
Alain Badiou and Slavoj Zizek have become two of the dominant voices 
in contemporary philosophy and critical theory. In this book, Geoff Pfeifer 
offers an in-depth look at their respective views. Using Louis Althusser's 
materialism as a starting point-which, as Pfeifer shows, was built par
tially as a response to the Marxism of the Parti Communiste Français and 
partially in dialogue with other philosophical movements and intellectual 
currents of its times-the book looks at the differing ways in which both 
Badiou's and Zizek's work attempt to respond to issues that arise within the 
Althusserian edifice. Pfeifer argues here that, ultimately, Zizek's materialism 
succeeds in responding to these issues in ways that Badiou's does not. In 
building this argument, Pfeifer engages not only with the work of Althusser, 
Badiou, and ZiZek and their intellectual backgrounds, but also with much of 
the contemporary scholarship surrounding these thinkers. As such, Pfeifer's 
book is an important addition to the ongoing debates within contemporary 
critical theory. 
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Introduction 

The mode of production of materiallife conditions the social, political, 
and intellectual life process in general. It is not the consciousness of 
men that determines their being, but on the contrary, their social being 
that determines their consciousness. 1 

These are, perhaps, sorne of the most famous words in aIl of Marx's writ
ings. They are often invoked when one talks of Marxist materialism, and 
sa id to represent a concise encapsulation of what this doctrine is aU about. 
The standard und ers tan ding of this is, of course, that Marx is setting him
self in direct opposition to the Hegelian (idealist) understanding of history. 
History is, according to Hegel, a working out (and working through) of 
concepts-or ideas-and the process by which we as humans, collectively 
or as 'Spirit,' come to consciousness of their meaning. The term Spirit is 
Hegel's term of art for the shapes of social existence that exhibit themselves 
at a particular time. These shapes are constantly renewing and transform
ing themselves as history moves forward. Each particular shape of existing 
spirit gives birth to new shapes as things proceed, and each new shape is 
a further working out of the concept(s) embodied in the prior shape. We 
are, on Hegel's account, always embodied, and what we embody is pre
cisely that particular shape of spirit that exists for us-alternatively we 
could say that spirit is embodied in us; there is nothing mystical in this, it 
just means that we (and spirit) are situated within a world that has par
ticular ways of being that exhibit the particular (and limited) perspective 
on, and understanding of, a set of concepts that make up our communal 
understanding of ourselves and our world. In this way of understanding 
the Hegelian project, the movement of history is precisely this progressive 
working out of the concepts through which we grasp our existence toward 
their full transparency. Thus the 'matter' of history (i.e., human institu
tions, communities, events, and the like) are the material embodiment of 
this conceptual awareness at any given time and are part of the ongoing 
work of a concept's coming-to-be in its full richness and actuality. On this 
reading of Hegel's thought, it is the opposite of Marx's daims: it is the 
consciousness of humans that 'determines their mode of existence.' For 
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example, a given historie al society's economic practices, codes of law and 
property, as weIl as cultural practices might exhibit and be determined by 
that society's understanding of the concepts of 'freedom. '2 So according to 
this understanding of Hegel, 'Spirit' is always in the driver's seat; its 'ideas' 
are what determine the material conditions of sociallife for humans. 

Marx, on the other hand, attempts to argue for the reverse (on the stan
dard reading of the opening quote anyway); it is rather the material condi
tions of existence that give rise to our 'ideas,' our self-conception, and the 
world that we live in. Thus it is the very existence of a particular, given, his
torical, and material way of producing and organizing the human world that 
leads us to our conceptual organization of the world and ourselves. From 
this perspective, one can argue that my concept of 'freedom' in general, and 
myself as a free being in particular, is determined by the very ways in which 
the world is organized by the existing material (and for Marx, economic) 
modes and forces of production. As the standard story goes, it is the very 
material, technologies, tools, and modes of labor that drive human history 
from below and determine a given community's self-conception. So first there 
is matter, and then there are ideas that arise out this matter. Hence Material
ism. For many that have followed Marx, this reading of history places him 
on one side of a traditional and long-standing philosophical opposition: that 
between Materialism and Idealism, where Idealists (represented by Hegel 
in the reading of his work given above) take it to be the case that what is 
primary, fundamental, and determinative of the social spa ce are ideas or the 
mental (and their historical development); Materialists argue, by contrast, 
that what is primary, fundamental and determinative of the social space is 
rather matter (and the mental is a product of its material base). 

Ir is, furthermore, the case that, for many of his readers (and followers), 
Marx's materialist position commits him (and them) to many of the other 
commonly held tenets of the more general position of philosophical materi
alism, namely that, as with any good materialism, there is little or no room 
for contingency: matter is primary and is dominated by the law of cause and 
effect, thus whatever materially exists, exists as the result of a prior cause, 
and itself will then serve as a cause for whatever follows it. The immaterial 
(mind, ideas, or Spirit) is itself, like the effects that necessarily follow from 
their causes, determined by the matter which supports it. This way of under
standing Marx's materialism in its relation to history-as a kind of strict 
determinism-is, and has been, in effect in varying degrees in many of those 
that have read and been influenced by Marx. As Eduard Bernstein has quite 
nicely put the point: 

The question of the correctness of the materialist interpretation of his
tory is a question of the determining causes of historie necessity. To 
be a materialist means first of aIl, to trace back aU phenomena to the 
necessary movements of matter. These movements of matter are accom
plished according to the materialist doctrine from beginning to end as 
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a mechanical process, each individual process being the necessary result 
of preceding mechanical facts. Mechanical facts determine, in the la st 
resort, aU occurrences, even those which appear to be caused by ideas. It 
is, finaIly, always the movement of matter which determines the form of 
ideas and the directions of the will; and th us these also (and with them 
everything that happens in the world of humanity) are inevitable. The 
materialist is thus a Calvinist without God. If he do es not believe in a 
predestination ordained by divinity, yet he believes and must believe that 
starting from any chosen point of time aIl further events are, through the 
whole of existing matter and the directions of force in its parts, deter
mined beforehand. The application of materialism to the interpretation 
of history means then, first of aU, belief in the inevitableness of aIl his
torical events and developments. The question is only, in what manner 
the inevitableness is accomplished in human history, what element of 
force or what factors of force speak the decisive word, what is the rela
tion of the different factors of force to one another, what part of history 
faUs to the share of nature, of political economy, of legal organizations, 
of ideas. 3 

By way of examples of how widespread this view of Marx's conception 
of history is, we can see that this way of conceiving materialism is not only 
present in thinkers like Bernstein, but is also present in the body of work 
produced by the Frankfurt School theorists as weIl as in the so-caIled tradi
tion of 'Analytical Marxism,' albeit in a slightly modified form. 

In the latter case, that of analytic Marxism, materialistic determinism is 
worked out in terms of functional explanation. G.A. Cohen, for instance, 
argues that the material base (the forces of production) is explanatory 
of both the existence of a given set of production relations and a given 
superstructure. The production relations and superstructure are, in turn, 
explained functionally, by asserting that they exist in the particular ways 
that they do (in a given time) because their particular forms are beneficial 
for-that is to say, sustain and advance-the forces of production (hence the 
functionalism: they serve a functiol1 in their existence). In this way then, the 
material determines the l'est and the l'est exists because of its function, which 
is to benefit the material. 

Thus, for Cohen, much like Bernstein, there is a determined path in pro
cess in history. Here he writes, "in so far as the course of history, and more 
particularly, the future socialist revolution are, for Marx, inevitable, they 
are inevitable, not despite what men do, but because of what men, being 
rational, are bound, predictably to dO."4 The daim here is that it is because 
of a human faculty (rationality) and its development-which is, to be sure, 
grounded in material production-that we can say that there is a determined 
goal in history (the development of said rationality) and one that is realized 
materially. So here, Cohen makes of historical materialism very much a kind 
of Bernsteinian "Calvinism without God." 
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As noted above, it is also the case that something akin to this is at work in 
the materialist theories produced by members of the Frankfurt Schoo1. Their 
version of "Calvinist" materialism, however, takes on a decidedly negative 
tone. According to Horkheimer, in his 1931 inaugural address as head of 
the Institute for Social Research, the aims of the Institute under his guidance 
were to be: 

... The philosophical interpretations of the vicissitudes of human fate
the fate of humans, not as mere individuals, however, but as members 
of a community. It [the Institute] is th us above aIl, concerned with phe
nome na that can only be understood in the context of human sociallife: 
with the state, law, economy, religion-in short, with the entire material 
and inteIlectual culture of humanity.5 

This goal, according to Horkheimer is to be met by analyzing the: 

... Connection between the economic life of society, the psychical devel
opment of individuals, and the changes in the realm of culture in the 
narrower sense (to which belong not only the so-caIled inteIlectual ele
ments, such as science, art, and religion, but also law, customs, fashion, 
public opinion, sports, leisure acti vities, lifesty le, etc.). 6 

Like Cohen, Horkheimer's materialism commits him to the view that it 
is the very material, economic life of a society that grounds and determines 
the development of the individual members of a society's awareness of 
themselves-that is, their self-consciousnesses-and their world, as weIl as 
aIl of the cultural and political structures of a given society as a whole. While 
early in his career, Horkheimer was convinced that such analysis would, 
through its bringing to light the historically contingent nature of culture and 
its social structures, "hasten developments which willlead to a society with
out injustice," what he found in such analysis was the opposite.? 

In the end, what Horkheimer finds is not a materialist doctrine that allows 
for the unraveling of social structures that lead to injustice and oppression, 
but one that instead reinforces oppression and forecloses on the possibil
ity of change. The ma te rial structures that arise in modernity, rather, so 
enclose and control both culture and the individual that the belief of the 
early Horkheimer, that through the tools of Critical Theory, humanity could 
emancipate itself from oppressive forces-by coming to see them as noth
ing more than particular, contingent, and thus changeable-gives way to 
analysis of the insidious, determining, and totalizing nature of such mate
rial forces. Social theory and materialist philosophy can no longer lead to 
emancipation. Rather, Horkheimer argues, "philosophy is neither a tool nor 
a blueprint. It can only foreshadow the path of progress as it is marked out 
by logical and factual necessities; in doing so it can anticipate the reaction 
of horror and resistance that that will be evoked by the triumphal march 
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of modern man."8 It cannot, however, liberate. What we must do instead 
is wait, resign ourselves to the fact that social change is not yet. So here the 
Calvinist materialism of Horkheimer is one in which modern humans are 
utterly determined by the mate rial relations of late capitalism and so much 
so that change itself no longer seems possible as it is "an inner necessity 
that has led to the self-surrender by reason" of its capacity for radical social 
change.9 This 'self-surrender' is the determined outcome of the historical 
development of reason out of the material forces that condition it and aIl 
one can do is wait for change. 

Read in both Cohen's way and Horkheimer's way, the doctrine of materi
alism is nothing more that the proverbial other side of the coin of Idealism. 
It finds its foundation in the emphasis on determining factors and sim ply 
offers the same position that idealism offers but as reversed (it is not ideas 
that determine existence, but matter, or existence that determine ideas). 
Recently, however, there has been a growing body of work that seeks to 
challenge this long held view but remain firmly in a materialist position. This 
literature finds its roots in the work of the French Marxist philosopher Louis 
Althusser. This book explores the thought of two of these contemporary rep
resentatives of Althusserian thought, namely Alain Badiou and Slavoj Zizek. 
Each of these theorists identify themselves as materialist but do not take 
this in the way that we have been describing above. Rather their versions of 
materialism seek positions outside the standard materialism/idealism debate 
as described above and, at least in part, seek to undermine it by emphasiz
ing not the determining nature of the material but rather its foundationally 
indeterminate (and non-teleological) nature. This 'new materialism, in this 
way, sees itself in opposition to both idealism and the standard brand of 
materialism described above. 

As l will argue in the first two chapters of the book, the Althusserian 
move that acts as the backdrop against which both Badiou's and Zizek's 
thought exists, is the one that is made in opposition-both politically in 
Althusser's critique of the policies of the French Communist Party, and 
philosophically-to the Stalinist interpretation of Marx's materialism in 
which it is simply and only the Capitalist economic processes that determine 
individual consciousness, historical change, and social progress. As we will 
see, Althusser, rather, that Marx himself breaks with this kind of view and 
furthel; Althusser goes on to undermine such a conception of materialism by 
arguing that the material conditions themselves are never monolithic in their 
existence and that though it is the case that these conditions form the basis 
for aIl stable social structures, it is precisely their diverse and contradictory 
nature that determines the social 'whole' itself to conta in diverse, contradic
tory, and indeterminate social formations which can (and do) take on differ
ent and ultimately unpredictable paths. Though it is the case, according to 
Althusser, that we can understand the paths that have been taken in the past 
by retrospectively reconstructing the collection of elements of the material 
base that gain prominence at a given time. 
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Ir is in this argument that the standard version of materialism is called into 
question. lO If it is the case that the material conditions which structure our 
existence are themselves multiple, diverse, and contradictory, then it is not the 
case that we can ever say with any real certainty that materialism is a doctrine 
that presents us with a vision of human history as teleological (as in Cohen's 
case) or as completely and totally foredosed (as in Horkheimer's). Rather, 
how it is that we come to understand ourselves (our 'self-consciousness') 
and how it is that our world cornes to be organized (both conceptually and 
social-structurally) is, in a sense, overdetermined by a contingent collection of 
material forces and hence, non-teleological. Here Althusser writes, "instead 
of thinking contingency as a modality of necessity, or an exception to it, 
we must think necessity as the becoming-necessary of the encounter of con
tingencies." 11 What is primary is not material determination, stability, and 
necessity-though these are the results of the material process-but rather 
material contingency and chance. This contingency and chance is what 'the 
necessary' is built upon and thus, it is always unstable and subject to reversaI 
and change. As we will see, howevel; Althusser's own theoretical attempts at 
overcoming the teleological view of materialism leave him with the problem 
of an inability to account-in a Marxist way-for humanity's role in social 
change insofar as any change itself is relegated to the overdetermined mate
rial structures in social existence. As we will see in the la st four chapters of 
this book, it is both the Althusserian insights, and the remaining problems of 
Althusserian Marxism, that are critical and foundational for the new materi
alism of Badiou and Zizek in that, each of these thinkers seeks to save certain 
elements of the Althusserian edifice while at the same time offering a correc
tive to the problems inherent in it. 

Ir is this 'new materialism' that this book is interested in. It is intended in 
part, as a contribution to the growing secondary literature on these think
ers and the debate around them (and as such, it engaged much of the recent 
work being done on these thinkers), in part as introduction to their indi
vidual theoretical projects with an emphasis on explaining their material
ist standpoints, but most importantly as an argument for the daim that 
the individual stand points of Althusser, Badiou, and Zizek also collectively, 
make up a distinct philosophical tradition, one with a historical foundation 
in Althusser's work and one that offers a way out of the standard philo
sophical deadlock of the old materialism/idealism debate. 

In the process of making this argument, however, l also confront sorne of 
the remaining problems for this particular theoretical orientation. This latter 
portion of the project is accomplished through the drawing of a distinction 
between Badiou's and Zizek's respective attempts at overcoming the remain
ing problems of Althusserianism. After offering a reading of Badiou's project 
in chapter three, which also shows the theoretical debt to Althusser, Ioffel; 
in chapter four, an argument which demonstrates that Badiou's attempts 
to overcome the problems remaining in the Althusserian orientation leads 
him, unwittingly, to come dangerously dose to a kind of structuralism that 
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Althusser himself decries as idealist. In chapter five, I turn to Zizek's thought, 
offering a reading that also seeks to identify the ways in which Zizek is 
working within the Althusserian tradition and at the same time responding 
to the problems identified at the end of chapter two. Here 1 argue throughout 
both chapters five and six, that Zizek's view avoids the problem of a hidden 
idealism that seems to pla gue Badiou's recent workthrough a return to, and 
renovation of, Hegel's philosophy vis-à-vis a Lacanian inflected Marxism in 
which Hegel becomes the paradigmatic materialist thinker. 

One final point by way of introduction, it seems that any serious study 
of the work of Slavoj Zizek must say something about the machinery that 
sUlTounds both him as a persona and the seeming never-ending string of 
denunciations and devotions that are constantly being aired in the media, on 
blogs, in the hallways of the academy, and in other such places. This is also 
increasingly true for the work of Alain Badiou, though on a much smaller 
scale than that of the former. I am largely uninterested in weighing in on 
these debates and controversies. Nor does this book treat either of these 
thinkers as either gods or charlatans. Rather, what I am interested to do here 
is take them as they are and for what they are. 1 see them as nothing more 
(or less) than philosophers that belong to the long running traditions of both 
Marxism and Critical TheOl'y and (who are situated within the particular 
strand of this tradition that emerges out of the Althusserian schoo1). Though 
I do, as the reader will see, think that these two thinkers offer us a renewed, 
important, and exciting form of both philosophy and Marxism, my aim 
here is to read and discuss them as one would with any other contemporary 
theorist in the tradition of critical theOl'y because, that is what, in the end, 
both of these thinkers are. Nothing more, nothing less. 

NOTES 

1. Karl Nlarx, "Preface to a Critique of PoliticaI Economy" in Karl Marx: Selected 
Writings 2nd Edition, edited by David McLellen (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2000), 425. 

2. To be sure, Hegel does not think that every individuaI in a given community 
will have the same understanding of such concepts or even that any individ
uaI in said community will have a transparent understanding of their own 
understanding of such concepts. In fact, part of the Hegelian enterprise is to 
read back into particular times and places the underlying-unconscious
understanding of such concepts. 

3. Eduard Bernstein, Evolutionary Socialism, \vww.marxists.orglreference/archive/ 
bernstein/works/18 99/ evsoc/index.htm. 

4. G.A. Cohen, Karl Marx's Theory of History: A Defense (Princeton: Princeton 
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7. Horkheimer, "Traditional and Critical Theor-y" in Critical Theory: Selected 
Essays, translated by Matthew J. O'Connell (New York: Herder and Herder, 
1972),221. 

8. Horkheimer, The Eclipse of Reason (New York: Continuum, 1947), 112. 
9. Horkheimer, Critique of Instrumental Reason, translated by Matthew 

J. O'Connell and others (New York: Continuum, 1974), vii. 
10. This argument will, of course, be further explained in the chapters on Althusser. 
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ter" in Philosophy of the Encounter: Later Writings 1978-1987, translated by 
G.M. Goshgarian (New York and London: Verso, 2006), 193-194. [Hereaf
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1 Louis Althusser and the 
Communiste Français 

Althusser was conducting a struggle against a certain hegemony which 
was at the same time a terrifying dogmatism or philosophical stereo
typism within the Part y-a struggle that seemed to me (within the lim
its of that context) quite necessary. 

-Jacques Derrida 1 

The War was just over. We were brutally cast into the Party's great 
political and ideological batdes: We had to measure up to our choice 
and take the consequences ... In our philosophical memory it remains 
a period of intellectuals in arms, hunting out error from aIl its hiding 
places; of the philosophers we were, without writings of our own, but 
making politics out of aIl writing, and slicing up the world with a single 
blade, arts, literatures, philosophies, sciences, with the pitiless demar
cation of class-the period summed up in caricature bya single phrase, 
a banner flapping in the void: bourgeois science, proletarian science. 

-Louis Althusser2 

As noted in the introduction, what these two chapters on Althusser aim to do 
is to situate his work both theoretically and politically so as ta get a picture 
of how the problem of ideology-the problem that frames the discussion of 
Badiou and Zizek in the latter chapters of this book-emerges in relation to 
both Althusser's attempts to give a philosophical foundation to Marx's texts 
and to use this philosophical foundation to combat what he saw politically, as 
a problematic brand of both Stalinism, and la ter, humanist Marxism running 
through the French Communist Party (the Parti Communiste Français [PCF]). 
As Althusser argues in many places throughout his texts (and as we will see in 
more detail), philosophy is not neutral, nor is it an objective, apolitical pursuit. 
Rather, as he puts it in one of his formulations of this view, "the philosophical 
fight over words is part of the political fight."3 This is to say, that philosophy 
is, inherently political. ln a late interview, Althusser, speaking of this fight in the 
context of his engagement with the PCF argues explicitly that his philosophical 
work, at least in part, was undertaken in order ta shift the politics of the party: 

l wanted to intervene in France in the French Communist Party, which l 
joined in 1948, in order to struggle against triumphant Stalinism and its 
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disastrous effects on my Party's politics. At the rime, I had no choice: if 
I had intervened publicly in the politics of the party which had refused 
to publish even my philosophical writings (on Marx), deemed heretical 
and dangerous, I would have been, at least until 1970, immediately 
expelled ... So there remained only one way for me to intervene politi
cally in the party: by way of pure theory-that is, philosophy.4 

In what follows in this chapter, I will look at the political and ideologi
callandscape in which Althusser's interventions took place. ln doing so, 1 
will both look at sorne of the history of the PCF's political positions and 
the broader currents of Marxist thought in France just before and during 
Althusser's time, as these are crucial for making sense of the political motives 
behind Althusser's theoretics. To be sure, I am not aiming to give an exhaus
tive account of either the history of the PCF or the history of Marxism in 
France as this is not the goal of this book-and of course, there are others 
who have already done this job quite well. 5 That said, what 1 do wish to do 
is focus here on one of two main elements in this history. Namely, the PCF's 
Stalinist view of the split between proletarian and bourgeois science and the 
later battle over the theoretical foundations of the party (and its outcomes) 
during the period of de-Stalinization as it is around these two key moments 
that much of Althusser's theoretical work of the 1960s has its political and 
philosophical grounding. What 1 will show here-and this is something that 
is explored less in the literature surrounding this period and Althusser's rela
tion to it (at least in Anglophone scholarship)-is how arguments within the 
PCF on cultural Zhdanovism (in the realm of art and literature) pave the 
way for the acceptance of the Stalinist conception of the sciences. 

1. 

The place in which to begin this story is with the setting up, in 1947, of the 
Cominform, or the Communist Information Bureau, which on the surface 
was, as Maxwell Adereth points out, a response to the Truman Doctrine and 
was an "organization of ni ne parties (seven European CPs which were 
in power plus the PCF and the PCI) for the purposes of 'exchanging views 
and information'."6 However, in practice, the Cominform was effectively an 
authoritative and doctrinaire arm of the Stalinist program and was led by 
Stalin's head of cultural policies Andrei Zhdanov. Zhdanov's charge, un der 
the heading of what he called 'socialist realism' was to promote the Stalinist 
'two cultures' view. This was, namely, the view "that there existed a Bour
geois, decadent culture whose aim was to maintain and justify the existing 
socio-economic order" and that there was a "proletarian culture" whose 
aim it was "to serve the revolution."7 One of the goals of the Cominform 
under Zhdanov was thus to work to actively cultivate and unify proletarian 
culture and at the same time, to work to get rid of bourgeois culture. Ir did 
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this, in part by setting poliey that required "that artistic and literary creation 
had to depict the life and working conditions of workers, project the image 
of 'positive heroes' and, as a result, appeal to workers."8 

This, of course, was also the directive given to the PCF and the other 
European communist parties after the creation of the Cominform. The PCF, 
however, did not (at least initially) wholeheartedly embrace this directive. 
Prior to 1947, though the PCF adhered to a kind of socialist realism, it 
had been quite liberal in its approach to this and had, at least from about 
1934 until the Cominform, begun to loosen its belief in the 'two cultures' 
approach in favor of a more nationalistic and pluralistie view of culture.9 In 
fact, as Guiat points out: 

in the years 1944-1947, the culturalline of the PCF was one of rela
tive tolerance which matched its global strategy of politieal alliance 
with other parties at this time, and the party encouraged open debate 
between its intellectuals and non-PCF ones. 1ü 

Echoing Guiat's claims about the opening up of the PCF's cultural politics 
at this time, Adereth points to the party's 1943 role in helping organize and 
promote the Comité National des Escrivains (CNE), which was a group 
open to French writers of aIl political views and included both party and 
non-party affiliated intellectuals. 11 Further, two journals existed during this 
time that also promoted this more pluralistic view. One was Les Lettres 
Française, a monthly communist journal (but one that published non-PCF 
affiliated work), and the other, Action, was created by writers in the resis
tance but was not strietly communist (it was, however, friendly to commu
nist writers).12 50, when the Cominform was imposed, it caused a debate 
within the PCF as to just how far the Party was going to adhere to Zhdano
vism. Roger Garaudy-who was, at the time the head of intellectuals and 
culture for the PCF-had recently written an article that had appeared in Les 
Lettres-the tide of which was 'Il n'y a pas d'esthétique communiste' (There 
is no Communist Aesthetic)-in which he argues, as one would expect given 
the tide, that there is not one aesthetic which is communist, that "commu
nist artists should be given a certain level of artistie freedom, and that the 
Party should not impose socialist realism as the only model or credo to be 
followed."13 In another place, Garaudy, again reiterating this stance, argues 
that "Marxism is not a prison. It is a tool to understand the world" and thus 
to impose one style on Marxist intellectuals was problematic.14 

Louis Aragon led an orthodox challenge to this view arguing that the 
only proper aesthetic for the communist artists and intellectuals is one 
defined by Zhdanovism and socialist realism. In one of his responses to 
Garaudy, Aragon argues that Garaudy himself had been critical of other 
aesthetic movements, most notably that which was defined by its affiliation 
with existentialism: " ... If aIl aesthetics are good, what is to be made of 
the fact that Garaudy had repeatedly attacked existentialism with a passion 
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for which l could not blame him? Properly speaking, could a communist 
also be a surrealist?" 15 

Aragon goes on to argue here that even if Garaudy were to reject his own 
critique of existentialist aesthetics and reaUy subscribe to a more neutral 
position, this would be untenable. Such neutrality would end in "escapism 
in art, the intangibility of art, the culture of aU the poisons and ideologies 
of the dominant class, under the cloak of eclecticism. "16 Aragon and his 
foUowers eventuaUy won this debate and Garaudy was removed from his 
position to be replaced by Laurent Casanova and Zhdanovism became offi
cial PCF policy. 

So the Party's leadership set itself the task of promoting proletarian cul
ture, which, as Guiat argues, " ... was mostly to take the form of a proletar
ian literature foUowing the Russian model of rabcors, that is to say workers 
writing about workers and for workers about life in the factories, and so 
on."17 Not only, however, did the Cominform-and the PCF-push for, and 
support the cultural production of proletarian art and literature, but it was 
also the case that aU other intellectual activity became subjected to the 'two 
cultures' view. This included, as will be discussed below, scientific intellec
tuaI activity. 

II. 

It was around this time that Ukrainian agronomist Trofim Lysenko came 
to prominence in the Soviet Union and along with this, the Cominform's 
(and ultimately the PCF's) championing of the view that, as with other areas 
of culture, in science there are also 'two cultures,' one bourgeois and one 
proletarian, and that it is only the latter that is able to get to the truth in 
scientific practice. Lysenko's rejection of Mendelian genetics was premised 
on the view that instead of heredity being governed by genetic material, 
it was the product of "a whole organism's relationship with its host envi
ronment, reasoning that modification of the environment could effect the 
transformation of a living organisms and furthermore, such modifications 
could be bequeathed to the organisms offspring."18 In other words, Lysenko 
rejected any notion that there is a fixed biological component to heredity 
and he argued that heredity is driven solely by environmental factors and 
in relation to individual organisms and their offspring (and so he rejected 
biological determinism in favor of environmental determinism). In addition 
to this, he rejected the notion of competition within members of a single 
species and argued that there was no proof of such competition.19 Lysenko 
was also quite adept at promoting himself and his views. He quickly real
ized that he could adapt his view to Marxism and, as Dominique Lecourt 
points out, Lysenko's refutation of Mendelism "is presented as an applica
tion of categories of Marxist philosophy: dialectics, contradiction, the crite
rion of practice ... the whole classical vocabulary of dialectical materialism 
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was mobilized by Lysenko to arrange and unify his arguments. "20 So, for 
instance, as Lyle argues, according to Lysenko, to defend Mendelian genetics 

... was tantamount to supporting Western Bourgeois imperialist values 
supposed to have been derived from a crude social Darwinism whose 
utility as a theoretical justification extended aIl the way from the ruthless 
competition of American capitalism to the racial and social hierarchies 
of Mein Kampf and the eugenic horrors of Nazi Germany and beyond.21 

The PCF's support for Lysenko was unequivocal and stemmed in large 
part, as noted above, from the same support for Zhdanovism in other areas 
of culture. Articles published in Les Lettres and L'Humanité in 1948 (by 
Jean Champenois and Georges Cogniot, respectively) discussed Lysenko's 
views approvingly, while skewering Mendelianism for being, as Cogniot put 
it in his article, "bourgeois, Metaphysical and reactionary."22 This support 
was further entrenched when other French journals such as Action pub
lished work trying to unite Lysenko's and Mendelian views (continuing in 
the pluralist lines that they had a few years earlier).23 Casanova, responding 
to such attempts at pluralism, argues that it is the role of the communist 
intellectuai 

to espouse aIl the ideological and political positions of the working 
class, to defend in aIl circumstances, and with the utmost determination, 
aIl the positions of the Party ... , to cultiva te in ourselves the love of the 
Party and the spirit of the Party in its utmost conscious form, to give the 
proletariat any additional arguments and justifications that you can. 24 

This of course, is further evidence of the ha rd return to the Stalinist two 
cultures view within the PCF and the rejection of its earlier, more pluralist 
orientation. Furthermore, Aragon, picking up on Cogniot's claims regarding 
the bourgeois and reactionary nature of Mendelian genetics, writes, "person
aIly, l am not a biologist. My confidence in Marxism naturally makes me 
wish that the Michurians [i.e., supporters of Lysenko] will be proved right in 
this dispute."25 And Jean-Toussaint Desanti, writing in La Nouvelle Critique, 
argues that science is a "social product" and a "historically relative ideology" 
therefore "taking a proletarian stance in science and adopting the criteria 
of proletarian science" are the "preconditions for objectivity in science."26 
Maurice Thorez, the leader of the PCF at this time, also facilitated the adop
tion of Lysenkoism as weIl as the attendant two cultures view into the PCF's 
position, and in 1951 a group of PCF intellectuais produced the now famous 
pamphlet Science Bourgeoise et Science Prolétarienne wherein they argue for 
an expanded version of these positions; as William Lewis points out: 

Though each contributor [to the pamphlet] focused on a different prob
lem, aIl were unanimous in the conclusion that, at least since the Greeks, 
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there had existed two types of science: one materialist and revolutionary, 
the other idealist and conservative. Of the latter, they argued that it was 
fundamentally unable to provide knowledge of the world as it really was 
because it is based on the mistaken positivist assumption that laws are 
discoverable through empirical inquiry. By way of contrast, proletar
ian science (or that which was alternatively termed 'scientific socialism') 
recognizes at the heart of its method the dialectical relationship between 
theory and practice and produces true knowledge of the world.27 

In this way, the PCF and its intellectual leadership cornes to see Stalin
ist Marxism as that which aIlows it to discern the difference between that 
which is bourgeois cultural and intellectuai production and hence ideologi
cal and that which is non-ideological and true. In this way, Stalinism alone 
allows one to see the mistaken (and bourgeois) science of Mendel and other 
sciences practiced in Western capitalist countries as ideological as it uncov
ers the ways in which, again as Lewis puts it, in these countries, "the sciences 
always work to confirm the ideology of the Bourgeois."28 

Other intellectuais in the French scene were not so ready to adopt the two 
cultures view offered by Zhdanov and Lysenko. For instance, Albert Camus, 
writing in the same year that the PCF published the pamphlet on bourgeois 
and proletarian science has this to say about the Stalinist/Zhdanovist/Lysen
koist attempts at making science Marxist in this way: 

... it is not surprising that it has been necessary to render science Marx
ist through terror. The progress of science, since Marx, has roughly 
consisted in replacing determinism and the rather crude mechanism 
of its period by a doctrine of provision al probability. Marx wrote to 
Engels that the Darwinian theory constituted the very foundation of 
their method. For Marxism to remain infaIlible, it has therefore been 
necessary to deny aIl biological discoveries made since Darwin. As it 
happens that aIl discoveries since have consisted of introducing, con
trary to the doctrines of determinism, the idea of hazard into biology, 
it has been necessary to entrust Lysenko with the task of disciplining 
chromosomes and demonstrating once again the truth of the most ele
mentary determinism.29 

50 there was pushback, but not really from within the party. This lasted 
until a few years after Khrushchev's 1956 'secret speech' at the Twentieth 
Congress at which time the PCF began it's rocky pro cess of de-Stalinization. 
l will return to this in a moment as it is particularly relevant for under
standing the Althusser's anti-humanist Marx. For now, l want to-after a 
brief foray into Althusser's reading of Marx (which l will also return to in 
chapter two )-shift to a discussion of how, within Althusser's theoretics, he 
hoped to combat the Stalinist conception of Marxist Science and the 'two 
cultures view.' 
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III. 

As is weIl known, Althusser argues that many who read Marx make the 
mistake of seeing a kind of continuity between his early work and his la te 
work. The problem, Althusser argues, is that those who ho Id this view fail 
to see that Marx himself was caught in a particular ideology in his early 
work-.. that of a kind of Feuerbachianism-and that Marx subsequently 
frees himself of this in his later work. It is under the influence of Feuerbach 
that Marx makes his pronouncements about the end of alienation and the 
reconciliation of huma nit y with its 'essence' in the coming communism and 
so on. 30 ln this way, Marx's conception of a human 'essence' and the subse
quent belief that this implies, namely that there is a 'truth' that humanity has 
been alienated from in the capitalist modes of production, is derived from 
the Feuerbachian conception of God being nothing more than humanity's 
alienation of its own essence in the religious. 31 ln these early writings there 
is no discussion of 'ideology' as such because, Althusser argues, Marx did 
not yet have a theOl"y of such a thing, nor did he need one, the Feuerbachian 
concepts of 'man' and his 'alienation' from himself gave Marx aIl of the 
explanatory power that was necessary for the critique of capitalism as it 
was given in the early writings. As Althusser shows us, according to Marx's 
early Feuerbachian view: 

History is the alienation and production of reason in unreason, of the 
true man in the alienated man. Without knowing it, man realizes the 
essence of man in the alienated products of his labor (commodities, 
State, religion). The loss of man produces history and man must pre
suppose a definite pre-existing essence. At the end of history, this man, 
having bec orne inhuman objectivity, has merely to re-grasp as a subject 
his own essence alienated in property, religion, and the State to become 
total man, true man.32 

As Althusser goes on to argue, it is this view that Marx abandons when, 
in his later work, he begins to use the conceptual apparatus of the base/ 
superstructure model (and the aIl important concept of ideology).33 So, 
Marx came to see that while his Feuerbachianism had initiaIly helped pro
pel his work, it too would have to be overcome as the belief in an 'essence' 
of humans was nothing more than a particular ideological form itself. And 
this ideology was limiting his ability to make sense of social phenomena in 
a fully materialist fashion. Marx began to realize this as early as the Theses 
on Feuerbach and Althusser, famously, offers a reading of a portion of the 
Sixth Thesis to back this daim up. The crucial moment here is the moment 
when Marx states at the beginning of the thesis that: "Feuerbach resolves 
the religious essence into the human essence. But the human essence is no 
abstraction inherent in each single individual. In its realit)' it is the ensemble 
of the social relations." 34 Here is Althusser: 
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To give this theoretically contorted sentence a meaning, one has to 
retrace, in reverse, the detour it had to make simply in order to be pro
nounceable. This is the detour l mean. It is necessary to have done with 
Feuerbach, and therefore with what he induded in the human essence. 
It is not enough to say, as in 1843: Man is the world of Man, society, 
the State. The world of Man is not the objectification of his essence; it is 
not mere objects, it consists of altogether astounding realities: relations, 
taken in their 'ensemble.'35 

In order for Marx to even make such a daim he has to have already let 
go of the influence of Feuerbach. This is because as Marx writes here, it is 
not in the objects (commodities, society, the State) of the human world that 
we find an alienated (and thus redaimable) 'essence' of humanity but rather 
it is the 'social relations' that become grouped together into a particular 
'ensemble' at a given time that offer us something like a 'human essence.' 
But this means that there is no 'abstract' essence of humanity to be alien
ated and objectified-rather, it is social relations and the ensemble of them 
that exists at any given time, that caUs something like an essence into being. 
This 'essence' however, is not really an essence but is rather an ideological 
mis-recognition that posits the existence of a fixed essential being or human 
nature. Althusser argues that the late Marx recognizes that human 'essence' 
is not something 'recoverable' or eternal, but is rather contingent and deter
mined by the 'social relations' as they are at any given moment in history. 
Furthermore and perhaps more importantly, this 'essence' has no existence 
of its own outside of the contingently grouped social relations that exist at 
a given time. Human 'essence' is a 'whole' that is dependent on the elements 
(the social relations) upon which it is premised. 

