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Preface”

Published in 1978, Les Carrefours du labyrinthe
consisted of texts written between 1968 and 1977 that
surrounded, both temporally and thematically, L 'Institution de
la sociéte (1964-65; 1974 [ Translator/Editor (hereafter: T/E):
and published in 1975; English translation: The Imaginary
Institution of Society (I1S, 1987; reprinted in 2005)]). Those
texts had prepared, accompanied, and followed /S. Coming
in a variety of types and sizes, they were vessels for exploring
the advanced path while covering the flanks and the rear,
complementing the munitions, and supplementing the
provisions of the main squadron.

Composed between 1974 and 1985, the present texts
play the same role and have the same mission as regards two
works I hope to see leave the naval yard soon: L’ Elément
imaginaire and La Création humaine. 1 have been occupied
with their construction in my seminars at the Ecole des
Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales since the Spring of 1980.!

*Originally published as “Préface” in DH, 7-15 (7-17 of the 1999 reprint).

'French Editors: From an unfinished work, L 'Elément imaginaire (The
imaginary element), the author published only two chapters: “The
Discovery of the Imagination,” which appeared in Libre, 3 (1978) and
which is reprinted below, and “Merleau-Ponty and the Weight of the
Ontological Tradition” [T/E: a text drafted in 1976-1977 that first
appeared in English-language translation in Thesis Eleven, 36 (1993) and
then in the 1997 edition of WIF while also appearing in French that same
year in FAF; now in CL5]. The materials that were to serve for the
elaboration of La Création humaine (Human creation) had supplied the
content for Castoriadis’s Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales
seminars over a period of more than fifteen years. A first volume taken
from those seminars appeared in French in 1999 [T/E: and was translated
into English as On Plato’s Statesman in 2002. The first volume in the
Création humaine series to bear this overall title was Sujet et vérité dans
le monde social-historique. Séminaires 1986-1987 (2002). The second,
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xiv Preface

Three texts, which initially I thought that I would
include in this collection and which originate from the same
veins, ultimately had to be held back, for lack of space. “Les
apories du plaisir [The aporias of pleasure],” presented in
1971 at Piera Aulagnier’s seminar at the Sainte-Anne
psychiatric hospital center, and “Plaisir et représentation
[Pleasure and representation],” a 1976 lecture delivered to the
Fourth Group, will form the core of a properly psychoanalytic
book.? “Temps et création [Time and creation],” part of which
had been presented in June 1983 during the “Temps et
devenir [Time and becoming]” colloquium at the Cerisy-la-
Salle International Colloquium Center, grew greatly in size as
it was being worked out; it, too, will have to be added to the
waiting list of to-be-published works.’

On the other hand, in the Kairos section of the present
book, I have decided to reprint those occasional texts, talks,

third, and fourth volumes of La Création humaine were published by Le
Seuil as Ce qui fait la Grece in 2004, 2008, and 2011.]

T/E: The Quatrieme Groupe, or Organisation psychanalytique de langue
frangaise, is the “Fourth Group,” or French-language psychoanalytic
organization founded in 1969 by Aulagnier, later Castoriadis’s wife, along
with Frangois Perrier et Jean-Paul Valabrega, as a breakaway from
Jacques Lacan’s Ecole freudienne de Paris, AKA the “Third Group.” The
promised book of “properly psychoanalytic writings” was not published
during Castoriadis’s lifetime and still remains unpublished.

T/E: A “reworked” version of a lecture titled “Time and Creation” was
delivered during a “Construction of Time” colloquium at Stanford
University before being published, in again reworked form, in French in
MM in 1990. An English-language version appeared belatedly in
Chronotypes: The Construction of Time, John Bender and David E.
Wellbery, eds (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1991), pp. 38-66.
The version published in 1997 in WIF reflected changes in the French and
English-language versions. It is now reprinted in CL3.
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Preface XV

articles, and interviews given since 1979 that seemed to me to
correspond the best to the connotations of this Greek word.*

Kairos: a moment of decision, critical occasion,
conjuncture wherein what really matters is that
something be done or said.

For the most part, these texts formulate political
positions T have been led to express during this period.’ I
initially thought about placing them at the end of the present
volume and arranging the sections in decreasing order of
abstraction. Upon reflection, a strictly inverse order seemed
to me far preferable. I hope that this will allow the reader,
who is sometimes wrongly intimidated by philosophical
terms, to familiarize herself with a mode of thinking that is
essentially the same when faced with the question of the
philosophical implications of science and that of democracy

*T/E: As explained in the Translator/Editors’s Foreword for the present
volume, we have not included in this section several texts the French
Editors have since reprinted in EP6. We hope to include them in the sixth
volume of the projected Political Writings series.

°I have left aside especially a number of interviews granted on the
occasion of the publication of DG (1981; 2™ ed., rev. and corr., 1983) and
some controversies this book has stirred up. To the extent that these
interviews updated or developed the argument, they are better placed, on
account of their content, in the second volume of this book. [French
Editors: DG’s second volume never saw the light of day; for a glimpse of
the author’s ideas about how the Western world has evolved—which was
to have formed the second part of the work—see “The Crisis of Western
Societies” (1982) and “The Dilapidation of the West” (1991) T/E: both
now in CL4. See also a number of texts now published or reprinted in
EPG6; we hope to include these texts in the sixth volume of the projected
Political Writings series.]
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Xvi Preface

in the Third World, as well as to test, on the concrete level,
the pertinence of the ideas being expounded in the theoretical
parts.

For, Plato rightly remained in an awkward position
[dans [’embarras] and asked himself whether the right
way [odos] was the one from principles [archai] or
the one that goes toward principles.

This remark by Aristotle® apropos of the right way, of the
good path of inquiry—of the hodos, which yields methodos,
method—can all the more so find its place here as this very
“perplexing obstacle [embarras]” is, as the reader will see,
my method. It is in witting fashion that the stretches of road
one is going to take along the way have been traced,
sometimes from principles, sometimes leading toward
principles.

And yet, accompanied by a summary delineation of
ideas already expressed in the history of philosophy, a
schematic sketch of these principles—of these source ideas
[idées meres], rather—will facilitate, [ hope, an understanding
of the writings that follow. Here it is.

Creation. In Being/being (fo on), there arise other
forms—new determinations are posited.

What each time (at each “moment”) is, is not fully

determined—not to the point of ruling out other

determinations from arising.

Creation, being, time go together: Being signifies to-
be; time and creation require each other.

No relation with theological “creation,” which has,

T/E: Nicomachean Ethics 1.3.1095a31-32.




Preface Xvii

generally speaking, been pseudocreation. First, the

Same once and for all (or the lightening-quick

miracle, after which everything returns to the order of

repetition). Next, this pseudocreation is imitation. The

Demiurge of the Timaeus: producer imitating, “as

much as possible” (that is the Greek trace in Plato’s

work), the paradigm he has before his eyes, the eternal

Living Being, in whose image he fabricates,

assembles, gives form to the world. Basically (and

inasmuch as it has purported to be “rational”), it is
thereupon that Christian theology has attuned itself, in

a harmony with—which is, moreover, also a

mishearing of—Genesis, which knows only of a

formative God, not an ex nihilo creator.

Theology ceased to be that only with Duns
Scotus—perhaps the sole important philosophical innovator
since the Greeks. Creation then becomes radically arbitrary

no “reason” can be motive for the divine will that is
disconnected from all, from a piece, and thereby becomes
fully incomprehensible.

(a single long phrase without pause is forever

unintelligible, as is said in Exile)’

For, what could prevent God from making a
world, not where the Peano axioms do not
hold (mere child’s play), but where the Peano
axioms hold and 2 +2 =57

Yet the self-positing of being as to-be is the positing
of determinations: interminably so, one is left to think.

Henri Bergson saw, and saw well, many things. Yet

“creation,” insofar as it can be called that, result of an

¢lan vital, effort to be freed of matter; the exclusive

"T/E: By Saint-John Perse, II1.6.
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centering on “life”; intuition attaining pure and
unadulterated qualities, opposed simply and crudely to
an intelligence doomed to fabrication and to the
quantitative; the false, naively absolutized and
ontologized antinomy between the discrete and the
continuous—all that, and the rest, incomprehension of
the essential solidarity that in an infinity of ways
unites determination and creation or, another register,
ensemblistic-identitarian and poietic.

Still more intractable, then, the aporias of time. There
is, in Bergson’s work, no room for the most important
creation of all: of meaning and significations. There is
discovery of a spiritual reality already there, God,
paradoxically almost inevitable conclusion of this élan vital
prolonged into human history that, finally, attains to “dynamic
religion.” Bergson’s spiritualism; despite appearances, unitary
ontology; completely egological perspective (and, for all that,
perfectly “classical” not to say Cartesian); radical
misrecognition of social-historical creation—converging axes
of his way and world [mode et monde] of thought, without
any point of contact with my own.

Radical imagination. Pure arising by which, in which,
why, and for what ineliminable subjectivity is

discovery, with difficulty and antinomically, by

Aristotle, rediscovered and reocculted by Kant, then
mind-blowing [hallucinante] mimicry of the
same movement

by Heidegger at the time of the Kantbuch and then

nothing and at the same time nothing (nothing in

Being and Time, schizophrenically written at the same




Preface XixX

time)®
at the center of all Freud’s work, but anonymously
and as if ashamedly
ashamed, all the psychoanalysts still cowards
today not daring to name phantasying
[phantasmatisation] as what it is
as one of the arborescences of the radical imagination
of the singular subject
one strives, on the contrary, to cover back over
its importance by calling imaginary what
bears this title in high-school psychology
textbooks or, still worse, in Sartre’s work
the fictive, the specular, the image in
the mirror, what is not, has no
consistency
nothing would be, nothing is for us without this power
(dunamis) of positing for oneself and before oneself
something
independently of what, “in itself,” can very well be
this thing, 4o pot’ estin, whatever it may be, was es
immer sein mag, and even:
it being well understood that what is thus posited cannot, by
definition, and by hypothesis, be “what the thing is,” but
always a phantasma, a representation
representation ab ovo, Vorstellung, which in the
decisive cases does not re-present (vertritt) anything
is not there in the place of anything, is not the
delegate of anyone or sign of something other
than itself.

T/E: Martin Heidegger’s Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics (1929).
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Social imaginary: social imaginary : radical imaginary
: instituting society. The social-historical: till-now unrecog-
nized level of being : self-creation of society as such and of
the historical field as such : neither “subject,” nor “thing,” nor
“concept.” Power of positing, in and through the anonymous
collective, of imaginary significations and of institutions that
bear them and that they enliven—the two holding society
together, making it be as society and each time as this-here
society, the two making individuals be as individuals and
each time as these-here individuals.
Idea discovered, formulated, rendered explicit in
1964-1965
“Marxisme et théorie révolutionnaire,”
Socialisme ou Barbarie, nos. 36-40°
quickly taken up, used wrongly or askew, flattened,
thrown into every pot. A comical era—an excremental
one? No, excrement fertilizes the earth. The era’s
products pollute and sterilize it. An era of prostitution,
then? No, why insult those women? An era that
disarms the epithet.
the French Communist Party’s daily speaks of
the “national imaginary of our people,” long
live historical materialism and proletarian
internationalism
the major evening newspaper headlines an
article “The Imaginary: A Rising Value,” and
this is not on the financial page, you
understand, but in the culture section

T/E: “Marxism and Revolutionary Theory” (1964-1965), now translated
as the first half of /IS.
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a history professor, according to whom one
can affirm anything whatsoever about history
and the opposite
he nonetheless writes history books
after having, like a mediocre high-school
student, dealt with the question of whether a
certain, upon my word, well-known people
believed in its, upon my word, equally well-
known myths
certainly without ever asking himself
what believing in myths might mean
and whether that might have changed
between Homer and Pausanias
speaks in grave tones of the constitutive
imaginary"
certainly while asking himself still less
what this imaginary could indeed
constitute or why, since it is
incontestably historical, one cannot
just as well call it disconstitutive
animagination
a Parisian university creates a research center
on the imaginary
or something like that, apparently well
financed,
which lists

'"T/E: Paul Veyne’s Les Grecs ont-ils cru a leurs mythes? Essai sur
I’imagination constituante was published in 1983 by Editions du Seuil, the
same French publisher as the one for the present Castoriadis volume,
Domaines de [’homme. The English-language translation of Veyne’s book
appeared two years after DH, in 1988: Did the Greeks Believe in Their
Myths? An Essay on the Constitutive Imagination, tr. Paula Wissing
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press).
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Preface

in lavishly printed form
among the research works it is supporting or
has supported “The Consumption of
Schnapps, Coffee, and Beer Among the
Inhabitants of the Lower Rhine Region”

('m quoting from memory but

guarantee the meaning)

PORTER: Faith, sir, we were carousing till the second
cock; and drink, sir, is a great provoker of three
things.

MACDUFF: What three things does drink especially
provoke?

PORTER: Marry, sir, nose-painting, sleep, and urine.
Lechery, sir, it provokes, and unprovokes; it provokes
the desire, but it takes away the performance."

Everything that circulates today beneath the heading
of imaginary or even social imaginary refers, in the
best of cases, to what I have called since 1964 the
second-order imaginary,'* some product or another of
the instituting imaginary. Elsewhere, people try to
make of the social imaginary a set of “social
representations,” a new, more trendy term for
ideology; at best (wretchedly), that which
“dissimulates” from social actors what they are and
what they do. But what, then, are they, these “social

"T/E: Macbeth, 2.3.

2T/E: 1S, 156.
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actors,” what do they do, and who has furnished them
the conditions for being what they are and doing what
they do? What is presupposed, for example, for
someone to be able to believe in God and adore him,
or go off to holy war against the infidels? What is
presupposed for someone to do mathematics, or even
philosophy?

A subjectivity cannot be “all alone”—neither as such
nor as anything. But this “all alone” is still there, in the
contemporary return of “liberal”"® cretinism as well as of the
infrafeeble metaphysics that forms its basis

before our eyes we are witnessing a rebirth of the

incoherent fiction of an “individual” that would come

into the world as Athena springs, fully armed, from
the head of Zeus
as well as in the insurmountable egology of the inherited
philosophy.
Having well purged this subjectivity of all that is not
it, the philosopher pretends to find himself suddenly,
and late in the night, faced with the menacing
phantom of an other who, a miracle and a terror, does
not let himself be constituted by me.
Like Husserl, in the fifth and last of the
Cartesian Meditations
1929!

Of course, self as well as other, seen thus, are

pseudoproblems, since the perspective in which they

appear thus and as these kinds of problems is a

pseudoperspective.

3T/E: Here and elsewhere “liberal” is to be taken in the Continental sense.
In American terms, “conservative individualism” and an ideological belief
in the “free market” are what is intended.
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Like someone who, having posited a first
absurdity, would then vainly exhaust himself
in dissolving another one, without seeing for
an instant that this one is but one of the
innumerable consequences of the first.
In what tongue, then, does Husserl think—or, for that
matter, Kant? Could he have invented it “all alone”?
Would he have been able (!), would he even had the
idea if a tongue had not always already been
there—and a particular, not transcendental, nor even
transcendentalizable tongue? Could he “demonstrate”
that what he is thinking owes nothing to tongue in
general and to the particular tongue in which he thinks
it
what he thinks at the most fundamental level,
after all the reductions, the bracketings, or
disconnected circuits
and in what tongue will he expound his
demonstration? What is a donation of meaning to
phenomena by consciousness that could at no moment
be said?
Self and other cannot for a single moment be thought

seriously if they are radically cut off from the social-historical
field in which and through which they are possible

that obviously having nothing to do with the other
Parisian mystification since the mid-Sixties—the
simulacrum subject, language effect, unbeing [des-
étre].

Magma. One text in the present volume is devoted to this
idea. Here, it suffices to point out that it offers the means to
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think, other than as an exclusive and sterile alternative, the
antinomy and the solidarity between logic and what is other
than logic, between reason and the nonrational.
Opposition to the imperialism of a logic of the
Understanding, an opposition that has been
periodically renewed and considerably reinforced in
the most recent period in exact proportion to the
inordinate dilation of a “Reason” that has become
purely instrumental (even in the field of theory), has
remained till now sterile, confused, and at best
negative and apophantic.
Certainly, “not everything is formalizable,” but how, by what
means, does one think what is not formalizable? And how, by
what means, does one think formalizing activity itself?
In the simply apophantic attitude, it is impossible to
understand the character, importance, and effective
actuality of the logic I am henceforth calling ensidic
ensemblistic-identitary logic
ensidizing, ensidisable, ensidization
and its interminable practical as well as theoretical
consequences.
Only the effort to distinguish at once and to think together the
ensidic dimension and the properly imaginary, or poietic,
dimension of Being
self-alteration as creation/destruction
and insistence as conservation/repetition
necessary but partial, each-time closed determination
and in-deducible and un-producible deployment
I hope to show in Time and Creation
this effort alone allows one to resolve certain aporias relative
to time—to transport the other ones into a landscape where
new thoughts are born
it alone also allows one to elucidate the origin and the
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situation of thought in effectively actual society and history.

Creation, radical imagination, social-historical
imaginary and instituting society, magma, solidarity and
distinction of the ensidic and the poietic
interminably fecund source ideas

themes ignored or occulted by inherited
thought.

Without them, it is impossible to restore the
connection

to the extent that, in the way in which it is
possible
between thought properly speaking and human
making/doing—quite particularly, institutive political
making/doing. A connection that is, here again, wholly other
than those ones of which one has till now thought. Not
“grounding in reason” a politics, nor deducing therefrom an
ontology. But elucidating their relations and dissipating
if this is in reflection’s power
the illusions and the fictions of a “rational political
philosophy”
strictly equivalent, in content, to the
affirmation of people’s total
impotency before their own creations.

Understanding that politics appertains to people’s
creative making/doing, which has created, in the form of
thought, the possibility

certainly not the fatal inevitability
of its own elucidation, which itself appertains, after all, to our
making/doing.
Paris, December 1, 1985, Cornelius Castoriadis




On the Texts

All the already published texts are reprinted here in
their initial form, save for the correction of some
typographical errors and a few lapsus calami. A few additions
are indicated by brackets. The original notes [T/E: appear as
they first appeared; newly added notes are preceded by
“French Editors,” “Author’s addition,” or “T/E”]. In certain
cases, I have added some subtitles in order to facilitate
understanding.

[French Editors: A French publication committee for
the works of Cornelius Castoriadis has reread the text of
Domaines de [’homme, revising the transliteration of Greek
terms and trying to update, where possible, the references
found in the footnotes. This committee’s interventions—save
for references to the republication of the author’s works—are
preceded by the mention “French Editors.”]
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Translator/Editor’s Foreword

We bring together here for the first time in one place in English
the bulk of the texts that were published in 1986 as Domaines de I’homme
(DH, Human Domains). This second, and longest, volume in Cornelius
Castoriadis’s Carrefours du labyrinthe series is organized thematically, its
texts divided into sections—Kairos, Koinonia, Polis, Logos—as was also
the case with the three sections of the first volume—Psyche, Logos,
Koinonia.

The first Carrefours volume in English-language translation has
a rather straightforward publication history (see now the new
Translator/Editor’s Foreword to CLI, the first volume in the present
series). By way of contrast, the present Carrefours volume in English-
language translation, CL2, has the most complicated publication history
ofall six Crossroads volumes. Below, I detail this twisting and tumultuous
history, which may serve as a cautionary tale for the professional and/or
activist translator as well as an introduction to some of the key themes now
appearing in CL2.

My book-length translation, Philosophy, Politics, Autonomy
(PPA; New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), was the first collection
of Castoriadis’s Carrefours texts to be published in English after the 1984
Ryle/Soper Crossroads of the Labyrinth translation. PP4 had drawn upon
extant Castoriadis texts that were, for the most part, ready for book
publication in English at the time of preparation (1989). It included
writings from the second and third Carrefours volumes that now appear
in CL2—*“The Greek Polis and the Creation of Democracy,” “The Nature
and Value of Equality,” and “Reflections on ‘Development’ and
‘Rationality’”—and CL3—"Intellectuals and History,” “The ‘End of
Philosophy’?”, “Individual, Society, Rationality, History,” ‘“Power,
Politics, Autonomy,” and “Dead End?”—plus one text that now is
reprinted in CL6—“The Social-Historical: Mode of Being, Problems of
Knowledge”—and another—*“The Crisis of Culture and the State”—which
remains available only in PP4."

"This last text is a 1987 reworking by Castoriadis in English of a 1979
French text of his, now available in PSW3 as “Social Transformation and
Cultural Creation.”
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Translator/Editor’s Foreword XX1X

Subsequently, other DH texts appeared for the first time in book-
length translations in The Castoriadis Reader (CR; Malden, MA and
Oxford, England: Basil Blackwell, 1997)—“The Social Regime in Russia”
and “The Logic of Magmas and the Question of Autonomy”—World in
Fragments (WIF; Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1997)—“The
Imaginary: Creation in the Social-Historical Domain,” “The Discovery of
the Imagination,” “Institution of Society and Religion,” and “The
Ontological Import of the History of Science”—and The Rising Tide of
Insignificancy (The Big Sleep) (RTI(TBS); a 2003 electro-Samizdat online
publication)—“The Vacuum Industry,” “Psychoanalysis and Society I,”
“Psychoanalysis and Society II,” “Third World, Third Worldism,
Democracy,” and “Unending Interrogation.” One CL2 text, “Marx
Today,” is a translation of an interview that first appeared in Thesis Eleven
and then was reworked by Castoriadis himself for Solidarity Journal, the
organ of Socialisme ou Barbarie’s British sister organization. Others are
being translated here for the first time into English—the DH Preface
(perhaps Castoriadis’s most eccentric text, bizarrely defying even normal
paragraph organization), “Transition,” and “The ‘Left’ in 1985.” Finally,
omitted from CL2 are a number of texts that have subsequently been
reprinted by the French Editors in the fifth and sixth volumes of
Castoriadis’s posthumously published Ecrits politiques. We hope to
translate and edit these DH texts dealing with Russia and the former
Eastern Bloc in the fifth volume of a proposed eight-volume set of
Castoriadis’s Political Writings—“The Social Regime in Russia”
(currently available, we said, in CR)—or in its sixth volume—“Don’t Hold
onto Your Illusions,” “The Toughest and Most Fragile of Regimes,”
“Poland, Our Defeat,” “The Russian Regime Will Be its Own Successor,”
“Which Europe? Which Threats? Which Defense?”, “Five Years After,”
and “The Destinies of Totalitarianism,” to cite their tentative English-
language titles.

*“The Toughest and Most Fragile of Regimes” is currently available in a
translation by David Berger, Telos, 51 (Spring 1982): 186-90. “Which
Europe? Which Threats? Which Defense?” is currently available as
“Defending the West” in a translation by Alfred J. MacAdam, Partisan
Review, 51 (1984): 375-79 (Castoriadis called this title “misleading” and
the translation “particularly bad”; his letter of protest to Partisan Review
concerning this unauthorized translation was never published). “The
Destinies of Totalitarianism,” an article originally written in English, was
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XXX Translator/Editor’s Foreword

The Foreword to Philosophy, Politics, Autonomy, which we
reproduce below, is preceded here by my “2003 Preface to the Electronic
Reprint of the 1989 Editor’s Foreword.” This Preface provides the
publication-history background of the 1991 Oxford University Press
volume, whose appearance was deliberately delayed by this academic
publishing house and whose subtitle, “Essays in Political Philosophy,”
was, despite vehement objections from both the author and myself,
imposed unilaterally and secretly by Oxford at the time of printing.

Before its unexplained, two-year publication holdup, occasioned
by internal controversy at OUP surrounding its title and content, PP4 was
supposed to be rushed into publication (based on a promise, made to
Castoriadis and to myself, for the issuance of two additional volumes of
Carrefours translations that were to follow in fairly quick succession, a
promise that never materialized). Not given even the time to prepare an
electronic MS for editing, I was limited, for the most part, to making
whatever hasty copyediting notations and corrections could fit in between
the lines or within the margins of photocopies of existing published texts.
The inclusion of PPA texts within the present series has afforded me the
opportunity to reedit them while examining again the French originals (or
the French translations, often but not always done by Castoriadis himself,
of texts he had written in English).

The PPA Foreword, dated December 1989, does not, it should be
pointed out, fully engage with all the texts now published in CL2. Some
DH texts instead appeared later, as we explained, in other volumes. The
Translator/Editor’s Forewords to CL3, CL4, and CL6 deal with additional
Castoriadis themes from DH/CL2 than the ones highlighted in the PPA
Foreword. The reader is therefore invited to consult, transversally, those
further introductions, now conveniently located together within the six-
volume Crossroads in the Labyrinth boxed set.

To some, this Foreword may, a third of a century later, seem in
some ways “dated.” Admittedly, such hamhanded neoconservative efforts
at “defending the West” as E. D. Hirsch’s book on Cultural Literacy and
the pronouncements of William Bennett, former Chair of the National
Endowment for the Humanities and later the U.S. Secretary of Education,
are now distant memories. And yet, what will be read below is perhaps not

first published in Sa/magundi, 60 (Spring-Summer 1983): 107-22.
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as dated as one might at first surmise and may even strike in the reader
some chords of real relevance.

The Foreword to Philosophy, Politics, Autonomy highlighted and
explored Castoriadis’s thesis of the cobirth of philosophy and politics in
Ancient Greece (as well as their rebirth, again as nonidentical twins, in
early modern Europe). Paideia, the Greek conception of lifelong civic
education, was a central concern for Castoriadis. Today, we need search
no further than a bold and plainspoken April 19, 2021 Washington Post
op-ed, “Howard University’s Removal of Classics Is a Spiritual
Catastrophe,” to grasp some of the ongoing stakes. Against a historically
Black, federally charted research university’s decision to dissolve its
Classics Department, Cornel West and Jeremy Tate rise up in indignation
and protest, reminding people that the great Abolitionist Frederick
Douglass “risked mockery, abuse, beating and even death to study”
classical authors, while, as they also point out, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.
would later “be similarly galvanized by his reading in the classics as a
young seminarian.” The ostensibly musty 1980s cultural wars—whose
“left-wing” reactionary side was perfectly expressed at the time by a
Stanford University student’s sign reading “Down with Western
Civilization!”—do indeed have their contemporary counterparts.

I hope to have brought out, in my PPA Foreword, both the
misplaced insight of those Neoconservatives who rightly emphasized that
our society must establish a relationship with its past while having
minimized, however, its inherently and radically critical components, and
of various identity-based “radicals” who—along with today’s assorted
“social justice warriors” or simply cost-conscious university administrators
riding an identity-politics wave—consciously wish to challenge and
change the established (dis)order while nevertheless neglecting, belittling,
or attacking that side of our society’s dual (and conflictual) institution
whose critical impetus, begun more than two-and-a-half millennia ago in
Greece, arises from a political and philosophical movement of contesting
institutional practices and questioning received ideas.

N.B.: Some slight editorial changes have been introduced into this 1989
PPA Foreword and its 2003 Preface in order to make the text conform to
the present series’ publication protocols, to fix small errors, and to make
it read smoothly in its present context. I also have updated the references
and, on occasion, added new comments in square brackets, in both these
cases preceded by my initials and the current year [DAC-2021].
Winchester, Massachusetts (USA), November 2021
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2003 Preface to the Electronic Reprint
of the1989 Editor’s Foreword

The editor’s Foreword to Philosophy, Politics,
Autonomy and the book it introduces have an interesting
history. A brief recounting of that history may help the reader
to appreciate more fully both this Foreword and the problems
the book itself encountered in the process of its publication.
Like any other work in a capitalist society, a book is a product
of struggle and bears the scars and mutilations of that struggle
in the final product offered for sale to the often unsuspecting
end-consumer. Not surprisingly, the cultural and intellectual
conflicts of that society enter into the product and inevitably
leave their disfiguring marks, as well.

English-language translation of Cornelius’s work
already had a substantial history when I entered upon the
scene. In the pseudonymous person of “Maurice Brinton,”
London Solidarity had been publishing excellent Castoriadis
translations since 1960, even before Socialisme ou Barbarie’s
British sister organization adopted its definitive name.' The

*Available online at: https://www.kaloskaisophos.org/rt/rtdac/rtdactf/
rtdactfppa.html

'DAC-2021: Now that he is deceased, the real name of this distinguished
Anglo-Greek neurologist—who, under the Brinton pseudonym, was
cofounder of London Solidarity as well as the pioneering translator of
Castoriadis’s work—can be acknowledged: Christopher Agamemnon
Pallis. See the posthumous publication For Worker’s Power: The Selected
Writings of Maurice Brinton, ed. David Goodway (Oakland, CA and
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baton was taken up temporarily, but not very skillfully, by
Telos (between 1975 and 1982) until controversy surrounding
the value of Castoriadis’s writings led to a split in this
American journal’s editorial board, Telos editor Paul Piccone
maintaining an aggressively negative view of Cornelius’s
contributions as against his champions, Dick Howard and Joel
Whitebook, among others. Two volumes of post-S. ou B.
Castoriadis writings in translation also were already under
way by that time: soon before my first arrival in France in late
December 1984, the first volume from the Carrefours du
labyrinthe series was published as Crossroads in the
Labyrinth and The Imaginary Institution of Society came into
print in 1987 (though it remained available exclusively in an
expensive hardbound copy for another decade).?

My initial translation project undertaken with
Castoriadis’s approval and support was to present what
became the Political and Social Writings (PSW), a selection
in three volumes of his principal S. ou B. texts that had been
reprinted by “Editions 10/18” along with previously
unpublished materials as well as new introductions and essays
(1973-79). Although many “political” and “alternative”
presses were among the 40 publishers I contacted for this
project, only one academic press, at the University of
Minnesota, responded affirmatively. Once the first two PSW
volumes appeared in 1988, Cornelius and I turned our efforts

Edinburgh, Scotland: AK Press, 2004).

’DAC-2021: In the 1997 revised paperback edition of /IS, Polity Press
incorporated only those corrections, improvements, and updated notes
Castoriadis had asked me to prepare that would not affect pagination. As
aresult, the English-language translation of /IS still today does not include
many key references to the three-volume Political and Social Writings
series.
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toward finding a publisher for Domaines de [’homme (1986),
the second volume in his Carrefours du labyrinthe series. 1
had already translated a number of these texts for various
journals in order to develop interest in publication of a
book-length volume, and other texts already had been written
and published in English by Castoriadis himself. When it
became clear that it would be extremely difficult to find an
editor willing to publish this 455-page volume in its entirety,
we accepted an offer from Josué V. Harari and Vincent
Descombes’s Odéon series at Oxford University Press (OUP).
In late November 1989, Harari proposed to us a three-volume
series (for, in the meantime, a new volume in the Carrefours
series, Le monde morcelé, was being readied for publication),
if we would quickly prepare an initial selection of
Castoriadis’s Carrefours writings that by happenstance were
already available in English.

