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Two remarkable stories were reported in the media in 2003. 
A Spanish art historian uncovered the first use of modern art as a deliberate form 

of torture: Kandinsky and Klee, as well Burruel and Dali, were the inspiration behind 
a series of secret cells and torture centers built in Barcelona in 1938, the work of a 
French anarchist, Alphonse Laurencic (a Slovene family name!), who invented a form of 
"psychotechnic" torture: he created his so-called "colored cells" as a contribution to 
the fight against Franco's forces. 1 The cells were as inspired by ideas of geometric ab-
straction and surrealism as they were by avant-garde art theories on the psychological 
properties of colors. Beds were placed at a 20-degree angle, making them near-
impossible to sleep on, and the floors of the 6-foot-by-3-foot cells were strewn with 
bricks and other geometric blocks to prevent the prisoners from walking backward 
and forward. The only option left to them was staring at the walls, which were curved 
and covered with mind-altering patterns of cubes, squares, straight lines, and spirals 
which utilized tricks of color, perspective, and scale to cause mental confusion and 
distress. Lighting effects gave the impression that the dizzying patterns on the wall were 
moving. Laurencic preferred to use the color green because, according to his theory 
of the psychological effects of various colors, it produced melancholy and sadness. 

The second story: Walter Benjamin did not kill himself in a Spanish border village 
in 1940 out of fear that he would be returned to France, and thus to Nazi agents-he 
was killed there by Stalin's agents. 2 A few months before he died, Benjamin wrote 
"Theses on the Philosophy of History," his short but devastating analysis of the failure 
of Marxism; he died at a time when many former Soviet loyalists were becoming dis-
illusioned with Moscow because of the Hitler-Stalin pact. In response, one of the 
"killerati" (Stalinist agents recruited from socialist intellectuals who were carrying out 
assassinations) killed him.The ultimate cause of his murder was that, as Benjamin fled 
through the mountains from France toward Spain, he was hugging a manuscript-
the masterwork on which he had been working in the Bibliotheque Nationale in Paris, 
the elaboration of the "Theses." The briefcase containing this manuscript was en-
trusted to a fellow refugee who conveniently lost it on a train from Barcelona to 
Madrid. In short, Stalin read Benjamin's "Theses," he knew about the new book proj-
ect based on the "Theses," and he wanted to prevent its publication at any cost. ... 

What these two stories share is not just the surprising link between high culture 
(fine art and theory) and base brutal politics (murder, torture). At this level, the link 
is not even as unexpected as it may appear: is it not one of the most vulgar common-
sense opinions that viewing abstract art (like listening to atonal music) is torture 
(along the same lines, we can easily envisage a prison in which the detainees are 
exposed constantly to atonal music)? On the other hand, the "deeper" common sense 
is that Schoenberg, in his music, expressed the horrors of holocaust and mass bomb-
ings before they actually occurred. More radically, what the two stories share is that the 
link they establish is an impossible short circuit oflevels which, for structural reasons, can 
never meet: it is simply not possible, say, for what "Stalin" stands for to move at the 
same level as "Benjamin," that is, to grasp the true dimensions of Benjamin's "Theses" 
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from a Stalinist perspective. The illusion on which these two stories rely, that of put-
ting two incompatible phenomena on the same level, is strictly analogous to what Kant 
called "transcendental illusion," the illusion of being able to use the same language for 
phenomena which are mutually untranslatable and can be grasped only in a kind of 
parallax view, constantly shifting perspective between two points between which no 
synthesis or mediation is possible. Thus there is no rapport between the two levels, 
no shared space-although they are closely connected, even identical in a way, they 
are, as it were, on the opposed sides of a Moebius strip.The encounter between Lenin-
ist politics and modernist art ( exemplified in the fantasy of Lenin meeting Dadaists in 
the Cabaret Voltaire in Zurich) cannot structurally take place; more radically, revolu-
tionary politics and revolutionary art move in different temporalities-although they 
are linked, they are two sides of the same phenomenon which, precisely as two sides, 
can never meet. 3 There is more than a historical accident in the fact that, in matters of 
culture, Leninists admired great classic art, while many modernists were political con-
servatives, proto-Fascists even. Is this not already the lesson of the link between the 
French Revolution and German Idealism? Although they are two sides of the same his-
torical moment, they could not directly meet-that is to say, German Idealism could 
emerge only in the "backward" conditions of a Germany where no political revolu-
tion occurred. 

In short, what both these anecdotes share is the occurrence of an insurmountable 
parallax gap, the confrontation of two closely linked perspectives between which no 
neufral co~mon ground is possible.• In a first approach, such a notion of parallax gap 
cannot but appear as a kind of Kantian revenge over Hegel: is not "parallax" yet an-
other name for a fundamental antinomy which can ne".~I be dialectically "media,ted/ 
sublated" into a ~r~th-~;;,--;~~~-there is ~; rnmmon language, no shared 
ground, betwe~n the t_:,,; l~y~ls? It is the wager of this b;;_;k ·that, far fro~ posi~g an 
irreducible obstacle to dialectics, the notion of the parallax gap provides the key which 
enables us to discern its subversive core'. To theorize this parallax gap properly is the 

-JI necessary first step in the rehabilitation of the plii!osophyof dialectical materialism. 5 Here 
we encounter a basic paradox: while many of'today's sciences spontaneously practice 
materialist dialectic, philosophically they oscillate between mechanical materialism 
and idealist obscurantism. There is no space for compromise here, no "dialogue," no 
search for allies in difficult times-today, in an epoch of the temporary retreat of di-
alectical materialism, Lenin's strategic insight is crucial: "When an army is in retreat, 
a hundred times more discipline is required than when the army is advancing ... ·.1 

When a Menshevik says, 'You are now retreating; I have been advocating retreat all the 
time; I agree with you, I am your man, let us retreat together,' we say in reply, 'For 
public manifestation of Menshevism our revolutionary courts must pass the death 
sentence, otherwise they are not our courts, but God knows what."' 6 

Today's crisis of Marxism is not due only to the sociopolitical defeats of Marxist 
movements; at an inherent theoretical level, the crisis can ( and should) also be indexed 
through the decline (virtual disappearance, even) of dialectical materialism as the 
philosophical underpinning of Marxism-dialectical materialism, not the much more 
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acceptable, and much less embarrassing, "materialist dialectic": the shift from qeter-
minate reflection to reflective determTnarton 1s·cruciarn;.;-this is another ~;;e 

·wnere a the positionor~~-rd;d;~id:;:verything.'The shift we are dealing 
with here is the key dialectical shift-the one which is most difficult to grasp for a 
"negative dialectics" in love with explosions of negativity, with all imaginable forms 
of"resistance" and "subversion," but unable to overcome its own parasitizing on the 
preceding positive order-from the wild dance of the liberation from the ( oppres-
sive) System to (what German Idealists called) the System of Liberty. Two examples 
from revolutionary politics should suffice here: it is easy to fall in love with the 
multitude of freethinkers who blossomed in the prerevolutionary France of the late 
eighteenth century, from libertarians debating in the salons, enjoying the paradoxes 
of their own inconsistencies, to pathetic artists amusing those in power with their 
own protests against power; it is much more difficult fully to endorse the reversal of 
this unrest into the harsh new Order of the revolutionary Terror. Similarly, it is easy to 
fall in love with the crazy creative unrest of the first years after the October Revolu-
tion, with suprematists, futurists, constructivists, and so on, competing for primacy 
in revolutionary fervor; it is much more difficult to recognize in the horrors of the 
forced collectivization of the late 1920s the attempt to translate this revolutionary fer-
vor into a new positive social order. There is nothing ethically more disgusting than 
revolutionary Beautiful Souls who refuse to recognize, in the Cross of the postrevolu-
tionary present, the truth of their own flowering dreams about freedom. 

That, philosophically speaking, Stalinist "dialectical materialism" is imbecility in-
carnate, is not so much beyond the point as, rather, the point itself, since my point is pre-
cisely to conceive the identity of my Hegelian-lacanian position and the philosophy 
of dialectical materialism as a Hegelian infinite judgment, that is, as the speculative 
identity of the highest and the lowest, like the formula of phrenology "the Spirit is 
a bone." In what, then, does the difference between the "highest" and the "lowest" 
reading of dialectical materialism consist? The steely Fourth Teacher8 committed a 
serious philosophical error when he ontologized the difference between dialectical 
and historical materialism, conceiving it as the difference between metaphysica universalis 
and metaphysica specialis, universal ontology and its application to the special domain of 
society.All we have to do here in order to pass from the "lowest" to the "highest" is to 
displace this difference between the universal and the particular into the particular itself: "dialectical 
materialism" provides another view on humanity itself, different from historical ma-
terialism ... yes, once again, the relationship between historical and dialectical mate-
rialism is that of parallax; they are substantially the same, the shift from the one to the 
other is purely a shift of perspective. It introduces topics like the death drive, the "in-
human" core of the human, which reach over the horizon of the collective praxis of 
humanity; the gap is thus asserted as inherent to humanity itself, as the gap between) 
humanity and it_s_ow.11 Inhuman _excess. 

· There is a structural analogy between this relationship between historical and di-
alectical materialism and the properly psychoanalytic reply to the boring standard 
criticism of the application of psychoanalysis to social-ideological processes: is it 
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"legitimate" to ~-tlotiotH w-hl..h-were.otigj.:µallr_~~pl;>X:~fcir the 
~*treatment of individuals to collective entities, and to talk about religion, for example, 
: asac:ollecti~;;-zompulsive·neurosis""Yfhe· focus of psychoanalysis resides elsewhere: 
; the Social, the field of social practices and socially held beliefs, is not simply on a dif-

ferent level from individual experience, but something to which the individual himself has 
:E to relate, which the individual himself has to experience as an order which is minimally "rei-
111 
.J fied," externalized.The problem, therefore, is not "how to jump from the individual to 
: the social level"; the problem is: how should the external-impersonal socio-symbolic order of insti-

tutionalized practices and beliefs be structured,1Ttliesiiliject is to retain lus"'sanity."liis ""normal'''functiomng? 
: (Take the proverbial egotist, cyi:i1caI!ymsmlssin~rme-pubITc""system olmor'n'"ncfrms: 

as a rule, such a subject can function only if this system is "out there," publicly rec-
ognized-that is to say, in order to be a private cynic, he has to presuppose the exis-
tence of naive other(s) who "really believe.") In other words, the gap between the 
individual and the "impersonal" social dimension is to be inscribed back within 

Q 'rliei~divid~;lhim~;ifihi?~bTective"'orcfer"oTifiesocfo!SiiTistance.exi;ts only ins~for as individuals treat 
, . ..,Y~' 0 ~·~.,~ •. , ,<,»-, 'S,•,A""''""""'' ,_,,,_...,_~.........,._,,_.,,.,,..,.~~··"' ... --""'•"'""' ~> ">~~••"aO-• .. ,oe,~-.• ,,...,...,,,-~-----..,,~-->'• 
it as such, relate to it as such. And is the supreme example here not (again) that of Christ him-
self: in him, the diffe;ence between God and man is transposed into man himself? 