50, the shift that begins here, according to Althusser, is a move away 
from a kind of humanism in Marx where we begin with an alienated human 
essence and become unalienated through a process of objectification and 
reconciliation, to a kind of anti-humanism in which our understanding of 
both oUl'selves and our world is nothing more that the product of a particu
lar, contingent set of social relations that congeal into a particular ensemble 
at a given point in history.36 This explains, daims Althusser, the increasingly 
shifting emphasis in Marx's texts to the analysis of these social relations 
(economic relations, forces of production, etc.) and the move away from the 
more utopian concerns of the early Marx. 

In ma king this argument, as is weIl known, Althusser draws upon the 
Bachelardian concept of an 'epistemological break.' Althusser's debt to 
Bachelard is important not just for his re-reading of Marx. l want to now 
turn to a discussion of how this move is also quite crucial for the critique of 
the PCF's Marxism as it is the case that Althusser's employment of Bachelard 
can also be seen as a means to combat the PCF's understanding of Marxist 
'science.' l will begin this with a brief discussion of Bachelard's understand 
and use of the term. 



Louis Althusser and the PCF 17 

IV. 

Bachelard's own use of the concept of an epistemological break refers both to 
his conception of the changes that the sciences themselves undergo through
out history, and the changes that they affect in epistemology more gener
ally. Like Comte, Bachelard argues that the human pursuit of knowledge 
is characterized by a history of radical shifts, discontinuities, and ruptures 
with earlier conceptions of reality; in order to come to know anything new, 
according to Bachelard, the scientist must 'break' with her previously held 
beliefs about the nature of the world. Unlike Comte, however, Bachelard 
do es not conceive of these ruptures as only serving the function of revising 
and correcting one's epistemological standpoint. 

They do in fact act as revisions but these revisions do not, for Bachelard, 
reveal a truth about the nature of reality that pre-exists scientific practice 
(though the scientist herself does think of her practice this way). For Bach
elard, the practices that a scientist engages in are involved in the construc
tion of the objects a given science studies. The scientist usually do es not 
recognize this and is in this way trapped in a kind of ideology (in Althusser's 
sense, namely an imaginary relationship to their world [more on this in the 
next chapter]). Furthermore, the practices that the scientist engages in are 
themselves (again, in an Althusserian sense) fully material and act on the 
scientist's knowledge in a dialectical manner such that these practices them
selves (through their partial construction of their object) influence the scien
tist's conceptual awareness. In order to see this further, we should back up 
a moment a take a look at how Bachelard describes this process, beginning 
with his concept of the rupture or epistemological break that takes place in 
scientific practice and leads to a rejection of previously held beliefs. 

The rejection that is conditioned by the break is not a mere rejection of 
sorne of the scientists conceptions about the nature of the world and revision 
of others, but it requires a kind of rooting out-in a Cartesian fashion-of 
those beliefs that hinder one's ability to incorporate the 'new' into their 
understanding (and a continued vigilance in ma king sure that earlier con
ceptions of reality are not creeping in to the scientific process), it is precisely 
the 'new' experience that the scientist has that allows for this, though the 
scientist herself may not recognize this process for what it is as Bachelard 
points out: 

For the scientist, knowledge emerges from ignorance as light emerges 
from darkness. The scientist fails to see that ignorance is a web of posi
tive, tenacious, interdependent errors. He do es not recognize that intel
lectual darkness has a structure and that, this being so, every correct 
objective experience, must always entail the correction of a subjective 
error. But en"ors are not easily destroyed one by one. They are coor
dinated. The scientific mind can only establish itself by destroying the 
non-scientific mind ... 37 
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The point here is, again a Comtean one, that the 'ignorance' itself is not 
actually a lack of knowledge, it is a particular kind of knowledge, a fully 
positive web of beliefs that make up the scientist's pre-scientific worldview 
(and self-understanding). This web cornes from many sources according to 
Bachelard, aIl of which are socio-historical in origin. This is to say that 
the web of positive belief is the result of the influence of the social, the 
knowledge that is imparted to one by one's schooling in the currendy (and 
dogmatically) held beliefs about the nature of the world. This schooling can 
take on explicit forms such as in the case of actual schooling and it can take 
on less obvious forms such as that commonly held beliefs about the nature 
of the world that one finds in one's everyday experience that are found in 
religious traditions, social habits, and the like. Ir is precisely this everyday 
experience that needs to be rejected in order for the scientific oudook to take 
hold, as it is this positive web of beliefs that acts as a barrier to the experienc
ing of the 'new.' As Tom Eyers, talking of such influences and echoing what 
was said above has put this: 

The particular psychology of the scientist or the group of scientists, 
inevitably immersed as they are in the vagaries of non-scientific influ
ences, must also be accounted for contributing as they do to what 
Bachelard calls "epistemological obstacles", obstacles that potentially 
militate against the emergence of an epistemological shift. 38 

Ir is the ability to recognize a 'new' experience for what it is, rather than 
something which confirms one's pre-existing belief system that constitutes 
and allows for scientific 'advancement,' but in order to recognize such a 
new experience one must refrain from seeing it from the perspective of those 
previously held beliefs.39 

Furthermore, it is the rejection of these obstacles that results in the episte
mological break, which makes possible for the scientist the experience of the 
'new' in her investigations. What the experience of the 'new' does instead of 
getting to sorne purely objective fact of the matter, is open up a space from 
which to view one's web of beliefs as that which prevented the acquisition of 
this new knowledge in the past, and hence allows the scientist to reject this 
web as error. To be sure, for Bachelard, this process does not in the end really 
uncover a 'truer' objective reality, rather it is simply a changed conception 
of it and one that makes the previous ways of understanding look as if they 
are errors (thus it retroactively confers the tide of 'error' on one's previous 
beliefs). As noted above, Bachelard seeks to show how it is the 'new' experi
ence found in science is itself in part generated by scientific practice and its 
modes of knowing. Here Bachelard writes: 

Scientific observation is always polemical; it either confirms of denies a 
prior thesis, a preexisting model, an observational protocol. It shows as 
it demonstrates; it establishes a hierarchy of appearances; it transcends 
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the Immediate; it reconstructs first its own models and then reality. And 
once the step is taken from observation to experimentation, the polemi
cal character of knowledge stands out even more sharply.40 

Not only does scientific practice construct its objects in this way, but it does 
so with the help of scientific instruments which are the material component 
of scientific practice. The laboratory, the microscope, the spectrometer
these are aU material representations of a given scientific practice. Bachelard 
continues: 

Now Phenomena must be selected, filtered, purified, shaped by instru
ments; indeed, it may weil be the instruments that produce the phenomenon 
in the first place. And instruments are nothing but theories materialized. 
The phenomena they produce bear the stamp of theOl)' throughout.41 

Furthermore, the instruments themselves then, not only 'produce' their 
objects, but they also influence the conceptual apparatus that the scientist 
employs. In this way then, the scientific mind is the dialectally produced 
product of the material practices it employs (and the experiences it has as a 
result of this practice) and through which it constructs its world. Here Bach
elard in making this point, tells us to "consider how 'realism' changes, losing 
its naïve immediacy, in its encounter with scientific skepticism. 5imilarly 
'rationalism' need not be a closed system. A priori assumptions are subject 
to change (witness the weakening of Euclid's postulates in non-Euclidean 
geometry for example). "42 

The further Bachelardian point here is that it is this (not necessarily the 
objective knowledge itself) that is the upshot of the scientific perspective. 5ci
entific practice conditions the scientist (if done properly anyway) to view the 
world (and any given knowledge about it) with a kind of openness that rec
ognizes that any 'facts' that exist are non-permanent and can be overcome by 
the discovery of new evidence (the employment of new methods and practices 
that render the old ideological). In this way, Bachelard defines "the philosophy 
of scientific knowledge as an open philosophy, as the consciousness of a mind 
which constitutes itself by working upon the known, by seeking within reality 
that which contradicts anterior knowledge."43 The scientist becomes the kind 
of thinker (through her practice) that rejects the givenness with which real
ity seems to exist. Further, and once again, the experience of the 'new' itself 
is conditioned by the practices (and the instruments) that the scientist both 
engages in and engages with. It is this characterization of scientific practice 
and the epistemological break with given reality that appeals to Althusser and 
that Althusser reads into Marx's project. It is also in this that we can see the 
foundations of the critique of the remaining vestiges of Zhdanovist scientific 
theory that existed within the PCF during the time that Althusser was working 
through his re-reading of Marx in the 1960s (as weIl as the strict adherence to 
it that he had witnessed in his earlier days in the Party). 
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V. 

Althusser agrees with the Zhdanovists that Marxist science is that through 
which one can come to separate that which is scientific and true from that 
which is ideological. It allows for this insofar as it gives us the tools for, in a 
Bachelardian fashion, the constructing of the scientific mind that can come 
to identify those elements of its beliefs (and practices) that are merely the 
result of social, cultural, and economic history and hence, simply part of the 
Bachelardian 'web of beliefs' that form the epistemological obstacles that 
are to be overcome in proper (Marxist) scientific theoretical analysis and 
practice. He disagrees, however, with the PCFs view that such a scientific 
practice bottoms out in the Lysenkoist view and the split between a bour
geois and a proletarian science. This is because such a view is itself the prod
uct of a particular ideology and to claim that there is such division in science 
is to mis-recognize what is merely ideological and what is not and thus to 
not really be doing science; or as Althusser himself, reflecting on this whole 
episode in the introduction to Dominique Lecourt's Proletarian Science? The 
Case olLysenko, will put it, it seems that here "Marxist philosophers [have] 
forgotten what Marx said about dialectics, that it could become one thing or 
the other, could either become 'critical and revolutionary', or play the role of 
'glorifying the existing state of affairs'."44 In the thoroughly Stalinized hands 
of the PCF, Althusser clearly thought that the latter had occurred. 

There is, to be sure, a connected problem that remains here in Althusser's 
philosophy of science which exists-at least in part-as a result of his use of 
Bachelard. This is that it remains, as Lewis has pointed out, a conventionalist 
account.45 Because for both Althusser and Bachelard, science and scientific 
knowledge are products of the practices that science engages in, there is no 
'external' check on that knowledge that proves that it is 'objective.' In other 
words, science and scientific knowledge-even insofar as it is able to over
come the Bachelardian 'web of beliefs'-is produced solely within the realm 
of a given set of scientific practices and concepts. As Lewis notes echoing a 
bit of what l said above, Althusser offers a way of overcoming the problem 
by arguing that ultimately, it is the role of philosophy to provide this check: 

The way Althusser attempts to get around the problem of external veri
fication is by suggesting that philosophy is the practice that guaran
tees the internaI coherency of a science. As he defines it, philosophy 
is a theoretical practice whose objects are scientific concepts. Philoso
phy ... does not change scientific concepts in order to make new ones. 
Instead it clarifies and makes explicit a sciences internaI logic as sorts 
true scientific concepts from the ideological concepts in which they are 
embedded.46 

It matters little for our purposes whether this is an adequate response to 
the concern of conventionalism. What is important here is how this, again, 
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is linked to the goal of chaIlenging the PCF's splitting of the sciences. Recall 
Desanti's daim referenced above that "adopting a proletarian stance in 
science" is the "precondition for objectivity in science. "47 Althusser's con
ventionalism outright refutes this statement-there is no ability to attain 
objectivity (or external verification of truth) (rom within a practice of pro
letarian science. Such a guarantee can only be granted by philosophy and 
through philosophical analysis of scientific practices and concepts. Such an 
analysis will, presumably yield the ideological nature of Lysenkoism (which 
of course was Althusser's view aIl along). 50, what is important-in the 
context of what 1 have been discussing-is that the both the Bachelard .. 
ian conception of science and scientific practice, and Althusser's subsequent 
elevation of (Marxist) philosophy to the role of the practice of external 
verification for a given scientific practice (among other things) act both as 
philosophical and political interventions in the conjunctural debates being 
had within the PCF at this time. 1 want to turn briefly now to a discussion 
of sorne of the other forces at work both in the Party during the early 1960s 
and in the wider context of French Marxism in order to introduce a more 
in·-depth discussion in the next chapter, of Althusser's reinvention of Marx's 
philosophy. 

As 1 alluded to above, after Khrushchev's speech, the PCF began to dis
tance itself from its 5talinist positions. This, however, was a very slow pro
cess, as Lewis points out, "thoroughly 5talinized and with Party secretary 
Maurice Thorez administering his own cult of persona lit y, it really took the 
PCF four years to even entertain changes to its orthodox positions. "48 When 
it finally began to do this, the PCF was in need of a new philosophical under
standing of Marx and Marxism. For this, it turned not to Althusser's anti
humanist Marx, but back to Roger Garaudy and his humanist Marxism. 

There was, of course, great debate about this move which culminated 
in the PCF's 1966 resolution coming out of its Central Committee meet
ing at Argenteuil-which took place in March of that year-in which they 
discussed these debates and ultimately adopted the humanist Marxism of 
Garaudy over and against Althusser's reading. 1'11 not detail these debates 
here as they have been weIl covered by others.49 Althusser's response to this, 
given in a letter that he wrote to the Central Committee is to say-in part
that what the PCF has done is to "intervene on several questions [in Marx
ist research] that, for the last few years, have been the object of theoretical 
research and discussion."50 And further, that in this intervention, the PCF 
has acted as though these questions are settled when in fact they are, accord
ing to Althusser very far from settled and "remain open. "51 ln the next chap
ter, as 1 have already noted, 1 will turn toward Althusser's philosophical and 
theoretical contribution to the se debates-both as they exist within the PCF 
and in the wider philosophical community-and turn away from the more 
practical, historical, and conjunctural concerns that animate much of this 
chapter (though 1 will have occasion to refer to this again later on). It is the 
philosophicalltheoretical that will frame the relations between Althusser, his 
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work, and the work of both Badiou and Zizek in their attempts at renovat
ing the Althusserian edifice. My hope here is that the present chapter has 
done enough to show sorne of the more practical and political concerns that 
at least partially provoke and underlie Althusser's philosophical work. 
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2 En Media Res 
Althusser's Materialism, the 
Challenge to the PCF's Marxism, 
and the Rise of Anti-Humanism 

In the opening pages of "The Humanist Controversy" Althusser relates an 
anecdote about his 1963 encounter with one of the then members of the 
Frankfurt School, Erich Fromm. 1 As the story goes, Dr. Adam Schaff, a 
friend of Althusser's, had met Fromm at a conference in the United States 
and in the course of their meeting, Fromm had mentioned to Schaff that 
he was in the process of putting together an edited collection of Marxist 
writings (which would eventually become the collection entided Socialist 
Humanism).2 At Schaff's insistence, Fromm wrote Althusser as king him to 
submit something for this collection. When Althusser expressed apprehen
sion to Schaff about the possibility of Fromm accepting his work-saying 
that the tide of the work led him to believe that it would be a "Missa 
Solemnis in Humanism Major" -his friend replied with this syllogism: 
"Every humanist is a Liberal, Fromm is a humanist; therefore, Fromm is 
a Liberal."3 Meaning, of course, that as a liberal, Fromm would not reject 
the paper simply because it went against his views, that he would allow the 
readership to determine for itself what to think. This is because, of course, 
as a 'liberal,' Fromm should have enough of a belief in the individual's 
autonomy and ability to use their own rationality to determine what to 
think. Fromm, however, rejected the article. 

Althusser writes of this, that it confirmed his suspicion that "between 
Humanism and Liberalism on the one hand, and the conjuncture on the 
other, there existed something like ... a non-accidentaI relation."4 The 
point of this remark, to put it briefly, is that Fromm and other humanist 
Marxists-including those within the PCF-fail to see that their humanism 
(and supposed liberalism) is itself an ideological interpretation of Marx's 
thought, one that is stuck in a particular and idealist ideology that Marx 
himself-according to Althusser-worked his way out of in his later work. 
Though directed at Fromm, this anecdote, as noted at the end of chapter 
one, also offers a nice encapsulation of Althusser's criticism of the PCE In 
what follows, I will expand upon the brief discussion from chapter one of 
this critique and its lasting influence on the overall interpretation of Marx 
that Althusser develops. 
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I. 

The core of Althusser's thought here is that there is ideology, and then there 
is Ideology (with a capital '1'). The first sense of the word is the standard one; 
there are particular ideological forms that exist in particular rimes and in 
particular places throughout history. These opera te in much of the standard 
ways that Marxists-induding humanist Marxists and those connected to 
the PCF-have analyzed (as a kind of rationalizing, and propping up of the 
CUiTent existent modes of production such that those that exist within them 
come to see them as the Truth, as necessary, and as absolute). It is the sec
ond sense of the word, however, the capital '1' Ideology that is particularly 
Althusserian. Ir is around this Althusser builds much of his critique: Ideol
ogy itself is as inescapable as it is ever present. As he points out in the essay 
that he had submitted to Fromm: 

... Ideology is as such an organic part of every social totality. It is as 
if human societies could not survive without these specific formations, 
these systems of representations (at various levels), their ideologies. 
Human societies secrete ideology as the very element and atmosphere 
indispensible to their historical respiration and life.5 

The humanist Marxist belief that one can escape ideology aIl together 
is challenged by Althusser, and it is this that is the mistake of the PCF's 
idealist materialism which, as the previous chapter explains, relies on what 
Lewis has aptly described as the Stalinist "two worlds" view in which the 
privileged epistemic position is given to the members of the working dass in 
contrast to the ideological beliefs of the bourgeoisie. 6 Here Althusser daims 
that " ... only an ideological world outlook could have imagined societies 
without ideology and accepted the utopian idea of a world in which ideol
ogy (not just one of its historical forms) would disappear without a trace."7 
We should recall once more in this context the Althusser's citation-in his 
introduction to Lecourt's text on Lysenko-of Marx's concern about the 
misuse of the dialectic, namely that it could be used to prop up the 'existing 
state of affairs' if one isn't careful. 8 Althusser thinks that overcoming this 
particular ideology-the humanist ideology of the PCF and other humanist 
Marxists-means overcoming the young Marx's idealist belief in the end 
of history as a reconciliation of man with himself through the revolution
ary activity of overcoming the false consciousness given to those that are 
oppressed by ideology. 

As l noted in the previous chapter, Althusser's arguments about the split 
in Marx's work in connection with the Bachelardian conception of an 'epis
temological break' in Marx's thinking are the ground of his critique of the 
Humanist Marxist view. That is, as we saw, Althusser argues that it is the 
scientific discovery of the method of historie al materialism that allowed 
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Marx to see rhe Bachelardian 'web of beliefs' rhat conditioned his previous 
philosophical understanding of things-the resulr of rhe left-wing Hegelian 
thinking of Feuerbach's humanism-as an error and thus made it possible 
for him to reject ir as ideological. Further, it is our of rhis the Marx himself 
experiences rhe 'new'-it is the scientiflc practice that Marx engages in that 
partiaIly produces-or reproduces, Marx's world. So, for Althusser's Marx, 
it is a break wirh a given ideology that Marx's science irself conditions, thus 
Marx becomes a true scientist (in the Bachelardian sense) in his rejection of 
humanism and this cornes about through the scientiflc practice he engages 
in by developing the method of historical materialism. 

To be sure, this does not mean, according to Althusser, that in the epis
temological break Marx himself leaves aU ideology behind. As just pointed 
out ab ove, for Althusser, rhis is simply not a possibility. As Bachelard has 
taught us, ideology itself (in rhe form of the web of positive beliefs) is ever 
present even if and when particular ideologies are overcome. AlI knowledge 
that exists at any given time, including the epistemic position of the working 
class, is only provisional at best; if one were 1'0 take this as absolute fact, then 
they would lose the scientiflc perspective and faIl completely back into the 
ideological. Returning to Althusser's re-reading of Marx then, what Marx 
accomplishes in his move away from the humanism of his early work on 
Althusser's account, is both the ability to reject the web of belief that condi
tioned his previous thought, and the beginnings of a new theory of the social. 

Now that we can see the relationship between Bachelard's philosophy 
of science, Althusser's re-reading of Marx, and its importance for his rejec
tion of the PCF's Marxism, we should turn our eyes back to the concept of 
ideology that Althusser develops here and to the materialist position that 
emerges out of it, as this is crucial for both Badiou's and Zizek's materialist 
positions. As we will see in the next section if Althusser's materialism is in 
part the result of his application of Bachelard's philosophy of science and 
his concepts of the epistemological obstacle and the epistemological break, 
it is also in part due to his reading of Spinoza as a thinker who can offer an 
antidote to a kind of (bad) Hegelianism that infects other (humanist) read
ings of this concept. 

1 am, of course, not the flrst reader of Althusser in English to take note of 
Althusser's employment of Spinoza in his reading of Marx. Perry Anderson's 
1976 Considerations in Western Marxism is an early example of such a rec
ognition (even if it cornes to a negative assessment of Althusser's Spinozism) 
and there are many others. 9 What 1 am interested in exploring here emerges 
(in part) out of a suggestion in a footnote of Peter Thomas' 2002 essay 
entitled "Philosophical Strategies: Althusser and Spinoza." 10 There Thomas 
notes that there is still much research to be done into the similarity between 
Spinoza's theory of the imagination and Althusser's theory(s) of Ideology. 

Caroline Williams has quite nicely mapped this relation as it appears in 
Reading Capital by mapping the similarities between Spinoza's three levels 
of knowing and Althusser's 'generalities' (l, II, III), and 1 refer readers to her 
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work on this particular element of the Althusser-Spinoza relation. ll What l 
want to focus on instead-and this does seem to still be lacking in much of 
the secondary literature in English on this topic-is giving a close reading 
of sorne of Althusser's discussions of ideology in connection with a close 
reading of sorne of Spinoza's musings on the imagination and its role in 
our awareness and connection (or lack thereof) to our bodily (and hence 
material) existence, in hopes of better understanding the relation between 
Althusser and Spinoza on this topic. 

Il. 

Ideology is, says Althusser, "a system (with its own logic and rigor) of 
representations (images, myths, ideas or concepts, depending on the case) 
endowed with a historical existence and role within a given society." 12 The 
term 'representation' should be taken in a Kantian sense, as something that 
exists prior to belief-a representation is simply an intuition, an objective 
experience. Ideology then, as a 'system of representations,' is the experience 
of an objective world that is the background against which an individu al 
cornes to have beliefs about themselves and the nature of that world. A given 
'system of representations' is, for Althusser, born of the particular arrange
ment of material social practices that exist at a given time in history. In other 
words, the 'system of representations' is nothing more than what makes up 
a given society itself. It is, as noted ab ove, the background against which 
individuals become conscious of their existence and that which informs their 
understanding of themselves in relation to the world in which they find 
themselves. Furthermore, this 'system of representations' that is a given soci
ety is more than anything a structure (in the literaI sense of the word-as 
that which 'structures' or holds together) that depicts one's social world as a 
totality with a particular set of seemingly natural meanings, necessities, pos
sibilities, institutions, and traditions. As Althusser goes on to point out, this 
seeming unit y is "constituted by a certain specifie type of complexity" and 
is "imposed on the vast majority of men, not via their 'consciousness'" but 
rather, "via a process that escapes them."13 Althusser continues: 

Men 'live' their ideologies ... not as a form of consciousness, but as 
an object of their 'world'-as their 'world' itself ... so ideology is a 
matter of the lived relation between men and their world. This relation 
only appears as 'conscious' on condition that it is unconscious, [and] in 
the same way only seems to be simple on condition that it is complex, 
that it is not a simple relation but a relation between relations, a second 
degree relation.14 

There are, according to Althussel; first and foremost social relations. 
These are made up by any of the multitude of materially existing practices 
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found in a given society: the exchange of goods (eeonomic relations), famil
ial relations (relations between adult and child, and sibling to sibling, as weIl 
as partieular familial traditions that eontribute to the individual's under
standing of themselves uis-à-uis other members of the family), governmental 
relations (fonns of governing, judicial relations, and such), and there are 
other institutional relations sueh as schools and religious organizations. AU 
of these social relations are very real, very existent and multifarious relations 
of which we are aIl a part at any given time (though they are contingent in 
that they differ at different historical places and times). 

Each of these is constructed and sustained by a particular set of mate rial 
practices. For example, physicaIly going to church on Sunday is a material 
practice that helps sustain the Christian social relation as does bowing one's 
he ad to pray, the practice of physicaIly exchanging money for goods sus
tains the current mode of economic relationships, the common practice of 
treating male children differently than female children sus tains the existing 
gender differences, and so on. Consciousness, as Althusser points out in the 
quotation above, is the "relation between" these relations and it functions as 
a kind of "second degree relation." His point here is that this 'second degree' 
relation is the (paradoxicaIly unconscious) product of aIl of these disparate 
relations and the practices that make them up. Ir holds them together and 
makes them appear to those that are subject to them as if they are natural, 
non-contingent, and necessary. Here Althusser writes: 

AIl ideology represents in its necessarily imaginary distortion ... above 
aIl the (imaginary) relationship of individuals to the relations of pro
duction and the relations that derive from them. What is represented in 
ideology is therefore not the system of real relations which govern the 
existence of individuals but the imaginary relation of those individuals 
to the real relations in which they live.15 

The social relations (and their material practices) in this sense 'produce' 
the consciousness of the subject in sueh a way that she, in her 'imaginary' 
relationship to them, consciously lives these relations as her world, but this 
happens at a level that is below the level of her consciousness. Ir is, instead, 
the altogether unconscious production-through the material social rela
tions (and relations of production) that she participates in-of her con
sciousness as her lived relation to the world. The daim that Althusser is 
making here is that consciousness itself-one's subjective awareness of one
self and one's world-is always already ideological (in this sense). ldeology 
is, then, produced by the real social relations, the material practices in which 
we are always enmeshed, but at the same time ldeology misrepresents these 
relations, that is, makes them appear as static, natural, and necessary. 

As we have seen, both so far in this chapter and the last, traditionally, 
the concept of ideology is of a set of (mistaken) beliefs that a subject has 
about her world which can be overcome and somehow 'set right.' We have 
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seen also that for Althusser, this is an impoverished one. It neglects Ideol
ogy's fundamental role in our subjective awareness. Ideology is not simply 
something that we believe or are trapped in. It is rather something that we, 
as subjects, actively produce (and reproduce) in our engagement (our lived 
relation) with our world and mate rial practices that form this engagement. 
The distortion that exists in Ideology is not, for Althusser, simple false belief 
about the world (as there is no real falsity of the beliefs themselves-they 
are simply that which emerges out of material practice), the distortion found 
in Ideology is that which arises from its inability to recognize its historical 
nature. Ideology reproduces its conditions and in doing so, denies access to 
both its status as historical and its nature as contingent. This is the 'imagi
nary' relation that is produced by ldeology. lt is here, apropos the 'imaginary 
relation' that Ideological consciousness constitutes between the individual 
and her conditions, that Althusser's reading of Spinoza bec ornes relevant as 
it is-Althusser's reading of-Spinoza's understanding of the imagination 
that serves as the reference point. 16 

III. 

Althusser most often appeals to the appendix of Part One of The Ethics 
when referring to the influence of Spinoza on his own theOl"y of the imagi
nary.17 There Spinoza argues (as he do es throughout Book One) that the idea 
that there is a final cause (a Tetas) in nature is a strictly human invention, 
that we perceive things in nature from our human perspective and attribute 
things to it that simply do not inhere in the natural world. The telas that we 
see in nature is our own application for, as Spinoza argues, "this doctrine 
of Final Causes turns Nature completely upside-down, for it regards as an 
effect that which is fact a cause and vice versa. Again, it makes that which is 
by nature first to be la st; and finaUy that which is highest and most perfect 
is held to be most imperfect." 18 

Spinoza's point here is that when we look to the world and see order 
and pm"pose, we commonly regard it as an effect of a hidden cause that 
exists in the natural world that grants that purposiveness to nature (like 
a creator God, who is both the origin and end of aU that is, or simply the 
weU-ordered purposiveness of nature itself); however, this 'effect' is itself a 
cause of humanity's mistaken belief in final causes. What we see as an effect 
of sorne final, weU-ordered cause is not the effect of such a thing but rather 
that which causes in us the belief that there are such causes. Hence it is not 
human reason that is in control and truly comprehends its world when it rec
ognizes purposiveness, but instead humanity's belief in such a tetas is caused 
by its (necessarily) mistaken relationship to its existence. For Althusser's 
Spinoza, the necessarily mistaken relationship (and the teleological perspec
tive that attends it) is the result, as Althusser argues, of the 'illusion of the 
subject' that Spinoza discerns. 19 
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In order to make sense of Althusser's attribution of a theory of the subject 
(as an illusion) to Spinoza, we can recall that according to Spinoza, part of 
what it is to be human-in one's lilJed relationship to one's world-is to take 
oneself to be the center of action and to "act always with an end in view, 
to wit, the advantage that [we] seek."20 Because this is part of what it is to 
be human (as we lilJe our huma nit y anyway), we come to think that other 
things in the world foIlow this same process (and like us, have themselves, 
goals and purposes for which they exist and act). When we encounter things 
that seem not have such purposes, we attribute them to a 'divine' intelligence 
that in fact does have a purpose in mind (one that we simply cannot com
prehend). Because we (as humans) tend to look to things in nature as means 
to fulfiIling our own purposes, we come to think that this divine intelligence 
has created nature to fulfiU our needs that the natural world and its events 
have such a pm"pose. Here Spinoza writes: 

When men became convinced that everything that is created is created 
on their behalf, they were bound to consider the most important qual
ity in every individual thing that which was most useful to them, and to 
regard as of the highest excellence aIl those things by which they were 
most benefitted. Hence they came from these abstract notions to explain 
the natures of things: Good, Bad, Order, Confusion, Hot, Cold, Beauty, 
Ugliness; and since they believe that they are free, the following abstract 
notions came into being: Praise, Blame, Right, Wrong.21 

It is in the space of these and other abstract notions that we form and 
place on the world, based on our own notions about what benefits us, that 
we come to consciousness both of ourselves, and the world in which we live. 
We (mistakenly) think that these notions are in fact in the world itself-as 
a natural part of it, stemming from its inherent purposiveness-rather than 
the result of a process of mystification that is inherent to our subjective 
awareness (and one who's particular content is ultimately determined not by 
us, but is the effect of the world on us). We do not see, according to Spinoza, 
that this is an effect of our 'lived'-our conscious subjective-relationship to 
a world in which we find om"selves (an effect that is conditioned by causes 
that escape us because we take them to be effects themselves of the 'pur
posiveness' of nature). It is in this way that humans come, as Spinoza says, 
to "mistake their imagination for their intellect, they are firmly convinced 
that there is order in things, ignorant as they are of things and their own 
nature."22 In other words, our lived/conscious/subjective relationship to our 
world is a mystification of the real relations that underlie and determine our 
subjective awareness. Spinoza continues: 

It will suffice at this point if 1 take as my basis what must be univer
sally admitted, that aU men are born ignorant of the causes of things, 
that they have a desire to seek their own advantage, a desire of which 
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they are conscious. From this it follows that men believe they are free, 
precisely because they are conscious of their volitions and desires; yet 
concerning the causes that have determined them to desire and will, they 
have not the faintest idea, because they are ignorant of them.23 

It is here that Althusser, sees a nascent theory of ideology in Spinoza; one 
that excavates the connection between a subjectivity that is ideologically 
constructed, and a subjective belief in freedom, purposes, and teleology. As 
Althussser puts it, "Spinoza showed us the secret alliance between Subject 
and Goal. "24 Furthermore, this (Spinozist) theory of ideology shows us how 
ideology is not simply a mistaken rela tion-in ideas-between the individu al 
and the individual's world (one that can be righted by a proper re-orientation 
of one's awareness), but rather a theory of ideology that shows us how it is 
that one's ideological consciousness is materially produced and materially 
invested through the practices in which one engages. Here Althusser writes: 

Spinoza's "theory" rejected every illusion about ideology ... but at the 
same time it refused to treat ideology as a simple error, or as a naked 
ignorance, because it based the system of this imaginary phenomenon 
on the relation of men to the world "expressed" by the state of their 
bodies. This materialism of the imaginary opened a way to a surprising 
conception of the FÏrst Level of Knowledge: not at aIl, in fact, as a "piece 
of knowledge", but as the material world of men as they live it, that of 
their concrete and historical existence.25 

For Althusser, Spinoza's thought regarding subjectivity's imaginary rela
tionship to its world (and the purposes that it constructs in this relation) 
do es not simply make an anthropological daim; that is, Spinoza (according 
to Althusser) is not simply saying that it is human nature to add purposes 
where there are none, but that the ways in which our subjective imaginary 
relation to our world are produced (and hence the kinds of purposes we 
corne to see in the world) are themselves both historically and materially 
invested. Althusser realizes that this is an unorthodox reading of Spinoza, 
but as he points out, "to be a heretical Spinozist is almost ortho do x Spi
nozism, if Spinoza can be one of the greatest lessons in heresy the world 
has ever seen!"26 In other words, Althusser readily admits to using Spinoza 
for his purposes-he rejects, or at least ignores, the portions of Spinoza's 
corpus in which Spinoza's views about our imagina l'y relation to our world 
become anthropological, for instance--but it is still this heretical Spinoza 
whom inspires and grounds this portion of Althusser's revision of ideology 
and the materialist doctrine that he constructs. For our purposes, it matters 
little whether or not Althusser gets Spinoza right, what we are interested 
in is making sense of Althusser's daims to be a Spinozist and what that 
ultimately entails. Now that we have sorne sense for how Althusser uses 
Spinoza in making sense of his revision of the concept of ideology, 1 want 
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to briefly discuss the connection between this and the materiai nature of the 
imaginary in Spinoza. 

Our own nature is, according to Spinoza, one that is determined to be as 
it is by forces that exist outside of us, forces that impinge not only on our 
bodily existence but our mental Iife as well. We as natural beings are a part 
of a larger whole that is Nature, and Nature (or God in Spinoza's parlance) 
is a giant mechanistic system of causes and effects. Furthermore, as is weIl 
known, according to Spinoza's strict anti-Cartesian paraIlelism, there is no 
real interaction between mind and body. They are rather, correlated (the 
mind 'expresses' or 'reflects' what happens in the body). As pointed out 
above, the body is, as a part of nature, subject to the forces exerted on it by 
other existing bodies and the events of which they are a part. Here, again, 
is Spinoza: 

The human body is affected by other externai bodies in a great many 
ways and is so structured that it can affect external bodies in a great 
many ways. But the human mind must perceive al! that happens in the 
human body . .. The idea which constitutes the formaI being of the 
human mind is the idea of the body.n 

There are two important points made in this quotation. First, since the 
individuai human body is the kind of thing that it is, namely a physicai 
entity that has the power to act-and is itself acted on by other bodies-it 
is not truly a singular entity, separate from aIl other bodies. We are, as Spi
noza argues, "passive insofar as we are a part of nature which cannot be 
conceived independently of other parts. "28 The 'part' that is my individual 
body, is not separate from other parts of Nature and is thereby tied to these 
other parts insofar as they act on me as causes (and are effects, which flow 
from my causal efficacy). Second, the mind is necessarily affected by the 
causal matrix and those external bodies that act on my body as it must 
perceive what happens to my body. This perception (of the external bodies 
that act on mine), however, is, as Spinoza goes on to argue, inadequate, 
incomplete, and distorted by the imagination (of which l have said quite a 
bit above): 

When the human mind regards external bodies through the ideas of 
affections of its own body, we say that it imagines, and in no other way 
can the mind imagine external bodies as actuaIly existing. Therefore, 
insofar as the mind imagines external bodies, it does not have adequate 
knowledge of them. 29 

What we are as individuals is again, the result of the world in which 
we find ourselves and that which exists in it (materially) at the time that 
we come into the world. Our minds-that is our consciousness-are deter
mined by our bodily existence, and our bodily existence is determined by 
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the particular set of (material) causes that impinge on it at a given point 
in history. These causes are both physical and social' there are historically 
existing social 'bodies,' or mate rial 'institutions' in Althusser's parlance, that 
act on us as individuals and help construct our understanding of oUi·selves. 
Recall again the daims about the material and social practices in which we 
find ourselves in our world-it is through these practices and the beliefs that 
are constructed out of them that 1 corne to understand both myself and my 
world (that 1 live my world). These practices both pre-exist my individual 
existence and are the material out of which 1 build my own knowledge of 
myself and the world in which 1 find myself. This 'social body' is that to 
which 1 am connected in a Spinozist fashion (both bodily and mentally, it 
forms the background against which 1 corne to conscious awareness, and out 
of which 1 derive epistemic and conceptual material). 

