, erase and consign to oblivion the very images and remarks that have just been .shown and said. The logic which is specifically undone there is the logic of time. It is these processes of communication which exert pressure on the resoluteness of thinking’s fidelity to logic; proposing to thought in the latter’s place a type of imaginary dissemination. 

As for the universal dimension of the desire of philosophy, our world is no longer suited to it because the world is essentially a specialized and fragmentary world; fragmented in response to the demands of the innumerable ramifications of the technical configuration of things, of the apparatuses of production, of the distribution of salaries, of the diversity of functions and skills. And the requirements of this specialization and this fragmentation make it difficult to perceive what might be transversal or universal; that is, what might be valid for all thinking. 

Finally, we have the dimension of risk. Our world does not favour risky commitments or risky decisions, because it is a world in which nobody has the means any more to submit their existence to the perils of chance. Existence requires more and more elaborate calculation. Life is devoted to calculating security, and this obsession with calculating security is contrary to the Mallarméan hypothesis that thought begets a throw of the dice, because in such a world there is infinitely too much risk in a throw of the dice. 

The desire for philosophy thus encounters four principal obstacles in the world. These are: the reign of merchandise, the reign of communication, the need for technical specialization, and the necessity for realistic calculations of security. How can philosophy take on this challenge? Is philosophy capable of such a challenge? The answer must be sought in the state of contemporary philosophy. 

The present state of philosophy

What are the principal global tendencies in contemporary philosophy if we consider it from a bird’s eye point of view? 

I think it can be said that three principal orientations can be distinguished in philosophy today. These orientations correspond, in some measure, to three geographical locations. I will first name and then describe them. The first can be called the hermeneutic orientation, which historically goes back to German romanticism. The best-known names attached to this orientation are Heidegger and Gadamer, and its historical site was originally German. Then there is the analytic orientation, originating with the Vienna Circle. The principal names connected to it are those of Wittgenstein and Carnap. Despite its Austrian origin, it now dominates English and American academic philosophy. Finally, we have what can be called the postmodern orientation, which in fact borrows from the other two. It is without doubt the most active in France, and includes thinkers as different as Jacques Derrida and Jean-François Lyotard. It is equally very active in Spain, Italy and Latin America. 

A hermeneutic orientation, an analytic orientation, and a postmodern orientation: there are, of course, innumerable intersections, mixtures and networks of circulation between the three, but together they form the most global and descriptive geography possible of contemporary philosophy. 

What then interests us is how each orientation designates or identifies philosophy. 

The hermeneutic orientation assigns philosophy the aim of deciphering the meaning of Being, the meaning of Being-in-the-world, and its central concept is that of interpretation. There are statements, acts, writings, and configurations whose meaning is obscure, latent, hidden or forgotten. Philosophy must be provided with a method of interpretation that will serve to clarify this obscurity, and bring forth from it an authentic meaning, a meaning which would be a figure of our destiny in relation to the destiny of being itself. The fundamental opposition for hermeneutic philosophy is that of the closed and the open. In what is given, in the immediate world, there is something dissimulated and closed. The aim of interpretation is to undo this closure and open it up to meaning. From this point of view the vocation of philosophy is a ‘vocation devoted to the open’. This vocation marks a combat between the world of philosophy and the world of technique since the latter is the accomplishment of closed nihilism. 

The analytic orientation holds the aim of philosophy to be the strict demarcation of those utterances which have meaning and those which do not. The aim is to demarcate what can be said and what it is impossible or illegitimate to say. The essential instrument of analytic philosophy is the logical and grammatical analysis of utterances, and ultimately of the entire language. This time the central concept is not interpretation but the rule. The task of philosophy is to discover those rules that ensure an agreement about meaning. The fundamental opposition here is between what can be regulated and what cannot be regulated, or what conforms to a recognized law assuring an agreement about meaning, and what eludes all explicit laws, thus falling into illusion or discordance. For the analytic orientation, the aim of philosophy is therapeutic and critical. It is a question of curing us of the illusions and the aberrations of language that divide us, by isolating what has no meaning, and by returning to rules which are transparent to all. 

Finally, the postmodern orientation holds the aim of philosophy to be the deconstruction of the accepted facts of our modernity. In particular, postmodern philosophy proposes to dissolve the great constructions of the nineteenth century to which we remain captive — the idea of the historical subject, the idea of progress, the idea of revolution, the idea of humanity and the ideal of science. Its aim is to show that these great constructions are outdated, that we live in the multiple, that there are no great epics of history or of thought; that there is an irreducible plurality of registers and languages in thought as in action; registers so diverse and heterogeneous that no great idea can totalize or reconcile them. At base, the objective of postmodern philosophy is to deconstruct the idea of totality — to the extent that philosophy itself finds itself destabilized. Consequently, the postmodern orientation activates what might be called mixed practices, de-totalized practices, or impure thinking practices. It situates thought on the outskirts, in areas that cannot be circumscribed. In particular, it installs philosophical thought at the periphery of art, and proposes an untotalizable mixture of the conceptual method of philosophy and the sense-orientated enterprise of art. 

The common themes of the three orientations of philosophy

Do these three orientations — so summarily described — have anything in common? Does anything allow us to say that, despite this diversity, features can be found which signal a unity of contemporary philosophy? I would suggest that there are two principal features that the three orientations, hermeneutic, analytic and postmodern, have in common. It is these common features which signal that the three orientations of philosophy are all contemporary, and that however different they may be, their destiny is joined: they do not simply provide one possible division of thought but rather provide three expressions of the same demands that our epoch makes on philosophy. 
The first of these features is negative. All three orientations hold that we are at the end of metaphysics, that philosophy is no longer in a position to sustain its locus classicus; that is, the great figure of the metaphysical proposition. In a certain sense, these three orientations maintain that philosophy is itself situated within the end of philosophy, or that philosophy is announcing a certain end of itself. 
We can immediately give three examples. It is clear that for Heidegger the theme of the end is the central element of his thinking. For Heidegger our time is characterized by the closure of the history of metaphysics, and thus of an entire epoch going back to Plato, an entire epoch of the history of being and thought. This closure is first realized in the distress and dereliction of the injunction of technology. 

No philosophy could be further from Heidegger’s than Carnap’s. Yet Carnap also announces the end of any possibility of metaphysics because, for him, metaphysics consists of nothing more than utterances that are non-regulated and devoid of meaning. The aim of analytic therapy is to cure the metaphysical symptom; that is, to cure the patient of utterances whose analysis shows that they cannot give rise to assent because they are devoid of meaning. 
If we take Jean-François Lyotard, one of his central themes is what he calls ‘the end of the great narratives’ — the great narratives of the revolution, of the proletariat, and of progress. Once more we have an ‘end’; the end of the great narratives being the end of the great configurations of the subject and history that have been associated with modern metaphysics. 

We find then a theme common to the three orientations, which is the theme of an end, of a drawing to a close, of an accomplishment. This theme can be articulated in another way: the ideal of truth as it was put forth by classical philosophy has come to its end. For the idea of truth we must substitute the idea of the plurality of meanings. This opposition between the classical ideal of truth and the modern theme of the polyvalence of meaning is, in my opinion, an essential opposition. We might say in a schematic, but not inexact way, that contemporary philosophy institutes the passage from a truth-orientated philosophy to a meaning-orientated philosophy. 

In each of these three principal orientations, contemporary philosophy puts the category of truth on trial, and with it the classical figure of philosophy. That is what these three orientations have in common on the negative side. What they have in common on the positive side — and this is crucial — is the central place accorded to the question of language. The philosophy of this century has become principally a meditation on language, on its capacities, its rules, and on what it authorizes as far as thought is concerned. This is clear in the very definition of the orientations I have been talking about: the hermeneutic orientation, in a certain sense, always consists of the interpretation of speech acts; the analytic orientation consists of the confrontation between utterances and the rules which govern them; and the postmodern orientation promotes the idea of a multiplicity of sentences, fragments, and forms of discourse in the absence of homogeneity. Language has thus become the great historical transcendental of our times. 

To recapitulate, contemporary philosophy has two fundamental axioms, common to all three orientations. The first is that the metaphysics of truth has become impossible. This axiom is negative. Philosophy can no longer pretend to be what it had for a long time decided to be, that is, a search for truth. The second axiom is that language is the crucial site of thought because that is where the question of meaning is at stake. Consequently, the question of meaning replaces the classical question of truth. 

The flaws in contemporary philosophy

My conviction is that these two axioms represent a real danger for thinking in general and for philosophy in particular. I think that their development and their infinitely subtle, complex and brilliant formulation, as found in contemporary philosophy, render philosophy incapable of sustaining the desire which is proper to it in the face of the pressure exerted by the contemporary world. These axioms cannot give philosophy the means to sustain its desire under the quadruple form of revolt, logic, universality and risk. 

If philosophy is essentially a meditation on language, it will not succeed in removing the obstacle that the specialization and fragmentation of the world opposes to universality. To accept the universe of language as the absolute horizon of philosophical thought in fact amounts to accepting the fragmentation and the illusion of communication — for the truth of our world is that there are as many languages as there are communities, activities or kinds knowledge. I agree that there is a multiplicity of language games. This, however, forces philosophy — if it wants to preserve the desire for universality — to establish itself elsewhere than within this multiplicity, so as not to be exclusively subordinated to it. If not, philosophy will become what in one way it mostly is, an infinite description of the multiplicity of language games. 

Or else, but this would be even worse, philosophy might elect one particular language, claiming that the latter is the only one that can save it. We know what this leads to. Heidegger explicitly upheld the thesis of the intrinsic philosophical value, first of the Greek language, and then of the German language. He said: ‘Being speaks Greek.’ He said that the German language was, in a way, the only language in which thought could sustain the challenge of its destiny. And there is an ineluctable connection between this election of a language and the political position that resulted in Heidegger’s commitment to German nationalism in the criminal form given to it by Nazism.