Cornelius and I rapidly fulfilled our side of the bargain
for what became Philosophy, Politics, Autonomy (PPA). But
neither was there a timely publication of this first volume
(instead, there was an unexplained, nearly two-year delay
between OUP’s receipt of the materials and final publication),
nor were contracts ever forthcoming for the two subsequent
volumes Harari had promised “in principle.” We thus
irrevocably® gave up the possibility of publishing translations
of the Carrefours series in correct order with recognizable
renditions of the original French titles, and we received little
in return either for our good-faith efforts or for the trust we

*DAC-2021: Till now “irrevocably,” since the present six-volume series
in English translation is now appearing in full (except for a few CL2
incidental pieces, since reprinted in the Ecrits Politiques series, which we
hope to include in a projected eight-volume Political Writings series) and
with book titles in English easily recognizable as faithful translations from
the French.
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placed in the Odéon series editors, one of whom was a former
member of S. ou B. Cornelius, especially, felt that we had to
rely on these editors’ good will and thereby overcame my
objections when I questioned whether such an insecure
arrangement, which didn’t even include a signed
translator/editor’s contract for the first volume, might be too
unreliable a proposition. (Cornelius nevertheless always
insisted quite strongly that I be paid well for my professional
work.)

To add insult to injury, even our joint choice for
PPA’s subtitle was not honored! As I wrote, with Cornelius’s
prior approval, on December 13, 1990 to my OUP editor:

Our subtitle for Philosophy, Politics, Autonomy has
been altered without our being consulted. “Essays in
the Self-Transformation of Humanity” has been
changed to the wholly unacceptable “Essays in
Political Philosophy.” The replacement subtitle is (a)
redundant, considering that it already contains
two-thirds of the title, (b) a contradiction of the
author’s insistence that there is no such thing as
political philosophy (cf. p. 102 of MS: “political
philosophy...really has never been anything but a
philosophy talking about politics and external to the
latter”), and (c) does not convey the overall argument
of the book, which does not concern simply “political
philosophy” but also the effort, to be undertaken by
humanity as a whole, to transform itself (i.e., to assert
its autonomy concretely). I see no valid reason why
“Essays in the Self-Transformation of Humanity,”
which reprises the final page of the last article of the
volume, should not be retained. I should note here that
Castoriadis is in full agreement with all of the above
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listed reasons. He will be glad to say so in writing,
should you require this.

A promise was duly made to remove this redundant
and contradictory subtitle to which we had both vehemently
objected; and another proposed title, Autonomy: Essays in
Philosophy and Politics, was at one time approved. In the
end, without apology or explanation, the volume appeared
with the offending and misleading subtitle substituted by
OUP. Since that time, English-language readers have thus
labored under a false impression that PPA is a purely
academic volume concerned inexplicably with a “political
philosophy” Castoriadis regularly belittled or denied, instead
of a deliberate intervention in and explicit contribution to the
effort to achieve the project of autonomy as Castoriadis
helped to conceive it and to champion it.

It was only much later that I learned why OUP
defiantly and steadfastly ignored the author’s own wishes
concerning the title and publication of his book as part of a
three-volume series that never materialized. My New York
OUP editor Liz McGuire finally admitted to me that, as soon
as OUP editors in England saw a copy of the manuscript I had
prepared for publication, with the word PHILOSOPHY
figuring so prominently in the title, they sought to have the
entire project scrapped immediately. Odéon series editor
Harari had from the start entertained the (to me, rather
repugnant) hope that PP4 would become “the next On
Grammatology” (the touchstone, for many Anglo-Saxon
editors, of marketing success in the world of academic
publishing, despite that Derrida tome’s manifest
unreadability). OUP’s British editors in turn found it
outrageous that someone like Castoriadis, often lumped into
the “French theory” category, would be publishing a book



https://epdf.pub/download/philosophy-politics-autonomy-essays-in-political-philosophy-odeon36ced94383b9396167e714aa28ec8d0b97251.html
https://epdf.pub/download/philosophy-politics-autonomy-essays-in-political-philosophy-odeon36ced94383b9396167e714aa28ec8d0b97251.html

Translator/Editor’s Foreword XXXVil

about Philosophy without having any recognized
Anglo-American analytic-philosophy credentials. When it
proved impossible to cancel purely and simply a book OUP
had already accepted for publication, the next best thing was
an alteration in the subtitle, apparently with the thought that
relegating the book to the inconsequential realm of “political
philosophy” lessened the outrage some OUP editors felt in
seeing Oxford publishing this volume at all. For his part,
Harari threatened to seize control of the book from me, its
editor, when I questioned his failure to fulfill financial and
moral commitments made to Cornelius and myself. Indeed,
this was neither the first nor the last time I willingly made
myself the lightning rod for criticism in service to the goal of
making quality Castoriadis translations widely available in the
English language. (Cornelius consistently resisted the idea of
hiring a literary agent but agreed for me to play many aspects
of thatrole; I always conscientiously checked with him before
proceeding, as the excerpt from the December 13, 1990 letter
to OUP quoted above attests.) Descombes, for his part,
maintained that he was merely a “scientific advisor” having
nothing to do with anything relating to contractual matters. As
for OUP, it even took a year after publication for the company
grudgingly to send Castoriadis his promised complimentary
hardbound and paperback copies.

In what follows on this [DAC-2021: electronic] page,
I have scrupulously followed Oxford University Press’s
stipulation “that apart from converting into electronic format
the OUP material must not be altered, modified, or added to
in any way.” This, despite the fact that both the book itself, in
its subtitle, and my editor’s Foreword to this volume, were
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altered without Cornelius’s or my consent. The interested
reader can click on the various links to discover what was
excised from the original draft of this Foreword.® Some
sentences were eliminated apparently in order to tone down
enthusiasm about the book’s publication and about its
contents, or to play down claims as to its philosophical
significance and political import. Other, more substantial cuts
go to the heart of what this book is about. The original draft
Foreword was intended to show PPA’s relevance to
contemporary issues both in academe and beyond, taking a
stand against both neoconservative advocates of a narrowly
defined authoritarian test of ‘“cultural literacy” and
multicultural “radicals” who had ceased to make the project
of autonomy a central feature of their theoretical practice. A
short incursion into the question of how Castoriadis’s
conceptions of “social imaginary significations” and of “the
social-historical” might contribute to an understanding of the
then-burning issues of “race” and “gender” was also dropped.
Thus, like the subtitle of the volume, the final printed version
of this Foreword offered a distorted and truncated view of the
book it was introducing. By keeping in mind the subtitle
Castoriadis and I had originally chosen and by reading the
Foreword in the light of the excised passages, the reader may
glean a more informed view of what we tried to bring to her
attention and consideration, and she may also be encouraged
to reflect upon the struggle cultural workers, like any other
workers, face daily within a capitalist society.

David Ames Curtis, September 28, 2003

‘DAC-2021: In the present reprint, all the OUP-excised portions of my
Foreword appear within brackets, preceded by “RESTORED TEXT.”
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1989 Philosophy, Politics, Autonomy Foreword™

[RESTORED TEXT: It is with profound satisfaction,
excitement, and anticipation that we present here a collection
of the most recent and significant writings of Cornelius
Castoriadis on philosophy, politics and autonomy.] Only of
late has the Anglophone reading public become aware of
Cornelius Castoriadis and his five decades of work. Despite
the pioneering efforts of the British journal Solidarity to
translate Castoriadis’s writings, efforts continued at one time
by Telos and now by Thesis Eleven, it was only in 1984, with
the publication of Crossroads in the Labyrinth, that
Castoriadis’s distinctive thought became accessible to a broad
English-speaking audience. That first book-length translation,
which contained articles from the previous decade, was
followed by the publication of The Imaginary Institution of
Society in 1987 and two volumes of his Political and Social
Writings in 1988; the writings found in these latter
translations, however, date from the mid-1940s through the
mid-1970s. The publication of the present volume [DAC-
2021: PPA] will be the first time that Castoriadis’s essays are
published in English in book form in a timely fashion.

What makes this situation so striking is that there are
so few living, active writers of Cornelius Castoriadis’s
experience and breadth of vision. To recap briefly the path he
has traveled,' Castoriadis, born in 1922 in Constantinople,

*Originally published in PPA4, v-x. Passages removed without my consent
have now been restored within square brackets.

'For an in-depth biographical/intellectual history, see Castoriadis’s
General Introduction to the first volume of his Political and Social
Writings, tr. David Ames Curtis, 2 vols. (Minneapolis: University of
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began his political life at age fifteen years as a member of the
Greek Communist Y outh, formed an opposition group within
the Greek Communist Party (1941) after the German
Occupation, joined the Trotskyists (1942) when he became
convinced that the Communists were unreformable, and spent
much of the rest of the war dodging both Stalinist agents and
the Gestapo. Leaving Greece for France, he joined the
Trotskyist Fourth International in Paris, where his unwelcome
attack on the Fourth’s “unconditional defense of the Soviet
Union” led him and others to form an opposition group,
Socialisme ou Barbarie. Basing their criticism on people’s
actual aspirations toward autonomy in the form of workers’
self-management, they developed an intransigent critique of
Russia and other Stalinist regimes as new social formations,
neither traditionally capitalist nor socialist. The group broke
with the Fourth (1948) to become eventually the most
influential source for a non-Communist Left in France as well
as the forerunner to the ideas and actions of the May 1968
student/worker rebellion. [DAC-2021: Member of the
Editorial Committee] of the journal Socialisme ou Barbarie,
Castoriadis authored its principal texts (1949-1965). He
retired from his day job as an economist at the Organization
for Economic Cooperation and Development (1970) and

Minnesota Press, 1988) and my Foreword, also found in this first volume.
A constantly updated supplement to the bibliography, which appears in the
Appendixes, is available through: Agora International, 27 rue Froidevaux,
75014 Paris, France. [DAC-2021: A third PSW volume followed in 1993.
The bibliography of writings by and about Castoriadis and/or Socialisme
ou Barbarie mentioned here, along with webographies, a videography, a
“Teaching Castoriadis” section, and other material is now available online
in twenty languages and counting; see the Cornelius Castoriadis/Agora
International Website, created in 1997 with Castoriadis’s explicit support
and assistance: https://www.agorainternational.org/bibliographies.html.]



https://www.agorainternational.org/bibliographies.html

Translator/Editor’s Foreword xli

became a practicing psychoanalyst (1974) as well as a
Director of Studies at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes en
Sciences Sociales (1979). He is now recognized as one of
Europe’s foremost political and social thinkers. That he
addresses in the present collection such a wide variety of
topics and disciplines as philosophy, politics, and history,
both ancient and modern, economics, ecology, contemporary
political and social thought, aesthetics, the philosophy of
science, and psychoanalysis is an indication of the breadth of
his vision. [RESTORED TEXT: One searches with the
greatest of difficulty to find any contemporary of comparable
stature. |

In the articles, lectures, and conference discussions
that follow, we discover Castoriadis the essayist and engaged
writer.> Employing his vast erudition, his fine sense of
purpose and proportion, and his sharp wit, he goes straight to
the heart of the issues he addresses, placing the aspiration for
individual and collective autonomy at the center of his
concerns. [RESTORED TEXT: We therefore unabashedly
subtitle this volume “essays in the self-transformation of
humanity.” For, they] represent not discussions about specific
political and social events, nor a discourse designed to erect

*More than half of these writings originally appeared in English, a
language he speaks fluently; I have edited them mainly with an eye toward
correcting printer’s errors, standardizing terminology and clarifying a few
ambiguous phrases. With one exception, I translated the rest. As
mentioned in note 17 of my Foreword to the first volume of Castoriadis’s
Political and Social Writings (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1988), pp. xxi-xxii, the nonsexist—if still grating—use of “s/he”
and “his/her” is employed when translating and editing Castoriadis’s
contemporary writings; he, too, now generally employs “nonsexist”
language. [DAC-2021: See now “On the Translation” in CL/ on this
political-linguistic issue.]
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or resurrect a “social theory,” nor even philosophical
speculations about the nature of “the political.” These essays
are actual philosophical and political attempts, through
example and participation, to contribute to the ongoing
historical movements that foster people’s creative assertion of
their autonomy.

Where does this self-implicating human creation that
is individual and collective autonomy come from? Like all
creation, Castoriadis would say, it comes from nowhere (ex
nihilo); we cannot reduce it to anterior “causes” or attribute it
to an invariant “human nature.” However, creation does not
occur without any means (cum nihilo) or out of all context (in
nihilo). In fact—and this is the principal thesis presented and
defended in this book—the beginnings of autonomy as a
social-historically effective project can be dated and located.
It began in Greece and took place in the Greek poleis from the
eighth to the fifth century BCE, to be repeated in another form
in the biirger cities that arose at the end of the Middle Ages
in Western Europe. This project of autonomy is expressed in
the simultaneous, but not identical, creation (and then
recreation) of philosophy and politics as the reflective
questioning of instituted traditions and the attempt to alter
these traditions and institutions through conscious collective
action.

Here misunderstandings may arise. When someone
speaks of ancient Greece or “European culture” today, the
habitual reaction is often to shout “Imperialism!”,
“Eurocentrism!”, and “Down with Western Civilization!” as
a Stanford University student’s sign in fact proclaimed during
a protest in favor of replacing the school’s mandatory
introductory course in European culture with a broader study
of world cultures. Philosophy and politics began in Greece?
What a narrow view! What about “Eastern Philosophy”? And
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did not Greek democracy mean slavery for many as well as
the disenfranchisement of women?

[RESTORED TEXT: This reaction is somewhat
understandable when we consider recent neoconservative
attempts to revive a “core curriculum” based upon “Western
values.” These attempts are themselves an authoritarian,
hierarchal reaction against the project of autonomy, as it was
expressed by students during the Sixties in their radical
questioning of educational “relevance” as well as in their
efforts to establish at that time, in the face of corporate
hierarchy, a self-managed educational system. Certain
“educators” now want to impose from above a canon of texts
and ideas (and a test of “cultural literacy”), believing that this
will teach the young the (lost) “values” of “the West,” usually
conceived as “Judeo-Christian” in origin and nature. This
ploy harks back (though with infinitely less sophistication and
ambition) to the original Great Books program; one of its
instigators, Robert Maynard Hutchins, President of the
University of Chicago in the 1930s, declared:

This is more than a set of great books. ... Great Books
of the Western World is an act of piety. Here are the
sources of our Being. ...Here is the faith of the West,
for here before everybody willing to look at it is that
dialogue by way of which Western man has believed
that he can approach the truth. (Quoted in George
Steiner, “An Examined Life” [review of Harry S.
Ashmore’s Unseasonable Truths], in The New Yorker,
October 23, 1989, p. 143.)

How one can encourage unfettered dialogue and questioning
(an expression of our autonomy) through the imposition from
above of a canon and by means of a cultivation of “piety” and
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“faith” within a hierarchal institutional setting (amidst Gothic
buildings) is never explained. All that is lacking for today’s
Neoconservatives is an education Pope, a position to which
U.S. Education Secretary William Bennett apparently aspired
until he graduated to the more prestigious authoritarian post
of “Drug Czar.”

In other words, for those committed to the project of
autonomy the neoconservative position 1is beneath
criticism—though we must recognize its true insight that a
society must impart its cultural legacy to its coming
generations. We should take issue, however, with the
response on the part of many of today’s students and point out
that the critique of education, begun in the Sixties, had lost its
way by the end of the Eighties. It is here in the realm of
education that Castoriadis’s reflections about autonomy and
the simultaneous birth of philosophy and politics in ancient
Greece (and rebirth in Western Europe) acquire their highest
interest and relevance and offer their greatest challenge to
contemporary thought.]

For Castoriadis, philosophy is not synonymous with
speculation about the world, its origins, its meaning. It is the
reflective questioning of socially instituted representations,
including those instituted with the help of philosophical
reflection. His bold claim is that reflection itself as well as
effective judging and choosing are historical in character and
have their origins in ancient Greece. Thus there is, for
example, no oriental “philosophy,” this being an anachronistic
use of the Greek term. What Greek philosophy makes
possible, he argues, is not (religiously) instituted ideas and
beliefs along with interminable commentary thereupon, but
dozens of contending schools of thought. Thus, too, politics
as self-responsible conscious collective action to alter a
society’s institutions is also a Greek creation, one that not
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only implies but also presupposes the establishment of a
public space open to all who assert themselves as free and
consider themselves and each other as equals. As this is a
project, autonomous political activity aims not at areadymade
system requiring no further changes, but rather at the
inauguration and continuous renewal of a reflective and
willed effort to reshape our institutions to our recognized
needs and desires in such a way that the project of individual
and collective autonomy is itself fostered and reinforced.
What is interesting about the Greek poleis, Castoriadis argues,
is not a Greek “model” of democracy and politics (which we
would somehow now be asked to endorse or to reject), but the
ongoing instituting activity it fostered for four centuries.
Moreover, philosophy implies politics and vice versa, for
philosophy as the reflective challenge to inherited thought
cannot exist without the assertion of a political will that this
be possible, and politics cannot consciously transform
existing institutions unless these institutions themselves can
be called explicitly into question.

Far from being a sanctification of “Western
values”—even those of dialogue and questioning for their
own sake—the thrust of Castoriadis’s argument, then, is that
it is only to the extent that we are willing and able to call our
values into question, knowing why and for what purpose we
are doing so, that we can continue the West’s unique project
of autonomy. Autonomy is not merely “self-institution.” The
latter is always occurring in society, most often in the form of
heteronomy, the “self-occultation”of this self-instituting
process, its imputation to an extrasocial, supranatural source.
It was because the Greeks had no sacred books that this
project could come into being in the first place. It was because
the reassertion of autonomy in Western European cities was
expressed in an effort at self-rule, free from Church dictates
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and State power, that lucid philosophical questioning could
effectively be reborn.

This being the thrust of Castoriadis’s argument, the
priority he assigns to ancient Greece as the birthplace of
philosophy, politics, and the project of autonomy appears not
as a “romantic” glance backward or a pious “defense” of
“Western values,” but as an elucidation of their unique
meaning, which implies and involves a critical continuation
of this very project. As he argues in “The Greek Polis and the
Creation of Democracy,” the problem for those who wish to
flatten out history and make the Greeks just another people is
that history itself as impartial “historiography” along with
“the reasoned investigation of other cultures and the reflection
upon them” are also Greek inventions. This is the “minute”
but absolutely “decisive point” that advocates of the flattening
approach have missed. It is only when we acknowledge and
come to appreciate the true uniqueness of the Greco-Western
tradition that we realize the significant contribution an
impartial understanding of other cultures qua other cultures
offers for the project of autonomy, this effort to question our
own representations and to transform our institutions. To
adopt for a moment the coarse categories of course
catalogues, coming to terms with and assuming the legacy of
“Western Civilization” does not stand in contradiction to, but
serves precisely as the presupposition for, the study of “world
cultures” as well as the possible critical and genuine reception
of them.? Likewise, an awareness of other cultures is

3Should the point need making, “Greek” and “European” in Castoriadis’s
vocabulary designate cultural formations, not geographical locations, or
“racial types.” [RESTORED TEXT: But to designate a cultural formation
does not yet tell us anything about what its significations are or how they
are. Except in a trivial sense, the social imaginary significations of a
cultural formation, the “magma” of such significations, have no biological
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necessary for us to be able to criticize and alter our own. Here
we can sense the aspiration for autonomy that is implicit in
this talk of world cultures. Yet this aspiration often now not
only does not speak its name but denies its own existence.
Autonomy is not the only “social imaginary
signification” of the modern West. The other main cultural
meaning guiding our lives is what Castoriadis calls “the
unlimited expansion of ‘rational’ mastery.” Such
pseudorational mastery has been implemented most notably
in capitalism and totalitarianism but also in our
technoscientific attitude toward, and transformation of, nature
and society (now accompanied by the prospect of worldwide
ecological destruction). With the waxing of the project of
total control has come the waning of the project of autonomy.
As with the choice Castoriadis has formulated of “socialism

(let alone racial) basis, nor can they be created by an individual psyche.
An illustration of this point can be found in my Foreword to [DAC-2021:
the first volume of] Castoriadis’s Political and Social Writings, where 1
mention the role of improvisation in the formation of jazz, a “mulatto” art
form (and, by implication, of a “mulatto” American culture, which
remains, for the most part, unacknowledged). “Whiteness” and
“Blackness” are social imaginary significations, figures that cannot be
unambiguously and univocally assigned or imputed to specific,
designatable, separable individuals in any sort of exhaustive way (even
though this is how the terms are most often employed). Such a conclusion
is, of course, anathema to racist opponents of “miscegenation” or social
“race mixing,” just as a similar conclusion concerning “maleness” and
“femaleness” would be to a confirmed and self-satisfied misogynist (or
misanthropist). In Chapters 3, 4, and 5 of the present volume [DAC-2021:
“The Social-Historical: Mode of Being, Problems of Knowledge” (1991),
now in CL6; “Individual, Society, Rationality, History” (1988), now in
CL3; “The Greek Polis and the Creation of Democracy” (1983), now in
CL2], Castoriadis explores the inadequacies of common conceptions of
“social theory” in coming to terms with the unique domain of the
social-historical.]
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http://www.notbored.org/cornelius-castoriadis-crossroads-3-world-in-fragments.pdf
http://www.notbored.org/cornelius-castoriadis-crossroads-2-human-domains.pdf
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or barbarism,” the battle between autonomy and
heteronomy—between the assertion of autonomy and that
which today erodes its very existence—is not one of an
external opposition but of two intimately connected options,
unfolding together as they alter themselves and each other.*
To respond fully to the challenge of and the challenges to
autonomy, in the domain of philosophy as well as in the
political realm, is of the greatest import today. These essays
invite us to assume precisely that responsibility, in our
thought and in our action.

December 1989, David Ames Curtis

*DAC-2021: The same month I penned this Foreword for my PPA
translation, “Socialism or Barbarism: The Alternative Presented in the
Work of Cornelius Castoriadis,” my paper centered around some of the
themes broached in this paragraph, appeared in the Castoriadis Festschrift
edited by Giovanni Busino for an issue of his journal: Revue Européenne
des Sciences Sociales, 86 (December 1989), which was also printed in
book form as Autonomie et autotransformation de la société. La
philosophie militante de Cornelius Castoriadis (Geneva: Droz, 1989). See
the Translator/Editor’s Foreword to CL4 for a development of the other
themes found in this paragraph.



https://epdf.pub/download/philosophy-politics-autonomy-essays-in-political-philosophy-odeon36ced94383b9396167e714aa28ec8d0b97251.html
http://www.academia.edu/13495706/Socialism_or_Barbarism_The_Alternative_Presented_in_the_Work_of_Cornelius_Castoriadis
http://www.academia.edu/13495706/Socialism_or_Barbarism_The_Alternative_Presented_in_the_Work_of_Cornelius_Castoriadis
http://www.notbored.org/cornelius-castoriadis-crossroads-4-rising-tide-of-insignificancy.pdf

On the Translation

We refer the reader to “On the Translation” in CL/ for
an overview of translation issues that have arisen and have
been addressed in the six volumes of the present series.

We note here simply a list of the wvarious
English-language words and phrases Castoriadis employed in
the original French-language texts for this second volume: for
that matter, fast-foods [sic], rat race, last but not least, steady
state, lobbies, output, input, nobody, “peculiarly Platonic and
not very scientific,” unreasonable effectiveness of
mathematics (thrice), begging the question, bits, surd,
whatever that may mean, anything goes (twice), leap frog
game, whatever it may be, “What is now proved was once
only imagin’d.”
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Transition”

Metropoli: By discussing “really existing socialism,”
you have called into question some of the major categories of
Marx’s thought. In what way can it be said that you have tried
to reread Marx starting from Stalin and to find, in what
Stalinism has produced, the limits of the political and cultural
horizon not only of Leninism but of Marxism itself? Would
you like to explain the most significant passages along this
critical path?

Cornelius Castoriadis: It of course is not a matter of
rereading Marx starting from Stalin, a lousy author and a
millionaire executioner, but of starting from Russian reality,
of starting from the whole way things evolved, which led
from the Revolution of 1917 to the instauration of a regime of
the heaviest exploitation, oppression, and domination history
has known. To do that, one had not only to strip bare the
Stalinist (and today Brezhnevian) mystification of “really
existing socialism” but to demolish, too, the rationalizations
and Trotskyist confusionism about Russia as a “degenerated
workers’ State” as well as about “nationalization” and
“planning” as “bases for socialism.” For me, the conclusions
of'this analysis were reached as early as 1946 (see the texts in
La Société bureaucratique).! What emerged in Russia was a
new dominant and exploitative stratum or class, the
bureaucracy. This emergence was made possible by the
suppression, between 1917 and 1921, of any authentic and

“November 30, 1978 interview with the “leftist” Italian monthly Metropoli
(“Metropolitan Indians,” etc.). I do not believe that they published it.
“Transition,” DH, 19-27 (21-31 of the 1999 reprint). [T/E: On “Indiani
Metropolitani,” see: English Wikipedia, s.v.]

'T/E: Some of the texts from SB/ and SB2 now appear in PSWI and
PSW2.
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autonomous role for the organs created by the masses
(soviets, factory committees) to the benefit of the exclusive
and total power of the Bolshevik Party. Around this party
were agglomerated all the ruling strata of the new State
(hastily reconstructed on the old model by Lenin, Trotsky, and
the Bolsheviks), of production, and of the economy. Negative
conclusion: In no way can socialism be instaurated by means
of the power of a Party that poses as the leadership [la
direction] of the working class and of the revolution; such a
power cannot but lead to the restoration of a total bureaucratic
capitalism. Positive conclusion: Socialism is the power of the
autonomous organs of the masses and of collectivities, which
is expressed, of course, by the elimination of the old dominant
strata, capitalists and bureaucrats, but also and especially by
the positive power of these bodies [organismes] over all
aspects of social life: collective management of production by
the laboring people, local collectivities by the inhabitants, etc.

It is clear that this is radically opposed to the Leninist
conception of the Party and of its “leading role.” Yet it must
be seen that this Leninist conception really and truly has its
roots in Marx himself. Briefly speaking, the “leading role” of
the Party is “founded” on the idea (the superstition) that the
Party possesses the truth: “scientific socialism,” Marxism.
Now, Marx himself posits his conception as the expression of
the point of view of the proletariat, history’s “last class,”
“universal” class, etc. Thus, this theory is posited as
possessing an absolute truth—and also, it is this theory that
decides who is truly “proletarian” and who is not. (Thus,
Lenin and Trotsky will shoot the Kronstadt rebels while
saying that they are not “true” workers: they could not be so,
since they were opposed to the Party.)

This led to a critical reexamination of Marx himself,
which I began (apropos of Marx’s “economic science”) in
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1952-1953 (texts on “the dynamic of capitalism”)* and which
ended in a total and definitive break with Marx’s universe of
thought in 1964-1965 (“Marxism and Revolutionary Theory,”
inissues 36-40 of Socialisme ou Barbarie, reprinted in French
in 1975 as the first part of /IS). Marx himself stifled the
revolutionary element that was germinating in his thought and
is expressed especially, but not only, in his youthful texts. He
returned to a speculative-theoreticist attitude. He believes that
he is able to establish “laws of history”—which is an
absurdity. Thereby, he failed to recognize the revolution as
historical creation. He makes of socialism a predetermined
and determinate stage of history—whereas socialism is a
political and historical project, the project of instituting an
autonomous society. He falls entirely under the grip of the
social imaginary significations of capitalism, setting the
economy and the “development of the forces of production”
at the center of everything; starting from this position, he
massacres the entire preceding history of humanity, onto
which he exports in an illegitimate way some categories that
have meaning, and still just partially so, only for classical
capitalist society. He has no critique to offer of the pseudo-
“rationality” of capitalist technics and of the organization of
capitalist production; he considers them to be straight-out
rational (which will be found again in full in Lenin’s work
and in the latter’s practice), the sole thing to be modified
being that they ought to cease to be placed in the service of
profit, of capital, etc. His “philosophy” is in fact essentially a

T/E: The two-part text titled “Sur la dynamique du capitalisme” appeared
in the twelfth and thirteenth issues of S. ou B. Both parts were reprinted in
EPS, along with additional, previously unpublished material on this topic.
We hope that a full translation of all these texts will appear in the last of
the projected eight-volume Political Writings.



http://libcom.org/files/57798630-Castoriadis-The-Imaginary-Institution-of-Society.pdf
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rationalist philosophy. In sum, Marx represents the ultimate
passage to the social imaginary significations of capitalism:
determinism, progress, productivism, economism, and
especially the social phantasm of the unlimited expansion of
“rational” mastery.

What must be recognized is that production and
economy become “central” social phenomena only in and
through capitalism. History is creation, in large part
indeterminate creation. The institution of society does not
flow from laws—whether “natural,” “rational,” or what have
you. It is the work of the instituting social imaginary. Society
itself institutes itself each time. Yet it occults this self-
institution by representing itself to itself as the work of the
“ancestors,” of the gods, of God, of Nature, of Reason—or of
the “laws of history,” as is the case with Marxism. Socialism,
as project of instituting an autonomous society, implies also
and especially the explicit recognition of this self-institution
of society. A socialist society is a society that knows that its
institutions are its own work and that does not alienate itself
to those institutions.

Metropoli: Several elements of this critique are now
accepted by quite a vast milieu of cultural and political forces:
for example, the “new philosophers” and the socialist
movement. Do you not believe that this debate often risks
reducing the problem to a polemic with the “Jacobinism” of
the Bolsheviks, without touching on certain questions that lie
at the bottom of the tradition of socialist thought, such as: the
superiority of planning over the market, of politics over
economics, of the State over “private life”?

C.C.: Let us first be clear about a minor point. The
critique I have carried out has always been conducted as a
political and revolutionary critique; its central concern has
been the elucidation of the project of radically transforming
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society, of instaurating an autonomous society. This critique
is parasitized and diverted by those who call themselves, by
double antiphrasis, the New Philosophers, who without any
rigor use some of that critique’s elements in order to come to
the conclusion that politics is Evil, that the revolution cannot
but lead to totalitarianism, etc. Neither the “critique” they
carry out nor these “conclusions” are new (those
“conclusions” were already there in Karl Popper’s work, for
example). What is not false in the work of these people is not
new, and what is “new” is false and reactionary.

And that is precisely what manifests itself, as you say,
with the exclusive concentration of the discussion about the
Bolsheviks’ “Jacobinism,” the condemnation of the French
Revolution, etc. Yet the mere denunciation of totalitarian
terror and the defense of the rights of man, which are certainly
quite important (and for which one had not awaited the arrival
of the New Philosophers), do not constitute a politics. It is
totally incoherent to claim to be interested in human rights
and to leave entirely by the wayside the problem of society’s
organization. Individual autonomy and social autonomy are,
in the deepest sense, two sides of the same coin. And it is this
problem, of the organization of a new society, that is of
concern in the questions you emphasize: planning/market,
politics/economics, State/society, “public”/“private.” We do
not have the time to enter into a true discussion about them.
I will say only that one must radically destroy the traditional
conception that “socialism” consists in seizing the power of
the State in order to “plan” the economy and increase
production, after which all the other problems would resolve
themselves. Socialism is the self-organization of society,
which without any doubt implies the elimination of the
domination of every particular social category but also of the
institutions that embody and give instrumental form to that
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domination—Ilike the present-day State.

Metropoli: In your analysis, you consider
“bureaucratic society” as a phenomenon that, from certain
points of view, is common to the countries of the East and the
West. To what extent does your critique affect, along with
Leninism, the experience of Western Social Democracies?

C.C.: There is a deep-seated identity between the two
systems, and there is the distinction between them, which I
summarize by defining the Western countries as countries
with a fragmented bureaucratic capitalism and those of the
East as countries with a total bureaucratic capitalism. [ believe
that these terms are clear and eloquent enough. It can just as
well be said that the bureaucracy of the Eastern countries is a
“hard” bureaucracy and that of the West a “soft” bureaucracy.
(I am obviously talking about its structure and its reality, not
the “psychology” of individual bureaucrats.) Western Social
Democracy is typically a “soft” bureaucracy, one completely
adapted to the fragmented bureaucratic regime.