The imaginary relation that we have to the material substrate in which 
we are defined is for Spinoza a reversaI of the proper order of things, as it 
is for Althusser-I imagine that 1 am both free in relation to this substrate 
(that 1 choose it), and that this material is simply the natural order of things, 
the way things fundamentally (and epistemologically) are. In my ideological 
imaginary, 1 miss the historical nature of both the material relations that 
exist and the conceptual (mental) knowledge that attends it, as weIl as my 
entrapment in, and construction by, that particular material constellation in 
which 1 find myself. 

It is here again that we can see the importance of Spinoza's thought for 
Althusser's materialism. Not only do we get "an abstract theory of ideol
ogy" from Spinoza but further, Spinoza's thought represents a materialist 
anti-humanism par excellence. Consciousness on this reading, is nothing 
more than a 'second-degree' imaginary relation that has no existence of its 
own-it is not free from that which determines its awareness (at least not in 
its everyday existence)--it is an 'idea' of the body (which is itself determined 
by Nature, or the constellation of bodies in causal relations that exist at a 
given time), formed as it is as a result of those material causes that act on 
the body, and those causes can be (and are) seen in an Althusserian light, 
as induding the historically constructed material practices and the material 
social institutions in which these practices are encased, which engage us and 
contribute to our conception of our world, and our conception of ourselves 
as a part of it. Again, we should be sure to note that this is Althusser's read
ing of Spinoza; it in no way daims to be the definitive reading of Spinoza. 
It is, as 1 have noted above (and as Althusser himself notes), a 'heretical' 
reading of Spinoza. 

We now can turn back to sorne of the discussion of Althusser's daims 
about a split in Marx's thinking in order to further see how it is that 
Althusser conceives of the (Spinozist, or heretical Spinozist) connections 
between (material) body and mind, individual bodies and social bodies, and 
ultimately how this plays into his view of consciousness' ideological con
struction. Recall that, as we saw in the last chapter, the Althusserian daim 
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is that Marx's thought began in a particular ideology (that of a kind of 
Feuerbachianism). Althusser points out here that: 

Marx did not choose to be born to the thought German history had con
centrated in its university education, nor to think its ideological world. 
He grew up in this world, in it he learned to live and move ... the young 
Marx emerged into the thought world of his own time, to think in it in 
his turn, and to enter into the exchange and debate with the thoughts of 
his time which was to be his whole life as an ideologue. 30 

The key point to note in the passage above is the daim about the univer
sity education as a concentration of a particular way of thinking. This edu
cation is what made the young Marx what he was, according to Althusser. 
This is to say that it is the education, which produced the consciousness of 
the Young Marx. This educational apparatus is the 'material' out of which 
the Young Marx as thinker 'emerged.'31 The German university is, then, a 
material representative (a Spinozist social body) in which this knowledge 
had its life, and it is by being engaged by the practices involved in attending 
the German university (both physically and mentally) at the time, that Marx 
came to think the ways the he did in his youth. ln this reading of Marx's 
development, we can see again Althusser's conception of the material
ideological construction of consciousness itself. 

Consciousness is, as we have seen, the secondary relation, between the 
material relation, between the individual's body and causes that act on it. 
Consciousness as this 'secondary relation' is in fact a kind of ideological dis
tortion but not as something that can be thrown off through a proper mode 
of critical awareness. lt is rather a distortion-or a constitutive imaginary
that is necessary and constitutive of any consciousness whatsoever and one 
that is lived (and produced) in and by the very mate rial practices that it 
embodies. This is the point that is being made when Althusser daims that: 
"the category of the subject is constitutive of aU ideology only insofar as aU 
ideology has the function (which defmes it) of 'constituting' concrete indi
viduals as subjects. "32 As ideological, consciousness is distorted because 
consciousness' knowledge (and its world) appears to it as natural, static, 
and non-historical. This ideological mode of awareness is only ever partially 
overcome in that ideology is never something that we can be rid of and new 
modes of ideology arise as old modes are overcome.33 There is, the n, a kind 
of symbiotic relationship between one's subjectivity and ideology: it is in 
ideology that the subject is constituted but at the same time it is the consti
tuted subject that sustains (or reproduces) ideology. Althusser's theory of 
interpellation is meant to further explain this point. 

One is 'interpellated' or 'hailed' by ideology when one recognizes him
self as the 'subject' of its calI or the one that is being hailed. Althusser's 
dassic example here is of the policeman who hails a passerby on the street 
by saying "hey you there!" lt is in the physical act of turning around and 
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responding to the hail that one becomes a 'subject' and is thus interpellated 
by the hail because as Althusser points out, "he has recognized that the hail 
was 'reaIly' addressed to him, and that 'it was really him who was hailed' 
(and not someone else)."34 We are, argues Althusser, always in a state of 
being interpellated in this way. By engaging in any material social practice 
we admit (unconsciously) that we are the 'subject' of such a practice and in 
doing this, we become the kind of subject that engages in that practice and 
th us are constituted by it. For instance, by engaging in the practice of taking 
one's comprehensive exam in order to move on to the next level in progress 
toward gaining a doctorate, one recognizes oneself as the kind of being who 
takes such an exam; this is to say, one responds to the hail of that particular 
practice with a 'yes, that is me!" In doing this, one becomes interpellated as 
a particular kind of subject, and at the same time, one sustains not just the 
practice of comprehensive exams, but also the entire network of practices 
that surround the institution of the university. Thus, one is both interpel
lated as a subject by the ideological 'apparatus' of the university and in the 
recognition of oneself as the kind of being that responds to such a hail with a 
"yes, that is me," one props up the apparatus itself (and consequently many 
other social apparatuses that are linked to such an institution). 

This, as we should be able to see now, is a process that is always happen
ing; I am always being interpellated by the social practices that I engage in 
thus I am always already the subject of ideology. When I go to the grocery 
store, I am interpellated by the ideological practices that I engage in while I 
am there-politeness, using a shopping cart or basket, paying for my food, 
etc.-and I generally (unconsciously) respond to this interpellative pro cess 
with the recognition of myself in such practices. When I am driving and I 
accidentally blow a stop sign, I find myself interpellated as a subject who 
is guilty (even when there is no one around to catch me-it is enough that 
I feel that moment of fear as 1 look to see if there is a policeman lurking 
anywhere) and I recognize myself as such. We should keep in mind that in 
aIl of this, my recognition of myself as the subject of ideology is not just the 
recognition of myself as such a subject at that moment. Rather, in my con
stitutive imaginary I recognize-or misrecognize-myself as always having 
been such a subject. This is an important point not to be missed; when I am 
interpellated and 1 recognize myself as the one being hailed, part and parcel 
of the recognition is the misrecognition that I have always-already been that 
subject that is subjected to such practices and is beholden to them. 

In this way, as Althusser points out, "Ideology has always-already inter
pellated individuals as subjects, which amounts to making it clear that 
individuals are always-already interpellated by ideology as subjects, which 
necessarily leads us to one la st proposition: individuals are always already 
subjects. "35 Not only is it the case that because we are constantly in a pro-
cess of being interpellated, we are always already subjects; Althusser also 
argues that though ideological practices may differ at different historical 
times and places, the structure of interpellation is eve!' present. This is what 
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is meant by his daim that "ldeology has no history. "36 Our preceding dis
cussion of Althusser's reading of Spinoza should help make sense of this 
daim; we always find ourselves in an ideologicallimaginary relation to our 
world (in our conscious lived existence) in which we take ourselves to be free 
beings, but that conscious existence is, in reality, the result of the material! 
external causes that act on and interpellate us as the beings that we come 
to take ourselves to be. We always find ourselves interpellated as subjects 
by sorne grouping of social relations and the practices which make them 
up (apparatuses in Althusser's terminology) and while these change as his
tory changes, the pro cess of our constitution by them-and the constitutive 
imaginary itself as the lived relationship to the world-"remains stable. 

We should, however, be careful in using the word 'structure' here, as 
it smacks of the accusations that continue to be leveled at the Althusse
rian project that it is nothing more than a kind of structuralist Marxism, 
accusations that Althusser himself thinks are false and miss the importance 
of Spinoza in his thought. Althusser defends himself against the charge of 
structuralism by citing his Spinozism: "If we never were structuralists, we 
can now explain why: Why we seemed to be, even though we were not, why 
there came about this strange misunderstanding on the basis of which books 
were written. We were guilty of an equally powerful and compromising pas
sion: we were Spinozists."37 We are now in a position to see what he means 
in making this daim and how he thinks what he is doing is not structura lis t, 
or at least not simply structuralism as applied to Marxism. Furthermore, a 
discussion of this will illuminate, for us, the question which has remained 
in the background until now: what role the daim to contingency plays in 
Althusser's materialism and why it is so important. 

IV. 

The standard way of understanding the Althusserian positIOn of anti
humanism, is by reading it in relation to the structuralist movement under
way in the 1950s and 1960s in much of the intellectual scene in both France 
and on the continent more generally.38 We might, howevel; challenge this 
view by thinking through the implications of the foregoing. If it is the case 
that Althusser draws the inspiration for his particular brand of Marxist anti
humanism from the likes of Bachelardian philosophy of science, backed up 
bya nov el reading of Spinoza's materialism, then it seems that, as he himself 
has repeatedly tried to point out, his own brand of anti-humanism cannot 
simply be reduced to a kind of structuralism. As Warren Montag tells us, 
Althusser began a serious study of structuralism as early as the academic year 
1962-1963, in which he gave a year-long seminar on the subject.39 Among 
the students that participated in this seminar were Pierre Macherey, Etienne 
Balibar, and Jacques Ranciere. Each of these students produced works out 
of this seminar that were critical of structuralism in a variety of ways.40 It is 
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also during this year that the foundations for Althusser's own criticisms of, 
and attempts to distance himself from, the structuralist movement were laid. 

To begin to make sense of this criticism (and its foundations), we should 
recall our discussion of Bachelard. According to Bachelard, the proper sci
entific attitude is the one that remains open, that rejects the seemingly set
tled nature of scientific 'fact,' that seeks to "disrupt the habits of objective 
knowledge and make reason uneasy. " .. H This, as we have seen, is because, 
as Bachelard points out, 'objective' knowledge is always in a certain sense 
ideological, and forms an 'epistemological obstacle' to proper scientific prac
tice. Therefore, since our very subjective awareness is first conditioned by a 
knowing that is taken to be objective (and hence is itself, conditioned by these 
epistemological obstacles), Bachelard argues that "we must constantly strive 
towards a desubjectification" in order to gain access to the 'new' in science.42 

That is, we must continually interrogate this subjective awareness (and its 
attendant conceptual schemes) as it always harbors ideological potential. 

Though structuralism itself gives one the philosophical tools to effect 
such a desubjectification and hence to think the outside of the human 'sub
ject' as that which determines (rather than is determined by), it has its own 
problems. First, structuralism itself merely displaces the category of 'sub
ject' from the individual human to the structure, and second, in doing so, 
the concept of 'structure' becomes ideological insofar as it becomes a part 
of 'objective' science and, thus, objective knowledge. Thereby the concept 
of 'structure' remains uninterrogated by those who make use of it. As we 
are now in a position to begin to see, structuralism itself-when treated 
as a philosophie al movement-is both idealist and ideological in its pur
ported claims to be the 'right' or 'correct' (non-historical) way to understand 
social existence. To put it in Bachelardian pat"lance, Althusser's main charge 
against 'structuralism' is that it had (in his time) become an ideological 'epis
temological obstacle' in the theoretical pursuits of his contemporaries (and 
in his own early work as well).43 

Here Althusser writes that we must remember that "structuralism [is] 
born of theoretical problems encountered by scientists in their practical 
work (in linguistics from the time of Saussure, in social anthropology from 
the time of Boas and Levi-Strauss, in psychoanalysis, etc.)."44 Thus it is 
(like any scientific practice) a historically situated theoretical phenomenon, 
born of a particular conjunctural set of problems and questions. Further
more, Structuralism is not a unified body of theory, with a unified concep
tuaI apparatus, but rather "a jumble of vague themes that only realizes its 
ultimate tendency under certain definite conditions. "45 This is to say again, 
that there is no 'Structuralism' but rather certain structuralisms that are 
responses to particular problems and questions that arise in a given conjunc
ture or historical moment. To treat these structuralisms in any other way, 
for instance, as the way to understand social phenomena (which as we have 
already note d, Althusser thinks many of its own practitioners do) is to turn 
structuralism into a traditional philosophy, to neglect its historical nature as 
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an epistemological phenomena, to neglect the specificity of its existence and 
arrivaI on the scene. This is to make it ideological and non-scientific. 

Althusser makes this point in his criticism of Levi-Strauss' structuralist 
account of social phenomena such as kinship, which he daims vacillates 
between two mistaken positions: the first is that of a bad (or ideological) for
malism in which kinship structures are the material 'incarnation' of a 'logical 
principle' found in the 'human spirit' or the structure of the brain as such-he 
calls this Levi-Strauss' "materialist side, which combines a binary linguistic 
approach with a cybernetic conception of the human brain."46 The problem 
here is that this brand of materialism assumes a static human nature (or 
'Spirit') vis-à-vis logical/mental structures that are expressed in various ways 
in differing groups. In asserting this, Althusser is thinking of passages in Levi
Strauss such as the one in which he, in the midst of attempting to account 
for the existence, and common roots of, differing social practices appeals to 
the (non-historical) notion of a structure of the human mind. Here is one 
example of such a passage, in which Levi-Strauss is attempting to make sense 
of the existence of "dual organization" structures of social phenomena:47 

Dual organization is not in the first place an institution ... It is above 
all a princip le of organization, capable of widely varying, and in particu
lar, of more or less elaborated applications. In sorne cases the principle 
applies only to sporting competition. In others it extends to political 
life ... in others again, to religious and ceremoniallife. Finally, it may 
extend to the marriage system. In aIl of these forms, there is a difference 
in degree, not of kind; of generality and not of type. To understand their 
common basis, inquiry must be directed to certain fundamental struc
tures of the human mind, rather than to some privileged region of the 
world or to a certain period in the history of civilization.48 

The second mistaken position according to Althusser is that of a kind of 
functionalism. To this he writes: 

If [according to Levi-Strauss] certain rules governing marriage and so 
forth exist in primitive societies, it is so that these societies can live, sur
vive, and so on. (a functionalist biologist subjectivism: there is a 'social 
unconscious' which ensures exactly as an acute intelligence would, that 
primitive society possesses the means it needs to live and survive. Just 
as one must criticize this functionalism, which on the theoretical plane, 
invariably takes the form of a subjectivism which confers upon 'society' 
a form of existence of a subject endowed with intentions and goals, one 
must criticize and reject the concept of the unconscious, its indispensible 
correlative, of which Levi-Strauss is compelled to make libcral use. 1 
would go so far as to say that the concept of the unconscious is no more 
a scientific concept in psychoanalysis than in sociology, or anthropology 
or history ... )49 
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To be sure, Althusser does not mean that we should reject the concept 
of the unconscious altogether, he cannot mean this, as he makes extensive 
use of this concept himself (as we have seen in the foregoing). The concept 
of a 'social unconscious' that Althusser accuses Levi-Strauss of ma king use 
of (and th us falling into functionalism) is, of course, a Durkheimian one 
(though for Durkheim, this is called a 'collective consciousness,' not a 'social 
unconscious'). It is certainly something that Levi-Strauss is aware of and 
builds his theOl"y out of, but it is also something which Althusser himself 
is both aware of and, at times, is also indebted to. l wish to look primarily 
at this second criticism of Levi-Strauss and structuralism (though we will 
have brief reasons to return to the first problem posed for Levi-Strauss by 
Althusser), as it is here that we can best see how Althusser seeks to distance 
himself from it and ultimately gain further insight into how Althusser's own 
project attempts to avoid such a problem. 

v. 

We should begin by looking a bit further at both Levi-Strauss' and 
Althusser's debt to Durkheim. The Durkheimian concept of a 'collective 
consciousness' is drawn in distinction from that of individual conscious
ness, and it is this collective consciousness (or the social consciousness) 
that is to be studied when seeking an account of social existence. As 
Stephen Turner has pointed out, according to Durkheim, "the form of 
consciousness is determined by its content, and the content of collec
tive consciousness differs from the that of individual consciousness. "50 

This is to say that the Durkheimian model of social analysis rejects the 
subjective viewpoints of individuals in a given society as offering a valid 
account of social life. A proper understanding of social life cornes from 
the rules and laws that act as unconscious determinants of the forms of 
consciousness that individuals in a given society come to have. This con
ception of social existence is very influential for both Althusser's account 
of the conscious life of individuals-think here of the theory of interpel
lation described above; it is the 'social consciousness' and its rules that 
fonn the background against which individuals come to awareness and 
through which they become recognizable to both themselves and others as 
members of a society-and Levi-Strauss' studies of kinship relations and 
mythologies, in which, as Turner shows us, Levi-Strauss "present(s) the 
view that these collectively shared practices ... must be seen as complex 
systems of signification, with sets of rules, or 'logics,' of their own, which 
it is the task of the sociologist and anthropologist to decipher." 51 Unlike 
both Levi-Strauss and Althusser, however, Durkheim thought that deci
phering these social 'logics' meant coming to understand the underlying 
causallaws that formed the relations between individuals, their practices, 
and the 'social consciousness.' Neither Levi-Strauss nor Althusser hold 
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this view of the proper mode of explaining social phenomena. As Turner 
points out elsewhere: 

For Levi-Strauss, the 'causallaw' explanatory conception is replaced by 
a very different view ... [For Levi-Strauss] to expIa in is to discover an 
order of relations that turns a set of bits, which have limited significance 
on their own, into an intelligible whole. This order may be termed 'the 
structure'. It is only when considered as a who le that the structure is 
intelligible ... 52 

In other words, taking the Durkheimian approach and 100 king for causal 
connections misses the complexity that is truly explanatory of social phe
nomena because it limits itself to the conceptual apparatus of causality. 
Rather, one must come to understand the relations that exist between social 
phenomena, such as social practices, that form the structural whole and can 
expia in their existence and role in a given society-so, here causality mat
ters little in scientific explanation, one must first understand relationality. 
Something similar could be said about the Althusserian project. Recall our 
earlier characterization of consciousness as a 'relation between relations.'53 
For Althusser, like Levi-Strauss, what matters for proper social explana
tion is a proper understanding of the (structural) relations between various 
practices that make up a social structure. The Althusserian critique of Levi
Strauss is, as noted above, that Levi-Strauss (and hence structuralism as a 
movement) goes wrong when he/it becomes insufficiently aware of the fact 
that the 'structured whole' that structuralism seeks to describe is not a uni
fied whole 'endowed with a conscious existence' for which the relations that 
make up a given structure exist, and which is perpetuated (read: benefits) by 
these relations (hence the worry about a kind of functionalism creeping into 
the account). For this we can return to Althusser's Spinoza. 

Thinking of the Spinozist conception of consciousness itself as condi
tioned by the imaginary relation between itself and that of which it is con
scious (and the materialism which is called into existence by this view, that is 
the materialism of the conditioning of mind by the body and the individual 
body, by that of other bodies which are themselves connected to aIl other 
causes that exist in nature) we can begin to see just how it is that Althusser's 
materialism is both an anti-humanism and attempts to avoid the more prob-
lematic aspects of structuralism: Though, as we have seen, it posits the con
scious world of the human as a world that results from the coming together 
of a select grouping of elements, the elements of the materially existing 
bodily practices in which we engage (or rather by which we are engaged 
and so constituted); it categorically refuses to attribute a telos-even an 
immanent one-to the existence of what is. There is no 'social subject' doing 
the determining or being benefitted by the existence and grouping of a set 
of practices for Althusser, the concept of a social subject itself is a historico
ideological one. We can see this point and how it relates to his Spinozism by 
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making a detour through Althusser's conception of the discipline of history 
(and his critique of a certain type of history). 

Althusser argues that there are two types (or 'modes' in his parlance) of 
historical investigation. The first is what he calls "the History of the tra
ditional historians," and it is in this category that he places Levi-Strauss' 
ethnological research. Those who practice this type of history: 

... Talk about 'laws' of history because they consider only the accom
plished fact of past history. History, in this case, presents itself as a 
wholly statie object aIl of whose determinations can be studied like 
those of a physieal object; it is an object that is dead because it is past. 54 

This form of history is one that Althusser ter ms ideological. It is ideologi
cal because it is unaware that those 'laws' that the historian (or ethnologist) 
discerns in her investigations and to which she subjects that historical analy
sis are themselves imposed on her object (her historical research)-and on 
her subjective awareness itself-as identifiable laws by the given conjuncture 
of which she is a part-they are not the 'laws' that the particular historical 
object that she studies existed under. They are her 'laws,' only discernable 
in her time, and resulting from the material substrate that contributes to her 
conscious awareness. These 'laws' are retroactively read into the history that 
the historian investigates and attempts to account for. 

To recognize this is to do a second kind of history according to Althusser, 
the kind of history that Althusser terms Geschichte, which as he describes 
it, "designates not an accomplished history, but a history in the present [au 
présent]. "55 Those who practice history au présent recognize that their his
torical research and its insights is determined by their own conjuncture-by 
the historical time and place in which they live and out of whose material 
the historian is created (that is, she does not think that she is uncovering 
origins or eternal truths-to think this is to remain trapped in Ideology). 
Further defining the conditions of a given moment or conjuncture Althusser 
continues: 

It is necessary to bear in mind that 'conjuncture' means 'conjunction', 
that is, an aleatory encounter of elements-in part, existing elements, 
but also unforeseeable elements. Every conjuncture is a singular case, as 
are aIl historie al individualities, as is everything that exists.56 

One way of making sense of the daims made here about the aleatory 
nature of a given conjuncture (and hence the contingent nature of a given 
'historicallaw' that is aIlegedly discerned by practitioners of the first kind 
of history, Levi-Strauss induded) is to look to Althusser's critique of Hegel's 
system as in it we see the foundations of the point that is being made here.57 

As Althusser understands it, Hegel's version of a dialectical history 
relies on a conception of historical creation and change as explained by the 
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existence of one 'simple' contradiction. For Hegel (according to Althusser) 
the dialectical motor of history is contradiction-the contradiction between 
consciousness' "sensuous existence and its knowledge."58 What drives both 
the given existence of particular social formations and their mutation and 
change is the contradiction that arises between a given individual's (and a 
given culture's) understanding or self-concept and the way that that self
concept plays itself out in that individual's/culture's lived expression of that 
awareness. To put the point briefly (and perhaps a bit roughly), on Hegel's 
conception of history, particular historical individuals come into the world 
as members of particular societies that have particular sets of ideals through 
which they understand themselves and their world and in accord with which 
they seek to define themselves. In the actual putting into practice of such 
ideals, these individu aIs and societies come to understand the real meaning 
of them, and it is often the case that there is a contradiction that emerges 
between the social ideal that individuals seek to embody and the ideals them
selves as they become materialized, or get lived in that social world. 

As noted above, on this reading of Hegel's account of things, it is usu
ally one fundamental contradiction that defines and gives body to a given 
social formation. Coming to consciousness of that given contradiction is to 
come to consciousness of the real meaning of that ideal in its fully objec
tive existence-which is ultimately to change one's conscious awareness. 
This change, then, in turn affects the whole of society as it attempts to 
come to terms with the contradiction that it experiences. Althusser cites 
Hegel's understanding of the emergence (and downfall) of Roman society as 
an example of this theory: 

Rome: its mighty history, its institutions, its crises and ventures, are 
nothing but the temporal manifestation of the internaI princip le of the 
abstract legal personality, and then its destruction. Of course, this inter
naI principle contains as echoes the princip le of each of the historical 
formations it has superseded, but as echoes of itself-that is why it too 
has only one centre, the centre of aIl the past worlds conserved in its 
memory; that is why it is simple. 59 

Hegel reduces a complex history to the existence of one principle, one 'law' 
that determines and defines aIl of the complexity. According to Althusser, the 
problem here is that Hegel's analysis yields a simple teleological principle 
and this is presented as a necessary development. Again we encounter an 
idealism (an ideology). This idealism, however, is one that is conditioned by 
a misrecognition of historical analysis; it is a doing of history that thinks it is 
identifying objective explanatory historical tendencies and structures but is in 
fact, only identifying history as it is in the present, or was, in Hegel's present, 
at his conjuncture, from within his given historical moment. A moment in 
which the identification of the 'simple' princip le of development and change 
(the abstract legal persona) was identified (and identifiable) and retro-actively 
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posited as the guiding principle of historical creation and change. In other 
words, the mistake that Hegel makes here is the same mistake that humanist 
Marxists, like Fromm and the positions offered by the PCF, make in reading 
the early Marx and the late Marx as offering the same theoretical position: 
they (both Hegel and the humanist Marxists) stand at the end of a particular 
historical development and read the end back into the beginning, retro ac
tively conferring a unified development from origin to end on a subject that 
does not in itself have such a teleological principle. 

On an Althusserian account of things, Hegel's given conjuncture (or the 
given conjuncture of the humanist Marxists), as is the case with any given 
conjuncture, and the 'law' that becomes identifiable within it, however, was/ 
is itself overdetermined by a number of factors that are not reducible to a 
simple principle or a simple contradiction; rather, as Althusser argues, a 
given conjuncture is made up of a "vast accumulation of contradictions ... 
sorne of which are radically heterogeneous--of different origins, different 
sense, different levels and points of application-but nevertheless merge into 
a ruptural unit y" and form the background conceptuallmaterial apparatus 
that the historian uses to make sense of the past.60 Furthermore, to read the 
problematic of a given conjuncture back into a past conjuncture is to mis
recognize the heterogeneity of contradictions that exist at any given time, 
the radical contingency of the particular combination of elements that come 
together to make up a given conjuncture, and the discontinuous and rup
tural nature of historical development itself. This is also the problem that 
exists for a Levi-Straussian, and more generally, a structuralist, account of 
social phenomena-in making such daims, Levi-Strauss runs the risk of ret
roactively positing an objective and ahistorical 'law' of social organization, 
one that becomes identifiable as a 'law' in his own conjuncture, namely the 
'law' of 'structure' to exist and determine the social space, and one that 
cornes to have the status of a kind of non-historical scientific 'truth.' 

As noted earlier, Althusser gave a year-long seminar on structuralism in 
1961-1962. Out of it came Pierre Macherey's first publication, a piece on 
Canguilhem's philosophy of Science called, "Georges Canguilhem's Philoso
phy of Science: Epistemology and the History of Science. "61 Althusser wrote 
a short forward to it for its publication. Why this is important is that in the 
piece, Macherey makes the same argument (via Canguilhem) about contem
porary views of the history of science that Althusser makes above in rela
tion to history more generally: that they always see a tetos retrospectively 
in the 'progress' of the sciences, that this ultimately cornes from a present 
view implanting the progressive story in the history. Macherey here cites 
Canguilhem's study of the concept of 'reflex' wherein Canguilhem debunks 
the daims by historians of science that Descartes had a the ory of the reflex 
that was later worked out by the progress of the sciences (the progress of 
reason). Rather the basic daim is that this (and other scientific concepts) are 
invested with ideological components (think again here of Bachelard's web 
of beliefs) and through (proper) scientific practice they become disburdened 
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of their (conjunctural) ideological components: but this pro cess radieaIly 
changes the content of the concepts themselves such that they come to have 
radicaIly different content (so, the concept of 'reflex' in Descartes is not the 
same as the concept of 'reflex' in the biologieal sciences of the late 1950s 
earIy 1960s in Canguilhem's example, but we fail to see this from our per
spective). Once generated, these 'new' concepts become ideologically (and 
materiaIly) invested with contemporary-conjunctural ideological compo
nents (hence the problems with the histories that are written of the sciences: 
we tend to apply our ideologicaIly invested concepts to those that existed 
in the past and see continuity wherein there is none if we look carefuIly). 
How do these arguments help us in ma king sense of the grounds upon which 
Althusser attempts to distance himself from structuralism? In his introduc
tion to the original publication of Macherey's paper, Althusser writes that 
Canguilhem's work (as interpreted by Macherey) shows us: 

... A new [conception] of history, which above aIl, abandons the old 
idealist schema of a continuo us mechanistic or dialectical progress, with
out breaks, paradoxes, set backs, or leaps forward. [Here] a new history 
appears: that of the becoming of reason which is scientific but is stripped 
of this reassuring idealistic simplicity, which just as kindness is never 
forgotten but always finds its reward, ensured that a scientific question 
Hever remains without a response, but always finds its response. Real
ity has a little more imagination: there are imaginary responses which 
leave the real problems they evade without a true response, there are 
sciences which are called sciences and are only the scientific imposture 
of a social ideology.62 

Both Macherey's paper and Althusser's comments in his introduction to 
the paper coupled with his view of the discipline of history more gener
aIly show the "method" that Althusser and his students were attempting 
to employ at this time, and it is in the method that we can see the critique. 
If we think back to the Spinozist/Bachelardian (and now Canguilhemianl 
Machereyan) daims that science (properIy practiced) gets us to realize that 
aIl knowledge is provisional at best, never complete or completely statie/ 
accurate, that is always harbors sorne ideological components and is always 
tied to its rimes (its conjuncture) and the material available to it-to believe 
otherwise is to faU into ideology, then those that practice structuralism 
without this critical/scientific awareness remain trapped in structuralist 
ideology-the concept of structure now serves as the ideological concept 
that explains the existence of social phenomena. When Althusser critiques 
Levi-Strauss, he accuses him of misunderstanding the concept of ideology 
at same time that he makes the arguments cited above.63 It is this that he 
is worried about when Althusser makes this accusation, that 'structure' 
is supposed to explain the existence of ideology (conceived of as kinship 
relations and the like) for Levi-Strauss but the concept of structure is itself 



En Media Res 47 

ideologically invested in the cm'rent conjuncture and remains (at least in 
Althusser's time) immune to proper scientific awareness. 

For Althusser, as we can now begin to see, in any given conjuncture, there 
is simply what is, the particular conjectural set of social relations that come 
together at a particular time and out of which a particular lebenswelt is 
borrl. Here he returns to Spinoza and writes: 

Now l thought that Spinoza could consider every singularity, induding 
that which took place in the lebenswelt of the imagination, as universal 
singular individuality, as a case, almost in the sense in which the Witt
genstein of the Tractatus writes, "Die Welt ist alles was der Fal! ist," an 
untranslatable sentence, but one that more or less means "the world is 
everything that is the case." What is the case if not that which cornes to 
pass, if not purely and simply that which "befaIls," as if by accident, that 
is, without origin or end? That which befalls in existence and in being, in 
the world constituted by similar "faIls," by similar "cases," to infinity.64 

Recall again the daims made above in relation to Spinoza (in relation 
to Althusser's 'heretical' reading of Spinoza): for Spinoza, what is, is as it 
is as a result of the causes that bring that which is into existence. These 
causes are not teleological, that is, they are not the result of an intentionality 
which attempts to achieve goals-they are mechanistic/naturalistic causes. 
Our minds (our imaginary relationship to our world) are caused to be as 
they are by our material bodily relations, which are themselves connected 
to other bodies which are themselves connected to this larger mechanis
tic causality with aU of its aleatory contributions to our existence both as 
individuals and as societies. We might say here-sketchily-that Althusser's 
materialism is then an attempt, as he says, to think the radical contingency 
of necessity in that what it strives to do is remain open to the non-necessity 
of facts and particular theoretical enterprises in the sciences for understand
ing social phenomena (in a Bachelardian/Spinozist sense) -that is not get 
stuck in ideology (by rejecting both origins and ends) while at the same time 
admitting that there are certain 'necessary' features of a given particular 
social formation that make up its quasi-universal nature. These necessary 
features are made up of the multitude of material practices that condition 
the ideological awareness of those living in that social formation. 

This universality, however, is singular in the sense that it arrives on 
the scene as a singular result of the contingent and aleatory nature of the 
particular combination of elements (practices) that combine at that time 
(thus it is a 'case' in the sense alluded to above). This 'universality,' more
over, is not one 'concrete univers al' in the Hegelian sense of the term, that 
makes up a part of a la l'gel' process unfolding in history, it is completely 
and utterly singular in its contingent nature; and further, this universality 
is itself only existent in the elements that make it up (and the elements 
themselves are what they are as a result of the same contingency). That is, it 
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has no existence of its own; it emerges, as we do, en medias l'es. It is here, 
however, that Althusser backs himself into a corner. The distinction that 
he wants to maintain between science and ideology collapses under the 
weight of his theorization of the nature of science itself via his critique of 
the PCF's 'two worlds' understanding of Marxist science: if aIl science or 
scientific 'truth' is conjunctural and historical, then it seems that we have a 
simple relativism; we have no way of pulling the non-ideological true from 
the ideological and holding it apart in such a way as to fully overcome the 
ideological. As Althusser himself argues: 

... We know that there is no pure theoretical practice, no perfectIy 
transparent science which throughout history as a science will always 
be preserved, by l know not what Grace, from the taints of idealism, 
that is, of the ideologies which besiege it; we know that 'pure' science 
only exists on condition that it continually frees itself from the ideology 
which occupies it, haunts it, or lies in wait for it. The inevitable price of 
this purification and liberation is a continuous struggle with ideology 
itself, that is, against iclealism ... 65 

Now that we see the problem that arises for Althusser, we can in the next 
chaptel; turn to the thought of Alain Badiou and begin to look at the ways 
in which Badiou's theory emerges out of Althusser's and, at least in part, 
attempts to offer a solution to the problem we are left with in relation to it. 
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3 adiou's Materialist Project 
Stasis and Change 

As noted in the introduction to this book, what l do here is to show how 
it is that both Alain Badiou and Slavoj Zizek share a theoretical debt to 
Althusser while at the same time attempt to overcome the impasse left in 
the Althusser's theoretics. This chapter begins that project in relation to the 
thought of Alain Badiou. It is certainly weIl known that Badiou's thought 
is indebted to Althusser. 1 This chapter gives a brief overview of Badiou's 
materialist thought, and its relation to Althusser, echoing sorne of what has 
already been pointed out by others but also ta king issue with what sorne 
have said. The chapter that follows this one will then move to a further 
discussion of the details of Badiou's attempt at a solution to the problems of 
Althusser's theory as identified in chapter two, and it will, most importantly, 
assess the success of Badiou's method of correcting Althusser's theOl'y in the 
construction of his own. 

Badiou, like Althusser, remains steadfastly committed to a certain type of 
Marxism, one that asserts that radical change is not only possible, but is in 
at least in one sense, inevitable. This inevitability is no t, however, akin to the 
vulgar Marxist notion of a necessary evolution through capitalism ending 
in communism; rather, for Badiou, radical change is inevitable because it is 
simply something that happens, the idea that a given historical moment, or 
conjuncture, could give way to a kind of eternal stasis, or put an end to his
tory is flady false according to Badiou. Large-scale change has happened in 
the past, and will happen again. 

