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Recall the old Catholic strategy to guard men against the temptation of the 

flesh: when you see in front of you a voluptuous feminine body, imagine how it will 

look in a couple of decades - the dried skin, sagging breasts... (Or, even better, 

imagine what lurks now already beneath the skin: raw flesh and bones, inner fluids, 

half-digested food and excrements...) Far from enacting a return to the Real 

destined to break the imaginary spell of the body, such a procedure equals the 

escape from the Real, the Real announcing itself in the seductive appearance of the 

naked body. That is to say, in the opposition between the spectral appearance of the 

sexualized body and the repulsive body in decay, it is the spectral appearance which 

is the Real, and the decaying body which is reality - we take recourse to the 

decaying body in order to avoid the deadly fascination of the Real which threatens 

to draw us into its vortex of jouissance. 
 
A "raw" Platonism would have claimed here that only the beautiful body fully 

materializes the Idea, and that a body in its material decay simply falls of from its 

Idea, is no longer its faithful copy. From a Deleuzian (and, here, Lacanian) view, on 

the contrary, the specter that attracts us is the Idea of the body as Real. This body is 

not the body in reality, but the virtual body in Deleuze's sense of the term: the 

incorporeal/immaterial body of pure intensities. 
 
Deleuze's most radical anti-Hegelian argument concerns pure difference: Hegel is 

unable to think pure difference which is outside the horizon of identity/

contradiction; Hegel conceives a radicalized difference as contradiction which, then, 

through its dialectical resolution, is again subsumed under identity. (Here, Deleuze is 

also opposed to Derrida who, from his perspective, remains caught within the 

vicious cycle of contradiction/identity, merely postponing resolution indefinitely.) And 

insofar as Hegel is the philosopher of actuality/actualization, insofar as, for him, the 

"truth" of a potentiality is revealed in its actualization, Hegel's inability to think pure 

difference equals his inability to think the virtual in its proper dimension, as a 

possibility which already qua possesses its own reality: pure difference is not actual, 

it does not concern different actual properties of a thing or among things, its status 

is purely virtual, it is a difference which takes place at its purest precisely when 

nothing changes in actuality, when, in actuality, the SAME thing repeats itself. - 

Effectively, it may appear that it is only Deleuze who formulates the truly post-

Hegelian program of thinking difference: the Derridean "opening" which 

emphasizes the endless difference, the dissemination that cannot ever be sublated/

reappropriated, etc., remains within the Hegelian framework, merely "opening" it 

up... 
 
But, here, the Hegelian counter-argument would have been: is then the "pure" 

virtual difference not the very name for actual self-identity? Is it not CONSTITUTIVE 

of actual identity? More precisely, in the terms of Deleuze's transcendental 

empiricism, pure difference is the virtual support/condition of actual identity: an 

entity is perceived as "(self-)identical" when (and only when) its virtual support is 

reduced to a pure difference. In Lacanese, pure difference concerns the supplement 

of the virtual object (Lacan's objet a); its most plastic experience is that of a sudden 

change in (our perception of) an object which, with regard to its positive qualities, 

remains the same: "although nothing changes, the thing all of a sudden seemed 

totally different" - as Deleuze would have put it, it is the thing's intensity which 

changes. (For Lacan, the theoretical problem/task is here to distinguish between the 

Master-Signifier and objet a which both refer to the abyssal X in the object beyond 

its positive properties.) As such, pure difference is closer to antagonism than to the 

difference between two positive social groups one of which is to be annihilated. The 

universalism that sustains an antagonistic struggle is not exclusive of anyone, which 

is why the highest triumph of the antagonistic struggle is not the destruction of the 

enemy, but the explosion of the "universal brotherhood" in which agents of the 

opposite camp change sides and join us (recall the proverbial scenes of police or 

military units joining the demonstrators). It is in such explosion of enthusiastic all-

encompassing brotherhood from which no one is in principle excluded, that the 

difference between "us" and "enemy" as positive agents is reduced to a PURE 

formal difference. 
 
This brings us to the topic of difference, repetition, and change (in the sense of the 

rise of something really new). Deleuze's thesis according to which New and 
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repetition are not opposed, i.e., according to which New arises only from repetition, 

is to be read against the background of the difference between the Virtual and the 

Actual. To put it directly: changes which concerns only the actual aspect of things 

are only changes within the existing frame, not the emergences of something really 

New - New only emerges when the virtual support of the Actual changes, and this 

change occurs precisely in the guise of a repetition in which a thing remains the 

same in its actuality. In other words, things really change not when A transforms 

itself into B, but when, while A remains exactly the same with regard to its actual 

properties, it imperceptibly "totally changes"... 
 
The Lacanian Real, in its opposition to the Symbolic, has ultimately nothing 

whatsoever to do with the standard empiricist (or phenomenological, or historicist, 

or Lebensphilosophie, for that reason) topic of the wealth of reality that resists 

formal structures, that cannot be reduced to its conceptual determinations - 

language is grey, reality is green... The Lacanian Real is, on the contrary, even more 

"reductionist" than any symbolic structure: we touch it when we subtract from a 

symbolic field all the wealth of its differences, reducing it to a minimum of 

antagonism. Lacan himself is here not beyond reproach, since he gets sometimes 

seduced by the rhizomatic wealth of language beyond (or, rather, beneath) the 

formal structure that sustains it. It is in this sense that, in the last decade of his 

teaching, he deployed the notion of lalangue (sometimes simply translated as 

"llanguage") which stands for language as the space of illicit pleasures that defy any 

normativity: the chaotic multitude of homonymies, word-plays, "irregular" 

metaphoric links and resonances... Productive as this notion is, one should be aware 

of its limitations. Many commentators have noted that Lacan's last great literary 

reading, that of Joyce to whom his late seminar (XXIII: Le sinthome [1]) is dedicated, 

is not at the level of his previous great readings (Hamlet, Antigone, Claudel's 

Coufontaine-trilogy). There is effectively something fake in Lacan's fascination with 

late Joyce, with Finnegan's Wake as the latest version of the literary 

Gesamtkunstwerk with its endless wealth of lalangue in which not only the gap 

between singular languages, but the very gap between linguistic meaning and 

jouissance seems overcome and the rhizome-like jouis-sense (enjoyment-in-meaning: 

enjoy-meant) proliferates in all directions. The true counterpart to Joyce is, of course, 

Samuel Becket: after his early period in which he more or less wrote some variations 

on Joyce, the "true" Becket constituted himself through a true ethical act, a CUT, a 

rejection of the Joycean wealth of enjoy-meant, and the ascetic turn towards a 

"minimal difference," towards a minimalization, "subtraction," of the narrative 

content and of language itself (this line is most clearly discernible in his masterpiece, 

the trilogy Molloy - Malone Dies - L'innomable). So what is the "minimal difference" 

- the purely parallax gap - that sustains Becket's mature production? One is tempted 

to propose the thesis that it is the very difference between French and English: as is 

known, Becket wrote most of his mature works in French (not his mother tongue), 

and the, dispirited at the low quality of translations, translated them himself into 

English, and these translations are not mere close translations, but effectively a 

different text. 
 
It is because of this "minimalist" - purely formal and insubstantial - status of the Real 

that, for Lacan, repetition precedes repression - or, as Deleuze put it succinctly: "We 

do not repeat because we repress, we repress because we repeat." (DR-105) It is not 

that, first, we repress some traumatic content, and then, since we are unable to 

remember it and thus to clarify our relationship to it, this content continues to haunt 

us, repeating itself in disguised forms. If the Real is a minimal difference, then 

repetition (that establishes this difference) is primordial; the primacy of repression 

emerges with the "reification" of the Real into a Thing that resists symbolization - 

only then, it appears that the excluded/repressed Real insists and repeats itself. The 

Real is primordially nothing but the gap that separates a thing from itself, the gap of 

repetition. 
 