With regard to the relationship between thought and being, both historical and di-
alectical materialism, of course, leave behind the prephilosophically naive "dialectical 
materialist" notion of thought as a reflection/ mirroring of being ( of "independent, 
objectively existing, reality"); however, they do so in different ways. Historical mate-
rialism overcomes this external parallelism of thought and being, of thought as a pas-
sive mirroring of"objective reality," through the notion of thought(" consciousness") 
as an inherent moment of the very process of (social) being, of collective praxis, as a 
process embedded in social reality ( although today, after the invasion of Iraq, one is 
somehow ashamed to use this verb), as its active moment. Georg Luka.cs's discussion 
of this overcoming in History and Class Consciousness cannot be bettered:;;con~_<:_i~_u.sness" 
(becoming-conscious of one's concrete social position and its revolutionary poten-
tial) c~anges being itself-that is to say, it transforms the passive "workin~ class," a 
stratum in the social edifice, into the "proletariat" as a revolutionary subject'. Dialecti-
cal materialism, as it were, approaches the same knot from the opposite side: its 
problem is not how to overcome the external opposition of thought and being by de-
ploying their practico-dialectical mediation, but how, from within the flat order of positive be-
ing, the very gap between thought and being, the negativity ;f thoug~t, ernerge~

1 
In other words, while 

Lukacs et al. endeavor to demonstrate how thought is an active-constitutive moment 
of social being, the fundamental categories of dialectical materialism (like the negativ-
ity of the "death drive") aim at the "practical" aspect of the very passivity of thought: 
how is it possible, for a living being, to break/ suspend the cycle of the reproduction of 
life, to install a non-act, a withdrawal into reflexive distance from being, as the most radical intervention? 
To put it in Kierkegaard's terms: the point is not to overcome the gap that separates 
thought from being, but to conceive it in its "becoming." Of course, the Lukacsian phi-
losophy of praxis contains its own account of how the gap between thought and being 
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emerges: the figure of the observing subject, exempt from the objective processes 
and imervening in them as an external manipulator, is itself an effect of ~ocial cifiencition/ 

~tion~~thi~;_-z~;~~t~ ;hi~h-~~;~s-wfi:1iTrn1iitlielct'~E;clif p.raxis. as the 
insurmountable horizon-leaves out of consideration the very emergence of praxis, its 
repressed "transcendental genesis."This supplement to historical materialism is cru-
cial: without it, we either elevate society into a pseudo-Hegelian absolute Subject, or 
we have to leave open the space for some more encompassing general ontology. 

The key problem here is that the basic "law" of dialectical materialism, the struggle 
of opposites, was colonized/ obfuscated by the New Age notion of the polarity of 
opposites (yin-yang, and so on) r The first critical move is to replace this topic of the po-
larity of opposites with the concept of the inherent "tension," gap, noncoincidence, 
of the One itself This book is based on a strategic politico-philosophical decision to 
designate this ga;;hich se~es the One fro~uie term parolla~91'1iere 
is-~ntire series of the modes @""p"araltaxinctIIlerent domains oT moctern theory: 
quantum physics (the wave-particle duality); the parallax of~~~~?logy (the realization ;l 'J 
that, when we look behind the face into the skull, we find nothing; "there's no one at 
home" there, just piles of gray matter-::~~-f~_ciif~cult_ t°. tarry with this gap b~~':".~en 
jllean..!_i:.K.~l}Q.J;.\:it;. pure F.,eal); the parallax of ontological difference, of the discord between -the antic and the transcendental-ontological (we cannot reduce the ontological hori-
zon to its antic "roots," but neither can we deduce the antic domain from the onto-
logical horizon; that is to say, transcendental constitution is not creation); the parallax 

of the Real ( the Lac~~~-1:-~~al has no l:~~~i_".~::.S.1:1.~_s_~a_n._~~-~-~-?.~.i-~,!;!_l~~.i~-~!_!he gap 
between the multitude of perspectives on it); the parallax nature of the gap between 
desire and drive (let us imagine an inilividual trying to perform so~~impl'itrri'anual \ 
task-=--~g;~b an object which repeatedly eludes him: the moment he changes his at-
titude, starting to find pleasure in just repeating the failed task, squeezing the object 
which, again and again, eludes him, he shifts from desire to drive); 10 the parallax of 
the unconscious ( the lack of a common measure between the two aspects of Freud's the-
oretical edifice, interpretations of the formations of the unconscious [The Interpretation 
of Dreams, The Psychopathology of Everyday Life, Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious] and theo-
ries of drives [Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, and so on]); up to-last and least-the 
parallax of the vagina (the shift from the ultimate object of sexual penetration, the em-
bodiment of the mystery of sexuality, to the very organ of maternity [birth]). 

And, last but not least, we should assert the parallax status of philosophy as such. At 
its very inception ( the Ionian pre-Socratics), philosophy emerged in the interstices of 
substantial social communities, as the thought of those who were caught in a "paral-
lax" position, unable fully to identify with any of the positive social identities. In On 
Tyranny, Leo Strauss answered the question "In what does philosophic politics consist?" 
with: "In satisfying the city that the philosophers are not atheists, that they do not des-
ecrate everything sacred to the city, that they reverence what the city reverences, that 
they are not subversives, in short that they are not irresponsible adventurers, but the 
best citizens." 11 This, of course, is a defensive survival strategy to cover up the actual 
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subversive nature of philosophy. This crucial dimension is missing in Heidegger's ac-
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count: how, from his beloved pre-Socratics onward, philosophizing involved an "im-
possible" position displaced with regard to any communal identity, be it "economy" 
(oikos, the household organization) or polis ( the city-state). Like exchange according to 
Marx, philosophy emerges in the interstices between different communities, in the frag-
ile space of exchange and circulation between them, a space which lacks any positive 
identity. Is this not especially clear in the case ofDescartes?The grounding experience 
of his position of universal doubt is precisely a "multicultural" experience of how our 
own tradition is no better than what looks to us like the" eccentric" traditions of others: 

I had been taught, even in my College days, that there is nothing imaginable so strange 
or so little credible that it has not been maintained by one philosopher or other, and I 
further recognized in the course of my travels that all those whose sentiments are very 
contrary to ours are yet not necessarily barbarians or savages, but may be possessed of 
reason in as great or even a greater degree than ourselves. I also considered how very 
different the self-same man, identical in mind and spirit, may become, according as he 
is brought up from childhood amongst the French or Germans, or has passed his whole 
life amongst Chinese or cannibals. I likewise noticed how even in the fashions of one's 
clothing the same thing that pleased us ten years ago, and which will perhaps please us 
once again before ten years are passed, seems at the present time extravagant and ridicu-
lous. I thus concluded that it is much more custom and example that persuade us than 
any certain knowledge, and yet in spite of this the voice of the majority does not afford 
a proof of any value in truths a little difficult to discover, because such truths are much 
more likely to have been discovered by one man than by a nation. I could not, however, 
put my finger on a single person whose opinions seemed preferable to those of others, 
and I found that I was, so to speak, constrained myself to undertake the direction of my 
procedure. 12 

Thus Karatani is justified in emphasizing the insubstantial character of the cogito: "It 
cannot be spoken of positively; no sooner than it is, its function is lost." 13 The ~Qll!to 

is not a substantial entity but a pure sti:_.~S!~r:a,l function, a,n e_mpty pl_~c:-~_(Lacaruf~°)j-
as such, it can emerge only in the interstices of substantial communal systems.The link 
between the emergence of the cogito and the disintegration and loss of substantial com-
munal identities is therefore inherent, and this holds even more for Spinoza than for 
Descartes: although Spinoza criticized the Cartesian cogito, he criticized it as a positive 
ontological entity-but he implicitly fully endorsed it as the "position of the enunci-
ated," the one which speaks from radical self-doubting, since, even more than Des-
cartes, Spinoza spoke from the interstices of the social space(s), neither a Jew nor a 
Christian. 