Furthermore, for Badiou, modification is not true change; it is instead a 
way for a given social order to stave off real change and perpetuate itself in 
its attempts to assert a false (ideologically driven) eternal stasis. For Badiou, 
change is not something that happens slowly and gradually; it happens as a 
result of a quick and revolutionary shift in which the existing order is destabi
lized and ultimately toppled. As Adrian Johnston has nicely put the point, for 
Badiou, our worlds have two temporalities, one which can be characterized 
as relatively starie, in which nothing really changes, and one in which there is 
a rapid fire change that results from what Badiou characterizes as an 'event.'2 

The event, as Badiou describes it in his 1988 Magnum Opus Being and 
Event, is something which emerges out of a given 'situation' -Badiou's term 
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for a state of affairs or a given historical moment that is relatively static-and 
has the effect of ma king the static temporal mode (which always appears as 
stable, natural, and necessary to those living in it) exhibit its normally hid
den fragile instability. 3 By shining a light on the unstable nature of the static 
temporality, the event paves the way for a change that inserts a break or a 
rupture with a given temporal moment. We can think here of a break in the 
Bachelardian sense, though for Badiou this is not merely an epistemological 
event, it is one that has consequences beyond the field of knowledge. The 
event itself, however, is not enough. Events require the recognition of their 
evental status by individuals who experience them in such a way as to be 
affected by their appearanee and become the event's 'subjects.' These even
tal subjeets work to sustain the 'truth' that the event brings to light. One of 
Badiou's examples of such an event and the subjeet who arises in its wake, 
helping to usher in the change that is announced by the event, is the conver
sion of Saint Paul. 

Briefly, Badiou argues that Saint Paul beeomes a Christian in becoming 
a 'subject' of the event that befell him on the road to Damaseus. It is only 
as a result of this that Paul becomes Saint Paul. As Badiou describes it, Paul 
becomes the 'subjeet' of this event and declares his fidelity to its truth (the 
resurrection and the Christian belief in the equality of aU before God), a 
truth which he passively receives and which occurs within the 'situation' 
that existed at the time (a situation in which this particular truth was not 
existent). The event exceeds the situation in which it arises beeause for Paul 
(and subsequently, his followers) it effectively emptied-or 'voided'-that 
historical moment of its prior organization and aU of the existing different 
identities and social organizations based on them. For Paul and his follow
ers, no longer were there Jews, Greeks, Romans, Christians, and other iden
titarian categories; there were simply, only, and universally God's subjects.4 

As a result of this event, and the work of those that became its subjects, 
the social world was irrevocably changed, and was so in a radical (and quick 
way). For Badiou (who is a committed atheist), it matters little that this 
was a theological transformation. What matters is this example's exhibition 
of the power of the event. As Badiou theorizes it, Paul's conversion shows 
us the difference in the two temporalities, the unchanging relatively static 
world that Paul found himself in prior to the event, in which there existed 
many differences that were conditioned by the existing historical situation, 
and the quick, revolutionary change that follows on the heels of that event, 
in which those differences no longer make sense (at least for those who 
became the event's subjects). 

As noted above, the affirmation of such an evental 'truth' will depend 
on those who are subjected to it by experiencing the 'event' that reveals 
it. Events and their truths eannot be guaranteed, justified, provoked, or 
proven based on anything about a given historical situation as it is prior to 
an event's happening. In other words, events are ephemera, but what they 
reveal is not. Before the event, our knowledge and experience of the world 
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(and of OlU"selves) is the product of the historically contingent order, struc
tures, and differences that exist at any given time within which there is really 
no universality. It is only in the revelation provided by the 'event' that one 
is able to see the historically contingent nature of one's existence and modes 
of knowing the world (which is part of the univers al truth that such events 
reveal). Thus, as Badiou points out, "to enter into the composition of a sub
ject of truth can only be something that happens ta j'OU."5 The recognition 
of universality can only, on Badiou's accounting of things, come through 
the passive reception of the event itself. Thus, as is the case for Althusser, 
Badiou conceives of change as depending not on the activity of individuals 
working within a given situation seeking change, but rather, on the aleatory, 
or the chance occurrence of an event which then can reorient individuals to 
become the agents of such change.6 

Of course, and as l have already noted, what l have aIl to briefly described 
above is Badiou's thought as it is expressed in his work in and after Being 
and Event. There is another (and important) Badiou that needs also to be 
discussed here. This is the early Badiou. The Badiou that looks to Mao as a 
means to begin to address the Althusserian problem discussed at the end of 
the last chapter. Before continuing to explore the mature Badiou's thought, 
l want to pause here and discuss this early period of Badiou's work as it is 
important for both understanding how the later work unfolds and, as l will 
argue in the next chapter, the issues that arise in Badiou's attempts to address 
the Althusserian problem. The place to begin is with Badiou's 1967 review 
of sorne of the Althusserian texts that occupied much of the last chapter
namely those found in Althusser's For Marx as weIl as Reading Capital
titled "the (Re)commencement of Dialectical Materialism," as it is here that 
we first get a glimpse of Badiou's early views of the work of his teacher. 

I. 

Badiou begins his review by analyzing the Althusserian understanding of the 
connected l'oIes that dialectical and historical materialism play in Marx's 
philosophy. As Badiou correctly de scribes it here, Althusser understands 
historical materialism to be the science (of history) that Marx founds in 
the break with Hegel and Feuerbach, and dialectical materialism to be, as 
Badiou puts it, "the discipline within which it is possible in principle to 
pronounce the scientificity of this science."ï In other words, for Althusser, 
dialectical materialism is the philosophy (founded by Marx after the episte
mological break) within which it becomes possible to understand the science 
of historical materialism. It is, furthermore, here also that it becomes pos
sible to understand the "scientificity of the sciences" in general. 8 As Badiou 
argues, some Marxisms-such as the more humanist Marxism of Sartre, or 
the Stalinist Marxism of the PCF-have tried to either subordinate dialecti
cal materialism to historical materialism (and/or vise versa), or reduce one 
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to the other, but Althusser's understanding of the two makes this impos
sible. The differenee between historie al materialism and dialeetieal material
ism is preserved in Althusser's aeeount, yet this is, aecording to Badiou, an 
'impure' difference: 9 

The distinction DM [dialectical materialism] and HM [historical mate
rialism] is internai ta DM ... And yet, in conformity with what we 
would have to caU the double break, DM depends on HM, in a theoreti
cal dependency that is still obscure ... because as opposed to idealist 
epistemologies, DM is a historical theory of science ... We see thus, 
up to what point the difference of DM and HM is not distributive. We 
have here a non-differentiating differenee, which in princip le, is mixed: 
impure. lO 

The 'impurity,' thus, is that in which dialectical materialism and historical 
materialism are co-constitutive. This, of course, echoes what was sa id earlier 
(in dlapter one) when discussing the conventialist nature of the Althusserian 
understanding of science and scientific truth; the science of historical mate
rialism is founded-not found-by Marx in his construction of dialectical 
materialism (which in turn, depends on historical materialism as Badiou 
notes in the quotation above), and this, as Badiou nicely puts it, "enabled 
the passage of philosophy from an ideological state to the state of a scientific 
discipline."11 At the same time-and here is the important eonnection to 
our discussion in chapter one--it allowed for the identification of ideology 
as sueh. We are, thus, driven back to what was described at the end of the 
chapter 2 as the problematic Althusserian distinction between science and 
ideology: in the founding of the possibility of science as science-01; dialecti
cal materialism-we also have the founding of ideology as ideology. In this 
way, the two are inextricably linked. Here is Badiou: 

From the definition of DM (discipline in which the scientificity of HM 
is pronouneed) we immediately derive that the determining concept of 
its field is that of science. DM would not be able to exhibit the identity 
of science in an un-deeompostable 'seeing': Thus, what cornes first is 
the differential couple science-ideology. The object proper to dialectieal 
materialism is the system of pertinent differences that both and at the 
same time disjoins and joins science and ideology.12 

This is not to be missed. What Badiou does here is carry over the notion 
of the constitutive 'impurity' that he used to describe the relational differen
tiation of dialectical and historical materialism into the realm of the scienee
ideology split. As Badiou reads it, like the relation between DM and HM, 
these two terms are different but also necessarily bound up together in the 
same fashion. Here he argues that ultimately, "science, is the science of ide
ology" but also that "ideology is always the ideology for a science."13 
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Understood this way, what Marxist science (as Althusser describes it) 
does (echoing, once again, sorne of what was said in chapter one, though in 
a slightly different way) is first and foremost mark the difference between the 
scientific and the ideological, thereby identifying the ideological as such (and 
at the same time, the scientific as the scientific), which then, in turn, con
structs what is determined as ideological to be so for that particular science. 
Bruno Bosteels, in commenting on this, puts the point this way, "not only is 
every science dependent on the ideology that serves merely to designate its 
possible existence, but there is also no discourse known as ideological except 
through the retroaction of science." 14 

So in this text, the Badiouan daim here is, that what l described at the end 
of chapter two as a problem for Althusser, is not necessarily a problem. Ir is 
rather part and parcel of the Althusserian theory that there is an impure rela
tion between science and ideology: they simply cannot be separated. Though 
Badiou's overall assessment of Althusser's work will change, Bosteels is right 
to note, as we will see, that this understanding of the Althusserian concep
tion of the 'impure' relations between dialectical and historical materialism 
and science and ideology is critical for making sense of Badiou's own theo
retical enterprise as it remains influential throughout Badiou's work from 
its beginnings into the present (though in chapter four, l will take issue, in 
part, with this view).15 

In fa ct, in Badiou's Theory of Contradiction (1975), at the same time 
that he offers a critique of Althusser's conception of Marxism as "a process 
without a Subject" and Althusser's description of the subject (in connection 
with the reading of Lenin) as wholly determined-or interpellated-by the 
structures (01; the collection of apparatuses-both state and ideological
that exist at a given time) within which it is embedded, Badiou argues that 
Althusser misses the 'split' or, we might say here, 'impure' identity within 
subjectivity itself. 16 Colin Wright offers a nice explanation of this argument 
showing us that Badiou daims Althusser misreads Lenin on subjectivity (in 
effect reading his own position into Lenin's): 

Read dosely, Lenin attacks not the general category of the subject as 
such, but rather the idealist predicates of the bourgeois subject. Rather 
than sweeping away the whole category, Lenin splits the one of the 
subject into two: either it is religious (recall that Althusser draws on 
Pascal to describe his constitutively faithful subject) or it is material
ist. For Badiou, Lenin's dialectical materialism is actually a process very 
much with a subject. Althusser's objective formalism is in contrast, a 
pre-eminent example of the new metaphysical invariant. It provides 
the protocol for thinking change, but simultaneously subordinates the 
explosively divisive power of the dialectic under a non-dialectical 'rule.'17 

The "metaphysical invariant" is the rule of structural causality, which 
as we know weIl by now, Althusser sees as that through which, and only 
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through which, history proceeds, and subjectivity cornes into being. In 
opposition to this, as Wright notes, Badiou seeks to show that we must 
insist that there is "no identity other than a split one" and that the historical 
'process' is itself dialectical in such a way that, as Badiou puts it, "the dia
lectical concept of synthesis is the engendering of a new scission and nothing 
else. "18 This is to say that rather than seeing the triumph of structure over 
the subject as the outcome of the proper dialectical materialist analysis, we 
have to understand the split engendered in both the process of the structure 
and the process of subjection. 

In other words, sure, subjects are, as Althusser describes, constructs of 
conjunctural apparatuses, but they also, as such, have the potential to influ
ence the very apparatuses in which they find their existence-just not in the 
ways that the classical bourgeois notions of a 'free' subjectivity describe it 
(on this score, Althusser's criticism is correct). Further, sure, conjunctural 
apparatuses (both state and ideological) are deterministic in a whole host of 
ways, but these too are split and are at times both historicaIly contingent and 
unpredictable. In this way, both structure and subject are impure. 

To be sure, Badiou's argument here is not only drawn from his reading 
of the 'impurity' of the relation between science and ideology (and dialecti
cal and historical materialism) in Althusser-and then made use of in the 
criticism of Althusser-but also from the Maoist notions of process and 
contradiction wherein not only is, as Wright points out, aIl reality process, 
but also that this process is itself "in the last resort, a system of contradic
tions." 19 Or, as Mao himself puts it: 

The universality or absoluteness of contradiction has a two-fold mean
ing. One is that contradiction exists in the process of the development 
of aIl things and the other is that in the process of development of each 
thing, a mavement of opposites exists from beginning to end.20 

50, for Badiou, at least in 1975, both subject and structure are not only 
'impurely' related insofar as structure calls the subject into existence, and 
the subject serves as support for the structure, but it is also the case the each 
of these terms are themselves split in a Maoist fashion. 

We can see this view at work again in Badiou's description of the political 
subject and its relation to capitalism in the beginning of his 1982 Theary af 
the Subject. Here he argues that capitalist society can be understood in rela
tion to two important and well-known (Marxist) contradictions. The first 
is what he calls the "fundamental" contradiction "between the productive 
forces and the social relations of production"; and the second, what Badiou 
calls the "principle" contradiction, is that "between the antagonistic social 
classes. "21 The fundamental contradiction is, of course, the classical Marx
ist notion of the "base," whereas the princip le contradiction is, as Badiou 
describes it, the "motor" echoing Marx and Engels' famous dictum in the 
Manifesta that "aIl history is the history of Class Struggle. "22 
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Here though, Badiou points out that between these two contradictions, 
we get two different definitions of capitalism, historical transformation, 
and ultimately two different definitions of the Mat'xian political subject 
that is the working class. With the first contradiction-the 'fundamental' 
contradiction-we get a definition of human history as driven by the base as 
described in the classical Marxist conception of the base/superstructure. This 
is a much more structural conception: subjects are who and what they are 
as a result of the underlying and transforming economic contradictions in 
the base that exist at a given time. The 'primary' contradiction, on the other 
hand, as just noted, views the social history of humanity as resulting from 
the competing interests of-and antagonism between·-active class subjects. 
As Badiou argues here, these two definitions, though they are seemingly in 
conflict with one another are themselves related in that they represent-in 
true Maoist fashion-the inherent scission within capitalism itself as Marx
ism views it. Badiou shows this to be the case by looking to the l'ole that the 
working class plays in both definitions: 

This would be an aporia except that The working class forms a knot. 
The class plays an active part both in the first definition, where it is the 
principle productive force, and in the second, where, in the guise of it's 
political unit y and under the name thus conquered of the proletariat, it 
confronts the bourgeoisie.23 

So here we see that, not only do we have a divided definition of capital
ism but also of the working class. In the first definition we have the working 
class as that which is the machinery of production and nothing more; and 
in the second, the working class becomes a revolutionary political force. But 
again, here, as Badiou understands this, what appears to be a problematic 
contradiction, is representative of the impurity of the scission within the two 
definitions and ultimately within the proletariat itself: 

We are only apparently confronted with the choice of saying that the 
working class is designated either as a place in the relations of produc,· 
tion or as the concentration of aIl antagonism to the bourgeoisie. Taken 
in isolation, the first definition leads directly to the result that the class, 
which would exist only in the factory, confines its subjectivization to 
the gloomy protestations of trade unionism, or its variants. The second, 
antagonism, detached from aIl anchoring in the pro cess of production, 
makes one believe that cutting open the beIly of an empirical bourgeois 
with the tip of the terrorist pick weakens the dictatorship of Capital. 24 

So here we have nothing other than the dialectical scission that cuts to the 
heart of the Marxist analysis of the working class. It is both and at the same 
time the machinery of the productive forces, its interests in the capacity are, 
in fact, trade unionism, but it is also the potential revolutionary force that 
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Marx and Engels describe in the Manifesto as that which can bring death to 
Capital itself.25 Badiou continues: 

Class, apprehended according to the dialectical division of its dialectic
ity, means partisan political action anchored in the productive histo·
ricity of the masses ... The whole point is to know how this works 
together, because it is this working-together that is dass. This entails 
nothing less than to make the rectifiable singularity of politics rise up in 
the real movement of history.26 

Here we can clearly see the connection back to Badiou's theorization of 
the 'event' in Being and Event and beyond. It is precisely the moment in 
which "the rectifiable singularity of politics rise up in the real movement of 
history" that is evental. With the foregoing in mind, we can now turn back 
to this more contemporary period in Badiou's work and the conception of 
both stasis and change that emerges there. 

Il. 

l want to set aside for a moment any further discussion about what consti
tutes such an 'event' -as l will return to this later-and first concentrate on 
the daim, described at the beginning of this chapter, that events "void" the 
existing differences between people (and things). As we just saw, Badiou's 
Maoism leads him to the view that any particular existing organization of 
things in the world is not eternal, stable, or ultimately necessary, but rather 
something which is of contingent historical origin (think here of the Maoist 
principles discussed above of process and contradiction). This goes for any 
of the various ways objects in the world are carved up and cataloged by our 
knowledge. This is also true of human awareness and our historical and social 
organizations (political and/or otherwise). Those things that count as beings 
are as they are as a result of an operation Badiou describes in the beginning 
of Being and Event as the count-as-one.27 Badiou argues here that "what 
has to be declared is that the one, which is no t, solely exists as an opera
tion, in other words, there is no one, only the count-as-one."28 Being in-itself 
(what Badiou terms "being-qua-being") is not a one, or a whole, but rather 
an infinite-or incomplete--multiplicity full of divisions and contradictions. 
This multiplicity cornes to be structured (made to appear complete) by a par
ticular operation of counting-for-one that produces what Badiou caUs a 'situ
ation' in which being presents itself as containing a multiplicity of structured 
ones. In this process, being's foundational and fundamental contradictory 
incompleteness is, according to Badiou, subtracted from that which is pre
sented in the situation. In other words, what is covered over--subtracted-in 
the process of presentation is the fundamentallack-of-completion and what 
the early Badiou would have referred to as the 'scission' inherent in aIl being. 
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Badiou argues, moreover, that a given 'multiple' (or thing) itself only 
cornes to be legible as multiple (as a 'one' that is but a single multiple in a 
consistent multiplicity of ones) in presentation (in being made consistent so 
as to become legible by the operation that counts the multiple as one). Sum
marizing this, Badiou writes: 

... The multiple is the regime of presentation; the one, in respect to 
presentation is an operational result, being is what presents (itself). On 
this basis, being is neither one (because only presentation itself is perti
nent to the count as one) nor multiple (because the multiple is solely the 
regime of presentation).29 

To understand ontology is thus is to think the foundational inconsistent/ 
incomplete/contradictory multiplicity in-itself; outside of any counting oper
ation that makes such a multiplicity a structured, consistent multiplicity of 
ones. In order to do this, that is, to think being's incompleteness, we must 
come to understand the counting operation and the ways in which the situa
tion (which, as we have seen, is what results from the count) is structured so 
as to both present itself as a totality of structured ones and contain (a hidden) 
incompleteness. In Being and Event, Badiou turns to mathematics and, more 
specifically, to Cantorian set theory as a means by which to think such an 
ontology of being in which we are able to discern the non-existence of the 
whole, and the twin processes which create the one, namely the process of 
the count-as-one, and the subtraction of being's incompleteness (its inconsis
tency). In the next section 1 will give a brief account of the portions of Can
tor's mathematical theorization that are important for Badiou in this period. 

III. 

According to Cantor, a well-ordered set of numbers is a set in which for 
every number that is a member of that set, there is a new number that is 
ordinally related to that number insofar as it is the successor of the original 
number. This is commonly known as the 'theory of ordinals' and can be 
demonstrated most basicaIly in relation to the natural numbers, which are 
themselves ordinals. For every natural number (and for the set of aIl natural 
numbers), there is a number, which is ordinally related to that number such 
that it follows the original number in succession (the number 2 is ordinally 
related to 1; 3 is ordinally related to 2, etc.). The theory of ordinals applies, 
according to Cantor, both to finite numbers, like the natural numbers, and 
to what he calls 'transfinite numbers' or ever-increasing infinite sets of num
bers. In this way, there is no one set or collection which can/does collect 
together aIl ordinals into a closed whole. That is, there is not one infinite set 
containing aIl possible ordinals, but rather, there are multiple 'transfinite' 
sets of ordinals (which are themselves ordered in relation to one another). 



Badiou's Materialist Project 61 

Cantor argues for the existence of transfinite sets of numbers, in part by 
referring back to the point we have already seen, that sets of numbers can 
be ordinals in the same way that a single numbers can be ordinally related to 
one another. Given this, we can see how one can have a set of all the natural 
numbers (an infinite set) which can itself be an ordinal in relation to the set 
of all the natural numbers plus one, and that set can be ordinally related to 
a greater set and so on. Hence one can suppose the existence of multiple 
infinite sets, or transfinite ordinals as Cantor himself argues: 

... The smallest transfinite ordinal number, which l denote ffi, belongs 
[to the transfinite], for it can be increased, enlarged to the next greater 
ordinal number ffi+1, this again to ffi+2, and so on. But the smallest actu-' 
ally infinite power or cardinal number is also transfinite, and the same 
holds of the next greater cardinal number and so on.30 

The smallest of the transfinite ordinals (Cantor's ffi) is the set that contains 
all of the finite numbers (the natural numbers and their fractions), com
monly denoted as ~o. Cantor proved that this set is smaller than the set of 
the so-called 'Real numbers' (the set containing both the finite numbers and 
the 'irrational' and 'transcendental' numbers) so here we have two distinct 
infinite sets of differing sizes. Further, Cantor famously goes on to prove that 
the infinite set containing the real numbers is equivalent to 21\0 (That is, it is 
the power set of ~oL 

Once proving this, Cantor asks whether the 21\0 is equivalent to the trans
finite number that is denoted by ~1 (or ffi+1 in Cantor's own notation), which 
would then make it the transfinite ordinal that is the immediate successor to 
~o. This is the content of the Continuum Hypothesis, and if the Continuum 
Hypothesis were to be proved true, then ~l-the transfinite ordinal that fol
lows ~o-would be equivalent to 21\0' which would then in turn mean that 
~2 would be equivalent to 21\21, and so forth. The proof (or disproof) of the 
truth of Continuum Hypothesis has major implications beyond the realm of 
mathematics and set theory, as Peter Hallward points out: 

[The Continuum Hypothesis] ... asserts an orderly, well-defined rela
tion between the conventional measuring system of mathematics (the 
numerical hierarchy of alephs) and the real numbers of physical science. 
If this Continuum Hypothesis were true, not only would there be (pace 
Bergson) a precise, measurable link between physical continuity and 
number, but everything within the transfinite universe could be thought 
of as in its appropriate place, as occupying degrees in a clearly ordered 
hierarchy ... On the other hand, if CH cannot be proved, there is at 
least one infinite number, 21\0' that cannot be assigned a definite place in 
the cumulative hierarchy. Looking at the equation from the other way 
around, if CH is not true, the smallest infinite power set (21\0) is a kind 
of pure immeasurable excess over the set ~o itself. A uni verse that denies 
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CH would thus accept a degree of ontological anarchy. It would toler
ate the existence of sets that could not be assigned any clear place in an 
order that would include them. 31 

As is weIl known, though the Continuum Hypothesis has neither been 
proven true nor false, P.]. Cohen has shown its independence from the axi
oms of set theory; and this, for many-including Badiou-is tantamount to 
a proof of its falsehood. 32 For Badiou, the philosophical take-away from this 
is that being is not closed: there is no foundational consistent whole (this is 
the meaning of the Badiouan claim that "the one is not"). Further, because 
being as it presents itself to us, is such that it appears well··ordered (and 
complete), presentation itself must also contain that which is inconsistent 
(not well-ordered). Without the formalism of the set theoretical matheme 
outlined above, Badiou argues that: 

... The inconsistent multiple is unthinkable as such ... the inconsistent 
multiple is solely-before the one-effect in which it is structured-an 
ungraspable horizon of being ... the pure multiple scarcely occurs in 
presentation before it has already dissipated; its non-occurence is like a 
flight of scenes from a dream. 33 

In appearance, the inconsistent multiple is barred from showing itself. Being, 
as presented to us-as in-situation-is always-already structured by the count
as-one operation. This is why being as such (being-qua-being) is unthinkable 
without the aid of set theory. The mathematical formalism of set theory allows 
us to think the oIltological position of inconsistent multiplicity, and thus to 
think the incompleteness of being from within a situation in which such incon
sistency (and its attendant incompleteness) in-exists. Badiou continues: 

... Since everything [in a given situation] is counted, yet given that the 
one of the count, obliged to be the result, leaves a phantom remainder
of the multiple not being in the form of the one-one has to allow that 
inside the situation the pure or inconsistent multiple is both excluded 
from everything, and thus from presentation itself, and included, in the 
name of what 'would be' the presentation itself, the presentation 'in 
itself', if what the law does not authorize to think was thinkable: that 
the one is not, that the being of consistency is inconsistency34 

That which is presented as consistent-and hence becomes a multiplicity of 
ones that are legible in a given situation-is made possible only by the law of 
the count, which in covering over the remaining inconsistency, makes it into 
something, namely that which is nothing (or no-thing) in a given situation: 

Once the entirety of a situation is subject to the law of the one and 
consistency, it is necessary from the standpoint of immanence to the 
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situation, that the pure multiple, absolutely unpresentable according to 
the count, be nothing. But being-nothing is as distinct from not being as 
the 'there is' is distinct from being.35 

Badiou's name for this particular nothingness that exists, that has a place 
in a given situation (after the act of the counting operation), but does so as 
subtracted from view in presentation, is the 'Void.' In discussing the place of 
the void in Badiou's work, we should be careful to point out here, along with 
Sam Gillespie, that the void is not be seen as "a physically existing vacuum, 
or a lack, or a wound at the center of experience. It is simply Badiou's name 
for what is subtracted from presentation. And since nothing preexists presen
tation ... the inconsistent un-presented of any situation is named the void. "36 

Gillespie is correct in drawing a distinction between the pure multiple, 
whose status we can think mathematically as a result of Cantorian set theOl"y 
(and developments in relation to this), and the 'Void,' which for Badiou is 
the name for what comes-to-be as a result of the counting operation and the 
resultant situation, but whose being is that of the nothing (or the subtracted) 
which, though distinct from the pure multiple, we also are able to think with 
the help of the matheme.37 The theory of the void is, in this way, central for 
Badiou's mature conception of change. In order to properly see this, we must 
first say more about the nature and status of Badiou's conception of the 'situ
ation' as the (seemingly) static mode of temporality in which the void inheres. 

IV. 

We have already seen how it is that beings are counted-as-one (or have the 
kind of existence that they have) in the particular ways that they are/do as 
a result of their being a part of a 'situation.' Badiou defines a 'situation' as 
a "presented multiplicity," and he goes on to explain that a situation is "the 
place of taking place" of being as presented at a given time. 38 There are, 
according to Badiou, many different situations and each one "admits of its 
own particular operator of the count-as-one."39 The 'operator' is termed by 
Badiou the 'structure' of the situation. lt is the structure of the situation that 
determines how things are counted-as-one and, thus, how things show up 
as presented multiples: 

When anything is counted-·as-one in a situation all this means is that it 
belongs to the situation in the mode particular to the effects of the situ
ation's structure ... One must not forget that every situation is struc
tured. The multiple is retroactively legible therein as anterior to the one, 
insofar as the count-as-one is always a result.40 

In 2006's Logics of Worlds Badiou further elaborates the concept of a 'sit
uation,' which he now terms 'world.'41 Just as there are multiple situations, 
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there are multiple worlds defined by their particular structures which count
as-one various objects that belong to those worlds. The key innovation in 
Logies al Worlds for our pm"poses is Badiou's elaboration of the 'transcen
dental' nature of a (given or local) world's structure. Understanding this can 
both help us further make sense of Badiou's (remaining) debt to Althusser 
and his own brand of materialism. 

"Every world," argues Badiou, "contains a transcendental organization"
or a structure in the pat"lance of Being and Event-but this organization is not 
to be confused with the Kantian version of transcendence, which relies on a 
subjective constitution of the existence of what iS.42 Rather, for Badiou: 

The transcendental ... is altogether anterior to every subjective con
stitution for it is an eminent given of any situation whatsoever ... it is 
what imposes on every situated multiplicity the constraint of alogie, 
which is also the law of its appearing, or a rule in accordance with 
which the 'there' of the being-there allows the multiple to come forth as 
essentially bound.43 

It is the transcendental organization that imposes a structure, or a 'logic,' 
on Being and beings such that they come to have the status that they do. This 
transcendental is, for Badiou, the non-ideal material structure within which, 
even we as beings, come to awareness of ourselves and our world. It is mate
rial insofar as it is not imposed on the world by consciousness but rather, 
one's conscious awareness is the product of the ways that the transcendental 
organizes and categorizes the world in which individuals find themselves. 

Returning to the concept of a world (a situation) then, Badiou argues that 
we should understand this in terms of a "metaphor for the localization of 
multiples. "44 A world is the non-empty place within which multiples come 
to be legible insofar as they are counted-as-one by the particular logic that 
structures the count (the transcendental). The way in which the transcen
dental counts-as-one various multiples, and th us brings them to consistency 
aUowing for their appearance is through a process (or an operation) of defin
ing the identity of a given multiple in relation to other multiples that appear 
in-world. The transcendental is, then, the operation, which identifies the 
ways in which particular multiples are identical to, and differ from other 
multiples that come to consist (and hence to appear) in a given world. Here 
Badiou writes: 

... We will caU 'appearing' that which, of a mathematical multiple, is 
caught in a situated relational network (a world), such that this multiple 
cornes to being-there, or to the status of being in a world [étant-dans-un
monde]. It is then possible to say that this being is more or less different 
from another being belonging to the same world. We will calI 'transcen
dental' the operation al set which allows us to make sense of the 'more 
or less' of identities and differences in a determinate world.45 
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The transcendental of a given world is then, the operational set which, as 
Badiou says, "pronounces upon" or fixes the "degrees of identity and dif
ference" that exist between multiples, and in doing so, makes them come to 
consist with one another in appearance. 46 

We might think of how the world of the university defines the ways that 
people and things show up as members of its world. It do es so through 
the defining of the 'degrees of identity and difference' between them. The 
various roles that individuals fulfill in the structure of the university, i.e., 
from the most general categories of student, faculty, staff, classroom, lab, 
library, dormitory, etc., to more fine-grained categories of identity and dif
ference. The differences that exist in a student population between under
graduate and graduate, for instance, or between va rio us ranks amongst 
faculty (assistant professor, professor, adjunct faculty, and so forth) define 
the world of the university and these differences do so by way of construct
ing categories that identify and define the various positions that individu
aIs and things can inhabit within the world of the university (through an 
operation al pro cess of defining the ways in which things are 'more or less' 
identical) such that they come to appear to be consistent members of its 
world. 

What matters in appearing, in the 'fixing' of the multiple such that it 
can appear consistently, is the operation-or the set of operations-which 
defines the ways that it is possible for the multiple to appear. The multiple 
itself do es not enter into the process of its being defined in its being-there; 
its appearance is the result of this process. Thus, it is the operation that does 
this work and the operation is the a-subjective structure that emerges in the 
relations that come to be defined between objects, which then in turn defines 
the existence of those multiples that are presented in a given world. This is 
important as it returns us to the materialist theme. 

As we have seen, a 'local' world and those objects (or multiples) which 
come to inhabit it is defined by its transcendental, or the structure of the 
count which marks out the set of identities and differences that exist within 
it and which constructs the being-there of the beings that exist within it. Ir 
is in this way that the world makes consistent the multiples that come to be 
legible as such. Here Badiou argues: 

It is therefore clear in what sense we caH transcendental that which 
a uthorizes the local (or intra -worldly) evaluation of identities and dif
ferences. To grasp the singularity of this usage of the word 'transcenden
tal,' we should note that as in Kant, it concerns a question of possibility; 
but also that we are only dealing with local dispositions, and not with 
a theory of universal difference. To put it very simply: there are many 
transcendentals; the intra-worldly regulation of difference is itself dif
ferentiated. This is one of the main reasons why it is impossible to argue 
from a unified 'centre' of transcendental organization, such as the Sub
ject is for Kant.47 
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In the example of the university-world given above, those individuals 
who appear as members of this world do so only insofar as they are sub
jected to the operations which define the categories that they may come to 
inhabit and so appear within the situation. This is true for the objects that 
exist in this world and for the humans that exist in the world. It is the struc
ture or the logic that is defined by the set of operations, which as we have 
seen, construct the categories that people may come to inhabit (through a 
process of relational differentiation) that allows for a person's appearance 
in that world. The individual human plays no role in the construction of 
this world except insofar as she, if she cornes to appear in the world of the 
university, is defined by it; by the set of transcendental ordering operations 
that define the places that the individual can inhabit. The world of the uni
versity pre-exists my coming to inhabit it, and if l do come to inhabit it, l do 
so in the ways prescribed by the logic of the structure. Of course, if 1 am a 
being that inhabits the world of the university, it is never only this that sets 
the ter ms of my identity. l ca n, and do, inhabit multiple worlds as do many 
other 'objects' as Badiou points out: 

It goes without saying after aIl, that a being ... can appear in different 
worlds. It would be absurd to think that there is an intrinsic link between 
a given multiple and a given world. The 'worlding' of a formaI being, 
which is its being-there or appearing, is ultimately a logical operation: 
the access to a local guarantee of its identity. This operation may be 
produced in numerous different ways, and it may imply entirely distinct 
worlds as the grounds for the further operations it elicits. In particular, 
man is the animal that appears in a great number of worlds. Empirically, 
we could even say that it is nothing but this: the being which, among aIl 
those whose being we acknowledge, appears most multiply. 48 

Badiou takes this as further evidence for his daims about the human's 
lack of ability to be the 'centre' from which the transcendental organiza
tion of a world emanates. Pace Althusser's theory of interpellation, l do not 
construct the categories that l come to inhabit, l am inhabited by them such 
that l come to understand myself in the particular ways that are defined by 
their particular logics. Further, since l am a being who can be 'worlded' (or 
interpellated) multiply, l simply cannot be the agent of this process; 1 am 
that which is acted on by it in different ways, at different times, in differ
ent situations (to shift back to the language of Being and Event). Hence, 
in my being 'worlded' by a particular materially existent logic, 1 am not a 
subject. My 'selfhood' has the character and status of that which cornes 
from the logic of the world (and its process of relational differentiation). 
This is yet another place in which Badiou breaks with Althusser. Recall that 
for Althusser, l become a subject by being subjected to the interpellative 
process. Badiou is unwilling to caU the human as worlded (or interpeUated) 
a 'subject.'49 
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It is in this way that, according to Badiou, my "worlded" self is materi
aUy, an 'other-self' or an object-self. It is an 'other-self' insofar as the self
hood that 1 find myself with is defined not by me or my choices, but by those 
things which present themselves to me as possible choices to make (where 
there are such choices), ways to be, or identities to inhabit which have their 
existence in something other than me, namely the material of the world and 
the transcendentallogic that structures it. This self is an object-self insofar 
as 1 am presented in this world (both to myself and others) in the same way 
as aU other objects are, again as determined by the law of the count and the 
transcendental structure that defines the worldhood of the particular world 
in which 1 find myself. In other words, who 1 am as a being in-situation (or 
a being that is 'worlded') is a being whose 'identity'-whose own being~is 
defined in its being, by its being differentiated from, and related to, other 
multiples-by 'being-other' than those multiples to varying degrees-by the 
structural logic of the count. As Badiou puts the point: " ... a 'real' being 
is the one which, appearing 10caUy (in a world), is at the same time its 
own multiple-identity-as thought by rational ontology-and the various 
degrees of its difference from other beings in the same world." 50 

We are firmly in the realm of Althusserian anti-humanism here, but this 
account of the structure of social existence is also akin to the one given by 
Levi-Strauss and structuralism. What is important for Badiou at this stage, 
in ma king sense of how things appear in a given world, is not the things 
themselves (or the conscious awareness of those humans that show up in 
particular ways in a given world) but the relations between those things and 
people that are presented in a world; and these relations are defined, as we 
have seen, by the logic or the law of the count. In this way, the Badiou of 
Logics of Worlds endorses a quasi-structuralist account of the worldhood 
of a given world (or situation). 1 say 'quasi-structuralist' here because for 
Badiou it is not the relations that do the defining, but rather the relations 
exist insofar as those things which count become linked as a result of the 
count or the law. 51 We will return this in detail in the next chapter, but 1 
bring it up here in order to return to the question that began this section 
of the chapter, namely the question of the defining of the static mode of 
temporality. 