As for analytic philosophy, it is absolutely clear that it accords a unilateral privilege to scientific language as the language in which rules are both explicit and the most adequate to the subject of the language. This is clear in the way in which sense and non-sense are differentiated by presenting the distinction in the guise of a rule, as can be seen in mathematics and scientific language in general. But this privilege is itself philosophically dangerous because it leads directly to a contempt for all sites and spaces which rebel against the configuration of scientific language. And the privilege accorded this language isolates a figure of rationality that is ineluctably accompanied by disdain or contempt or the closing of one’s eyes to the fact that even today the overwhelming majority of humanity is out of reach of such a language. 

On the other hand, if the category of truth is ignored, if we never confront anything but the polyvalence of meaning, then philosophy will never assume the challenge that is put out to it by a world subordinated to the merchandising of money and information. This world is an anarchy of more less regulated, more or ‘less coded fluxes, wherein money, products and images are exchanged. If philosophy is to sustain its desire in such a world, it must propose a principle of interruption. It must be able to propose to thought something that can interrupt this endless regime of circulation. Philosophy must examine the possibility of a point of interruption — not because all this must be interrupted — but because thought at least must be able to extract itself from this circulation and take possession of itself once again as something other than an object of circulation. It is obvious that such a point of interruption can only be an unconditional requirement; that is, something which is submitted to thought with no other condition than itself and which is neither exchangeable nor capable of being put into circulation. That there be such a point of interruption, that there be at least one unconditional requirement, is, in my opinion, a condition sine qua non for the existence of philosophy. In the absence of such a point, all there is is the general circulation of knowledge, information, merchandise, money and images. In my opinion, this unconditional requirement cannot be solely supported by the proposition of the polyvalence of meaning. It also needs the reconstruction or re-emergence of the category of truth
. 

We are subjected to the media’s inconsistency of images and commentaries. What can be opposed to this? I do not think that anything can be opposed to it except the patient search for at least one truth, and perhaps several; without which the essential illogicism of mass communication will impose its temporal carnival. 

Philosophy also requires that we throw the dice against the obsession for security, that we interrupt the calculus of life determined by security. But what chance has philosophy of winning, except in the name of a value that would ordain this risk and give it a minimum of consistency and weight? Here again I believe it is vain to imagine that in the absence of a principle of truth, one can oppose an existential gamble to the calculus of life, a gamble that could give rise to something that could be called liberty. 

Given the axioms of contemporary philosophy, can the desire for philosophy be maintained in the world such as it is? Can we maintain the four dimensions of revolt, logic, universality and risk against the four contemporary obstacles: merchandise, communication, technical division and the obsession with security? 

I submit that this cannot be done within the framework of the hermeneutic, analytic or postmodern orientations of philosophy. In my opinion these orientations are too strongly committed to the polyvalence of meaning and the plurality of languages. There is something in them that go too far in reflecting the physiognomy of the world itself. They are too compatible with our world to be able to sustain the rupture or distance that philosophy requires. 

Towards a new style of philosophy 


My position is to break with these frameworks of thought, to find another philosophical style, a style other than that of interpretation, of logical grammarian analysis, or of polyvalence and language games — that is, to rediscover a foundational style, a decided style, a style in the school of a Descartes for example. 

Such a position can be supported by two ideas, both simple, but in my opinion both preliminary to the development of philosophy. The first idea is that language is not the absolute horizon of thought. The great linguistic turn of philosophy, or the absorption of philosophy into the meditation on language, must be reversed. In the Cratylus, which is concerned with language from beginning to end, Plato says, ‘We philosophers do not take as our point of departure words, but things.’ Whatever may be the difficulty or obscurity of this statement, I am for philosophy’s revivifying the idea that it does not take as its point of departure words, but things. Needless to say, it must be acknowledged that a language always constitutes what can be called the historical matter of truth and of philosophy. A language always gives what I would call the colour of philosophy, its tonality, and its inflexion. All these singular figures are proposed to us by language. But I would also maintain that this is not the essential principle of the organization of thought. The principle that philosophy cannot renounce is that of its universal transmissibility, whatever the prescription of style or colour, whatever its connection to such or such a language. Philosophy cannot renounce that its address is directed to everyone, in principle if not in fact, and that it does exclude from this address linguistic, national, religious or racial communities. Philosophy privileges no language, not even the one it is written in. Philosophy is not enclosed within the pure formal ideal of scientific language. Its natural element is language, but, within that natural element, it institutes a universal address. 
The second idea is that the singular and irreducible role of philosophy is to establish a fixed point within discourse, a point of interruption, a point of discontinuity, an unconditional point. Our world is marked by its speed: the speed of historical change; the speed of technical change; the speed of communications; of transmissions; and even the speed with which human beings establish connections with one another. This speed exposes us to the danger of a very great incoherency. It is because things, images and relations circulate so quickly that we do not even have the time to measure the extent of this incoherency. Speed is the mask of inconsistency. Philosophy must propose a retardation process. It must construct a time for thought, which, in the face of the injunction to speed, will constitute a time of its own. I consider this a singularity of philosophy; that its thinking is leisurely, because today revolt requires leisureliness and not speed. This thinking, slow and consequently rebellious, is alone capable of establishing the fixed point, whatever it may be, whatever its name may be, which we need in order to sustain the desire of philosophy. 

At base, it is a question of philosophically reconstructing, with a slowness which will insulate us from the speed of the world, the category of truth — not as it is passed down to us by metaphysics, but rather as we are able to reconstitute it, taking into consideration the world as it is. It is a question of reorganizing philosophy around this reconstruction and giving it the time and space that are proper to it. This supposes that philosophy will no longer be in pursuit of the world, that it will stop trying to be as rapid as the world, because by wanting to be as rapid, philosophy dissolves itself at the very heart of its desire, no longer being in a state to maintain its revolt, to reconstitute its logic, to know what a universal address is, or to take a chance and liberate existence. 

The world questions philosophy

Evidently the problem is one of knowing if, in the world as it is, there is the slightest chance for such an enterprise to flourish or be heard, or if what is proposed here is yet another vain invocation. There is no doubt that philosophy is ill. As always, the problem is knowing whether this illness is mortal or not, knowing what the diagnostic is, and knowing whether the proposed remedy is not in fact, as is often the case, exactly what will finish off the patient. Truth is suffering from two illnesses. In my opinion, it is suffering from linguistic relativism, that is, its entanglement in the problematic of the disparity of meanings; and it is also suffering from historical pessimism, including about itself. 

My hypothesis is that although philosophy is ill, it is less ill than it thinks it is, less ill than it says it is. One of the characteristics of contemporary philosophy is to elaborate page after page on its own mortal illnesses. But you know, when it is the patient who says he is ill, there is always a chance that it is at least in part an imaginary illness. And I think that this is the case, because the world itself, despite all the negative pressures it exerts on the desire of philosophy, the world, that is the people who live in it and think in it, this world, is asking something of philosophy. Yet philosophy is too morose to respond due to the morbidity of its own vision of itself. 

Four reasons make me believe that the world is asking something of philosophy. 

The first reason is that we now know that there is no chance that the human sciences will replace philosophy. The awareness of this seems to me to be fairly widespread since the human sciences have become the home of the statistical sciences. The human sciences are thereby themselves caught up in the circulation of meaning and its polyvalence, because they measure rates of circulation. That is their purpose. At base they are in the service of polls, election predictions, demographic averages, epidemiological rates, tastes and distastes, and all that certainly makes for interesting labour. But this statistical and numerical information has nothing to do with what humanity, nor what each absolutely singular being, is about. Everyone knows that the singular is always, in the final analysis, the true centre of any decision which counts, and that all truth is first presented in the form of the absolutely singular — as can be seen in scientific invention, artistic creation, political innovation or the encounter that comprises love. In every place where, in some way, a truth is pronounced on existence, it is founded on a singularity. Averages, statistics, sociology, history, demography, or polls are not capable of teaching us what the history of a truth is. Philosophy is thus required by the world to be a philosophy of singularity, to be capable of pronouncing and thinking the singular, which is precisely what the general apparatus of human sciences does not have as its vocation. That is the first reason. 

The second reason is that we are witnessing the ruin of the great collective enterprises that we once imagined carried within themselves the seeds of emancipation and truth. We know now that there are no such great emancipatory forces, that there is neither progress, nor proletariat, nor any such thing. We know that we are not caught up by such forces and that there is no hope for us of sustaining our desire by simply incorporating ourselves into such a force, or by being a member of such a force. What does this mean? This means that each of us, and not only the philosopher knows that today, if we are confronted with the inhuman, we must make our own decision and speak in our own name. One cannot hide behind any great collective configuration, any supposed force, any metaphysical totality which might take a position in one’s stead. But in order to take a position in one’s own name when faced with the inhuman, a fixed point is needed for the decision. An unconditional principle is needed to regulate both the decision and the assent. This is what everyone calls today the necessity of a return to ethics. But let us not be mistaken. Philosophically, the return to ethics necessitates the return of an unconditional principle. There is a moment when one must be able to say that this is right and that is wrong, in light of the evidence of the principle. There cannot be an infinite regression of quibbling and calculating. There must also be utterances of which it can be said they are unconditionally true. We know very well that when a position on a given question and an agreement on that position are demanded, as a last resort it is necessary to find a position which will be unconditionally true for everyone. Thus one cannot say that each of us must take a position in his or her own name once faced with the inhuman, without re-engaging philosophy in the dimension of truth. And this is required by the world as it is, and this is required of philosophy. 