Spinoza is, in effect, the "philosopher as such," with his subjective stance of double 
outcast ( excommunicated even from the community of the outcasts of Western civi-
lization); this is why we should use him as a paradigm that enables us to discover the 
traces of a similar displacement, a communal "out-of-joint," with regard to all other 
great philosophers, up to Nietzsche, who was ashamed of the Germans and proudly 
emphasized his alleged Polish roots. For a philosopher, ethnic roots, national identity, 
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and so on, are simply not a category of truth-or, to put it in precise Kantian terms, when 
we reflect upon our ethJ)ic rants., :we .en.g~e in_ a private use pf reason, constrained by con- ,+ 

~~-d~~;~i~-p;~~~ppositions; that is to say, we act as "immatu;;,:-~dividu;tls, not 
as free human beings who dwell in the dimension of the universality.9f :~~cm. This, 
of course, does not in any way entail that we should be ashamed of our ethnic roots; 
we can love them, be proud of them; returning home may warm our hearts-but the 
fact remains that all this is ultimately irrelevant. We should act like Saint Paul who, while 
he was proud of his particular identity ( a Jew and a Roman citizen), was nonetheless 
aware that, in th~_pr_qp_~r-~<l.!;;.~_ghh~.C::liri,sfi~Jla,bsoluteTruth, "there is neither Jew ,do 
nor Greek." ... The struggle which truly engages him is not simply "more universal" 
than that of one ethnic group against another; it is a struggle which obeys an entirely 
different logic: ~~11ger the logic of one self-identical substantial gr9ypfig_hting an-

~~:.:~1:~'.:!:·,~~.,'._of_~11 antagoniSII1 that cuts di~sonallya,:!O~J-~l_p_a_:5icular groups. 
It would be easy to counterargue here that this Cartesian multiculturalist opening 

and relativizing of one's own position is just a first step, the abandoning of inherited 
opinions, which should allow us to acquire the absolutely certain philosophical knowl-
edge-the abandoning of the false, unstable home in order to reach our true home. 
Did not Hegel himself compare Descartes's discovery of the cogito to a sailor who, af-
ter drifting around in the sea for a long time, finally catches sight of firm ground7 Is 
this Cartesian homelessness not just a deceitful strategic move? Are we not dealing here 
with a Hegelian "negation of,negation," the Aufhebung of the false_ tra_ditional home in 
the finally .disc_~~::_:_?,:.'.?nceptua_l _~~u~-~-om~? In this sen~e. was Heidegger not justi-
fied in approvingly quoting Novalis's determination of philosophy as longing for the 
true lost home?Two things should be added here. First, Kant himself is in fact unique 
with regard to this topic: in his transcendental philosophy, homelessness remains ir-
reducible; we remain forever split, condemned to a fragile position between the two 
dimensions, and to a "leap of faith" without any guarantee. Secondly, is the Hegelian 
situation really so clear~,!_s_!_t: not tha_t, for I::Ieg_el_,_ this new "hqme" is in a way homeless-
ness itself, the very open movement of negativity? 
---Al~ni-th;,;-~~ lines of the co~~tit~tif; "homel~,SSA~~~·· o(phi_lo~o_ph,y, Karatani 
asserts-against Hegel-Kant's idea of the cosmopolitan "world-civil-society/ 
Weltburgergesellschaft," which is not simply an expansion of the citizenship of a nation-
state to the citizenship of a global transnational State;!_t iny_?ly_es a s_h.ift from the prin-
ciple of identification with one_'s "organic" ethnic substance actualized in particular 
'm~~w,;.-;a:aicaliy-ci.irier~n~ p~i~~iple ofidentific~ti;n--Kara-t;ni refers here to 
Deleu;~\-~otic';n or;_;:;.;i~~~;~i singiil~rity as opposed to the triad individuality-
particularity-generality; this opposition is the opposition between Kant and Hegel. For 
Hegel, "world-civil-society" is an abstract notion without substantial content, lacking 
the mediation of the particular, and thus the force of full actuality-that is to say, it in-
volves an ~1?Y~E~~~ic!~n_ti_fic~~i()1.1::':'.h!s):1dqes_ not seize the s11bjectsl_l_bSti11,1!ie1lY; th~_.9..nly 
way for an individ:3-al to particip_~te effectivelyi11 universal humanity is therefore_via 
full identification with a particular nation-state: I am "human" only as a German, 
an Englishman .. : ' 14 F;r Kint:·;;.;_ the contra~y. "world-civil-society" designates the 
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paradox of the\univi;rsal s~":1:[ulariq/, of a singular subject who, in a kind of short 
circuit, bypassing the mediation of the particular, directly participates in the Univer-
saL This identification with the Universal is not the identification with an all-
encompassing global Substance ("humanity"), but the identification with a universal 
ethico-political principle-a universal religious collective, a scientific collective, a 

:E global revolutionary organization, all of which are in principle accessible to every-
111 
.J one" This is what Kant, in the famous passage of "What Is Enlightenment?", means by 

I-• 

: "public" as opposed to "p!iyale": O'pr\vate", is not individual as opposed to communal 
'''~'ttne;~·ry co~~~nal-institutional order of one's particular identification; while 

: "public" is the transnational universality of the exercise of one's ReasoiJrhe paradox 
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is thus that one parti~ipatesin the.universal dimension of the "public" sphere precisely 
as a singular individual extracted from or even opposed to one's substantial commu-
nal identification-one is truly universal only as radically singular, in the interstices 

of communal identities, 1 5 

~------rrwmrraoe-easy to g~t lost in a nonsystematic deployment of the multitude of par-
allax gaps; my aim here is to introduce a minimum of conceptual order into this mul-
titude by focusing on its three main modes: philosophical, scientific, and politicaL 
First, there is the ontological difference itself as the ultimate parallax which conditions 
our very access to reality; then there is the scientific parallax, the irreducible gap between 
the phenomenal experience of reality and its scientific account/ explanation, which 
reaches its apogee in cognitivism, with its endeavor to provide a "third-person" neuro-
biological account of our "first-person" experience; last, but not least, there is the 

1 political parallax, the social antagonism which allows for no common ground between 
the conflicting agents (once upon a time, it was called "class struggle"), with its two 
main modes of existence on which the last two chapters of this book focus ( the par-
allax gap between the public Law and its superego obscene supplement; the parallax 
gap between the "Bartleby" attitude of withdrawal from social engagement and col-
lective social action), ;rhese three modes account for the tripartite structure of the 
book; between each part an interlude is added which applies the conceptual net-
work to a more specific domain (Henry James's novels; the link between capitalism 

and anti-Semitism), 
In each of the three parts, the same formal operation is discerned and deployed, each 

time at a different level: a gap is asserted as irreducible and insurmountable, a gap which 
posits a limit to the field ofreality. Philosophy revolves around_Q_l!!s>logical difference, 
the gap between ontological horiz~nd~,'.'.?.~~~D.:12.;..rea}2;y; the cognitivist brain 
sci~nces revolve aro~ the gap r;;;.,,een the subject's phenomenal self-relating and the 
biophysical reality of the brain; political struggle revolves around the gap between an-
tagonisms proper and socioeconomic reality This triad, of course, is that of the 

\ 
Universal-Particular-Singular: universal philosophy, particular science, the singularity of the 
political, 16 In all three cases, the problem is ow to think this gap in a materialist way, 
which means: it is not enough merely to insist on the fact that the onto og1 eFizon 
cannot be reduced to an effect of ontic occurrences; that phenomenal self-awareness 
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cannot be reduced to an epiphenomenon of "objective" brain processes; that social 
antagonism ("class struggle") cannot be reduced to an effect of objective socioeco-
nomic forces. We should take a step further and reach beneath this dualism itself, into 
a "minimal difference" ( the noncoincidence of the One with itself) that generates it. 
Since I have written many pages in which I struggle with the work of Jacques Derrida, 
now-when the Derridean fashion is fading away-is perhaps the moment to honor 
his memory by pointing out the 12rox~ity ofJ!Es "milli~..ili,tfu.~~!l\;e" to what he 

differ~ce, this neologism whose very notoriety obfuscates its unpreceden~a-
~Qt,eutitl., 

If anything, however~ this reappraisal is intended to draw an even stronger line 
of demarcation from the usual gang offclemocracy-to-come-deconstructionist-
postsecular-Levinasian-respect-for-Otherness suspect~ So-to paraphrase Vladimir 
Nabokov's famous barbed anti-Freudian warning from his Foreword to the English 
translation of King, Queen, Knave-as usual, I would like to point out that, as usual ( and, 
as usual, several sensitive people I like will look huffy), the democracy-to-come del-
egation has not been invited. If, however, a resolute democrat-to-come manages to slip 
in, he or she should be warned that a number of cruel traps have been set here and 
there throughout the book. 

Our everyday academic experience provides a nice example of the Lacanian difference '{ * 
between the subject of the enunciated and the subject of the enunciation. When, at a 
conference, a speaker asks me: "Did you like my talk?", how do I politely imply that it 
was boring and stupid? By saying: "It was interesting .... "The paradox is that, ifI say 
this directly, I say more: my message will be perceived as a personal attack on the very 
heart of the speaker's being, as an act of hatred toward him, not simply as a dismissal 

'of his talk-in this case, the speaker will have the right to protest: "If you really just 
wanted to say that my talk was boring and stupid, why didn't you simply say that it was 
interesting?" ... If, however, I sincerely hope that readers will find the present book in-
teresting, then I am nonetheless using this word in a more precise, properly dialectical, 
sense: the explanation of a u:i~.~aj_<:_c=:_,ncept becomes ''.interestin_g'.~~1: the particu-
lar cases evoked to exemplify it are in tension with their own universality=-~-r· 

In any large AmerrGmimnt:mlfe;-iTTspossiliiet;;pu~~~~lumes of Shakespeare 
Made Easy, a unique series edited by John Durband and published by Barron's: a "bilin-
gual" edition of Shakespeare's plays, with the original archaic English on the left-hand 
page and the translation into common contemporary English on the right-hand page. 
The obscene satisfaction provided by reading these volumes derives from the fact that 
what purports to be a mere translation into contemporary English turns out to be much 
more: as a rule, Durband tries to formulate directly, in everyday locution, (what he 
considers to be) the thought expressed in Shakespeare's metaphoric idiom-"To be 
or not to be, that is the question" becomes something like: "What's bothering me now 
is: Shall I kill myself or not?" Maybe the only way to de-jargonize a literary classic is 
to accept this crazy wager of "retranslating" its text into everyday colloquial speech. 
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One can imagine the translation of the most sublime ofHolderlin's verses into every-
day German: "Wo aber Gefahr ist, wachst das Rettende auch"-"When you're in deep 
trouble, don't despair too quickly, look around carefully, the solution may be just 
around the corner." Or, in a similar procedure, one can well imagine supplementing 
the Heideggerian commentary on some pre-Socratic line with an obscene twist. When, 
in Holzwege, apropos of Anaximander, Heidegger deploys all the dimensions of the word 
Fug, fiigen, of the tension between Fug and Unfug, ontological accord and discord, what 
about indulging in speculation about how the f ... word itself is rooted in this cos-
mic Fug, along the lines of the pagan notion of the universe as resulting from the pri-
mordial copulation of the masculine and feminine cosmic principles (yin and yang, and 
so on)-so, to put it in Heideggerian terms, the essence offucking has nothing to do 
with the antic act of fuck itself; rather it, concerns the harmonious-struggling Fuck-
ing which provides the very composition of the universe. 