Worlds are that which ground this mode of temporality. Everything that 
appears or is presented in a world is in its 'proper' place and is determined 
to be the way it is by the place that it inhabits. In this way, beings in a given 
world are fixed and relatively static. Again we can return to my example of 
the world of the university in order to make sense of this. The categories 
marked out by the world of the university are themselves relatively statie. 
It is true that over long periods of time the world of the university changes 
shape slightly, but it never does so in a radical and quick way.52 The basic 
categories that are available to be inhabited by various beings are fixed not 
by the beings that inhabit them, but by their relations to other categories 
and only shift and change insofar as the other categories shift and change 
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(which is itself a long slow pro cess and hence, on Badiou's account, not 
really change at aH). Ir should be obvious at this point that there is connec
tion back to Badiou's early work here. Recall the discussion above about the 
example he gives in Theory of' the Subject of the seemingly contradictory 
(but really impure) Marxist definition(s) of Capitalism and the conception(s) 
of working-dass subjects that emerges out of this. The definition of the 
working-dass subject derived from the Fundamental contradiction is the 
one that fits here quite nicely with the worlded non-subject whose only abil
ity to make change is defined for them by the logic of the world. However, as 
we already know, this is not all there is: there is another dialectically related 
subject possible, lurking underneath the counted-as-one non-subject, who 
has the explosive potenrial to be an actual agent of change. l now would like 
to turn to a brief discussion of this other mode of temporality that Badiou 
defines: the mode of change in which a given world (and its attendant static 
temporality) gives way to a new existence. 

v. 

We know, once again, from the foregoing, that Badiou's understanding 
of ontology is such that change is made possible by the foundationallack 
of dos ure in existence. The failure to prove the truth of the Continuum 
Hypothesis (or, its having been proved independent from the axioms of set 
theory at least), for Badiou, guarantees this daim. There is, in existence, as 
Hallward puts the point in the quote cited earlier "a degree of ontological 
anarchy. "53 This is also consistent with Badiou's early Maoist critique of 
Althusser wherein, as we saw, Badiou daims that Althusser is not sufficiently 
aware of the scission at the heart of both structure and subject. It is this, on 
Badiou's account, that is the foundarion for the possibility of the overcom
ing of the staric and unchanging temporality that attends the existence of a 
given world. Badiou argues in his later work, as noted at the beginning of 
this chapter, that it is in the moment of an 'event' that this bit of anarchy 
appears in a given world and disrupts its stasis. The event does not, how
ever, reveal the inconsistent multiple as such (or being-qua-being) as this is 
never revealed; we only access it through the formalism of mathematical 
ontology. Rather what appears in the moment of the event is the 'void' of 
a given world, that particular bit of being that exists as 'the' nothing as 
determined by a given logic or structure, and as such is subtracted from the 
everyday quotidian experience of that given world. The appearance of this 
void then acts to destabilize the logic or the structure of the world insofar as 
it disrupts the relations amongst the beings that are presented in that world 
and displays the lack of dosure and hence the lack of the necessity of that 
particular existing relationallogic. 

We might, in order to make sense of this, return to thinking about the 
nature of being as it appears in-situation (in a world). Specifically, we should 
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look again at the being-there of humans in a given world. As we already 
noted, the being-there of the human in a given world is defined by the rela
tions that exist between that particular human and other beings that are 
counted-as-one by the law of the count. We described, along with Badiou, 
the nature of this being as 'being-other.' This means, as we saw, that the 
worlded self is such that it gets its identity through its being marked as 
something 'other' than this or that being (again, it is the relations of identity 
and difference that matter here). 

There is, however, a further (and important) lesson to be drawn from 
this according to Badiou. Namely, that in my being 'worlded' by a pm·ticu
lar logic or structure, l am a being who, in appearance or in presentation 
(both to myself and to others), is split. Here again, we see the continued role 
that Maoism plays for Badiou. Not only do l become an 'other-self' in the 
ways described above, but 1 also become something 'other' than what 1 am 
outside of the structurallogic of that particular world, or what l would be 
outside the law of the particular world in which l find myself and to which 
my experience of myself is bound: 

The key to thinking appearing, when it comes to a singular being, lies 
in being able to determine, at one and the same time, the self-difference 
which makes it so being-there is not being-qua-being, and the difference 
from others which makes it so that being there, or the law of the world 
which is shared by these others, does not abolish being-qua-being.54 

Though it is the case that the law of the world is what defines my identity 
'in-world,' this does not, as Badiou claims above, 'abolish' being-qua-being 
in my own case, and in the case of other beings found in a given world. In the 
case of individual humans we can say (or speculate) that a human as being
qua-being is something other than a human as encountered in a given world. 
Recall that, as we also noted above, according to Badiou, humans are beings 
who have the possibility of being worlded in many different ways. Again, 
this brings us up against the claim that, as a human, l am fundamentally split 
in my being worlded. l am, in a given world, identified by the law of that 
world, but 1 am not coextensive with that identification (though it appears to 
me and to others that l am). The fact that l can be worlded in other ways by 
other transcendentals allows me to think (theoretically) the incompleteness 
of being in-world though l am unable to glimpse this incompleteness as it 
has been subtracted from view by the logic of the transcendental. It is only 
in the space of the event that this is revealed to me. 

The event has the power to show me that the identity(s) that l find myself 
with (and those that others find themselves with) are non-necessary, deriva
tive, and ultimately unstable. That is to say, the event reveals the incomplete 
nature of the transcendental and the world that it constructs not by reveal
ing being-qua-being itself, but by revealing the void of the situation, or the 
split between myself as worlded and myself as a being that is not only my 
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worlded self (the event can show me that my worlded self is not aIl there is). 
It shows my being in excess of the world in which l find myself. In doing this, 
the event allows for the possibility of acting not only in the ways prescribed 
by the transcendental but in ways that are no longer conditioned by it. In 
this way then, the event allows for the creation of a true subjectivity insofar 
as those who experience the event become the agents of the change that it 
makes possible by acting in fidelity to it and working to bring about an end 
to the particular transcendental that first conditions their existence. 

Ultimately then, the 'event' reveals to a subject her previously unrec
ognized subjective limitations-by revealing the excess of her selfhood
through giving her a new, shared, and revealed truth that is ex post facto 
read back into her remembered existence prior to the event and transforms it 
such that she cornes to see herself as always having been such a subject and 
subjected to snch a universal truth. At the outset of this chapter, we looked 
briefly at one of Badiou's examples of the evental subject, namely the evental 
subject of Saint Paul. l now want to turn to one of Badiou's other examples 
of this process-that of the French Revolution-in hopes of further clarify
ing his thought. 

As Badiou points out, there are, from the perspective of the historical 
situation, many differing and scattered causes of (and actors in) the Revo
lution: "the electors of the General Estates, the peasants of the Great Fear, 
the sans-culottes of the towns, the members of the Convention, the Jacobin 
Clubs," and so forth. 55 However, Badiou continues, "the halting point for 
this dissemination is the mode in which the Revolution is the central term 
of the Revolution itself, that is, the manner in which the conscience of the 
times ... filters the entire site through the one of its evental qualification." 56 

The point here is this: as with the case of Saint Paul, the French Revolution 
is an event because the differences between the individual actors that existed 
prior to the revolution (the General Estates, the Jacobin clubs, the members 
of the Convention, etc.) come to be "filtered" through the "one" event, 
namely the revolution itself. The different classes involved in the revolution 
came to share the term 'revolutionary,' thus the event revealed a shared truth 
that was not present initiaIly. Badiou continues, "the peasants are certainly 
presented in the French situation of 1789-1790, but not those peasants of 
the Great Fear who seized the casties"; the peasants that exist after this 
event are changed by the event. 57 They became the peasants of the Revolu
tion. This is not only the case for the peasants but for aIl the prior categories 
of people (the Jacobins, Convention members, etc.) at the moment of the 
revolution; these other categories too were emptied of their previous mean
ings and were henceforth filtered through the one "universal" category-or 
truth-of the Revolution. It is this category that came to (retroactively) filter 
each individual's understanding of himself as always having been a member 
of the one universal 'revolutionary' class. 

It is in this way that the political activity that came to fruition in the 
French Revolution is, according to Badiou, indicative of a 'rupture' with the 
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existing situation (or world), as founded in an 'event' (here the event of the 
French Revolution) that acts as a site for the production of a "truth" which 
is that which is truly 'new' and can have a kind of 'universal' status in that 
it implicates-or interpeUates-equally aU of those that are involved in it 
regardless of their seeming differences. This, furthermore, allows individuals 
ta become subjects of the univers al truth that is founded in the event and 
act in fidelity ta such truth-which is ultimately ta come ta be able ta act 
as agents of change against the static pre-evental world. As we now have a 
good picture of Badiou's und ers tan ding of both stasis and change-or the 
'two temporalities' of our worlds in Johnston's parlance-we can move, 
in the next chapter, ta a more in-depth discussion of the ways in which 
Badiou's theOl-Y offers a corrective ta sorne of the problems of the Althus
serian arguments and an assessment of the success of this corrective. 
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4 Badiou as Structuralist, or 
the Idealism of Formalism 

We have already begun to see how the young Badiou partially parts ways 
with Althusser insofar as he offers, via his reading of Mao, an argument to 
the effect that the Althusserian subject of interpellation must be seen as a 
split subject, at once interpellated by a given set up conjunctural appara
tuses, and at the same time capable-however tenuously-of exerting influ
ence on the very structures in which that subject find its existence. lt is also, 
as we have seen, at this time that we begin to see Badiou's move away from 
thinking of Althusserian subjects as subjects and toward his beginning to 
think of them as mere individuals and the reservation of the term 'subject' 
for those individuals who not only have the potential to exert influence but 
in fact corne to be able to do so through the process of subjectivization via 
the event. Recall here, as an example of this, the daim in 1975's Theory of 
the Subject that "every subject is political. This is why there are few subjects 
and rarely any politics."l 

This conception of the subject of course, does not get its full develop
ment until Badiou's work after 1975 and into the present. Acknowledging 
then, this long trajectory of the development and the shifting response to 
Althusser, we can begin to productively understand Badiou's later thought in 
its response to Althusser-and its connection to his early work-by looking 
at it in relation to his comments in a recent interview with Bruno Bosteels 
in which Badiou points out that much of his work over the course of his 
life has been an attempt to unite the disparate thought of Althusserian anti
humanism and 5artrean subjective freedom. It is, in a very important sense, 
around these two poles that the entire Badiouan edifice is built. As Badiou 
states in this interview: 

If 1 think ofthose who have been Althusserians, Lacanians, and Maoists
which was the normal itinerary for the militant intelligentsia from 1968 
to 1972-they were aU a bit younger than me. 50 what did this mean? 
It meant that they had not had the time to be 5artreans ... 1 found in 
5artre's the ory of practical freedom, and particularly in the subjectivized 
Marxism that he was already trying to produce, something with which to 
engage myself politicaUy, in spite of everything, in the situation. This did 
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not keep me from taking my distance from Sartre, nor from participating 
in that generation of mine which indeed started to take a major inter est 
in the question of structure. But in the end, l entered this debate from the 
point of view of Sartre ... This meant that aga in st aIl odds, l have always 
been concerned in a privileged way by the question of how something 
could still be called 'subject' within the most rigorous conditions possible 
of the investigations of structure.2 

In attempting to both retain what he thinks Althusser (and structuralism) 
gets right (namely the conception of the overdetermined nature of a given 
conjuncture or a world in which we find oUl'selves and the identities that 
attend it) but also overcome the problems of such a conception (namely the 
inability understand and account for the possibility of [radical or revolu
tionary] change), Badiou seeks to unite these two traditions. Thus Badiou 
theorizes the event and the two temporalities of stasis and change. 

1. 

In regard to stasis, as we saw in detail in the previous chapter, in Badiou's 
later work, we get a kind of mathematized Althusserian/structuralist theo
retics of a series of "worlds" or "situations" which present themselves as 
de-subjectified, fully determined, objective totalities in which everything is 
presented as if it is in its proper place, as determined by the structure or 
transcendentallogic that conditions a given world/situation in its construct
ing of the relations of identity and difference amongst 'objects.' However, 
as Badiou takes pains to argue, such presentation conceals that which might 
act to disrupt it in the form of the 'nothingness' or 'void,' described as a fully 
positive-though subtracted, or un-presented-moment of a given world. 
Because, as we have seen, for Badiou 'the one is not' but only cornes to be in 
the 'operation' which counts-as-one beings in a given world, there is always 
something which is unable to be brought under the law of the count except 
as that which is subtracted (which is a form of objectification). It is this 
that, as we have also seen for Badiou, aIlows the possibility of change via its 
revelation in the moment of the event. 

The event shows to those humans who are able to recognize it the nor
mally hidden 'not-aIl' of a given world (the void of that world). This revela
tion, if properly experienced (that is, if it is to become an event), also then 
reveals the counting operation or transcendental logic to be just that: an 
operation which has conditioned apparent objects and identities, but is itself 
not necessary nor totalizing. In other words, the event reveals the fact that 
the world's logic is merely contingent, and not aIl there is. This then allows 
for the possibility that those who experience the event shed the logic of the 
world out of which they emerge, losing along the way, the very set of differ
ences and identities that first marked their awareness. It is here that agency 
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is born for Badiou: those who bec orne 'subjects' do so by being, in Althus
serian language, 'interpellated' by the event, which they then, as we have 
also discussed, work ta integrate into existence with the goal of changing 
the very fabric of that existence to match the new world that they themselves 
have already come to know. 

What is important to see here (as has already briefly been pointed out at the 
beginning of chapter 3) is that it is not just the event itself that is important 
for the the ory of change, those who are subjectified by it are also key to the 
process. The happening of the event is, of course, indispensible, but it is the 
ability of the human to be subjectified by the event, and the commitment to 
the 'truth' of the event that is cuItivated by those who are subjectified, that is 
necessary for the process of change to take place. 50, it must be the case that 
the human be the kind of being that is capable of being subjectivized by the 
event; that is, the human must be the kind of being that is capable of shedding 
the identity that she cornes to have as a result of the world that she first finds 
herself in. Though it is true that, for Althusser (and for structuralism), we 
are the kinds of beings whose 'identity' shifts and changes as institutions and 
practices shift, change, and interpellate us in various and different ways (we 
are, in other words, the kinds of beings whose nature is not fixed), Althusser's 
theory on its own-as we have already seen Badiou point out-cannot allow 
for the freedom from the conjuncture and its ways of determining both indi
viduals and objects, that Badiou seeks. 

For as we saw in the chapters one and two of this book, on Althusser's 
account of things, humans are always trapped in, and constructed by, the 
ideologies in which they participate. And these ideologies, though in sorne 
sense built out of and sustained by human activity, are never owned by, or in 
the control of individuals. Once again, for Althusser, subjects find their exis
tence within the conjuncture itself (they are not oppositional to it). Ideology 
is what regulates and controls the understanding and behavior of individu
aIs. Even Althusser's heroic attempt at maintaining a distinction between 
ideology (objectivity, necessity, determination) and science (the recognition 
of ideology as historical and non-necessary) collapses under the weight of 
his understanding of the insidious nature of ideology and its workings (even 
'science' is, or quickly becomes, infected by ideology such that the differ
ence between science and ideology is shrunken to such a small point that it 
becomes difficult to maintain the distinction, and aIl becomes tainted by the 
ideological). Recall again Althusser's statement in this regard (quoted first 
at the end of chapter two): 

... We know that there is no pure theoretical practice, no perfectly 
transparent science which throughout history as a science will always 
be preserve d, by l know not what Grace, from the taints of idealism, 
that is, of the ideologies which besiege it; we know that 'pure' science 
only exists on condition that it continually frees itself from the ideology 
which occupies it, haunts it, or lies in wait for it. The inevitable price of 
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this purification and liberation is a continuo us struggle with ideology 
itself, that is, against idealism ... 3 

Though in his earliest work, as we have seen, Badiou makes sense of 
this via the conception of the 'impure' relation between science and ideol·· 
ogy, he is nonetheless unsatisfied by this answer as he moves forward. This 
is where the Sartrean theory of subjective freedom becomes important for 
Badiou. As Nina Power argues, we can best see this connection vis-à-vis Sar
tre's conception of the group-in-fusion found in The Critique of Dialectical 
Reason.-I Power explains this connection by first pointing out that Sartre's 
opposition between the status of 'sociality' and the status of the 'group-in
fusion' (the autonomous collectivity-autonomous in a Kantian sense-as 
free from external determinants) can be mapped onto the Badiouan distinc
tion between the counted-as-one non-subjects of the world and the subjec
tivized agents of change that exist in the wake of the event. She does this 
by explaining that for Sartre, the former is "always on the side of the order 
and antagonism that constitutes capitalist atomization, inertia and serial
ity," while the latter is, in effect, that which results from a 'disalienation' 
that extracts those who come to constitute the 'group' from the individuated 
seriality of the social that first defines the existence of the group's members. 5 

In other words, for Sartre, the group-in-fusion is a break or a rupture with 
the determined nature of the social, and it is this that makes the group into 
a (political) subjectivity capable of affecting change (albeit only briefly on 
Sartre's accounting of things). Sartre uses the example of a collection of 
people waiting at a bus stop to indicate the 'serially' determined nature of 
the social as opposed to the unity of the 'group-in-fusion.' Regarding this 
example Sartre writes: 

To begin with, it should be noted that we are concerned here with a 
plurality of isolations: these people do not care about or speak to one 
another and, in general, they do not look at one another; they exist side 
by side alongside a bus stop. At this level it is worth noting that their 
isolation is not an inert statute (or the simple reciprocal exteriority of 
organisms); rather, it is actually lived in everyone's project as its negative 
structure. In other words, the isolation of the organism, as the impos
sibility of uniting with Others in an organic totality, is revealed through 
the isolation which everyone lives as the provisional negation of their 
reciprocal relations with Others.6 

For Sartre, our lived experience of the relations between one another (that 
is, our lived experience of the 'social') is filtered through the serialized isola
tion between individuals. It is this serialization that structures the world in 
which we find ourselves and milita tes against any unification amongst indi
viduals in our everyday quotidian existence. Further it also militates against 
many forms of true subjective agency as it is the case that the serialized 
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isolation between individuals in a given social structure is what (re)produces 
and gives support to the very structures in which we find ourselves, and as 
long as we remain serialized in this way, we are, as Sartre argues, impotent 
in relation them.7 However, unification does happen. It happens through 
praxis for Sartre. We can find ourselves taken out of the sphere of serializa
tion in the moments in which we come to be 'fused' with one another in 
pm"suit of a common goal or a common worle 8 It is in this that we become 
autonomous in the sense that, in the collective unit y produced by the 'group
in-fusion' we are extracted from the individuated seria lit y that defines the 
social world in which we first become aware of ourselves. 

Power continues, explaining that, as with Badiou's conception of the 
subject, (which is itself also importantly non-individuated), for Sartre, "the 
group-in-fusion, is not a 'return' to sorne previous essence, as a simple 
re-reading of alienation would have it," and moreover, "the group-in-fusion 
as Sartre describes it, also involves a kind of immanent anti-organicism, in 
the sense that the project that unites the members of the group cannot be 
seen from the outside (nor for that matter, can the group as a whole be com
prehended)."9 Meaning that the only thing that holds the group together in 
a unit y is the group's own activity and the experience of those who make up 
the group; the external observer cannot identify the group as such a collee·· 
tivity because there is nothing external to mark if off from other collections 
of individuals which remain serially determined. 

Sartre's attempts at ma king sense of the emergence of such groups out 
of (and in opposition to) the conjuncture is thus, on Power's reading, both 
materialist (insofar as the group is a result of, or only cornes about in, exis
tence [i.e., it does not pre-exist its coming to be]), and anti-humanist (insofar 
as it is not the realization of a pre··existent essence). But, Sartre's conception 
of this is also at the same time a kind of humanism, as Power points out, 
insofar as it is only the decision, or the commitment of those humans that 
act as a group in Sartre's sense, that sustain the existence of the group itself. 
Thus, she dubs the Sartrean theOl"y of the group-in-fusion (quite rightly) a 
kind of "anti-humanist humanism whose concern is the subject, rather than 
an idealist or essentializing humanism. "10 

II. 

It is this "antihumanist humanism" of the Sartrean subject that serves as 
the model for Badiou's own theOl-Y of the subject as the oppositional force 
founded by the event. So, Badiou's use of the Sartrean conception of the 
process of change, which is initiated by the group-in-fusion over against the 
seriality of the social is what allows for Badioll to account for the possibility 
of radical change (and true subjective agency) in a way that Althusser can
not, while at the same time, allowing Badiou to retain, as we have also seen, 
much of the Althusserian edifice. In this we can see the concept of the impure 
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relation still at work insofar as Badiou in this context again considers a kind 
of 'impure' relation between anti-humanism and humanism. 

In Badiou, howevel; subjective agency-though it has the force of change 
that results from the agent's extraction from the (ideological) world/situation 
in which she first finds herself-remains thoroughly bounded by and to the 
ta king place of the event. Though it is true that the Badiouan subject gains 
autonomy, she only does so from the existing world's logic. The Badiouan 
revolutionary subject is still determined in her behavior and her being: it is 
just that this determination cornes from her recognition of the event and the 
fidelity to it that is provoked in her by it. So the Badiouan subject remains 
in a very important way, a proto-structuralist and fully materially generated 
subject, albeit one whose identity is conditioned by a relation to a happening 
that disappears as quickly as it appears rather than the structure or world. 
We now can turn ta a discussion of this and why it poses a problem for 
Badiou's own materialism. As we will see, Badiou's account of the nature of 
worlds, their transcendental logics, and his account of change via a struc
turalized Sartreanism brings his theory dangerously dose to the very kind of 
structuralist idealism Althusser himself was wary of. 

First, however, for further evidence apropos the structuralist nature of 
the Badiouan subject, recall the last line of the long quote referenced at the 
beginning of this chapter, in which Badiou himself points out the structuralist 
nature of his enterprise. There he daims that he is interested in making sense 
of, as he puts it, "what can be called subject" while remaining fully within 
a structuralist framework. 11 Further, in Logics of' Worlds commenting on 
Deleuze's simultaneous adoption-via what Deleuze terms Sartre's concep
tion of the "impersonal transcendental field" of the group-in-·fusion-and 
critique of Sartre's conception of the subject, Badiou registers his agreement 
with the Deleuzian daim to the effect that: 

Sartre was prevented from thinking through aIl the consequences 
of his idea because he continued to tie the impersonal field to a self
consciousness ... He did not expose the subject to the chance of a pure 
Outside. One of the names of the Outside is 'event.' That is why the 
event, as that to which the power of a thought devotes itself and/or that 
from which this power stems, has after Sartre become a term common 
ta most contemporary philosophers. 12 

In other words, Sartre remained faithful, in Power's terminology, to a 
"disalienation" that is provoked by an experience of being-with others, or 
finding oneself enmeshed in an impersonal 'we' as opposed to the seriality of 
the 'l,' but this provocation cornes, for Sartre, from the being-with another 
itself and not from anything material, or external to consciousness on 
Badiou's account. So, for Sartre, though the true (Sartrean/Badiouan) sub
ject emerges in existence-and is, hence, materially generated in this way
she only emerges by recognizing herself in the other (another consciousness). 
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Sartre is explicit about this in his description of the group-in-fusion that he 
saw as constituted in the storming of the Bastille: "Everyone continued to 
see himself in the Other, but Satu himsell there as himsell, that is to say, in 
this case, as a totalization in himself of the Parisian population, by the sabre 
blow or the rifle shot which would kill him." 13 

The Sartrean 'impersonal field,' as Deleuze puts it, is constituted in refer
ence to a kind of mirroring effect in which each individual steps out of his or 
her own 'personality' and recognizes herself in the other, and thus the unified 
consciousness of the group appears through the shed ding of the individu
ated consciousnesses of those involved. This is, as pointed out above, for 
Sartre, accomplished through, and in reference ta, consciousness alone. As 
Badiou laments, Sartre did not think through the further foundations of the 
unification experience itself and the conditions upon which such an experi
ence rests. If he had, on Badiou's (and Deleuze's) account, his analysis would 
have bottomed out in the event. But for that one needs the anti-humanism 
afforded by both Althusser and structuralism. One needs to think beyond 
consciousness, to the structures that condition it for both the consciousness 
of the serialized multiple individual and the "impersonal" unified, agent
like, subjectivity of the group-in-fusion. Thus, though the Sartrean subject is 
material in the sense that it is generated in existence (as Power points out), 
it is not materialist in the sense of being itself conditioned by that which is 
other than consciousness, or the material 'event' that interpellates the sub-·, 
ject, which as Badiou daims, is the mark of a true materialism. This is to say, 
whereas for Sartre the 'event' would be the result of the unification that is 
the group-in-fusion (the 'event' of the storming of the Bastille, for instance) 
that unifies disparate consciousnesses into a force capable of effecting such 
an event, for Badiou, "The event cannot result from the passion of a body, 
nor can it differ in kind from these actions and passions. On the contrary, 
an active body adequate to the new present is an ellect al the event. "14 The 
"active body" is th us a structural ellect of the event, not that which condi
tions it. Another way to put this same point, might be to say that for Badiou, 
the event is the material phenomenon that underlies the operation which 
cornes to count-as-one the subject, who then works to reorient the consistent 
multiplicity of a given world to minor the awareness she now has. 

Before moving to a critique of Badiou's conception, it bears mention
ing that Badiou's renovation of the Sartrean theory cornes it part from his 
relation to and readings of Althusser and Mao (as l have already discussed 
at length) but also, as we will see, from his encounter with Lacan. Badiou 
describes his progression in this direction quite nicely in yet another recent 
interview: 

At the beginning of the 1960's ... l was, as l've said, a convinced Sar
trean. But with the help of Althusser, the time came for me to break with 
phenomenology ... Why this inevitable break? From its invention by 
Husserl, phenomenology folded the thought of the subject back onto a 
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philosophy of consciousness. The subject is confounded with conscious
ness and the transparent comprehension of what happens to me. 15 

We can, of course see this point operative in the Sartrean the ory as 
described above (and Badiou's own critique of it). Badiou continues in the 
same interview: 

In order to free up thought of a revolutionary emancipation supported 
by science (our common program at the time) we had to extract our
selves from this phenomenological model of the subject ... To take leave 
of it, we could lean on the human sciences, scientific objectivity, and 
logico-mathematical formalism. Against phenomenology, structuralism 
represented a lifeline ... The structuralist constellation finds its comple
tion in "theoretical antihumanism" to use Althusser's crucial phrase or 
in the "death of man" to cite Foucault.16 

Again, this should be more or less familiar territory for us thus far. Fur
thermore, as l have argued above, though Badiou rejects the free subject 
of consciousness, he also does not want to go as far as either Foucault or 
Althusser in proclaiming the complete subjugation of the subject, and so it 
is through Lacan that Badiou sees a way of finally uniting these traditions: 

Lacan ... does not go as far as the hard structuralists ... who consider 
the category of the subject to be the mere avatar of a defunct metaphys
ics. This is because for him, the subject remains at the heart of clinical 
experience. So Lacan saves the subject in the midst of a full on struc
turalist offensive against it. "His" subject is certainly subjugated to the 
signifying chain; it is divided, unbeknownst to itself, split, exposed to 
a radical alterity (what Lacan calls the discourse of the Other). But for 
him it remains coherent and even necessary to propose a theory of the 
subject. 17 

l will have much more to say about Lacan and Badiou's relation to Lacan 
(in contrast to Zizek's) in the chapters that follow this one but for now we 
can note that what Badiou says here is ultimately that Lacan functions as 
the mediating term between Althusser and the 'structuralist' view of a com
pletely subjugated subject and Sartre and the phenomenological/existential 
free subject, which, as he goes on to point out, allows him to retain a concep
tion of the subject while also retaining the important Althusserian insights. 
Briefly put (and again to be explored further later in the book), Badiou's 
thinking here is that insofar as the Lacanian conception of the symbolic, as 
that within which individuals first come to consciousness, is itself an emer
gent phenomenon and tied to a given historical conjuncture, it is also impor
tantly fraught with incompleteness and slippages through which individuals 
become able to break with and change the order. ln his early work we can 
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see this view in his employment of the Maoist conception of the dialectical 
splitting that is present both on the side of the structure and the side of the 
subject. 18 It seems, however, that the mature Badiou has, as l wish to now 
argue, a problem maintaining this view. We should now turn to a discussion 
of these remaining issues and the not-so-materialist outcomes of Badiou's 
mature thought. 

III. 

Recall the Althusserian critique, discussed in dlapter two, of Levi-Straussian 
style structuralism. The basic point that Althusser makes there is that Levi
Strauss and his followers become "traditional philosophers" (that is, ideal
ists) the moment that the y forget the connection to the specific historical 
moment in which their theories are produced. That is, when they forget 
the conjunctural nature of the foundations of the theOl'y and begin to posit 
structuralism as an ahistorical scientific 'truth' of social organization and in 
so doing, make the ideological (and idealist) mistake of conferring a kind 
of abstract subjectivity on structure itself. This is, of course, the result of 
the continually present danger of the impurity of theory as pointed out in 
the Althusser's statement of this problem referenced earlier in this chapter. 
Something of a similar order can be brought to bear on the Badiouan edi
fice as given in Being and Event and beyond, and in so doing we can show 
that Badiou's account here suffers from sorne of the same problems (though 
on a different scale) that Althusser attributes to the traditional structuralist 
account. It is precisely this problem that pushes Badiou away from a full
fledged materialism. 

l am, of course, not the first to take up such a line of argument in rela
tion to Badiou's thought, and l wish to begin by looking at two other ver
sions of this claim before turning to sorne additional ways that we can see 
the danger of idealism emerge for Badiou. We have, thus far, been talking 
about temporality in Badiou in relation to two modes: stasis and change; 
but there is another way of thinking about this theme. We can, along with 
Peter Osborne, translate our terms for Badiouan temporality into structural
ist terms: synchrony and diachrony.19 Here Osborne writes that for Badiou: 

Time is reduced to two dimensions-synchrony and diachrony-and 
diachrony is no more than a seriaI ordering of synchronically defined 
situations. Situations are considered 'historical' in which there is 'at 
least one evental site' ... but there is no unit y to these situations, no 
'evental situation' and hence no history.20 

Badiou's ontology is ahistorical insofar as, on the one hand, it is con
cerned with exposing the formaI or synchronic properties of the ordering 
relations between objects found any given world/situation that make up the 
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'structure' of those worlds. On the other hand, Badiou's ontology is con
cerned with the historie al (the diachronie) insofar as it attempts to theOl"ize 
those worlds in which an event arises and the properties of the subjects that 
are created by them, but as Osborne points out above, since there is no 'even
taI' world because events are, as theorized by Badiou, things that appear and 
quickly recede in normally synchronically ordered worlds, history just is the 
history of ahistorically (and mathematically) structured worlds punctuated 
by the occasional 'event' and the subjects that arrive in its wake, and thus it 
is the job of the philosopher to theorize the structures of these worlds insofar 
as the y yield both stasis and the possibility of change. Osborne continues: 
" ... It is precisely the idea that philosophy is to be pursued, systematically, 
through a thinking of mathematics that is Badiou's primary classical, ratio
nalist and idealist trait-its return to Plato-however modern the maths. "21 

So for Osborne, Badiou's mature philosophy returns to idealism because it 
rejects the diachronie and favors the synchronie or, in other words, because 
it seeks to understand and analyze the structures of worlds/situations syn
chronically and, thus, independently of history. It is not interested in the con
nections between the structures of a given world and that world's history-it 
doesn't find the history of the situation to be important for the production of 
either the given world or the process of change-the world does not produce 
history; rather, the world is nothing but a static de-historicized conglomera
tion of subjectless objects that gain their status as objects through the struc
tural relations between one another imposed by the (again non-subjective) 
transcendental. The event is what produces history though (oddly) it too is 
ahistorical insofar as it is divorced from the de-historicized history of the 
world in which it appears as we have seen: though it arises within a situation/ 
world, the event is not something that is itself conditioned by it (and so can
not be the subject of philosophical investigation, until after its happening). 

l would like to push Osborne's analysis further here and point out that 
the formaI synchronie description of worlds that Badiou gives us through
out both of his major mature works cornes dangerously close to an idealism 
insofar as he, at the synchronie level, reifies the mathematical structure that 
he uses to analyze various worlds in both their synchronie nature and their 
harboring of potential diachrony. That is, the mathematical structure, for 
Badiou, becomes an ideological-and hence ideal-blind spot in his other
wise materialist theory. This is precisely the point that Adrian Johnston also 
develops further in relation to the Badiouan mathematic ontology and the 
concept of the count-as-one respectively. 

IV. 

Johnston points out that when faced with concerns about the properly 
materialist nature of Badiou's thought, given that abstract mathemati
cal structures are considered to be the foundations of ontology. Sorne of 
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Badiou's defenders-Johnston cites Fabian Tarby here-point to the fact 
that "Badiou rejects the portrayal of mathematics as a fabrication of the 
human mind overlaid onto the objective world," so ultimately, "Badiou's 
mathematical ontology is materialist insofar as mathematical entities and 
configurations are viewed, by Badiou-the-Platonist as enjoying ontological 
weight, as participating in real being."22 Johnston's initial response to this is 
worth quoting at length: 

Believing in the ontological reality of mathematics does not make one 
a materialist. Put differently, metaphysical realism is not equivalent to 

materialism-quite the contrary. Metaphysical realists tend to be, not 
coincidentally or by accident, idealists. At Ieast in glancing back through 
the history of philosophy, one discerns a strong correlation between 
materialism and the diametric opposite of metaphysical realism, namely 
nominaIism.23 

If Badiou is a realist about mathematical entities, then his materialism is 
undercut by this belief, as it forces him into a position of accepting both the 
reality and the priority of abstract, formaI, or ideai entities. Johnston go es 
on to critique Badiou's well-known rejection of the life sciences in favor of 
the formalism of pure mathematics as further entrenching this problematic 
idealist materialism via Badiou's recent comments on the status of physics 
and its application of mathematics to empirical. Badiou argues that the life 
sciences (represented here by physics) are stuck at the level of presentation, 
only a pure mathematics can get to the ontological. First here is Badiou: 

... The more you decompose the concept of matter into its most elemen
tary constituents, the more you move into a field of reality which can only 
be named or identified with increasingly complex mathematical opera
tions. "Matter" would simply be, immediately after being, the most gen·· 
eral possible na me of the presented (of "what is presented") ... Matter, 
in the sense in which it is at stake in physics, is matter as enveloping any 
particular presentation-and l am materialist in the sense that l think 
that any presentation is material. If we consider the word 'matter,' the 
content of the word 'mattel;' matter cornes immediately after being.24 

It is on the basis of the distinction drawn here between the domain of 
pure mathematics, the study of being-as-such (ontology), the 'applied' math
ematics of physics (namely, 'matter'), or the particular collection of objects 
and relations found in presented worlds that Johnston is able to further caH 
Badiou's professed materialism into question: 

What rais es serious questions and difficulties in this context is the 
firm line of demarcation partitioning being and matter (instead of 
"thought and matter"), a line drawn in accordance with the full-fledged 
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mathematization of ontology. Moreover, this line ... indeed does end 
up segregating "impure" empirical disciplines, keeping them outside the 
enclosure of ontology properly speaking. And to Badiou's disadvantage, 
this is where Tarby's previously critiqued and utterly inadequate defense 
of the materialist credentials of the mathematical ontology of Badiou
the-Platonist returns with a vengeance: the manner in which Badiou dif
ferentiates between L'être and la matiére that is tied up with a Platonic 
ontology that, if deemed to be materialist, renders the very opposition 
between materialism and idealism entirely null and void. How is this not 
metaphysical realism, an otherworldly doctrine inextricably intertwined 
with idealist spiritualism?25 

Once the specter of such an 'idealist spiritualism' haunting Badiouan 
materialism vis-à-vis Platonist metaphysical realism is raised we can, along 
with Johnston, identify the ways in which Badiou's twin concepts of the 
count-as-one and the de-subjectified transcendental are also complicit in ide
alism's continued grip on Badiou's philosophy. 