The third reason is connected to the recent rise of reactive or archaic passions; that is the rise of cu1tura1relious, national and racist passions. These historically observable phenomena have also given birth to a demand upon philosophy. Confronted by these passions once again, philosophy is urged to speak about where reason lies, for these passions are the contemporary figures of irrational archaism and they carry with them death and devastation. Philosophy is required to make a pronouncement about contemporary rationality. We know that this rationality cannot be the repetition of classical rationalism, but we also know that we cannot do without it, if we do not want to find ourselves in a position of extreme intellectual weakness when faced with the threat of these reactive passions. We must then forge a rational philosophy in this sense of the term; that is, in the sense that philosophy must reiterate, under the conditions of the times, what it has already resolved. 
The fourth and final reason is that the world we live in is a vulnerable, precarious world. It is in no way a world stabilized within the unity of its history We must not allow the global acceptance of the themes of liberal economy and representative democracy to dissimulate the fact that the world the twentieth century has given birth to is a violent and fragile world. Its material, ideological and intellectual foundations are disparate, disunited and largely inconsistent. This world does not announce the serenity of a linear development, but rather a series of dramatic crises and paradoxical events. Take two recent examples, the Gulf War and the fall of bureaucratic socialism. Add to these the war in Bosnia and the Rwandan massacres. But do not be mistaken; these events are only the first in a long series. Philosophy is required to ensure that thought can receive and accept the drama of the event without anxiety. We do not fundamentally need a philosophy of the structure of things. We need a philosophy open to the irreducible singularity of what happens, a philosophy that can be fed and nourished by the surprise of the unexpected. Such a philosophy would then be a philosophy of the event. This too is required of philosophy by the world, by the world as it is. 
A new doctrine of the subject
What is thus demanded of us by the world is a philosophy of singularity, a philosophy of contemporary rationality, and a philosophy of the event. This is a programme in itself. To accomplish this programme we must go beyond the three principal tendencies of philosophy I have described. We need a more determined and more imperative philosophy, but one that is, at the same time, more modest, more remote from the world and more descriptive. A philosophy which is a rational intertwining of the singularity of the event and of truth. A philosophy open to chance, but a chance submitted to the law of reason; a philosophy maintaining unconditional principles, unconditional but submitted to a non- theological law 

This will allow us to propose a new doctrine of the subject and I think this is the essential objective. We will be able to say what a subject is in terms other than those of Descartes, Kant or Hegel. This subject will be singular and not universal, and it will be singular because it will always be an event that constitutes the subject as a truth. 

In view of this programme, it can be said, it’s true, that the metaphysics of truth is ruined and classical rationalism is insufficient. But in a way the deconstruction of metaphysics and the contestation of rationalism are also insufficient. The world needs philosophy to be re-founded upon the ruins of metaphysics as combined and blended with the modern criticism of metaphysics. 

I am convinced, and this is the reason for my optimism, that the world needs philosophy more than philosophy thinks. Philosophy is ill, it might be dying, but I am sure that the world (the world, neither a God nor a prophet, but the world) is saying to philosophy: ‘Get up and walk!’ 

Philosophy and Truth

It is time to advance four fundamental theses on truth:

1. Regarding the question of truth, the Heideggerean edifice leaves no other solution than that of the poem.

2. In order to destroy this edifice and find another solution, we cannot reverse the historical process delineated by Heidegger himself. On the contrary, we must assume, against the analytic tradition, that the essence of truth remains inaccessible if its question is enclosed in the narrow form of the judgment or the proposition. Yet, at the same time, we cannot allow Heidegger his melancholic vision of the loss of the un-veiling. 

3. We must conceive of a truth both as the construction of a fidelity to an event, and as the generic potency of a transformation of a domain of knowledge. 

4. All the categories by which the essence of a truth can be submitted to thought are negative: undecidability, indiscernibility, the generic not-all (pas-tout), and the unnameable. The ethic of truths resides entirely in the measure of this negative or in other words, in the limitations placed on the potency of truth by the hazards of its construction. 

We shall select three references from the Heideggerean doctrine of truth. The first: 


In becoming a property of the proposition, not only does truth displace its locus; it transforms its essence. 

This must be understood as stating that the entire effect of the decline of thought, which is also the decline of being, is manifested in the fact that truth is presented, after Plato, as localizable in the proposition. This localization is also a denaturing. Nothing of the truth, in its authentic sense, remains accessible if we allow that the phenomenon of truth occurs in the proposition. 

The context of the second passage is Heidegger’s question concerning what the major points of meditation must be if one wishes to capture the distress of Europe in thought. For Heidegger, the essential events of this distress are the flight of the gods, the destruction of the earth, the becoming social of man and the preponderance of the mediocre. In this passage, Heidegger tells us that for such a meditation one thing is decisive: 

The mutation occurs through the interpretation of spirit as intellect, the latter being understood as the simple faculty to reason correctly in theoretical and practical considerations, and as the estimation of things already presented. 

It is clear that spirit can only be interpreted as intellect if it manipulates truth in the form of a proposition. For a proposition is effectively the linguistic phenomenon of any estimation of things, insofar as they are things already presented. Consequently, the de-naturing of the essence of truth, which localizes it in the proposition, is the condition of possibility at the origins of Western distress. 

The third passage concerns what can be said about an access to truth freed from the form of the proposition. What is scientific or logical form of the proposition? A language that is related, not to things already presented, but to things which have not yet arrived? There is no doubt about the answer; such a language can be found in the poem. Heidegger writes: 

In poetry which is authentic and great, an essential superiority of the spirit reigns over everything which is purely science. A superiority in virtue of which the poet always speaks as if being was expressed and called upon for the first time. 

Thus, for Heidegger, if the declining destiny of being is to de-nature truth in the proposition — if the proposition, commanding the interpretation of the spirit as pragmatic intellect, governs the ravage of the earth then the only real recourse lies in the poem. In turn, the poem is explicitly opposed to the mathematical because, for Heidegger, the mathematical is nothing other than the transparent triumph of the propositional form of truth. When the proposition reigns, when the intellect reigns, then he says, ‘the Being of beings becomes thinkable within the pure thought of the mathematical’ 

My entire argument will be to acknowledge that truth remains unthinkable if we attempt to contain it within the form of the proposition. But that furthermore, conceiving truth as a historical process requires neither the thesis of the Platonic decline, nor the attribution of a superiority of essence for poetry over the mathematical, or over any other type of truth procedure.

Our epoch is most certainly that of a rupture with all that Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe has shown to depend on the motif of mimesis. One of the forms of this motif, which explicitly attaches truth to imitation, is the conception of truth as a relation: a relation of appropriateness between the intellect and the thing intellected; a relation of adequation, which always supposes, as Heidegger very well perceived, that truth be localizable in the form of a proposition. 

Modern philosophy is a criticism of truth as adequation. Truth is not adequation rei et intellectus. Truth is not limited to the form of judgment. Hegel shows that truth is a path. 
Heidegger suggests that it is a historical destiny. 
I will start from the following idea: a truth is, first of all something new. What transmits, what repeats, we shall call knowledge. Distinguishing truth from knowledge is essential. It is a distinction that is already made in the work of Kant: the distinction between reason and understanding. It is a capital distinction for Heidegger: the distinction between truth — aletheia — and cognition or science — techne. 
If a truth is something new, what is the essential philosophical problem concerning truth? It is the problem of its appearance and its ‘becoming’. Truth must be submitted to thought, not as a judgment, but as a process in the real. 

The schema you have represents the ‘becoming’ of a truth. 

[Refer to Image at end of Badiou selections]
For the process of a truth to begin, something must happen. What there already is the situation of knowledge as such — generates nothing other than repetition. For a truth to affirm its newness, there must be a supplement. This supplement is committed to chance. It is unpredictable, incalculable. It is beyond what is/I call it an event. A truth thus appears, in its newness, because an evental supplement interrupts repetition. 

Examples: the appearance, with Aeschylus, of theatrical Tragedy; the irruption, with Galileo, of mathematical physics; an amorous encounter which changes a whole life; the French Revolution of 1792. 

An event is linked to the notion of the undecidable. Take the statement: ‘This event belongs to the situation.’ If it is possible to decide, using the rules of established knowledge, whether this statement is true or false, then the so-called event is not an event. Its occurrence would be calculable within the situation. Nothing would permit us to say: here begins a truth. On the basis of the undecidability of an event’s belonging to a situation a wager has to be made. This is why a truth begins with an axiom of truth. It begins with a groundless decision the decision to say that the event has taken place. 

The undecidability of the event induces the appearance of a subject of the event. Such a subject is constituted by an utterance in the form of a wager. This utterance is as follows: ‘This event has taken place, it is something which I can neither evaluate, nor demonstrate, but to which I shall be faithful.’ To begin with, a subject is what fixes an undecidable event, because he or she takes the chance of deciding upon it. 

This decision opens up the infinite procedure of verification of the true. This procedure is the examination, within the situation, of the consequences of the axiom that decided upon the event. Such a procedure is an exercise of fidelity. 

Nothing regulates its course, since the axiom that supports it has arbitrated outside of any rule of established knowledge. The procedure thus folllows a chance-driven course, a course without a concept. 

But what is a pure choice, a choice without a concept? Obviously, it is a choice confronted by two indiscernible terms. Two terms are indiscernible if no effect of language allows them to be distinguished. But if no formula of language discerns two terms in a situation, then it is certain that the choice of verifying one term rather than the other will find no support in the objectivity of their difference. Such a choice is then an absolutely pure choice, free from any other presupposition than that of h.aving to choose, and with no indication marking the proposed terms, the term which will allow the verification of the consequences of the axiom to commence.

This means that the subject of a truth demands the indiscernible. The indiscernible organizes the pure point of the Subject in the process of verification. A subject is what disappears between two indiscernibles. A subject is a throw of the dice which does not abolish chance, but which accomplishes chance through the verification of the axiom that founds it as a subject. What was decided concerning the undecidable event must pass by this term, indiscernible from its other. Such is the local act of a truth; it consists in a pure choice between two indiscernibles. Such an act is thus absolutely finite. 
For example, the work of Sophocles is a subject for the artistic truth — or procedure — of Greek tragedy, a truth begun by the event of Aeschylus. This work is creation; that is, a pure choice in what, before it, was indiscernible. And it is a finite work. However, Tragedy itself, as an artistic truth, continues to infinity. The work of Sophocles is a finite subject of this infinite truth. In the same way, the scientific truth decided by Galileo is pursued to infinity. But the laws of physics which have been successively invented are finite subjects of this truth. 