The consequence of this is also the inversion in the relationship between repetition 

and remembrance. Freud's famous motto "what we do not remember, we are 

compelled to repeat" should thus be turned around: what we are unable to repeat, 

we are haunted with and are compelled to memorize. The way to get rid of a past 

trauma is not to rememorize it, but to fully REPEAT it in the Kierkegaardian sense. 

What is the Deleuzian "pure difference" at its purest, if we may put it in this 
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tautological way? It is the purely virtual difference of an entity which repeats itself as 

totally identical with regard to its actual properties: "there are significant differences 

in the virtual intensities expressed in our actual sensations. These differences do not 

correspond to actual recognizable differences. That the shade of pink has changed 

in an identifiable way is not all-important. It is that the change is a sign of a re-

arrangement of an infinity of other actual and virtual relations." [2] Is such a pure 

difference not what takes place in the repetition of the same actual melodic line in 

Robert Schumann's "Humoresque"? This piece is to be read against the background 

of the gradual loss of the voice in Schumann's songs: it is not a simple piano piece, 

but a song without the vocal line, with the vocal line reduced to silence, so that all 

we effectively hear is the piano accompaniment. This is how one should read the 

famous "inner voice /innere Stimme/" added by Schumann (in the written score) as 

a third line between the two piano lines, higher and lower: as the vocal melodic line 

which remains a non-vocalized "inner voice" (which exists only as Augenmusik, 

music for the eyes only, in the guise of written notes). This absent melody is to be 

reconstructed on the basis of the fact that the first and third levels (the right and the 

left hand piano lines) do not relate to each other directly, i.e. their relationship is not 

that of an immediate mirroring: in order to account for their interconnection, one is 

thus compelled to (re)construct a third, "virtual" intermediate level (melodic line) 

which, for structural reasons, cannot be played. Schumann brings this procedure of 

absent melody to an apparently absurd self-reference when, later in the same 

fragment of Humoresque, he repeats the same two effectively played melodic lines, 

yet this time the score contains no third absent melodic line, no inner voice - what is 

absent here is the absent melody, i.e. absence itself. How are we to play these notes 

when, at the level of what is effectively to be played, they exactly repeat the 

previous notes? The effectively played notes are deprived only of what is not there, 

of their constitutive lack, or, to refer to the Bible, they lose even that what they 

never had. The true pianist should thus have the savoir-faire to play the existing, 

positive, notes in such a way that one would be able to discern the echo of the 

accompanying non-played "silent" virtual notes or their absence... This, then, is pure 

difference: the nothing-actual, the virtual background, which accounts for the 

difference of the two melodic lines. 

 
This logic of virtual difference can also be discerned in another paradox, namely the 

above mentioned cinema version of Billy Bathgate is basically a failure, but an 

interesting one: a failure which nonetheless evokes in the viewer the specter of the 

much better novel. However, when one then goes to read the novel on which the 

film is based, one is disappointed - this is NOT the novel the film evoked as the 

standard with regard to which it failed. The repetition (of a failed novel in the failed 

film) thus gives rise to a third, purely virtual, element, the better novel. This is an 

exemplary case of what Deleuze deploys in the crucial pages of his Difference and 

Repetition: 

while it may seem that the two presents are successive, at a variable dis-
tance apart in the series of reals, in fact they form, rather, two real series 
which coexist in relation to a virtual object of another kind, one which 
constantly circulates and is displaced in them /.../. Repetition is constituted 
not from one present to another, but between the two coexistent series 
that these presents form in function of the virtual object (object = x).
(DR-104-105) 

With regard to Billy Bathgate the film does not "repeat" the novel on which it is 

based; rather, they both "repeat" the unrepeatable virtual x, the "true" novel whose 

specter is engendered in the passage from the actual novel to the film. This virtual 

point of reference, although "unreal," is in a way more real than reality: it is the 

ABSOLUTE point of reference of the failed real attempts. This is how, in the 

perspective of the materialist theology, the divine emerges from the repetition of 

terrestrial material elements, as their "cause" retroactively posited by them. Deleuze 

is right to refer to Lacan here: this "better book" is what Lacan calls objet petit a, 

the object-cause of desire that "one cannot recapture in the present, except by 

capturing it in its consequences," the two really-existing books. 

The underlying movement is here more complex than it may appear. It is not 

that we should simply conceive the starting point (the novel) as an "open work," full 

of possibilities which can be deployed later, actualized in later versions; or - even 

worse - that we should conceive the original work as a pre-text which can later be 
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incorporated in other con-texts and given a meaning totally different from the 

original one. What is missing here is the retroactive, backwards, movement that was 

first described by Henri Bergson, a key reference for Deleuze. In his "Two Sources of 

Morality and Religion", Bergson describes the strange sensations he experienced on 

August 4 1914, when war was declared between France and Germany: "In spite of 

my turmoil, and although a war, even a victorious one, appeared to me as a 

catastrophy, I experienced what /William/ James spoke about, a feeling of admiration 

for the facility of the passage from the abstract to the concrete: who would have 

thought that such a formidable event can emerge in reality with so little fuss?" [3] 

Crucial is here the modality of the break between before and after: before its 

outburst, the war appeared to Bergson "simultaneously probable and impossible: a 

complex and contradictory notion which persisted to the end" [4]; after its outburst, 

it all of a sudden become real AND possible, and the paradox resides in this 

retroactive appearance of probability: 

THIS is what takes place in the example of Billy Bathgate: the film inserts 
back into the novel the possibility of a different, much better, novel. And 
do we not encounter a similar logic in the relationship between Stalinism 
and Leninism? Here also, THREE moments are in play: Lenin's politics be-
fore the Stalinist takeover; Stalinist politics; the specter of "Leninism" 
retroactively generated by Stalinism (in its official Stalinist version, but 
ALSO in the version critical of Stalinism, like when, in the process of "de-
Stalinization" in the USSR, the motto evoked was that of the "return to 
the original Leninist principles"). One should therefore stop the ridiculous 
game of opposing the Stalinist terror to the "authentic" Leninist legacy 
betrayed by the Stalinism: "Leninism" is a thoroughly Stalinist notion. The 
gesture of projecting the emancipatory-utopian potential of Stalinism 
backwards, into a preceding time, signals the incapacity of the thought to 
endure the "absolute contradiction," the unbearable tension, inherent to 
the Stalinist project itself. [6] It is therefore crucial to distinguish "Lenin-
ism" (as the authentic core of Stalinism) from the actual political practice 
and ideology of Lenin's period: the actual greatness of Lenin is NOT the 
same as the Stalinist authentic myth of Leninism. 

And the irony is that this logic of repetition, elaborated by Deleuze, THE anti-

Hegelian, is at the very core of the Hegelian dialectics: it relies on the properly 

dialectical relationship between temporal reality and the eternal Absolute. The 

eternal Absolute is the immobile point of reference around which temporal 

figurations circulate, their presupposition; however, precisely as such, it is posited by 

these temporal figurations, since it does not pre-exist them: it emerges in the gap 

between the first and the second one - in the case of Billy Bathgate, between the 

novel and its repetition in the film. Or, back to Schumann's Humoresque, the eternal 

absolute is the third unplayed melodic line, the point of reference of the two lines 

played in reality: it is absolute, but a fragile one - if the two positive lines are played 

wrongly, it disappears... This is what one is tempted to call "materialist theology": 

temporal succession creates eternity. 

The Deleuzian notion of sign can only be properly grasped against the 

background of his redefinition of what is a problem. Commonsense tells us that 

there are true and false solutions to every problems; for Deleuze, on the contrary, 

there are no definitive solutions to problems, solutions are just repeated attempts to 

deal with the problem, with its impossible-real. Problems themselves, not solutions, 

are true or false. Each solution not only reacts to "its" problem, but retroactively 

redefines it, formulating it from within its own specific horizon. Which is why 

problem is universal and solutions/answers are particular. 