As Johnston points out sorne of Badiou's critics (Johnston included) have 
raised questions about the status of the 'operation' that is the count-as-one.26 

Recall that, the count-as-one is the always already present 'law' that structures 
given situations, identifying what is 'presented' in a situation (and in what 
ways presentation takes place). That is, the count-as-one, at least in Being 
and Event, is the operation that makes the inconsistency of being-qua-being 
into objects or consistent multiples, thus it defines the status of objects that are 
presented. However, as these critics argue, since Badiou himself denies that the 
count-as-one is a 'being' and gives it rather, the strange-and unexplained
status of an 'operation' (one that is, again, always already in effect in pre
sentation), this aH-important concept seems to be, in Johnston's words, "an 
ethereal, spectral, operation of unification" that is real-yet-abstract and hence 
problematically idealist in line with the realist idealism outlined above.27 

In Logics of Worlds, as we saw in the previous chapter, Badiou uses the 
concept of the count-as-one much less, replacing it with the idea of the 
a-subjective 'transcendental' (or the transcendental logic) as that which 
stands in for and serves the same function as the count-as-one of Being and 
Event. The transcendental is that around which a given world and its objects 
are structured much like the law that is defined by the counting operation. 
But here, the transcendental, rather than being described as an 'operation,' is 
itself included in that world that it structures (rather than being an operator 
that in sorne sense pre-exists the world that is structured by it). As Johnston 
notes, this has been seen as a sign of a move away from the problematic 
idealism inherent to the concept of the count-as-one by sorne of Badiou's 
readers. J ohnston cited Alberto Toscano here: 

Toscano believes that [the] anxieties about Badiou's less-than-fully 
materialist status circa 1988 subsequently are assuaged in two ways 
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after 1988: First, the 2006 conceptualization of the transcendental is 
purportedly less, as it were, mysteriously faceless than the anonymous 
count-for-one; second, the immanence of each transcendental regime to 
its respective world supposedly (re)-secures Badiouan thought as a form 
of strict materialism.28 

However, Johnston also rightly points out that Badiou doesn't give up the 
count-as-one in 2006, the concept remains in use in Lagies af Warlds; and 
when it is used, it is at a crucial moment in the description of the status of 
objects presented in a given world. Speaking of the nature of objects in Lag
ies of Warlds recall that, as we saw in the previous chapter, Badiou claims 
that: 

It goes without saying after aIl, that a being ... can appear in differ
ent worlds. It would be absurd to think that there is an intrinsÏc link 
between a given multiple and a given world. The 'worlding' of a for
maI being, which is its being-there or appearing, is ultimately a logical 
operation: the access to a local guarantee of its identity. This operation 
may be produced in numerous different ways, and it may imply entirely 
distinct worlds as the grounds for the further operations it elicits.29 

The point-as we also discussed in the last chapter-is that the appear
ance, or the being-there, of a given object in a given world does not, for 
the Badiou of Logies al Warlds, exhaust the object. A given object can be 
worlded in multiple ways, by multiple transcendentals, and insofar as the 
particular appearance of a given object in a given world is defined by the 
relations that develop between it and other objects, the appearance of that 
object is (as we pointed out in the previous chapter in relation to the identity 
of humans in given worlds) defined in its being-there by other beings, or 
other objects. This defining, howevel; does not fully define and circumscribe 
the object; it is also defined in this by being other than what it is outside of 
a given world. 

The object is thus split in its being worlded. It both is what it appears to 
be insofar as its appearance is defined by the relation al structure, and it is, 
importantly, not aIl that it is in appearance, or as Johnston puts the point, 
"The Badiouan object is never entirely situated in and structured by its respec
tive world without reserve (or in Lacanese, "not aIl" of the object is in its 
world). "30 Though the object's nature exceeds the appearance, the object is 
made consistent through the subtraction of aIl that is not relationally consis
tent with other objects in that world, but as Badiou notes (and as we also made 
clear in the last chapter) this subtraction do es not destroy the excess of the 
object or its nature outside of the relational structuring of the transcendental: 

The key to thinking appearing, when it cornes to a singular being, lies 
in being able to determine, at one and the same time, the self-difference 
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which makes it so being-there is not being-qua-being, and the difference 
from others which makes it so that being there, or the law of the world 
which is shared by these others, does not abolish being-qua-being.31 

Thus, the object straddles the li ne between the inconsistent multiplic
ity of being-qua-being and the consistent appearing of the being-there of 
the world. As Johnston puts it, "the object as an onto-Iogical conjunction 
of l'être en tant qu'être and être-là is the condensed crossroads at which 
this interaction between being and appearing takes place, an interaction in 
which appearing cornes to leave its mark on being itself."32 It is here that 
the concept of the count-as-one operation reappears in Logics of Worlds the 
appearance of the object in-world, as a 'one' or a consistent multiplicity, is 
described by Badiou as an "atom of appearing" which is, as Johnston points 
out, defined (in part) in the 'Dictionary of Concepts' at the end of Logics 
of Worlds with reference to the count-as-one: the "atom (of appearing)" is 
"the instance of the One in appearing, and therefore, the instance of what 
counts as one in the object." 33 

Leaving aside a discussion of the first part of this definition, we can see 
that the count-as-one, thus, remains an important concept for Badiou as 
it continues to play a crucial role in the definition of objects as they are in 
presentation or as they are in-world. This is also in part why in outlining the 
mature Badiouan edifice in the previous chapter I see it as unproblematic 
to use this term and the Badiouan transcendental interchangeably (more on 
this in a moment). Further, though Badiou continues to use the concept of 
the count-as-one in this way in Logics of Worlds it remains a mysterious 
abstract-yet-real concept. As Johnston daims, "It remains troublingly unex
plained who or what performs this enigmatic, mysterious operation as weIl 
as from where it comes."34 

Returning now to the theme of the connections between the criti
cisms of Badiou's account of the social and the processes of stasis and 
change registered by both Osborne and Johnston, and the criticisms that 
Althusser launches against the structuralists of his day, these can be aligned 
if we consider how it is that what is identified as problematic by both 
of Badiou's critics is the portions of Badiou's theory that remain idealist 
"abstractions" which Badiou relies on to serve critical functions in his 
mature system. Nothing more needs to be said about the idealism inherent 
to the metaphysical realist position in mathematics (even though, accord
ing to this view mathematical entities are 'real' they remain formaI imma
terial entities, and are thus ideal). In addition to the problems identified 
by Johnston in relation to count-as-one operation, we can add here in 
an Althusserian vein, that because Badiou is insufficiently aware on the 
uncritical reification of this concept, it cornes to have the same kind of 
a-subjective subjective agency that the concept of structure had for those 
whose structuralism became, as Althusser argues, infected with ideology 
(and hence idealism). 
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RecaIl these arguments as we discussed them in chapter two: Althusser 
argues that for many the aIl-important concept of 'structure,' in its being 
reified and uninterrogated, becomes and ideological impediment to a truly 
scientific (and materialist) understanding of the conjuncture. In the same way, 
insofar as the count-as-one remains uninterrogated, it becomes endowed 
with a quasi-intelligence as that which ensures the ordering of multiples 
across situations/worlds. Further, apropos the attempted overcoming of the 
problems inherent to the concept of the count-as-one by replacing it with 
the concept of a de-subjectified transcendental, as Johnston has convincingly 
shown, the transcendental itself is still tied to the count-as-one operation 
and as such is undergirded by the remaining idealist abstraction. In this way, 
the count-as-one becomes exactly the kind of ideal 'metaphysical invariant' 
that the young Badiou accused Althusser of maintaining in his conception of 
structural causality.35 So, returning to the philosophical itinerary that Badiou 
gives us in the pair of interviews discussed above, it seems that the crucial 
problem is that he has, at least in Being and Event and Logics of Worlds, 
failed to make use of Lacan as the mediator between Sartre and Althusser in 
the way that he claims that he does (more on this in the following chapters). 

Readers of Badiou such as Bosteels and Wright have ta ken issue with 
the kind reading of Badiou's mature work that l (and ]ohnston) give in this 
chapter. And they do so on the grounds that reading only the mature work 
in a fashion that is disconnected from the earlier work is one of the main rea
sons that people come to the kinds of conclusions that l have here. 36 Speak
ing, for instance, almost directly to the kind of charges leveled at Badiou 
mature work here, Bosteels writes: 

Many cri tics argue that this is precisely what Badiou himself ends up 
doing, when especiaIly in his later work foIlowing Being and Event, 
after abandoning a more traditional dialectical view, he is seen as set
ting up a rigid divide along Kantian (perhaps even pre-Kantian) lines 
between the world of phenomena and the realm of things in themselves 
or, along a more Sartrean lineage, between being and conscÎousness qua 
pure nothingness. 37 

Bosteels of course, like Wright, argues that we must not read the new 
in isolation from the old, that we must in fact, read Badiou's mature work 
through the lens of the early work and that in doing so we are able to see 
how it is that the mature texts are still working to articulate the concerns 
of the early work. Recall again Bosteels' provocation, cited in chapter three 
when discussing Badiou's notion of the impure relation in Althusser's work 
between science and ideology, to the effect that we should read the concep
tion of a necessary impurity (in connection with his Maoist musings on the 
contradictory splits within the dialectic) across Badiou's oeuvre. If we could 
do such a thing then it would be possible to see how it is that Lacan plays 
the mediating l'ole Badiou ascribes him in the interviews. Then we could see 
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that there is not such a strict division between the synchronie and diachronie 
in Badiou's mature as Osborn argues. The event itself would in fact not be 
ahistorical in the ways described above but rather have a place within a 
given situation/world insofar as such worlds would be impure and dialecti
cally split. There is, l think, much that is right in Bosteels' argument here. 
One can see this just in reflecting on much of what l have sa id above: it is 
true that for Badiou a world/situation is never totalizing, it always contains 
that which is unpresented (as subtracted), and so forth. The problem is that 
Bosteels' answer does not cover the further, and main, difficulty that both 
Johnston and l identify here: that of the status of the count-as-one. Even if 
we agree with Bosteels that there is no strict cleavage between being and 
event, or being and subject, even if we read the early Badiou back into the 
mature Badiou (and l think we should do this: here Bosteels and l agree), we 
still have the problem of the external nature of the counting operation that 
itself, seems to stand outside aH and any material worlds/situations. 
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5 Zizek and the Materialism of the 
Immaterial, or hy Hegel Is Not 
an Idealist 

Zizek, in a recent interview, regarding his materialism, daims: 

... There is a fundamental difference between the assertion that 'every
thing is matter' ... and the assertion 'there is nothing which is not mat
ter' (which with its other side, 'not aIl is matter,' opens up the space for 
the account of immaterial phenomenal. What this means is that a truly 
radical materialism is by definition non-reductionist: far From claiming 
that 'everything is matter', it confers upon the 'immaterial' phenomena 
a specifie positive non-being. 1 

This chapter begins the discussion of Zizek's relation to (and revision of) 
Althusser by attempting to darify Zizek's 'non-reductionist' materialism as 
he describes it above. l will do this by locating Zizek's materialism in his 
de-progressified, Lacanian reading of Hegel's thought in which Hegel becomes 
the primary representative of a properly-non-reductive-materialist par
adigm. Chapter 6 will then assess the similarities and differences between 
Zizek's view and Badiou's, in part by continuing the description that begins 
here of Zizek's revision of Hegel via Lacan (and further connecting these 
through his reading of Marx); arguing ultimately, that Zizek's materialism 
overcomes the remaining idealism that continues to infect Badiou's thought. 

1. 

As is weIl known, in the Phenomenology of Spirit, Hegel sees the negative 
moment in the dialectical process of Consciousness's coming to awareness 
of itself and its world as crucially important. Ir is the point where mediation 
occurs and where what is properly "true" about the previous moment cornes 
into view. It is in the space of such negativity that we begin to discern that 
which before was not mediated (immediate, and Ilot fully understood), in its 
fully expressed actuality, as the moment that is what it is through the exclu
sion of that which it negates. In the mode of the immediate (at any given step 
in the process), one is under the illusion of having a kind of complete under
standing, believing that knowledge of one's self and one's world is complete, 
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closed, and whole. In the space of the negative moment, this understand
ing, the perceived whole-and its explanations-become inadequate and faU 
apart. What appeared to be complete, whole, and universal turns out not to 
apply, there is a lack-an inherent 'not-AIl' in one's knowledge-that has 
been covered over by the perceived totality which becomes, in the space of the 
negative moment, laid bare in its incompleteness. This calls into question, for 
the knower, the previously experienced universality of knowledge. In order to 
better grasp this point we can look briefly at how this process unfolds in the 
opening sections of "Sense Certainty" in Hegel's Phenomenology. 

On Hegel's account, consciousness's first attempts to understand its world 
are founded in ta king that which cornes to it through the senses for what 
is true. According to Hegel, what consciousness finds is that "the thing," 
namely, the object (or set of objects) that it receives through its senses, "iS."2 
This is to say that the object of knowledge has a kind of brute, inert exis
tence and that "it is merely because it iS."3 The multiplicity of things that 
are found in the world, appear to consciousness at this stage as necessarily 
fixed, determined, and differentiated in certain ways. Thus, what is true for 
consciousness at this stage is "this" thing, in its brute, physical existence, 
that is "here," displayed in front of consciousness "now." What is further 
revealed to consciousness in this moment is that the structure of the thing 
(the "This") is both "Now" and "Here" which then bec orne the new deter
minations (or concepts) that need to be understood.4 

We could ask-as Hegel did-about the "Now" (the question is: what 
is the "Now?") and say, for instance that the "Now is night" (this thing, 
that is here now, is night) but as we will quickly notice, that definition is 
only a fleeting one for it is the case that at sorne point the 'Now' will not 
be night but it will be day.s What this realization brings with it is a fur
ther determination and differentiation of the "now." This is also-as is weIl 
known-Hegel's description of how consciousness cornes to discover uni
versaI concepts like 'This,' 'Now,' and 'Here' out of the particulars to which 
they are initially applied in consciousness' everyday dealings with the world. 
These universal concepts arise in and come to be known as a result of the 
experience of them as non-universal, fleeting, and contingent. The concept 
is brought to light in the negation of its particular (and contingent) deter
minations. In the negation of particular 'nows' we come to understand the 
concept of "Now" itself, but this concept is not strictly identical with any of 
its particular instantiations, it is rather 'not' any one of them. What is also 
revealed in this is the primacy of the negative moment as Hegel shows us: 

The Now that is night is preserved, i.e., it is treated as what it professes 
to be, as something that is; but it proves itself to be on the contrary, 
something that is not. The Now does indeed preserve itself, but as some
thing that is not night; equally it preserves itself in the face of the day 
that it now is, as something that is also not Day, in other words, as a 
negative in general. 6 
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What was tirst posited by the moment of sense certainty as the 'Now' has 
become distinguished from its particulars, as it is not properly any one of 
them but rather a universal, which is at the same time aIl of its particular 
moments and none of them. This is, as we have seen, discovered through 
the negation of attempting to identify the universal "Now" with one of its 
particular instantiations, but this knowledge only cornes after or as a result 
of a distancing of the starting point in which the univers al is not universal 
but rather particular and determined, but that which is particular and deter
mined is perceived to be universal. 

Hegel conceives of knowledge as always being mediated by the nega
tive moment. As we have seen in the example of consciousness's coming to 
understand the concept of "Now," it tirst took what was immediately given 
as the truth of the "Now" (now is night) but then found that the negation 
of that idea (that the "Now" was not only to be identified with 'night' but 
with 'day' as weIl) exhibited the real "truth" of the tirst understanding of 
the term, namely that that this understanding was inadequate, that is did 
not offer a completed detinition-because now the "Now" is day, but this 
also becomes mediated in the recognition that the universal "Now" cannot 
be strictly identified with either of these particular instantiations of it, and is 
in fact radically different then, and not determined by, the particularity with 
which these instantiations appear. 

It is only in the negative moment, as that moment in which we come 
to see what is left out by our current knowledge of things, that we come 
to see what is universal and hence "True" about the nature of our cur
rent mode of knowing (that it is always inadequate, that it always leaves 
something out, that it is what it is based on this exclusion). Furthermore, 
consciousness itself is what it is at any given moment as a product of such 
inadequacies-its own determinations are only what they are as a result of 
a kind of foundational exclusion that only shows itself in existence in the 
moment of negation. 

We should briefly recall that for Hegel, like Kant before him, the "objec
tive" world in which we live is the product of the interaction between con
sciousness (as that which organizes, imposes meaning, and "knows") and 
what is affected by it. Recall the Kantian idea of consciousness as a 'receptive 
spontaneity'; consciousness receives information and then spontaneously 
organizes it (according to the structures it imposes on this information) so 
that it can be understood, or 'known.' It is not, on Kant's accounting of 
things, the objects of experience that modify our consciousness but rather 
our consciousness that modifies the objects of experience so that they can 
be comprehended. ï Hegel wishes to accept a portion of the Kantian claim. 
He do es think, along with Kant, that the subjective conditions of experience 
and knowledge cannot be changed by objects and that objects are in fact 
determined by consciousness and are grounded in such determinations. In 
commenting on this in the Science of Logic, Hegel points out, apropos the 
common sense idea that when one cognizes the world one somehow "has" 
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notions, concepts, or ideas of one's objects, that though this way of describ
ing cognition is "true" with regard to "determinant notions" (particulars): 
"the lis the pure Notion itself, which as Notion, has come into existence."8 
For Hegel, the Kantian daim about the work of consciousness on the world 
becomes the daim that notions are not merely 'had' by consciousness, but 
rather, consciousness and its notions are one and the same (consciousness is 
its notion and the notion is consciousness). Consciousness, or we could also 
say, subjectivity, is the material existence of the notion: it is the lived instan
tiation of that notion or set of notions (here to be understood as the set of 
concepts/ideas through which one cognizes the world). There is, in this way, 
a kind of one-to-one correspondence between the subject (consciousness) 
and the world (that which is perceived by consciousness). Hegel continues: 

This constitutes the nature of the l as well as the Notion; neither the 
one nor the other can be truly comprehended unless the two indicated 
moments are grasped at the same time both in their abstraction and their 
perfect unity. When one speaks in the ordinary way of the understand
ing possessed by the 1, one understands thereby a laculty or property 
which stands in the same relation to the l as the property of a thing does 
to the thing itself, that is, to an indeterminate substrate that is not the 
genuine ground and the determinant of its property. According to this 
conception l possess notions and the Notion in the same way as l also 
possess a coat, complexion, and other external properties. Now Kant 
went beyond this external relation of the understanding, as the faculty 
of notions and of the Notion itself, to the I. lt is one of the profoundest 
and truest insights to be found in the Critique ol Pure Reason that the 
unit y which constitutes the nature of the Notion is recognized as the 
original Synthetic unit y of apperception, as the unit y of the '1 think,' or 
of self-consciousness.9 

Though it is the case, as we have seen, that Hegel agrees, in part, with the 
Kantian arguments here, he wants to argue that the subjective conditions of 
experience do in lact change, even though they are not affected by the object. 
They change historically, as people and cultures change; and so, individu al 
cognition is related to communal cognition which itself shifts and changes 
throughout history. Any given consciousness (or material instantiation of a 
particular, historically existing 'notion') is the subjective representation of 
a particular historical-communal moment in the development of humanity 
and the human world. 

There is, in this way, as Hegel says in the Introduction to The Philosophy 
of History, 'Reason in history' in two senses. First, insofar as he takes the 
Kantian daims to be true-because reason is involved in the creation of 
objects as they are cognized by humans, and insofar as humans themselves 
are temporal beings, human history is infused with reason's participation 
in the construction of objects. As he points out, "Reason is the substance 
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[of our historic world] in the sense that it is that whereby and wherein aU 
reality has its being and subsistence. "10 And second, at the same time that 
Hegel takes the Kantian points described above to be true, he also wants
as already noted-to say that Reason and History are connected insofar as 
Reason bears the mark of the history in which it cornes to be what it is. So 
the daim that there is "Reason in history" is also meant to signal Hegel's 
innovation over and above Kant: the daim to the historically developmental 
nature of Reason, and also, the historical construction, transformation, and 
indexing of the Kantian transcendental subjective conditions themselves. 

Hegel goes on, then, to re-conceive of the ground of both the objective 
world and the individual self as being found in the struggle for recognition 
and the movement from individual desire to a communaUy agreed upon 
set of "truths" that form and shape our experiences of our world and our 
understanding of om"selves. Knowledge-and the knower-is determined 
by our pragmatic concerns and our active dealings with one another in the 
community. What is true is, in fact, determined by self-consciousness but 
is so in reference to what self-consciousness is concerned with, and this is 
primarily determined by the concerns of the historicaUy located community. 
Thus, individual self-consciousness is conditioned by the social and objects 
in the world are conditioned by self-consciousness's desire, or lack of desire, 
for them. However, as should be clear, this also is not merely the desire of 
a single individuated self-consciousness, but that of a historical community. 
That is, individuated desires are the built out of the larger set of desires 
that are communally grounded (so, in this way, communality precedes the 
individual). It is Hegel's description of self-consciousness as founded in 
the struggle for recognition that gives us a conception of identity in which 
identities are determined and understood in relation to a historicaUy con
tingent and changing communal consciousness-Spirit or Geist in Hegel's 
terminology-of what is to be desired. 

To be sure, individual consciousness still exists, but it is grounded in 
a pre-existent communal consciousness that is already meaning-laden and 
unfolds according to a certain historical-communal understanding of what 
is valued and meaningful. It is out of the already meaning-laden world that 
the individual consciousness arises and thus that world reflects back to the 
individual those things that make up her self-understanding. In this way, the 
self-conscious subject always begins as, or finds itself determined and differ
entiated by, its particular historical moment and the notion(s) that exist for 
it at that given time. The crucial aspect of this to see is that this determinism 
is historical; the identity of individual self--consciousness is the product of 
the communal modes of knowing (in the same way that knowledge itself is). 
Zizek, in commenting on this, notes that: 

Hegel of course learned the lesson of Kant's transcendental idealism 
(there is no reality prior to a subject's positing activity); however, he 
refused to elevate the subject into a neutral-universal agent who directly 
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constitutes reality. To put it in Kantian terms: while he admitted there is 
no reality without the subject, Hegel insisted that subjectivity is inher
ently pathological (biased, limited to a distorting, unbalanced perspec
tive of the whole).l1 

Zizek's point, as we have already begun to see, is that the Hegelian sub
ject both organizes its world-in a Kantian sense-and is also organized 
by its world insofar as its own organizing capacities are constructed and 
constrained by the existing community as it is at a given historical moment. 
That is, in order for any world to show up, it must be organized by a con
scious subject; the reality that such a subject posits, however, is always lim
ited (biased, distorted) by the context within which she is found. There is 
then (at least initiaIly) no non-pathological subject. 

If aIl subjects are pathological in this sense, then aIl are contingently 
constructed in their subjecthood. Echoing the Althusserian conception, for 
Zizek's Hegel, subjectivity (first) is a product of the va rio us differences, insti
tutions, practices, traditions, modes of knowledge, and ideologies that exist 
at a given time. So subjectivity itself (and aIl of its differences) begins as the 
contingent, and ideologically limited, product of history. As such, it serves 
to ground, (re)produce, and sustain those differences. This ground, how
ever, is so only on the condition that it excludes that which it negates (i.e., 
universality itself in the form of the negative moment, or knowledge of the 
'not-AIl' of knowledge). 

ln sorne versions of the Hegelian story, the dialectic-and thus history 
itself-comes to an end in "Absolute Knowing" where the subject and its 
object coincide completely in higher level which takes both out of the realm 
of the historical (finite) existence and into the ahistorical (infinite); at this 
moment, there truly is no longer anything left out in knowledge and exis
tence and, in turn, there is no longer any negativity but rather an infinite 
"whole." 12 This, howevel; is not Zizek's version of the story. Zizek explains 
the moment of "Absolute Knowing" not as a grasping of the Absolute in 
which we gain a way out of the historical process through an understand
ing that becomes infinite and thus ends negation, but rather " ... we fail 
to grasp the Absolute precisely insofar as we continue to presuppose that, 
above and beyond the domain of our finite reflected reasoning, there is an 
Absolute to be grasped." 13 lt is within the confines of our finite reasoning 
that we come to know the Absolute Truth, which is simply that "there is no 
Absolute beyond or above the reflexive oppositions and contradictions of 
the Finite-the Absolute is nothing but the movement of self-sublation of 
these finite determinations." 14 

More recently, Zizek has put the point this way: 

... Adopting the stance of "Absolute Knowing," the subject does not 
ask if the content (sorne particular object of inquiry) meets sorne a pri
ori standard (of truth, goodness, beauty); it lets the content measure 
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itself, by its own immanent standards, and thus self-authorizes itself. 
The stance of Absolute Knowing thus fully coincides with thorough 
(absolute) historicism: there is no transcendental "big Other," there are 
no criteria that we can apply to historical phenomena themselves. 15 

This is the source of Zizek 's materialist reading of Hegel. For Zizek's Hegel 
there is no outside: we are always already included-even as subjects-in 
the wodd that we construct in our modes of coming to know it. Further
more, this world is as it is on the condition 0/ the modes of understanding 
that are employed by us, which are not constructed ex nihilo but rather 
are themselves founded by individuals and communities in history-that is, 
they are the results of the historical, embodied activity of humans. These 
modes themselves become what they are by being embodied, in both indi
viduals and communities, and the material practices in which they engage. 
Thus, what is "Absolute" is precisely the historicity of systems of knowing 
(founded on the dialectic of negation and mediation), the contingent and 
historical wodd that these create (and, reflexively, that is created by these 
modes of knowing), and the contingent, differentiated, and limited subjects 
that are born out of this. The Hegelian Absolute is nothing other than this 
pro cess itself, and "Absolute Knowing" is nothing more than the awareness 
of this fact: 

"Absolute Knowing" is nothing more than the final recognition of a 
limitation which is 'absolute' in the sense that it is not determinate or 
particular, not a relative "limit" or obstacle to our knowledge that we 
can cleady see and locate as such. Ir is invisible "as such" because it is 
the limitation of the entire field as such-that closure of the field which, 
from within the field itself (and we are always by definition within it, 
because in a way this field "is" ourselves) cannot but appear as its oppo
site, as the very openness of the field. 16 

To have 'Absolute Knowledge' is, then, to understand that any cogni
tion of the world is partial and limited, and importantly, to recognize the 
partial and limited nature of one's own consciousness. This is to say that 
having 'Absolute Knowledge' is recognizing both that there are particular 
historically conditioned, contingent, limited, and delimited forms of know
ing attended by certain forms of consciousness (or subjectivities)-such as 
those described by Hegel in the Phenomenology-whose limits can be over
come in the next dialectical moment, and that ali/orms of knowing are uni
versaIly limited: so, limitation and partiality is the universal, 'Absolute,' or 
transcendental condition of aIl forms of consciousness as such. This cannot 
be overcome: "the dialectical buck stops here: the subject can no longer play 
the game of the 'experience of consciousness' comparing the For-us with the 
In-itself and thereby subverting both of them, since there is no longer any 
shape of the In-itself available as a measure of the truth For-us. "17 What one 
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gains in the moment of Absolute knowing, is the knowledge that the distinc
tion between the For-us and the ln-itself is internaI to subjectivity: 

Absolute knowing thus takes the impossibility of a meta-language to the 
extreme. In our ordinary experience, we rely on the distinction between 
For-us and In-itself ... We distinguish secondary properties of things 
(which exist only for us, like color and taste) from their primary proper
ties (shape and so on) which characterize things as they are in themselves; 
at the end of this road is the pure mathematical formalism of quantum 
physics as the only (totally non-intuitive) In-itself accessible to us. This 
final result, however, simultaneously renders visible the paradox ... What 
we posit as the "In·jtself" of things is the product of centuries-long labor of 
scientific research. In short, a lot of subjective activity (of experimentation, 
creation of new concepts, etc.) is needed to arrive at what is "objective."18 

Recall here the Bachelardian daims, discussed in chapter two, regarding 
how it is that the scientific 'object' is constructed by the mate rial processes 
that are used in its investigation (the microscope and so forth). As Zizek 
argues here, to understand this is to understand the central role the subject 
plays in the construction of the distinction itself, or as he puts it, "the two 
aspects, the In-itself and the For-Itself, thus reveal themselves to be dialecti
cally mediated" by the subject. 19 Subjectivity then, and its cognitive capaci
ties, stand(s) for the universal failure of the existence of a Whole that stands 
outside of, or pre-exists, the historicaIly contingent and partial process. 

Commenting further on the place of contingency in Hegel, Zizek argues 
that what the standard views of Hegel's system-in which there is no room 
for contingency and aIl is determined by a necessary logical, historical, and 
processional development of a pre-existent whole in the process of moving 
from implicit to explicit-miss is that: 

The Hegelian dialectical process is not such a 'saturated' self-contained 
necessary Whole, but the open-contingent process through which the 
Whole forms itself. In other words [the standard view] confuses being 
with becoming: it perceives as a fixed order of being (the network of cat
egories) what is for Hegel the pro cess of becoming which retroactive/y, 
engenders its necessity.20 

The necessity-if there is any-only cornes after the fact in a retrospective 
reconstruction of the path that consciousness has taken. This does not mean 
that such a necessity was present from the begirming, nor do es it mean that 
what we perceive as necessary is anything more than a necessity that forms 
out of a contingent historical process. In other words, for Hegel, what is 
primary in the necessity/contingency relation is contingency: 

If the encompassing unit y of necessity and contingency is necessity, then 
the necessity (gradually discovered by our cognition as the underlying 
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Notion of the phenomenal contingent multiplicity) had to be there aU 
the time, waiting to be discovered by our cognition-in short, in this 
case, Hegel's central idea that our way towards truth is part of the truth 
itself, is cancelled and we regress to the standard metaphysical notion of 
Truth as substantial In-itself, independent of a subject's approach to it. l1 

1 will return to this in a moment. At this point, it will be useful to take 
a detour through Zizek's deployment of sorne parts of Lacan's work in his 
appropriation of Hegel in order to shed light on the move that is made here. 

II. 

What 1 wish to focus on, initially anyway, are two key ingredients of Lacan's 
thought, namely the 'Symbolic' as that which structures and organizes, and 
the 'Real' to be read here, following Zizek's reading of Lacan, as that which 
is the symptom of the Symbolic in that it is both inherent to, and generated 
by, the symbolic but also that which acts to disrupt its continuity and uni
versality. Seen in this way, the "real" can be viewed as the properly negative 
moment of the symbolic (further explanation below). 

For Lacan, like Hegel, we come to understand the world and ourselves 
through a kind of interaction in which both-ourselves and the world
become organized, ordered, and meaning-Iaden. One of the ways that we 
can understand this is through Lacan's analysis of the foundational nature 
of language. Language functions as the primary mode through which this 
ordering happens. Here Lacan writes, "through the word ... there is born 
the world of meaning of a particular language in which the world of things 
will come to be arranged. "22 

The arranging of the world through language immediately takes on a 
foundational tone as Lacan goes on to daim that it is not merely through 
language that the world gets organized but rather it is "the world of words 
that create the world of things," and this means that the world is what it is 
in large part, as the product of language.23 As Lacan argues, the structures 
of language and the meanings that these structures create impose organiza
tion not only on the world, but on humans as weIl and this process happens 
in an altogether unconscious fashion. We do not recognize this imposition 
of structure as such because it is inscribed in, and the foundation of, our 
very conscious awareness of both ourselves and the world in which we find 
ourselves. We only come to consciousness within the world of meanings 
that exist as the result of language; and language and meaning is the result 
of an ongoing material and historical process. Thus, it is language and its 
historically located structures and meanings that are constitutive of our very 
experience (and our very world). 

This process is, according to Lacan, the process that Freud is metaphori·· 
cally describing when he discusses the foundational nature of the Taboo 
against incest in his Totem and Taboo. Here Lacan writes, "the primordial 
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Law [prohibition of incest] is therefore that which, in regulating marriage 
ties, superimposes the kingdom of culture on that of a nature abandoned to 
the law of mating ... This law then, is revealed clearly enough as identical 
with an order of language. "24 It is with language, in its unconscious imposi
tion of order on both the world and individuals, through its creation of the 
world of things, that humans are, to speak metaphorically, raised out of an 
animal-like existence in which the world exhibits itself as unorganized and 
capricious and we merely act on instincts (as in the case of killing the father 
out the desire for the mother in Freud's story). This is because the order of 
language imposes an order on this instinct and caprice such that it becomes 
regulated. 

To be sure, this story, for Lacan, is not an attempt at any sort of empiri
cally valid explanation of the pre-history of humanity. It is an explanatory 
myth. One that, while offering a plausible understanding of what humanity 
might be like outside of the ordering imposition of language, is nonetheless 
a myth as Rosalind Coward and John Ellis point out: "this myth can only 
ever be mythical precisely because any knowledge one has of the processes 
pre-existing language and the unconscious are known only through lan
guage with its symbolic relations. "25 This should not, howevel; lessen the 
force of the point of myth itself, the goal here is demonstrate the power of 
language and meaning in its ordering capacities. Speaking non-mythically, it 
is, according to Lacan, language which first orders and constitutes both con
sciousness itself (as consciousness)-and the multiple and different identities 
that particular consciousness's take on-and allows for the differentiation 
and categorization of consciousness's objects. Lacan continues: 

Symbols [words, languages, grammars] in fact envelop the life of man 
in a network so total that they join together, before he cornes into the 
world, those who are going to engender him by "flesh and blood"; so 
total that they bring to his birth, along with the gift of the stars, if not 
the gifts of the fairies, the shape of his destiny.26 

This can-and should-be read in connection with the point that Hegel 
makes about the nature of knowledge being determined by the commu
nity. It is within the order, institutions, and the meanings that are present in 
a socio-historical situation that any given subject cornes to self-awareness 
and awareness of her world as ordered, categorized, and differentiated in a 
particular way. These meanings are imposed on the subject before she has 
the ability to question or resist them and as such they present themselves as 
necessary categories within which she cornes to think both herself and her 
world. Thus, this awareness, while productive of both the subject and the 
object, is always conditioned by this pre-existing social and historical situ
ation. Nevertheless, aIl of this is only possible in the mode of the symbolic, 
through the positing of a subject who, in the use of linguistic utterances to 
refer, is herself established as a particular kind of subject within a communal 
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context in which those linguistic utterances refer to something that is recog
nizable by others in that community. 