The trajectory of a truth begins with an undecidable event. It finds its act in a finite subject confronted by the indiscernible. The course of verification of the true continues; it invests the situation with successive choices. Little by little the contour of a subset of the situation is outlined, in which the effects of the evental axiom are verified. It is clear that this subset is infinite, that it remains interminable. Yet it is possible to state that, if we suppose its termination, then such a subset will ineluctably be one that no predicate can unify — an untotalizable subset, a subset that can be neither constructed nor named in the language. Such subsets are called generic subsets. We shall say that a truth, supposed as finished, is generic. 

In contrast, if a succession of pure choices engendered a subset which could be unified under a predication, then the course of the truth would have to have been secretly governed by a law, or the indiscernibles wherein the subject finds its act would have to have been, in reality, discerned by some superior understanding. But no such law exists. Invention and creation remain incalculable. So the path of a truth cannot coincide in infinity with any concept. Consequently, the verified terms compose, or rather will have composed, if we suppose their infinite totalization, a generic subset of the Universe. Indiscernible in its act, or as Subject, a truth is generic in its result, or in its being. It is withdrawn from any unification by a single predicate. 

For example, after Galileo, there does not exist a closed and unified subset of knowledge that we could call ‘physics’. What does exist is an infinite and open set of laws and experiments; and even if we suppose the completion of this set, there is no way it could be captured by a single formula of language. There is no law of physical laws. As such, ‘the physical’ is a generic set, both infinite and indistinct — this is what the being of physical truth is. In the same way, after the 1792 Revolution, there were all sorts of revolutionary politics. But there is no single political formula which tota1izes these revolutionary politics. The set called ‘revolutionary politics’ is a generic truth of the political. 

What happens is that we can always anticipate the idea a completed generic truth. The generic being of a truth is never presented. A truth is uncompletable. But what we can know, on a formal level, is that a truth will always have taken place as a generic infinity. This allows the possible fictioning of the effects of such a truth having-taken-place. That is, the subject can make the hypothesis of a Universe where this truth, of which the subject is a local point, will have completed its generic totalization. I call the anticipatory hypothesis of the generic being of a truth, a forcing. A forcing is the powerful fiction of a completed truth. Starting with such a fiction, I can force new bits of knowledge, without even verifying this knowledge. 

Thus, Galileo was able to make the hypothesis that all nature can be written in mathematical language, which is the hypothesis of a complete physics. On the basis of this anticipation, he forces his Aristotelian adversary to abandon his position. In the same way, someone in love can say, ‘I will always love you,’ which is the anticipating hypothesis of a truth of integral love. On the basis of this hypothesis, they force the other to come to know and treat them differently. 

The construction of a truth is made by a choice within the indiscernible. It is made locally, within the finite. But the potency of a truth depends on the hypothetical forcing. It consists in saying: ‘If we suppose the generic infinity of a truth to be completed, then such or such a bit of knowledge must imperatively be transformed.’ 
The problem is to know whether such a potency of anticipation is total. If we can force all the bits of knowledge concerned then we end up with the romantic problem of absolute love, the scientific problem of science as integral truth, and the political problem of totalitarianism. This problem can be expressed simply: can we, from the basis of a finite Subject of a truth, name and force into knowledge all the elements that this truth concerns? How far does the anticipating potency of generic infinity go? My answer is that there is always, in any situation, a real point that resists this potency. 

I call this point the unnameable of the situation. It is what, within the situation, never has a name in the eyes of truth. A term that consequently remains unforceable. This term fixes the limit of the potency of a truth. The unnameable is what is excluded from having a proper name, and what is alone in such exclusion. The unnameable is then the proper of the proper, so singular in its singularity that it does not even tolerate having a proper name. The unnameable is the point where the situation in its most intimate being is submitted to thought; in the pure presence that no knowledge can circumscribe. The unnameable is something like the inexpressible real of everything a truth authorizes to be said. 

For example, the mathematical consists of pure deduction. We always suppose that it contains no contradictions. But Gödel showed that it is impossible to demonstrate, within a mathematical theory, that this very theory is non-contradictory. A mathematical truth thus cannot force the non-contradictoriness of mathematics. We will say that non- contradiction is the unnameable of the mathematical. And it is clear that this unnameable is the real of the mathematical; for if a mathematical theory is contradictory, it is destroyed. 

Consequently, a reasonable ethic of mathematics is to not wish to force this point; to accept that a mathematical truth is never complete. But this reasonable ethic is difficult to maintain. As can be seen with scientism, or with totalitarianism, there is always a desire for the omnipotence of the True. There lies the root of Evil. Evil is the will to name at any price. 
Usually it is said that Evil is lies, ignorance, or deadly stupidity. The condition of Evil is much rather the process of a truth. There is Evil only insofar as there is an axiom of truth at the point of the undecidable, a path of truth at the point of the indiscernible, an anticipation of being for the generic, and the forcing of a nomination at the point of the unnameable. 

If the forcing of the unnameable exclusion is a disaster, this is 
because it affects the entire situation, by pursuing singularity itself, whose emblem is the unnameable. In this sense, the desire in fictioning to suppress the unnameable frees the destructive capacity contained in all truth. 

As such the ethic of a truth resides entirely in a sort of caution as far as its powers are concerned. The effect of the undecidable, of the indiscernible and of the generic, or in other words, the effect of the event, the subject and the truth, must recognize the unnameable as a limitation of its path. 

Finally, Evil is the desire for ‘Everything-to-be-said.’ To contain Evil, the potency of the True must be measured. 

What helps us is the rigorous study of the negative characters of the path of truth: the event is undecidable; the subject is linked to the indiscernible; truth itself is generic, untotalizable; and the halting point of its potency is the unnameable. This gives us four negative categories. The philosophical study of these categories is capital. It can be fuelled by each and every thought event that shapes our times. 

The undecidability of an event and the suspension of its name, are both features of politics that are particularly active today. It is clear for a French man or woman that the events of May ‘68 continue to comprise an unattested or anonymous promise. But even the 1792 revolution or the Bolshevik revolution of 1917 remain partly undecided as to what they prescribe for philosophy. 

The theory of indiscernibles is in itself an entire mathematical theory, from the Galois groups to the indiscernibles in the theory of models. But we can also say that one of the aims of contemporary poetics is to found in language a point of indiscernibility between prose and poetry, or between image and thought. 

The theory of the generic is at the heart of the ultimate forms of the logic of sets, following upon Paul Cohen’s theorem. But the modern politics of emancipation, delivered from the dialectical scheme of classes and parties, has as its aim a ‘generic’ democracy, a promotion of the commonplace, of equality abstracted from any predicate. And a whole field of prose, such as Samuel Beckett’s, tries, by successive subtractions, to designate the naked existence of a generic humanity. 

Finally, the unnameable is the central motif of the thought of the political that wishes to submit Nazism to thought; as it is of the poet who explores the limits of the force of language; as it is for the mathematician who looks for the undefinables of a structure; as it is for the person in love tormented by what love bears of the sexual unnameable. 

Thus the ethic of truths
, relation or un-relation, between the construction of a truth and its potency, is that by which we take the measure of what our times are capable of, as well as what our times are worth. Such is, in a word, the very task of philosophy. 

Definition of Philosophy

Philosophy is prescribed by several conditions that are the types of truth procedures, or generic procedures.
 These types are science (more precisely, the matheme), art (more precisely, the poem), politics (more precisely, politics in interiority or the politics of emancipation) and love (more precisely, the procedure that makes truth out of the disjunction of sexuated positions). 

Philosophy is the place of thought where both the ‘there are’ [il y a] of truths and their compossibility is stated. In order to do this, philosophy sets up an operating category, Truth, which opens up an active void within thought. This void is located according to the inverse of a succession (the style of argumentative exposition) and the beyond of a limit (the style of persuasive, or subjectivizing, exposition). Philosophy, as discourse, thus organizes the superposition of a fiction of knowing and a fiction of art. 

In the void opened by the gap or interval of these two fictionings, philosophy seizes truths. This seizure is its act. By this act, philosophy declares that there are truths, and ensures that thought is seized by this ‘there are’. The seizure by the act attests to the unity of thought. 

Fiction of knowing, philosophy imitates the matheme. Fiction of art, it imitates the poem. Intensity of an act, it is like a love without object. Addressed to all such that all may be within the seizure of the existence of truths, it is like a political strategy without the stakes of power. 

Via this quadruple discursive imitation, philosophy knots the system of its conditions into itself. This is the reason why a philosophy is homogenous to its epoch’s stylistics. Nonetheless, this permanent contemporaneity orients itself not towards empirical time, but towards what Plato calls ‘the always of time’, towards the intemporal essence of time that philosophy names eternity. The philosophical seizure of truths exposes them to eternity; one could say, with Nietzsche, to the eternity of their return. This eternal exposition is all the more real in that the truths are seized in the extreme urgency and extreme precariousness of their temporal trajectory. 

The act of seizure, such as an eternity orientates it, tears truths 
from the straightjacket of sense; it separates them from the law of the world. Philosophy is subtractive, in that it makes a hole in sense, or interrupts such that the truths may all be said together — the circulation of sense. Philosophy is a senseless act; yet, in that, it is rational. 

Philosophy is never an interpretation of experience. It is the act of Truth in regard to truths. And this act, which, according to the law of the world, is unproductive (it does not produce even one truth), places a subject without object, open solely to the truths that pass in its seizing. 

Let us call ‘religion’ everything which supposes a continuity between truths and the circulation of sense. Philosophy, then, against all hermeneutics, that is, against the religious law of sense, sets out compossible truths on the basis of the void. It thus subtracts thought from every presupposition of a Presence. 