In the documentary Derrida, in answer to the question of what he would ask some 
great classic philosopher if he were to meet him, Derrida immediately snaps back: 
"About his sex life." Here, perhaps, we should supplement Derrida: if we asked this 
question directly, we would probably get a common answer; the thing to look for, 
rather, would be the~~~_l:l~~~r_at th.e_~~~el of eac~·~_r.:.:Pec!~!~_Ehil~gJ?~Y-
Perhaps the ultimate philosophical fantasy here wouldoetne discovery of a manuscript 
in which Hegel, the systematician par excellence, develops a system of sexuality, of sexual 
practices contradicting, inverting, sublating each other, deducing all ( straight and "per-
verse") forms from its basic deadlock. 17 As in Hegel's Encyclopaedia, we would first get 
the deduction of the main" subjective attitudes toward sex" ( animal coupling, pure ex-
cessive lust, expression of human love, metaphysical passion), followed by the proper 
"system of sexuality," organized, as one would expect from Hegel, into a sequence of 
triads. The starting point here is copulation a tergo, the sexual act in its animal, presub-
jective immediacy; we then go on to its immediate ( abstract) negation: masturbation, 
in which solo self-excitation is supplemented by fantasizing. (Jean Laplanche argued 

1
1 

that masturbation-with-fantasy is the elementary, zero-level, form of the properly hu-
man drive as opposed to the animal instinct.) What follows is the synthesis of the two: 
the sexual act proper in a missionary position, in which face-to-face contact guaran-
tees that full bodily contact (penetration) remains supplemented by fantasizing. This 
means that the "normal" human sexual act has the structure of double masturbation: I each participant is masturbating with a real partner. However,~_?~tween the raw 
reality of cop_ulatiou ,md.J.ts f~smatic suiml~~nt_can.no_longer be cl.ase~~~~b:.,ari-

.. ~~d--di;placements of sexua~icesjhatfollow are.so m~l,~:._~ at-
~mpts to restore the balance ohle two . 
.......... Thediaie~tical''progress1'"'i:nus first goes through a series of variations with regard 
to the relationship between face, sexual organs, and other bodily parts, and the modes 
of their respective uses: the organ remains the phallus, but the opening to be pene-
trated changes (anus, moillii) .Then, ina kind of"negation of negation," not only does 
the ciTiject to 1:lepelietrated change, but the totality of the person who is the partner 
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passes into its opposite (homosexuality). In a further development, the goal itself is 
no longer orgasm (fetishism). Fist-fucking introduces into this series an impossible 
synthesis of hand (the organ of instrumental activity, of hard work) and vagina (the 
organ of "spontaneous" passive generation). The fist (focus of purposeful work, the 
hand as the most tightly controlled and trained part of our body) replaces the phallus 
( the organ out of our conscious control par excellence, since its erection comes and goes 
independently of our will), in a kind of correlate to somebody who approaches a state 
that should emerge "spontaneously" in a well-planned instrumental way (a poet who 
constructs his poems in a "rational" way, for instance, is a poetic fist-fucker) .There are, 
of course, further variations here which call for their speculative deduction: in mas-
culine masturbation, the vagina, the ultimate passive organ, is substituted by the hand, 
the ultimate active organ which passivizes the phallus itself Furthermore, when the 
phallus penetrates the anus, we obtain the correct insight into the speculative identity 
of excrementation and insemination, the highest and the lowest.There is no room here 
to explore further variations to be deduced: doing it with an animal, with a machine-
doll; doing it with many partners, sadism and masochism .... The main point is that 
the~~E!2&,r_~~Jr,9m o~eJorm_t?-~::~?er is motivated by the structural imbal-
~ce of th?.:;~:}.!el:~'?EJ}l.i.ll,{Lacan'~ il n'y a pas de rapport sexuel)' wliichconctemn's any \ .... 
sexual practice to eternal oscillation between the "spontaneous" pathos of self- "'!'"' 

obliteration and the logic of external ritual ( following the rules). Thus the final out-
come is that s~xua~ity ~s-~he domain of"s2urious infinity" whose logic, brought to an 
extreme, cannot but engender tasteless excesses like those of"spermathon" contests-
how many men can a woman bring to orgasm in an hour, and so on ... for a true 
philosopher, there are more interesting things in the world than sex. 

What accounts for the weird (if not-for some, at least-tasteless) character of 
this exercise is not the reference to sexual practices as such, but the short circuit be-
tween two spheres which are usually perceived as incompatible, as moving at onto-
logically different levels: that of sublime philosophical speculation and that of the 
details of sexual practices. Even if there is nothing which, a priori, prohibits the appli-
cation of the Hegelian conceptual machinery to sexual practices, it no~eles_~ ap-
pears that the entire exercise is somehow meaningless, a (rather bad) joke. The ---,----.,~-~----~ .., -----.. 
~pleasant, weird effect of such short circuits shows that they play a symptomal role 
in our symbolic universes: they bring home the implicit, tacit prohibitions on which 
these universes rely. One practices concrete universality by confronting a universality 
~thit~~bearable'; example. Of course, Hegelian dialectics can be used to analyze 
anything-nonetheless, one is tacitly summoned not to apply it to sexuality, as if this 
move would make the very notion of dialectical analysis ridiculous; of course, all 
people are equal-nonetheless, one is tacitly summoned to treat some of them as "less 
equal," as if asserting their full equality would undermine the very notion of equality. 

This, then, is the nontrivial sense in which I ho·i!,$:,~:,,:D-.:':".i~l find the present.book 
interesting: insofar as I succeed in my effort t r. ctice concr~te universality-16 en-.. -- '···-:_--.,., .... _~ 

gage in what 12:,leuze, that gre!t an~,g_eliap, called "exJ:.~~~5~~e::c:oncepts." 
., . .,. ... 
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PART I 

THE STELLAR PARALLAX: 

THE TRAPS OF ONTOLOGICAL DIFFERENCE 



CHAPTER 1 

"INWARDLY CIRCUMCISED JEW" THE SUBJECT, THIS 

THE TICKLING OBJECT 
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THE TICKLING OBJECT 

Many times I am asked the obvious yet pertinent question about the title of my longest 
book (the present one excepted): "So who or what is tickling the ticklish subject7" 

The answer, of course, is: the object-however, which object? This, in a nutshell ( or, 
rather, like a nut within the shell), is the topic of this book. The difference between 
subject and object can also be expressed as the difference between the two corre-
sponding verbs, to subject (submit) oneself and to object (protest, oppose, create an 
obstacle ){''the subject's elementary, founding, gesture is to subject itself-voluntarily, of C 
course: as both Wagner and Nietzsche, those two great opponents, were well aware, 
the highest act of freedom is the display of amor foti, the act of freely assuming what is 
necessary anyway. If, then, the subject's activity is, at its most fundamental, the activ-
ity of submitting oneself to the inevitable, the fundamental mode of the object's pas-
sivity, of its passive presence, is that which moves, annoys, disturbs, traumatizes us 
(subjects): at its most radical the object is that which ~cts, that which disturbs the 
smooth running of tnings. 1 Thus the paradox is that the roles are reversed (in terms of 
the standard notion of the active subject working on the passive object): the subject is 
defined by a fundamental passivity, and it is the object from which movement 
comes-whic::h does the tickling. But, again, what object is this?The answer is: the par-
allax object. t 

The standard definition of parallax is: the apparent displacement of an object (the 
shift of its position against a background), caused by a change in observational posi-
tion that provides a new line of sight. The philosophical twist to be added, of course, 
is that the observed difference is not .§!!llP1¥-'.:mbie~tive," due to the fact that the same 
object \\'hi~~-~i~;~·;,~~-;-h~~;;-~en from two diff~~~;;_t-·stancesl or-pi?iiits of v1ew. 
It is rather that, as Hegel would have put it, ~ubject ancl. obj~t-~re inhere~-~1;>medi-__,_ ________ _.-~.,--. - - -
ated," so that an "epistemological" shift in the subject's point of view always reflects 
anontoTogical'' shift in the object itself Or-to p{it it in Lacanese_:._the·~:;;bj~ct'~ gaze 
is alw~s-already inscribed in~o the perceive,~-~le..:.tJ!~~f, ip. the guise of its "~~~-d 
~-that which is "in the object more than the <;_~~f.''..l!i~_IJ_0~1,1::.f.~?.1!1-which 
-~ object itself returns the gaze. "Sure, the picture is in my eye, but I, I am also in the 
picture": 2 the first part of Lacan's statement designates subjectivization, the depen-
dence of reality on its subjective constitution; while the second part provides a materi- / 
alist supplement, reinscribing the subject into its own image in the guise of a stain (the 
objectivized splinter in its eye). Materialism is not the direct assertion of my inclusion 
in objective reality (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 reflexive twist by means of which ~y_s_::lf am included in the picture_constitute? 
QY me-it is this reflexive short circuit, this ~ecessary redoubling of myself as stand-
ip.g both outside and inside m icture that bears witness tom "mat ce." 

aterialism means that the reality I 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 inclu-__ _,__ ________ _,_ __ 
sion in it. ~--

t 
I 
i 
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/ Nowhere is this structure clearer than in the case of Lacan's objet petit a, the object-
cause of desire. The same object can all of a sudden be "transubstantiated" into the ob-
ject of my desire: what is just an ordinary object_ toyou_ is to me the focus of my 
libidinal investment, and this shift is caused by some unfath-;mibleX, a Wne-saJSquoi in 

· -the object which can never be pinned down to any of its particular properties. L'objet 
petit a is therefore close to the Kantian transcendental object, since it stands for the un-

g known X, the ~--~c:_t_!:>_<:J'?.,Il.d appe~rances, for what is "in you 
more than yourself." L'objetpeti! a c:ai: th~-~~~~e~_as ak11re p~r'\,~~~ is not 
only that its contourichange with the shift of the subject; it exists-its presence can be dis-

\ cerned-only when the landscape is viewed from a certain perspective. More precisely, obiet petit a iJ 
the very cause of the parallax gap, that unfathomable X which forever eludes the sym- t 