Deleuze is here unexpectedly closer to Hegel: for Hegel, say, the Idea of State is 

a problem, and each specific form of the state (Ancient republic, feudal monarchy, 

modern democracy...) proposes a solution to this problem, redefining the problem 

itself. And, precisely, the passage to the next "higher" stage of the dialectical 

process occurs when, instead of continuing to search for a solution, we problematize 

the problem itself, abandoning its terms - say, when, instead of continuing to search 

for a "true" State, we drop the very reference to State and look for a communal 

existence beyond State. 
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Problem is thus not only "subjective," not just epistemological, a problem for 

the subject who tries to solve it; it is stricto sensu ontological, inscribed into the 

thing itself: the structure of reality is "problematic." That is to say, actual reality can 

only be grasped as a series of answers to virtual problems - say, in Deleuze's reading 

of biology, the development of eyes can only be grasped as attempted solution at 

the problem of how to deal with light. And this brings us to sign - actual reality 

appears as "sign" when it is perceived as an answer to virtual problem: 

Neither the problem nor the question is a subjective determination mark-
ing a moment of insufficiency in knowledge. Problematic structure is part 
of objects themselves, allowing them to be grasped as signs (DR-63-4) 

This explains the strange way Deleuze opposes signs and representations: for 

the common sense, a mental representation directly reproduces the way a thing is, 

while a sign just points towards it, designating it with a (more or less) arbitrary 

signifier. (In a representation of a table, I "see directly" a table, while its sign just 

points towards the table.) For Deleuze, on the contrary, representations are mediate, 

while signs are direct, and the task of a creative thought is that of "making 

movement itself a work, without interpositions; of substituting direct signs for 

mediate representations" (DR-16). 

Representations are figures of objects as objective entities deprived of their 

virtual support/background, and we pass from representation to sign when we are 

able to discern in an object that which points towards its virtual ground, towards the 

problem with regard to which it is an answer. To put it succinctly, every answer is a 

sign of its problem. Does Deleuze's argument against the (Hegelian) negative not 

hold only if we reduce the negative to the negation of a pre-existing positive 

identity? What about a negativity which is in itself positive, giving, "generative"? 

For a Deleuzian Christology. How are we to grasp the (often noted) weird 

impassivity of the figure of Christ, its "sterility"? What if Christ is an Event in the 

Deleuzian sense - an occurrence of pure individuality without proper causal power? 

Which is why Christ suffers, but in a thoroughly impassive way. Christ is "individual" 

in the Deleuzian sense: he is a pure individual, not characterized by positive 

properties which would make him "more" than an ordinary human, i.e., the 

difference between Christ and other humans is purely virtual - back to Schumann, 

Christ is, at the level of actuality, the same as other humans, only the unwritten 

"virtual melody" that accompanies him is added. And in the Holy Spirit, we get this 

"virtual melody" in its own: the Holy Spirit is a collective field of pure virtuality, with 

no causal power of its own. Christ's death and resurrection is the death of the actual 

person which confronts us directly with the ("resurrected") virtual field that 

sustained it. The Christian name for this virtual force is "love": when Christ says to 

his worried followers after his death "when there will be love between two of you, I 

will be there," he thereby asserts his virtual status. 

Deleuzian repetition "is not an objective fact but an act - a form of behavior 

towards that which cannot be repeated" (JW-33). This is why the asymmetry 

between the two levels - actuality of facts and virtuality of pure differences - is 

radical: not only does the repetition of pure differences underlie all actual identities 

(as we have seen in the case of Schumann), i.e., not only do we encounter pure 

virtual difference at its purest in actual identity; it is also that "the repetition of actual 

identities is disguised in any determinate idea of pure differences" (JW-28): there is 

no "pure" difference outside actuality, the virtual sphere of differences only persists-

insists as a shadow accompanying actual identities and their interactions. Again, as 

in the case of Billy Bathgate the virtual specter ("Idea") of the true novel arises only 

through actual repetition of the actual novel in the film. 

The starting point of Deleuze's "transcendental empiricism" is that there is 

always a hidden virtual aspect to any given determined/actual object or process: 

actual things are not ontologically "complete"; in order to get a complete view of 

them, we must add to it its virtual supplement. This move from an actual given thing 

to its virtual conditions is the transcendental move, the deployment of the 

transcendental conditions of the given. However, this does not mean that the virtual 

somehow produces, causes, or generates, the actual: when Deleuze talks about 

genesis (of the actual out of the virtual), he does not mean temporal-evolutionary 
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genesis, the process of spatio-temporal becoming of a thing, but a "genesis without 

dynamism, evolving necessarily in the element of a supra-historicity, a static genesis" 

(DR-183). This static character of the virtual field finds its most radical expression in 

Deleuze's notion of a pure past: not the past into which things present pass, but an 

absolute past "where all events, including those that have sunk without trace, are 

stored and remembered as their passing away" (JW-94), a virtual past which already 

contains also things which are still present (a present can become past because in a 

way it is already, it can perceive itself as part of the past ("what we are doing now is 

(will have been) history"): "It is with respect to the pure element of the past, 

understood as the past in general, as an a priori past, that a given former present is 

reproducible and the present present is able to reflect itself." (DR-81) Does this 

mean that this pure past involves a thoroughly deterministic notion of the universe 

in which everything to happen (to come), all actual spatio-temporal deployment, is 

already part of an immemorial/atemporal virtual network? No, and for a very precise 

reason: because "the pure past must be all the past but must also be amenable to 

change through the occurrence of any new present" (JW-96). It was none other 

than T.S.Eliot, this great conservative, who first clearly formulated this link between 

our dependence on tradition and our power to change the past: 

tradition cannot be inherited, and if you want it you must obtain it by 
great labour. It involves, in the first place, the historical sense, which we 
may call nearly indispensable to anyone who would continue to be a poet 
beyond his twenty-fifth year; and the historical sense involves a percep-
tion, not only of the pastness of the past, but of its presence; the historical 
sense compels a man to write not merely with his own generation in his 
bones, but with a feeling that the whole of the literature of Europe from 
Homer and within it the whole of the literature of his own country has a 
simultaneous existence and composes a simultaneous order. This historical 
sense, which is a sense of the timeless as well as of the temporal and of 
the timeless and of the temporal together, is what makes a writer tradi-
tional. And it is at the same time what makes a writer most acutely con-
scious of his place in time, of his contemporaneity. 

No poet, no artist of any art, has his complete meaning alone. His significance, 

his appreciation is the appreciation of his relation to the dead poets and artists. You 

cannot value him alone; you must set him, for contrast and comparison, among the 

dead. I mean this as a principle of aesthetic, not merely historical, criticism. The 

necessity that he shall conform, that he shall cohere, is not one-sided; what happens 

when a new work of art is created is something that happens simultaneously to all 

the works of art which preceded it. The existing monuments form an ideal order 

among themselves, which is modified by the introduction of the new (the really new) 

work of art among them. The existing order is complete before the new work 

arrives; for order to persist after the supervention of novelty, the whole existing order 

must be, if ever so slightly, altered; and so the relations, proportions, values of each 

work of art toward the whole are readjusted; and this is conformity between the old 

and the new. Whoever has approved this idea of order, of the form of European, of 

English literature, will not find it preposterous that the past should be altered by the 

present as much as the present is directed by the past. And the poet who is aware of 

this will be aware of great difficulties and responsibilities. 

What happens is a continual surrender of himself as he is at the moment 
to something which is more valuable. The progress of an artist is a contin-
ual self-sacrifice, a continual extinction of personality. There remains to 
define this process of depersonalization and its relation to the sense of 
tradition. It is in this depersonalization that art may be said to approach 
the condition of science. [7] 

When Eliot writes that, when judging a living poet, "you must set him among 

the dead," he formulates precisely an example of Deleuze's pure past. And when he 

writes that "the existing order is complete before the new work arrives; for order to 

persist after the supervention of novelty, the whole existing order must be, if ever so 

slightly, altered; and so the relations, proportions, values of each work of art toward 

the whole are readjusted," he no less clearly formulates the paradoxical link between 

the completeness of the past and our capacity to change it retroactively: precisely 

because the pure past is complete, each new work re-arranges its entire balance. 