The subtractive operations by which philosophy seizes these truths ‘outside sense’ come under four modalities: the undecidable, which relates to the event (a truth is not, it occurs); the indiscernible, which relates to freedom (the trajectory of a truth is not constrained, but hazardous); the generic, which relates to being (the being of a truth is an infinite set subtracted from every predicate of knowledge); and the unnameable, which relates to the Good (forcing the nomination of an unnameable engenders disaster). 

The schema of connection of the four subtractive figures (undecidable, indiscernible, generic and unnameable) specifies a philosophical doctrine of the Truth. This schema lays out the thought of the void on the basis of which truths are seized. 

Every philosophical process is polarized by a specific adversary, the sophist. The sophist is externally (or discursively) indiscernible from the philosopher, since his operation also combines fictions of knowledge and fictions of art. Subjectively, the two are opposed, because the sophist’s linguistic strategy aims at doing without any positive assertion concerning truths. In this sense, we can also define philosophy as the act by which indiscernible discourses are nevertheless opposed, or rather as what separates itself from its double. Philosophy is always the breaking of a mirror. This mirror is the surface of language, upon which the sophist places everything which philosophy deals with in its act. If the philosopher would contemplate himself upon this surface alone, then he will see his double, the sophist, emerge there, and thereby he could take the latter for himself. 

This relation to the sophist exposes philosophy internally to a temptation whose effect is to divide it again. Because the desire to finish with the sophist once and for all impedes the seizure of truths: ‘once and for all’ inevitably means that Truth annuls the chance of truths, and that philosophy wrongfully declares itself productive of truths. Through such a declaration being-true ends up in the position of stand-in for the act of Truth. 

A triple effect of the sacred, of ecstasy and terror thereby corrupts the philosophical operation, and can lead it from the aporetic void that sustains its act to criminal prescriptions. By which philosophy induces every disaster in thought. 

The ethics of philosophy, which wards off disaster, consists entirely in a constant reserve with regard to its sophistic double, a reserve which allows philosophy to remove itself from the temptation of dividing itself (according to the couple void/substance) in order to deal with its original foundational duplicity (sophist/philosopher). 
The history of philosophy is the history of its ethics: a succession of violent gestures via which philosophy has withdrawn itself from its disastrous reduplication. Or rather: philosophy in its history is nothing more than a de-substantialization of the Truth, which is also the auto-liberation of its act. 

The Question of Being Today

There is no doubt we are indebted to Heidegger for having yoked philosophy once more to the question of being. We are also indebted to him for giving a name to the era of the forgetting of this question, a forgetting whose history, beginning with Plato, is the history of philosophy as such. 

But what, in the final analysis, is the defining characteristic of metaphysics, which Heidegger conceives as the history of the withdrawal of being? We know that the Platonic gesture subordinates aletheia to the idea: the delineation of the Idea as the singular presence of the thinkable establishes the predominance of the entity over the initial or inaugural movement of the disclosure of being. Unveiling and unconcealment are thereby assigned the function of fixing a presence; but what is probably most important is that this fixation exposes the being of the entity to the power of a count, a counting-as-one. That through which ‘what is’ is what it is, is also that through which it is one. The paradigm of the thinkable is the unification of a singular entity through the power of the one; it is this paradigm, this normative power of the one, which erases being’s coming to itself or withdrawal into itself as phusis. The theme of quiddity — the determination of the being of the entity through the unity of its quid — is what seals being’s entry into a properly metaphysical normative register. In other words, it is what destines being to the predominance of the entity. 

Heidegger sums up this movement in a series of notes entitled ‘Sketches for a History of Being as Metaphysics’:

The predominance of quiddity brings forth the predominance of the entity itself each time in what it is. The predominance of the entity fixes being as koinón (the common) on the basis of the hen (the one). The distinctive feature of metaphysics is decided. The one as unifying unity takes on a normative function for the subsequent determination of being.
 

Thus it is because of the normative function of the one in deciding being that being is reduced to the common, to empty generality, and is forced to endure the metaphysical predominance of the entity. 


We can therefore define metaphysics as the commandeering of being by the one. The most appropriate synthetic maxim for metaphysics is Leibniz’s, which establishes the reciprocity between being and the one: ‘That which is not one being is not a being.’ 

Consequently, the starting point for my speculative claim could be formulated as follows: can one undo this bond between being and the one, break with the one’s metaphysical domination of being, without thereby ensnaring oneself in Heidegger’s destinal apparatus, without handing thinking over to the unfounded promise of a saving reversal? For in Heidegger himself the characterization of metaphysics as history of being is inseparable from a proclamation whose ultimate expression, it has to be admitted, is that ‘only a God can save us’. 

Can thinking attain this deliverance — or has thinking in reality always saved itself, by which I mean: delivered itself from the normative power of the one — without it being necessary to resort to prophesying the return of the gods? 

In his Introduction to Metaphysics, Heidegger declares that ‘a darkening of the world comes about on Earth’
 He goes on to list the essential components of this darkening: ‘the flight of the gods, the destruction of the Earth, the vulgarization of man, the preponderance of the mediocre’.
 All these themes are coherent with the identification of metaphysics as the exacerbation of the normative power of the one. 

Yet although it is philosophical thinking that deploys the normative power of the one, philosophy is also that which, through an originary sundering of its disposition, has always concurrently mobilized the resistance to this power, the subtraction from it. Accordingly, and countering Heidegger, we should declare: the illumination of the world has always accompanied its immemorial darkening. Thus the flight of the gods is also the beneficial event of men’s taking-leave of them; the destruction of the Earth is also the conversion that renders it amenable to active thinking; the vulgarization of man is also the egalitarian irruption of the masses onto the stage of history; and the preponderance of the mediocre is also the dense lustre of what Mallarmé called ‘restrained action’. 

Thus my problem can be formulated as follows: what name can thinking give to its own immemorial attempt to subtract being from the grip of the one? Can we learn to recognize that, although there was Parmenides, there was also Democritus, in whom, through dissemination and recourse to the void, the one is set aside? Can we learn to mobilize those figures who so obviously exempt themselves from Heidegger’s destinal apparatus? Figures such as the magnificent Lucretius, in whom the power of the poem, far from maintaining the recourse to the Open in the midst of epochal distress, tries instead to subtract thinking from every return of the gods and firmly establish it within the certitude of the multiple? Lucretius is he who confronts thinking directly with that subtraction from the one constituted by inconsistent infinity, which nothing can envelop: 


Therefore the nature of space and the extent of the deep is so great that neither bright lightnings can traverse it in their course, though they glide onwards through endless tracts of time; nor can they by all their traveling make their journey any the less to go: so widely spreads the great store of space in the universe all around without limit in every direction.
 


To invent a contemporary fidelity to that which has never been subject to the historial constraint of onto-theology or the commanding power of the one — such has been and remains, my aim. 

The initial decision then consists in holding that what is thinkable of being takes the form of radical multiplicity, a multiplicity that is not subordinated to the power of the one, and which, in Being and Event, I called the multiple-without-oneness. 

But in order to maintain this principle, it is necessary to abide by some very complex requirements. 


— First of all, pure multiplicity — the multiplicity deploying the limitless resources of being in so far as it is subtracted from the power of the one — cannot consist in and of itself. Like Lucretius, we must effectively assume that the deployment of the multiple is not constrained by the immanence of a limit. For it is only too obvious that such a constraint would confirm the power of the one as the foundation for the multiple itself. 
— Therefore, it is necessary to assume that multiplicity, envisaged as the exposure of being to the thinkable, is not available in the form of a consistent delimitation. Or again: that ontology, if it exists, must be the theory of inconsistent multiplicities as such. This also entails that what is thought within ontology is the multiple shorn of every predicate other than its multiplicity. 
— More radically still, a genuinely subtractive science of being qua being must corroborate the powerlessness of the one from within itself. A merely external refutation is insufficient evidence for the multiple’s without oneness. It is the inconsistent composition of the multiple itself which points to the undoing of the one. 

In the Parmenides, Plato grasped this point in all its patent difficulty by examining the consequences of the following hypothesis: the one is not. This hypothesis is especially interesting as far as Heidegger’s determination of the distinctive character of metaphysics is concerned. What does Plato say? First, that if the one is not, it follows that the multiple’s immanent alterity gives rise to a process of limitless self-differentiation. This is expressed in the striking formula: tà alla etera estzín, which could be translated as: the others are Others, with a small ‘o’ for the first other, and a capital ‘0’, which I would call Lacanian, for the second. Since the one is not, it follows that the other is Other as absolutely pure multiplicity, intrinsic self-dissemination. This is the hallmark of inconsistent multiplicity. 

Next, Plato shows that this inconsistency dissolves any supposed power of the one at its root, including even the power of its withdrawal or nonexistence: every apparent exposition of the one immediately reduces it to an infinite multiplicity. I quote: 


For he who considers the matter closely and with acuity, then lacking oneness, since the one is not, each one appears as limitless multiplicity.
 

What can this mean, if not that, subtracted from the one’s metaphysical grip, the multiple cannot be exposed to the thinkable as a multiple composed of ones? It is necessary to posit that the multiple is only ever composed of multiples. Every multiple is a multiple of multiples. 

And even if a multiple (an entity) is not a multiple of multiples, it will nevertheless be necessary to push subtraction all the way. We shall refuse to concede that such a multiple is the one, or even composed of ones. It will then, unavoidably, be a multiple of nothing. 

For subtraction also consists in this: rather than conceding that if there is no multiple there is the one, we affirm that if there is no multiple, there is nothing. In so doing, we obviously re-encounter Lucretius. Lucretius effectively excludes the possibility that between the void and the multiple compositions of atoms, the one might be attributed to some kind of third principle: 


Therefore besides void and bodies, no third nature can be left self-existing in the sum of things — neither one that can ever at any time come within our senses, nor one that any man can grasp by the reasoning of the mind.
 

This is what governs Lucretius’ critique of those cosmologies subordinated to a unitary principle, such as Heraclitus’ Fire. Lucretius clearly sees that to subtract oneself from the fear of the gods requires that beneath the multiple, there be nothing. And that beyond the multiple, there be only the multiple once again. 