II, 
< bo1ic grasp, and thus causes the mulfipITcitfof symbolic perspectives. The paradox here 
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minimal difference which divides one and the same object from itself-that this dif-
ference "as such" immediately coincides ~an unfathomable object: in contras~o ---a mere difference between objects the ure difference is itself an object. nother name for the 
parallax gap is therefore minimal difference, a "pure" difference which cannot be grounded 
in positive substantial properties. In Henry James's "The Real Thing," the painter-
narrator agrees to hire the impoverished "true" aristocrats Major and Mrs. Monarch as 
models for his illustrations of a de luxe book. However, although they are the "real 
thing," drawings of them look fake, so the painter has to rely more and more on a low-
class couple: the vulgar Cockney model Miss Churm and the lithe Italian Oronte, 
whose imitation of the high-class pose works much better ... is this not the unfath-
omable "minimal difference" at its purest?_ l 

A more complex literary case of this minimal difference is the editorial fate of Tender 
Is the Night, F. Scott Fitzgerald's masterpiece, the sad story of the disintegrating marriage 
between the richAmerican heiress Nicole Warren, a schizophrenic victim ofincest, and 
Richard Diver, a brilliant young psychiatrist who treated her in Switzerland. In the first 
edition, the novel begins years later at the Divers' villa on the French Riviera, where the 
couple live a glamorous life; the story is told from the perspective of Rosemary, a young 
American movie actress who falls in love with Dick, fascinated by the Divers' glitzy 
lifestyle. Gradually, Rosemary gets hints of a dark underside of traumas and psychic 
breakdowns beneath the surface of this glamorous social life. At this point, the story 
moves back into how Dick met Nicole, how they got married in spite of her family's 
doubts, and so on; after this interlude the story returns to the present, continuing the 
description of the gradual falling apart of Nicole's and Dick's marriage (Dick's desper-
ate affair with Rosemary, and so on, up to one of the most depressing and hopeless end-
ings in modern literature). For the novel's second edition, however (the first printing 
was a failure), Fitzgerald tried to improve it by rearranging the material in chronolog-
ical order: now the novel begins in 1919 Zurich, with Dick as a young doctor called by 
a psychiatrist friend to take over the difficult case of Nicole. 3 
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will create new" deeper" forms of suffering .... We should be careful to note how ( or, 
as Metzinger himself would have put it: "Please note how ... " 34) this ethical thesis is 
not an idiosyncrasy of Metzinger as a private person, but a consistent implication of 
his theoretical framework: the moment we endorse the full naturalization of human 
subjectivity, the avoidance of pain and suffering cannot but appear as the ultimate eth-
ical point of reference. 

EMOTIONS LIE, OR, WHERE DAMASIO IS WRONG 

The common thread ofMetzinger's complex elaborations is the insight into the par-
allax gap between the "inside" experience of meaning and the" outside" view of a flat, 
meaningless organism, this piece of meat that sustains our experience: 

There is no way the subject, from the "inside," can become aware of his own neurons, 
from the "inside." They can be known only objectively, from the "outside." There is 
no inner eye watching the brain itself, perceiving neurons and glia. The brain is "trans-
parent" from the standpoint of the subject, but not from the standpoint of an outside 
observer. 35 

The opposition between the endogenic and the exogenic view, between "being in-
side" and "being outside" a system, is operative throughout scientific thought, from 
relativity theory (Einstein's breakthrough could be summed up by a question he asked: 
how would things appear to you if you were on a light beam instead of merely watch-
ing it flash past?) and the inevitable Godel's Incompleteness Theorem (which, let us 
not forget, claims that within any consistent system of logic, statements can be made 
which cannot be proved or disproved using the rules of this system-if we look at this 
system from outside, it can be completed!) to genetics and environmental biology. 36 

However, although our subjective experience (what it means to "be" X, to "inhabit" 
its point of view, to experience it from inside) seems to provide the ultimate example 
of it, it involves a strange complication: here, "inside" is in a way"outside."That is to say: our 
immediate inner conscious (self-) experience is by definition a process that takes place 
on a surface, at the level of appearance, and when we try to account for it in neuro-
biological terms, we do it by constructing, from an outside view, a neuronal process that 
can generate such an experience-think of the proverbial look into the open skull: 
when we see the raw meat of a human brain, we cannot fail to be shocked: "Is this it? 
Does this chunk of meat generate our thought?" The difference between simulation 
and model is crucial here. A simulation aims at imitating (reproducing) the external 
result through a different generative mechanism, while a model aims at grasping the 
internal structure of a phenomenon, its "inner working," without any similarity to the 
result (to "how the thing appears" in its immediacy). In the case of a human being, 
however, simulation gets redoubled: we can build either a robot that would simulate 
human activity (that would-to an external observer-act like a human, engage in 
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conversation, and so on), or a robot whose "inner experience" would simulate that of 
a human (which would possess awareness, emotions, and so forth). 

The conclusion to be drawn from this is the one drawn long ago by Francisco 
Varela: consciousness (awareness) is a matter not of inside, but of the "interface," of 
the surface-contact between inside and outside. 37 It is this convoluted relation be-
tween Inside and Outside that, in effect, undermines the standard notion of the Carte-
sian subject as a res cogitans (thinking substance): it brings home the fact that the 
subject, precisely, is not a substance. How does this anti-Cartesian turn relate to the 
other big cognitivist rejection of the Cartesian subject, that of Antonio Damasio? The 
surprising fact is that Damasio's critique moves in the opposite direction: if anything, 
he puts even more emphasis on the subject's "substantial" nature, his embeddedness 
in the biological reality of the body. 

Against the Cartesian notion of consciousness as a pure disinterested activity of 
reflection which only secondarily gets stained by emotions ( emotions as the price our 
mind pays for the curse that it is empirically rooted in a biological body, a fact which 
blurs our clarity of thought), Damasio38 asserts the constitutive, necessary link between 
emotion and consciousness: consciousness is an "emotional reaction"-to what? 
Consciousness, at its most elementary, is the awareness of a disturbance of the organism's 
homeostasis caused by an encounter with an external ( or internal) object which serves 
as its "occasion" ( 171 ). This is why consciousness is inherently "emotional": it enacts 
the organism's biased, "interested" reaction to a disturbance .... Anyone who is even 
vaguely acquainted with German Idealism must be struck by the parallel with J. G. 
Fichte, for whom also the transcendental I, (self-)consciousness, emerges as a reaction 
to an irreducible external Anstoss (a German word with a wonderfully appropriate 
double meaning: "obstacle" upon which one stumbles, and "instigation"). This is 
why, for Fichte, subject is not substance: the subject ( of consciousness) is not the or-
ganism whose homeostasis precedes every disturbance, and who strives to reestablish 
this homeostasis after every disturbance; the subject emerges through the disturbance 
of the organism's homeostasis, it "is" the very activity of dealing with disturbances. 

As we have already seen, Damasio distinguishes three kinds of Self ( 174-175). First, 
there is the non-conscious, still purely organic-neural, Proto-Self: the interconnected 
and coherent collection of neural patterns which, moment by moment, represent the 
internal state of the organism, that is, the neural "map" the organism forms of itself 
in order to be able to regulate and maintain its homeostasis, which is continuously 
disturbed by intruding objects. Then, the conscious Core Self emerges, the "second-
order nonverbal account that occurs whenever an object modifies the proto-self" 
(174). The zero-level form of consciousness is thus what Damasio calls "core con-
sciousness," "the very thought of you-the very feeling of you-as an individual be-
ing involved in the process of knowing of your own existence and of the existence of 
others" ( 127 )-what philosophers like David Chalmers identify as the "hard" prob-
lem to explain: "The first basis of the conscious you is a feeling which arises in the 
representation of the nonconscious pro to-self in the process of being modified within an account 
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which establishes the cause of the modification" ( 172). This "thick consciousness" is 
irreducibly consciousness of death: we can play (as Dennett does) the boring game of 
"consciousness is a virtual program which is in a way immortal, able to survive the pas-
sage from one hardware to another," but "thick" consciousness is "absolutely mine." 
No wonder, then, that, today, we can discern echoes of the ontological proofin the cog-
nitivist debates about "thick consciousness": is not pure passive self-awareness with no 
cognitive/causal function, that which cannot be accounted for in evolutionist terms, 
exactly the same as the pure excess of being, pure Dass-sein, which cannot be accounted 
for in conceptual terms (Kant: "being" is not a predicate)? Is this not also analogous 
to "sensual certainty," the first figure of consciousness in Hegel's Phenomenology? Hegel 
can set the dialectical movement in motion only by presupposing that the structure is 
already conceptual.39 

Finally, this Core Self is supplemented by the autobiographical Self, relying on the "im-
plicit memories of multiple instances o(individual experience of the past and of the 
anticipated future" ( 174). Core consciousness is the foundation and condition of the 
autobiographical Self: the latter is made of the virtual set of memories and projects 
which can be instantiated/ actualized only in the living self-awareness of the Core Self. 
The Core Self explodes as the "swift, second-order nonverbal account narrates a story: 
that of the organism caught in the act of representing its own changed state as it goes about representing some-
thing else. But the astonishing fact is that the knowable entity of the catcher has just been 
created in the narrative of the catching process" ( 170). This, again, is a fundamental 
Fichtean theme: the I is not an agent who acts, but an agent who has no substantial 
identity outside its acting, who "is" its acting, who fully coincides with its activity. The 
I knows itself, but this "itself" fully overlaps with the very process of knowing: the I 
knows itself as knowing. Or, insofar as the organism's reaction to the intrusion forms 
a minimal narrative (the organism's homeostasis is disturbed by the encounter with 
an object; the organism is affected by it, transformed, and reacts to it in order to main-
tain and/ or restore its homeostasis), the subject/ consciousness is the storyteller 
who, paradoxically, emerges through telling the story, who exists only within his own 
storytelling: 

The story contained in the images of core consciousness is not told by some clever ho-
munculus. Nor is the story really told by you as a self because the core you is only born 
as the story is told, within the story itself. You exist as a mental being when primordial sto-
ries are being told, and only then; as long as primordial stories are being told, and only 
then.You are the music while the music lasts. ( 191) 

How can this self-generation of the narrator himself through the story he narrates take 
place? Damasio's starting point is that an organism as a unit is constantly mapped in 
the organism's brain; when the organism encounters (is affected by) an object, this 
object is also mapped within the brain; both organism and object are mapped in neu-
ral patterns, in first-order maps: 
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As the brain forms images of an object-such as a face, a melody, a toothache, the mem-
ory of an event-and as the images of the object affect the state of the organism, yet an-
other level of brain structure creates a swift nonverbal account of the events that are 
taking place in the varied brain regions activated as a consequence of the object-
organism interaction. ( 170) 

The maps pertaining to the object cause changes in the maps pertaining to the organ-
ism, and these changes can be represented in yet other maps (second-order maps) 
which thus represent the relationship of object and organism-this account of the 
causal relationship between object and organism can be captured only in second-order 
neural maps. This second-order mapping gives rise to a minimum of self-reflexivity: 
I not only know, I feel that I know (that it is I who knows); I not only perceive an ob-
ject, I am aware of myself perceiving it; I not only act, I feel that it is I who acts. I do not 
relate to (interact with) only an object: I relate to this relating "as such." This is why consciousness is 
always also self-consciousness: when I know, I simultaneously know ("feel") that it 
is I who knows, because I am nothing outside this knowledge-I am my knowledge 
of myself. 