Recall Borges' precise formulation of the relationship between Kafka and the 

multitude of his precursors, from old Chinese authors to Robert Browning: "Kafka's 

idiosyncrasy, in greater or lesser degree, is present in each of these writings, but if 

Kafka had not written we would not perceive it; that is to say, it would not exist. /.../ 
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each writer creates his precursors. His work modifies our conception of the past, as 

it will modify the future." [8] The properly dialectical solution of the dilemma of "Is 

it really there, in the source, or did we only read it into the source?" is thus: it is 

there, but we can only perceive and state this retroactively, from today's perspective. 

Here, Peter Hallward falls short in his otherwise excellent Out of This World, 

where he stresses only the aspect of the pure past as the virtual field in which the 

fate of all actual events is sealed in advance, since "everything is already written" in 

it. At this point where we view reality sub specie aeternitatis, absolute freedom coin-

cides with absolute necessity and its pure automatism: to be free means to let one-

self freely flow in/with the substantial necessity. This topic reverberates even in to-

day's cognitivist debates on the problem of free will. Compatibilists like Daniel Den-

nett have an elegant solution to the incompatibilists' complaints about determinism 

(see Dennett's Freedom Evolves): when incompatibilists complain that our freedom 

cannot be combined with the fact that all our acts are part of the great chain of 

natural determinism, they secretly make an unwarranted ontological assumption: 

first, they assume that we (the Self, the free agent) somehow stand OUTSIDE reality, 

and then go to complain how they feel oppressed by the notion that reality with its 

determinism controls them totally. This is what is wrong with the notion of us being 

"imprisoned" by the chains of the natural determinism: we thereby obfuscate the 

fact that we are PART OF reality, that the (possible, local) conflict between our 

"free" striving and external reality resisting to it is a conflict inherent to reality itself. 

That is to say, there is nothing "oppressive" or "constraining" about the fact that 

our innermost strivings are (pre)determined: when we feel thwarted in our freedom 

by the constraining pressure of external reality, there must be something in us, some 

desires, strivings, which are thus thwarted, and where should these strivings come if 

not from this same reality? Our "free will" does not in some mysterious way "dis-

turb the natural course of things," it is part and parcel of this course. For us to be 

"truly" and "radically" free, this would entail that there would be no positive con-

tent we would want to impose as our free act - if we want nothing "external" and 

particular/given to determine our behavior, then "this would involve being free of 

every part of ourselves"(Fearn 24). When a determinist claims that our free choice is 

"determined," this does not mean that our free will is somehow constrained, that 

we are forced to act AGAINST our free will - what is "determined" is the very thing 

that we want to do "freely," i.e., without being thwarted by external obstacles. - So, 

back to Hallward: while he is right to emphasize that, for Deleuze, freedom "isn't a 

matter of human liberty but of liberation from humanity" (139), of fully submerging 

oneself into the creative flux of the absolute Life, his political conclusion from this 

seems too fast: 

The immediate political implication of such a position /.../ is clear enough: 
since a free mode or monad is simply one that has eliminated its resistance 
to the sovereign will that works through it, so then it follows that the 
more absolute the sovereign's power, the more 'free' are those subject to 
it. (139) 

But does Hallward not ignore the retroactive movement on which Deleuze also 

insists, i.e., how this eternal pure past which fully determines us is itself subjected to 

retroactive change? We are thus simultaneously less free and more free than we 

think: we are thoroughly passive, determined by and dependent on the past, but we 

have the freedom to define the scope of this determination, i.e., to (over)determine 

the past which will determine us. Deleuze is here unexpectedly close to Kant, for 

whom I am determined by causes, but I (can) retroactively determine which causes 

will determine me: we, subjects, are passively affected by pathological objects and 

motivations; but, in a reflexive way, we ourselves have the minimal power to accept 

(or reject) being affected in this way, i.e., we retroactively determine the causes 

allowed to determine us, or, at least, the MODE of this linear determination. 

"Freedom" is thus inherently retroactive: at its most elementary, it is not simply a 

free act which, out of nowhere, starts a new causal link, but a retroactive act of 

endorsing which link/sequence of necessities will determine me. Here, one should 

add a Hegelian twist to Spinoza: freedom is not simply "recognized/known 

necessity", but recognized/assumed necessity, the necessity constituted/actualized 

through this recognition. So when Deleuze refers to Proust's description of Vinteuil's 

music that haunts Swann - "as if the performers not so much played the little phrase 

as executed the rites necessary for it to appear" -, he is evoking the necessary 

illusion: generating the sense-event as experienced as ritualistic evocation of a pre-
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existing event, as if the event was already there, waiting for our call in its virtual 

presence. 

What directly resonates in this topic is, of course, the Protestant motif of 

predestination: far from being a reactionary theological motif, predestination is a key 

element of the materialist theory of sense, on condition that we read it along the 

lines of the Deleuzian opposition between the virtual and the actual. That is to say, 

predestination does not mean that our fate is sealed in an actual text existing from 

eternity in the divine mind; the texture which predestines us belongs to the purely 

virtual eternal past which, as such, can be retroactively rewritten by our act. This, 

perhaps, would have been the ultimate meaning of the singularity Christ's 

incarnation: it is an ACT which radically changes our destiny. Prior to Christ, we were 

determined by Fate, caught in the cycle of sin and its payment, while Christ's erasing 

of our past sins means precisely that his sacrifice changes our virtual past and thus 

sets us free. When Deleuze writes that “my wound existed before me; I was born to 

embody it,” does this variation on the theme of the Cheshire cat and its smile from 

Alice in Wonderland (the cat was born to embody its smile) not provide a perfect 

formula of Christ's sacrifice: Christ was born to embody his wound, to be crucified? 

The problem is the literal teleological reading of this proposition: as if the actual 

deeds of a person merely actualize its atemporal-eternal fate inscribed in its virtual 

idea: 

Caesar's only real task is to become worthy of the events he has been 
created to embody. Amor fati. What Caesar actually does adds nothing to 
what he virtually is. When Caesar actually crosses the Rubicon this involves 
no deliberation or choice since it is simply part of the entire, immediate 
expression of Caesarness, it simply unrolls or 'unfolds something that was 
encompassed for all times in the notion of Caesar. (Hallward 54) 

However, what about the retroactivity of a gesture which (re)constitutes this 

past itself? This, perhaps, is the most succinct definition of what an authentic ACT 

is: in our ordinary activity, we effectively just follow the (virtual-fantasmatic) 

coordinates of our identity, while an act proper is the paradox of an actual move 

which (retroactively) changes the very virtual transcendental coordinates of its 

agent's being - or, in Freudian terms, which does not only change the actuality of 

our world, but also "moves its underground". We have thus a kind of reflexive 

"folding back of the condition onto the given it was the condition for" (JW-109): 

while the pure past is the transcendental condition for our acts, our acts do not only 

create new actual reality, they also retroactively change this very condition. This 

brings us to the central problem of Deleuze's ontology: how are the virtual and the 

actual related? "Actual things express Ideas but are not caused by them."(JW-200) 

The notion of causality is limited to the interaction of actual things and processes; on 

the other hand, this interaction also causes virtual entities (sense, Ideas): Deleuze is 

not an idealist, Sense is for him always an ineffective sterile shadow accompanying 

actual things. What this means is that, for Deleuze, (transcendental) genesis and 

causality are totally opposed: they move at different levels: 

Actual things have an identity, but virtual ones do not, they are pure varia-
tions. An actual thing must change - become something different - in or-
der to express something. Whereas, the expressed virtual thing does not 
change - only its relation to other virtual things, other intensities and Ideas 
changes. (JW-200) 

How does this relation change? Only through the changes in actual things 

which express Ideas, since the entire generative power lies in actual things: Ideas 

belong to the domain of Sense which is "only a vapor which plays at the limit of 

things and words"; as such, Sense is "the Ineffectual, a sterile incorporeal deprived 

of its generative powers" (DR-156). Think about a group of dedicated individuals 

fighting for the Idea of Communism: in order to grasp their activity, we have to take 

into account the virtual Idea. But this Idea is in itself sterile, has no proper causality: 

all causality lies in the individuals who "express" it. 