— Finally, a third consequence of the subtractive commitment consists in excluding the possibility of there being a definition of the multiple. Heideggerean analysis comes to our aid on this point: the genuinely Socratic method of delineating the Idea consists in grasping a definition. The method of definition is opposed to the imperative of the poem precisely to the extent that it establishes the normative power of the one within language itself. The entity will be thought in its being in so far as it is delineated or isolated through the dialectical resource of definition. Definition is the linguistic way of establishing the predominance of the entity. 

Yet by claiming to access the multiple-exposition of being from the perspective of a definition, or dialectically, by means of successive delimitations, one is in fact already operating in the ambit of the metaphysical power of the one. 

The thinking of the multiple-without-oneness, or of inconsistent multiplicity, cannot therefore proceed by means of definition. 

Ontology faces the difficult dilemma of having to set out the thinkable character of the pure multiple without being able to state under what conditions a multiple can be recognized as such. Even this negative requirement cannot be explicitly stated. One cannot, for example, say that thinking is devoted to the multiple and to nothing but the intrinsic multiplicity of the multiple. For this thought itself, because of its recourse to a delimiting norm, would already enter into what Heidegger called the process of the limitation of being. And the one would thereby be reinstated. 

Consequently, it is neither possible to define the multiple nor to explain this absence of definition. The truth is that the thinking of the pure multiple must be such as to never mention the word ‘multiple’ anywhere, whether it be in order to state what it designates, in accordance with the one; or to state, again in accordance the one, what it is powerless to designate. 

But what kind of thinking never defines what it thinks and never expounds it as an object? What do you call a thinking which, even in the writing that binds it to the thinkable, refuses to ascribe any kind of name to the thinkable? The answer is obviously axiomatic thinking. Axiomatic thinking grasps the disposition of undefined terms. It never encounters either a definition of its terms or a serviceable explanation of what they are not. The primordial statements of such an approach expound the thinkable without thematizing it. No doubt the primitive term or terms are inscribed. But if they are, it is not in the sense of a naming whose referent would need to be represented, but rather in the sense of being laid out in a series wherein the term subsists only through the ordered play of its founding connections. 

The most crucial requirement for a subtractive ontology is that its explicit presentation take the form of the axiom, which prescribes without naming, rather than that of the dialectical definition. 
It is on the basis of this requirement that it becomes necessary to reinterpret the famous passage in the Republic where Plato opposes mathematics to the dialectic. 

Let us reread how Glaucon, one of Socrates’ interlocutors, summarizes his master’s thinking on this point: 


The theorizing concerning being and the intelligible which is sustained by the science [épistémè] of the dialectic is clearer than that sustained by what are known as the sciences [techné]. It is certainly the case that those who theorize according to these sciences, which have hypotheses as their principles, are obliged to proceed discursively rather than empirically. But because their intuiting remains dependent on these hypotheses and has no means of accessing the principle, they do not seem to you to possess the intellection of what they theorize, which nevertheless, in so far as it is illuminated by the principle, concerns the intelligibility of the entity. It seems to me you characterize the procedure of geometers and their ilk as discursive [dianoia], while you do not characterize intellection thus, in so far as that discursiveness is established between [metaxu] opinion [doxa] and intellect [nous].
 

It is perfectly apparent that for Plato the axiom is precisely what is wrong with mathematics. Why? Because the axiom remains external to the thinkable. Geometers are obliged to proceed discursively precisely because they do not have access to the normative power of the one, whose name is principle. What’s more, this constraint confirms their exteriority relative to the principal norm of the thinkable. For Plato, once again, the axiom is the bearer of an obscure violence, resulting from the fact that it does not conform to the dialectical and definitional norm of the one. Although thought is certainly present in mathematics and in the axiom, it is not yet as the freedom of thought, which the axiom subordinates to the paradigm or norm of the one. 
On this point, my conclusion is obviously the opposite of Plato’s. The value of the axiom consists precisely in the fact that it remains subtracted from the normative power of the one. And unlike Plato, I do not regard the axiomatic constraint as a sign that a unifying, grounding illumination is lacking. Rather, I see in it the necessity of the subtractive gesture as such, that is, of the movement whereby thought — albeit at the price of the inexplicit or of the impotence of nominations — tears itself from everything that still ties it to the commonplace, to generality, which is the root of its own metaphysical temptation. And it is in this tearing away that I perceive thought’s freedom with regard to its destinal constraint, what could be called its metaphysical tendency. 

We could say that once ontology embraces the axiomatic approach or institutes a thinking of pure inconsistent multiplicity, it has to abandon every appeal to principles. And conversely, that every attempt to establish a principle prevents the multiple from being exhibited exclusively in accordance with the immanence of its multiplicity. 

Thus we now possess five conditions for any ontology of pure multiplicity as discontinuation of the power of the one; or for any ontology faithful to what, in philosophy itself, has always struggled against its own metaphysical tendency. 

1. Ontology is the thinking of inconsistent multiplicity, of multiplicity characterized — without immanent unification — solely in terms of the predicate of its multiplicity. 

2. The multiple is radically without-oneness, in that it itself comprises multiples alone. What there is exposes itself to the thinkable in terms of multiples of multiples, in accordance with the strict requirement of the ‘there is’. In other words, there are only multiples of multiples. 

3. Since there is no immanent limit anchored in the one that could determine multiplicity as such, there is no originary principle of finitude. The multiple can therefore be thought as in-finite. Or even: infinity is another name for multiplicity as such. And since it is also the case that no principle binds the infinite to the one, it is necessary to maintain that there are an infinity of infinites, an infinite dissemination of infinite multiplicities. 

4. Even in the exceptional case where it is possible to think a multiple as not being a multiple of multiples, we will not concede the necessity of reintroducing the one. We will say it is a multiple of nothing. And just as with every other multiple, this nothing will remain entirely devoid of consistency. 

5. Every effective ontological presentation is necessarily axiomatic. 

At this point, enlightened by Cantor’s refounding of mathematics, it becomes possible to state: ontology is nothing other than mathematics as such. What’s more, this has been the case ever since its Greek origin; even if, from the moment of its inception up until now, as it struggled internally against the metaphysical temptation, mathematics only managed with difficulty, through painful efforts and transformations, to secure for itself the free play of its own conditions. 

With Cantor we move from a restricted ontology, in which the multiple is still tied to the metaphysical theme of the representation of objects, numbers and figures, to a general ontology, in which the cornerstone and goal of all mathematics becomes thought’s free apprehension of multiplicity as such, and the thinkable is definitively untethered from the restricted dimension of the object. 

We can now briefly elucidate how post-Cantorian mathematics becomes in a certain sense equal to its conditions. 

1. A set, in Cantor’s sense of the word, has no essence besides that of being a multiplicity; it is without external determination because there is nothing to restrict its apprehension with reference to something else; and it is without internal determination because what it gathers as multiple is indifferent. 

2. In the version of set-theory established by Zermelo and Fraenkel, there is no other undefined primitive term or possible value for the variables besides that of sets. Thus every element of a set is itself a set. This is the realization of the idea that every multiple is a multiple of multiples, without reference to unities of any kind. 

3. Cantor fully acknowledges not only the existence of infinite sets, but the existence of an infinity of such sets. This is an absolutely open infinity, sealed only by the point of impossibility and hence by the real that renders it inconsistent, which amounts to the fact that there cannot be a set of all sets. This is something that was already acknowledged in Lucretius’ a-cosmism. 

4. There does in fact exist a set of nothing, or a set possessing no multiple as an element. This is the empty set, which is a pure mark and out of which it can be demonstrated that all multiples of multiples are woven. Thus the equivalence of being and the letter is achieved once we have subtracted ourselves from the normative power of the one. Recall Lucretius’ powerful anticipation of this point in Book I, verses 910 and following: 

A small transposition is sufficient for atoms to create igneous or ligneous bodies. Likewise, in the case of words, a slight alteration in the letters allows us to distinguish ligneous from igneous.
 
 
It is in this agency of the letter, to take up Lacan’s expression (an agency here constituted by the mark of the void), that the thought of what lets itself be mathematically exhibited as the immemorial figure of being unfolds without-oneness, which is to say, without-metaphysics. 

5. What lies at the heart of the presentation of set-theory is simply its body of axioms. The word ‘set’ plays no part in the theory. Nor does the definition of such a word. This demonstrates how, in its essence, the thought of the pure multiple requires no dialectical principle, and how in this regard the freedom of that thinking which accords with being resides in axiomatic decision, not in the intuition of a norm. 


Moreover, since it was subsequently established that Cantor’s achievement lay not so much in elaborating a particular theory as in providing the very site for what is mathematically thinkable (the famous ‘paradise’ evoked by Hilbert), it becomes possible to state by way of retroactive generalization that, ever since the Greek origin of ontology, being has been persistently inscribed through the deployment of pure mathematics. Consequently, thinking has been subtracting itself from the normative power of the one ever since philosophy began. From Plato to Husserl and Wittgenstein, the striking incision which mathematics carries out within philosophy should be interpreted as a singular condition: the condition whereby philosophy experiences a process which is not that of being’s subjugation at the hands of the one. Thus under its mathematical condition, philosophy has always been the site of a disparate or divided project. It is true that philosophy exposes the category of truth to the unifying, metaphysical power of the one. But it is also true that philosophy in turn also exposes this power to the subtractive defection of mathematics. Thus every singular philosophy is less an effectuation of metaphysical destiny than an attempt to subtract itself from the latter under the condition of mathematics. The philosophical category of truth results both from a normativity inherited from the Platonic gesture and from grasping the mathematical condition that undoes this norm. This is true even in the case of Plato himself: the gradual multiplication or mixing of the supreme Ideas in the Sophist or Philebus, like the reductio ad absurdum of the theme of the one in the Parmenides, indicate the extent to which the choice between definition and axiom, principle and decision, unification and dissemination, remains fluid and indecisive. 