The paradox of the subject as the "catcher created in the narrative of the catching 
process" is supplemented by its almost symmetrical opposite: not only ( 1) does the 
subject emerge as the result of the quest for it, it is its own process, not substance; but, 
simultaneously, (2) the subject's awareness is an answer before the question, given be-
fore it is looked for-the subject is the "answer of the Real," as Lacan would have put 
it: "The answers had to come first, ... the organism had to construct first the kind of 
knowledge that looks like answers. The organism had to be able to produce that pri-
mordial knowledge, unsolicited, so that a process of knowing could be founded" ( 189). 

On a first approach, the two sides cannot but appear to be mutually exclusive: first, 
we have a process of searching which itself generates the object it is searching for, that 
is, a process which-like Baron Miinchhausen pulling himself out of the swamp by 
his own hair-turns around in its vicious circle without any substantial external sup-
port; then we have a sudden result, an answer, something given, something popping 
up without there being any quest for it. The link between these two paradoxes, how-
ever, is crucial: ifl exist only within the story I am telling/ experiencing, ifl have no 
substantial identity/ content outside it, then, when I experience myself, the story is 
always-already there, there is no subject preceding it who would formulate the quest, 
the question answered by the story-the primordial narrative that forms the Core Self 
is an "explanation presented prior to any request for it": 

Who does? Who knows?When the answer first arrives, the sense of self emerges, and to 
us now, creatures endowed with rich knowledge and an autobiographical self, ... it 
does appear as if the question was posed, and that the self is a knower who knows ... . 
No question then asked. There is no need to interrogate the core self about the situation 
and the core self does not interpret anything. Knowing is generously offered free of 
charge. ( 191-192) 
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Thus the two illusions have to be thought together, as the face and the obverse of the 
same coin: the illusion that the subject is looking for something which is already there, 
waiting to be discovered-that is to say, the illusion that I am an agent-narrator who 
precedes the narrative ("somebody must be telling the story, the story cannot tell it-
self, it is the same nonsense as the story about the painter who drew a perfect picture 
and then entered it himself and disappeared in it"), and the illusion that knowledge is 
an answer to a previously posed question. What we are dealing with here is a para-
doxical single entity that is "doubly inscribed," that is simultaneously surplus and 
lack-the paradox delineated long ago by Deleuze in his Logic of Sense: as soon as the 
symbolic order emerges, we always encounter an entity that is simultaneously-with 
regard to the structure-an empty, unoccupied place and-with regard to the ele-
ments-an excessive occupant without a place.40 

This twisted structure gives us a clue to what is wrong with Damasio's idea of con-
sciousness as relying on second-order mapping, a mapping which registers the very 
causal relationship between the two entities ( organism and object) whose interaction 
is registered by first-order mapping: obviously, this all-too-simple complication will 
not do the job of generating (producing awareness of) the very agent of mapping. If 
second-order mapping registers first-order mapping, all we get is a two-level mapping 
of mapping, not a process of mapping that includes itself in the mapped process. For this to occur 
( for the agent itself to be included in the process it animates), some kind of self-
relating has to occur, some kind of short circuit between the two levels of representa-
tion (mapping)-and Lacan's formula of the signifier ("a signifier represents the 
subject for another signifier") evokes precisely such a self-relating two-level mapping: 
the signifier which represents the subject is the second-order "reflexive" signifier, act-
ing as the subject's stand-in in the first-order series of signifiers. This reflexivity is the 
disavowed Hegelian moment in Damasio's account. Let me clarify this point with a 
morbid joke: a patient in a large hospital ward with many beds complains to the doc-
tor about the constant noise and crying from the other patients, which are driving him 
crazy. When the doctor replies that nothing can be done if the patients are like that, 
one cannot forbid them to express their despair, since they all know they are dying, 
the patient goes on: "Why don't you put them in a separate room for the dying then?" 
The doctor replies calmly: "But this is a room for the dying .... " Why does everyone 
who knows a little about Hegel immediately discern a "Hegelian" flavor in this mor-
bid joke? Because of the final twist in which the patient's subjective position is un-
dermined: he finds himself included in the series from which he wanted to maintain 
a distance. 41 

From here, we can also discern why Damasio's solution to the old enigma of the two 
sides of Self (Self qua the continuously changing stream of consciousness versus Self qua 
the permanent stable core of our subjectivity) misses the mark: "the seemingly chang-
ing self and the seemingly permanent self, although closely related, are not one entity 
but two" (217)-the first being the Core Self, the second the autobiographical Self 
There is no place here, however, for what we as speaking beings experience ( or, rather, 
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presuppose) as the empty core of our subjectivity: what am I? I am neither my body (I 
have a body, I never "am" my body directly, in spite of all the subtle phenomenological 
descriptions d la Merleau-Ponty that try to convince me to the contrary), nor the stable 
core ofmy autobiographical narratives that form my symbolic identity; what "I am" is 
the pure One of an empty Self which remains the same One throughout the constant 
change of autobiographical narratives. This One is engendered by language: it is nei-
ther the Core Self nor the autobiographical Self, but what the Core Self is transubstan-
tiated ( or, rather, desubstantialized) into when it is transposed into language. This 
is what Kant has in mind when he distinguishes between the "person" (the wealth of 
autobiographical content that provides substantial content to my Self) and the pure 
subject of transcendental apperception which is just an empty point of self-relating. 

Damasio's fundamental "Althusserian" thesis is that "there is no central feeling 
state before the respective emotion occurs, that expression ( emotion) precedes feel-
ing" (283). I am tempted to link this emotion which precedes feeling to the empty 
pure subject (8): emotions are already the subject's, but before subjectivization, be-
fore their transposition into the subjective experience of feeling. 8 is thus the subjec-
tive correlative to emotions prior to feeling: it is only through feelings that I become 
the "full" subject of lived self-experience. And it is this "pure" subject which can 
no longer be contained within the frame oflife-homeostasis, that is, whose function-
ing is no longer constrained by the biological machinery of life-regulation. When 
Damasio writes: 

the power of consciousness comes from the effective connection it establishes between 
the biological machinery of individual life regulation and the biological machinery of 
thought. That connection is the basis for the creation of an individual concern which 
permeates all aspects of thought processing, focuses all problem-solving activities, and 
inspires the ensuing solutions (304) 

he thereby leaves out of consideration the proper empty core of subjectivity (8) 
which, insofar as it explodes the frame of life-regulating homeostasis, coincides with 
what Freud called the death drive. The chain of equivalences thus imposes itself be-
tween the "empty" cogito (the Cartesian subject, Kant's transcendental subject), the 
Hegelian topic of self-relating negativity, and the Freudian topic of the death drive. Is 
this "pure" subject deprived of emotions? It is not as simple as that: its very detach-
ment from immediate immersion in life-experience gives rise to new (not emotions 
or feelings, but, rather) affects: anxiety and horror. Anxiety as correlative to confront-
ing the Void that forms the core of the subject; horror as the experience of disgusting 
life at its purest, "undead" life. 42 

In Synaptic Self, Joseph LeDoux confronts the same problem. Principle 6 in the list of 
the seven basic principles of brain functioning which concludes the book is: "Emotional 
states monopolize brain resources." When an organism is attacked by a threatening stimulus, 
the emotional response which immediately arises 
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sends direct feedback by way of neural connections to sensory areas of the cortex, 
encouraging these areas to stay focused on those aspects of the stimulus world that are 
critical. [This] feedback also reaches other cortical areas engaged in thinking and ex-
plicit memory formation, encouraging them to think certain thoughts and to form 
certain memories about the current situation.43 

In addition, of course, other emotional responses are inhibited: when one is dead 
scared, one does not think about sex or food .... Far from serving merely as an ob-
stacle to "balanced" rational thought, such a unilateral focus provides the very impe-
tus of our cognitive and behavioral activity: when we are under emotional pressure 
we think and act much faster, mobilizing all our resources. Consequently, when we say 
that an emotion "colors" our thoughts and acts, this is to be taken (cum grano salis) in 
Laclau's sense of"hegemony": a specific feature which confers a specific flavor on the 
whole. Its source is the imbalance that the emergence of!anguage introduced between 
man's cognitive abilities and his emotional/motivational abilities: 

Language both required additional cognitive capacities and made new ones possible, 
and these changes took space and connections to achieve. The space problem was solved 
... by moving some things around in existing cortical space, and also by adding more 
space. But the connection problem was only partially solved. The part that was solved, 
connectivity with cortical processing networks, made the enhanced cognitive capaci-
ties of the hominid brain possible. But the part that hasn't been fully solved is connec-
tivity between cognitive systems and other parts of the mental trilogy-emotional and 
motivational systems.44 