The gist of Deleuze's critique of Aristotle, of his notion of specific difference, is 

that it privileged difference to identity: specific difference always presupposes the 

identity of a genre in which opposed species co-exist. However, what about the 

"Hegelian complication" here? What about a specific difference which defines the 

genre itself, a difference of species which coincides with the difference between 

genus and species, thus reducing the genus itself to one of its species? 
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Bodies without organs, organs without bodies: as Deleuze emphasizes, what he 

is fighting against are not organs but ORGANISM, the articulation of a body into a 

hierarchic-harmonious Whole of organs, each "at its place," with its function: "the 

BwO is in no way the contrary of the organs. Its enemies are not organs. The enemy 

is the organism." [9] He is fighting corporatism/organicism. For him, Spinoza's 

substance is the ultimate BwO: the non-hierarchic space in which a chaotic 

multitude (of organs?), all equal (univocity of being), float... Nonetheless, there is a 

strategic choice made here: why BwO, why not (also) OwB? Why not Body as the 

space in which autonomous organs freely float? Is it because "organs" evoke a 

function within a wider Whole, subordination to a goal? But does this very fact not 

make their autonomization, OwB, all the more subversive? 

Notes: 
[1] Le Séminaire de Jacques Lacan, Livre XXIII: Le sinthome, Paris: Editions du Seuil, 2005. 

[2] James Williams, Gilles Deleuze's Difference and Repetition: a Critical Introduction and Guide, Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh Univ. Press, 2003, p. 27. 

[3] Henri Bergson, Oeuvres, Paris: PUF, 1991, p. 1110-1111. 

[4] Bergson, ibid. 

[5] Bergson, ibid. 

[6] One of the few historians ready to confront this excruciating tension is Sheila Fitzpatrick, who pointed out 
that the year 1928 was a shattering turning point, a true second revolution, not any kind of "Thermidor," 
but rather the consequent radicalization of the October Revolution. See Stalinism. New Directions, ed. by 
Sheila Fitzpatrick, London: Routledge, 2001. 

[7] T.S. Eliot, "Tradition and the Individual Talent," originally published in The Sacred Wood: Essays on Poetry 
and Criticism, (1922). 

[8] Jorge Luis Borges, Other Inquisitions: 1937-52, New York: Washington Square Press, 1966, p. 113. 

[9] Gilles Deleuze - Felix Guattari, Mille plateaux, Paris: Les editions de Minuit, 1980, p. 196. 
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1. I never pretended that one can insert reality into the past and thus work backwards in time. However, 
one can without any doubt insert there the possible, or, rather, at every moment, the possible insert 
itself there. Insofar as unpredictable and new reality creates itself, its image reflects itself behind itself 
in the indefinite past: this new reality finds itself all the time having been possible; but it is only at the 
precise moment of its actual emergence that it begins to always have been, and this is why I say that 
its possibility, which does not precede its reality, will have preceded it once this reality emerges. [5] 

2. What happens is a continual surrender of himself as he is at the moment to something which is more 
valuable. The progress of an artist is a continual self-sacrifice, a continual extinction of personality. 
There remains to define this process of depersonalization and its relation to the sense of tradition. It is 
in this depersonalization that art may be said to approach the condition of science. [7] 
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It’s not radical to critique our current society.  

It’s radical to build a better one. 

We stand at a unique crossroads as a society. The signs of our social and 

economic system failing are everywhere: rising inequality, stagnating economies and 

increasing threats to liberal democracy from populists of the left and right. Positive 

alternatives, grounded in rigorous social science, that embrace markets, technology, 

community and diversity have emerged. 

The RadicalxChange  conference videos 

Together we are building a comprehensive alternative that solves our most 

divisive social problems while affirming the human values we all share and we want 

you to be a part of it. 

Momentum is building as we convene RadicalxChange’s rapidly growing 

community of artists, scholars, entrepreneurs and activists who are imagining, 

designing, building and fighting for a brighter future. A future where power rests in 

diverse democratic organizations. 

Mission Statement 

RadicalxChange convenes a community of activists, artists, entrepreneurs and 

scholars committed to using dramatically expanded competitive, free and open 

market mechanisms to reduce inequality, build widely-shared prosperity, heal global 

political divides and build a richer and more cooperative social life. As advocates of 

radical social change, the RadicalxChange community challenges long-established 

social institutions such as private property, one-person-one-vote and the primacy of 

the individual on the one hand and the nation state on the other. To achieve this 

change the community seeks to increase public knowledge about the emancipatory 

potential of insights from the field of mechanism design, in dialog with a range of 

other academic fields such as computer science, philosophy and history, the 

communicative imagination of artists, the pragmatic ingenuity of entrepreneurs and 

the idealism of activists for social justice. 

radXo 

RadicalxChange Tracks: Portland Chapter: 

Activism and Government good governance 

Arts and Communications doing things well 

Entrepreneurship and Technology experiment, upgrades & maintenance 

Ideas and Research philosophical approach 

Portland RadicalxChange Chapter Mission Statement 

RadicalxChange Portland aims to develop and implement mechanisms that 

harvest collective intelligence for making societal scale decisions. 

Since Plato the West has been asking the wrong question. Instead of 'who 

among us shall rule?', we ask ‘what digitally enabled mechanism will deliver 

smarter governance practices, in any scale of organization?’  

We believe smarter governance creates more artful places, where civilized 

people live culturally expanding lifestyles.  
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philosophy~ the market mechanism for a race of devils 

The limits to individualism & market activity has not been laid out. Clearly the 

goal is to have markets supplant social norms, because it can become an open 

system to “new norms.” However, Zizek and & Pippin agree that markets & 

individualism are not enough to prevent the tragedy of ideology, nor to sustain the 

social bonds necessary to growing a culture. 

 The problem of organizing a state (a mechanism of trade with a 
regulative idea) cannot be solved ‘even for a race of devils’ to think it can, 
is the liberal utopia. 

Therefore we have to build the “place” (a base, frame, terrain, space) OF and 

FOR our freedom. Such a place, supporting the civil interactions of people, would 

become the social substance which sustains our freedom. This place combined 

with the legal order, and enforced by community power, become the grammatical 

rules that enable free-speech. 

Civility is not imposed. But the rules are. This is why civility is so important. 

Frames: 

The questions submitted for voting. 

this is a great dialogue and can be discussed at the meeting… 
So I posted the current draft on the message board so others can look at it. 

On 14 April 2019, at 9:57 pm, Joe Meyer <joe.sportsdatabase@gmail.com> wrote: 
Joe, 

good criticisms. 

Yes, good to be revolution shy.  
Yes implement.    
Yes, I didn't like end of the second sentence either and have updated closer to Pop-
per. 

Shucks, I think your first sentence is to long! 
Regarding 'the reason to live in a civilized place' 
 I'd contend that governments can not be toward any end - only toward continually 
providing individual freedom. 
This i have to think more about. Increasing returns? 

maybe going forward but in the past all governing schemes had a philosophical idea 
guiding them forward... 

Government cannot be expected to create artful places - only protect the freedom to 
make them.  
This I have thought about: this is precisely the purpose of living in a group: better 
social activities, meaning art. Art is visual, musical, storytelling and events/cere-
monies. This is what makes us free according to Pippen.  

We are not free first. Thoreau on Walden Pond was not free: he was simply by him-
self, and an American individual. We become free when we live in a group that val-
ues freedom. Pippin’s ideas resonate with me. See attached are the one’s referenced 
by Zizek in the earlier text I sent. 

Also: Governance needs the ability to enact change beyond cities objec-
tives. Look at China. 

I guess my view of government is, in a sense, purely limiting. 
It is always both: Civilization and its Discontents. 

The trick is to collectively agree on how to limit our freedoms to gain more free-
doms. 
The trick is to collectively agree on how to live together  
      to gain more freedoms. 