Metropoli: Don’t you believe that the modern State is
going to become, generally speaking, more and more a
bureaucratic and authoritarian State?

C.C.: You no doubt want to talk about the Western
countries. This tendency unquestionably exists. But I don’t
think that, short of a historical cataclysm, the Western
countries are tending toward totalitarian regimes in the
classical sense. There are a rhetoric and a mythology of “ever
imminent fascism” on the Left and among Leftists that create
a specter in order to mask the real problems. In the “rich”
developed countries, the bureaucratic State achieves its ends
by other means than overtly totalitarian ones (manipulation of
public opinion, privatization of individuals, economic carrots,
etc.)

Metropoli: Do you think that the workers’ movement
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of Western Europe has, in recent years, found the tools
necessary to avoid ending up in authoritarian bureaucracy?
Has Eurocommunism brought some new features to the
situation?

C.C.: The situation is contradictory. Without a doubt,
people have a greater and greater awareness of the problem of
bureaucracy—but they do not always act accordingly. Above
all, they do not, generally speaking, succeed in finding the
self-managed collective forms of organization that are the sole
response to the problem of bureaucratization. And that is
what, with them, we have to work on.

As for Eurocommunism, [ have never thought that it
would be anything other or more than an attempt, by the
Communist parties, at tactical adaptation to a situation in
which they can no longer overtly maintain a totalitarian
discourse. Nothing, in fact, has changed in the effectively
actual reality of these parties, which remain dominated by a
totalitarian bureaucratic Apparatus.

Metropoli: What do you think about the theoretical
work being elaborated by the Budapest School and the
contributions of Agnes Heller to the constitution of a theory
of needs?

C.C.: I have much esteem and fondness for Agnes
Heller and her comrades. When we met for the first time,
around two years ago, we had the pleasure to note that our
points of view converged on many important problems.

That being said, I do not think that the notion of need
might be a very fruitful point of departure for elucidating
social and political problems. Aside from an “animal
minimum,” which can be defined only in abstract and
uninteresting terms (so many calories per day, etc.), needs are,
each time, a social fabrication. This is the problem Marx in
fact dodged when he took over the formula, “From each
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according to his needs.” What needs? And who defines them?
Each person, sovereignly? That’s absurd.

Metropoli: Rightly or wrongly, you have been
considered, from certain angles, as a precursor of Italian
operaismo. Do you recognize yourself in the school that
includes the Italian journals Quaderni Rossi and Classe
Operaia?

C.C.: I know that Socialisme ou Barbarie in general
and my texts in particular were rather well known among the
Italian militants who broke with the traditional organizations
between 1955 and 1965. But I believe that most of those
comrades stuck to the older texts, in particular those prior to
“Modern Capitalism and Revolution” (1959-1960), a text
that broke definitively with the Marxian analyses of
contemporary society and with the thesis of the sovereign, or
privileged, role of the proletariat. We have to understand that,
if one retains for the term proletariat the content it manifestly
had for Marx, this proletariat has become a minority, and a
declining minority, in the so-called developed countries. And
if, as confusedly and sophistically most contemporary
Marxists do, one calls proletariat all wage earners [salariés],
that no longer means anything: in contemporary society,
almost everyone is or is tending to become a salaried
employee [salarié]. In addition and above all, absolutely basic
struggles and demands are supported by categories of the
population that are not the “proletariat” and even do not admit
of being defined in terms of “social classes”—women, youth,
various minorities, and so on.

Metropoli: In fact, your critique of the traditions of the
workers” movement intersects with the consideration now
being given to the new behaviors of social subjects who had

T/E: A three-part S. ou B. text now in PSW2.
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till now been excluded from political struggle. What are, in
your opinion, the most important ruptures brought about by
the struggles of women and youth in recent years?

C.C.: Such ruptures are of colossal importance. One
of them is precisely the one I just mentioned: the destruction
of the idea of a “subject of the revolution,” identified with
one “class.” It is all society that is concerned by revolution,
and all of it, except for a tiny minority, that in one way or
another, at this or that moment, contributes to the immense
historical transformation that is underway. In another
connection—and this is precisely what I was heralding in
advance in this 1959-1960 text—these movements show that
the problematic of revolution, namely, the problematic of
being human today, goes infinitely far beyond all “economic”
or narrowly “political” transformations. What the women’s
and youth movements, for example, have called into question
are institutions, norms, values, and significations that are far
older and deeper than those of capitalism: patriarchal family
and morality, passive “education,” etc. What these
movements are as a matter of fact expressing is the refusal of
domination in all domains, the search for autonomy. And
what is characteristic is that all the political movements with
their “theories” and their programs, all the “vanguards” have
revealed themselves to be desperately behind the times—and
at the outset radically hostile—in relation to these
movements. Today, they indulge in various
politicocommercial enterprises of cooptation, adding to their
programs or their articles a few phrases about women, youth,
and so on.

Metropoli: Terrorism has been a serious and major
phenomenon in recent years. Many people consider it a relic
of the past; for others, it is a consequence of the new
movements. How do you judge it?
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C.C.: Terrorism is an impasse. It leads to nothing. It
uses the same means we condemn when it comes to the
regime we are combating. When one examines the view of
society by which the advocates of terrorism want to “justify”
and “theorize” their activities, one notes that it pertains to the
most naive and coarsest sort of Marxism: society is said to be
a huge powder keg, ready to explode; one needs only to
approach it with a match. Or else: this state apparatus is the
sole thing maintaining the regime, and it would suffice to
exterminate a few of its agents for it to collapse upon itself.
Whether explicitly formulated or not, these ideas show that,
from this standpoint, the terrorists are living in a dream world.
And everything that is known about their organization
indicates that that organization is constructed on the
totalitarian Stalinist model.

Metropoli: You have written that our era is marked by
radical and irreversible changes: crisis of age-old institutions
(family, school, prison); disappearance of inherited
orientations and traditional bearings [repéres]; privatization
ofindividuals; industrialization of ideological production, etc.
How do you view the coming years?

C.C.: I think that we would be in agreement to say that
the time for prophets is over. I can say only what are for me
the major points of reference [points de repere]. Firstly, that
the established regimes, as much in the West as in the East,
contain deep-seated antinomies and irrationalities, so that it is
inevitable that they will produce imbalances or phases of
destabilization—crises, if you will, on the condition that one
does not understand by that term solely economic crises (and
still less economic crises of the “classical” type). Secondly,
that the grip those regimes, and their ideological and political
representatives, have over peoples is increasingly undergoing
enormous wear and tear; both in the West as well as,
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especially, in the East, the population has a cynical attitude
toward the dominant institutions. Thirdly, that the changes
you recalled cannot but have very profound, certainly
cumulative effects, which we have not yet glimpsed and about
which it is very difficult to formulate prognoses. What type of
children, for example, will be produced by the boys and girls
who today are twenty years old and who have attitudes and
mentalities previously unknown in history? Finally, that all
that we are seeing makes us think that, in one form or another,
the movements that are contesting the instituted order will
continue. The big problem, the big question mark, is the one
that concerns the capacity and the desire of people to organize
themselves collectively while participating in a fully active
and responsible manner in the direction of their activities and
to confront the question of the overall institution of society.
And a part of this problem that concerns us directly is the
reconstitution of a political movement in the deep sense of
this term, and the forms that movement will have to take.




The Vacuum Industry”

It is regrettable that Pierre Vidal-Naquet’s letter,
published on page 42 of the June 18, 1979 issue of Le Nouvel
Observateur, had several important passages amputated:

All one need do, indeed, is to cast a quick glance at
this book in order to notice that, far from being a
major work of political philosophy, it is literally
teeming with gross errors, vague approximations, fake
quotations, and raving statements. With all the
publicity hype surrounding this book, and independent
of any political question, and in particular that of the
necessary struggle against totalitarianism, what really
matters is to reestablish, in discussions among
intellectuals, a minimum of integrity. ... Whether it
would be in biblical history, in Greek history, or in
contemporary history, Mr. Bernard-Henri Lévy
displays, in all fields, the same appalling ignorance,
the same astounding impudence, let one judge: (...).

‘In a letter addressed to the editors of several newspapers and
newsweeklies, Pierre Vidal-Naquet expressed his astonishment at the
dithyrambs with which Parisian reviews [la critique parisienne] had,
nearly unanimously, greeted Bernard-Henri Lévy’s Le Testament de Dieu
(Paris: Grasset, 1979), a work that, as he said, “is literally teeming with
gross errors, vague approximations, fake quotations, and raving
statements.” Of all the publications that received this letter, only Le
Nouvel Observateur printed it (on p. 42 of its June 18, 1979 issue),
accompanied by an incredibly rude and dishonest response from the author
whose work was being challenged. Vidal-Naquet responded to him in turn
on p. 37 of the June 25, 1979 issue. The note to be read here was
published in this same newsweekly on pp. 35-37 of the July 9, 1979 issue.
The entire printed record of this correspondence was republished in
Quadernidistoria, 11 (January-June 1980): 315-29. “L’industrie du vide”
was reprinted in DH, pp. 28-34 (32-40 of the 1999 reprint). [T/E: The
present translation first appeared in RT/(TBS).]
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Shmuel Trigano had corroborated this judgment in advance,
concerning biblical history and exegesis, in the May 25, 1979
issue of Le Monde. It is simply indecent to speak on this score
of “priggish games” and to claim that someone wants to
“censure all speech that would not have first appeared before
the grand tribunal of certified teachers [agrégés],” as someone
who is in the media almost as much as the “Gang of Four”
and in order to produce the same sort of vacuity had the
effrontery to claim. Vidal-Naquet did not ask editors to
“reinforce their control over the production of ideas and over
their circulation.” He stood up against the shameful
degradation of the critical function in today’s France.
Obviously, editorial directors, foo, are responsible for this
degradation—as they were (and as they remain) responsible
for having, decade upon decade, presented the totalitarian
power of the Stalins and Maos as “socialism” and
“revolution” or for having allowed this power to be presented
as such. But perhaps the author, from the perch of the new
“ethics” he wants to teach to the world, will tell us, as the
“philosophers of desire” did not so long ago, that
“responsibility is a cop’s concept”? Does he perhaps have
only a prison and policeman’s notion of responsibility?

In the “Republic of Letters,” there are—there were,
before the rise of the impostors—some mores, some rules,
and some standards. If someone does not respect these, it is
for others to call them to order and to warn the public. If that
is not done, as has been known for a long time, unchecked
demagogy leads to tyranny. It brings about the
destruction—progressing before our very eyes—of effectively
actual public, social norms and behaviors, which the common
search for truth presupposes. What we are all responsible for,
precisely qua political subjects, is not the timeless,
transcendental truth of mathematics or psychoanalysis: if that
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sort of truth exists, it is shiclded from all risk. What we are
responsible for is the effectively actual presence of this truth
in and for the society in which we live. And it is truth that
brings about the ruination of totalitarianism as well as
publicity-driven imposture. Not to stand up against imposture,
not to denounce it, is to render oneself coresponsible for its
possible victory. More insidious, publicity-driven imposture
is not, in the long run, less dangerous than totalitarian
imposture. Via different means, the one form of imposture
like the other destroys the existence of a public space for
thought, for confrontation, for mutual criticism. The distance
between the two, moreover, is not so great, and the
procedures used are often the same. In the author’s response,
we find a good sampling of the procedures of Stalinist
deceitfulness. Caught with his hand in the sack, the thief cries
“Thief!” Having falsified the Old Testament, he accuses
Vidal-Naquet of falsification on the same subject, and on this
same subject he refalsifies himself (claiming that he did not
write what he wrote and sending the reader back to other
pages that have nothing to do with the matter at hand). Here
we find once again the same procedures of intimidation: You
see, from now on pointing out an author’s errors and forgeries
is like being an “informer,” writing “police reports,” engaging
in “petty scholarly officiousness” and taking on the job of the
“prosecutor.” (That is how French Communist Party leader
Georges Marchais tells off the press: “Gentlemen, you do not
know what democracy is.”)

What really matters to me, obviously, is not the
personal case but, rather, the general question Vidal-Naquet
raised at the end of his letter, which I reformulate here: Under
what sociological and anthropological conditions, in a country
with a great and venerable culture of learning, can an “author”
be permitted to write just anything, can the “critics” praise
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him to the skies, can the public follow docilely along—and
can those who unveil the imposture, without in any way being
reduced to silence or imprisoned, elicit no effective response?

This question is but one aspect of another, much
vaster question: that of the decomposition and crisis of
contemporary society and culture. And, of course too, that of
the crisis of democracy. For, democracy is possible only
where there is a democratic ethos: responsibility, shame,
frankness (parrhesia), checking up on one another, and an
acute awareness of the fact that the public stakes are also
personal stakes for each one of us. And without such an ethos,
there can no longer be a “Republic of Letters,” but only
pseudotruths administered by the State, by the clergy
(whether monotheistic or not), or by the media.

This process of accelerated destruction of the public
space for thought and of the rise of imposture would require
a lengthy analysis. Here, I can only indicate and describe in
brief terms a few of its conditions of possibility.

The first of these conditions concerns ‘“authors”
themselves. They must be devoid of any feelings of
responsibility and any sense of shame. Shame is, obviously,
a social and political virtue: without shame, no democracy.
(In the Laws, Plato quite rightly saw that the Athenian
democracy had accomplished marvels so long as shame,
aidos, reigned there.) In these matters, the absence of shame
is ipso facto contempt for others and for the public. Indeed, to
invent facts and citations one must have a fantastic contempt
for one’s own craft, for the truth, too, certainly, but just as
much for one’s readers. One must have this contempt for the
public, squared, when these blunders are pointed out, to feign
to turn the accusation of ignorance against the person who
pointed them out. And one must have unequaled
shamelessness—or rather, the shamelessness the Communists
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and the Fascists have already shown to us—to refer to Pierre
Vidal-Naquet as a “probably antitotalitarian intellectual” (my
emphasis; the style of the insinuation, which could be
retracted if things turned bad, stinks of French Communist
Party newspaper L ’Humanité at five-hundred miles’
distance)—Vidal-Naquet, who for more than twenty years
happens to have been on the front lines of those who
denounced totalitarianism and who fought against the
Algerian War and torture in an age when that, far from
bringing in comfortable author’s royalties, entailed
considerable risks.

Yet individuals richly endowed with this lack of
qualities have existed at all times. Generally, they made their
fortunes in other forms of trafficking, not in peddling “ideas.”
Another evolution was necessary, precisely the one that has
made of “ideas” an object of trafficking, expendable
commodities that are consumed one season and then thrown
away (forgotten) with the next change of fashion. That has
nothing to do with any “democratization of culture”—any
more than that the expansion of television would signify a
“democratization of information,” but, quite precisely,
uniformly oriented and administered disinformation.

That the media industry would make its profits as it
can is, within the instituted system, only logical: its business
is business. That it finds some unscrupulous scribes to play
the game is not surprising, either. Yet all this has still another
condition of possibility: the attitude of the public. The
“authors” and their promoters fabricate and sell their junk.
But the public buys it—and sees therein only some junk,
some fast food. Far from offering any consolation, this
behavior is expressive of a catastrophic degradation—one that
risks becoming irreversible—of the public’s relationship to
the written word. The more people read, the less they read.
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They read books that are presented to them as “philosophical”
like they read detective novels. In a sense, certainly, they are
not wrong. But in another sense, they are unlearning to read,
to reflect, to engage in criticism. They are simply catching up,
as the Nouvel Observateur said a few weeks ago, with “the
chic-est debate of the season.”

Behind this lie some historically weighty factors.
There is corruption of one’s mental mechanisms by fifty years
of totalitarian mystification: people who have for so long
accepted the idea that the Stalinist terror represented the most
advanced form of democracy have no need to make any great
intellectual contortions in order to swallow the statement that
Athenian democracy (or self-management [autogestion]) is
equivalent to totalitarianism. But there is also the crisis of the
epoch, the spirit of the times. A pathetic epoch it is, one that,
in its impotence to create or to recognize the new, has been
reduced to forever rehashing, remasticating, spitting out, and
vomiting up a tradition it is not even truly capable of knowing
and bringing to life.

Finally, what is needed, too—both as condition and
result of this evolution—is the alteration and basic
degradation of the traditional function of book-review
criticism [/a critique]. Book-review criticism must cease to be
critical and must become, more or less, part of the
promotional and advertising industry.

We are not talking here about art criticism, which
raises other questions. Nor are we talking about criticism in
the domains of the exact sciences, or of specialized
disciplines, where until now the research community has been
able to impose its scientific ethos. In these domains,
moreover, the mystifications are also rare for a good reason:
trafficking in Bamileke customs or the decimals of Planck’s
constant does not bring in anything.
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But trafficking in general ideas—those at the
intersection of the “human sciences,” philosophy, and
political thought—is beginning to bring in a lot, particularly
in France. And it is here that the function of criticism could
and should be important, not because it is easy, but precisely
because it is hard. Faced with an author who claims to be
talking about the totality of history and about the questions
this totality raises, who can tell, and how, if he is a new Plato,
Aristotle, Montesquieu, Rousseau, Hegel, Marx, or
Tocqueville—or some counterfeiter?

Now, do not come and tell me that it is up to the
readers to judge: that is obvious, and futile. Nor that [ am
inviting book-review critics to function like censors, to act as
a screen between authors and the public. That would be
egregious hypocrisy. For, contemporary book-review criticism
is already carrying out this censorship function on a massive
scale: it buries beneath silence everything that is not
fashionable and everything that is difficult. Among book
critics’ crowning jewels of shame, for example, is the
following: they mention Emmanuel Lévinas, fleetingly, only
after he, ransacked and chopped into little pieces, was thrown
into the Lévy fruit salad. And insofar as things depend on it,
book-review criticism imposes the “products.” If French book
critics are to be believed, nothing but masterworks have been
produced in this country for the past thirty years, and nothing
would be bad or subject to criticism. It has been ages since |
have seen a book critic truly criticize an author. (I am not
talking about cases in which book critics are obliged to give
echo to polemics among authors, nor of “politically”’-oriented
criticisms.) Everything that is published—everything that is
talked about—is marvelous. Would the result be different if
there were prior censorship and if the book critics wrote on
somebody’s orders? Commercial-advertising subservience
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does not differ so much, from this point of view, from
totalitarian subservience.

There are formal standards of rigor, of craft, for which
book-review criticism has to demand respect, and the book
critic has to inform the reader when such is not the case. Book
reviews that would be as honest and faithful as possible must
be written about the content of the works reviewed. (Why can
The Times Literary Supplement or The New York Review of
Books do it but not French critics?) And the book critic has to
risk rendering a basic judgment, something he risks whatever
he might do. Whatever they might do, French book critics
who have praised to the skies all these years the succession of
stars of the French Ideology will forever remain seated before
history wearing their dunce’s caps.'

The respect for formal standards of rigor is not a
“formal” question. The book critic has to tell me whether the
author is making up facts and inventing quotations, either
gratuitously, which creates a presumption of ignorance and
irresponsibility, or for the needs of his cause, which creates a
presumption of intellectual dishonesty. To do this is not to be
a prig but to do one’s job. Not to do it is to abuse the public’s
confidence and to steal one’s own salary. The book critic is
charged with a public, social, and democratic function of
checking up on authors and educating readers. You are free to
write and to publish whatever you want. But if you plagiarize
Saint-John Perse, be forewarned that that will be said loud
and clear. The educational function is for future authors and

'"T/E: Castoriadis mentions “the French Ideology” in “Social
Transformation and Cultural Creation” (1979), PSW3, 304, and in “The
Movements of the Sixties” (1986), now in CL4; in the latter essay, which
offers a critical review of a book by Luc Ferry and Alain Renaut, he refers
the reader, apropos of this “French Ideology,” to “Psychoanalysis: Project
and Elucidation” (1977), now in CLI.
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readers, and it is all the more vital today as school and
university education is constantly deteriorating.

Respect for these standards is important for two
reasons. First, because it shows whether or not the author is
capable of submitting himself to certain laws, of imposing
self-discipline without material or external constraints. There
is no logical necessity here: in the abstract, one can conceive
of a brilliant author who would mangle facts and botch
quotations to his heart’s content. And yet, by one of those
mysteries of the life of the mind [esprif]|—which are
obviously inscrutable for our department-store
geniuses—hardly any examples of these are known. It
happens that the great creators have always also been ardent
artisans. It happens that Michelangelo himself went to
oversee the extraction of his marble in the quarries. And it
happens that, when an archeologist tried to denounce some
“inaccuracies” in Salammbé—a novel, not a historical
work—Gustave Flaubert was able to demonstrate to this
scholar that he knew Punic and Roman archeology better than
the archeologist did.

The second reason is that there is no abyss separating
the “formal” from the “substantive.” If book critics had
flinched at this now-famous Hali-baba-carnassus author, they
would easily have discovered, one thing leading to another,
that the “author” was drawing his “dazzling erudition” from
Bailly (an excellent dictionary for high-school seniors, but not
for an investigation into Greek culture) and that the asininities
he had recounted about the absence of “conscience” in Greece
collapses already in the face of Menander’s “Conscience is a
God to all mortals.” If they had flinched at Robespierre’s
“killing of God,” they would perhaps have seen more readily
what sticks out here like a sore thumb: that the “author” is
falsifying the facts in order to connect atheism and Terror and
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clouding up the massive historical evidence that goes to show
that “monotheisms” have been, infinitely more than other
beliefs, sources of holy wars, of extermination for those who
are allodox, accomplices of the most oppressive powers, and
that they have, in two and a half cases out of three, explicitly
called for or tried to impose a nonseparation of the religious
and the political.

If book critics continue to abdicate their function,
other intellectuals and writers will be duty bound to replace
them. This task is now becoming an ethical and political task.
That this pile of junk would go out of fashion is a sure thing:
it has, like all the products of today, its own built-in
obsolescence. But the system in and through which these piles
of junk mount up has to be combated in each of its
manifestations. We have to struggle for the preservation of an
authentic public space for thought against the powers of the
State, but also against the bluffing, demagogy, and
prostitution of the spirit [esprit].




Psychoanalysis and Society I’

Donald Moss: Why don’t you talk a little bit about
how the practice of psychoanalysis helped you, as you said, to
“see more clearly,” and about the way your sight was cleared?

Cornelius Castoriadis: Well, it is a totally different
thing to work with abstract concepts, just to read books by
Freud, etc. and to be in the actual psychoanalytic process, to
see how the Unconscious works, how the drives of people
manifest themselves, and how (not mechanisms, we cannot
really call them mechanisms) but say, more or less stylized
processes are established, whereby this or that type of
psychical alienation or heteronomy comes to exist. This is the
concrete aspect. The more abstract aspect is that there is, I
think, still a lot to be done at the theoretical level, both to
explore the unconscious psyche and to understand the
relation, the bridge over the abyss, which is the relation
between the unconscious psyche and the socially fabricated
individual (the latter depending, of course, on the institution
of society and of each given society). How is it that this
totally asocial entity, the psyche, this absolutely egocentric,
areal or antireal center, can be transformed by the actions of
society and institutions, starting of course with the first
surroundings of the child in the family, into a social
individual that talks, thinks, can refrain from immediate
satisfaction of drives, and so on? A fantastic problem, with
tremendous political import, which one can see almost
immediately. You see what I mean?

“Interview with two New York psychoanalysts conducted in New York on
October 4, 1981. Originally published with a short introduction in Psych-
Critique (New York), 2 (1982): 3-8. It appeared as “Psychanalyse et
société 1,” tr. Zoé Castoriadis, in DH, 35-49 (41-59 of the 1999 reprint),
with a few author’s additions in brackets. [T/E: This interview was first
reprinted, with these author’s additions, in RTI(TBS).]
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D.M.: Can you articulate further your sense of this?

C.C.: We were speaking before about Russia,
Stalinism, Nazism and saying that these phenomena can
hardly be understood without taking into account the
tremendous appeal that force exerts on humans, that is, on the
psyche.

D.M.: Yes. ...

C.C.: And why is this so? We have to try to
understand that. We have to try to understand this tendency of
people (the main obstacle you find all the time when you
engage in revolutionary or radical politics) to give up
initiative, to find some protective shelter either in the figure
of a leader or in the scheme of an organization as an
anonymous but well-functioning setup, which guarantees the
line, the truth, one’s belonging, etc. All these factors play a
tremendous role—and, after all, it is against all that that we
are struggling.

David Lichtenstein: This makes me think of your use
of the word autonomy. You’ve said things about individual
autonomy and autonomy as a collective response. Can you
elaborate on the parallels?

C.C.: Yes. What is collective autonomy? Well, what
is its opposite? The opposite is heteronomous society. What
are the roots of heteronomous society? Here we come up
against what I think has been a misleading central idea of
most political movements of the Left, and first and foremost
of Marxism. Heteronomy has been confused, I mean
identified, with domination and exploitation by a particular
social stratum. But domination and exploitation by one
particular social stratum is but one of the manifestations (or
realizations) of heteronomy. The essence of heteronomy is
more than that. You find heteronomy in primitive societies,
actually in all primitive societies, yet you cannot really speak,
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in such societies, of a division into dominant strata and
dominated strata. So, what is heteronomy in a primitive
society? It is that people strongly believe (and cannot but
believe) that the law, the institutions of their society have
been given to them, once and for all, by somebody else—the
spirits, the ancestors, the gods, or whatever—and are not (and
could not be) their own work. This is also true in historical
societies (in the narrow sense of historical), which religious
societies are. Moses received the law from God, so, if you are
Hebrew, you cannot call into question the law. For then, you
would be putting into question God himself. You would have
to say, God is wrong, or God is unjust, which is something
inconceivable as long as you remain within the framework of
the beliefs of a religious society. The same is true for
Christianity, or for Islam.

So, heteronomy is the fact that the institution of
society, which is the creation of society itself, is posited by
the society as given to society by somebody else, a
“transcendent” source: ancestors, gods, God, nature, or—with
Marx—*"“laws of history.”

D.M.: Not “somebody else,” but “something else.”

C.C.: Right, something else. And, according to Marx,
you will be able to institute a socialist society at the moment
and at the place where the laws of history will dictate a
socialist organization of society. It is the same idea.

So, society is alienating itself to its own product,
which are its institutions. And autonomy is not just the self-
institution of society, because there is always self-institution
of society. God does not exist, and “laws of history,” in the
Marxian sense, do not exist. Institutions are a creation of man.
But they are, so to speak, a blind creation. People do not
know that they create and that they are, in a certain sense, free
to create their institutions. And they mix up the fact that there
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can be no society (and no human life) without institutions and
laws, with the idea that there has to be some transcendent
source and guarantee of the institution. You see what  mean?

D.M.: Yes.

C.C.: Let us go a bit further. What would be an
autonomous society? An autonomous society would be a
society that knows that its institutions, its laws, are its own
work and product. Therefore, it can call them into question,
and change them. At the same time, it would recognize that
we cannot live without laws. Right? O.K.

Now, as to the autonomy of the individual. I would
say an individual is autonomous when he or she is really able
to alter lucidly his or her own life. This does not mean he is
master over his life; we are never masters of our lives,
because we cannot eliminate the Unconscious, eliminate our
belonging to society, and so on. But we can alter our relation
to our Unconscious; we can create a relation to our
Unconscious that makes a qualitative difference from the state
where we are just dominated by our Unconscious without
knowing anything about it. Right? We can be dominated by
our Unconscious, that is, dominated by our own past. We are
alienating ourselves, without knowing it, to our own past, not
recognizing that we have, in a sense, to be ourselves, the
source of the norms and the values we propose to ourselves.
Of course, we are not the absolute source, and of course there
is the social law. But I [voluntarily] obey the social law—if
and when I obey the law—because either I think that the law
is what it ought to be, or perhaps I recognize that it is not
what it ought to be but, in this particular context, given, say,
the will of the majority, being a member of the collectivity I
have to obey the law even if I consider that it ought to be
changed.

D.M.: Now, you have made a kind of equation
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between the Unconscious and our past. You said, “dominated
by our Unconscious, dominated by our past.” In a certain way,
this strikes me as an optimistic idea about the Unconscious
because it implies that it is accessible through work—one can
remember—in a certain way, and the more one remembers,
the less one is dominated, and finally....

C.C.:No...not the more one remembers: the more one
becomes able to work through the remembrance. Right?

D.M.: Yes. What are the limits, in your thinking, to
this remembrance and this working through? Where does it
become problematic? Where are the edges?

C.C.: First of all, let me make one thing clear. I do not
identify the Unconscious and the past. The Unconscious is, of
course, not just the past. This is a point on which perhaps
some present-day psychoanalysts see things more clearly than
Freud. There was a Freudian idea, so to speak, a model plan
of the treatment: to have the patient remember would have a
cathartic effect, a dissolving effect on, say, the complex or the
network of complexes. But in fact you can, to a very wide
extent, work through actual material, not always necessarily
through remembrance, because the structure is there. I mean
the past is present in the present.

D.M.: Um-hm.

C.C.:Right? Itis clear with the dream. The, at any rate
unattainable, identity of the meaning of this dream with some
configuration dating from childhood is not in itself very
significant or very imperative. What is important is that the
patient can really see through this meaning and hopefully alter
his or her attitude in relation to this meaning and all the
complex structure of drives, affects, emotions, and desires
linked to it. So, the past and the Unconscious are and are not
the same, both theoretically and in the practice of the
psychoanalytic treatment. Now, you ask: “What are the
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limits?” This is a very important question. I mean, after all,
why is it that a psychoanalytic treatment does not always
work?

D.M.: Yes. And another point would be that idea of
the appeal of the force. It is a very powerful fact that force has
its appeal. I think that, in the ideal psychoanalysis, force
would lose its atavistic appeal, perhaps have appeal in a
different sense, but not in the atavistic way. [ am interested in
the convergence of that ambition as it occurs in
psychoanalysis, namely, the elimination of the atavistic appeal
of force, and that same ambition as it is lived out in political
life, where one tries to create social organizations that stand
against the atavistic appeal of force. I'd like to know your
thoughts about how these two projects can be mutually
informative.

C.C.: It is a very difficult problem, and I don’t think
I’know the answer. First of all, psychoanalytic treatment tries
to help people become autonomous in the sense we said
before, therefore also to destroy in themselves the blind
appeal of force. As a matter of fact, I think this is the only
relevant political contribution of practical psychoanalysis. |
don’t think of a political use of psychoanalysis, except that of
helping individuals to become lucid and autonomous and
thereby, I think, more active and more responsible in society.
This entails also: not taking the given institution of society or
the given law as something that cannot be touched upon.
Now, as regards collective attitudes, I think what we try to do
is to try to dissolve the illusions that are contained almost all
the time in this appeal of force. And this entails both the
critique of ideology and the critique of the actual functioning
and consistency of the existing apparatus of domination, for
instance. At the same time, | have always thought that an
authentic revolutionary organization (or organization of
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revolutionaries) ought to be also a sort of exemplary school
for collective self-government. It ought to teach people to
dispense with leaders, and to dispense with rigid
organizational structures without falling, so to speak, into
anomie or microanomie. I think this is the relation of the two
sides of the problem.