Along these lines, it would be interesting to conceive the very specificity of "being-
human" as grounded in this gap between cognitive and emotional abilities: a human 
being in whom emotions were to catch up with cognitive abilities would no longer 
be human, but a cold monster deprived of human emotions .... Here we should sup-
plement LeDoux with a more structural approach: it is not simply that our emotions 
lag behind our cognitive abilities, stuck at the primitive animal level; this very gap itself 
functions as an "emotional" fact, giving rise to new, specifically human, emotions, from anxiety ( as op-
posed to mere fear) to (human) love and melancholy. Is it that LeDoux (and Damasio, 
on whom LeDoux relies here) misses this feature because of the fundamental weak-
ness ( or, rather, ambiguity) of the proto-Althusserian distinction between emotions 
and feelings? This distinction has a clear Pascalian twist ( and it is a mystery that, in his 
extensive critique of "Descartes' error," 45 Damasio does not evoke Pascal, Descartes's 
major critic): physical emotions do not display inner feelings but, on the contrary, 
generate them. However, there is something missing here: a gap between emotions qua 
biological-organic bodily gestures and emotions qua learned symbolic gestures fol-
lowing rules (like Pascal's kneeling and praying). Specifically "human" emotions (like 
anxiety) arise only when a human animal loses its emotional mooring in biological 
instincts, and this loss is supplemented by the symbolically regulated emotions qua 
man's "second nature." 
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Nowhere is the gap that separates the brain sciences' unconscious from the 
Freudian Unconscious more clearly discernible than apropos of the status of emotions. 
For Damasio, the unconscious is emotional: emotions display the "spontaneous" re-
action of an organism to an encounter with an object which disturbs the organism's 
homeostatic balance, so that even when a human being is cognitively not aware of its 
true attitude toward the object, his emotional response betrays this attitude.A standard 
example is racism: I may be sincerely convinced that the Jews are people just like other 
people, but when I encounter one, unbeknownst to me, my bodily gestures display an 
emotional reaction which bears witness to my unconscious anti-Semitic stance. The 
"unconscious" here is the thick impenetrable background of the emotional texture, 
in clear contrast to Freud. When Lacan deploys Freud's thesis that anxiety is the affect 
which does not lie ( which is why anxiety indicates the proximity of the Real), the im-
plication is that anxiety is the exception: all other emotions do lie, they lie in principle. 
In his Interpretation of Dreams, Freud mentions a dream in which a woman simply repeats 
the preceding day's event, the funeral of a beloved friend, in an atmosphere of intense 
sadness: Freud's explanation of the dream is that, at the funeral, the dreamer encoun-
tered again a man whom she passionately loved years ago and for whom she still har-
bored sexual desires. The point is not only that the meaning of a dream is to be sought 
in some detail unconnected with its totality (interpretation en detail versus the herme-
neutic interpretation en masse), but that the accompanying emotion experienced as the 
feeling of intense sadness lies: it serves as a mask, a protective screen whose function 
is to conceal joy at encountering the beloved figure-as such, it has nothing to do with 
the unconscious. 

Nowhere is this deceiving nature of affects clearer than in music. With the rise of 
Romanticism, a fundamental change occurs in the very ontological status of music: 
no longer reduced to a mere accompaniment of the message delivered in speech, it 
starts to contain/transmit a message of its own, "deeper" than the one delivered in 
words. It was Rousseau who first clearly articulated this expressive potential of music 
as such, when he claimed that music, instead of merely imitating the affective features 
of verbal speech, should be given the right to "speak for itself"-in contrast to deceiv-
ing verbal speech, in music it is ( to paraphrase Lacan) the truth itself which speaks. As 
Schopenhauer put it, music directly enacts/ expresses the noumenal Will, while speech 
remains limited to the level of phenomenal representation. Music is the substance 
which portrays the true heart of the subject, which is what Hegel called the "Night of 
the World," the abyss of radical negativity: music becomes the bearer of the true mes-
sage beyond words with the shift from the Enlightenment subject of rational Logos to 
the Romantic subject of the "Night of the World," that is, the shift of the metaphor for 
the kernel of the subject from Day to Night. Here we encounter the Uncanny: no 
longer the external transcendence but, following Kant's transcendental turn, the ex-
cess of the Night at the very heart of the subject (the dimension of the Undead), what 
Tomlinson called the "internal otherworldliness that marks the Kantian subject."46 

What music expresses is no longer the "semantics of the soul" but the underlying 
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"noumenal" flux of jouissance beyond linguistic meaningfulness. This noumenal di-
mension is radically different from the pre-Kantian transcendent divine Truth: it is the 
inaccessible excess which forms the very core of the subject. 

If we take a closer look, however, we cannot avoid the conclusion that music itself-
in its very substantial "passionate" rendering of emotions, celebrated by Schopen-
hauer-not only can also lie but lies in a fundamental way as to its own formal status. Let us take 
the supreme example of music as the direct rendering of the subject's immersion in 
the excessive enjoyment of the "Night of the World," Wagner's Tristan, in which the 
music itself seems to perform what words can only helplessly indicate: the way 
the amorous couple is inexorably drawn toward the fulfillment of their passion, the 
"highest joy/ hochste Lust" of their ecstatic self-annihilation-is this, however, the meta-
physical "truth" of the opera, its true ineffable message? Why, then, is this inexorable 
sliding toward the abyss of annihilation interrupted again and again by ( often ridicu-
lous) intrusions of fragments of ordinary daily life? Let us take the most obvious case, 
that of the finale itself: just prior to Brangane's arrival, the music could have moved 
straight into the final Transfiguration, two lovers dying entwined-why, then, the 
rather ridiculous arrival of the second ship, which accelerates the slow pace of the ac-
tion in an almost comic way-in a mere couple of minutes, more events happen than 
in all the preceding scenes (the fight in which Melot and Kurwenal die, and so on)-
similar to Verdi's I1 Trovatore, in which a whole package of things happen in the last two 
minutes. Is this simply Wagner's dramatic weakness? Here we should bear in mind that 
this sudden hectic action does not serve merely as a temporary postponement of the 
slow but inevitable drift toward orgasmic self-extinction; this hectic action follows an 
immanent necessity, it has to occur as a brief "intrusion of reality," permitting Tristan 
to stage the final self-obliterating act ofrsolde. 47 Without this unexpected intrusion of 
reality, Tristan's agony of the impossibility of dying would drag on indefinitely. The 
"truth" lies not in the passionate drift toward self-annihilation, the opera's funda-
mental affect, but in the ridiculous narrative accidents/intrusions which interrupt 
it-again, the big metaphysical affect lies. 

Damasio uses "the single word homeostasis" 48 as the best shorthand for the ele-
mentary self-regulation of an organism, and he describes its central component in the 
very Freudian terms of the "pleasure principle," where pain and pleasure are not in 
themselves goals of activity but, rather, indicate that the organism's homeostasis is 
threatened or sustained: pleasure and pain behaviors and emotions "are aimed, in one 
way or another, directly or indirectly, at regulating the life process and promoting sur-
vival" (35).The big question that follows is: how do we get from here to what Freud 
called "beyond the pleasure principle"? Is it not that, for this to occur, pleasure and 
pain have to detach themselves from their instrumental function of serving as signals, 
and turn into goals-in-themselves? Here the role of pain is more elementary than that 
of pleasure: the elementary formula of the "autonomization" of pain and pleasure 
from their instrumental functions is that of finding pleasure in pain itself. Instead of react-
ing to pain in the normal survivalist way (avoiding it), I stick to it, deriving satisfac-
tion from it.And what if the very gap between emotion and feeling, on which Damasio 

insists, can occur only through such 
primordial, zero, level of feeling is n 
of pain into a feeling of pain, but the 
other way round) ?The limitation of 
to account for racist emotional outb 
which, in its original functioning, v 

reactions that lead to racial and cu 
deployment of social emotions ev 
cause difference may signal risk or. 
sort of reaction probably achieved 
ful, let alone appropriate, to ours., 
the machinery to react in the way ii 
learn to disregard such reactions ai 

The problem with this explanation i! 
of racist" disgust" at the different Ot 
resuscitated) as a displacement frorr 
"repressed" (for example, in our hat 
and cover up our social impotence, c 

way, in a racist emotional reaction to 
ously combined with forms ofperve 

In order to account for these COID] 

Darwinian lesson of psychoanalysis re 
fundamental dis-adaptation, mal-adapl 
human" consists in an "uncoupling" 
a certain automatism which ignore: 
"death drive" ultimately amounts to. 
do is determined by unconscious pr, 
structure represents the minimum < 

utilitarian-survivalist attitude. The "d, 
fully determined by its environs, tl1 
tonomous behavior. That is the cru 
"ontic" denial of freedom (those wl 
behavior control me) and the Kantian 
conditional autonomy ( of the moral I 
is a rupture in the chain of being. 

HEGEL,MARX,DENNETT 

There is a third, even more influent 
Daniel Dennett's extended polemic ai 
that there is in the human mind a ce 
incoming information is gathered, 



THE ACADEMIC RUMSPRINGA, OR, THE PARALLAX 

OF POWER AND RESISTANCE 

In Amish communities there is a practice called rumspringa (from the German herum-
springen, to jump around): at seventeen, their children ( until then subjected to strict 
family discipline) are set free, allowed, even encouraged, to go out and learn and ex-
perience the ways of the "English" world around them-they drive cars, listen to pop 
music, watch TV, get involved in drinking, drugs, wild sex .... After a couple of years, 
they are expected to decide: will they become members of the Amish community, or 
leave it and turn into ordinary American citizens? Far from being permissive and allow-
ing the youngsters a truly free choice-that is to say, giving them a chance to decide 
on the basis of a full knowledge and experience of both sides-such a solution is 
biased in a most brutal way, a fake choice if ever there was one. When, after long years 
of discipline and fantasizing about the transgressive illicit pleasures of the outside "En-
glish" world, the adolescent Amish are thrown into it all of a sudden and without prepa-
ration, they, of course, cannot but indulge in extreme transgressive behavior, "test it 
all," throw themselves fully into a life of sex, drugs, and drinking. And since, in such 
a life, they lack any inherent limitation or regulation, this permissive situation inex-
orably backfires and generates unbearable anxiety-thus it is a safe bet that, after a 
couple of years, they will return to the seclusion of their community. No wonder 90 
percent of the children do exactly that. 