I like terse and Iterate as you may like:  
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RadicalxChange Portland develops and implements open mechanisms of gover-
nance. 
Since Plato buried Socrates the West has been asking the wrong question. 
Instead of 'who among us shall rule?', we ask 'what mechanisms of governance 
best protect against a bad actor?'   

Our method is scientific: We use open source tools to effectively share empirical 
evidence and to facilitate informed consensus.  
In contrast to closed systems of governance, we openly learn by error, (and others' 
error),  and thus avoid perpetuating error.  

no negative stuff… except when necessary in dialogue. 

We believe smarter governance will result in more artful places, where civilized peo-
ple live culturally expanding lifestyles.  
This has to do with the Monopoly game played under Henry George's original 
rules… what happens is that the game becomes boring because no goes bankrupt. 
Which is exactly what one wants in a community! 

So, then with multiple games going on it becomes the goal for each game to build 
better culture/art and compete against other game boards. This is how we build 
higher quality art/culture. 
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section I: Against the Politics of Jouissance  

One of the "proofs" of my practice of fetishist disavowal is the alleged 

"perverse paradox" of me rejecting utopias and then nonetheless claiming that 

today "it is more important than ever to hold this utopian place of the global 

alternative open"(142) - as if I did not repeatedly elaborate different meanings of 

utopia: utopia as simple imaginary impossibility (the utopia of a perfected 

harmonious social order without antagonisms, the consumerist utopia of today's 

capitalism), and utopia in the more radical sense of enacting what, within the 

framework of the existing social relations, appears as "impossible" - this second 

utopia is "a-topic" only with regard to these relations. 

 
The core of a Lacanian notion of utopia is: a vision of desire functioning without 

objet a and its twists and loops. It is utopian not only to think that one can reach the 

unencumbered full "incestuous" jouissance; it is no less utopian to think that one 

can renounce/sacrifice jouissance without this renunciation generating its own 

surplus-jouissance. In this sense, Marx's "scientific Socialism" itself has a clear 

utopian core. Marx perceived how capitalism unleashed the breath-taking dynamics 

of self-enhancing productivity - see his fascinated descriptions of how, in capitalism, 

"all things solid melt into thin air," of how capitalism is the greatest revolutionizer in 

the entire history of humanity; on the other hand, he also clearly perceived how this 

capitalist dynamics is propelled by its own inner obstacle or antagonism - the 

ultimate limit of capitalism (of the capitalist self-propelling productivity) is the Capital 

itself, i.e. the capitalist incessant development and revolutionizing of its own 

material conditions, the mad dance of its unconditional spiral of productivity, is 

ultimately nothing but a desperate flight forward to escape its own debilitating 

inherent contradiction. Marx's fundamental mistake was to conclude, from these 

insights, that a new, higher social order (Communism) is possible, an order that 

would not only maintain, but even raise to a higher degree and effectively fully 

release the potential of the self-increasing spiral of productivity which, in capitalism, 

on account of its inherent obstacle/contradiction, is again and again thwarted by 

socially destructive economic crises. In short, what Marx overlooked is that, to put it 

in the standard Derridean terms, this inherent obstacle/antagonism as the "condition 

of impossibility" of the full deployment of the productive forces is simultaneously its 

"condition of possibility": if we abolish the obstacle, the inherent contradiction of 

capitalism, we do not get the fully unleashed drive to productivity finally delivered of 

its impediment, but we lose precisely this productivity that seemed to be generated 

and simultaneously thwarted by capitalism - if we take away the obstacle, the very 

potential thwarted by this obstacle dissipates... (Therein would reside a possible 

Lacanian critique of Marx, focusing on the ambiguous overlapping between surplus-

value and surplus-jouissance). - Furthermore, utopian is not only the conservative 

dream of regaining some idealized Past before the Fall; no less utopian is the liberal-

pragmatic idea that one can solve problems gradually, one by one. John Caputo 

recently wrote: 

I would be perfectly happy if the far left politicians in the United States 
were able to reform the system by providing universal health care, effec-
tively redistributing wealth more equitably with a revised IRS code, effec-
tively restricting campaign financing, enfranchising all voters, treating mi-
grant workers humanely, and effecting a multilateral foreign policy that 
would integrate American power within the international community, etc., 
i.e., intervene upon capitalism by means of serious and far-reaching re-
forms. /.../ If after doing all that Badiou and Zizek complained that some 
Monster called Capital still stalks us, I would be inclined to greet that Mon-
ster with a yawn. 1 

The problem here is not Caputo's conclusion: if one can achieve all that within 

capitalism, why not remain there. The problem is the underlying "utopian" premise 

that it is possible to achieve all that within the coordinates of the present global 

capitalism. What if the particular malfunctionings of capitalism enumerated by 

Caputo are not only accidental disturbances but structurally necessary? What if 

Caputo's dream is a dream of universality (the universal capitalist order) without its 

symptoms, without its critical points in which its "repressed truth" articulates itself? 

So, after denouncing all the "usual suspects" for utopias, perhaps, the time has 

come to focus on the liberal utopia itself. For liberalism, at least in its radical form, 

the wish to submit people to an ethical ideal that we hold for universal is "the crime 
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which contains all crimes," the mother of all crimes - it amounts to the brutal 

imposition of one's own view onto others, the cause of civil disorder. Which is why, 

if one wants to establish civil peace and tolerance, the first condition is to get rid of 

"moral temptation": politics should be thoroughly purged of moral ideals and 

rendered "realistic," taking people as they are, counting on their true nature, not on 

moral exhortations. Market is here exemplary: human nature is egotistic, there is no 

way to change it - what is needed is a mechanism that would make private vices 

work for common good (the "Cunning of Reason"). In his "Perpetual Peace," Kant 

provided a precise formulation of this key feature: 

many say a republic would have to be a nation of angels, because men 
with their selfish inclinations are not capable of a constitution of such 
sublime form. But precisely with these inclinations nature comes to the aid 
of the general will established on reason, which is revered even though 
impotent in practice. Thus it is only a question of a good organization of 
the state (which does lie in man's power), whereby the powers of each 
selfish inclination are so arranged in opposition that one moderates or 
destroys the ruinous effect of the other. The consequence for reason is the 
same as if none of them existed, and man is forced to be a good citizen 
even if not a morally good person. The problem of organizing a state, 
however hard it may seem, can be solved even for a race of devils. 2 

One should follow this line to its conclusion: a fully self-conscious liberal should 

intentionally limit his altruistic readiness to sacrifice his own good for the others' 

Good, aware that the most efficient way to act for the common good is to follow 

one's private egotism. The inevitable obverse of the Cunning of Reason motto 

"private vices, common good" is: "private goodness, common disaster." 

Here, however, we encounter the basic paradox of liberalism. Anti-ideological 

stance is inscribed into the very core of the liberal vision: liberalism conceives itself as 

a "politics of lesser evil", its ambition is to bring about the “least evil society 

possible,” thus preventing greater evil, since it considers any attempt to directly 

impose a positive Good the ultimate source of all evil. Churchill's quip about 

democracy as the worst of all political systems, the only problem being that all 

others are worse, holds even more for liberalism. Such a view is sustained by a 

profound pessimism about human nature: man is egotistic and envious animal, if 

one builds a political system which appeals to his goodness and altruism, the result 

will be the worst terror (both Jacobins and Stalinists presupposed human virtue). 

However, the liberal critique of the "tyranny of the Good" comes at a price: the 

more its program permeates society, the more it is turning into its opposite. The 

claim to want nothing but the lesser of evils, once asserted as the principle of the 

new global order, gradually takes over the very feature of its enemy it wanted to 

fight. The global liberal order clearly asserts itself as the best of all possible worlds; 

the modest rejection of utopias ends with imposing its own market-liberal utopia 

which will become reality when we will properly apply market and legal Human 

Rights mechanisms. Behind all this lurks the ultimate totalitarian nightmare, the 

vision of a New Man who left behind the old ideological baggage. 