D.L.: There is a question that comes up here, another
complicated question about the origins of autonomy and
social relationships in infancy and about pre-Oedipal object
relations as a kind of model or a ground of rapprochement
that is then repeated in collectivity. This, as opposed to the
point of view, which is something more linked to the
“orthodox Freudian” view that in fact the infant is radically
separate, and that the socialization process is entirely a
dialectic with society, that there is no inherent social quality
of the infant at the beginning.

C.C.: You know, my own conceptions, which are not
quite Freudian, would lead, in this respect, to conclusions
very similar to the Freudian ones. I think what you have
initially is a sort of psychical monad, which is asocial and
antisocial. I mean that the human species is a monstrous
species that is unfit to live, biologically as well as
psychologically. That it is biologically unfit to life is clear.
We are the only animal that does not by instinct know what is
food and what is poison. No mushroom-eating animal would
ever eat a poisonous mushroom. But we have to learn that! I
never saw a dog or a horse trip; in fact, horses trip very rarely
and then only in the artificial conditions we put them in. We
trip all the time. This is the biological side of it.

The same is even more true on the psychical side. I
think there is an embryonic psyche in every living being, and
especially in what we call higher species. But there is also a
gap between this “functional” psyche of animals, and human
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psyche: the latter corresponds to a tremendous, monstrous
development of this “faculty” of traditional psychology,
thoroughly neglected by traditional philosophy, which is
imagination. Imagination is the capacity to posit as real that
which is not real. It breaks the functional regulation of the
prehuman “psyche.”

So, we are saddled with a being that, as we know from
Freud, from psychoanalytic practice, and from everyday life,
is able to form its representations according to its
desires—which makes it psychically unfit to survive. Beneath
this tremendous outgrowth of the imagination survive broken
pieces of the animal, biological and psychical, self-regulation.
This animal, homo sapiens, would have ceased to exist if it
had not at the same time, through I don’t know what process,
possibly some sort of a neo-Darwinian selection process,
created something radically new in the whole natural and
biological realm, that is, society and institutions. And the
institution imposes on the psyche the recognition of a reality
that is common to everybody, that is regulated, and that does
not just obey the wishes of the psyche.

D.M.: But that is very interesting what you just said,
because it is a way of saying that the appeal of force is related
to survival in that, as you say, this collectivity, this society,
imposes reality on an image-making device that, without that
imposition, would die....

C.C.: ...or would get hyperpsychotic.

D.M.: Hyperpsychotic, yes. But the imposition is, in
a certain way, by force.

C.C.: Violence.

D.M. Violence.

C.C.: No problem about it. And without that violence,
you can’t have a survival of the human species. That is why
I’m very strongly against some pastoral and idyllic dreams of
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well-meaning people like us, that you could have a happy and
glorious and chocolate-tasting entry into social life. This thing
just cannot exist. If you ever had a child, and in whatever way
you are bringing it up, from the first month onward it will
inexplicably, at some point in time, start crying and screaming
like hell. Not because it is hungry; nor because it is sick. Just
because it discovers a world that is not plastic to its will. And
we ought to be serious. Not only unconsciously, even
consciously we would, all of us, wish a world that would be
plastic to will, right?

M.&L.: Sure.

C.C.: Who could say the contrary? We say this cannot
be, we resign from this wish, and the wish is still there. As a
psychoanalyst, I would say that a person who cannot have a
fantasy involving omnipotence is very seriously sick, you see
what I mean? The capacity for fantasies of omnipotence is a
necessary component not only of the unconscious life, but
also of the conscious life. If you can’t go on daydreaming,
thinking “The girl will come to the appointment,” or “I will
write my book,” or “Things will go as I wish them,” you are
really very sick. And, of course, you are also sick if you
cannot correct this fantasy and say, “No, she didn’t like me,
it was clear,” or “She has a boyfriend and is very much
attached to him.”

So, there is this psyche, with its imagination and
omnipotence fantasies, and there is a first representative of
society with the child, which is of course the mother. And the
function of the mother is both that she limits the child—she
becomes the instrument by which the child starts to recognize
that everything is not obeying his omnipotence wishes—and
at the same time helps the child make sense of the world. The
role of this first person is essential and imperative; the
mother, or the person who plays her role, maybe the father,
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maybe a nurse, or maybe even, like in Aldous Huxley’s Brave
New World, a talking machine (where, of course, the effects
would be different and rather bad). The mother helps the child
make sense of the world and of himself in a way very
different from the initial way of the psychical monad. The
way of the psychical monad is that everything depends on its
wishes and its representations [and that everything conforms
to them]. The mother destroys this, and has to destroy it. This
is the necessary, inevitable, violence. If she does not destroy
it, then she drives the child to psychosis.

D.M.: Do you think, therefore, that this appeal of force
is, in a certain strange way, a kind of wish to return to that
mother?

C.C.: It is a very strong remnant of the attachment to
a first figure which was, as I call it, the master of
signification. And there is always somewhere somebody who
plays this role of master of signification and who possibly can
be Adolf Hitler or Joseph Stalin or Ronald Reagan—I don’t
care. I think the psychical root of political and social
alienation is contained in the first very pregnant relationship.
But there are the next stages, as well. You know, saying it
properly, and within quotations marks: “normal bringing up.”

The mother has to give up this role of master of
signification. She has to say to the child that if this word
means that, or if this act is prohibited, it is not because it is
my desire, but because such is the reason for it, or that is how
everybody means it, or such is the social convention. Thereby,
she divests herself of this omnipotence that the child, using
precisely its own projection schemes, has attributed to her.
The child projects on somebody—here, the mother—its own
fantasized omnipotence, which it was to abandon at some
stage. When it thinks falsely, “But Mommy is omnipotent,”
Mommy has to say, “No, I am not.” “Words do not mean
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what [ want them to mean,” contrary to what Humpty Dumpty
says to Alice, “They mean what people mean by them,” and
SO on.

D.L.: How do you respond, then, to the position that
someone like D. W. Winnicott develops in saying that the
early situation of the mother is not one of master of
signification, but rather of coparticipant of signification? That
is, that the original social moment is one that the mother and
baby share, that is, the infant experiences the mother as
sharing the fantasy world. The infant imagines the breast, and
in imagining the breast and screaming for the breast, in the
moment of imagination, the breast miraculously appears and
thus there is some kind of fundamental relationship between
fantasy and sociability.

C.C.: As long as this is the case, it is not true that it is
a sharing or a coparticipation. I mean, as long as we are in this
stage, the child imagines that the breast appeared because he
or she wished it to appear. The decisive moment, as Freud
knew very well, is the moment the child becomes aware that
it wishes for the breast to appear and the breast does not
appear. And there is always a moment like that and this
corresponds, like Melanie Klein would say, and very rightly
so, to the “bad breast.” This is also the root of the
fundamental ambivalence in all human relations. I mean the
Other has, all the time, inherited these two sides of the good
breast and the bad breast, the good figure and the bad figure.
Most of the time, the one totally covers and dominates the
other. Therefore, we love or we hate people. For people we
are related to, one or the other element predominates. But we
all know that in even the greatest love there is always hidden
the negative element, which does not prevent it from being a
love.

The real change comes first, when the child has to
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admit that the mother [and not himself or herself] is master of
the breast and the master of signification. And another
breaking point is when the child discovers that there is no
master of signification. Now, in most societies, up until now,
this only happens to a very limited number of people. Because
Yahweh is master of signification, or the Secretary of the
Party, or perhaps the scientist.

D.M.: So, when the Grand Inquisitor claims that
people need the Church to be their master of signification (he
doesn’t, of course, use that phrase), and accuses Christ of
cruelty for refusing to take on the role of master of
signification, what do you think of that? What do you think of
the Inquisitor’s plan?

C.C.: I think that the positing of the problem is
genuine. It corresponds with what you are saying. The only
thing is that the Inquisitor takes a normative position and says
that this fact is transhistorical, and produces a situation that is
as it ought to be. We say that there is another stage.

D.M.: I think it is crucial to locate the psychical roots
of autonomy in the later stages of realizing that there are no
masters of signification, rather than in the return to some kind
of infantile state of shared signification.

C.C.: But “shared signification” implies what? Unless
you have a concept of some biological sociability of the
human animal, which I don’t believe can hold water, the
shared signification can come only from positing two separate
and independent persons, as entities in themselves. There is
A and there is B and there is he or she and me and he or she
thinks or wishes or calls things that way and I call them this
way and some common ground can be found. But this is a
quite late stage.

Some embryonic elements of this—this is a difficult
point because, after all, we can never be in the psyche of an




Psychoanalysis and Society | 35

infant of six months or even eighteen months—some
embryonic elements of this might be there before. But I think
that this situation exists qualitatively only from the point in
time when the infant has been able to recognize its mother as
both an independent and limited entity.

D.L.: Are you talking about an Oedipal resolution?

C.C.: No, I think that that is another specific
discussion. What has not been recognized among left-wing
critics of the Oedipal construction of Freud, granted that there
is a lot of patriarchic ideology in the Freudian construction, is
that the main point about the Oedipal problem for Freud is the
problem of civilization. It is not so much the wish to make
love to your mother and kill your father; it is the problem that
as long as you are only two there is no society. There has to
be a third term to break this face-to-face. The face-to-face is
fusion, or totally dominating the other, or totally being
dominated by the other. The other is the total object, or you
are the total object of the other. And in order that this sort of
quasi-psychotic absoluteness be broken, you have to have a
third term. And never mind if it is the father or the maternal
uncle. I mean the discussions between Bronislaw Malinowski
and Géza Roheim are so irrelevant. Is it the father, or is it the
maternal uncle, and so on—the main point is not there. The
main point is that you can’t have just two; you must have a
third element. Of course, this does not lead to the conclusion
that the father must be the master—that is a total non
sequitur. And you even must have a fourth element. I mean
this couple has to behave in such a way as to bring the child
to the awareness that the father is not the source or the origin
of the law, and that he himself is just one among many, many
other fathers—that there is a human collectivity, you see?

And this Freud had seen. People always quote the
myth of Totem and Taboo ending up with the killing of the
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father and the ceremonial ritual feast. They forget the
collective oath of the brothers, which is the real founding
stone of society. Each of the brothers renounces omnipotence,
renounces the omnipotence of the primaeval father: I am not
going to have all the women and I will not kill anyone. This
is self-limitation through collective positing of the law.

D.M.: That’s a good place to think about what you
were saying before. This union of radicals, or collection of
radicals exemplary in its capacity for self-government and its
capacity to avoid the attraction of force and domination.
When you were saying that, I was thinking about the brother
horde in Totem and Taboo. Do you think that they are a kind
of mythic metaphor for the group of revolutionaries that you
were describing?

C.C.: That’s not the way I would put it. I just want to
say that when Freud was writing Totem and Taboo, he was
facing the problem of the initial institution of society. Of
course, Totem and Taboo is a myth and it is silly to criticize
it even if Freud took it to be a sort of history about the
exactness of which we would never be sure but which
represents more or less how things happened—this is
irrelevant. I mean, he was wrong in that. But his
preoccupation was with the ontological conditions for a
society to exist in which nobody could exert unlimited power
like the primaeval father. In this respect, not the myth itself,
but the meanings that are in the myth are very important. I
mean society is there precisely at the moment when there is a
self-limitation of all the brothers, all the brothers and sisters.

D.M.: But even in that myth, they create a totem, and
the totem is always present, as a master of signification. It is
there as a reminder always.

C.C.: Yeah, and with the ambivalent relation to it. I
think, precisely, that the totem is the embodiment of the
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heteronomy in hitherto existing societies. This is the point
where Freud is very deep, though probably unconsciously so,
but such is a great thinker. What is the totem? After a while
it becomes a pantheon of gods, or the unique god, or the
institution, or the Party. And this is what the Lacanians and
other people would call “the symbolic.” Here we can see the
shortcomings of the concept: making of it a normative
concept. For the totem is the “symbolic” rendered totally
independent and endowed with magical power. It is an
imaginary creation instituted and endowed with magical
power.

D.L.: But as you say, it’s always necessary that there
be institutions.

C.C.: Ah, yes, but not as totems.

D.L.: So they would be created and taken down...

C.C.: That’s right.

D.L.: ...in continual construction.

C.C.: That’s right. With this particular relationship
that certainly is very difficult to achieve: [ know that the laws
are our creation, that we can change them. But as soon as we
have not changed them, in a society that [ recognize is in fact
run democratically, I am still obliged to follow them, because
I know human community is not possible otherwise.

People usually forget that laws of language are, after
all, shared conventions. And there have been silly people like
Roland Barthes saying that fascism and heteronomy are there
in the language because you can’t change the rules. This is not
fascism or heteronomy. It is the recognition of the fact that
there can be no human collectivity without somehow arbitrary
and conventional rules. And, on the contrary, language does
not put me into serfdom; it liberates me.

D.M.: But when those rules begin to have an aura
about them, a totemic aura, then they become problematic.
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C.C.: That’s right. Then they become alienating.

D.L.: To follow another point. The brothers did not in
fact renounce omnipotence, but split off part of their
omnipotence and preserved it in the totem.

C.C.: They renounce omnipotence and they attribute
an imaginary omnipotence to the totem. And that’s the
compensating factor in this alienated, still alienated, psychical
economy of the brothers in the myth. The political question is:
Is this compensating, alienating factor really necessary for the
human collectivity? I say there is no theoretical answer to the
question. I mean, the proof of the pudding is in the eating, and
this is what radical or revolutionary action is all about.
Positing and trying to prove in fact that we do not need a
totem, but that we can limit our own powers without investing
them in a mythical entity.

D.L.: It would follow then that there is a parallel in
“working through” between the collectivity and the
individual. That is, that there’s a kind of uncertainty about
history, a vision of indeterminacy in which one does not
resolve the question of history and in which one does not
solve the past and know from the past exactly what to do. A
collectivity is able to take a position in which the future can
be worked through.

C.C.: Absolutely. That’s absolutely correct and I think
this is the correct position. In fact, I think the true human
position is to assume, in the French sense of the word: to
accept, to take over the indeterminacy, the risk, knowing that
there is no safeguard, and no guarantee. I mean the safeguards
and the guarantees that exist are trivial and not worth talking
about. In the real decisive moment, there is no safeguard and
no guarantee. We have to take the risks and to take the risks
means we are responsible for our actions. Of course, a full
concept of responsibility would imply conscience. Always
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there is the “I did not know.” I mean you can argue that way
in front of a court, but in front of your own eyes, even though
knowing we are not omniscient, you still cannot simply argue,
“I did not know.” You just have to take on a standard by
which you are really responsible.

D.M.: Are there people in France who are engaged in
dialogue like the one we just made? I mean, not just here and
there, but is there any kind of...

C.C.: Iwouldn’t be able to answer. ... This is the sort
of dialogue I am trying to promote.

D.M.: I mean, are you successful—are you being
successful?

C.C.: I cannot judge. Not very much for the time
being, though.

D.L.: Well, those of us doing it in New York would
certainly like to stay in contact with you.

C.C.: By all means. [ would be very glad. I found our
discussion to be very positive.'

'T/E: Beginning with “Well, those of us...,” included here is a last
D.L./C.C. exchange, which was dropped from DH.
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Lutter: What is the use of Marx today, for militants
who want to fight against capitalism, be it Western capitalism
or the bureaucratic societies of Eastern Europe?

Cornelius Castoriadis: It is not quite appropriate to
speak in terms of usefulness, since an author is not a tool.
That said, if one reads Marx as all great authors should be
read (not in order to find in him a dogma or ready-made
truths, but critically) one understands what it means to think,
one discovers new ways of thinking and of criticizing thought.

In this respect, Marx is a particularly difficult and
even “dangerous” author; indeed, he is so “deceptive” that he
managed to deceive himself. Marx has written a very great
number of works, but his writings are neither homogeneous
nor consistent; Marx is a complex and ultimately antinomic
author.

Why antinomic? Because Marx provides us with a
relatively new idea or inspiration or intuition, namely that it
is men who make their own history, and that the emancipation
of the workers will be accomplished by the workers
themselves. In other words, the source of truth, especially in

“Interview with libertarian militants recorded March 23, 1983 and
published in Lutter, 5 (May-August 1983). Reprinted in DH, 74-85 (90-
104 of the 1999 reprint). English translation in Thesis Eleven, 8 (1984):
124-32. [T/E: “Amended and corrected for Solidarity by” the author,
Franco Schiavoni’s Thesis Eleven translation appeared as “Marx Today:
The Tragicomical Paradox” in Solidarity Journal, 17 (Summer 1988):
7-15, thus after the DH reprint. The present, edited version Americanizes
spelling and punctuation as well as standardizes the text while restoring
some phrases previously present only in the French original and placing
in brackets some French phrases that may help clarify Solidarity’s edited
translation. In order to avoid confusion and to conform to Castoriadis’s
usual distinction, “technology” has been changed to “technique” or
“technics” when the original French has technique.]
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the realm of politics, is not to be sought in heaven or in
books, but in the living activities of people operating within
society. This apparently simple and even commonplace idea
implies a great number of extremely important consequences
that Marx never managed to bring out. Why? Because at the
same time, that is to say since his youth, Marx was dominated
by the ghost of a complete, total, fully accomplished theory.
Not by the ghost of the obviously indispensable theoretical
work, but by the ghost of the definitive system.

Thus, from The German Ideology onwards, he sets
himself up as the theoretician who has discovered the law
ruling society and history, the law of how society functions,
the law of the order of appearance of social formations within
history, the “law of capitalist economy,” and so on.

This second element, which we are justified in calling
the theoretical or speculative element, dominates Marx’s
thought and attitude from the very beginning. It relegates the
first element to some lapidary and enigmatic expressions.
This helps us understand why he spent thirty years of his adult
life in an attempt to finish Capital, the book whose task was
to prove theoretically, and on the basic of economic
considerations, the inevitability of the collapse of capitalism.
Marx would obviously fail in this attempt, and he could not
finish Capital.

The second clement is false, and at the same time
incompatible with the first. Either history is really governed
by laws, and in that case a truly human activity is impossible,
except perhaps in a technical sense; or human beings really
make their own history, and then the task of theory will be
directed not to discovering “laws,” but to the elucidation of
the conditions within which human activity unfolds, the
regularity of their appearance, and so on.

However, it is this second element that has enabled
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Marx and Marxism to play such an important and catastrophic
role in the working-class movement. In Marx, people have
sought (and have believed that they had found) a certain
number of ready-made truths. They have believed that all
truths, or in any case the most important truths, can be found
in Marx, and that it is therefore not worthwhile, and even
dangerous and suspect, to think for oneself. It is this second
position that has legitimized the bureaucracies of the
working-class organizations invoking Marx and that has
helped them to become the official and authorized interpreters
of socialist orthodoxy.

One must acknowledge that the success of the Marxist
claim to represent scientific truth has not done violence to
people. It has, indeed, represented an answer to something
people were seeking and are still seeking. At a very deep
level, this something corresponds to the alienation, the
heteronomy of people. People need certainties, they need
psychological and intellectual security. They consequently
tend to abdicate the task of thinking for themselves, and to
entrust it to others.

And, of course, the theory is there to provide
pseudoguarantees. Our theory proves that capitalism is
doomed to collapse and to be “followed by socialism.” The
nineteenth-century fascination with “science” is obviously
still alive, a fascination made stronger by the fact that this
strange “science” (Marxism) claims to be “objective,” namely
independent of the wishes and desires of those professing it.
At the same time, like a magician pulling a rabbit out of a hat,
the “science” is able to “produce” a future condition of
mankind in full harmony with our wishes and desires:
“historical laws” that guarantee that the society of the future
will necessarily be a “good society.”

Incidentally, it is funny to see Marxists, interminably




Marx Today 43

busy “interpreting” this or that point of Marx’s theory, never
asking themselves the Marxist question par excellence: How
has Marxism really worked in real history, and why? This
simple fact totally and irrevocably disqualifies them.

Lutter: We can then find a totalitarian aspect within
the very conception of theory, its nature and role, in Marx
himself. But libertarians tend to condemn Marxism globally
and rather hurriedly, by claiming that it contains the
theoretical foundations of what they call authoritarian
socialism (Leninism, Stalinism, and so on). But don’t you
think that it is possible to find in Marx categories and
theoretical notions that could be useful to the struggle for self-
management?

C.C.: Marx’s relationship with the birth of
totalitarianism is a very complex question. I would not talk
about a totalitarian theory. The term totalitarianism applies
to social and political regimes. I do not think that Marx was
totalitarian, nor that he was “the father” of totalitarianism. It
is quite simple to prove it. Marxism did not give rise only to
Leninism-Stalinism. First and foremost, it gave rise to Social
Democracy, which can be described in many ways but cannot
be called totalitarian. Many historical ingredients were
necessary to give birth to totalitarianism. Among the most
important of these we can list the creation by Lenin of the
very type of totalitarian organization, the Bolshevik Party, and
the role it was given within the State and Russian society after
1917. From this point of view, Lenin is the real “father” of
totalitarianism.

No doubt some of the ingredients can be traced back
to Marx himself and to his theory. I have tried to discuss these
in the texts published in Socialisme ou Barbarie in 1959
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(“Proletariatand Organization”)' and then in 1964 (“Marxism
and Revolutionary Theory”), now republished as the first part
of The Imaginary Institution of Society.

The first ingredient, to which I have already alluded,
is the very position of theory as such. Just like Hegelian
philosophy, Marx’s theory is presented as the “last theory”: it
takes the place of Hegel’s “Absolute Knowledge.” Naturally,
Marxists will protest and swear that they do not think in these
terms. But we must consider what they actually do. They can
chatter about “dialectics,” “relativism,” etc., but their “work”
is always directed to interpreting (correcting, completing,
improving, etc.) Marx’s thought, as if, on the whole, one had
to remain permanently submitted to that thought. In general,
their practice corresponds to the affirmation that the
fundamental truth about our times was told by Marx. This has
grotesque consequences, for instance in the realm of
economics. More than a century after the conception and
formulation of Marx’s ideas and analyses, Marxists continue
to want to prove at all costs that Marx was right, as if the
important thing were to salvage some of Marx’s statements,
rather than to ascertain and understand what really happens in
the economic field.

This concept of theory as “the last theory” (in effect as
“Absolute Knowledge™) is not something external, which
could be discarded while allowing the rest to be saved. It is
imperatively born out of and demanded by the very content of
theory. The latter claims that, on the one hand, the proletariat
is the “last class” in history, and, on the other hand, that to

"T/E: The first part of “Proletariat and Organization” (1959) now appears
in PSW2. Excerpts were reprinted in SouBA. The second and final part
(also from 1959) is projected to be included, along with the first part, in
the second volume of the eight-volume Political Writings.
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each class there corresponds a conception that “truly”
expresses its interests or historical role. It follows that either
Marxism is nothing at all, or it is the theory, the only true
theory of the proletariat, the “last class” in history. And, if this
theory is the theoretical expression of the historical situation
of the proletariat, questioning it is tantamount to opposing the
proletariat, to becoming a “class enemy,” and so on (these
things have been said, and acted upon, millions of times).

But what happens if someone, you, me, a worker, does
not agree? Well, “he places himself outside his class.” He
joins the side of the “class enemy.” We can thus see that one
fundamental component of Marxism is absolutely
unacceptable to a democratic working-class movement, to a
democratic revolutionary movement. Democracy is
impossible without freedom and diversity of opinion.
Democracy implies that, in the political field, no one
possesses a science that can justify statements such as “this is
true; this is false,” and so on. Otherwise, anyone “possessing”
such a “science” could and should take a sovereign position
in the body politic.

This is exactly what has happened, at the ideological
level, within the Leninist parties. The ruling bureaucracy of
the working-class parties of the Second International
legitimized itself in its own eyes and sought to legitimize
itself in the eyes of the workers on the strength of this idea:
we are those who hold the truth, Marxist theory. But a theory
merely consists of words and sentences, necessarily endowed
with several possible meanings and thus requiring an
interpretation. An interpretation itself still consists of words
and sentences themselves requiring an interpretation, and so
on. How can all that be stopped? Churches found an answer
long ago: they defined an orthodox interpretation and, above
all, areal structure [instance réel] that incarnates, guarantees,
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and “defends” orthodoxy. And it is never noted that this
reactionary monstrosity, the idea of orthodoxy and of
guardians of orthodoxy, seizes the working-class movement
and enslaves it through Marxism and thanks to Marxism. At
this level, Leninism has definitely been more consistent than
Social Democracy, hence its much greater success.

There is another example, another ingredient that has
played a very great role in legitimizing Leninist-Stalinist
bureaucracy: the talk of crypto-Stalinists and fellow travelers
aimed at covering up the horrors of the Stalinist regime.
Historical materialism maintains that each stage of the
development of the productive forces is accompanied by a
specific social regime, and that the establishment
[instauration] of socialism is therefore dependent upon a
“sufficient” degree of development of the productive forces.
It follows that even though Stalin kept terrorizing, murdering,
sending millions of people to Siberia, factories were still
being constructed, and also therefore the material bases of
Socialism. Thanks to a “sufficient” development of the
productive system, the other evils [fous ces phénomeénes
malheureux], which can be attributed to the “backwardness”
of the Russian productive forces, will finally disappear. Even
today, if you scratch a Communist a little, he will talk exactly
like this. This is the outcome of the content of Marxist theory.
Socialism is not seen as a political and historical project, the
socially rooted activity of a great number of people who aim
at modifying the institution of society, but as the result of an
objective historical movement incarnated by the development
of the productive forces.

Lutter: But are there or are there not, in Marx, ideas
that can be used in the struggle for self-management?

C.C.: I will use the example I know best, my own.
When I began to write on self-management, on the collective
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management of production and of social life in 1949, from the
first number of Socialisme ou Barbarie 1 was a Marxist. And
I'thought that the idea of collective workers’ management was
the necessary way of giving concrete form to the Marxist
conception of socialism. But once I began to develop this idea
starting in 1955 (in “The Content of Socialism™),? I rapidly
realized that it was profoundly incompatible with Marx’s
conception and that in that respect Marx was useless.

In developing the idea of workers’ management, of the
management of production by the producers themselves, one
rapidly comes up against the question of technique. Marx has
nothing to say on this issue. Marx and Marxists have provided
no critique of capitalist technics [la technique capitaliste].
What they criticize is the misappropriation in favor of
capitalists of a technics that appears, as such, unquestionable.

And is there, in Marx, a critique of the organization of
capitalist factories? No, there is not. He does, of course,
denounce its most cruel and inhuman aspects. But in Marx’s
view, this organization is a true incarnation of rationality,
because it is completely and necessarily dictated by the state
of technique. Nothing central to it can, therefore, be changed.
This is I why he thinks that production and the economy are
destined to remain within the realm of necessity, and that “the
realm of freedom” can be built only outside the realm of
necessity through the reduction of the working day.” It is like
saying that work, in itself, is slavery and cannot ever become
a center for the unfolding of human creativity.

In point of fact, contemporary technics is well and

>T/E: The first part of “On the Content of Socialism” (1955) now appears
in PSW1, the second and third parts (1957 and 1958) in PSW2.

3T/E: See ch. 48 in vol. 3 of Marx’s Capital.
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truly capitalistic; there is nothing neutral about it. It is
modeled upon specifically capitalist objectives, which do not
consist so much in the increase of profits as, above all, in the
elimination of the role of human beings in production, in the
subordination of producers in the impersonal mechanisms of
the productive process. Consequently, as long as this type of
technics prevails, it is impossible to speak of self-
management. The self-management of the assembly line by
the assembly-line workers is a sinister joke. To establish
self-management, it is necessary to abolish the assembly line
[casser la chaine]. I am not saying that all existing factories
should be destroyed overnight. Nevertheless, a revolution that
does not immediately tackle the question of a conscious
transformation of technics in order to allow people, as
individuals, as groups, as a working collectivity, to have
access to the control of the production process—such a
revolution would be condemned to a rapid death. People who
work on the assembly line six days a week cannot be expected
to enjoy, as Lenin pretended, Sundays of soviet freedom.
Marx did not and could not develop such a critique of
technique. The reason is profoundly bound to his conception
of history. Like Hegel’s “Reason” or “Spirit of the World,” in
Marx it is the “rationality” incarnated by technique (the
“development of productive forces”) that makes history
advance. This explains why Marx and Marxism could only be
massive obstacles to amovement aiming at self-management,
autonomy, or self-government of human collectivities.
Lutter: However, in reading your writings, which have
obviously developed in time and fortunately show a thought
in a state of evolution, one gets the impression that, while you
formulate a very caustic critique of Marxism, you utilize a
number of categories molded or at least systemized [mise en
ordre] by Marx. One example is when you show that the
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societies of Eastern Europe practice exploitation. On the other
hand, your critique of technology is quite valid. But in
positing the elements of a revolutionary project, you, too, rely
upon certain aspects of existing technology that in your
opinion can be positively utilized [possibilité de
détournement]. Data processing, for example, can be an
element leading to the totalitarianization of society but can
also be appropriately transformed and become an element of
democracy throughout the world.

C.C.: Once again it must be said that Marx is a very
important author. But in the history of Greco-Western society,
we can find about thirty or forty authors of equal importance,
whose ideas, methods, etc., are being constantly utilized
without anyone, for that reason, being called a Platonist, an
Aristotelian, a Kantian, and I know not what. In this
perspective, Marx enjoys no privilege.

Marx does hold a privileged position in relation to the
first element of the antinomy I formulated earlier, to the
extent that he sees that it is the living activity of human
beings that creates social and historical forms (it is no
accident that Marx does not express the concept in these
terms). At the same time, he does not simply decide to wait
for the next stage of this activity, but he takes up a political
stand. He wants to be an active part of the movement or take
charge of it (in this last formulation we can see already the
sinister ambiguity underlying this position). Having a
historical project, and trying, at the same time, to understand
to what extent this political project is nourished and borne by
historical reality, by the workers’ struggle against capitalism,
therein lies Marx’s originality, his absolute singularity.
Insofar as I still personally feel a specific link with Marx, it is
through this element that he taught me (or that I found in
him). But this does not mean “being a Marxist.”
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Once we come to content, it is obvious that several
notions put forward by Marx have now become incorporated
in our thought. But even in these cases we are compelled to be
critical and to move further. One example is my text “The
Social Regime in Russia” (Esprit, July-August 1978,
republished by Editions Le Vent du Chemin),* in which I
summarize in the form of theses all I have written on Russia
since 1946. The exposition begins with a somewhat
educational part, intended for Marxists, which makes use of
the notions of the relations of production and of classes
defined in terms of their positions within these relations, so as
to say to them: If you are really Marxists, you must agree that
the Russian regime is based on exploitation, that it is a class
regime, and so on. But immediately after, I show that this
analysis is quite unsatisfactory, because, for example, in
Russia, the total political subjugation of the working class
totally transforms its position, even within the relations of
production. This leads us very far. Independently of the
concrete case of Russia, this situation carried deep
implications both in respect to concepts and in respect to
methodology. It means that I cannot define the position of a
social category within the relations of production solely by
taking into consideration the relations of production.
Consequently, the concept of “historical determinism” and the
view that the base determines the superstructures and that the
economy determines politics begin to crumble.

As for technology, what I wish to say is that there is
no neutrality of technique as to how technique is actually
applied. To give an example, television, as it is today, is a

*T/E: “The Social Regime in Russia,” now in CR, is omitted from CL2 in
order to be included instead in the fifth volume of the projected eight-
volume Political Writings series.
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means of brutalization. And it would be false to say that
another society would use this television differently; there
would no longer be this television in a different society. Many
things would have to be modified in televison, to allow it to
be “used differently.” This type of relationship, in which
everybody is connected to a single actively emitting center,
while all the others hold the position of passive, horizontally
unrelated receivers, obviously constitutes an alienating
political structure, incarnated within the applied technics.
How all this could be changed is another issue, an issue that
cannot be solved by a single individual, but partakes of social
creativity.