More generally, if ontology or what is sayable of being qua being is coextensive with mathematics, what are the tasks of philosophy? 

The first one probably consists in philosophy humbling itself, against its own latent wishes, before mathematics by acknowledging that mathematics is in effect the thinking of pure being, of being qua being. 

I say against its own latent wishes, for in its actual development philosophy has manifested a stubborn tendency to yield to the sophistical injunction and to claim that although an analysis of mathematics might be necessary to the existence of philosophy, the former cannot lay claim to the rank of genuine thinking. Philosophy is partly responsible for the reduction of mathematics to the status of mere calculation or technique. This is a ruinous image, to which mathematics is reduced by current opinion with the aristocratic complicity of mathematicians themselves, who are all too willing to accept that, in any case, the rabble will never be able to understand their science. 
It is therefore incumbent upon philosophy to maintain — as it has very often attempted to, even as it obliterated that very attempt — that mathematics thinks. 
The Event as Trans-Being

If we assume that mathematics is the thinking of being qua being, and if we add that this thinking only comes into effect when, at crucial junctures in the history of mathematics, decisions about the existence of the infinite are at stake, we will then ask: what is the field proper to philosophy? 

Of course, we know it is up to philosophy to identify the ontological vocation of mathematics. Save for those rare moments of ‘crisis’ that we have already mentioned, when the mathematician is struck by fear as he confronts that for which he is responsible (infinite multiples), mathematics thinks being, but is not the thinking of the thought that it is. We could even say that in order to unfold historically as the thinking of being, and due to the difficult separation from the metaphysical power of the One this entails, mathematics had to identify itself as something entirely different from ontology. It is therefore up to philosophy to enunciate and validate this equation: mathematics is ontology. In so doing, philosophy unburdens itself of what appears to be its highest responsibility: it asserts that it is not up to it to think being qua being. 

This movement whereby philosophy, by identifying its conditions, purges itself of what is not its responsibility, is one that spans the entire history of philosophy. Philosophy freed, or discharged, itself from physics, from cosmology, from politics, and from many other things. Today, it is important that it frees itself from ontology stricto sensu. Yet this is a complex task, since it implies a reflective and non-epistemological traversal of real mathematics. In Being and Event, for example, I simultaneously: 

· studied the ontological efficacy of the axioms of set theory, via the categories of difference, void, excess, infinite, nature, decision, truth and subject;

·  showed how and why ontological thought can effectuate itself without needing to identify itself;

· examined, according to my non-unified vision of the destiny of philosophy, the philosophical connections between axiomatic interpretations: Plato’s Parmenides on difference and the One, Aristotle on the void, Hegel on the infinite, Pascal on the decision, Rousseau on the being of truths, etc. 

In my view, this kind of work still remains very largely open. The work of Albert Lautman in the 1930s had already demonstrated that every significant and innovative fragment of real mathematics can and must, in so far as it constitutes a living condition, elicit its own ontological identification. I have undertaken this task more recently both with respect to the renewed conception of number proposed by Conway and with regard to the theory of Categories and Topoi. 

On the other hand, there is the vast question of that which subtracts itself from ontological determination, the question of that which is not being qua being. For the law of subtraction is implacable: if real ontology is set out as mathematics by eluding the norm of the One, it is also necessary, lest one allow this norm to re-establish itself at a global level, that there be a point at which the ontological (i.e. mathematical) field is detotalized or caught in an impasse. I have called this point the event. Accordingly, we could also say that, beyond the identification of real ontology, which must be ceaselessly taken up again, philosophy is also, first and foremost, the general theory of the event. That is, the theory of that which subtracts itself from ontological subtraction. Or the theory of the impossible proper to mathematics. We could also say that in so far as mathematical thinking takes charge of being as such, the theory of the event aims at the determination of a trans-being. 

What are the characteristic traits of the event, at least within the register of the thinking of being that subtracts the sheer ‘what happens’ from the general determinations of ‘what is’? 

First of all, it is necessary to point out that as far as its material is concerned, the event is not a miracle. What I mean is that what composes an event is always extracted from a situation, always related back to a singular multiplicity, to its state, to the language connected to it, etc. In fact, if we want to avoid lapsing into an obscurantist theory of creation ex nihilo, we must accept that an event is nothing but a part of a given situation, nothing but a fragment of being. 

I have called this fragment the evental site. There is an event only in so far as there exists a site for it within an effectively deployed situation (a multiple). 
Needless to say, a site is not just any fragment of an effective multiplicity. One could say that there is a sort of ‘fragility’ peculiar to the site, which disposes it to be in some sense ‘wrested’ from the situation. This fragility can be formulated mathematically: the elements of an evental site are such that none of their own elements belong to the site. It is in fact clear that there are many cases where the elements of the elements of a multiple also belong to the given multiple. The liver cells of a cat, for example, also belong to the vitality of the cat. Cells are alive. This is why the liver is a solid, integrated and organic part of the totality that is the cat. The liver is not an evental site. Inversely, a cell can be considered as a site, because the molecules that compose it are not ‘organic’ in the same sense as the liver may be said to be organic. A chemically determined molecule is no longer ‘alive’ in the sense that the cat can be said to be alive. Even if it is ‘objectively’ a part of the cat, a simple aggregate of molecules is not a vital component in the same sense as the liver. We could say that with this aggregate we have reached the material edge of the cat’s vitality. This is why such an aggregate will be said to be ‘on the edge of the void’; that is, on the edge of what separates the cat, as a singular multiple-situation, from its pure indistinct being, which is the void proper to life (and the void proper to life, as death shows, is matter). 

Therefore, the abstract definition of a site is that it is a part of a situation all of whose elements are on the edge of the void. 

The ontological material, the underlying multiplicity, of an event is a site thus defined. 

Having said this, we encounter a singular problem, which I believe establishes the dividing line between Deleuze’s doctrine and my own. The question is effectively the following: if we grant that the event is what guarantees that everything is not mathematizable, must we or must we not conclude that the multiple is intrinsically heterogeneous? To think that the event is a point of rupture with respect to being does not exonerate us from thinking the being of the event itself, of what I precisely call ‘trans-being’, and of which I’ve just said that it is in every instance a site. Beyond the acknowledgement that the material of the event is a site, does trans-being require a theory of the multiple heterogeneous to the one that accounts for being qua being? In my view, Deleuze’s position amounts to answering ‘yes’. In order to think the evental fold, an originarily duplicitous theory of multiplicities is required, a theory that is heir to Bergson. Extensive and numerical multiplicities must be distinguished from intensive or qualitative multiplicities. An event is always the gap between two heterogeneous multiplicities. What happens produces a fold between extensive segmentation and the intensive continuum. 
I, on the contrary, argue that multiplicity is axiomatically homogeneous. Therefore I must account for the being of the event both as a rupture of the law of segmented multiplicities and as homogeneous to this law. My argument must pass through a defection of the following axiom: an event is nothing other than a set, or a multiple, whose form is that of a site. But the arising of the event, as a supplementation, subtracts one of the axioms of the multiple, namely the axiom of foundation. 

What does the axiom of foundation say? That in every multiple, there is at least one element that ‘founds’ this multiple, in the following sense: there is an element that has no element in common with the initial multiple. On this point, we can recall the example of the cat. One will say that a cell ‘founds’ the cat as a living totality, in the precise sense that the cat, conceived in this manner, is composed only of cells. It follows that no element of the cell (no chemical molecule as such) is an element of the cat, since every element of the living multiplicity ‘cat’ is a cell. 

The ontological import of this axiom is clear: the decomposition of a multiplicity always includes a halting point. At a given moment, you will come upon an element of the multiplicity whose own composition no longer belongs to this multiplicity. In other words: there is no infinite descent into the constituents of a multiplicity. A multiplicity can certainly be (and generally is) infinite in extension (it possesses an infinity of elements), but it is not infinite ‘genealogically’, or in depth. The existence of such a halting point stabilizes every multiplicity upon itself, and guarantees that in one point at least it encounters something that is no longer itself. 

A crucial consequence of the axiom of foundation is that no multiple can be an element of itself. Indeed, it seems clear that no cat is an element of the cat which it is, nor are any of the cat’s cells an element of the cell which they are, whilst on the contrary a cell can obviously be an element of the cat. 

That this point derives from the axiom of foundation can be readily demonstrated. Let’s suppose that a multiple is in fact an element of itself (such that we have M€M, or multiple M ‘belongs’ to multiple M). Let’s now consider the set that has M as its only element (this set is called the ‘singleton’ of M and is written {M}). I can affirm that this set (this singleton) is not founded. In actual fact, its only element is M, and since M is an element of M (our initial hypothesis), it follows that all the elements of its elements are still elements. 

Thus if we accept the axiom of foundation, we must exclude the possibility that a multiple may be a multiple of itself. 

It is on this point that the event departs from the laws of being. In effect, an event is composed of the elements of a site, but also by the event itself, which belongs to itself. 

There is nothing strange about this definition. It is obvious, for example, that a reflection upon the French Revolution is an element of the revolution itself, or that the circumstances of an amorous encounter (of a love ‘at first sight’) are part of this encounter — as is shown, from within an instance of love, by the infinite gloss of which they are the object. 

Ultimately, an event is the advent of a situated multiple (there is a site of the event) and is in a position to be its own element. The exact meaning of this formulation is that an event is an unfounded multiple. It is this defection of the foundation that turns it into a pure chance supplement of the multiplesituation for which it is an event, and from which it ‘wrests’ a site from its founded inclusion. 

What happens — and, inasmuch as it happens, goes beyond its multiple- being — is precisely this: a fragment of multiplicity wrested from all inclusion. In a flash, this fragment (a certain modulation in a symphony by Haydn, a particular command in the Paris Commune, a specific anxiety preceding a declaration of love, a unique intuition by Gauss or Galois) affirms its unfoundedness, its pure advent, which is intransitive to the place in which ‘it’ comes. The fragment thereby also affirms its belonging to itself, since this coming can originate from nowhere else. 