As every close observer of the deadlocks of Political Correctness knows, the 

separation of legal Justice from moral Goodness - which should be relativized-

historicized - ends up in a stifling oppressive moralism full of resentment. Without 

any "organic" social substance grounding the standards of what Orwell approvingly 

referred to as "common decency" (all such standards are dismissed as subordinating 

individual freedom to proto-Fascist organic social forms), the minimalist program of 

laws which should just prevent individuals to encroach upon each other (to annoy or 

"harass" each other) reverts into an explosion of legal and moral rules, into an 

endless process of legalization/moralization called "the fight against all forms of 

discrimination." If there are no shared mores that are allowed to influence the law, 

only the fact of "harassing" other subjects, who - in the absence of such mores - will 

decide what counts as "harassment"? There are, in France, associations of obese 

people which demand that all public campaigns against obesity and for healthy 

eating habits be stopped, since they hurt the self-esteem of obese persons. And so 

on and so on: incest-marriage, consensual murder and cannibalism... The problem is 

here the obvious arbitrariness of the ever new rules - let us take child sexuality: one 

can argue that its criminalization is an unwarranted discrimination, but one can also 

argue that children should be protected from sexual molestation by adults. And we 

could go on here: the same people who advocate the legalization of soft drugs 
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usually support the prohibition of smoking in public places; the same people who 

protest against the patriarchal abuse of small children in our societies, worry when 

someone condemns members of foreign cultures who live among us for doing 

exactly this (say, Gypsies - preventing children from attending public schools), 

claiming that this is a case of meddling with other "ways of life"... It is thus for 

necessary structural reasons that this "fight against discrimination" is an endless 

process endlessly postponing its final point, a society freed of all moral prejudices 

which, as Jean-Claude Michea put it, "would be on this very account a society 

condemned to see crimes everywhere."3 

The ideological coordinates of such a liberal multiculturalism are determined by 

the two features of our "postmodern" zeitgeist: universalized multiculturalist 

historicism (all values and rights are historically specific, any elevation of them into 

universal notions to be imposed onto others is cultural imperialism at its most 

violent) and universalized "hermeneutics of suspicion" (all "high" ethical motifs are 

generated and sustained by "low" motifs of resentment, envy, etc. - say, the call to 

sacrifice our life for a higher Cause is either the mask for a manipulation of those 

who need war for their power and wealth, or a pathological expression of 

masochism - and this either/or is an inclusive veil, i.e., both terms can be true at the 

same time). Fighting "patriarchal" culture is the consequence of these premises. 

What Marx and Engels wrote more than 150 years ago, in the first chapter of The 

Communist Manifesto "The bourgeoisie, wherever it has got the upper hand, has 

put an end to all feudal, patriarchal, idyllic relations." - is still ignored by those Leftist 

cultural theorists who focus their critique on patriarchal ideology and practice. Is it 

not the time to start to wonder about the fact that the critique of patriarchal 

"phallogocentrism" etc. was elevated into a main target at the very historical 

moment - ours - when patriarchy definitely lost its hegemonic role, when it is 

progressively swept away by market individualism of Rights? What becomes of 

patriarchal family values when a child can sue his parents for neglect and abuse, i.e., 

when family and parenthood itself are de iure reduced to a temporary and 

dissolvable contract between independent individuals? 

We encounter here again a coincidence of the opposites: in our predominant 

ideology, radical historicism coincides with ruthlessly measuring all the past with our 

own standards. It is easy to imagine the same person who, on the one hand, warns 

against imposing on the other cultures our Eurocentric values, and, on the other 

hand, advocating that classics like Mark Twain's Tom Sawyer - Huck Finn novels 

should be removed from school libraries because they are racially insensitive in their 

portrayal of Blacks and Native Americans... 

Years ago, Habermas made a perspicuous critical observation about those who 

see as the predominant feature of our era a drift towards new forms of 

"totalitarian" bio-power (rise of torture, ethnic slaughters, police control, mass 

extermination in concentration camps, etc.): it is not only that there is more torture 

and killing in reality; in most of the cases, we simply perceive more of it because of 

the media coverage and, above all, because our normative standards are higher. Can 

we even imagine a World War II in which the Allies would have been measured by 

today's standards? We are now learning that there were serious tensions among the 

British and the US headquarters concerning the (predominantly British) tactics of 

ruthlessly bombing German civilian centers which were of no military value (Dresden, 

Hamburg...); even in the UK itself, many officers, priests and intellectuals were 

asking the question if, by doing this, the UK is not starting to resemble the Nazis. 

The whole debate was totally hushed up and never reached the public. On the US 

side, recall the ignominious dispossession and internment of the entire Japanese 

ethnic population: while today, there are even Hollywood films condemning this act, 

nobody, including the Left, protested in 1942. (Or, in the opposite direction, what if 

Colombia, Afghanistan, and other opium producing nations were to apply to the US 

the same logic as the British Empire and other Western powers did in the 1840s 

against China as a pretext for the Opium War? China was attacked for refusing to 

allow free import of opium, since opium was catastrophic for the health of the 

thousands of ordinary Chinese: those who reject free trade are barbarians who 

should be forced to accept civilization... Imagine, then, Colombia and others issuing 

the same ultimatum addressed at the USA! 
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The same goes not only for the historical dimension, but also for different 

countries today: the very fact that Abu Ghraib tortures turned into a public scandal 

which put the US administration in a defensive position was in itself a positive sign - 

in a really "totalitarian" regime, the case would simply be hushed up. (In the same 

way, let us not forget that the very fact that the US forces did not find weapons of 

mass destruction is a positive sign: a truly "totalitarian" power would have done 

what cops usually do - plant drugs and then "discover" the evidence of crime...) The 

widespread protests of the US public, especially students, against the US 

engagement in Vietnam was a key factor in causing the US withdrawal - however, is 

the very fact of such a protest in the middle of a war not in itself a proof of high US 

ethical and freedom standards? Imagine a similar movement, say, in England when it 

joined the World War I: Bertrand Russell was interned for his pacifism, and for years 

he had to submit the manuscripts of his books to a state censor. (He mentions this 

fact in the foreword to the later new edition of his popular History of Western 

Philosophy, ironically admitting that the censor's remarks where often insightful and 

helped him to make the manuscript better.) When Leftists today complain about the 

violations of human rights in Guantanamo, the obvious counter-question is: do we 

all not know that there must be dozens of much worse places in China, Russia, in 

African and Arab countries? The standard Rightist-liberal complaint that the critics of 

the US "apply different standards", judging the US much harsher than other 

countries, misses the point, which is that the critics tend to judge each country by its 

own standards. 

The "regulative idea" that underlies today's global liberal justice is not only to 

bring out all past (acts which appear from today's standards as) collective crimes; it 

also involves the Politically Correct utopia of "restituting" past collective violence by 

payment or legal regulations (paying billions of dollars to the US Blacks for the 

consequences of slavery, etc.) This is the true utopia, the idea that a legal order can 

pay back for its founding crime, thereby retroactively cleansing itself of its guilt and 

regain its innocence. What is at the end of this road is the ecological utopia of 

humanity in its entirety repaying its debt to Nature for all its past exploitation. 

There is a problem with this liberal vision of which every good anthropologist, 

psychoanalyst, or even perspicuous social critic like Francis Fukuyama, is aware: it 

cannot stand on its own, it is parasitic upon some preceding form of what is usually 

referred to as "socialization" which it is simultaneously undermining, thereby cutting 

off the branch on which it is sitting. On the market - and, more generally, in the 

social exchange based on the market - individuals encounter each other as free 

rational subjects, but such subjects are the result of a complex previous process 

which concerns symbolic debt, authority, and, above all, trust (into the big Other 

which regulates exchanges). In other words, the domain of exchanges is never purely 

symmetrical: it is an a priori condition for each of the participants to give something 

without return so that he can participate in the game of give-and-take. For a market 

exchange to take place, there has to be subject here who participate in the basic 

symbolic pact and display the basic trust in the Word. Of course, market is the 

domain of egotist cheating and lying; however, as Jacques Lacan taught us, in order 

for a lie to function, it has to present itself and be taken as truth, i.e., the dimension 

of Truth has to be already established. 