What remains true is that in today’s scientific and
technical knowledge there is a potential that must be explored
and exploited with a view to modifying present technique [/a
technique effective].

Lutter: If we want to summarize your thought on
Marx, we can say that you consider him an important author,
useful in certain respects, but that it is useless to refer to
Marxism as if it were an accomplished system of thought.
You consider the usefulness of Marx to be very relative
indeed.

C.C.: There is something that has amazed and even
shocked me for a long time. There is a tragicomical paradox
in the spectacle of people who claim to be revolutionary, who
wish to overthrow the world and at the same time try to cling
at all costs to a reference system, who would feel lost if the
author or the system that guarantees the truth of what they
believe, were to be taken away from them. How is it possible
not to see that these people place themselves by their own
volition in a position of mental subjection to a work that is
already there, that has mastered a truth that henceforth can
only be interpreted, refined, patched up?
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We must create our own thought as we advance; we
must create it, of course, always in connection with a certain
past, a certain tradition. We must stop believing that the truth
was revealed once and for all in a work written 120 years ago.
It is essential to communicate this conception to people,
especially to young people.

There is something else equally important. It is
impossible to avoid drawing up a balance sheet of the history
of Marxism, of what Marxism has actually become, of how it
worked and still works in real history. First there is Marx
himself, already antinomical, more than complex, more than
open to criticism. Then we have a Marxism without inverted
commas, a number of authors and trends claiming to derive
from Marx, who make an honest and serious attempt at
interpretation (let us say Georg Lukacs up to 1923, or the
Frankfurt School). By the way, this type of Marxism no
longer exists today. And then we have “Marxism,” the
historically powerful and overwhelming “Marxism” of the
bureaucratic States, of Stalinist parties, of their various
appendages. It is a “Marxism” that plays an extremely
important role; indeed, it is the only Marxism to play a real
role. It still continues (almost no longer in Europe, but still to
a great extent in the Third World) to attract people who want
to do something against the horrible situations prevailing in
their countries. It continues to convince them to join
movements that appropriate [confisquent] their activities and
deflect them to the benefit [vers [’établissement] of
bureaucratic regimes. This “Marxism” still continues to offer
a cover of legitimacy to the Russian regime and its
expansionist undertakings.

Lutter: This is true, but we are still faced with a
problem. Militants do need psychological security, but this is
only one side of the story. A revolutionary who wants to
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transform the world needs a certain number of tools. One
cannot just face the world, keep one’s eyes and ears wide
open, and try to understand in a subjective manner. | agree
with your critical remarks, but I still think that the problem of
the reference framework remains. It is the type of process that
you got involved in, to some extent, when you wrote The
Imaginary Institution of Society; the first third of the book is
devoted to a critical assessment of Marxism. Today there
remains a real void, a real gap.

C.C.:Iamnot suggesting that everyone should start by
making a tabula rasa. In any case, no one does it and no one
can do it. Everyone carries along, at all times, an ensemble of
ideas, convictions, readings, etc. The question is to get rid of
the idea that there is, before one starts, a given theory in a
privileged position. When I wrote the beginning of the text
you mentioned, [ aimed among other things at destroying this
idea because I am convinced that it bars the way to lucid
thinking [réfléchir lucidement].

But let us consider seriously the problem you raise. It
is true that we need to find an orientation in the modern
[contemporain] world. And we do need to elucidate our
project for a future society, what we want, what people want,
what the project implies, how it could be implemented, what
new problems and contradictions it might give rise to, and so
on.

Concerning all these things, Marx has nothing to say,
strictly nothing, except that we must abolish private property
in the means of production, which is right, provided that we
know exactly what this means (after all, don’t nationalizations
continue to pass as socialism?). And there are other problems
as well: all forced collectivization is to be radically excluded.
At bottom, all the essential ideas that still maintain some
relevance for us as revolutionaries had already been
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formulated by the working-class movement before Marx,
between 1800 and 1848, more exactly in the newspapers of
the first English trade-unions and in the writings of the French
socialists.

And if we want to find an orientation in the
contemporary social world, such as it exists, our main object
(in respect to power structures, economics, and even culture)
is obviously bureaucracy and bureaucratic Apparatuses. What
can Marx tell us on these issues? Nothing. Less than nothing,
worse than nothing. It is by means of Marx’s ideas that
Trotskyists have sought for sixty years to eliminate the
problem of the bureaucracy: “the problem is the ownership of
capital, not the bureaucracy; the bureaucracy is not a class,”
and so on—whereas it is clear that the problem lies more and
more in the bureaucracy, and not in “capital” (in Marx’s
sense).

And it is not just the bureaucracy “opposite us,” as a
dominant layer: it is also the bureaucracy “in us,” the
enormous and anguishing questions raised by the perpetual
and perpetually recurring bureaucratization of all
organizations, trade unions, political parties, and so on. This
has been a fundamental experience for a century. Yet Marx
and Marxism have nothing to say about this. Worse: they
blind us. It is not possible, within Marxism, to conceive of a
working-class bureaucracy, rising from a political and
organizational differentiation, and pursuing its own
objectives, becoming “autonomous” and finally seizing power
and the State for its own benefit. From a Marxist viewpoint,
such a bureaucracy must not exist, because it is not rooted in
the “relations of production.” So much the worse for reality,
since Stalinism exists all the same.
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Michel Reynaud: In terms of your double practice, in
politics and in psychoanalysis, do you see the appearance of
any new clinical signs in the present-day social malaise, and
how do you interpret them?

Cornelius Castoriadis: Your question contains, as you
know, multiple traps. To diagnose significant changes in
symptomatology, one would have to have at one’s disposal all
at once a rigorous and univocal nosology, temporal distance,
reliable methods of statistical observation, etc. None of that
exists—or even has any meaning—in the domain with which
we are concerned. Keeping this firmly in mind, I agree with
the long-held view that—psychosis aside—the manner in
which neurosis, and psychical disorders more generally, are
manifesting themselves has changed. The classic
symptomatology, that of obsessional neurosis or hysteria, no
longer appears as frequently and clearly. What is observed
much more often among people who ask to be analyzed is
disorientation in life, instability, emotional disturbances
[phénomenes dits “caractériels”’], or adepressive disposition.
To me, this series of phenomena seems to establish a
homology among an ongoing process, the relative
destructuration of society, and a destructuration or lesser
structuration of the personality, its pathology included. A
large proportion of people seems to suffer from a sort of
formless or “soft” neurosis: no acute drama, no intense
passions, but a loss of bearings, going hand in hand with an
extreme lability of characters and behaviors.

M.R.: Could you be more specific about what you call

“Interview recorded on November 21, 1983. Originally published in
Synapse, 1 (January 1984): 50-56. Reprinted as “Psychanalyse et société
IL” in DH, pp. 91-103 (112-27 of the 1999 reprint). [T/E: The present
translation first appeared in R7T/(TBS).]
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destructuration?

C.C.: This is a new sociological and -cultural
phenomenon. We can gauge it by comparison with the
past—a past some of us still know. Not only in traditional
societies, but even in Western capitalist society, socially
imposed and accepted—that is to say, internalized—""values”
and “norms” existed. Corresponding to these were ways of
being and ways of making and doing things, “models” for
what each person could be and had to be, according to the
place into which her birth, her parents’ wealth, etc. had
thrown her. Even if transgressed—and certainly they
were—these models were generally accepted; when
combated, they were combated to make other values prevail
(for example, submissive worker/revolutionary militant).
Such as they were, these models provided obvious bearings
for the social functioning of individuals. For example, in the
raising of children, there was no ambiguity over what a child
could and could not, should and should not do. And that
provided a clear outline of conduct for parents in the
education of their children.

Quite obviously, all that cohered more or less with the
instituted social system. Here I am speaking about the de
facto situation: a value judgment about this social system and
these models is another matter. We know that both went hand
in hand with oppressive structures. Nevertheless, it
functioned. The dysfunctioning of society was situated at
other levels: class conflicts, economic crises, wars.

At present, norms and values are wearing down and
collapsing. The models being proposed, to the extent that they
still exist at all, are flat or hollow, as is said. The media,
television, the advertising industry offer models, certainly.
They are the models of “success”: they operate from the
outside, but they cannot truly be internalized; they cannot be
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valued; they could never respond to the question: What ought
I to do?

Marcos Zafiropoulos: Could it be said that now there
are systems of identification that are being proposed outside
the family, that it is no longer a question of systems internal
to the family, which used to be transmitted from father to
son?

C.C.: You are right, and I was going to come to that.
In its time, the family formed the concrete link between the
social institution and the process of forming and educating the
individual psyche; it matters little, in this regard, that
(justified) criticisms can be made about its patriarchic
character, etc. The great fact today is the dislocation of the
family. I am not talking about divorce statistics but about the
fact that the family is no longer a normative center for people:
parents no longer know what they should permit or prohibit.
And they have just as bad a conscience when they do prohibit
as when they do not. In theory, this family role could have
been filled by other social institutions. In Western societies,
school was, quite obviously, such an institution. School,
however, is itself in crisis. Everyone talks now of the crisis of
education, the crisis in its programs, in its contents, in the
pedagogical relationship, etc. In my case, [ have written about
it since the early 1960s." The essential aspect of this crisis,
however, one that no one talks about, lies elsewhere. It is that
no one any longer invests in, that is to say, cathects, as such,
the school and education. Not so very long ago, school was,
for parents, a venerated place, for children an almost complete
universe, for teachers more or less a vocation. At present, it is
for teachers and pupils an instrumental form of forced labor,

'In “Student Youth” (1963) and “The Crisis of Modern Society” (1966),
both now in PSW3.



http://libcom.org/files/cc_psw_v3.pdf

58 KAIROS

a site for present or future breadwinning (or an
incomprehensible and rejected form of coercion), and, for
parents, a source of anxiety: “Will my child get into the right
schools [[’enfant, sera-t-il ou non admis a la filiere menant au
Bac C]?”

M.Z.: Shouldn’t one introduce here distinctions
according to which social class one comes from? In the
1960s, there was an upturn in educational consumption for all
social classes. Today, in order to assure one’s place in the
process of social reproduction, one no longer can gain
legitimacy simply with an inherited status; one must gain the
approval that comes with a diploma, even if one has a small
amount of economic capital. Is it not a bit paradoxical, in
relation to what you are saying, this educational
overconsumption and this lack of cathexis of which you are
speaking?

C.C.: Itis only apparently a paradox. Economic value
having become the only value, educational overconsumption
and anxiety on the part of the parents of all social categories
concerning the scholarly success of their children is uniquely
related to the piece of paper their children will or will not
obtain. This factor has become ever weightier these past few
years. For, with the rise in unemployment, this piece of paper
no longer automatically opens up the possibility of a job; the
anxiety is redoubled, for now the child must obtain the right
piece of paper. School is the place where one obtains (or does
not obtain) this paper; it is simply instrumental—it no longer
is the place that is supposed to make the child a human being.
Thirty years ago, in Greece, the traditional expression was: “I
am sending you to school so that you may become a human
being—anthropos.”

M.R.: Hasn’t what you're describing in fact
accelerated over the past few years? Since 1975, people are
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looking in all directions, and in somewhat desperate fashion.
Since the late 1970s, to the loss of general values has come to
be added a sense of disarray.

C.C.: Certainly. The economic crisis would not have
been lived in the same way by people had it not occurred
during this period of atrophy of values. Without this
extraordinary wearing down of values, people would no doubt
have acted differently.

M.R.: Isn’t there a risk of a return, by a swing of the
pendulum, to extremely rigid values?

C.C.: There has indeed been a return of reactionary
policies, Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher, supported by
the rejection of what was considered a period of
permissiveness. But what actually happened? The effects have
remained limited to the superficial political level; or, on the
economic level, the poorest layers of society have been
attacked. Nothing, however, in the underlying sociological
situation has been modified by Reagan’s presidency or
Thatcher’s government. These same people who shout about
law and order behave exactly like the rest of society. And,
were one to return—it is not impossible—to a generation of
“strict parents,” that would change nothing. For, these strict
parents would still have to believe in something, and the
entire way in which society operates would have to permit
one to believe in that something, or make believe that one
believes in it, without the antinomies and contradictions
becoming too frequent and too flagrant. That is not the case,
and we are as far as ever from such a situation.

M.Z.: Perhaps it would be that, fathers no longer
having any beliefs, they transmit this nonbelief to their sons,
and the sons inherit this nonbelief. At that point, the law
would no longer be an impediment to the demand for
enjoyment [jouissance]. This might explain, on the clinical
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level, signs like the wave of drug addiction we are now
dealing with.

C.C.: What you are saying could be made more
precise by asking a question: What is it, today, to be a father?
Let us suppose that the answer to the question, What is it to be
a mother? is less difficult—though that would be superficial,
because in fact the two are inseparable, and because,
moreover, in reality more and more women are obliged to
assume both roles. I do not have the figures in my head at this
moment, but in the United States the number of female
“heads of households” is constantly on the rise; among
Blacks, it has reached an enormous proportion, on the order
of 90 percent in the case of single “heads” of households. But
let us center on this point: What is it to be a father? Is it
simply to feed the family? Is there a “paternal discourse”
[parole du pere], what is it, where is it, what is it worth, what
gives it value? We began with changes in symptomatology
and we related that to a certain wearing down of
values—concretely represented in the family by the emptiness
of the “paternal discourse” (or, what boils down to the same
thing, the void of the father’s place in the mother). And at the
same time there is, as a function of a host of factors, a
wearing down of reality-testing for children: there is nothing
solid for them to run up against: they mustn’t be deprived;
they mustn’t be frustrated; they mustn’t be hurt; one must
always “understand” them. You know, perhaps, that
marvelous flash of wit by D. W. Winnicott: “I always give at
least one interpretation per session, so that the patient is sure
I have not understood everything.” I am tempted to say,
without kidding, that from time to time one must show the
child that one does not “understand” her. The de facto
experience that one is not necessarily “understood,” even by
those beings who are the closest, is constitutive of the human
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being.

All that is found again on the level of education.
School today proposes for itself simultaneously two
contradictory objectives, each of which, taken separately, is
absurd: mass production of individuals predestined to occupy
this or that place in the apparatus of production, by
mechanical and early selection; or, “giving the child free reign
to express himself.”

M.Z.: To return to France, don’t you think that the
Left’s arrival in the government, which is nonetheless a date
of historical importance, might represent the establishment of
anew environment—or are we still in the stage of mere social
reproduction?

C.C.: What we are attempting to discuss and discern
is situated at much deeper levels of the social world than
political changes in France. The political regime cannot do
very much; indeed, it manifestly does not understand very
much at all, and what it does changes nothing as to the
tendencies we have been evoking here. On the contrary, it
would rather be reinforcing them.

M.Z.: Don’t you think, nonetheless, that the
reintroduction of the notion of history into the speech of the
present political leaders distinguishes them from the
technocratic mentality of the previous set of leaders?

C.C.: But does it suffice that the President of the
French Republic discovers one day the distressing quality of
history textbooks and demands an increase in school hours
devoted to history? Can the collapse of historical awareness
in our societies, the absence of a project for the future, and the
placement of the past into the Frigidaire of history be
countered by textbooks and supplemental hours? We live in
a society that has instaurated a quite original and
unprecedented type of relationship with the past: complete
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disinvestment. Of course, we have numerous admirable
specialists—the search for scientific knowledge requires
that—but for everyone else, the relationship to the past is, at
best, touristic. One visits the Acropolis like one goes to the
Balearic Islands.

M.R.: Our relation to history is probably connected to
family history.

C.C.: Undoubtedly. Formerly, something like a family
history was transmitted from generation to generation. Today,
this nuclear family, withdrawn into itself, in which, at best,
one speaks vaguely of a grandfather and stops there, fits
perfectly the society we are living at this instant.

We must insist on one point: All this is profoundly
linked to the collapse of any prospects for the future. Until the
early Seventies, and despite the already clear-cut wearing
down of values, this society still supported future-oriented
representations, intentions, projects. It matters little what the
content was; it matters little that for some it was revolution,
the Grand Soir, for others progress in the capitalist sense,
increases in living standards, etc. There were, in any case,
images that appeared to be credible, ones to which people
adhered. These images have been emptied from within for
decades, but people did not see it. Then, almost in one go, it
was discovered that this was all just wallpaper covering—and
the next instant, this wallpaper itself became torn. Society has
discovered itself to be without any representation of its own
future, and projectless as well—and that, too, is a historical
novelty.

M.Z.: Don’t you think that in France, after the
experience of the Left in power, and the exhaustion of a
certain type of discourse, there will necessarily be a renewal
of political discourse?

C.C.: I do not see why there would necessarily be a
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renewal. Of course, discourses will always be fabricated. We
are, anyhow, in France; even when everything will become
glazed over, dissertations will continue to be impeccable. But
I am speaking of things of substance. The substance of a
discourse is its political imagination, and that has simply
disappeared. This disappearance of imagination goes hand in
hand with the collapse of will. One has to at least be able to
represent to oneself something that is not in order to be able
to will [vouloir]. And, in one’s deepest layers, one must want
[vouloir] something other than mere repetition in order to be
able to imagine. Now, no will on the part of present-day
society can be glimpsed as concerns what it wants to be
tomorrow—no will other than the frightened and crabby
safeguarding of what is here today. We live in a defensive,
contracted, withdrawn, chilly society.

M.Z.: Aren’t we in a sort of passage, from the man of
guilt (with, behind him, the father, myth, etc.) to the man of
anxiety and enjoyment?

C.C.: Your question touches on two points. First, I
cannot prevent myself from contrasting what is happening
with what I want to happen, my aim, my political and
psychoanalytic project. My aim is for us to pass from a culture
of culpability to a culture of responsibility. Now, a culture of
anxiety and enjoyment, in the sense in which you speak of'it,
would be moving us still further away from that. But, second
point, a culture of anxiety and enjoyment—is it, quite simply,
possible? We are touching here, once again, on the
fundamental, and more than just obscure, problem of the
articulation between the organizations of the psyche and the
institution of society. A culture of culpability—as also a
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culture of shame, to borrow E. R. Dodds’ theme’—is
perfectly conceivable because the affects on which the social
fabrication of individuals in these cultures plays in privileged
fashion can bear an instituted structure, can be its subjective
inclination. It is, however, unclear—at least for me—how a
coherent social institution, one capable of functioning, could
be built upon anxiety and obligatory enjoyment.

M.R.: Functioning responsibly is a cortical operation,
whereas functioning through culpability is much more
instinctual.

C.C.: Undoubtedly, there is a misunderstanding here.
A culture of responsibility is not at all, for me, a culture that
would make function, in individuals, only their intellect and
their reason. I would not be a psychoanalyst if I thought that
such a thing were either possible or desirable.

I have in mind individuals who are capable of taking
responsibility for both their drives and their belonging to a
collectivity, which can exist only as instituted, which cannot
exist without laws or by some miraculous agreement of
spontaneities, as some of our naive leftist friends believed and
still believe.

M.Z.: We are perhaps now in the second moment of
the considerable cultural shock that was 1968, of the idea of
indefinitely enjoying oneself [jouir]. At the time, it was: God
is dead, we can do anything. Now we are coming to realize
that one cannot do very much of anything.

C.C.: On the contrary, it is because God is dead—or
because he never has been—that one cannot do everything. It
is because there is no other instance of authority or “agency”
[instance] that we are responsible.

’E. R. Dodds, The Greeks and the Irrational (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1951), 2™ ed. (2004).
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M.Z.: 1 believe that people are in the process of
experimenting collectively, in a whole section of French
society, on this aspect of things; whence the possibility of an
appeal to a Master who would present himself as a savior.
Master thinkers, gurus, etc., all that has been proliferating
since 1968 in a paradoxical manner.

C.C.: But without truly taking root. The gurus of each
Autumn have faded by the next Spring. However, one could
in effect have said that, in the abstract, the situation, such as
it is, might have led to the emergence of an authoritarian
figure—or fascist or totalitarian movements, etc. But in fact
it isn’t doing so, and I do not believe that this is an accident.
At most, one might have a sort of soft authoritarianism, but to
go any further something else would be required. Crisis does
not suffice; to make a fascist or totalitarian movement, there
needs to be a capacity to believe and an unleashing of passion,
each one connected to the other, each one nourishing the
other. Neither the former nor the latter exists in present-day
society. That is why all the extreme right-wing and extreme
left-wing sects are condemned to making their ridiculous
gesticulations. They play their petty roles, marginal
marionettes in the overall political spectacle, but nothing
more. The French population is absolutely not ready to put on
jackboots and meet by the hundreds of thousands in the Place
de la Concorde to acclaim I don’t know who or what. In
history, certainly, nothing is impossible, but in my view an
“appeal to the Master” is more than improbable, in France as
well as in America or in Germany.

M.R.: One is tempted to ask you the question: Where
do passions come from?

C.C.: I don’t know. Passions here signify, of course,
the near-total mobilization of the affect upon an “object.”
Now, as you know, the affects and their movements are the
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most obscure part of psychical functioning. We have daily
proof of it in psychoanalysis. To the extent that the affects
depend on representations, the labor of psychoanalytic
interpretation functions. To the extent that representations
depend on affects, one is aware that one has very little grasp
at all.

M.Z.: I believe that a central point in your reflections
is the passage from what you call the psychical monad to
socially organized individuals. I believe that it is truly there
that it can be said: “There is a man.” Could you summarize
this idea for us: How does a human being, a man, constitute
himself? Moreover, do you think that desire is a social force?

C.C.: Desire, as such, could not be a social force; for
it to become so, it must cease to be desire; it must be
metabolized. If one speaks of desire in the true sense of the
term, unconscious desire, it evidently is an antisocial, and
even an asocial, monster. A first, superficial description: I
desire that; I take it. I desire someone, I take him or her. I
detest someone, I kill him. The “reign of desire” would be
that. That, however, is still superficial, for this “desire” is
already immensely “civilized,” mediated by a recognition of
reality, etc. True desire forms immediately the psychical
representation that would satisfy it—and it satisfies itself
therein. It also forms contradictory representations: I am man
and woman, here and elsewhere, etc. Against the absurdities
of those in the desire chorus since the mid-1960s, it may
immediately be seen that desire is death, not only of the
others, but first of all of one’s own subject. Desire itself,
however, is only the first breakup of the psychical monad, of
the first, originary unity of the psyche, the limit point one can
attempt to describe as follows: pure pleasure of representation
of the self by the self, completely enclosed upon itself. From
this monad derive the decisive traits of the Unconscious:
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absolute “self-centeredness,” the omnipotence (wrongly
labeled magical—it is real) of thought, the capacity to find
pleasure in representation, the immediate satisfaction of
desire. These traits obviously render the being that bears them
radically unfit for life. The socialization of the psyche—which
implies a sort of forced rupture of the closure of the psychical
monad—is not only what adapts the human being to this or
that form of society; this is what renders it capable of living
at all. By means of this process of socialization of the
psyche—of the social fabrication of the individual—human
societies have succeeded in making the psyche live in a world
that contradicts head on its own most elementary exigencies.
That is the true sense of the term sublimation: sublimation is
the subjective, psychical side of this process that, seen from
the social side, is the fabrication of an individual for which
there is diurnal logic, “reality,” and even acceptance (more or
less) of its mortality. Sublimation presupposes, obviously, the
social institution, for it signifies that the subject succeeds in
cathecting objects that no longer are private imaginary objects
but, rather, social objects, the existence of which is
conceivable only as social and instituted (language, tools,
norms, etc.). These are objects that have a validity, in the
most neutral sense of the term, and impose themselves on an
anonymous and indefinite collectivity. If one really thinks
about it, this passage is rather miraculous.’

M.Z.: The passage to social exchange; for, there no
longer are just objects of the drive, but equivalences.

C.C.: Yes, certainly, there are equivalences and there
are also, just as striking and important, complementarities.
The objects in question here are not and cannot be isolated or
for the moment; they necessarily form a coherent, functioning

3See 1IS, ch. 6, in particular 301-20.
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system. Here is what the Unconscious could never produce;
here is the work of what I call the social imaginary or
instituting society.

In this process of socialization, we always observe this
extraordinary mutual adjustment between a social
institution—which can exist only in deploying itself in these
immense systems of objects, norms, words, significations,
etc.—and a psyche for which, at the outset, nothing of all that
could make any sense, since their very mode of existence is
contrary to the most deep-seated exigencies of the psyche.
The psychical monad is led to renounce in part these
exigencies—and that always signifies violence being exerted
upon it, even when that occurs under the “mildest” of
conditions—at the same time that it creates, successively, a
series of “secondary” organizations, which cover it over
without ever making it disappear and which approach the
mode of operation required by “reality”—that is to say,
society. There is in this process, however, always one
constant—that is why I spoke of “mutual adjustment.” The
social institution can make the psyche do just about
everything—as proved by the infinite diversity of human
cultures—but there are a few minimum requirements. The
social institution can refuse the psyche just about everything
(trivialities aside), but there is one thing that the institution
cannot refuse it if this institution is to exist as a permanent,
stationary regime of society—and that is meaning.

M.Z.: You mean to say the symbolic system.

C.C.: In my terminology, it is a matter of social
imaginary significations. And that has been, of course, the
role of this central institution of society that was until very
recently, in all societies, religion. Here we meet up again with
the problem today: present-day society, due to the wearing out
of its imaginary significations (progress, growth, well-being,
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“rational” mastery, etc.) is less and less capable of furnishing
meaning. That each individual fabricates its own meaning for
itself can be true only at a second-order level; never at the
radical level.

M.Z.: Is this wearing out of meaning related, in your
opinion, to this “call for help” directed toward
psychoanalysts?

C.C.: That something like that is occurring, in reality,
is incontestable. That things should have to happen like that
is another question.

M.Z.: How would you define the goal of analysis?

C.C.: The goal of analysis is to aid the subject in
becoming autonomous, as far as is possible. And once again,
let us avoid misunderstandings. Autonomy does not mean the
victory of “reason” over the “instincts”; autonomy signifies
another relation, a new relation between the conscious Ego
and the Unconscious or the drives. I wrote back in the mid-
1960s that one had to complete the famous phrase of Freud,
“Where Id was, Ego shall come to be,” with “Where Ego is,
Id must spring forth.”* The task of analysis is not the
“conquest” of the Unconscious by the Conscious but, rather,
the establishment of another relation between the two, which
may be described as an opening of the Conscious to the
Unconscious—not an assimilation, or a drying up, of the
Unconscious by the Conscious. And in this work, I do not see
how one could fail to recognize, if one wishes to remain
coherent, that we are guided by an idea, an aim: the idea of a
human subject who can say, in full knowledge of the relevant
facts: “That is my desire” and “I think that this is true”—not,
“Maybe yes, maybe no.”

M.R.: Or else say, “That is true,” without being able

* Author’s addition: See ibid., 102-104.
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to say “I think” beforehand.

C.C.: I believe that the “I think that...” clause is
important, for it opens things up for discussion and criticism.
I think that this is true; I know that this is my desire. Now,
this statement, which passes by way of an “I think” and an “I
know,” is not an inarticulate, formless cry of a drive; it is a
statement of the conscious Ego that opens itself up at the
same time in order to receive all that the subject is—which
does not necessarily mean that it “approves” of everything: “I
know that this is my desire” can very well be accompanied by
“and [ won’t follow it.”

M.Z.: At bottom, for you, your psychoanalytic
engagement and your political engagement are of the same
nature.

C.C.: I could not maintain them together if I did not
think the thing in this way.

M.R.: We would also like for you to talk to us about
the second volume of Devant la guerre, on which you are
now working. But it is getting late....

C.C.: That will be for another occasion.’

>T/E: This second volume of DG never saw the light of day during
Castoriadis’s lifetime. Nevertheless, an excerpt from this work in progress
appeared as “The Crisis of Western Societies” (1982), which was
translated for CR and is now reprinted in CL4; additional, previously
unpublished related texts now appear in £P6, which we hope to translate
for the projected sixth volume of Castoriadis’s Political Writings.



http://becomingpoor.files.wordpress.com/2016/02/the-castoriadis-reader.pdf
http://www.notbored.org/cornelius-castoriadis-crossroads-4-rising-tide-of-insignificancy.pdf

Third World, Third Worldism,
Democracy’

Contrary to what the moderator has announced, I have
no intention of entering into an open debate with Monsieur
Revel.' I'shall simply offer a few general and brief reflections
upon the question of the Third World and Third Worldism.

But first of all, in order to avoid misunderstandings, I
would like to say a few words about where [ am coming from.
I am speaking as someone who has criticized Russian
bureaucratic totalitarianism since 1945 and the colonial
bureaucracies of Communist obedience as soon as they
appeared. I have conducted this critique in the name of, and
starting from, a political project for social transformation
whose basic content is effective self-governance of society as
articulated in and through the self-governance of the groups
that make it up—groups of producers, local groups, and so on.
This is still my project.

A discussion like the one taking place here obviously
includes weighty presuppositions that—no point in hiding
it—are philosophical as well as political. These
presuppositions concern one’s view of history.

*Speech given during the “Third-Worldism in Question” colloquium
organized by Liberté sans frontieres on January 24, 1985. [T/E: Originally
published as “Intervention de Cornélius [sic] Castoriadis” (in the Table of
Contents) and as “Démocratie et développement (suite)” (as the actual
chapter title) in Le Tiers-mondisme en question, ed. Rony Brauman,
President of Médecins Sans Frontiéres (Paris: Editions Olivier Orban,
1986), pp. 212-20. Reprinted as “Tiers monde, tiers-mondisme,
démocratie” in DH, 104-11 (128-37 of the 1999 reprint). The present
translation first appeared in RT/(TBS).]

'T/E: The essayist Jean-Francois Revel (see Le Tiers-mondisme en
question, pp. 204-11) had spoken right before Castoriadis, the
colloquium’s last speaker.



http://www.notbored.org/cornelius-castoriadis-carrefours-2-highlighted-errata-citations.pdf
http://www.notbored.org/RTI.pdf
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In modern Europe, there have been two views of the
history of humanity, and these views continue today to form
the core of the two dominant ideologies. At bottom, they are
but two sides of the same coin, for both appeal to an
evolutionary process, a march of progress, as an immanent
tendency—no matter what happens—of human history.

For the first of these views, the Liberal view,” which,
historically speaking, is the older of the two, there exists in
the human being a natural tendency toward the greatest
possible liberty, a recognition of the rights of the other,
democracy. History leads, or has to lead, toward a canonical
state of society, the “representative” republic plus the free
market and competition among producers, which ensures, at
the same time, man’s exercise of his ‘“natural” and
“inalienable” rights. Typically and generally speaking—there
are certainly exceptions—those who hold such a view are not
content just to propose this form of society as the “good
society” or to call upon people to struggle for human rights;
they affirm that what is at issue here is the very form toward
which history is intrinsically tending. This can be confirmed
by examining thinkers as far removed from each other as
Immanuel Kant, for whom the Aufkldrung is an obligatory
moment in universal history, and Alexis de Tocqueville, who
sees the tendency toward equality dominating the entire
modern era and invincibly overcoming all obstacles it might
encounter—an equality which, he says, undoubtedly
corresponds to a design laid out by Providence.