Apropos Lacan's example referred to in the quote above, of the ways in 
which language and meaning come to structure one's existence even prior 
to one's birth, we can think of the particular type of meaning-ladenness that 
exists in our times of the concept of 'baby' and the network of meanings and 
significations that are built up around, and connected to, such a term. None 
of these meanings are ahistorical: they shift and change as cultures shift and 
change, but no matter their particular content, they are the network of mean
ings and values that are imposed on one even prior to one's birth. Regarding 
'our' conception of this, as any contemporary-one should, 1 guess qualify 
this 'any' with other historico-social mark ers such as 'Western'-parent who 
has such thoughts knows, it is virtuaIly impossible, for instance, to find 
much in the way of non-gendered infant products. From dothing to diapers, 
to cribs and room decorations, almost everything is marked by the cultural 
meanings that surround our current (again, local) conjuncture's understand
ing of what it is to be male or what it is to be female. Further, parents them
selves often now find out the sex of their babies very early on in a pregnancy, 
and this knowledge also marks the way that parents come to think of-and 
talk to and treat-their baby even as it exists in the womb; so that when and 
if it does arrive, there is always-already a set of expectations for character
istics waiting for the child's arrivaI into which he or she will be fit. Further 
still, the entire set of meanings, values, and beliefs that sUlTound the ad vent 
of a pregnancy is cultural and historical (and also in many ways economic), 
and this complex network of significations determines both the experience 
of the pregnancy/birth/child-parent relation for bath the parent-to-be and 
the child from the time that it is conceived. 

Thus, as Lacan argues, 1 become a subject when 1 enter into the network 
of the symbolic; this begins even before 1 start to learn the language of my 
community and come to be able to understand myself in relation to it. The 
symbolic calls me into existence in a particular way through its structures, 
which are imposed on me whenever 1 respond to the linguistic caU-again, 
we return to the Althusserian theme of interpellation-of others in my com
munit y who use these structures to refer to me and who, themselves, are 
also interpeUated by the linguistic structures and meanings in which they 
find themselves. 

The caU is what in Lacanian terms structures and is structured by the 
symbolic. To again weave this together with the Althusserian account of 
subject formation, 1 become a unified being in my relation to the 'Other' of 
the symbolic (the totality of which Lacan refers to as the big Other), which 
calls on me to perform certain actions that interpeUate (or draw me together) 
as its subject.27 When my students address me as a teacher, it is to their caU 
that 1 am subordinated. Here 1 am 'subjectivized' as a teacher, and along 
with that, come aIl of the trappings of the position of authority. The power 
that 1 seem to hold in such a position is not something which 1 do in fact 
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hold, rather l am held by it, that is to say, l only 'have' such power in virtue 
of the social recognition that l am accorded, and it is this recognition that 
constructs my very subjectivity as one who has such power. In the same way, 
when l am called out to by someone else who holds a position of power, 
my boss or supervisor, for example, not only does my subjective position 
become cemented, but so does that individual's (and aIl of the power that 
comes along with such a position in the symbolic, and for me, aU the lack 
of power that comes along with my recognition of the call of power). It is 
this interpellative mechanism that, writ large, structures one's world and the 
meanings that are possible for one by designating the symbolic coordinates 
of her understanding of both herself and her world. 

However, as we should be able to see, even though language (and the 
symbolic order) and its processes of differentiation and meaning giving, 
appear as totalizing (in the same way that the coordinated desires of a com
munit y and the structures that are built from this, attempt to totally deter
mine what is meaningful for Hegel), the ordering/structuring move itself 
generates its own obstruction, its symptom, as that which signifies its fail
ure to totalize. To continue with linguistic examples, Lacan describes an 
opposition between speech and language and reminds us of some condi
tions under which language (as the imposed order/ordering act) fails in its 
attempted totalizing structuring. One of these is found in what are ta ken by 
the symbolic structures of a given language to be incomprehensible utter
ances (speech) of the psychotic, where "speech has given up trying to make 
itself recognized." 28 

Speech, then, is not exhaustively structured by language. Speech can be 
unstructured and it also can point to something that is excluded by the 
structures of any given linguistic system (more on this below). It is precisely 
these incomprehensible utterances, which form the inherent bord ers of that 
system itself, which exhibit its inability to totalize. Nevertheless this 'exclu
sion' is also the condition upon which a given language cornes to signify, so 
it is also a part of it. In Zizek's terms, it is "the part which, although inherent 
to the existing universal order, has no 'proper place' within it. "29 This is how 
Zizek understands the Lacanian notion of the Real: as that which is both 
generated by the symbolic, and that which forms its immanent limitation or, 
as Zizek puts it, "The Real is not the transcendent substantial reality which 
from outside disturbs the Symbolic balance, but the immanent obstacle, 
stumbling block, of the order itself. "30 

The Real is, in this way, what is repressed or foreclosed on by the structure 
and apparent totalization of a system of meaning and language. Because, as 
we have seen, according to Lacan, this system is itself never closed, never 
fully totalizing, the real shows up-in those utterances that are taken to be 
incomprehensible, or those 'slips' of the tongue which signify something 
more or different than they are meant to-reveals itself within the system 
as its 'symptom.' Returning to the discussion of the (Hegelian) relation 
between necessity and contingency from section one of this chapter, though 
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the return of the Real (or the repressed) is itself always necessary (as systems 
are never closed and always harbor that which acts to disrupt them): 

. . . This necessity itself do es not pre-exist the contingent multitude 
of appearances as their ground-it itself emerges out of contingency, 
as contingency elevated into the necessity of a universal concept ... 
An inner necessity can only articulate itself through the contingency 
of a symptom, and vice versa: this necessity (say the constant urge of a 
repressed desire) cornes to be only through this articulation. Here also 
the necessity does not simply pre-exist contingency: When Lacan says 
that repression and the return of the repressed (in symptomal forma
tions) are the front and the back of one and the same process, the impli
cation is precisely that the necessity (of the repressed content) hinges on 
the contingency (of its articulation in symptoms).31 

This is the further foundation of Zizek's understanding of the negative 
moment in the Hegelian dialectic. That which fOl"ms the negative moment 
of any given historical mode of understanding is identified by Zizek with the 
Lacanian Real, and this is, as described above, nothing other than the symp
tom of that given moment's perceived universality, which when revealed, 
shows the lack of dosure of the symbolic and hence its nature as 'not-AU' 
there is. 

Returning now to the crux of the Hegelian/Lacanian brand of mate rial
ism Zizek endorses, l want to begin to address the possibility of a lingering 
worry (one which l will return to again in the following chapter via Marx). 
Given aU the talk of the determination of the subject and the world by the 
symbolic, or language and meaning (Lacan), or subjective consciousness and 
its modes of knowing/concepts (Hegel), one might be tempted to argue that 
there is nothing of a materialism here, or if there is, it is one this still infected 
with what can only be described as a kind of linguistic/conceptual idealism 
in which the matter is determined by a meaning that floats above matter 
itself and exists only in the minds of those who cognize it. The answer to 
this is to be found in part in Lacan himself and also (by extension) in Zizek's 
daims that his materialism is 'non-reductive.' 

III. 

First, recall the structure of the Hegelian-Lacanian daims laid out above: 
the awareness of the individu al (both in regard to herself and her world) is 
determined by the network of linguistic meanings within which she first finds 
herself. It is this network of meanings and symbols that construct her own 
awareness. Further, this network itself is not static (or synchronicaUy struc
tured to return to the language of structuralism); it is historical and the result of 
the contingent development of communal practices and language usage. This 
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latter point-the contingent nature of linguistic structure-is demonstrated 
by the existence of the Lacanian 'Real'-or the Hegelian negative moment
that is defined as the symptomatic exception/excess that remains in the face 
of the seeming totality of meaninglknowledge, and which, when it becomes 
visible, shows us this 'not-AIL' Tom Eyers demonstrates this point quite nicely 
in relation to Lacan in his explanation of the importance of what he caUs the 
distinction between the 'signifier-in-relation' and the 'signifier-in-isolation.'32 

As Eyers explains this distinction, the signifier-in-relation is the signifier 
as it exists within a given network of historically located meanings; here it 
is defined by these relations insofar as it cornes to have meaning only within 
the system of the symbolic. The other concept, "the signifier-in-isolation 
designates the signifier as Real, isolated in its material element away from 
the networks of relation that rend el' it conducive to (and of) meaning."33 
We should think here, aga in, of the Lacanian distinction explored earlier 
between language and speech. Unstructured speech is akin to the signifier--in
isolation that in language becomes the signifier--in-relation. Ir is this material 
signifier-in-isolation that represents the material basis of symbolization as 
such: as Eyers points out, it symbolizes 'nothing' in its isolated state, but it 
is that out of which symbolic networks are built and at the same time that 
which forms the limit of such networks: 

The complex relation between meaning and unmeaning, between the 
support and the threat that the signifier-in-isolation induces, marks 
Lacan's Materialism. When Language is conceived in these terms, it 
should be understood less as an extra-material 'representation' of mat
ter and more the very 'thing' of human experience itself ... As a 'thing' 
it embodies the characteristics we might normally associate with physi
cal matter: an insistent permanence, the ability to undergird human 
projects, including those involving human communication ... and cru
cially, the potential to disrupt such activities in its stubborn insistence.34 

Furthel; as already pointed out above, the materialism inherent to the Sym
bolic in Lacan can be understood via the recognition that as individuals we 
are not (initially) in control of the meaning-giving function of the linguistic 
utterances that we use-in fact we are, as we have seen, controlled by the lan
guage we use and inserted into it as we come to conscious awareness-and, 
moreover, these meanings themselves are embedded in the existence of the 
historico-social community as it is at a given time. There is, then, for Lacan 
(as for Zizek's Lacanian Hegel), not a strict division between the material 
(history/community) and ideal (linguistic meaning). It is the negative moment 
found in the Real of the signifier-in-isolation with its rendering visible the 
incomplete nature of the symbolic, that shows us this. Here aga in is Eyers: 

By rooting our understanding of the Real within the logic of the signifier 
we may begin to recognize the materiality of the immaterial, and the 
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stubborn opacity of the material itself. Lacan's claim that it is through 
the signifier that This materiality is revealed to us should not be taken as 
a concession to any standard brand of anti-realism or hyper-textualism; 
to the contrary, Lacan's aim is to render superfluous any neat separation 
of the ideal from the material, from the representative to that to which 
it ostensibly refers. 35 

Zizek's Hegelian materialism-Eyers' comments elsewhere in the same essay 
that Zizek's position is somehow different than Lacan's notwithstanding
is precisely an extension of This project of ma king problematic any simple 
separation of the ideal from the material. 36 

We can see This most fully if we now-with Lacan in view-turn back to 
Zizek's reading of Hegel and the connection between the Lacanian concep
tion of the symbolic as defined by language and meaning, and the Hegelian 
communal subject. We are now, l think, in a position to understand the point 
that Zizek makes-and its connection to the description of it that we saw 
at the beginning of this chapter-when he renders his materialist position in 
This way in the opening pages of The Parallax View: 

Materialism is not the direct assertion of my inclusion in objective real
ity (such an assertion presupposes that my position of enunciation is 
that of an external observer who can grasp the whole of reality); rather, 
it resides in the reflex ive twist by means of which l am included in the 
picture constituted by me-it is this reflexive short circuit, this necessary 
redoubling of myself as standing both outside and inside my picture 
that bears witness to my 'material existence.' Materialism means that 
the reality l see is never "whole" -not because a large part of it eludes 
me, but because it contains a stain, a blind spot, which indicates my 
inclusion in it. 37 

The 'redoubling of myself' that Zizek refers to here is the redoubling that 
occurs in my awareness of myself (and my world) as built for me out of the 
material of the historico-communally grounded symbolic order that exists 
for me (that is, my inclusion as a being that is itself constructed by those 
symbols l use to refer) and at the same time my awareness of (in a properly 
materialist awareness anyway) the fact that my awareness of this is itself 
partial and limited. Adrian] ohnston puts This point in This way: 

... What appears as external reflection (i.e., the gaze of the subject 
on substance) is not confined to an epistemological field separated off 
from the reflected-upon reality of being. Rather than being external, this 
reflection is inscribed in the reality of being upon which it reflects as an 
internaI inflection, an immanent folding-back of substance on itself; the 
gaze of the subject upon substance is substance-as-not-all gazing upon 
itself.38 
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ln this way, Zizek's non-reductive materialism is not a rejection of the 
ideal, or a relegating of it to another realm, but rather an embracing of the 
existence-and determining power-of the ideal qua subjectivity in a quasi
Kantian sense, but with a Lacanian-Hegelian twist in which the ideal itself 
is located as emerging in, and out of, the historico-communal material. As 
such, subjectivity is itself (even in its ideality), materially generated, univer
sally always-already partial, limited, and not-AlI there is. 

If this is correct, if the finite, pathological, and limited ideal-even though 
it is that through which reality is constituted for us-emerges itself out of the 
material, defined here as the symbolic-communal order, if the subject is, in 
Hegelian fashion, simultaneously substance, the question is then how does 
such a split, such a redoubling emerge? As Zizek himself asks the question in 
The Parallax View, "how, from within the flat order of positive being, [does] 
the very gap between thought and being, the negativity of being, emerge?"39 

ln a text co-written with Markus Gabriel, Zizek looks to Hegel's concep
tion of 'habit' as our naturally extant 'second nature' for the foundation of 
how this materially generated emergent gap is produced: 

... It is not that the human animal breaks with nature through a cre
ative explosion of Spirit, which then gets habituated, alienated, turned 
into mindless habit: the reduplication of nature in 'second nature' is 
primordial, that is, it is only this reduplication that opens up the space 
for spiritual creativity.40 

The argument here goes as follows (echoing much of what we have said 
already): the distinction between first nature and second nature is, for the 
human, not really a distinction-we are beings whose first nature is to be 
beings who have a second nature. This second nature-signified here as a 
collection of historically contingent and changing 'habits' which are built 
out of what is, at a given time, communally acceptable and founded-is 
what organizes and constructs subjectivity's appearance, that is, subjectiv
ity is the internalization of that which is originally external and communal. 

These subjective habits are truly habits insofar as they are experienced by 
the individual subject not as contingent chosen activities, but rather as the 
necessary features of existence. One such set of habits is (here is the impor
tance of the Lacanian reflections on language given above) linguistic habits, 
in which we become habituated to hear meaning (which, as we have already 
noted, is itself historically indexed) rather than the brute natural sounds of 
the utterances themselves as Zizek notes: 

When 1 hear a word, not only do 1 immediately abstract from its sound 
and 'see through it' to its meaning (recall the weird experience of becom
ing aware of the non-transparent vocal stuff of a word- it appears as 
intrusive and obscene ... ), but 1 have to do it if 1 am to experience 
meaning.41 
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My very experience of hearing is conditioned (most of the time anyway) 
by the second natural habit of hearing meaning rather than brute sound. 
This is true of many other habits that l pick up in existence. For instance, 
the habituaI way one greets someone in a particular culture-say, in the 
United States-the handshake is experienced by one who is properly habitu
ated, not as the brute experience of the flexing of the muscles in the arm as 
it is extended and the clasping of the hand around the other hand, but as a 
symbolic gesture, detached from the material action that embodies it. In this 
way, both in the linguistic example and the example of the greeting, through 
habituation to and in historico-cultural practices (linguistic and otherwise), 
the actions themselves are 'freed' from their material foundations and this 
reduplicated at a second level (which becomes the most important level). 
Again referencing Hegel, Zizek argues: 

Hegel emphasizes again and again that ... habit provides the background 
and foundation for every exercise of freedom ... through habits, a human 
being transforms his body into a mobile and fluid means, the soul's instru
ment, which serves as such without us having to focus consciously on it. 
In short, through habits, the subject appropriates the body . .. 42 

The 'freedom' Zizek speaks of here is the emergent freedom of thought 
out of being, the transcendent out of the material, the 'inner' out of the 
'outer' in which the outer (the body) cornes to be regulated and controlled by 
this inner (the subject) which itself is first found externally to the individual 
(in the material of the social). Zizek continues: 

The conclusion to be drawn is thus that the only way to account for the 
emergence of the distinction between the 'inside' and 'outside' constitu
tive of a living organism is to posit a kind of self-reflexive reversaI by 
means of which-to put it in Hegelese-the One of an organism as a 
whole retroactively 'posits' as its result, as that which dominates and 
regulates, the set of its own causes (i.e., the very multiple processes out 
of which it emerged).43 

In interpellation, l am, again pace Althusser, subjected to the materially 
existing practices and structures of my socio-historical community, which 
are then reduplicated in me as the inner structure of my subjectivity (that 
is, in habituation, l internalize these practices as automatic features of my 
existence-what l am is the internalization of them) and at the same time 
the 'inner' is then thrust back onto the world and is what acts as the 'virtual' 
or 'immaterial' limit of the world itself. ln other words, l experience this 
limit-set by me in my subjective conceptual presuppositions, which posit 
the existence of the big Other-as an externally imposed limit. In this way 
my own positing activity becomes that which limits me (and my conception 
of my world) without my knowing it. Zizek continues: "In this way-and 
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only in this way-an organism is no longer limited by external conditions, 
but is fundamentally self-limited-again, as Hegel would have articulated it, 
life emerges when the externallimitation (of an entity by its environs) turns 
into self limitation. "44 

Put concisely, the Lacanian 'big Other' is not that which is external to 
me and limits my subjectivity (as Althusser wou Id have it), but is rather, 
that internalized-externality which becomes a virtualized subjective posit 
or presupposition through which l limit myself and thereby also li mit my 
world. In this reduplication, l limit myself but experience this limitation as 
coming from the world; that is, l do not comprehend it as emanating from 
me. l remain, in my everyday existence, unaware of my l'ole in this process 
of limitation. Here, aga in, is Zizek: 

There is a link to Kant here, to the old enigma of what, exactly Kant 
had in mind with his notion of 'transcendental apperception,' of self
consciousness accompanying every act of my consciousness (when l am 
cons cio us of something, l am thereby always also conscious of the fact 
that l am conscious of this?) Is it not an obvious fact that this is empirically 
not true, that l am not always ref1.exively aware of my awareness itself?45 

l am, in a very precise way, not aware of the presuppositions that l extend 
to my world in my everyday quotidian dealings with it, but it is these presup
positions, which act as the very frame and filter of my cognition; however, 
this frame (and this is the important point) though it is virtual in the sense 
of being the immaterial imposition of the subject-as-constructed out of the 
material, has a concrete effect on the reality that l experience (in a Hegelian 
fashion). It is here that the Althusserian conception of ideology-and the 
distinction between it and 'science' that Althusser attempts to draw in his 
response to the PCF-returns with a vengeance (though in a modified form): 
my world is a virtual, ideological construction insofar as it is retroactively 
posited (by me, in the already described subjective reduplication, without 
my awareness) as a closed whole, but this positing activity is not merely 
imaginary; it has real consequences for the world as it exists. In further 
delineating this point, Zizek invokes Deleuze: 

The solution to this dilemma is precisely the notion of virtuality in a 
strict Deleuzian sense, as the actuality of the possible, as a paradoxical 
entity, the very possibility of which already produces/has actual effects. 
One should oppose Deleuze's notion of the virtual to the all-pervasive 
topic of virtual reality: what matters to Deleuze is not virtual reality, but 
the reality al the virtual (which in Lacanian terms, is the Real). Virtual 
reality in itself is a rather miserable idea: that of imitating reality, of 
reproducing its experience in an artificial medium. The reality al the 
virtual, on the other hand, stands for the reality of the virtual as such, 
for its real effects and consequences.46 
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The 'virtual' here is, of course, the terrn signifying the 'inner' immate
rial product-the subjective posits/presuppositions-of the 'outer' material 
structures-historically bound social/communal/linguistic practices-that 
in turn, come to have a decisive effect on the material world. Recall here 
the Althusserian arguments traced at the end of chapter two regarding the 
ideological nature of structuralism. There, as we saw, Althusser daims that 
structuralism becomes ideological insofar as it doesn't recognize its own 
status as a theory that is, in the present, constructed out of the particularity 
of the material as it exists in its given singular moment and instead, retro ac
tively posits the 'truth' that it discovers as the origin, or eternal/explanatory 
truth of social existence. This is analogous to the daim that Zizek makes 
here about the nature of the subjective posit insofar as the posit is ideological 
in the same sense as the structuralist theory when it remains unaware of its 
historical nature. As we will see in the next chapter, the problems that arise 
for Althusset; namely that he is unable to account for proper extraction from 
the ideological, are mitigated in Zizek's Lacanian rehabilitation of the Hege
lian concept of change. This will emerge as a central feature of the difference 
between Zizek's and Badiou's respective theories (and their respective read
ings of Hegel-and Lacan-as we will see), and will involve a return to, and 
further elaboration on, the link Zizek draws between Hegel and Lacan but, 
this time, in relation to a (post-Althusserian) Marxism. 
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6 Zizek Contra Badiou 

In the last chapter, we saw that Zizek's appropriation of Hegel via Lacan opens 
up the possibility of what he has termed a 'non-reductive' materialism in which 
the 'inner' emerges out of the material or 'outer' of social existence and in this 
pro cess becomes detached from the outer in such a way as to be irreducible to 
it. As we also saw, in the first part of this argument, Zizek endors es the Althus
serian conception of the material foundations of both a given conjuncture and 
the individu ais that find themselves in it. Subjectivity is first founded on (and 
in) the particular nexus of (external) social practices, materio-linguistic struc
tm"es, and meanings that come together at a given moment in history and inter
pellate individuals. It is the second part of the Zizekian daim that innovates on 
the Althusserian theory insofar as Zizek is unwilling to agree with Althusser's 
view that subjectivity is nothing but this interpellated subject. Subjectivity has, 
for Zizek, a status of its own and is, once interpellated, not simply reducible to 
these material structures (more on this below). 

As we also chapter five, by turning back to Hegel, Zizek is able to account 
for the immaterial-within-material reduplication of the subject's simultane
ous inclusion in the material reality that constructs and constricts it, and at 
the same time, subjectivity's (quasi-Kantian) role in the positing of that real
ity within which subjectivity itself is included-through the emergent imma
terial conceptual apparatus that is first handed over to it by the external 
and communallinguistic meanings and practices of which we have said so 
much. Add to this Zizek's Lacanian-Hegelian claims about the fundamental 
lack of closure in material being via the conception of the primacy of the 
Hegelian negative moment in the dialectical process (read here in connection 
with the Lacanian conception of the real) as the inherent excessive element 
of the symbolic. The negative-real is, as we have seen, that which stands for 
the failure of dosure in any given symbolic order, the absolute and univers al 
'not-AH' that underlies aU perceived totality. We can, by putting aU of this 
togethet; begin to see Zizek's overall conception of the pro cesses underlying 
the two categories of stasis and change that we have spent so much time 
analyzing in relation to both Althusser and Badiou. 

Like Badiou, as we will see, for Zizek, subjectivity is the foundation of the 
possibility of change, though as we will also see, Zizek's theory-despite his 
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own adoption of Badiouan terminology from time to time-does not nec es
sitate the positing of the intrusion of an external (or even partially external) 
'event' as the catalyst for such change nor does it rely on a problematic 
split between 'being' as formaI ontological multiplicity and 'presentation' as 
structured by the counted-as-one material partial representation of being. 
Ir is the subject's own activity that serves both as the foundation of stasis 
and of the possibility of change for Zizek. We will return to the Badiou/ 
ZiZek relation in a moment, but first 1 should say more about Zizek's reply 
to Althusser as this willlay the groundwork for our discussion of the latter 
relation. 

I. 

As noted above, Zizek agrees in part with Althusser as to the nature of sub
jective constitution out of the communal social material, but Zizek counters, 
in a Hegelian/Lacanian vein, the conjunctural material out of which the sub
ject is first interpellated is not the structured whole/totality that Althusser 
makes it out to be. This is because, on Zizek's Hegelian understanding, 
given conjunctures are never who le nor completely totalizing in the way that 
Althusser thinks of them. Further, the subject-because it is, once interpel
lated, irreducible to the material of the social order-is not constrained to 
merely sustain and reproduce the institutions and practices out of which it 
emerges. 

To be sure, subjectivity do es act in this way, in the reduplication that 
we have described subjectivity do es in fact serve as the point from which 
and through which the material that first constructs it is redeployed and 
sustained, but subjectivity isn't necessarily subordinated to this function 
as Althusser would have it. Rather, it only appears (to subjects themselves 
even) that subjectivity is so constrained. Contra Althusser and invoking the 
Lacanian concept of the 'big Other' (the view of the symbolic order as a fully 
structured totality), Zizek summarizes this point in this way: 

With Lacan's "big Other" the perspective is completely the opposite: the 
very 'positing' of the big Other is a subjective gesture, that is, the "big 
Other" is a virtual entity that exists only through the subject's presuppo
sition (this moment is missing in Althusser's notion of the "Ideological 
State Apparatuses," with its emphasis on the "materiality" of the big 
Other, its mate rial existence in ideological institutions and ritualized 
practices-Lacan's big Other is, on the contrary, ultimately virtual and 
as such, in its most basic dimension, "immaterial" ).1 

The idea that there is a fully structured, social whole is a subjective 'pre
supposition' insofar as the conception of the clos ure of the social as a total
izing big Other, is placed on the world by consciousness-as-interpellated: 
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this totalization has no existence outside of the subjective presupposition. 
Althusser misses this point, according ta Zizek, because of his singular 
focus on the mate rial external nature of interpellation-and ideology-and 
th us he do es not sufficiently recognize the dialectical reduplication that is 
involved in this process.2 To be sure, though, this does not mean that the vir
tuaI nature of the symbolic, in its 'immaterial' existence is devoid of a mate
rial foundation. For Zizek, as with the immaterial nature of the subject, the 
symbolic is precisely a materially generated immaterial posit that ultimately 
in its positing has a decisive effect on the mate rial that exists, or to put it in 
more Marxian terms, it has a Real-abstract existence. ln order to understand 
this point, l want to now turn to a topic which l have not said much about 
yet, namely Zizek's Marxism, as this will help further make sense of both 
Zizek's own overall view here and the reply to Althusser. 

One very productive way of understanding Zizek's Marxism-and in 
keeping with the theme of the two temporalities of stasis and change-is to 
read it as an extended attempt to flesh out the meaning and implications of 
the famous line from the beginning of The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis 
Bonaparte where Marx writes, "Men make their own history, but they do 
not make it just as they please; they do not make it und el' circumstances 
chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly encountered, given, 
and transmitted from the past." 3 ln this we see, in an extremely condensed 
form, the two main components of Marx's thought on history and social 
change: on the one hand, individual subjects are who and what they are as 
a result of the material circumstances and social structures-culture, tra
ditions, practices, government, economies, dass, etc.-in which they find 
themselves; here there is very little actual agency for individuals. On the 
other hand, however, Marx daims, it is out of this determinism that indi
viduals and groups become able to 'make history' or bring about change in 
the social world and thus have the potential to break the hold of the weight 
of such history and circumstance. Many commenta tors, when discussing 
Zizek's Marxism, tend to focus primarily on his emphasis on the theory of 
ideology or his Leninism.4 l want to begin with something lesser noted but 
equally important (and ultimately, foundational for both the conception of 
ideology, and Zizek's overall philosophical view), namely the importance 
Zizek places on Marx's analysis of the commodity form and it's nature as 
an abstraction. 

ll. 

In The Sublime Object of Ideology, Zizek argues that Marx's conception of 
the commodity form has been so influential because it: 

... offers a kind of matrix enabling us to generate aH other forms of 
the 'fetishistic inversion': it is as if the dialectics of the commodity form 
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presents us with a pure-distilled so to speak-version of a mechanism 
offering us a key to the theoretical understanding of phenomena which, 
at first sight, have nothing whatsoever to do with the field of political 
economy (law, religion, and so on). In the commodity form there is 
definitely something more at stake than the commodity form itself and 
it was precisely this 'more' which exerted such a fascinating power of 
attraction. 5 

He goes on to argue, in reference to the work of Alfred Sohn-Rethel on 
this particular topie, that the commodity form as analyzed by Marx reveals 
the: 

... Skeleton of the Kantian transcendental subject ... Herein lies the 
paradox of the commodity fonn: it-this inner-worldly 'pathological' 
(in the Kantian meaning of the word) phenomenon-offers us the key to 
solving the fundamental question of the theory of knowledge: objective 
knowledge with universal validity-how is this possible?6 

What the commodity form, as analyzed by Marx, gives us is a glimpse 
into the material foundation of subjectivity (and of the society in which 
subjectivity finds itself) as weIl as the objective (in a Kantian sense) forms 
of knowing through whieh subjects grasp their world. There is no need to 
rehearse Marx's detailed analysis of the commodity form here (as it is weIl
worn territory) but in order to understand the point being made, we should 
recaIl briefly that on Marx's reading of it, a thing is a commodity insofar as 
it cornes to have not merely use-value, but also exchange-value, the latter of 
which ultimately becomes its defining feature. 7 

In capitalism, exchange-value becomes disconnected from and ultimately 
cornes to dominate use-value. ln this way, the commodity form itself is, as 
Marx's argues, "characterized by a total abstraction from use-value" reflect
ing only quantity (or a monetarily quantifiable value)-a quantity that can 
be measured against other commodities and their value-as-quantity-and 
not quality. 8 Further explaining this point, Marx writes: 

Could commodities themselves speak, they would say: our use-value 
may be a thing of interest to men. Ir is no part of us as objects. What 
however does belong to us as objects is our value. Our natural inter
course as commodities proves it. In the eyes of each other, we are noth
ing but exchange-values.9 

Both exchange-value, and the commodity that results from it, are born of 
a social relation, or an act, namely, the exchange of commodities. This act is 
itself born in a particular social context (capitalism). ln this act, the abstrac
tion that is the commodity is, as Marx describes in the passage above, treated 
as if it is the bearer of value in··itself (and not simply of use to individuals) 
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and it ultimately becomes this 'as-if.' It is here that Sohn-Rethel's analysis 
of Marx becomes important according to Zizek. Sohn-Rethel shows us that 
this 'as-if' does not arise in the consciousness of those who engage in the 
exchange of commodities, but it is the structure inherent to this that deter
mines the very being of that consciousness. Here is Sohn-Rethel: 

The essence of commodity abstraction, however, is that it is not thought
induced; it does not originate in men's minds, but in their actions. And 
yet this does not give 'abstraction' a merely metaphorical meaning. It 
is an abstraction in its precise literaI sense. The economic concept of 
value resulting from it is characterized by a complete absence of quality, 
a differentiation purely by quantity and by applicability to every kind 
of commodity and service which can occur in the market ... It exists 
nowhere other than in the human mind but it does not spring from it. 
Rather it is purely social in character, arising in the sphere of spatio
temporal human relations. Ir is [again] not people who originate these 
abstractions, but their actions. IO 

There are two important features of the Marxian analysis that Sohn
Rethel seeks to clarify here (and that Zizek both agrees with and wishes to 
extend). First, the abstraction inherent in the commodity form is, as noted 
above, founded on human action. The point here is similar to the point that 
Althusser makes in his view-explored extensively in chapter two-that it 
is action, or social practice, that is primary and consciousness is built upon 
this. lI Second, as also noted above, consciousness in this conjuncture is the 
result of a particular form of social existence (namely the capitalist form): 
Ir is this abstraction that does the determining of the form of thought for 
individuals that exist under capitalism and within capitalist modes of pro
duction with their attendant social relations. 

Though we can see broad agreement between Sohn-Rethel and Althusser, 
insofar as both see social practice as being prior to and determinative of the 
consciousness of individuals, Sohn-Rethel criticizes portions of Althusser's 
reading of Marx's analysis of commodity abstraction for the latter's seeing it 
as a metaphorical analysis rather than taking it literally.12 As we have seen, 
Zizek also agrees broadly with the Althusserian thesis regarding the primacy 
of practice. In The Sublime Object, however, Zizek opts for Sohn-Rethel's 
analysis over-against that of Althusser insofar as it radicalizes the Althus
serian "distinction between the real object and the object of knowledge" 
and allows us to view abstraction as a "third element which subverts the 
very field of this distinction; the form of thought previous and external to 
thought-in short: the symbolic order."13 l will return to a discussion of 
Zizek's linking of Sohn-Rethel's critique of the commodity form to the Laca
nian concept of the symbolic below. For now, the important point here is 
that abstraction, as both Marx and Zizek understand it, is not to be thought 
of as metaphorical, something which has no reality, or finally, a distortion of 
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an underlying non-abstract existence. The abstraction that is the commodity 
form, its attendant act, and the forms of consciousness that are derived from 
it, is very real and as just pointed out, ultimately foundational. 

l want to pause for a moment here to point out that the conception 
of abstraction that Zizek is interested in is that of Marx's mature, post-
1857, renovation of the Feuerbachian notion of abstraction-what Alberto 
Toscano (with reference to Roberto Finelli) calls the 'real-abstract' or 'real
abstraction'-which is, as Toscano puts it: 

... A break with a generic, humanist, or anthropological concept of 
abstraction: the passage to a notion of real abstraction-abstraction not 
merely as a mask, fantasy, or diversion, but as a force operative in the 
world ... the crucial theoretical revolution would then be one that passes 
through this fundamentally intellectualist notion of abstraction-which 
presumes liberation as a 'recovery' of the presupposed gemls (putting 
Man where God, qua distorted humanity, had once stood)-to a vision 
of abstraction that, rather than depicting it as a structure of illusion, 
recognizes it as a social, historie al, and 'transindividual' phenomenon. 14 

We should be able to see another connection to Althusser here, the Real
abstract as described by Toscano (and understood by Zizek) is only under
standable from an Althusserian view of Marx's development: this notion 
of the Real-abstract only cornes into existence after Marx's epistemologi
cal break with Hegel and Feuerbach. On this view, there is no illusion in 
abstraction. The abstraction of the commodity form and the web of human 
relations that determine it are what is 'real' full-stop. The real-abstraction 
that is the commodity form is, as Toscano argues, the 'transindividual' 
phenomenon that acts to determine both capitalist society and the ways in 
which individual capitalist subjects come into being (from capitalist subjec
tivity, to proletarian subjectivity, and every other possible subject of capital). 
01; as Toscano puts it here (giving it a proper Hegelian inflection): "this 
real-abstract movement of totalization is capital qua substance becoming 
'Subjeet.'"15 

Furthermore, in referring to real-abstraction as 'transindividual,' Toscano 
points us to Balibar, who argues in The Philosophy of Marx that though he 
did not have the terminology to name the 'transindividual phenomena' as 
such, it is a concept that captures Marx's meaning when he writes in the The
ses on Feuerbach of the human essence as nothing more than the "ensemble 
of social relations" that exist at a given time (of which the abstraction that 
is the eommodity-form and the act of exehange upon which it is based, is a 
part under eapitalism).16 Balibar continues: 

The words Marx uses reject both the individualist point of view (the 
primacy of the individual, and especially the fiction of an individu al
ity whieh could be defined in itself, in isolation, whether in terms of 
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biology, psychology, economic behavior or whatever), and the organi
cist point of view (which today, following the Anglo-American usage, 
is also called the holistic point of view: the primacy of the whole, and 
particularly of society considered as an indivisible unit y of which indi
viduals are functional members).17 

Here we begin to see a link back to the first part of Marx's claim from 
the Eighteenth Brumaire quoted earlier. Individual subjects and the form of 
thought that attends these subjects are--pace the real-abstraction founded in 
the act of commodity exchange-what they are as a result of the social rela
tions in which they are enmeshed. The social form of commodity exchange 
(and the social practice that supports it) is prior to subjective constitution, 
and it is that through which individuals become the subjects that they are. 

l want to return now to Zizek's introduction of the Lacanian concept of 
the symbolic into this reading of Marxian abstraction. First, however, to 
supplement Balibar's and Toscano's linking of the real-abstract to transindi
viduality, l want to point out that, as Balibar himself notes, Lacan is one of 
those who offers us a theoretics that allows for a conception of transindi
viduality that condenses and clarifies what is at stake in Marx's analysis 
of abstraction and of the commodity form. ls Elaborating on this, Zizek 
shows us how the symbolic order functions in the same manner as Marxian 
'real-abstraction' : 

... Insofar as Lacan defines the symbolic order as neither objective nor 
subjective, but precisely as the order of intersubjectivity, is not the per
fect candidate for this third logic of intersubjectivity the psychoanalytic 
'log of the signifier' that deploys the su"ange structure of the subject's 
relationship to the Other qua his symbolic substance, the space in which 
he interacts with other subjects?19 

In fact, this should help further make sense of both the argument that 
real-abstraction and the commodity form are themselves foundational to 
the production of subjectivity under capitalism and give us sorne insight into 
how such a foundation is itself not an illusion, while at the same time also 
remaining an abstraction. What intervenes between the objective-taken 
as the 'brute' empirical fact-and the subjective-thought-is precisely the 
symbolic order. 