Consequently, it cannot be said that the event is One. Like everything that is, the event is a multiplicity (its elements are those of the site, plus itself). Nevertheless, this multiplicity surges up as such beyond every count, it fulminates the situation from which it has been wrested as a fragment. This is what has pushed me to say that an evental multiplicity, qua trans-being, can be declared to be an ‘ultra-One’ 

We are faced here with an extreme tension, balanced precariously between the multiple on the one hand, and the metaphysical power of the One on the other. It should be clear why the general question that is the object of my dispute with Deleuze, which concerns the status of the event vis-á-vis an ontology of the multiple, and how to avoid reintroducing the power of the One at that point wherein the law of the multiple begins to falter, is the guiding question of all contemporary philosophy. This question is anticipated in Heidegger’s shift from Sein to Ereignis, or — switching registers — in Lacan, where it is entirely invested in the thinking of the analytical act as the eclipse of truth between a supposed and a transmissible knowledge, between interpretation and the matheme. Lacan will find himself obliged to say that though the One is not, the act nevertheless installs the One. But it is also a decisive problem for Nietzsche: if it is a question of breaking the history of the world in two, what, in the affirmative absolute of life, is the thinkable principle that would command such a break? And it’s also the central problem for Wittgenstein: how does the act open up our access to the ‘mystical element’ — i.e., to the ethical and the aesthetic — if meaning is always captive to a proposition, or always the prisoner of grammar? 
In all these cases, the latent matrix of the problem is the following: if by ‘philosophy’ we must understand both the jurisdiction of the One and the conditioned subtraction from this jurisdiction, how can philosophy grasp what happens; what happens in thought? Philosophy will always be divided between, on the one hand, the recognition of the event as a supernumerary advent of the One, and on the other, the thought of the being of the event as a simple extension of the multiple. Is truth what comes to being or what unfolds being? We remain divided. The whole point is to maintain, as far as possible, and under the most innovative conditions of thought, that, in any case, truth itself is nothing but a multiplicity. In the twofold sense that both its coming (a truth elicits the advent of a typical multiple, a generic singularity) and its being (there is no Truth, there are only truths, disparate and untotalizable) are multiplicities. 

This requires a radical inaugural gesture, which is the hallmark of modern philosophy: to subtract the examination of truths from the mere form of judgment. This always means the following: to decide upon an ontology of multiplicities. Consequently, to remain faithful to Lucretius, telling ourselves that every instant is the one in which: 

From all sides there opens up an infinite space 

When the atoms, innumerable and limitless, 

Turn in every direction in an eternal movement.
 

Hopefully this clarifies why Deleuze, despite his Stoic inflections, is, like myself, a faithful follower of Lucretius. 

from Ethics

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’,’ 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 [1e réel], 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 1980. 

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.
 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 judgment, in particular political judgment: 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 judgment — 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 judgment 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 emancinatory 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 himself 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’)
. 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 torture
 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 testifies 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,
 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 he will indeed be held in contempt. Who can fail to see that in our humanitarian expeditions, interventions, embarcations of charitable légionnaires, 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 subhumanity.


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.
 

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 ‘health- care 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 faithful 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? 


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.



I Ethics according to Lévinas 


Roughly speaking: Lévinas 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-à-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 [tu]’ 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-effect
 — 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 traversal 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 Ia 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, 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 ‘fundamentalist’. 

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 [être-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 tItan 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 its 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. 

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 [requis] to be the immortal that he was not yet. 

What are these ‘circumstances’? They are the circumstance 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 new way of being.’ Such events are well and truly attested: the French Revolution of 1792, the meeting of Hélolse 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-siècle 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’ (a 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 [le 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 truth. 


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 this 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 know that he was capable of this co-belonging to a situation and to the hazardous course [tracé hasardeux] of a truth, this becoming-subject. 

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

2. What should we understand now by ‘consistency’? Simply, that there is a law of the not-known [de l’insu] . 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 melancholy, 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 to think? That is, to maintain in 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. 


2. 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’.
 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 hilosophically 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 gue jamais vous ne croirez deux fois]
 . 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 ontological
 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 all 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]
, 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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� Excerpted from Hallward’s excellent introduction to Badiou: A Subject to Truth. Badiou’s project is very complex and prone to oversimplification at many points, and as he is at odds with every established philosophical orientation in operation today it is helpful to read an overview of his project before grappling with his own work. See “Philosophy and Desire” which is included here for Badiou’s extended account of the inadequcies of all dominant philosophical orientations available today.


� For more on Set Theory see Hallward’s appendix, p.323. There he gives an overview of the development of the theory as well as a more rigorous technical explanation. Also see Jason Barker’s Alain Badiou: A Critical Introduction, appendix on Set Theory, which includes extensive graphical figures and postulates. 


� Badiou had a very interesting relationship with Deleuze (the two hardly spoke), and Badiou went to great lengths to separate his thoughts from Deleuze’s. Their philosophies bear many similarities, and Badiou both praised Deleuze (as the most consistent philosopher), and derided him (as the last philosopher of the One). Badiou published Deleuze: The Clamor of Being to distinguish his ontology, particularly his notion of the event from Deleuze.


� Not yet available in English. For more detailed analysis and commentary on the arguments presented in Being and Event, see Peter Hallward’s Badiou: A Subject to Truth, Part II pgs. 81-184. 


� Translated by Oliver Feltham and Justin Clemens. Infinite Thøught: Truth and the Return to Philosophgy. London: Continuum, 2003; Chapter 1, p.39-57


� Translator’s note: This paper was given in Sydney in 1999. Its original title was ‘The desire of philosophy and the contemporary world’. In French, the phrase ‘le désir de philosophic’ is ambiguous as to the syntactic status of ‘philosophic’. In the objective sense of the genitive, it is philosophy which is desired. However, in the subjective sense, it can also be said that it is philosophy which desires, or that there is a desire which traverses philosophy.


� Badiou’s own reconstruction of the category of truth is developed at length in his seminal work Being and Event, and is summarized in Philosophy and Truth selection below.


� Translated by Oliver Feltham and Justin Clemens. Infinite Thøught: Truth and the Return to Philosophgy. London: Continuum, 2003; Chapter 2, p.58-68


� This paper was given in Sydney in 1999. Its original title was ‘The ethic of truths: construction and potency’.


� Badiou’s own formulation of the “ethic of truths” and “truth-procedures” that have fidelity to an event and which induce a subject is included in selections from Ethics below.


� Translated by Oliver Feltham and Justin Clemens. Infinite Thøught: Truth and the Return to Philosophgy. London: Continuum, 2003. Chapter 9; p.165-168


� This paper appears in the collection, A. Badiou, Conditions (Paris: Seuil, 1992), 79 82.


� Translated by Ray Brassier and Alberto Toscano. Theoretical Writings. London: Continuum, 2004; Chapter 3, p.39-48


� [Martin Heidegger, ‘ Sketches for a History of Being as Metaphysics’, in The End of Philosophy, trans. Joan Stambaugh (New York: Harper and Row, 1973), p. 55. Translation modified.]


�  [Martin Heidegger, Introduction to Metaphysics, trans. Ralph Mannheim (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1980), p. 38. Translation modified.]


� ibid.


� [Lucretius, De Rerum Natura, trans. W. H. D. Rouse and M. F. Smith, 2 revised edition (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1982), 1.1002—8, p. 83.]


� [Plato, Parmenides, 143e-44b. From the author’s translation.]


� [De Rerum Natura, 1.445-69, p. 39.]


� [The Republic, Book VI, 511c. From the author’s translation.]


� [De Rerum Natura, 1.887-9 12, pp. 75—6. Translation modified.]


� Translated by Ray Brassier and Alberto Toscano. Theoretical Writings. London: Continuum, 2004; Chapter 8, p.97-102


� [Lucretius, De Reum Naturae, trans. W.H.D. Rouse and M.F. Smith (Cambridge, MA: Hardvard UP, 1982), 1.995, p.83. Translation modified.]


� Translated by Peter Hallward. Ethics. New York: Verson, 2001; Chapter 1, p.4-17


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


� Immanuel Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals.


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


� 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.


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


� 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 [primatj 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.


� See Cécile Winter, Qu ‘en est-il de l’historicité 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.


� Translated by Peter Hallward. Ethics. New York: Verson, 2001; Chapter 2, p.18-29


� Emmanuel Lévinas, Totality and Infinity, 1961 [1969]. This is his major work.


� Jacques Lacan, ‘The Mirror Phase’, in Ecrits: A Selection, 1966 [1977].


� Translated by Peter Hallward. Ethics. New York: Verson, 2001; Chapter 4, p.40-57


� Jurgen Habermas, The Theory of Communicative Action, 2 vols, �1983—85. Habermas tries to extend ‘democratic’ rationality by integrating communication into the very foundations of his anthropology. From this point of view he contributes to what we might call the philosophical substructure of the ‘ethical’ current, from a position opposite to that of Lévinas.


� Alain Badiou, Théorie du sujet [1982], 346. This book contains, in its final chapters, some reflections on the ethics of the subject, though it is true that they are oriented in a slightly different way from those developed here.


� [See Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers, i, 35. Translator’s note.]


� Badiou, L’Etre et l’événement. An element considered by opinion is always grasped in a constructible set (one that can be comprehended via classifications). Whereas the same element, considered from a truth-process, is caught up in a generic set (in brief: one that escapes all established classifications).


� [Le service des biens is Lacan’s phrase, referring to objects of ‘normal’ or consensual value, including ‘private goods, family goods, domestic goods, other goods that solicit us, the goods of our trade or our profession, the goods of the city, etc.’ (Jacques Lacan, Séminaire VII, 350/303; see also Badiou, L’Etre et l’événement, 375—6). Translator’s note.]


� Jacques Lacan, ‘Kant avec Sade’, in Ecrits, 782.
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