Marcel Mauss, in his "Essai sur le don", 4 first described the paradoxical logic of 

potlatch, of the reciprocal exchange of gifts. A true gift is by definition an act of 

generosity, given without expecting something in return, while exchange is by 

definition reciprocal - I give something, expecting something else in exchange. The 

mystery here is: if the secret core of potlatch is reciprocity of exchange, why is this 

reciprocity not asserted directly, why does it assume the "mystified" form of two 

consecutive acts each of which is staged as a free voluntary display of generosity? 

Marshall Sahlins proposed a salient solution: the reciprocity of exchange is 

thoroughly ambiguous - at its most fundamental, it is destructive of social link, it is 

the logic of revenge, tit-for-tat. 5 If, upon receiving a gift, I immediately return it to 

the giver, this direct circulation would amount to an extremely aggressive gesture of 

humiliation, it would signal that I refused the other's gift - recall those embarrassing 

moments when old people forget and gave us next year the same present back... To 

cover up this aspect of exchange, to make it benevolent and pacifying, one has to 

feign that the gift of each of us is free and stands on its own. The key feature that  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opposes potlatch to direct market exchange is thus the temporal dimension. In 

the market exchange, the two complementary acts occur simultaneously (I pay and I 

get what I paid for), so that the act of exchange does not lead to a permanent social 

bond, but just to a momentary exchange between atomized individuals who, 

immediately afterwards, return to their solitude. In potlatch, on the contrary, the 

time elapsed between me giving a gift and the other side returning it to me creates 

a social link which lasts (for a time, at least): we are all linked together with bonds of 

debt. From this standpoint, money can be defined as the means which enable us to 

have contacts with others without entering in proper relations with them. This 

atomized society where we have contacts with others without entering in proper 

relations with them, is the presupposition of liberalism. 

The problem of organizing a state thus cannot be solved "even for a race of 

devils," as Kant put it - that it can be is the key moment of the liberal utopia. There 

is in liberalism, from its very inception, a tension between individual freedom and 

objective mechanisms which regulate the behaviour of a crowd - it was already 

Benjamin Constant who formulated clearly this tension: everything is moral in 

individuals, but everything is physical in crowds; everybody is free as individual, but a 

cog in a machine in a crowd. Nowhere is the legacy of religion clearer: this, exactly, 

is the paradox of Predestination, of the unfathomable mechanism of Grace 

embodied, among others, in a market success. The mechanisms which will bring 

about social peace are independent of the will of individuals as well as of their 

merits - to quote Kant again: 

The guarantee of perpetual peace is nothing less than that great artist, 
nature (natura daedala rerum). In her mechanical course we see that her 
aim is to produce a harmony among men, against their will and indeed 
through their discord. 

This is ideology at its purest. One can claim that the notion of ideology was 

posited "for itself" only in the liberal universe, with its founding distinction between 

ordinary people immersed in their universe of Meaning, of (what appears from the 

properly modern perspective) the confusion between facts and values, and the cold 

rational realistic observers who are able to perceive the world the way it is, without 

moralistic prejudices, as a mechanism regulated by laws (of passions) like any other 

natural mechanism. It is only in this modern universe that society appears as an 

object of a possible experiment, as a chaotic field on which one can (and should) 

apply a value-free Theory or Science given in advance (a political "geometry of 

passions," economy, racist science). Only this modern position of a value-free 

scientist approaching society in the same way as a natural scientist approaches 

nature, is ideology proper, not the spontaneous attitude of the meaningful 

experience of life dismissed by the scientist as a set of superstitious prejudices - it is 

ideology because it imitates the form of natural sciences without really being one. 

"Ideology" in a strict sense is thus always reflexive, redoubled in itself: it is a name 

for neutral knowledge which opposes itself to common "ideology." (Even in Stalinist 

Marxism, which - in total opposition to Marx - uses the term "ideology" in a positive 

sense, ideology is opposed to science: first, Marxists analyse society in a neutral 

scientific way; then, in order to mobilize the masses, they translate their insights into 

"ideology." All one has to add here is that this "Marxist science" opposed to 

ideology is ideology at its purest.) There is thus a duality inscribed into the very 

notion of ideology: (1) spontaneous self-apprehension of individuals with all their 

prejudices; (2) neutral, "value-free" knowledge to be applied onto society to 

engineer its development - this latter is ideology because it presupposes that ideas 

can rule the world: one can master society by way of applying to it a theoretical 

project. 
 
What is missing here is what, following Marx, one can call the "base" of freedom. 

The properly Marxist notion of "base" should not be understood as a foundation 

which determines and thus constrains the scope of our freedom ("we think we are 

free, but we are really determined by our base"); one should rather conceive it as the 

very base (frame, terrain, space) OF and FOR our freedom. "Base" is a social 

substance which sustains our freedom - in this sense, the rules of civility do not 

constrain our freedom, but provide the space within which our freedom can only 

thrive; the legal order enforced by state apparatuses is the base for our free market 

exchanges; the grammatical rules are the indispensable base for our free thought (in 

order to "think freely," we have to practice these rules blindly); habits as our 
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"second nature" is the base for culture; the collective of believers is the base, the 

only terrain, within which a Christian subject can be free; etc. This is also how one 

should understand the infamous Marxist plea for "concrete, real freedom" as 

opposed to the bourgeois "abstract, merely formal freedom": this "concrete 

freedom" does not constrain the possible content ("you can only be truly free if you 

support our, Communist, side"); the question is, rather, what "base" should be 

secured for freedom. A classic example: although workers in capitalism are formally 

free, there is no "base" that would allow them to actualize their freedom as 

producers; although there is a "formal" freedom of speech, organization, etc., the 

base of this freedom is constrained. 
 
In a perspicuous short essay on civility, Robert Pippin 6 elaborated the enigmatic in-

between-status of this notion which designates all the acts that display the basic 

subjective attitude of respect for others as free and autonomous agents, equal to us, 

the benevolent attitude of making the step over the strict utilitarian or "rational" 

calculation of costs and benefits in relations to others, of trusting them, trying not to 

humiliate them, etc. Although, measured by the degree of its obligatory character, 

civility is more than kindness or generosity (one cannot oblige people to be 

generous), it is distinctly less than a moral or legal obligation. This is what is wrong 

in Politically Correct attempts to moralize or even directly penalize modes of 

behaviour which basically pertain to civility (like hurting others with vulgar 

obscenities of speech, etc.): they potentially undermine the precious "middle 

ground" of civility. In more Hegelian terms, what gets lost in the penalization of un-

civility is "ethical substance" as such: in contrast to laws and explicit normative 

regulations, civility is by definition "substantial," something experienced as always-

already given, never imposed/instituted as such. Pippin is right to link the crucial role 

of civility in modern societies to the rise of the autonomous free individual - not only 

in the sense that civility is a practice of treating others as equal, free and 

autonomous subjects, but in a much more refined way: the fragile web of civility is 

the "social substance" of free independent individuals, it is their very mode of 

(inter)dependence. If this substance disintegrates, the space of individual freedom is 

foreclosed. 

Notes: 
 
1 John Caputo and Gianni Vattimo, After the Death of God, New York: Columbia 

University Press 2007, p. 124-125.  
 
2 Available online at http://www.mtholyoke.edu/acad/intrel/kant/kant1.htm. 
 
3 See Jean-Claude Michea, L'empire du moindre mal, Paris: Climats 2007, p. 145. 
 
4 See Marcel Mauss, "Essai sur le don," Sociologie et anthropologie, Paris: PUF 

1973. 
 
5 See Marshall Sahlins, Stone Age Economics, Berlin and New York: Walter De 

Gruyter 1972.  
 
6 See Robert Pippin, "The Ethical Status of Civility," in The Persistence of Subjectivity, 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 2005, p. 223-238.  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