Recall Zizek's example of this discussed in chapter five in relation to 
how we, as socio-linguistic subjects, come to hear 'meaning' in what are 
otherwise nothing more than brute linguistic utterances (we have to 'see 
through' these utterances in order to hear meaning). In this way, as with the 
practice of commodity exchange, and pace the Lacanian conception, lan
guage and meaning is a transindividual, intersubjective, real-abstract thing 
that is formed out of the relations between various historically grounded 
linguistic meanings and practices that exist in a given socio-historical space, 
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in connection with the inert rnaterial of the signifier-in-isolation, the totality 
of which can be likened to a social substance or Spirit (Geist) in Hegelian 
parlance. 

Such a substance is, as Zizek argues, the third moment in the triad and 
acts to interpeIlate individuals as its subjects insofar as individuals enter into 
the pre··existing rneanings-and the practices that support them-of a given 
socio-historical cornrnunity, so rnuch so l'hat, as in the exarnple given above, 
even our very physical apparatuses (hearing in this instance) are trained by 
this substance in its constituting us as subjects. Returning now to the real
abstraction of the cornrnodity forrn, here, again, is Zizek echoing rnuch of 
what we have said already while at the sarne time reiterating the Marxian 
analysis of the violent nature of capital: 

... This "abstraction" ... is the "real" in the precise sense of deter
rnining the structure of material social processes thernselves: The fate 
of whole swaths of the population and sornetirnes whole countries 
can be decided by the "solipsistic" speculative dance of capital, which 
pm·sues its goal of profitability with blessed indifference to how its 
movernents will affect social reality. Therein lies the fundarnental sys
ternie violence of capitalisrn ... no longer attributable to concrete 
individuals and their "evil" intentions, but is purely "objective," sys
ternie, anonyrnous.20 

Zizek continues, 

Here we encounter the Lacanian difference between the reality and the 
Real: "Reality" is the social reality of the actual people involved in 
interaction and the productive process, while the Real is the inexorable 
"abstract" spectral logic of Capital that deterrnines what goes on in 
social reality.21 

50, putting aIl of this together, we rnight say that the 'Reality' of sys
ternie violence is irnposed on individual subjects of capital by the 'Real,' 
which is itself the result of the social practices (such as the act of cornrnod
ity exchange). These practices, in turn, rnake up the real-abstract, intersub
jective, transindividual, syrnbolic substrate within which such subjects are 
founded. 

The Hegelian background to this should also not be rnissed. Think again 
of Zizek's discussion of the role of habituation in Hegel as the rneans whereby 
what is external (ritualized communal practices, linguistic structures and the 
like) becornes internalized in such a way as to create the individual's aware
ness and then is redeployed by those individuals as that through which the 
world is cornprehended, structured, and organized. The world appears to 
us in the way that it do es as a result of our activity, which is itself a redu
plication of that which first constructs this activity. Here is Zizek-in a 
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quote already cited in chapter five, but that should be recalled again in this 
context-discussing this point: 

The conclusion to be drawn is thus that the only way to account for 
the distinction between the 'inside' and 'outside' constitutive of a living 
organism is to posit a kind of self-reflexive reversaI by means of which
to put it in Hegelese-the One of an organism as a Whole retroactively 
posits as its result, as that which dominates and regulates, the set of its 
own causes (i.e., the very multiple process out of which it emerged).22 

What now of the second half of Marx's dictum from the Eighteenth Bru
maire? What of the daim that people can make their own history? If the 
story, as l have told it thus far, accounts for stasis, as it offers an explanation 
of the ways in which subjectivity supports and reproduces the set of social/ 
communal traditions, practices, and habits that first interpeUate it-via a 
retroactively posited virtualized totalization-it also offers us insight into 
the ways in which the possibility of change appears on the scene accord
ing to Zizek. Rejecting the Althusserian notion that subjectivity is simply 
reducible to the practices and institutions that interpellate it (and thereby 
full y constructed and determined by them) and instead claiming that once 
interpeUated, subjectivity is not so reducible, but rather a Real-·abstraction 
that brings with it the possibility of an existence unmoored to its ideological 
roots, gives us an indication of a first form of change that exists (even when 
such an irreducible subject continues to merely serve as the ideological sup
port of a given social order) on Zizek's accounting of things. That there are 
'subjects' at all is a change (as the subject is the immaterial shift that arises 
out of the material); further, Zizek's account of subjectivity's nature as self
limiting makes its own action the foundation for change. We can now turn 
to an explanation of this point and its relation to the Badiouan account of 
change. 

III. 

Where there are, for Badiou, 'events' that are the catalyst for change, there 
are for Zizek, 'acts'-yet another term taken over from Lacan-that serve 
a similar function. Johnston provides us with a succinct description of the 
Lacanian background of this concept.23 As Johnston explains, in the fif
teenth seminal', Lacan draws a distinction between what he calls 'action' and 
what he caUs the 'act.' Here is Johnston on this distinction: 

The former is simply some sort of natural and/or automatic process (for 
instance the body's motor activities). The latter by contrast, involves a 
dimension over and above that of something like the mundane mate rial 
occurrence. A proper act has symbolic repercussions; it transgresses the 
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rules of the symbolic ordel; thereby destabilizing the big Other in reveal
ing its flaws, inconsistencÏes and vulnerabilities. Whereas action is part 
of the normal run of things, an act disrupts the predictable cydes gov
erning particular realities, forcing transformations of regulated systems 
in response to its intrusive irruption.24 

For Zizek then, the Lacanian 'act' has an effect similar to that of the 
Badiouan 'event' insofar as it has the power of disrupting the normal flow 
of static time in such a way as to radically reorganize it. Furthermore, the 
transformative effects of such an act are not limited to the externally exist
ing order. The act also necessarily brings about a change in those individu
aIs who experience it. This is the further similarity between the Badiouan 
event and the Zizekian/Lacanian act: the act has the effect of reorienting the 
subject as weIl as the world in which the subject finds herself, and because 
it has this effect-of both disrupting the symbolic and the subject-it is 
experienced by the subject in the same way that the event is for Badiou: as 
something which happens ta the subject, not as something that the subject 
does. Here again is Johnston: 

One remarkable feature of the act that Lacan does indeed go out of his 
way to underscore is that this disruptive gesture is not the outcome of 
prior deliberations on the part of self-conscious reflection ... Hence 
it seems as though the act is an impossible miraculous occurrence that 
emerges and befalls individuals who are, at least at first, subjected to the 
act's subjective reverberations.25 

Before commenting on this, l want to first note a crucial difference here 
between the Badiouan conception of the subject and the Zizekian concep
tion, which has a decisive effect in differentiating the two accounts in this 
context. 

As should already be apparent by what has been said so far, whereas 
Badiou rejects any notion of a pre-evental subjectivity and instead relegates 
pre-subjective individuals to the status of objects, determined simply by 
the externally imposed counting operation-arguing instead that events 
'subjectivize' individuals-Zizek's theory requires the pre-act existence of 
self-limiting subjects for there to be any acts whatsoever (and hence any 
change). This point tracks the Lacanian distinction, elaborated on by John
ston, between 'action' and the 'act.' 

The subject is the point through which, in everyday quotidian 'action,' a 
given social structure or conjuncture is ordered and sustained (as we have 
seen) insofar as it is such a subject that, through the action of self-limiting 
and limiting the world to presuppositions handed over to it, posits-in an 
ideological form-a given conjuncture as Whole. In answer to the question 
of 'what do es the structuring?", Zizek need not, as Badiou does, posit the 
existence of a reified, abstract, and formaI process such as the 'count-as-one.' 
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It is subjectivity itself that does the 'counting' here in its reduplication and 
redeployment of the material structures of the community. 

Further, because the external material communal structures that under
gird the inner life of the subject are themselves always and universally his
torical and partial, subjectivity is also at its very core a 'not-AlI' insofar as 
it is itself never fully structured and totalized (though it does not recognize 
this in its quotidian 'action'). This latter point is what gets revealed to the 
subject in the space of the 'act' and is what leads to the possibility of change. 
When the (subject's own) act reveals to her the inherent lack of totaliza
tion, it also reveals the fact that her world is 'not-AlI' there is, that it is 
not totalized. This then has the eHect of extracting her from her previously 
conditioned existence, thereby changing both herself and the world that she 
inhabits insofar as her own ordering activity-the subjective presupposi
tions through which the world is ordered-is shifted by the act. 

IV. 

Zizek struggles throughout his works to articulate the conditions of existence 
for such a transformational subject. Many of his most decisive examples 
are drawn from literature and movies. These fictive examples function for 
Zizek, much like the 'thought experiment' functions in other philosophical 
contexts, they provide a nice demonstration of the phenomena under con
sideration. Such ex amples move beyond the classical philosophical thought 
experiment, however, insofar as they tend to mimic the actual behavior of 
people and therefore are more forceful (in my mind anyway) than many 
of the qui te far-fetched philosophical 'thought experiments' that academic 
philosophers are willing to accept. Though this is a bit of an aside, 1 offer 
this commenta l'y here in anticipation of the objection that using a fictive 

example is problematic. 
That said, 1 wish to focus on one of these attempts, namely Zizek's analy-

sis of the figure of Melville's Bartleby the Scrivener in the short story that 
bears his name. As the story go es, Bartleby, when asked to do just about 
anything, responds with the phrase "1 prefer not to. "26 Through its repeti
tion, this act can come to negating the order that gives rise to it, as it literally 
becomes an unconditional refusaI that stops ma king sense from within the 
symbolic/ideological space of reasons. Such a refusaI, as Zizek puts it, " ... is 
a signifier turned object, a signifier reduced to an inert stain that stands for 
the collapse of the symbolic order. "27 What Bartleby's move does-without 
his conscious awareness initially-according to Zizek, much more than sim
ply refuse an order, is that it caIls the perceived universality of the given con
juncture into question by saying no to the structure itself through a refusaI to 
participate in the fonns of action that are sanctioned by it. 28 The motivation 
for this action is first found within the existing symbolic order; one is called 
upon to act in a certain manner that is fitting of a certain kind of subject 
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but the response (the "1 wouid prefer not to") cornes to act as a rejection of 
both that calI and the subjectivity that it addresses. This opens up a spa ce 
in which both the calI and subjectivity itself can be viewed as non-totalizing 
and not-AlI there is. Furthermore, this aiso reveais the universality-as-lack
of-dosure that underlies aIl subjective presupposition whatsoever. 

Making the Hegelian background in Zizek's reading of this explicit will 
help to darify the ways in which this 'act,' in this context, though a prod
uct of subjective activity, can be experienced by the subject anaiogously to 
the way that the 'event' is in the Badiouan account of change but without 
aIl of the problems that attend the Badiouan edifice. As my reading of this 
through the eyes of Zizek's (Lacanian) Hegel makes dear, Bartleby's act is 
itself an act that supplies its own content or, to put this a different way, the 
negativity inherent in the refusaI is also at the same moment the creation of 
a new possibility and, is in this way, simultaneously positive in its negation. 

Recall (again) that according to Lacan, we become the kinds of beings 
that we are in relation to the Real-abstract Symbolic, which both calls us 
into existence (interpella tes us) and makes up the background of meaning 
for the world that we experience. In Bartleby's case this interpellative pro
cess begins when he is called upon by his boss to perform a certain task that 
fits his position, namely, to look over and transcribe sorne documents, to 
which he responds for the first time with the famous phrase. It is thus within 
the world of structured and ordered meanings that appear to Bartleby as 
being fixed and external to him, that Bartleby first commits himself to his 
cause: to respond to the interpellative call with a refusaI. In the commitment 
to (repetitious) refusaI, however, the destitution of the particular content 
(and meanings) of the orderlordering mechanism is secured. The key point 
to see here is that through its repetition, the refusaI itself has the same inter
pellative effect as the initial call, but this time it is Bartleby's own commit
ment to the cause that acts as the thing which constitutes him as a subject 
and not the call (perceived as) issuing from the symbolic. Thus, it is his own 
act that interpellates him as freed from the order that he initially posited as 
totalizing. Here we find ourselves not only in Lacan's territory but also in 
Hegelian waters. The act that Bartleby brings about is akin to the action 
effected by consciousness's move to skepticism in the Phenomenology of 
Spirit. Recall skepticism as: 

... a moment of self-consciousness, to which it does not happen that its 
truth and reality vanish without its knowing how, but which in the cer
tainty of its freedom, makes this 'other' which daims to be real, vanish. 
What skepticism causes to vanish is not only objective reality as such, 
but its own relationship to it. 29 

Self-consciousness recognizes the contingent nature of what it once took 
to be necessary-the necessity that is destroyed is nothing other than self
consciousness's relationship to the external Other, in the form of the Lord, 
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who has (it believes) determined its existence up to this point. The same 
holds true for Bartleby's refusaI to do what he is asked. Zizek writes: 

His "1 would prefer not to" is to be taken literally: it says "1 would prefer not 
to," not "1 don't prefer (or care) to" ... In his refusaI of the Master's order, 
Bartleby does not negate the predicate, rather he affirms the non-predicate: 
he do es not say that he doesn't want to do it, he says that he prefers (wants) 
not to do it. This is how we pass from the politics of "resistance" or "pro
testation," which parasites on what it negates, to a politics which opens up 
a new space outside the hegemonic position and its negation.30 

Returning to Hegel, we can see the relationship between what Zizek is point
ing out and the moment of skepticism. In the active negation of the Master's 
world (the world in which the skeptic was once immersed and presented itself 
as a necessary and transcendent world), the skeptic finds himself to have a mini
mal freedom: necessity disappears for self-consciousness-not as it did in past 
moments, without its knowledge of how or why-but rather self-consciousness 
recognizes that it is the one who has made this necessity disappear, that this 
change issues from it. It accomplishes this by negating aU positive content that 
cornes to it from without. As with Bartleby, who says "1 would prefer not to" 
in response to any attempt to get him to act, in his own negative activity, the 
skeptic frees himself from the earlier relationship he had to the master. 

Freedorn is th us tied directly to this act, as Hegel notes, "through this 
self-conscious negation it [self-consciousness] procures for its own self 
the certainty of its freedorn, generates the experience of that freedom, and 
thereby rais es it to truth. "31 It is only in the practice of active negation of 
aIl seerningly external positive content that freedorn frorn the enslavernent 
to the other is realized. It is critical that we recognize that this freedorn is 
not sornething that existed prior to this action (and just needs to be real-, 
ized). For Hegel, freedorn can only appear on the scene in this activity; self
consciousness was not free at aU until its own action gave it that possibility. 
This freedorn is irnrnanently generated in the act of negation. 

To be sure, initiaUy, the negative action of the skeptic, is tied to the posi
tive order as Hegel notes: 

It [self-consciousness] pronounces an absolute vanishing, but the pro
nouncernent is, and this consciousness is the vanishing that is pro
nounced. It affirms the nullity of seeing, hearing etc., yet it itself is 
seeing, hearing etc., It affirrns the nuUity of ethical principles and lets 
its conduct be governed by these principles ... it has itself the doubly 
contradictory consciousness of changeableness and sarneness, and of 
utter contingency and non-identity with itself. 32 

The upshot of this, however, is that here consciousness experiences this 
split (the split between its activity of negation and the positive content which 
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the negation is tied to) not as a split external to itself but rather one that cuts 
across the very center of its being: both the positive order and its negation 
are found to be (through this action) within self-consciousness, within it as 
a subject. Hegel continues: 

Skepticism's lack of thought about itself must vanish, because it is in fact 
one consciousness which contains within itself these two modes. This 
new form is, therefore, one which knows that it is the dual conscious
ness of itself, as self-liberating, unchangeable, and self-identical, and as 
self-bewildering and self-perverting, and it is the awareness of this self
contradictory nature of itself. 33 

What propels the forward movement of the dialectic here (for Hegel) 
is the newfound awareness of the split as not one of external imposition/ 
internaI negation but rather that both of these sides are inherent in the sub
ject. That is, the subject recognizes, pace Zizek, that the 'big Other' is a sub
jective posit and that not only is the communal world not fully determined, 
but that the subject herself is not either, that such determination is itself 
nothing more than an ideological posit. 

Furthermore, in the space of the 'act,' the subject is both that which acts 
to negate the order and that which, through this negation, becomes (for 
itself) unchangeable and stable-it enacts its own stability in its continued 
negative activity. The subject recognizes her own inherent potential in this. 
The same is true for Bartleby: he becomes the thing that he is through the 
continued habit of the negation of commands that come from without. In 
doing this, he founds himself-in an enacted freedom from the externality of 
the interpellative calI-as a new stable being in the process of that negation 
(the stability offered in the activity of negation). 

As Hegel points out, what we find here is the production of the positive 
freedom of the subject in and out of the moment of negation. It is through 
this activity that the subject cornes to the awareness of her being as split, 
who is both free from external constraint in her ability to actively negate 
external reality-as that which was immediately seen as this "external con
straint," now cornes to be viewed as internally posited-and at the same 
time founds herself as the source of stability. 50 what we are faced with is 
precisely the traumatic product of the rejection of the symbolic produced 
by the refusaI: the internaIly contradictory nature of subjectivity itself. The 
subject is nothing other than the Real-abstract "gap" between the positive 
content of the symbolic order and its negation (both of which are internaI 
to its activity). It is both the foundation and source of aIl stability and deter
mination and at the same time the recognition of the (universal) lack of 
absolute determination. Zizek writes: 

This brings us back to the central theme ... Bartleby's attitude is not 
merely the first, preparatory, stage for the second, more "constructive" 
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work of forming a new alternative order; it is the very source and back
ground of this order, its permanent foundation ... The very frantic and 
engaged activity of constructing a new order is sustained by an underly
ing "1 would prefer not to" which forever reverberates in it-or as Hegel 
might have put it, the new post-revolutionary or der does not negate its 
founding gesture, the explosion of the destructive fury that wipes away 
the Old; it merely gives body to this negativity.34 

That is, Bartleby's act of negation which is the "source" of the "new" 
remains its "foundation" because it is this act that, as we have seen, first 
makes us aware of the illusory nature of the externality and externally neces
sity of the authority of the old order. Recall here the Hegelian daim that the 
skeptic's action makes external reality "vanish." This is nothing other than 
the realization that what one once took to be externally (and necessarily) 
imposed is rather only so as long as one acts based on this belief, which 
points to the fact that what was thought to be externally imposed was rather 
imposed on the subject by himself aIl along (in the subject's self-limiting 
activity). This action then is the recognition that it is the subject herself who 
acts to sustain the order and thus it is also the subject herself who can chal
lenge its assertion of authority as neither the order, nor her (ideologically) 
interpellated subjectivity is fully determined. In other words, in the 'act' the 
subject cornes to recognize the 'virtual' nature of the Whole. 

It is in this negative activity itself that one becomes able-in a Hegelian 
fashion-to enact one's freedom from the constraints of this imposed exter
nal reality. To be sure, the freedom that is founded here is nothing more than 
the freedom frorn the imposed/imposing demand of the old or der as viewed 
as external to the subjeet; it is not an absolute freedom. There is still subjec
tion; it is simply that subjection is now recognized for what it is: again, as 
something that is internally imposed on the subject by herself. What is then 
built out of this is, in this way, founded on the stability that is produced in 
the continued habitualized negation (the gap that is internaI to the subject
the experience of the subject as both that which negates and is free and that 
which founds itself as a stable being in this negation). We should, moreover, 
take literally the Hegelian daim that Zizek makes at the end of this remark, 
namely that "body" is given this negativity. 

It is thus the case that in acting in fidelity to the recognition that arises 
as the result of the act, we give mate rial body to a new possibility. Recall 
again the structure of the non-reductive materialist dialectical reduplication 
that ZiZek describes in which what is external is the material foundation for 
the production of the internaI which then is what, through the conceptual 
apparatus provided by the action of the internaI 'posits,' through the set of 
virtual presuppositions, the externai as standing over-against the internaI. 

This process is not changed in the 'act,' what is changed is both the con
tent of the virtual set of presuppositions and the subject's relation to them 
(here the subject is aware of the process in a way that it was not before). 
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Thus, subjectivity gains a new disposition and along with it, a new relation 
to the world, w hich, as such, brings with it a new world in actuality. The 
rest of the ZiZekian story of change is similar to the Badiouan account in 
that, such a 'new' subjectivity must work to change the world, insofar as it 
must work to sustain the 'new' world that is already a part of its subjective 
presuppositions insofar as it is ushered in by its act. 

Of course, Zizek's example of Bartleby and the politics of refusaI are not 
the only modes of the political act. It is weIl known that Zizek will at times 
recommend withdrawal and at others he will recommend engagement in a 
very particular way; and at still othe l'S, he will argue that we must be will
ing to act even in the absence of a clear pathway to the outcome we desire. 
This last category can be seen in his critiques of the left that is unwilling to 
do anything for fear of bringing about a new gulag. 35 Commenting on this 
recently, Agon Hamza has rightly pointed out that far from this meaning 
that Zizek's politics are in sorne way inconsistent what this points to is the 
truly materialist nature of his project. According to Hamza, Zizek's position 
is that: 

... Whatever the concrete situation, the relation of the subject to itself 
is always one of cutting off whatever ties one to the dominant ideol
ogy. Or, to put it differently, we could argue that the Zizekian-Hegelian 
thesis, underlying the political orientation, is that the way a situation 
doesn't work as the mere "case" of a universal idea is precisely how 
the universal is grounded in that situation. In other words, Zizek treats 
conjunctures not as cases but examples. 36 

The point here, is that the Zizekian act will be different in different situ
ations, depending on the particulars of that situation and what it looks like 
that situation might calI for. Though this is the case, if the act is truly an act, 
it will have the same interpellative effect on the subject. There is yet another 
important relation to Althusser to be found in this. In Althusser's very short 
(and curious) "Portrait of a Materialist Philosopher," he attempts to make 
sense of what it is to be a materialist by telling a metaphorical story set 
in the American old West.37 In this story, the protagonist (the materialist) 
"doesn't know where he is, but wants to go somewhere," and so he gets on 
a moving train without knowing exactly where it is going (or where it came 
from).38 He then he gets off somewhere and makes use of what he finds 
there, building himself a life (i.e., doing something), eventually becoming 
quite weIl known. As Althusser tells this story, the protagonist gains his 
reputation by buying livestock and eventually gaining "the best bunch of 
animaIs around." Althusser continues: 

The best bunch of animaIs = the best bunch of categories and concepts. 
He [the protagonist] competes with the other landowners, but peace
fully. Everyone admits that he's the best and that his categories and 
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concepts (his heard) are the best. His reputation spreads throughout the 
West and eventually the whole country.39 

lsn't Zizek's pragmatic stance on politics exactly this position? lt do es not 
matter where one cornes from and one does not have to know where one is 
going, what matters is that one try, given the conjuncture and the existing 
arrangement of concepts, practices, institutions, and so forth to find a way 
to make those work, to break with the ideology in which one in first formed. 
As such, isn't it also the case that this work, the action one takes, must be 
tied to that very conjuncture? And further, one cannot know in advance just 
which action might work, but one must try. 

We should now be able to clearly see a further important distinction 
between the Badiouan account and the Zizekian one. Zizek's Hegelianl 
Lacanian materialist conception of both stasis and change never leaves the 
materialist history in which it emerges. That is, there is no split between 
synchrony and diachrony in which the synchronie stands outside of the dia
chronie and does the determining of the particular nature of the diachronie, 
as it does in Badiou's aecount; nor is there a need for an intervening event 
for change to take place. What is detaehed from a given conjucture and ush
ers in the possibility of change in Zizek's account emerges from within it. 
What is universal and universally 'true' is the laek of closure that underlies 
the nature of the materio-symbolie order, but this universal 'not-Ali' cames 
ta be in the partial, pathological, and contingent nature of history insofar as 
the subject's own awareness of this cornes to be in history and this awareness 
(if properly habituated) becomes the foundation of the universal truth itself. 
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Conclusion 
New Materialism? 

The title of this study makes a daim about the nature of the materialism 
that is espoused by those whose thought it occupies. It daims that there is a 
'new' materialism here. That there is something different in this materialism 
than materialisms that came before or that it does not simply re-hash long
standing materialist daims. As noted in the introduction, the newness daim 
is mostly limited to the thought of Badiou and Zizek, as Althusser serves as 
a common reference point for both, and a background against which these 
two are reacting. 

It seems that, having worked our way through the various daims these 
three thinkers make vis-à-vis materialism, and having demonstrated their 
shared theoretical focal points as weIl as the problems that they encounter 
along the way, arguing that the later Badiou's problems make his material
ism suspect, we are now in a position to assess this 'newness.' l wish to begin 
this assessment in the reverse, that is, l want to begin by discussing a few 
ways in which we might be able to say that these positions are not new. We 
have, l think, already been given one reason to think that at least Badiou's 
materialism is not aIl that new given the problematic doseness between his 
more recent thought and a certain kind of (idealist) structuralism. l want, in 
light of this, to look at the relation between this brand of materialism as it 
appears in both Badiou and Zizek and a certain reading of Durkheim. 

l have had occasion to bring Durkheim up before in this study via Althuss
er's attempt to distance himself from the structuralism of Levi-Strauss and 
his followers insofar as he attributes the imposition of the Durkheimian con
ception of a "collective consciousness" to certain elements of the structural
ist enterprise.1 Further, this criticism was used in chapter 4, as a backdrop 
for extending the complaints leveled at Badiou's theory by ]ohnston and 
Osborn.2 It is not a coincidence that Althusser raises the Durkheimian daims 
in relation to Levi-Strauss-as was also noted in chapter 2-both Althusser 
and Levi-Strauss were weIl versed in Durkheim; so weIl, in fact, that the latter 
was a member of the famous Collège de sociologie along with many other 
French intellectuals around at the time, induding, importantly for us, Sartre.3 

As is weIl known, the Collège was not itself affiliated with 'official' uni
versity life but was, rather, a collection of intellectuals and artists that met in 
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Parisian cafés between 1937 and 1939. lts primary aim was to undertake an 
analysis of society which looked critically at the roles and relations between 
power, the religious, the social order, mythology, and the like. These inves
tigations were founded on Durkheim's own analysis of these topies in his 
analysis of the relations between society and the religious as found mostly 
in his The Elementary Forms ol the Religious Lile.4 Before l say more about 
the influence of the Collège, 1 should say a bit more about Durkheim's own 
social analysis. 

As we saw in chapter 2, Durkheim argues that to understand social exis
tence one cou Id not simply look to the subjective viewpoint of individuals 
but had to understand the conceptual rules and laws that govern what he 
calls the" collective consciousness" as it is these that are determining factors 
(in part anyway, as combined with individu al consciousness) for the forms 
of consciousness that individuals in a given society have. These rules and 
laws are not themselves coextensive with collective consciousness, but they 
inform and undergird its particular historical manifestations insofar as they 
are the categories through which individual societies understand themselves 
and organize their worlds. 

As Durkheim understands it, the change in manifestations of collective 
consciousness-that is, the existence of historically shifting and differing 
social structures and organizations-can be at least partially accounted for 
by ma king sense of the different ways in whieh these rules and laws get 
combined in different societies in history; howevel; as Stephen Turner notes, 
"there is a limit to such explanations. They do not allow for genuine moral 
and religious novelty" as merely recombining pre-existing formaI categories 
leaves out the possibility of the 'new.' This is a problem that Durkheim was 
aware of, and he offers, as Turner points out, the category of "Collective 
effervescence [in order to] fi.!l this gap."5 

The concept of collective effervescence is described by Durkheim as a 
moment found in collective ritualized religious practice, in which the nor
mally experienced 'profane' world of egoistic individuation is shed and a 
new collective consciousness and set of collective representations is forged. 
Here is Durkheim explaining the experience of the individual in the moment 
of such an effervescence, as a moment in which 

... A man does not recognize himself any longer. Feeling himself domi
nated and carried away by sorne sort of an external power which makes 
him think and act differently than in normal times, he naturally has the 
impression of being himself no longer ... 6 

As Frank Pearce points out, in the hands of the members of the Collège, 
Durkheim's thought in this regard was radicalized in a variety of ways,? not 
the least of which was the interpretation given to Durkheim's conception of 
social (and individual) transformation via the concept of a 'collective effer
vescence' and the distinction between the 'sacred' and the 'profane.' Before 
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turning to this radicalization, however, we need to further understand the 
work these concepts do for Durkheim. 

The 'profane' world is, for Durkheim, the normaIly experienced world 
of everyday existence. This world is characterized by individuation-that is, 
we are only barely (if at aIl) cognizant of our connection to others or to the 
larger community-and things l'un along as they regularly do, in a kind of 
mundane fashion. As Durkheim puts it in profane existence, "daily life drags 
wearily along."8 The profane self, much like Badiou's pre-evental self and 
Zizek's ideological subject, is directly tied to this world as it is this world in 
which the profane self arises. This is to say that the profane self is a product 
of this world of individuation and regularity. Here again is Durkheim: 

... We ding to the profane world with aU the fibers of our sensual 
being-our very life depends on it. Not only is it the natural theatre 
of our activity, it penetrates us from every direction; it is part of us. 
We cannot then detach ourselves from it without doing violence to our 
nature- without offending our instincts. 9 

The effervescent moment, as noted above, is a moment that breaks with 
the profane everyday existence. It is the bridge that moves the individual from 
the realm of the 'profane' to that of the 'sacred.' Here, Durkheim argues, 
even in moments that seemingly have nothing to do with the religious, there 
are present aIl of the marks of the individual being transformed and carried 
away from himself (his profane self that is) and connected to others in ways 
that he isn't in the quotidian world. Speaking of these moments historically, 
and echoing the quotation above regarding the complete destruction of the 
profane self in the moment of effervescence, Durkheim writes: 

ln certain historical periods, under the influence of sorne great com
munal upheaval, social interactions become more frequent and more 
active. Individuals seek each other out and assemble more often. The 
result is a general effervescence characteristic of revolutionary or cre
ative epochs. Now this hyperactivity has the effect of generally stimulat
ing individual energies. People live differently and more intensely than 
in normal times. The changes are not only of nuance and degree, man 
himself becomes other.10 

It is this 'becoming other' that is, again, important for our pm'poses. 
The effervescent moment remakes the one who experiences it. He is, as 
Durkheim daims, no longer the profane individual but is instead something 
entirely different, entirely 'other.' It is here that the College's radicaliza-· 
tion of Durkheim's conception of social (and individual) transformation 
via the concept of a 'collective effervescence' becomes important. For Dur
kheim, the distinction between the 'sacred' and the 'profane' signified the 
distinction between "phenomena or categorizations that are homogeneous 
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internally but heterogeneous to each other." 11 That is to say, within Dur
kheim's the ory these two categories, while heterogeneous in relation to one 
another, remain part of one homogeneous social order. In the hands of the 
Collège, however,-and Pearce cites Bataille's and Caillois' reading of this
this became, for Bataille, "a distinction between the heterogeneous and the 
homogeneous" as such, and for Caillois, a distinction couched in temporal 
terms. 12 Here is Pearce's description of Caillois' view: 

For Caillois ... The Sacred is a key element both in ordinary life and 
in the festivals found in primitive societies (and to a much attenuated 
degree in contemporary societies) ... Ordinary life tends to be regular, 
busy, safe, and sclerotic. 'Time is wearing and exhausting' and there is a 
need for social regeneration. This is made possible by the popular frenzy 
of the festival. lt releases an active sacred energy, reverses the normal 
course of time and forms the social order ... 13 

Thinking about the linkage between Durkheim and the members of the 
Collège especially in relation to comments made here about the transforma
tions and radicalizations of the Durkheimian edifice it is hard not see this in 
the background, regardiess of intention, of both Badiou's and Zizek 's theo
retical projects. There is here (in Durkheim as reconstructed by the Collège) 
two 'temporalities' defined by stasis (the profane) and change (the sacred, as 
emerging in collective effervescence in which the individuation of profane 
existence is shed in favor of a collectively grounded event/act). Looking at 
the overaIl structure of the Durkheimian daims in relation to Badiou we can 
see that the conception of the profane maps on quite nicely to Badiou's con
ception of the intra-worldly structure of the counted-as-one logic of objects 
and individuais. 

The profane world is certainly analogous to the Badiouan pre-evental 
world, in which aIl things are in their place, any inconsistencies are sub
tracte d, and things run along in a mundane fashion. It is the individuation 
inherent to both accounts that is key for seeing the similarities-Remember 
here that Badiou builds his view of this out of and in relation to both 
Althusser and Sartre. Thinking again about our discussion of the Sartrean 
conception of the group-in-fusion that Badiou appropriates in theorizing the 
event, and knowing of Sartre's participation in the Collège, it is hard not to 
speculate as to the influence of the Durkheimian theory (as interpreted by 
the Collège) on Sartre's work in this regard, and its being filtered through 
Sartre and into Badiou. 

Furthermore, the formaI structures of collective consciousness in Durkheim, 
as noted in chapter 4, stand outside the world of subjective consciousness but 
are the formaI backdrop through which individu ais come to consciousness of 
themselves and the world. In this way, Durkheim's formaI structures of col
lective consciousness can be seen as analogous to Badiou's conception of the 
count-as-one. lt is hard not to see, in light of this, Badiou's theory as precisely 
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not new and, rather, a kind of materialist neo-Durkheimianism (even if it is 
unaware of this and is the unconscious inheritor of this via the Collège). 

Durkheim's own comments regarding the experience of collective effer
vescence also certainly echo the Zizekian theory of the act wherein the 
quotidian self is shed in favor of a new possibility that stands outside the 
individuation that is imposed on it by the conjuncture-and the subject's 
own active positing of the roles and conditions conjuncture in its reflexive 
redeployment of them (as described in chapter 6)-allowing the subject to 
view itself as a part of the universal (negative/real) rather than the particular 
(determined/quotidian). To be sure, in bringing this up, l am not necessarily 
interested in making wildly speculative daims about intellectual influence, 
but rathet; simply want to point out not only the historicallineage but also 
the translation and transposition of sorne theoretical components from one 
theory into the next (as we have been doing throughout much of this study) 
and that the questions and methods that ground the respective projects of 
both Badiou and Zizek (and their relation to Althusser) should not and can
not be ta ken to be entirely new. 

Further, in relation to the Althusserian conception of a Marxian philoso
phy (as founded in the break with Hegel/Feuerbach), both Badiou and Zizek 
retain this understanding of Marx which is, I think, ultimately the correct 
way of understanding Marx. And, both Badiou and Zizek, in reading and 
commenting on the other thinkers with whom they are occupied, offer us the 
same kinds of compeUing and deep readings that Althusser does of Marx. So 
here, not only is what they do not simply 'new,' but it is instead, a correction 
of the record when it cornes to these thinkers. In this sense, what aU three of 
these thinkers are is, at least in part, simply exceptionally good readers of 
Marx and the other philosophers with which they are engaged. 

We can, however, qualify this rejection of the tide of 'new' by pointing 
out that what is new in these theories are the ways in which they rethink 
the categories and concepts that they analyze and inherit. Furthermore, we 
might argue that, for both Badiou and Zizek, what is new in their material
ism is the newness found in the rebirth of the old daim to universalism, but 
here encountered in a new form-as appearing within existence (and not 
as external to it). Here again the Durkheimian conception of the 'sacred' is 
relevant, as whatever is 'sacred,' and hence collective, appears materially in 
effervescent moments, and it becomes a matter of figuring out how to sus
tain those moments. As Badiou puts it at the end of Logics of Worlds, "But 
I need neither God, nor the divine. I believe that it is here and now that we 
arouse or resurrect ourselves as Immortals. "14 

NOTES 

1. See chapter 2. 
2. See chapter 4. 
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Alexander and Philip Smith (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2005), 290. 

4. See Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, translated by 
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