This is a perfect case of the difficulties that always accompany the idea of a "free 
choice": while the Amish adolescents are formally given a free choice, the conditions 
in which they find themselves while they are making the choice make the choice un-
free. In order for them to have a genuinely free choice, they would have to be prop-
erly informed about all their options, educated in them-the only way to do this, 
however, would be to extricate them from their embeddedness in the Amish commu-
nity, that is, in effect, to make them "English."This also clearly demonstrates the lim-
itations of the standard liberal attitude toward Muslim women wearing the veil: they 
can do it if it is their free choice, not an option imposed on them by their husbands 
or family. The moment women wear the veil as a result of their free individual choice 
( say, in order to express their own spirituality), however, the meaning of wearing the 
veil changes completely: it is no longer a sign of their belonging to the Muslim com-
munity, but an expression of their idiosyncratic individuality; the difference is the same 
as the one between a Chinese farmer eating Chinese food because his village has done 
so since time immemorial, and a citizen of a Western megalopolis deciding to go and 
eat at a local Chinese restaurant. The lesson of all this is that a choice is always a meta-
choice, a choice of the modality of the choice itself: only the woman who does not 
choose to wear the veil is really making a choice. This is why, in our secular societies 
of choice, people who maintain a substantial religious belonging are in a subordinate 
position: even if they are allowed to practice their belief, this beliefis "tolerated" as their 
idiosyncratic personal choice/ opinion; the moment they present it publicly as what it 
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is for them ( a matter of substantial belonging), they are accused of"fundamentalism." 
This means that the "subject of free choice" (in the Western "tolerant" multicultural 
sense) can emerge only as the result of an extremely violent process of being torn out of 
one's particular life-world, being cut off from one's roots. 

And is this not how our academic freedoms function? (This does not a priori render 
them meaningless or "co-opted" -we should simply be aware of it.) Nothing is more 
conducive to proper integration into the hegemonic ideologico-political community 
than a "radical" past in which one lived out one's wildest dreams. The latest protago-
nists in this saga are today's US neocons, a surprising number of whom were Trotsky-
ites in their youth. 1 As we can now claim, retroactively, was not even the glorious 
Parisian May' 68 such a collective rumspringa which, in the long term, contributed to the 
reproductive capacity of the system? In "The Problem of Hegemony," Simon Critchley' 
provides a consistent justification of such a critical rumspringa: 

We inhabit states .... Now, it is arguable that the state is a limitation on human exis-
tence and we would be better off without it. Such is perhaps the eternal temptation of 
anarchism, and we will come back to anarchism. However, it seems to me that we can-
not hope, at this point in history, to attain a withering away of the state either through 
anarcho-syndicalism or revolutionary proletarian praxis, or through the agency of the 
party for example ... if class positions are not simplifying, but on the contrary be-
coming more complex through processes of dislocation, if the revolution is no longer 
conceivable in Marx's manner, then that means that, for good or ill, let's say for ill, we 
are stuck with the state, just as we are stuck with capitalism.The question becomes: what 
should our political strategy be with regard to the state, to the state that we're in? ... 
In a period when the revolutionary subject has decidedly broken down, and the polit-
ical project of a disappearance of the state is not coherent other than as a beautifully se-
ductive fantasy, politics has to be conceived at a distance from the state. Or, better, 
politics is the praxis of taking up distance with regard to the state, working indepen-
dently of the state, working in a situation. Politics is praxis in a situation and the work 
of politics is the construction of new political subjectivities, new political aggregation 
in specific localities, new political sequences. 

Perhaps it is at this intensely situational, indeed local level that the atomising force 
of capitalist globalisation is to be met, contested and resisted. That is, it is not to be 
resisted by constructing a global anti-globalisation movement that, at its worst, is little 
more than a highly-colourful critical echo of the globalisation it contests. It is rather 
to be resisted by occupying and controlling the terrain upon which one stands, where 
one lives, works, acts and thinks. This needn't involve millions of people. It needn't even 
involve thousands. It could involve just a few at first. It could be what Julia Kristeva has 
recently called the domain of"intimate revolt."That is, politics begins right here, locally, 
practically and specifically, around a concrete issue and not by running off to protest at 
some meeting of the GS.You shouldn't meet your enemy on their ground, but on your 
own, on the ground that you have made your own. Also, think of the money and time 
you save on travel! 

True democracy is "enacted or even simply acted-practically, locally, situationally-
at a distance from the state .... It calls the state into question, it calls the established 
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order to account, not in order to do away with the state, desirable though that might 
well be in some utopian sense, but in order to better it or attenuate its malicious 
effects."The main ambiguity of this position resides in a strange non sequitur: if the state 
is here to stay, if it is impossible to abolish the state ( and capitalism), why act with a 
distance toward the state? Why not with(in) the state? Why not accept the basic premise 
of the New Left's Third Way? Perhaps it is time to take Stalin's obsessive critique of 
"bureaucracy" seriously, and to appreciate in a new (Hegelian) way the necessary 
work done by the state bureaucracy. In other words, is not Critchley's position one of 
relying on the fact that someone else will take on the task of running the state machinery, 
enabling us to engage in critical distance toward the state? Furthermore, if the space 
of democracy is defined by a distance toward the state, is Critchley not abandoning the 
field ( of the state) all too easily to the enemy? Is it not crucial what form the state 
power has? Does not Critchley's position lead to the reduction of this crucial question 
to a secondary place: whatever state we have, it is inherently nondemocratic? 

This brings us to the second ambiguity: is the fact that state "is here to stay" a tem-
porary withdrawal, a specific claim about today's historico-political situation, or a 
transcendental limitation conditioned by human finitude ?That is to say: when Critch-
ley defines today's constellation as one in which the state is here to stay, and in which 
we are caught in multiple displacements, and so on, this thesis is radically (and nec-
essarily) ambiguous: ( 1) is it-as some of his formulations seem to imply ("In ape-
riod when the revolutionary subject has decidedly broken down, and the political 
project of a disappearance of the state is not coherent other than as a beautifully se-
ductive fantasy ... ")-that this is merely today's historical constellation, in which 
progressive political forces are in retreat; or is it that this is a general "truth" to which 
we were blinded when we believed in essentialist utopian political ideologies? Again, 
the ambiguity here is necessary. 

The revolution is not going to be generated out of systemic or structural laws. We are 
on our own and what we do we have to do for ourselves. Politics requires subjective 
invention. No ontology or eschatological philosophy of history is going to do it for us. 
Working at a distance from the state, a distance that I have tried to describe as demo-
cratic, we need to construct political subjectivities in specific situations, subjectivities 
that are not arbitrary or relativistic, but which are articulations of an ethical demand 
whose scope is universal and whose evidence is faced in a situation. This is dirty, de-
tailed, local, practical and largely unthrilling work. It is time we made a start. 

Is this dilemma not all too coarse? Is it not, in effect, a case of"binary opposition"?That 
is to say: even if the emancipatory progress cannot be directly grounded in an "objec-
tive" social necessity, even if it is true that "what we do we have to do for ourselves" 
( a thesis with which, incidentally, the Lukacs of History and Class Consciousness, the ultimate 
straw man of the critics of "teleological" Hegelian Marxism, would fully agree-he 
provided the most convincing version of it), it presupposes a certain specific histori-
cal site: what Alain Badiou called "the evental site." Does not Critchley's position, then, 
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function as a kind of ideal supplement to the Third Way Left: a "revolt" which poses 
no effective threat, since it endorses in advance the logic of hysterical provocation, 
bombarding the Power with "impossible" demands, demands which are not meant to 
be met? Critchley is therefore logical in his assertion of the primacy of the Ethical over 
the Political: the ultimate motivating force of the type of political interventions he ad-
vocates is the experience of injustice, of the ethical unacceptability of the state of things. 
I Against Critchley's call for modest local "practical" action, I am therefore tempted 

to cite Badiou's provocative thesis: "It is better to do nothing than to contribute to the 
invention of formal ways of rendering visible that which Empire already recognizes 
as existent." 3 Better to do nothing than to engage in localized acts whose ultimate 
function is to make the system run more smoothly ( acts like providing space for the 
multitude of new subjectivities, and so on). The threat today is not passivity but 
pseudo-activity, the urge to "be active," to "participate," to mask the Nothingness of 
what goes on. People intervene all the time, "do something"; academics participate 
in meaningless "debates," and so forth, and the truly difficult thing is to step back, to 
withdraw from all this. Those in power often prefer even a "critical" participation, a 
dialogue, to silence-just to engage us in a" dialogue," to make sure our ominous pas-
sivity is broken. , 

The anxious expectation that nothing will happen, that capitalism will go on in-
definitely, the desperate demand to do something, to revolutionize capitalism, is a fake. 
The will to revolutionary change emerges as an urge, as an "I cannot do otherwise," or 
it is worthless. In the terms of Bernard Williams's distinction between ought and must,4 
an authentic revolution is by definition performed as a Must-it is not something we 
"ought to do," as an ideal for.which we are striving, but something we cannot but do, 
since we cannot do otherwise. This is why today's Leftist worry that revolution will not 
occur, that global capitalism will just go on indefinitely, is false insofar as it turns rev-
olution into a moral obligation, into something we ought to do while we fight the 
inertia of the capitalist present .. 1 

i The deadlock of "resistance" brings us back to the topic of parallax: all is needed 
is a slight shift in our perspective, and all the activity of "resistance," of bombarding 
those in power with impossible "subversive" ( ecological, feminist, antiracist, anti-
globalist ... ) demands, looks like an internal process offeeding the machine of power, 
providing the material to keep it in motion. The logic of this shift should be univer-
salized: the split between the public Law and its obscene superego supplement con-
fronts us with the very core of the politico-ideological parallax: the public Law and its 
superego supplement are not two different parts of the legal edifice, they are one and 
the same "content"-with a slight shift in perspective, the dignified and impersonal 
Law looks like an obscene machine ofjouissance. Another slight shift, and the legal regu-
lations prescribing our duties and guaranteeing our rights look like the expression of 
a ruthless power whose message to us, its subjects, is: "I can do whatever I want with 
you!" Kafka, of course, was the inimitable master of this parallax shift with regard to 
the edifice oflegal power: "Kafka" is not so much a unique style of writing as a weird 
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