What those who hold the second view, the Marxist
view, affirm is much clearer and firmer: history develops

T/E: Here and elsewhere “liberal” is to be taken in the Continental sense.
In American terms, “conservative individualism” and an ideological belief
in the “free market” are what is intended.
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toward ever-more elevated forms. This “ever more” returns,
apropos of anything and everything, like an obsession, in
Marx as well as in Lenin. In this development, as one knows,
the determining factor is not a tendency toward a political
regime but the growth of productive forces and the succession
of the modes of production. Political regimes are but a
consequence thereof. Capitalism’s domination of the modern
era does not appear then as what it is—namely, arbitrary
creation of a particular humanity—but as fated phase of all
historical movement, at once fated and welcome, since it is
the mode of production that assures maximum productivity
and efficiency and that, wrenching people from the traditional
conditions of life, from their particular limited horizons, and
from their superstitions of all kinds, obliges them to “face
with sober senses [their] real conditions of life, and [their]
relations with [their] kind” (Marx, The Communist
Manifesto).’ As a function of its “internal contradictions,”
capitalism in this view is pregnant with a socialist revolution,
one that will transform the mode of production but that will
also, in addition and as if by a miracle, achieve all the
aspirations of humanity. Capitalism engenders the agent and
the bearer of this revolution, the proletariat. In the only
version of Marxism that has proved to be historically
effective—Leninism—the proletariat is replaced, however, by
the Party, which possesses socialist consciousness and
inculcates that consciousness into the proletariat, and which,
in any case, directs the latter and, by means of its alleged
possession of the “true theory,” is judge of last resort as to
what is to be done and not to be done.

T/E: Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, “The Communist Manifesto,” in
Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, Selected Works in One Volume (New
York: International Publishers, 1968), p. 38.
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As is also known, however, the proletariat ceased,
after a certain period of time, to manifest itself as a
revolutionary factor and began to appear more and more
integrated into capitalist society. The hopes revolutionaries or
certain ideologues placed in the proletariat weakened or
vanished. Nevertheless, instead of an analysis and a critique
of capitalism’s new situation, these hopes were purely and
simply transferred elsewhere. This is the essence of those
supremely ridiculous operations that, for intellectuals over
here, were Fanonism, “revolutionary” Third-Worldism,
Guevarism, and so on. And it obviously is not by chance that
these operations had the support of that paradigm of political
confusion, Jean-Paul Sartre, or of other minor scribblers who,
moreover, have since that time become complete turncoats.

Such operations are ridiculous because they consist
simply in taking up again the schema developed by Marx,
lifting out the industrial proletariat, and substituting for the
latter third-world-peasants. This is theoretical penury, an
absence of all reflection: whatever criticisms may be directed
at Marx, while it is true that he imputed to the proletariat a
revolutionary role, this imputation was made by virtue of
certain characteristics that, wrongly or rightly, he recognized
therein, characteristics that issue precisely from its
“education” by big industry and urban life. The illegitimate
substitution that has since followed could not have any result,
except—and here is a key aspect of the question—to serve as
an ideological cover for a particular social category of the
population in underdeveloped countries in its march toward
power: the social microstrata or substrata made up of
students, intellectuals, and the aspiring “political cadres” of
those countries, who found therein—as they continue to find
in a vulgar and bastardized Marxism—an ideological tool for
setting up organizations on a militaro-Leninist model and
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struggling for power. And in three or four quite notorious
cases, they have indeed seized power.

I do not think it would be useful at this time either to
return to the theoretical critique of Marxism or to an analysis
of the reality of “Marxist-Leninist” regimes. I presume that
everyone here is clear about what really goes on in Russia,
China, Cuba, Vietnam, Ethiopia, and so on.

On the other hand, it seems to me indispensable to
bring the discussion back to the other point, Liberalism. For,
by virtue of one of those highly irrational and, alas, all too
frequent swings of the historical pendulum, we are witnessing
a return, pure and simple, in the other direction, as if the
bankruptcy of Marxism “proved” that Liberalism is the ideal
or sole possible regime.

We came here to discuss the Third World, and I will
not waste my time on the question of “Liberalism” and
“individualism” (terms beneath which are hidden innumerable
misunderstandings and fallacies) in the rich countries. I note
simply that representative republics have, formally speaking,
been established [instaurées] in most Latin American
countries for more than a century and a half and in the rest of
those countries for approximately a century. Also, that India
has been a parliamentary republic since Independence. Lastly,
that, at the moment of their decolonization, the African
countries were, with just one or two exceptions, endowed
with constitutions copied from European models. And I note,
too, that in all these cases regimes that in Europe and North
America are called democratic—namely, liberal-oligarchic
regimes—have never been able to take root there.

Long before the CIA and the multinationals, military
and other dictatorships occupied a special place in the
political history of Latin America. With just one or two
exceptions, liberal constitutions coexisted there with a near-
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feudal situation, if not worse, in the countryside.

Apart from one brief interruption, India has lived since
1947 under a parliamentary republican regime, with a
constitution that guarantees human rights and so forth. But a
caste regime as rigid now as it was in the past is still in place,
so that there are still pariahs. These pariahs do not engage in
any revolutionary struggle or in any mass political campaign
to change their situation via the law. In some—quite
rare—cases where they have wanted above all else to stop
being pariahs, they have instead embraced Islam, because
Islam does not recognize castes.

As for the situation in Africa, we know of the
desolation that has been wrought. Where “constitutional”
appearances are maintained, “democracy” is a farce.
Elsewhere, all is tragedy. Europe has given Africa many gifts
(though not slavery, a gift of the Arabs—who were even
stricter monotheists than the Christians). Among other things,
Africa has been given by Europe its division into so-called
nations, bounded by meridians and parallels. Next, it has been
given jeeps and machine guns, by means of which any
sergeant can seize power and proclaim a socialist people’s
revolution while massacring a fair proportion of his
compatriots. Televisions, too, rank among these gifts; they
allow this same sergeant or his colleagues to go about
stupefying the population. Europe has also made a gift of
“constitutions”—and of much in the way of industrial
machinery. But it has not made a gift of capitalism, nor of
liberal political regimes.

For, as a productive/economic system, capitalism is
not exportable just like that, and the liberal-oligarchic regime,
fallaciously called democracy, is not exportable, either. No
immanent tendency pushes human societies toward all-out
“rationalization” of production to the detriment of all else, or
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toward political regimes that accept certain overt forms of
intestine conflict while securing certain liberties. Historical
creations, these two forms have nothing fated about
them—and their historical concomitancy is, itself too, in
broad terms contingent. As a productive/economic system,
capitalism presupposes at the same time its expression as an
anthropological mutation in certain countries of Western
Europe, one that the colonists of certain settlement colonies
carried with them on the soles of their shoes. But this
mutation is not necessarily contagious. It can be: Japan is
obviously the extreme case, as the sub-Saharan countries are
the extreme example of the contrary. And the adoption of
capitalism does not entail a liberal political regime—as Japan
shows us once again from 1860 to 1945, or South Korea after
the War.

And neither are liberal-oligarchic regimes exportable.
Why speak of liberal oligarchy when unreflective journalists,
politicians, and writers talk of democracy? Because
democracy signifies the power of the demos, of the people,
and because the regimes to which I have just referred happen
to be under the political domination of particular layers: big
finance and industrialists, the managerial bureaucracy, the
upper levels of the state bureaucracy and of the political
bureaucracy, and so on. The populations living under those
regimes certainly have rights. These rights certainly are not
“merely formal,” as has stupidly been said by some people;
they are just partial. The population, however, does not have
power: it does not govern, nor does it control the government.
It makes neither the law nor the laws. It does not judge. It can
periodically sanction the apparent—emerged—part of
society’s governors via elections—that is what happened in
France in 1981—but so as to bring to power others of the
same stripe—and this is probably what is going to happen in
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France in a few months.*

The institutions in these societies include a strong
democratic component. But the latter has not been engendered
by human nature or granted by capitalism or necessarily
entailed by capitalism’s development. It is there as residual
result, as sedimentation of struggles and of a history that have
gone on for several centuries. Of these institutions, the most
important one is the anthropological type of the European
citizen: historical creation of a type of individual, elsewhere
unknown, that can call into question the already instituted and
generally religious representation of the world, that can
contest existing authority, think that the law is unjust and say
so0, and that is willing and able to act to change the law and to
participate in the determination of its own fate. This is what
is, par excellence, not exportable, what cannot appear from
one day to the next in another culture whose instituted
anthropological presuppositions are diametrically opposed.

The democratic, or emancipatory, or revolutionary
movement is a creation that surged forth for a first time in
ancient Greece, disappeared for a long while, and has been
resurgent under changed forms and with altered contents in
Western Europe since the end of the High Middle Ages. It
expresses no human nature, no immanent tendency or law of
history. Nor does it constitute, unfortunately, a catalyst or an
enzyme that, instilled in infinitesimal quantities in any society
whatsoever, would inevitably make society evolve toward
calling its traditional institutions into question. This is

*T/E: When President Valéry Giscard d’Estaing and his center-right
government were defeated in 1981, the Socialists took political power in
an electoral alliance with the Communist Party. Castoriadis correctly
predicts here the 1986 election of centrist and conservative parties to
government and the appointment of neo-Gaullist Jacques Chirac as Prime
Minister under France’s then-President, the Socialist Frangois Mitterrand.
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certainly possible but in no way necessary. In particular, the
cases of India, the Muslim world, and even Russia seem to
illustrate the nearly insurmountable obstacle the continued
adherence of a population to a religion, or its residual effects
(that is, in the absence of factors of another type that
counterbalance religion), constitutes for the birth and
development of such a movement. At the other end of the
spectrum of possibilities, consider this: All that was needed
was a tiny relaxation of state terror for the Democracy Wall
in Beijing to be covered with dazibaos contesting authority.
And recent changes in several Latin American countries are
heading in the same direction.

Let us conclude.

We affirm that, for us, all peoples and all individuals
have the same rights to be free, to seek justice, to achieve
what they consider to be their well-being. I specifically say for
us; for, this is not the case for a faithful member of a
proselytizing religion and—to take the least controversial
example—certainly not the case for a true Muslim, at least if
he is faithful to the prescriptions of the Koran. And in this for
us is to be found the whole paradox of our situation. For,
since Herodotus, ours is the first and only culture to affirm
that all cultures have, as such, the same rights. And
undoubtedly, too, for us, this is one point where other cultures
are truly lacking in relation to our own. But also, the content
of our culture obliges us to judge negatively (and to condemn)
cultures and regimes that torture, kill, or imprison without due
process; or that include mutilation in their array of legal
penalties; or that persecute those who do not belong to an
official religion; or that tolerate and encourage practices like
the excision and infibulation of women. And it is here, too,
that the emptiness of “Liberalism,” of “individualism,” and,
more generally, of “human-rights theories” becomes manifest.
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For, certainly the first of these rights (and the presupposition
for every right and for all discourse on rights) is the right of
men and women to institute a culture or to adhere to an
existing culture. What then must be said of institutions of
society that enjoy popular support but that include features
that in our view are monstrous? Of course, such adherence is
fabricated by the already existing institution of society. But so
what? Should we then “force to be free™ these people who
have internalized, certainly without any free choice, the caste
system? I think that one of the functions today of the simple-
minded discourse on “human rights” and on “individualism”
is to conceal a flight from political and historical
responsibility. This responsibility consists in being able to
affirm loud and clear that we do not want, either here or
elsewhere, any society in which the hands of thieves are cut
off, and this affirmation is made in terms of an ultimate and
radical political option that there can be no question of
“grounding” (upon what?). But we, and what we are and what
we do, are the ones who bear witness for, and who are the
ultrafragile guarantors of, this responsibility, for our salvation
and for our damnation.

It will be said, however, that these are just minor
quibblings when “our” own society is readying itself, perhaps,
to destroy life on Earth and, moreover, is constantly
destroying it a little bit at a time. Yes, certainly that is so, in
a sense. This leads me to the main point of my conclusion: It
is idle and vain to discuss our attitudes toward third-world
countries when in our own countries reigns the total political
void we know today.

We can and should exercise our critical faculties with

>T/E: On the idea of forcing people to be free, see the seventh section of
the first book of Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Social Contract.
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regard to third-world governments and regimes, as well as
with regard to our own. We can and should try to elucidate
the questions, for “us” as well as for “them,” and to spread
ideas. We can and should support movements we judge to be
democratic and emancipatory in third-world countries. But at
present, we cannot “have a policy” toward them. For—and
this is a truism—that pertains to governments, and they are
what they are.

In other words, the question—What, then, are the
political conclusions to be drawn from everything we have
just said?—can be answered with another question:
Conclusions for whom? Who makes this policy? We are not
governments, and governments follow policies determined by
entirely other considerations. It could be said, for instance: No
aid below a given level of political liberties (which is in no
way obvious: Should we, must we, because of Mengistu Haile
Mariam, let a/l Ethiopians die of hunger—or send aid, even
when knowing that four-fifths of it would be siphoned off by
the regime and its men?). But who would be applying this
rule? Can it be forgotten that a good number of South-
American torturers have been “educated” by the CIA in
installations of “the greatest democracy on earth”? Or that
France, under Giscard as well as under the “Socialists,” is
keeping afloat in Africa some completely corrupt, terror-
based regimes? And does one believe that either of these
questions could, at present day, become domestic political
issues in the United States or in France?

So long as the present political resignation of the
Western peoples continues, every attempt of ours at an
effective political response to the problems of the Third
World is, at best, utopian, at worst, an unconscious and
involuntary cover for real policies unrelated to the interests of
the Third World.
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Question 1: The French Communist Party (PCF) has
just held its twenty-fifth Congress. Indicators of its popularity
are at their lowest point. There has been a break with the
Socialists. How is one to explain the fall of the PCF?

Cornelius Castoriadis: What poses a problem, and
demands an explanation, is not the current fall of the PCF but
such a long duration of its influence and, even today, the
persistence of its relatively significant influence. The first
aspect relates especially to a set of archaic traits of French
capitalism, which survived even long after the War and
allowed the PCF to position itself as the sole effective
defender of the basic demands of wage earners. The second
aspect may be explained in part by the high degree of
“clientelism” practiced by the PCF in the trade unions as well
as in the municipalities where it is implanted. And yet, in both
cases this influence is expressive of the strength of totalitarian
tendencies among various strata of contemporary society.

Questions 2 and 3: For what reason did [PCF head]
Georges Marchais not expel the [“renovative”] protesting
members Pierre Juquin, [former French Minister of
Vocational Training] Marcel Rigout, and [former European
Parliament Deputy] Félix Damette from the Central
Committee? Was he afraid, or did he want to project an image
of democracy that allows the expression of currents within the
party?

C.C.: Here again, what might be surprising is that he
threw Juquin out of the Politburo; for, the latter is said to be
but a decorative element. The solution adopted by Marchais

“Interview granted in writing to the Jornal do Brasil (Rio de Janeiro) on
February 17, 1985 and published March 24, 1985. “La ‘gauche’ en 1985,”
DH, 28-34 (138-44 of the 1999 reprint). [T/E: A few explanatory phrases
are introduced within brackets. ]
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allows him both to show himself to be a “democrat” and to
indicate that one cannot contest the summit of the apparatus
with impunity.'

Question 4: The PCF has remained a product of
Stalinism when other European Communist parties were
embracing Eurocommunism. How is one to explain the
maintenance, within the PCF, of Stalinist practices and
values?

C.C.: First of all, one must see that a large part of
these Stalinist practices and values are still to be found in the
“Eurocommunist” parties. In politics, one must consider real
actions and behaviors, not words and proclamations. Next,
there is no general “theoretical” explanation for such
phenomena: in order to explain the PCF’s persistent
Stalinism, one must go back over its entire history. Briefly
speaking, that party, far from insignificant before the War,
grew enormously stronger during the Occupation and the
Resistance; then, as I have said, it was able for a long time,
thanks to the complete putridity of French Social Democracy,
to hold a monopoly over the “defense of the interests of
laboring people.” Whence the constitution of an enormous
and very solid apparatus (and lifelong paid careers open to
tens of thousands of people). Now it has happened,
historically, that the leadership of this apparatus (let’s give it
a name: Maurice Thorez [PCF leader from 1930 to 1964])
was much more closely tied and vassalized to Moscow than
the Italian leadership group. (Thorez was a nobody who had

'T/E: Wikipedia (s.v.) explains that Pierre Juquin “was excluded from the
Politburo in October 1984, and publicly disagreed with decisions taken at
the 25th Party Congress of February 1985. His opposition was tolerated
until October 1987, when he was excluded from the Party
altogether—after he had expressed his wish to run for French Presidency
on his own platform.”
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been imposed on the PCF by Moscow; this was not
completely the case with Palmiro Togliatti [Italian
Community Party leader from 1927 to his death in 1964].) It
also happened that the French leadership group persisted in
playing the “Russian card,” which had some meaning through
the Sixties, but not afterward: the Italian CP, stronger locally
and more independent, was able to play the card of a
condominium with Christian Democracy. However, it’s been
twenty years now that the PCF has been at the end of a cul-de-
sac: whatever it might do, that will be an “error”; it will be
trapped. There is no conceivable “good policy” for the PCF.
Under these conditions, party cohesion can be maintained
only through the persistence of Stalinist methods. I am
convinced that Marchais “is right” and that, contrary to the
pious wishes of the tearful reformers of the PCF, a
“liberalization” would blow it apart.

Question 5: We are witnessing an ebbing of the Left
in general. Are the PCF’s losses just the most apparent
beginning of that?

C.C.: I do not do that kind of forecasting in politics.
That said, the decline of the Socialist Party, too, is already a
fact in France, and an understandable one. Why the devil
would people support a government that does nothing
different from what a “right-wing” government would do?
The French Socialists take offense when they are described as
“Social Democrats.” Yet Social Democracy, in its glory days,
made some major and real reforms. The French Socialists
have done nothing. One has rarely seen such a void of
political imagination. What has resulted from the Socialist
Party’s time in power in France is, at present, a still more
advanced depoliticization of people. This is what explains,
too, the political resurrection of such unlikely dinosaurs as
[former French President Valéry] Giscard d’Estaing and [his
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former Prime Ministers] Jacques Chirac and Raymond Barre.
Question 6: Do the paths taken by the Socialist parties,
especially the choice to live in a market economy, represent
progress compared to the traditional standards of socialism?
C.C.: The “choice” in question does not date from
today, but from three quarters of a century ago. This is not a
choice for the “market” economy but for the present-day
capitalist economy. The latter is only quite partially a “market
economy” (monopolies, oligopolies, combines, directly state-
run sectors, guaranteed prices, open or hidden interventions
on the part of the State, etc.). When you draw up the list of the
products that enter into the GNP, you see that it is doubtful
whether, in one quarter of the cases, the prices are formed as
treatises in political economy suppose them to be. Granted,
for reasons it is not possible to analyze here, this hybrid
economy retains an enormous superiority, relative to
“economic efficiency,” over the centralized bureaucratic
economies, like those of the Communist countries. Yet as
much as it is a mystification to call these economies socialist
economies, just so much, almost, is it a mystification to call
the former ones market economies. An autonomous society,
a society that will have abolished the power of the capitalists
as well as of the bureaucrats, will certainly instaurate a
genuine market of consumer goods, but that requires, quite
obviously, the elimination of the enormous income
inequalities that exist today, in France as in Brazil, in the
United States as in Cuba, in China as in Chile.
Question 7: The thesis of the disappearance of the
State remains a unifying factor among left-wing parties. Why?
C.C.: Here again, one must distinguish between words
and actions. The Leninists proclaimed that their objective was
the disappearance of the State. And never in history has one
known a State as monstrously reinforced as the Communist
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Party-State. As for the Socialists, they have always remained
vague on this issue, in theory. In practice, however, they, too,
have always accentuated the bureaucratization of society
through an increase in state interventions: “soft”
bureaucratization, but bureaucratization nonetheless. The
activities of the French Socialist Party offer numerous
illustrations of this point. Thus, in the affair surrounding the
bill on private schools, they preferred to lose votes and
increase the budget deficit rather than give up a small increase
in the state and trade-union bureaucracy’s control over the
teachers.

That said, there is the substance of the issue. This
substance involves the confusion created by Marx with the
idea of a society in which everything would be regulated
“spontaneously,” which is an absurdity. An autonomous
society is inconceivable without the destruction of the State
as bureaucratic apparatus separated from society and
dominating the latter. Yet an autonomous society will also
have to govern itself and legislate about itself. There will
therefore be an established power and magistrates. Yet that
does not a “State” make. The ancient Greek polis was a
political collectivity (which was self-governed when it was
democratic); it did not “have” a State and “was” not a State.

Question 8: Does the acceptance of the rules of
parliamentary democracy by certain Communist parties and
by all European Socialist parties imply a revision of their
conception of political participation?

C.C.: The Socialist parties have always played the
parliamentary game. As for the Communist parties, one must
always distinguish between tactics and the final objective.
The final objective has not changed: this is the complete
conquest of power and the totalitarian transformation of
society. Most of the time, this objective is presented as
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unrealizable under “normal” circumstances (but one must not
forget that in Portugal in 1974-1975 it was a close call
whether a CP with a minute amount of support within the
population might not seize power). The CPs are therefore
obliged to adopt some sinuous and tortuous tactics that cover
the full spectrum (from participation in a government up to
civil war). Among these tactics is a proclamation, in certain
cases, that they are accepting the rules of parliamentary
democracy. One could revisit the matter when one has seen a
Communist party already brought to power organize
democratic elections, lose them, and resign. Till then, one
might as well discuss Snow White and the Seven Dwarves.

Questions 9, 10 and 11: How do you see the future of
the forces of the French Left? And of socialism in Western
Europe? Someone wrote that the true liberation of national
energies in France, and the explosion of those same energies,
passes by way of the marginalization or isolation of the PCF.
Do you agree?

C.C.: Once again, [ don’t deal in political “forecasts,”
and I do not believe that one could do so seriously, if they are
not trite. However, through your question the whole political
problem of industrial and liberal countries is posed. It is clear
that the traditional ideologies of the “Left” are bankrupt and
that people are glimpsing that more and more. This is what,
in certain cases (Reagan and Thatcher are the most obvious
and important ones), is giving renewed strength to a Right
that is just as ideologically bankrupt, just as incapable of
having a new “reactionary” idea. Yet it is also clear that these
are but symptoms of something much deeper, which is the
crisis and decomposition of Western societies. A much
greater manifestation (at once effect and cause) of this crisis
is people’s privatization, their depoliticization, the
disappearance of genuine social and political conflict, the
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complete transformation of politics into confrontations and
compromises between lobbies, and so on. All the existing
political parties, on the “Left” as well as on the “Right” (these
terms have long lost their meaning), are not only themselves
caught up in the way things are thus evolving; they are among
the most active agents therein. A genuine liberation of
energies, in France and elsewhere, passes by way of the
marginalization of a/l existing political parties, the creation by
the people of new forms of political organization, based on
democracy, the participation of all, the responsibility of each
with regard to affairs shared in common—in short, through
the rebirth [renaissance] of genuine thinking and political
passion, which would at the same time be lucid about the
results of the history of the past two centuries. Nothing says
that that is fated, but neither does anything say that this is
impossible. Outside such a rebirth, Western societies will, at
worst, fall under the power of Russia; at best, they will fall
into an increasingly air-conditioned nightmare.
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Reflections on “Development”
and “Rationality””

Posing the Question

For some time now, “development” has been
simultaneously the motto and theme of the official and
“professional” ideology—as well as of government policies.
It is perhaps useful to recall briefly the genealogy of the
notion.

Despite the acerbic and bitter criticisms lodged by
those who opposed a triumphant capitalism, the nineteenth
century glorified “progress.” World War I and, after a short

"Text of a lecture presented to the Figline-Valdarno Colloquium on “The
Crisis of Development” (September 13-17, 1974). Originally written in
English, translated into French by Mme de Venoge, and printed in this
formin Esprit (May 1976), then published in Le Mythe du développement,
ed. Candido Mendes (Paris: Seuil, 1977), a volume containing the
proceedings of the colloquium, it was retranslated into English, in
consultation with me, by John Murphy and published in Thesis Eleven,
10/11 (1984-1985): 18-36. “Réflexions sur le ‘développement’ et la
‘rationalité,”” the French version of this 1974 lecture that was published
inDH, 131-54 (159-99 of the 1999 reprint), includes my comments during
a round-table discussion held two years later in Paris at the initiative of
Jean-Marie Domenach; this discussion focused on “socialist models” of
development, a topic that had hardly been broached at all at
Figline-Valdarno (see now, Le Mythe du développement, pp. 111-40, and
DH, 155-74 [189-214 of the 1999 reprint]). I was thus led to restore here
some of the comments of the participants at the round-table discussion,
without which what I said would have been incomprehensible; I thank
them for their understanding, and I refer the interested reader to the full
discussion found in the collective volume cited above. [T/E: A translation
of these comments was first published in PP4, 199-218, following an
edited reprint of the Murphy translation (ibid., 175-98). The entire
English-language text has now been edited anew for its present
publication.]
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interlude, the Depression, the rise of Fascism, and Nazism in
Europe, and the obvious inevitability of another world war, all
seemed to demonstrate that the system was ungovernable and
led to a collapse of the official ideology. The theme of the
1930s was “the crisis of progress.”

In the postwar world, the great powers were first of all
and above all preoccupied with reconstruction, and with the
new problems created by the struggle between the United
States and Russia. For the West, the success of economic
reconstruction surpassed all hopes, beginning a long phase of
expansion. When, with the end of the Korean war, Russo-
American tensions seemed to be diminishing, and when,
despite some bloody exceptions, the “colonial question”
seemed to be in the process of being settled more or less
peacefully, official minds began to dream that they had finally
found the key to all human problems. That key was economic
growth, which was easily achievable thanks to the new
methods of demand regulation, and the rates of growth of
gross national product (GNP) per capita contained the
solution to all problems. True, a potential conflict with the
Eastern Bloc remained a threat. But the idea gained ground
that, as these countries grew to industrial maturity and were
invaded by consumerism, their masters would be induced to
follow a less aggressive foreign policy and perhaps to
introduce a degree of internal “liberalization.” It was also true
that hunger was (as it still is) a daily reality for a huge part of
the population of the globe, and that the Third World had not
achieved economic growth, or that its growth remained too
feeble and too slow. But the reason for this was that the
countries of the Third World had not “developed”
themselves. The problem was thus one of developing them, or
of making them develop themselves. So the official
international terminology has been adjusted accordingly.
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These countries, formerly called, with a sincere brutality,
“backward,” and then “underdeveloped,” were politely
designated “less developed” and finally “developing
countries”—a nice euphemism, signifying in fact that these
countries had not developed themselves. As the official
documents put it time and again, to develop them meant to
make them capable of entering a stage of “self-sustaining
growth.”

But this new ideology was no sooner in place than it
was attacked from several sides; the established social system
began being criticized not because it could not guarantee
growth, nor because it distributed the “fruits of growth”
unequally—traditional critiques of the Left—but because it
concerned itself only with growth and could deliver only
growth—and growth of a given type, with a specific content,
involving determinate human and social consequences.
Limited initially to a very narrow circle of heterodox social
and political thinkers, these critiques became widespread, in
the space of a few years, among the young and began to
influence the student movements of the 1960s as well as the
actual behavior of various groups and individuals, who
decided to give up the “rat race™ and try to establish for
themselves new forms of communal life. More and more
pointedly, the question of the “price” that human beings and
communities “paid” for growth was being raised. Almost
simultaneously, it was “discovered” that this “price”
contained a huge component that until then had been passed
over in silence and whose consequences did not directly
concern present generations. This additional cost factor was

"This expression, rat race, which has gained common currency in the
United States since the 1950s, designates a lifestyle dominated by an
attempt by everyone to rise in the hierarchy and on the consumer ladder.
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the massive and perhaps irreversible accumulation of damage
inflicted upon the terrestrial biosphere as a result of the
destructive and cumulative interaction of the effects of
industrialization; effects triggering environmental reactions
that, beyond a certain point, remain unknown and
unforeseeable and that could eventually end in a catastrophic
avalanche spinning out of all “control.” From Venice sinking
beneath the waters to the possibly imminent death of the
Mediterranean; from the eutrophication of lakes and rivers to
the extinction of dozens of living species; from the silent
springs to the possible melting of the polar icecaps; from the
erosion of the Great Barrier Reef to the thousandfold
multiplication of acidity in rainwater—the immense actual or
virtual consequences of unbridled “growth” and
industrialization began to emerge. The recent “energy crisis”
and the depletion of world resources arose at an appropriate
time to remind humans that it was not even certain whether
they could continue their destruction of the Earth for much
longer.

As could have been foreseen, the powers-that-be
reacted in a manner conforming to their natures. Since the
system was being criticized for being solely preoccupied with
quantities of goods and productive services, new bureaucratic
organs were established to take care of the “quality of life.”
Since there seemed to be an environmental problem,
ministries, commissions, and international conferences were
organized to resolve it. Such organizations have indeed
resolved efficiently some pressing problems, such as, for
example, finding ministerial posts for politicians who had to
be found a place without political importance, or inventing
good reasons for maintaining or increasing the budgetary
credits for various moribund or idle national and international
organizations. Economists immediately detected a new and
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promising field for their delectable exercises in elementary
algebra—without for one moment pausing to question their
conceptual framework. Economic indices were supplemented
with “social indices” or “indices of the quality of life,” while
new lines and columns were added to the matrices of
interindustrial transactions. “Costs” and “returns,” along with
the potential impact of pollution control measures on the rate
of growth of GNP, were the only angles from which the
environmental question was discussed; while this impact was
likely to be negative, it has been hopefully suggested that it
might well be counterbalanced by the new growth of a
“pollution-control industry.” Needless to say, the phrase
“pioneering work in pollution control” has immediately taken
a prominent place in the publicity of the main polluters, the
giant industrial companies. The questions that received the
most earnest discussion were whether and how one could and
should “internalize” the costs of pollution control.” The idea
that the problem as a whole goes far beyond “costs” and
“returns” did not so much as cross the minds of the
economists and politicians.

Even the most “radical” reactions to have emerged
from within the dominant strata have not, in reality,
questioned the deepest premises of the official view. Since
growth creates problems that are impossible to control, and,

*Which is to say how was one to have these costs borne by the polluting
firms rather than by the public (the State). “External economies” or
“externalities” (positive or negative), which will be discussed again,
comprise all the effects of a firm’s activity on other firms and on society
(as well as the effects of the activities of other firms, etc., on the given
firm) that diminish or increase the production costs of the firm considered.
In the reigning economic conceptualization, the destruction of the
environment appears—and can appear only—as an “external (negative)
economy” resulting from the operation of the firm.
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what is more, since all processes of exponential growth must
inevitably run up against some physical limits sooner or later,
the “radical” response has been “no growth” or “zero
growth.” No consideration has been given to the fact that, in
the “developed” countries, growth and gadgets are all that the
system can offer the people, and that a halt to growth was
inconceivable (or could lead only to violent social upheavals)
unless there were to be a radical transformation of social
organization as a whole, including the psychic organization of
men and women.

Nor were the dramatic international aspects of the
question taken any more seriously. Should the gap be
maintained between those countries with a GNP of $6,000 per
capita per annum and those of only $200? Would the latter
accept the perpetuation of such a gap, given their pressing
material needs, the “demonstration effect” continuously
exercised on them by the example of life in the rich countries,
and, last but not least, given the politics of power and the
desire for power among the ruling classes of all countries? (Is
there any one single president of one single “developing”
country who would not willingly sacrifice the lives of half his
subjects in order to have his own H-bomb?) And if we should
fill this gap, which is to say if, grosso modo, the entire
population of the globe should be brought to a level of GNP
per capita per annum of $6,000 [$12,000 in 1985]—then how
are we to reconcile the reasoning and conclusions underlying
notions of “zero growth” with the tripling [and much more]
of “gross world product” involved in such an equalization (a
tripling requiring one more quarter-century of world “growth”
atarate of 4 percent per annum, assuming a static population)
and how are we to reconcile it with the ensuing indefinite
continuation of a level of annual production around $25
trillion at 1970s values—that is, approximately, 25 times the
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current GNP of the United States and thus also some 25 times
their present consumption of energy and raw materials, and so
on?’ Finally, given existing social and political structures,
would the “developed” countries accept becoming and
remaining an impotent minority compared with the countries
of Asia, Africa, and Latin America, equally “rich” and much
more populous? Would Russia tolerate the existence of a
China three times more powerful than itself? Would the
United States accepta Latin America twice as strong as itself?
As always, reformism pretends to realism, but when one
comes to the truly crucial questions, it reveals itself as one of
the most naive modes of wishful thinking.

The “Obstacles to Development”

Obviously, the questions discussed here are tightly
bound up with the whole of social organization, as much at
the national as the international level. Still more they are tied
to the fundamental ideas and conceptions that have dominated
and formed the life, action, and thought of the West for six
centuries, and by means of which the West has conquered the
world and would conquer it again even if it were to be
materially destroyed. “Development,” “economy” and
“rationality” are only a few of the terms one can use to
indicate this complex of ideas and conceptions, of which the

3These figures—roughly corresponding to the official statistical data for
1973 and 1974—have mainly an illustrative value, but they accurately
represent the orders of magnitude of the variables in question. For 1985,
and in current dollars, one would, roughly speaking, need, respectively,
$12,000 and $200 per capita per annum. The other figures in this passage
would have to be adjusted in corresponding fashion—a simple academic
exercise.
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greatest part remain nonconscious, as much for politicians as
for theorists.

Thus, almost nobody stops to ask himself: What is
“development,” why “development,” or “development” of
what and toward what? As already indicated, the term
“development” came into use when it became evident that
“progress,” “expansion,” and “growth” were not intrinsic
virtualities, inherent in all human societies, the realization
(actualization) of which could be considered inevitable, but
were specific properties of Western societies possessing a
“positive value.” Thus one could consider these societies as
“developed,” meaning by this that they were capable of
producing “self-sustaining growth.” And the problem then
seemed to consist simply in bringing the other societies to that
much-talked-about stage of “takeoff.” So the West thought of
itself, and proposed itself, as the model for the entire world.
The normal state of a society, what one could consider as the
state of “maturity” and designate with this apparently
self-evident term, was the capacity for indefinite growth.
Other countries or societies were considered to be naturally
less mature or less developed, and their main problem was
defined as the existence of “obstacles to development.”

For some time, these obstacles were seen as purely
“economic,” and as negative in character; lack of growth was
due to lack of growth—which, for an economist, is not a
tautology, since growth is a self-catalytic process (it suffices
that a country enters into a process of growth for it to continue
to grow more and more rapidly). Consequently, injections of
foreign capital and the creation of “poles of development”
were proposed as being necessary and sufficient conditions
for bringing less developed countries to the stage of “takeoff.”
In other words, the essential thing was to import and install
machinery. Soon enough, one was compelled to discover that
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it is people who operate machines, and these people have to
have suitable qualifications, and so “technical assistance,”
technical training, and the acquisition of professional
qualifications became all the rage. But in the end, account had
to be taken of the fact that machinery and qualified workers
were not enough, and that a great many other things were
“lacking.” The people were not always and everywhere ready
and able to give up all that they had been in order to become
mere cogs in the process of accumulation—even when,
gripped by famine, they “ought” to have done so. Something
was going wrong with these “developing countries”; they had
plenty of people who were not themselves “developing.” In a
quite natural and characteristic way, the “human factor” was
equated with the absence of an “entrepreneurial class.” This
absence was profoundly regretted, but the economists had
little advice to offer on how to proceed to develop such a
class. And while the more cultivated among them had some
vague memories relating to the Protestant ethic and the spirit
of capitalism, they were not quite able to transform
themselves from missionaries of growth into apostles of an
inner-worldly asceticism.

And so it dawned upon the ruling strata that particular
and separable “obstacles to development” did not exist, and
that, if the Third World was to “be developed,” the social
structures, attitudes, mentalities, significations, values, and
psychic make-up of human beings would have to be changed.
Economic growth was not something that could be “added”
to these countries, as the economists had thought; nor could
it simply be superimposed upon their other characteristics. If
these countries were to “be developed” they would have to
undergo an overall transformation. The West had to assert not
that it had discovered the trick of producing more
commodities more cheaply and more quickly, but that it had
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discovered the way of life appropriate to every human society.
Fortunately for the Western ideologues, the unease they could
have felt on this score was allayed by the haste with which the
“developing” nations tried to adopt the Western “model” of
society—even if its economic “basis” was missing. By the
same token, it was unfortunate for them that the crisis of
“development policies,” in a real but limited sense, the failure
of “development” in the “developing” countries, has
coincided with a much broader and deeper crisis in their own
societies, with the internal collapse of the Western model and
of all the ideas it embodied.

“Development” As
Social Imaginary Signification

What is development? An organism develops when it
progresses toward its biological maturity. We develop an idea
when we explicate as far as possible what we think it
implicitly “contains.” In short, development is a process of
realization of the virtual, of the movement from dunamis to
energeia, from potentia to actus. Obviously this implies that
there is an energeia or actus that we can determine, define, fix
in place; that there is a norm pertaining to the essence of what
is developing; or, as Aristotle would say, that this essence is
the becoming-adequate [le devenir-conforme] to a norm
defined by a “final” form: the entelecheia.

In this sense, development entails the definition of
“maturity,” and beyond this, the definition of a natural norm:
development is only another name for the Aristotelian phusis.
For nature contains its own norms, as ends toward which
beings develop and which they effectively attain. “Nature is
end (felos),” said Aristotle. Development is defined by the
fact of attaining this end, as the natural norm of the being
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considered. In this sense also, development was a central idea
for the Greeks—and not only as regards plants, animals, and
humans as simply living beings. Paideia (upbringing,
training, education) is development; it consists of bringing the
newborn little monster to the fit state of a human being. If this
is possible, it is because such a fit state exists, as a norm, a
limit (peras), the norm embodied in the citizen, or the kalos
kagathos, which, if attained, cannot be exceeded (to exceed
such norms would simply be to relapse). “Now die, Diagoras,
for you will not ascend Olympus.” How and on what basis
could such a fit state be determined once the constitution of
the polis (which defines the norm of development of
individual citizens) has been questioned and perceived in its
relative character; in what sense can one say that there is a
phusis of the polis, a fit state unique to the city? For the Greek
philosophers, such a question necessarily had to remain an
obscure point at the frontier of their reflection, despite or
because of their constant preoccupation with dikaiosuné or
the orthé politeia. Similarly, and for the same deep-seated
reasons, fechné had to remain undefined, hovering somewhere
between the simple imitation of nature (mimesis) and creation
properly speaking (poiésis)—between the repetition of an
already-given norm and, as Kant was to put it twenty-five
centuries later, the effectively actual positing of a new norm
embodied in the work of art.*

The limit (peras) defines simultaneously being and
norm. Unlimitedness, infinity, the without-end (apeiron) is
quite obviously incomplete, imperfect, a lesser-being. Thus,
for Aristotle, there is only a virtual infinity, not an effectively

“For a fuller discussion, see my “Value, Equality, Justice, Politics: From
Marx to Aristotle and from Aristotle to Us” (1975), now in CLI. See also
11§, 196-98.
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actual infinity. And reciprocally, insofar as any object
contains unactualized virtualities, it is infinite, since it is, by
the same token, incomplete, undefined, indeterminate. So it
is not possible to have development without a reference point,
a defined state that must be attained. And nature furnishes, for
any being, such a “final” state.

With the Judeo-Christian religion and theology, the
notion of unlimitedness, of a without-ending, of infinity,
acquired a positive sign—but one that remained, in a way,
without social or historical relevance for more than ten
centuries. The infinite God is elsewhere, and this world is
finite; there is for each being an intrinsic norm corresponding
to its nature as it has been determined by God.

The change occurs when infinity invades this world.
It would be ludicrous to attempt to compress here, within a
few lines, the immense mass of well-known historical facts,
some of them less well known than we think, covering so
many countries and centuries. I will attempt only to
reassemble some of them into a particular perspective,
discarding the usual “rational” explanations/justifications of
their succession (explanations and justifications that are, of
course, a self-“rationalization” of Western rationalism, trying
to prove that there are rational reasons explaining and
justifying the triumph of the particular variety of “Reason”
displayed in the West).

What really matters here are the “coincidence” and
convergence that one can ascertain, beginning from, let us
say, the fourteenth century, between the birth and expansion
of the bourgeoisie, the obsessive and growing interest
prompted by discoveries and inventions, the progressive
collapse of the medieval representation of the world and of
society, the Reformation, the passage “from the closed world
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to the infinite universe,”” the mathematization of the sciences,
the perspective of an “indefinite progress of knowledge,” and
the idea that the correct use of Reason is the necessary and
sufficient condition for us to become the “masters and
possessors of Nature” (Descartes).®

It would be uninteresting, and senseless, to try to
explain “causally” the rise of Western rationalism by the
expansion of the bourgeoisie, or the converse. We must
consider the emergence of the bourgeoisie, its expansion, and
final victory in parallel with the emergence, propagation, and
final victory of a new “idea,” the idea that the unlimited
growth of production and of the productive forces is in fact
the central objective of human existence. This “idea” is what
I call a social imaginary signification.” To it correspond new
attitudes, values, and norms, a new social definition of reality
and of being, of what counts and what does not count. In a
nutshell, henceforth what counts is whatever can be counted.
On the other hand, the philosophers and scientists apply a new
and specific torsion to thought and knowledge; there are no
limits to the powers and possibilities of Reason, and Reason
par excellence is mathematics, at least insofar as the res
extensa is concerned: Cum Deus calculat, fit mundus (As God
calculates, the world is being made—Leibniz).* We should

>T/E: Alexandre Koyré, From the Closed World to the Infinite Universe
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1957).

ST/E: In the sixth part of René Descartes’s Discourse on Method.
"See IS, in particular, 135ff. and 340ff.
*T/E: The full quotation, Cum Deus calculat et cogitationem exercet, fit

Mundus, originally appeared as a handwritten addition to his 1677
Dialogus.
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not forget that Leibniz equally cherished the dream of a
calculus of ideas.

The marriage—probably incestuous—of these two
currents gives birth, in diverse ways, to the modern world. It
is revealed in the “rational application of science to industry”
(Marx)’—as much as in the (rational?) application of industry
to science. It is expressed in all ideologies of “progress.”
Since there are no limits to the march [progression] of
knowledge, there are no more limits to the march of our
“power” (and of our “wealth”); or, to put it another way,
limitations, where they present themselves, have a negative
value and must be transcended. Certainly, whatever is infinite
is inexhaustible, so that we will perhaps never achieve
“absolute” knowledge and “absolute” power, but we
ceaselessly draw nearer to them. From this comes the curious
notion of an “asymptotic” march of knowledge toward an
absolute truth, which is, even today, still shared by the
majority of scientists. Thus, there cannot be a fixed reference
point to our “development,” a defined and definitive state to
be attained; this “development” is nevertheless a movement
with a fixed direction, and, of course, the movement itself can
be measured along an axis upon which we occupy at every
instant an abscissa of increasing value. In short, the
movement is directed to more and more; more commodities,
more years to live, more decimal points in the numerical
values of universal constants, more scientific publications,
more people with PhDs—and “more” is “good.” “More” of

T/E: The phrase application raisonnée appears in various forms, relating
to “industry” or “science,” in Castoriadis’s writings and is sometimes
attributed to Marx. Perhaps the source is a passage from chapter 32 of the
first volume of Capital, which he often quoted. There, one finds the phrase
“the conscious technical application of science [die bewufite technische
Anwendung der Wissenschaft].”
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something positive and, of course, algebraically, “less” of
something “negative.” (But what is positive or negative?)

Thus we reach the present situation. Historical and
social development lies in exiting from any defined state, and
in attaining a state that is defined by nothing except the
capacity to attain new states. The norm is that there are no
norms. Historical and social development is an unfolding that
is indefinite, infinite, and without end (in both senses of the
word end). And as far as we find the indefinite unbearable,
definiteness is provided by the growth of quantities.

I repeat: I am not trying to compress centuries of
thought and events into a few lines. But I argue that there is
a layer of historical truth that can be represented only by the
bizarre cross section attempted here, traversing, let us say,
Leibniz, Henry Ford, IBM, and the activities of some
unknown “planner” in Uganda or Kazakhstan, who has never
heard of Leibniz. Obviously, most philosophers and historians
would severely criticize such a bird’s-eye view. But we must
renounce the spectacle of the valleys and the scent of the
flowers if we want to “see” that the Alps and the Himalayas
belong to the “same” mountain chain.

Ultimately, then, development has come to signify an
indefinite growth, and maturity, the capacity to grow without
end. Thus conceived, as ideologies, but also at a deeper level,
as social imaginary significations, they were and remain
consubstantial with a group of (theoretical and practical)
“postulates,” of which the most important seem to be: (1) the
virtual “omnipotence” of technique; (2) the ‘“asymptotic
illusion” relative to scientific knowledge; (3) the “rationality”
of economic mechanisms; and (4) various lemmas about
humanity and society, which have changed with time but
which all imply either that humanity and society are
“naturally” predestined to progress, growth, etc. (homo
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ceconomicus, the “invisible hand,” Liberalism,'’ and the
virtues of free competition), or—what is much more
appropriate to the essence of the system—that they can be
manipulated by various means in order to be led to progress,
growth, etc. (homo madisoniensis Pavlovi, “human
engineering” and “social engineering,” bureaucratic
organization and planning as universal solutions applicable to
any problem).

The crisis of development is obviously also the crisis
of these “postulates” and of their corresponding imaginary
significations; which is simply to say that the institutions that
embody these imaginary significations in effectively actual
reality undergo a brutal shakeup. (The term institution is used
here in the broadest possible sense: in the sense, for example,
in which language is an institution, as are arithmetic, the
ensemble of tools of every society, the family, law, “values.”)
This shakeup, in turn, is essentially due to the struggle which
those living under the system carry on against the
system—which is to say that the imaginary significations
referred to are accepted less and less socially.

This is the principal aspect of the “crisis of
development,” which I am not able to go into here."" But these
“postulates” also collapse in and by themselves. [ will attempt
to illustrate briefly this situation in the course of discussing
some aspects of economic “rationality” and the

""Note added in 1989: Here and elsewhere “Liberalism” is to be taken in
the Continental sense. In American terms, “conservative individualism” is
what is intended.

gee my works, SB1,SB2, EMO1,and EMO2. Many of these articles now
appear in my Political and Social Writings [T/E: see PSW1-3].
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“omnipotence” of technique."

The Fiction of An Economic “Rationality”

Perhaps it is not difficult to understand why it is that
the economy has for two centuries been considered as the
realm and paradigm of “rationality” in human affairs. Its
subject matter is what has become the central activity of
society, its discourse to prove (and for opponents like Marx,
to disprove) the idea that this activity is achieved in the best
possible manner in the framework of, and by means of the
existing social system. But also—by a happy “accident”—the
economy provided the apparent possibility of
mathematization, since it is the only field of human activity
in which phenomena appear to be measurable in a manner
that is not trivial, and even in which this “measurability”
seems to be—and to a certain extent effectively is—the
essential aspect in the eyes of the human agents concerned.
The economy deals in “quantities”; on this point all
economists have always fallen into line (though from time to
time they have been forced to discuss the question: Quantities
of what?). So, economic phenomena seem to lend themselves
to an “exact” treatment and one that is amenable to the
application of mathematical tools, the tremendous
effectiveness of which has been demonstrated day after day in
physics.

"I have discussed elsewhere some aspects of the problem of modern
science understood as an “asymptotic illusion”: “Le Monde morcelé,”
Textures, 4/5 (1972), subsequently expanded as “Science moderne et
interrogation philosophique,” Encyclopaedia Universalis, vol. 17 (Paris:
Organum, 1973) and now translated as “Modern Science and
Philosophical Interrogation” in CL/.
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Within this domain, identifying the maximum (or
extremum) and the optimum seems the obvious thing to
do—and it has quickly been done. There was a product to
maximize, and costs to minimize. Thus, there was a
difference to maximize: the net saleable product for the firm,
the net “surplus” for the overall economy (“surplus”
appearing under the guise of “goods” or of the growth in
“leisure” measured in “free time,” without consideration of
the use or content of this “free time”).

But what is the “product,” and what are the “costs”?
H-bombs are included in the net product—because the
economist “is not concerned with use-values.” Equally
included are the costs of publicity, by means of which people
are induced to buy the junk that otherwise they probably
would not buy, and of course, this junk itself. There are also
the expenses accrued from having Paris cleaned of industrial
soot. And for every road accident, the net national product is
increased on several scores. It is equally augmented every
time a firm decides to nominate an extra vice-president
drawing a substantial salary (because, ex hypothesi, the firm
would not have nominated him if his net marginal product
was not at least equal to his salary). More generally, the
“measure” of a product reflects the valuations of various
objects and of various types of work performed in the existing
social system—valuations that themselves, in their turn,
reflect of course the existing social structure. GNP is what it
is also because a business manager earns twenty times what
a street-sweeper earns. But even if these valuations are
accepted, the measurability of economic phenomena,
trivialities apart, is only a misleading appearance. The
“product,” on any definition, is measurable “instantaneously,”
in the sense that one can always add up, for the whole of the
economy and at a given moment, the quantity of produced
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goods multiplied by the corresponding prices. But if the
relative prices and/or the composition of the goods changes
(which, in fact, is always the case), the successive
“measurements” taken at different moments in time cannot be
compared (any more than they can be compared between
different countries, for the same reason). Strictly speaking, the
expression “growth in GNP is nonsense, except, and only, in
the case where there is a homothetic expansion in all types of
products. Particularly, in an economy undergoing technical
change, “capital” cannot be measured in any way that makes
sense, except by means of ad hoc hypotheses that are highly
artificial and contrary to the facts.

All this immediately leads to the conclusion that it is
equally impossible to really measure “costs” (since the
“costs” for one are for the most part the “products” of
another). There are other reasons why “costs” cannot be
measured: because we cannot apply the classical idea of
imputing one part of the net product to this or that “factor of
production,” and/or this product to this arrangement of the
means of production. Imputing parts to “factors of
production” (labor and capital) involves postulates and
decisions that largely go beyond the domain of the economy.
Imputing costs to a given product cannot be done because of
various types of indivisibility (which the classical and
neoclassical economists treat as exceptions, though they are
present everywhere), and because of the existence of all sorts
of “externalities.” “Externalities” signify that the “cost for the
firm” and the “cost for the economy” do not coincide, and that
a nonimputable (positive or negative) surplus appears. What
is even more important, these “externalities” are not confined
within the economy as such.

We are accustomed to think of most of the
environment (its totality, with the exception of land under
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private ownership) as a “free gift of nature.” Similarly, the
social framework, general learning, and the behavior and
motivations of individuals were implicitly treated as “free
gifts of history.” The environmental crisis has only made
obvious something that was always true (as Justus von Liebig
knew over a century ago): an “appropriate state” of the
environment is not a “free gift of nature” in all circumstances
and without regard to the type and to the expansion of the
economy considered. Nor is it a “good” to which one can
assign a “price” (real or “dual”’)—since, for example, no one
knows the cost of refreezing the polar icecaps, should they
melt. And the case of “(non-)developing” countries shows
that we cannot treat Judaism, Christianity, or Shintoism as
“free gifts of history”—since history made a “gift” to other
peoples of Hinduism and fetishism, which up till now appear
rather as “obstacles to development,” given freely by history.

Behind all this can be found the hidden hypothesis of
total separability, as much within the field of economics as
between this field and historical, social, and even natural
processes. Political economy always supposes that it is
possible, without absurdity, to separate the consequences of
action X by firm A from the total flux of economic processes
internal and external to the firm; as it also supposes that the
effects of the presence or absence of a given “total” of
“capital” and of “labor” can be separated from the rest of
human and natural life in a meaningful fashion. But the
moment we abandon this hypothesis the notion of an
economic calculus, in other than a trite sense, collapses—and
with it, the notion of economic “rationality” in the accepted
sense of the term (as the achievement of an extremum or a
family of extrema) as much at the theoretical level (the
comprehension of facts) as at the practical level (the
definition of an “optimal” political economy).
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What is at stake here is not simply the “market
economy’” or “private capitalism,” but the “rationality,” in the
sense just indicated, of the economy as such (of any
expanding economy). This is because the ideas underpinning
what I have just said apply as much to “nationalized” and
“planned” economies, literally or mutatis mutandis.

To illustrate this last point, [ will use another example,
which touches upon the fundamental question of time. Time
is taken into account in political economy only inasmuch as
it can be treated as nontime, as a neutral and homogeneous
medium. An expanding economy implies the existence of
(“net”) investment, and investment is intimately related to
time, since in investment the past, the present, and the future
are brought into mutual relation. Now, decisions concerning
investment can never be “rational,” except at the level of the
firm and providing one takes a particularly narrow point of
view. There are many reasons for this, of which [ will mention
only two. First, not only is the future “uncertain,” but the
present is unknown (things are constantly happening
everywhere, other firms are in the process of making
decisions, information is partial and costly, and this to
different degrees for different actors, etc.). Second, as already
mentioned, the costs and the product cannot really be
measured. The first factor may, in theory, be eliminated in a
“planned” economy; the second could never be.

But, in any case, a much more important question
arises: What is the correct overall rate of investment? Should
society devote to (“net”) investment 10, 20, 40, or 80 percent
of the (“net”) product? The classical response, for “private”
economies, was that “the” interest rate constitutes the
balancing factor between the supply and demand of savings,
and is consequently the appropriate “regulator” of the rate of
investment. As we know, this response is pure nonsense.
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(“The” interest rate does not exist; it is not possible to assume
that the rate of interest is the main determinant of total
savings, that price levels are stable, etc.) Von Neumann
proved, in 1934, that, given certain hypotheses, the “rational”
interest rate must be equal to the rate of growth of the
economy. But what should the rate of growth be? Supposing
that this rate of growth is a function of productive capacity,
and knowing that this rate depends upon the rate of
investment, we arrive back at the original question: What
should the rate of investment be? We can make the additional
hypothesis that the “planners” are set on maximizing “final
consumption” for a given period. The question then becomes:
What is the rate of investment that will maximize (under
complementary hypotheses about the “physical productivity”
of additional capital) the integral of “final consumption” (be
it individual or public, of “goods” or of “leisure”) in a
“permanent” (or “steady”) state? The value of this integral
depends, of course, upon the interval of integration—which
is to say, upon the time horizon the “planners” have decided
to take into account. If it is “instantaneous” consumption that
is to be maximized (time horizon at zero distance) then the
appropriate rate of investment is obviously zero. If the
consumption to be maximized is “forever” (time horizon at
infinite distance) the appropriate rate of investment is nearly
100 percent of (“net”) product—assuming that the “marginal
physical productivity” remains positive for all corresponding
values of investment. Any answer that “makes sense”
obviously lies between these two limits, but where exactly,
and why? No “rational calculus” exists that can show that a
time horizon of five years is (for society) less or more
“rational” than one of 100 years. The decision would have to
be made on the basis of considerations other than “economic”
ones.
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All this does not mean that everything that happens
within the economy is “irrational” in the positive sense, still
less that it is unintelligible. But it does mean that we cannot
treat an economic process as a homogeneous flux of values,
of which the only relevant aspect would be that they can be
measured and ought to be maximized. This type of
“rationality” is secondary and subordinate. We can make use
of it in order to clear part of the terrain, to scotch some
obvious absurdities. But the factors that today effectively
fashion reality—among them, the decisions of governments,
of firms, and of individuals—are not susceptible to this sort
oftreatment. And, in a new, alternative society, they would be
of a completely different nature.

Modern Technique as Vehicle for
the Illusion of Omnipotence

The question of technique has long been treated from
within one or another of successive mythic frameworks. At
first, “technical progress” was, of course, good and nothing
but good. Then technical progress became good “in itself,”
but utilized badly (or for evil) by the existing social system;
in other words, technique was considered as a pure means, in
itself neutral as to ends. This remains, to this day, the position
taken by scientists, Liberals, and Marxists; for example, there
is nothing to be said against modern industry as such: what is
wrong is that it is utilized for the profit and/or power of a
minority, rather than for the well-being of all. This position
rests upon two intertwined fallacies: the fallacy of the total
separability of means and ends, and the composition fallacy.
The fact that we can use steel to make either ploughs or guns
does not mean that the total system of machines and
techniques existing today could be used, indifferently, to
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“serve” either an alienated or an autonomous society. Neither
ideally nor in reality is it possible to separate the
technological system of a society from what this society is.
And today, we have more or less come to the exact opposite
position of the initial one: more and more people believe that
technique is an evil in itself.

We must try to fathom the question more deeply. The
unconscious illusion of the “virtual omnipotence” of
technique, the illusion that has dominated Modern Times,
rests upon another idea, concealed and not discussed: the idea
of power. Once this is understood, it is obvious that it is not
enough to simply ask: Power to do what, power for whom?
The question is: What is power, and even, in what meaningful
sense can there ever really be power?

Behind the notion of power lurks the phantasy of total
control, of will or desire mastering all objects and all
circumstances. Doubtless, this phantasy has always been
present in human history, either “materialized” in magic, etc.,
or projected onto some divine image. But, curiously enough,
there has also always been a consciousness of certain limits
forbidden to humanity—as is shown in the myth of the Tower
of Babel, or in Greek hubris. Everybody obviously agrees that
the idea of total control or, better, total mastery, is
intrinsically absurd. Nevertheless, the idea of total mastery
remains the hidden motor of modern technological
development. The blatant absurdity of the idea of total
mastery is camouflaged behind the less blunt absurdity of
“asymptotic progression.” Humanity in the West has lived for
centuries with the implicit postulate that it is always possible
and feasible to achieve more power. The fact that, in some
particular domain, and to some particular end, we have been
able to do “more” has been taken to signify that in all domains
taken together and for all imaginable ends, “power” can be
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extended without limit.

As we now know for certain, the fragments of
successively conquered “power” remain always localized,
limited, insufficient, and, most probably, intrinsically
inconsistent if not downright incompatible with each other.
No major technical “conquest” can escape the possibility that
it will be used other than originally intended, none is devoid
of “undesirable” side effects, none can avoid interfering with
the rest—in any case, none of those that result from the type
of technique and science we have “developed.” In this sense,
increased “power” is also, ipso facto, increased
powerlessness or even “‘antipower,” a power giving rise to
the contrary of that which was the original aim, and who is to
calculate the final balance sheet, in what terms, on what
hypotheses, and for what time horizon?

Here again, the illusion operates on the basis of the
idea of separability. To “control” things consists of isolating
separate factors and precisely circumscribing the “effects” of
their action. This works, up to a certain point, with the
ordinary objects of everyday life; that is how we go about
repairing the engine of a car. But the further we go, the clearer
it becomes that separability is only a “working hypothesis”
with localized and limited validity. Contemporary physicists
are beginning to realize the true state of things; they suspect
that the apparently insurmountable impasses in theoretical
physics are due to the idea that there exist things such as
separate and singular “phenomena,” and they are asking
themselves if the Universe should not be considered primarily
as a unique and unitary entity.” In another way, ecological

BSee the excellent articles by Eugene Wigner, Bernard d’Espagnat, M. D.
Zeh, and David Bohm in Foundations of Quantum Mechanics, ed. B.
d’Espagnat (New York and London: Academic Press, 1971). [Author’s
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problems force us to recognize a similar situation as regards
technique. Here also, beyond certain limits, we cannot think
that separability goes without saying, and these limits remain
unknown until the moment when a catastrophe threatens.

Pollution and the devices designed to combat it
provide a prime illustration—a mundane one, and not easily
contestable. For more than twenty years, antipollution devices
have been installed on the chimneys of factories, and the like,
to trap carbon particles contained in the smoke. These devices
proved to be very effective, and actually the atmosphere
around industrial cities contains a good deal less carbon
dioxide than before. Yet, during the same period, the acidity
of the atmosphere has multiplied a thousandfold and the rain
falling on certain parts of Europe and North America today
[1974] is as acidic as “pure lemon juice”—leading to serious
effects on forest growth, already observable—because the
sulphur contained in the smoke, which was previously fixed
by the carbon, is now freely released and combines with
oxygen and hydrogen in the atmosphere to form acids.'* The
fact that the engineers, the men of science, and the
administrations should not have thought in advance that this
would happen may seem ridiculous: this does not make it any
less true. Their response would be: “Next time we will know
and do better.” Maybe.

Let us now consider the question of the contraceptive
pill. The discussions and anxieties about its possible

addition, not indicated as such: And, in the present volume, see “The
Logic of Magmas and the Question of Autonomy” (1983), especially 393-
95.]

Y International Herald T ribune, June 14, 1974. [T/E: This article appeared
the previous day in The New York Times under the title “Acid in Rain
Found Up Sharply in East; Smoke Curb Cited.”]
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undesirable side effects have been centered on whether
women using it would be susceptible to putting on weight or
to contracting cancer. Let us grant for the moment that such
effects do not exist, or that they can be countered. But let us
also be brave enough to admit that these aspects of the
problem are microscopic. Let us put aside that which is
perhaps the most important aspect of the pill, the psychical
aspect, about which practically nobody talks: What might
happen to human beings should they begin to see themselves
as absolute masters over the decision to bequeath or not
bequeath life, without having to pay a thing for this “power”
(beyond two dollars a month)? And what might happen to
human beings if they cut themselves off from their animal
condition and destiny, in relation to the production of the
species? [am not saying that something “bad” will necessarily
come of it. I am saying that everyone considers it as
self-evident that this supplementary “power” can be nothing
but “good”—or even simply, that it is really “power.” Let us
come now to the strictly biological aspect. The pill is
“effective” because it interferes with fundamental regulatory
processes, deeply tied to the most important functions of the
organism, of which we “know” practically nothing. So with
regard to its eventual effects, the relevant question is not:
What can happen to a woman if she takes the pill for ten
years? The relevant question is: What would happen to the
species, if women took the pill for 1,000 generations, that is
to say, for 25,000 years? This corresponds to an experiment
on a strain of bacteria for about three months. Now obviously
25,000 years is for us a “meaningless” time span.
Consequently, we act as if not caring about the possible
results of what we are doing were “meaningful.” In other
words, given linear time and an infinite time horizon, we act
as if the only significant interval of time was the very near
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future.

In the country of my birth, my grandparents’
generation had heard nothing of long-term planning, of
externalities, of the continental drift, or of the expansion of
the Universe. Yet, even into their old age, they continued to
plant olive trees and cypresses, without considering costs or
returns. They knew that they would have to die, and that they
should leave the Earth in good order for those who would
come after them, perhaps simply for the Earth itself. They
knew that whatever “power” they had at their disposal could
only produce beneficial results if they obeyed the seasons,
paid heed to the winds, and respected the unpredictable
Mediterranean, if they pruned the trees at the right moment
and allowed the year’s vintage sufficient time to mature. They
did not think in terms of the infinite—perhaps they would not
have understood the meaning of the word, but they acted,
lived, and died in a time that was truly without end.
Obviously, the country was not yet developed.

Concluding Questions

It so happened that, on this planet, and in the course of
billions of years, a balanced biosystem made up of millions of
different living species has unfolded, and that, for some
hundreds of thousands of years, human societies have
succeeded in creating for themselves a material and mental
habitat, a biological and metaphysical niche, by changing the
environment without damaging it. Despite misery, ignorance,
exploitation, superstition, and cruelty, these societies
managed to create for themselves at the same time both
well-adapted modes of living and coherent worlds of
imaginary significations of astounding richness and variety.
Let us settle our gaze upon the life of the thirteenth century,
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passing from Chartres to Borobudur and from Venice to the
Mayas, from Constantinople to Peking and from Kublai Khan
to Dante, from the house of Maimonides at Cordoba to Nara,
and from the Magna Carta to the Byzantine monks copying
Aristotle; let us compare this extraordinary diversity with the
present state of the world, where countries are not really
different from each other in terms of their present—which, as
such, is everywhere the same—but only in terms of their past.
That is what the developed world is.

The uses of the past are limited, however. Despite the
sympathy one can feel for modern-day “back-to-nature”
movements, and for what they are trying to express, it would
obviously be illusory to think that we could reestablish a
“preindustrial” society, or that those who presently hold
power would spontaneously give it up if they found
themselves confronted with a hypothetical desertion growing
within industrial society. These movements are themselves
caught in contradictions. There is scarcely any “commune”
without taped music, and a tape recorder implies the totality
of modern industry.

It would be equally disastrous to misunderstand,
misinterpret, or underestimate what the Western world has
brought. Through and beyond its industrial and scientific
creations, and the corresponding impact on society and nature,
it has destroyed the idea of phusis in general and its
application to human affairs in particular. The West did this
by means of a “theoretical” and “practical” interpretation and
realization of “Reason”™—a specific interpretation and
realization, pushed to their limit. At the end of this process, it
has come to the point where there is no longer, and can no
longer be, any reference point or fixed state, any “norm.”

Insofar as this situation induces the vertigo of an
“absolute freedom,” it could cause a plunge into the abyss of
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absolute slavery. Already, the West is a slave to the idea of
absolute freedom. Freedom, conceived in the past as “the
consciousness of necessity” or as the postulate of a capacity
to act according to a pure ethical norm, has become naked
freedom, freedom as pure arbitrariness (Willkiir). Absolute
arbitrariness is the absolute void: the void must be filled, and
it is filled, with “quantities.” But the endless growth of
quantities has its end—not only from an external point of
view, since the Earth is finite, but from an internal point of
view, because “more” and “greater” are henceforth no longer
“different,” and “more” becomes qualitatively indifferent.
(Qualitatively, an annual growth in GNP of 5 percent signifies
that the economy is in the same state as the year before;
people consider that their condition has worsened if their
“standard of living” has not been raised, and do not consider
that it has been raised if this “standard” only goes up by the
“normal” amount.) Aristotle and Hegel knew all this perfectly
well. But, as is often the case, reality catches up with thought
only after a considerable time lag.

However, barring a religious, mystic, or irrational
backlash of some sort—which is improbable, but not
impossible—the main result of this destruction of the idea of
phusis cannot henceforth be conjured away. For it is true that
man is not a “natural” being—though he is not a “rational”
animal either. For Hegel, man was “a sick animal.” Rather,
we must say that man is a mad animal who, by means of his
madness, invented reason. Being a mad animal, he naturally
made of his invention, reason, the most methodical expression
and instrument of his madness. We can now know this,
because it has taken place.

To what extent can this knowledge help us in our
present plight? Very little, and very much. Very little, because
the transformation of the current state of world society is not
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a matter of knowledge, of theory, or of philosophy. Very little
also because we cannot reject reason—any more than we can
freely separate “reason qua reason” from its actual historical
realization. We would be insane to think, in our turn, that
reason could be considered as an “instrument” that could be
assigned to better use. A culture is not a menu from which we
can choose what we like and ignore all the rest.

But this knowledge could help us very much if it
enables us to renounce and destroy the rationalist ideology,
the illusion of omnipotence, the supremacy of the economic
“calculus,” the absurdity and incoherency of the “rational”
organization of society, the new religion of “science,” and the
idea of development for development’s sake. This we could
do if we do not renounce thought and responsibility, if we
view reason and rationality in an appropriate perspective, if
we are capable of recognizing them as historical creations of
humanity.

For, the present-day crisis is advancing toward a point
where, either we will be confronted with a natural or social
catastrophe or, before or after this, human beings will react in
one way or another and try to establish new forms of social
life that make sense to them. We cannot do this for them, or
in their place, any more than we can say how it could be done.
What we can do is destroy the myths that, more than money
or weapons, constitute the most formidable obstacles in the
way of the reconstruction of human society.

July 1974




Reflections on “Development”
and “Rationality”:
Presentation and Response to Critics’

First of all, let me remark on Candido Mendes’s talk
about Domenach’s “imperial language” and about the
“absence of language” among barbarians.' Such talk reminds
me of a beautiful poem of Cavafy’s titled, in fact, “The
Barbarians.” Having learned that the barbarians were going to
arrive that very day, the townspeople of an Imperial city
gathered in the Forum; they awaited the arrival of the
barbarians, hoping that, at last, something was going to lift
them out of their boredom, their mal de siecle. For the
occasion, the consuls and praetors wore their embroidered
togas and their most beautiful jewelry; it is fair to assume that
the old men were expecting to have their throats cut and the
women to be raped. But the day passed, night began to fall
and, suddenly, the crowd scattered in malaise and confusion.
For, messengers had just arrived from the frontier to announce
that the barbarians were no longer in the area. “And now,
what will become of us, without barbarians? These people
were, in a way, a solution.” These are the last two lines of the
poem.

If, too, were waiting for the barbarians—which is not

“This oral presentation to the colloquium is followed by my responses to
some remarks formulated by other participants during the discussion
period. The reader can easily reconstitute the content of these remarks
from my responses.

'After Jean-Marie Domenach made his oral presentation, Candido
Mendeés, one of the colloquium’s organizers, reproached him for having
adopted an “imperial language” vis-a-vis the “marginality of barbarians”
and “that of the periphery.”
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the case—I would have to say that I do not see them—not
here, in any case. I see only Candido Mend¢s, whom I am
unable to distinguish from an ultradecadent Westerner, and
who, by means of a language whose preciosity rests upon
forty centuries of culture and all of whose resources he
learnedly exploits, flatters himself by posing as a
barbarian—which is obviously a “civilized” idea. But let us
suppose that there are some barbarians around and that they
were to present themselves to us here. What could we do?
Either the barbarians really want to cut our throats, in which
case the only question that would arise is that of the relation
of forces—they cut our throats or we cut theirs—or else a
discussion is possible, and in that case one must obey certain
rules for the use of language, seeking in this discussion not
victory via violence, via the violence of one’s discourse, but
the elucidation of questions. And “civilization” is nothing
other than that.

Candido Mendés was gently teasing Domenach about
the West, and Domenach responded that he really thought
that, in a certain sense, the West possessed a kind of
superiority. For my part, [ reject these terms (while noting that
those who claim to be barbarians are in fact speaking a
Western language). There is one peculiarity to the West of
import for us; Western culture (Greco-Western, since this
begins at least with Herodotus) is the only one to have taken
an interest in the existence of other cultures, to have
interrogated itselfabout them and, finally, to have called itself
into question, to have relativized itself in terms of this
knowledge bearing on other cultures. This is what the
Greco-Westerners have done—and it is starting from this that
we think. Iftoday we can discuss the problem of development
as a world problem—that is to say, one of interest to all those
who live on this planet, independent of the particular culture
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to which they belong—it is thanks to this; this is, indeed, the
de facto and de jure condition for our discussion. Beyond this,
there is, in my view, no superiority, nor any inferiority, to the
West. There is simply a fact: namely, that the Earth has been
unified by means of Western violence. Factually speaking, the
West has been and remains victorious—and not only through
the force of its weapons: it remains so through its ideas,
through its “models” of growth and development, through the
statist and other structures that, having been created by it, are
today adopted everywhere.

A second remark, which bears on the relationship
between philosophy and “science,” must be made in reference
to a statement made by Jacques Attali, who said: “Philosophy
accompanies the scientist, who opens the doors.” A seriously
grave error. The scientist opens the doors using keys that have
been fabricated on the basis of a certain number of ideas,
philosophical ideas. If you had told a physicist at the turn of
the century that everything he was doing was based on the
idea of causality, he would have laughed in your face. A few
years later, the physicists’ house exploded and the debris is
still falling on their heads. The “self-evident” fact of causality
has become problematic again, and physicists are obliged
once again to discuss philosophy. The same goes for politics.
It is painful to see young militants becoming alienated in
unreflective activism, proclaiming that what matters for them
is action, not philosophy. For, when one looks at what passes
for action and what the ideas in their leaflets and wall posters
are made of, one realizes that these are only byproducts of the
writings of a nineteenth-century German sociological
philosopher named Karl Marx. And looking a little closer at
Marx’s writings, one finds Hegel and Aristotle.

I come now to the problem of “development.” We
must return to the origin of this term and of this idea.
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Development is the process by means of which the germ, the
egg, the embryo unfolds, opens up, spreads out—whereby the
living being in general attains its state of “maturity.” To speak
of development is to refer both to a “potential” that is already
there and to a given, definite, determinate accomplishment,
achievement, act, energeia; it is to oppose a “matter,” already
rich in as yet inexplicit determinations, to the form it is going
to become—and this form is a norm. Here we have the
language of Aristotle, of Aristotelian ontology, but under one
form or another this ontology underlies all Western thought.
Thus, in the case of the present problem, one speaks of
“development” of Third World countries by positing that
there exists a definable state of maturity that these countries
should attain. Thus also, when Marx spoke of the “faculties
that initially lie dormant within man the producer,” he was
speaking Aristotle’s language. Within this language, to say
that something is is to say that its form corresponds to a norm,
that its eidos is defined by its felos and that it “truly” or
“fully” is only to the extent that it is complete, determined,
defined. And this is what, even today, guides the scientist
when seeking knowledge from nature: the scientist tries to
translate, into his/her own domain, this conception, namely,
that what is must be perfectly determined.

But the content of this determination has changed
from ancient Greece to Modern Times. For the Greeks,
“determined” signifies “finite,” “complete,” and “infinite”
signifies “less-determined,” “incomplete,” therefore
ultimately “less-of-a-being.” With Christianity (and Neo-

T/E: On p. 177 of the Moore/Aveling translation of the first volume of
Capital (New York: International Publishers, 1967), one finds Marx’s
assertion that man “develops his slumbering powers and compels them to
act in obedience to his sway.”
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Platonism), the signs are reversed: the genuine being is God,
and God is infinite. But this infinite God is far off, He is
elsewhere: the world down here remains, so to speak,
Aristotelian. The real upheaval takes place when the infinite
invades the world down here. How then can determinacy, the
conception of being as being-determined, be saved if there is
“actual” infinity? It can be saved if determinacy is thought in
mathematical terms, and, in fact, as quantitative
determination: the fixed point of reference is provided by the
possibility of calculating what is at hand.

This upheaval is conditioned by the confluence, the
convergence, the coincidence of two great historical factors,
if indeed they can be separated at all. One is the birth and the
development of the bourgeoisie, along with the instauration
by the latter of a novel universe of social imaginary
significations. The other is the philosophical and scientific
revolution, which may be symbolized by citing a few names.
For example, Descartes, for whom his philosophy and his
mathematics are indissociable, and of whom it must be
understood that the goal he assigned to knowledge—to make
of us the masters and possessors of nature—is nothing other
than the programmatic phantasy of Modern Times. For
another example, Leibniz, who said: Cum Deum calculat fit
mundus—a statement of decisive importance for the new
onto-theology, but also for the economy today. Leibniz’s God
calculates maxima and minima, more generally extrema that
always turn out to be optima. He thinks differential calculus
and the calculus of variations, and it is while He is thinking
them that the world takes form. These are also the extrema
and the optima that modern economists claim to be
calculating, these are the brachistochrones of development
they are trying to determine.

In this world, which is both infinite and (allegedly)
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subject to calculation, no fixed forms/norms remain, save
those to which quantity itself, inasmuch as it is calculable,
gives rise. Thus, the very evolution of scientific knowledge
comes to be seen more and more as a succession of “growing
approximations” moving toward greater and greater precision
(with respect to laws, universal constants, etc.). Thus, too, in
human, in social affairs, growth and expansion, seen from the
quantitative point of view, are becoming absolutely decisive:
the form/norm that orients social and historical
“development” is one of increasing quantities.

Why recall, so hastily and so perfunctorily, all this? In
order to emphasize in the strongest possible fashion that the
paradigm of “rationality,” upon which everyone relies today
and which dominates as well all discussions about
“development,” is only a particular, arbitrary, and contingent
historical creation. I have tried to show this in a somewhat
more detailed fashion in those paragraphs of my written
report that relate to the economy, on the one hand, and those
relating to technique, on the other. I will add here simply that
if this paradigm has been able to “function,” and to do so with
a relative—but nevertheless, as one knows,
terrifying—*‘effectiveness,” this is because it is not totally
“arbitrary”: there is certainly a nontrivial aspect, in what is,
that lends itself to quantification and to calculation, and there
is in our language and in every language an ineliminable
dimension that is necessarily “logicomathematical,” which in
fact embodies what, in its pure mathematical form, is called
set theory. We cannot think of a society that is incapable of
counting, classifying, distinguishing, making use of the
excluded middle, etc. And, in a sense, starting from the
moment it is understood that one can count beyond any given
number, all mathematics is there in virtuality, and thence the
possibilities of applying it; in any case, this “virtuality” today
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has already been developed, deployed, realized, and we
cannot turn back or act as if it had never existed. The
problem, however, is to reinsert this into our social life in
such a way that it will no longer be the decisive and dominant
element, as it is today. We must challenge the grand folly of
the modern West, which consists in positing “reason” as
sovereign, in understanding rationalization when one hears
“reason’ and quantification when one hears rationalization. It
is this spirit, still operant (even here, as our discussion has
shown), that must be destroyed. We must understand that
“reason” is only a moment or a dimension of thought, and that
it becomes folly when it becomes autonomous.

What is to be done, then? That which is to be done,
that which lies before us, is a radical transformation of world
society, which does not and cannot concern simply the
“underdeveloped” countries. It is illusory to believe that an
essential change could ever be brought about in the
“underdeveloped” countries if it did not also occur in the
“developed” world; this is obvious when one considers raw
military and economic relations as well as “ideological”
relations. If an essential transformation is to take place, it has
to concern both parts of the world. And such a transformation
will necessarily be, first and foremost, a political
transformation—which, for my part, I can only conceive of as
the instauration of democracy. The sort of democracy I intend
here exists nowhere today, for democracy does not consist in
electing, in the best of cases, a president of the Republic every
four or seven years. Democracy is the sovereignty of the
démos, of the people, and to be sovereign is to be so
twenty-four hours a day. And democracy excludes any
delegation of powers; it is the direct power of men and
women over all aspects of their social life and organization,
beginning with work and production.
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Thus conceived, and going beyond the present
“national” forms of living, the instauration of democracy can
come only from an immense movement of the world
population, and it can be conceived of only as extending over
an entire historical period. For, such a movement—which
goes far beyond everything habitually thought of as “political
movement”—will not come about unless it also challenges all
instituted significations, the norms and values that dominate
the present system and are consubstantial with it. It will come
into existence only as a radical transformation in what people
consider as important and unimportant, as valid and
invalid—to put it briefly, as a profound psychical and
anthropological transformation, with the parallel creation of
new forms of living and new significations in all domains.

Perhaps we are very far from that. Perhaps not. The
most important social and historical transformation of the
contemporary era, one that we have all been able to observe
over the last decade—since it was in the 1960s that it really
became manifest, though it has been underway since the turn
of the century—is neither the Russian Revolution nor the
bureaucratic revolution in China but the changing situation of
woman and of her role in society. This change, which was on
no political party’s platform (for the “Marxist” parties, such
a change could come about only as the byproduct, one of
numerous secondary byproducts, of a socialist revolution),
was not brought about by these parties. It has been carried out
collectively, anonymously, daily, by women themselves,
without their even explicitly representing its goals to
themselves; since the turn of the century, twenty-four hours
a day, in the home, at work, in the kitchen, in bed, in the
street, in relation to their children, to their husbands, they
have gradually transformed the situation. Not only have
planners, technicians, economists, sociologists, psychologists,
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and psychoanalysts not foreseen this, but they were not even
able to see it when it began to take shape.

The same goes, mutatis mutandis, for the changes
brought about in the situation and attitudes of youth—and
now even of children—which were the result of no political
program and which the politicians were incapable of
recognizing when these changes began to explode in their
faces. Let me add parenthetically that this is what the utility
of our “human sciences” today amounts to. For my part, I
believe that in every domain of life, and in the “developed”
part of the world as well as in the “undeveloped” part, human
beings are presently engaged in the process of liquidating the
old significations, and perhaps creating new ones. Our role is
to demolish the ideological illusions hindering them in their
efforts at creation.

Response: Of course, mathematics goes beyond mere
quantification. This in no way prevents the near-totality of
applications of mathematics to the real world from being
based on those branches of mathematics that relate to quantity
and measurement (algebra, analysis, etc.). And it is in these
applications—in physics notably, and since Newton—that
mathematics has proved what has been called its
“unreasonable effectiveness.” These successes are what have
led social scientists, and above all, economists, astray. For a
century now, political economics has tried to imitate
mathematical physics—with practically no results. As for

T/E: Eugene Wigner, “The Unreasonable Effectiveness of Mathematics
in the Natural Sciences,” Communications in Pure and Applied
Mathematics, 13:1 (February 1960).
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more recent attempts to apply ‘“nonquantitative” mathematical
formalization to the social sciences, as in Structuralism, we
must note that the results have been extremely meager; the
sole domain in which they seem to possess a certain validity
is that of the most elementary aspects of language
(phonology), where, moreover, one cannot even speak of
genuine formalization, but rather of the working application
[mise en ceuvre] of a rudimentary ars combinatoria. For my
part, I think that the essential dimensions of social and
historical phenomena outstrip the power of any mathematical
tools, whichever ones they may be; I do not think, for
example, that there can be any meaningful mathematization
or formalization whatsoever of the Freudian Unconscious.
I'am not making, and I have never made, any apology
for inaction. Here, our action is speech. I am speaking in my
own name, and I assert the right to criticize as well as to
propose. And it is not because we have criticized the ideology
surrounding the term “development” and its actual usage that
governments will cease their aid (or their nonaid) to
development. Governments will continue to do what they do
for reasons of their own, and these reasons have nothing to do
with the fact that people are dying of hunger: their reasons are
concerned solely with power games on a worldwide scale.
I'am not “confounding,” as has been said, science and
religion; what is to be understood is that science today is
taking the place of religion. You say: “The crisis of
development is a crisis of faith.” You call this faith, then; that
is perhaps your heritage, but it is not mine. Science is taking
the place of religion today because religion is collapsing and
because belief is becoming belief in science. Such as it exists
today, this belief in science is just as irrational as any
religious belief. The great majority of people today, including
scientists, do not have a rational attitude toward science: they
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believe in it; this actually is a sort of faith. And it is this
belief, which gains common currency via the idea that
doctors, engineers, physicists, and economists have the
answer to all the problems humanity faces, that must be
shaken.

Finally, an idealization of the so-called
underdeveloped world is implicit in several of the speeches
given here. For my part, I say: You are like the others, neither
better nor worse. You can just as easily cut each other’s
throats, and in reality you do so quite often. In France, I
belonged to the feeble minority that tried to struggle against
the Algerian War. But I always knew that, if the positions had
been reversed and if the Algerians had dominated France,
they would have behaved, on the whole, like the French
behaved in Algeria. I therefore believe that we must abandon
this kind of polemic and turn our discussion over to an
examination of the basic questions facing us.

Discussion on the “Socialist Model”
of Development

Cornelius Castoriadis: I would like to follow up
directly on what Bianco said. Without entering into a
terminological or lexicographical, let alone philosophical
discussion, I want to challenge the terminology being
employed.’ People seem to be swallowing the idea that there

*The preceding speakers (Edgar Morin, René Dumont and Lucien Bianco)
had not stopped to consider that the term “socialism” was being applied
to Russia, China, etc. [T/E: On Castoriadis’s use of the term “socialism,”
see now, however, Castoriadis’s introduction to CS, “Socialism and
Autonomous Society” (1979, now in PSW3), in which he abandons this
term to the “really existing socialism” of the Brezhnev era (not that the
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exists a “socialist model” of development as embodied in the
“socialist countries.” One can do what one wants with words,
but ultimately socialism has always signified the abolition of
exploitation. My claim is that there still exists, in all these
countries called by antiphrasis “socialist,” the exploitation of
man by man—or the reverse, as the well-known Czech joke
has it. Consequently, I absolutely refuse them use of the
qualifier “socialist.” Let the journalists of Le Monde and other
quite serious newspapers talk on and on about “socialism”
and about “revolution” apropos of everything and anything.
All acorporal in any country needs to do is to seize power and
to call himself a “socialist” (and what else would he say?),
and articles on “the new face of Senechadian socialism,” for
instance, will appear. The Greek colonels, too, spoke of “the
National Revolution”—and Greek newspapers have reached
the point today [T/E: 1977] where the word “revolution”
means the Papadopoulos regime. In the early 1970s, everyone
was talking about “Arab socialism” and the “Arab socialist
revolution™: in fact, it was a matter of the regime of Citizen
Nasser. Now things are somewhat clearer; with Citizen Sadat
there is no more talk of “Arab socialism,” and still I am not
completely sure what it was.

René Dumont: There is still, with Sadat, a party called
the Arab Socialist Union.

C.C.: And also the “socialism” of the “revolution” of
Idi Amin Dada. But let us turn to more important matters. The
term “model” has also been used; I challenge it as well, for
there is no model. There is an ideological/imaginary cluster,
the only hard part of its core being the power of a bureaucratic
apparatus. This is the sole characteristic that remains constant

Russia of the time was actually socialist), opting instead for the term
“autonomous society.”]
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across all the countries in question. Without doubt, these
bureaucratic apparatuses are structured differently from one
country to another: the Russian CP and the Chinese CP are
not exactly the same, and the situation is something else again
in Cuba and again in Libya. Most often, however, this
apparatus forms around a political party, but it can be, at the
limit, the army itself. Not the army of Tamerlane, but the
army such as we have known it since Roman times, and in
any case such as it has been imposed upon all countries by
Europe.

Obviously, bureaucracy does not signify “offices”
[bureaux]—still less the employees behind the windows at the
Post Office. It is a matter of a highly hierarchized
managerial-directorial apparatus, where the area of
competence of each authority is delimited, where this
competence diminishes as one descends the hierarchal ladder,
where, therefore, there is an internal division of labor of
direction and command. This ruling [dirigeant] apparatus
stands opposed to a mass of executants who, theoretically,
form its “base” but who in reality remain outside it.

Now, what we can find to be the characteristic
common to all the countries in question is, on the one hand,
this hard core of a bureaucratic apparatus ruling society, and,
on the other hand, the ideology of development. For, we
cannot talk as if there were something incontestable about the
content of development and about its ultimate goals
[finalités], which would be all at once the Beautiful, the
Good, and the True, and which would be Development with
a capital D. What we notice when looking at these allegedly
“socialist” countries is that they are pursuing development in
a Western capitalist sense—even if this is done via “planning”
that is centralized or “decentralized,” etc. What  mean by this
is that in these countries the type of civilization in the
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broadest sense of the term, their type of culture, if you prefer,
the type of individuals society aims at producing, the types of
products fabricated or tools utilized, the type of
spatiotemporal arrangement of human activities, the type of
relationships people have with each other, whatever the
ideological/imaginary cluster surrounding them, are the types
the capitalist West has been creating for the past five or six
centuries.

That there is on the planet an immense problem with
hunger and material poverty is an obvious point, a massive
and tragic fact; that this is used to speak and to act as if the
sole response was to implant in non-Western countries the
Western capitalist model, whose substance—productivism,
pseudo-‘“rationalization,” etc.—is masked by a “socialist”
phraseology, is an entirely other matter. “Development” is
development of a Western-capitalist type; until now there has
been no other type, and none other is known.

In this regard, we might add a note about certain
aspects of the policy of the Chinese bureaucracy, which at
times has seemed to want to follow different paths: fewer
large factories, less urbanization, less centralized
medicine—this was discussed a year ago with Ivan Illich. The
discussion here would have to be deepened; for my part, I
note, on the one hand, that, on all these points, the Chinese
bureaucracy sooner or later returns to the traditional [T/E: i.e.,
bureaucratic-capitalist] paths and, on the other hand, that, in
all this it is a matter simply of employing more flexible and
more efficient methods, from the bureaucracy’s point of view,
for mobilizing the population and putting it into the service of
a policy and a project that, after all, entail the “development”
of China in the sense that the United States and Russia are
“developed.” We know, indeed, that even the organization of
Chinese concentration camps is much more “intelligent” and
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subtle, much less rough and brutal than that of the Russian
camps under Stalin. Likewise, the exploitation of the
peasantry, the mobilization of citizens in the neighborhoods,
etc., are carried out with more flexibility and “efficiency.”
The mobilizations of the public in Stalinist Russia during the
1930s, for example, were grotesque theatrical spectacles; in
China, they really seem to possess a certain “effectiveness,”
provided one adopts the standpoint of the objectives of the
regime. But these are in fact the objectives that are to be
attained each time—and which are, moreover, the same ones
as elsewhere, even if the Chinese bureaucracy allows them to
be realized at a slower pace and does so with more astuteness.

R.D.: Now, beware, the society that China is building
is thoroughly different from Western society, at least on one
fundamental point, that of social inequalities. In China, there
still are privileges, inequalities, but their order of grandeur is
fundamentally different from our own, and China is being
built upon a consciously different model.

Lucien Bianco: Yes, the material inequalities are
infinitely smaller in China than in France or in the USSR, for
example. But here again one should take the poverty of the
country into consideration.

Edgar Morin: In poor countries there has always been
the luxury of a tiny minority; that is not a decisive argument.

L.B.: Thatis true: if one compares India to China, one
really must recognize that Chinese society is much more
egalitarian. But even in prerevolutionary China, the “big”
owners were in fact quite small and their income quite
mediocre, to the point that Sun Yat-sen said: “In China there
are only two social classes: the very poor and the less poor.”

C.C.: The data I have at my disposal do not lead me to
think that the inequalities are “infinitely less” in China than
elsewhere. But the basic point does not lie there. When one
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speaks of India, a capitalist country—where, it is true,
capitalism has had trouble developing—as well as when one
speaks of France, it must not be forgotten that income
inequalities have, within the framework of capitalism, a
nonindividual function, a “social” function: the financing of
accumulation, of investments. In Russia or in China, this
function is not carried out via private incomes but by means
of the direct levy on a part of the social product by the Plan,
etc. What should be compared is not what [T/E: a capitalist
industrialist in France such as] Monsieur Dassault [T/E: or
Mr. Ford] makes and what Messrs. Brezhnev and Mao make;
for, most of the income of Monsicur Dassault is invested,
whereas Messrs. Brezhnev and Mao invest nothing. What is
to be compared is what Monsieur Dassault consumes and
what Messrs. Brezhnev and Mao consume. Now, the answer
is easy: they consume the same thing, for they consume all
that they want to consume.

Juliette Minces: By employing the term
“consumption,” when applied to heads of State or of a Party,
I think you are mixing up several things. Let me take an
example that greatly impressed me when I was in Guinea in
1962. We knew Sékou Touré, who, personally, consumed
very little, relatively speaking. That was not of inordinate
interest to him. What he consumed was power, and that was
what was most important. So when you talk about
consumption, that bothers me a great deal. Moreover, there is
a distinction you are not making, which is that all state
apparatuses are privileged, everywhere. But not all of them
are characterized by their parasitic aspect.

C.C. : We were talking about economic inequalities.
I do not believe that René Dumont meant that inequality from
the standpoint of power is infinitely less in China than in
France; on this point, we are all in agreement, I believe. But
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we were talking about “material” inequalities, we were trying
to see how these inequalities are to be judged, and it is in this
regard that I, taking the narrow viewpoint of an economist,
said that, whatever political judgment one makes, when one
is talking about the income of a capitalist in a liberal-capitalist
society, it must not be forgotten that it has two functions, the
most important of which concerns accumulation. A capitalist
is not essentially someone who consumes, it is someone who
invests in factories. In Russia, in China, in the “people’s
democracies,” these factories are built on the general budget
account; the levy on social revenues is direct, it is not
mediated by “individual” income as in the West, and that
makes all the difference. What remains to be done, therefore,
is to compare Brezhnev’s thirty-seven cars and his dachas to
the Rolls Royces and Saint-Tropez villas of the rich
here—and, of course, the number of privileged persons there
and here.

But are we not still in the process of postulating what
is to be proved?’ We are talking about progress in the realm
of production. I am quite willing to grant that progress has
been more rapid in China than in India. But how can one
make of such progress the supreme criterion or an
indisputable criterion without swallowing the whole universe
of capitalist life and thought? And this brings us to another
aspect that has been neglected in these comparisons and that
undermines them: people were talking as if the social and

>In the meantime, the discussion had turned to the “comparative merits”
of development in India and China, in particular to the comparison of their
rates of growth.
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anthropological structure of the Chinese world and the Hindu
world were identical from the start. Now, without entering
into a facile culturalism, the immense importance of the
difference between these worlds must be taken into account.
For deep-seated historical reasons, numerous “undeveloped”
countries have been infinitely “closer” to the capitalist world,
or more “ready” for capitalist development, than others. For
example, even in its poorest periods, Greece has always
“belonged” to the West in a certain sense. And Greece is in
the process of developing—whereas Turkey has encountered
many more difficulties. The same thing goes for Spain. Spain
is already almost France; whether one likes it or not, in fifteen
years, Franco’s Spain achieved “development” as rapidly as
any other country. And I do not think that the situation is
essentially different in Latin America, though the difficulties
encountered by capitalist “development” are much greater
there. I view the present Brazilian regime with horror, but I
see, in principle, nothing that would prevent a capitalist
“takeoff” from occurring in Brazil; this takeoff is already
happening, it has already been accomplished. But it happens
that all the countries I have just mentioned belong to a certain
anthropological, cultural, social-historical area. Now, in Asia,
for example, there is such an area to which the Chinese and
the Japanese (and undoubtedly, too, the Indochinese)
belong—and another, completely different one, that of the
Hindu people (and, moreover, the Indonesians). Three-
thousand years of Chinese history cannot so easily be
forgotten. The Chinese are people who, as the Greek
expression goes, have always known how to extract fat from
flies.

R.D.: And to make use of excrement.

C.C. : Yes, and to make use of human excrement, a
point which Victor Hugo referred to in his wonderful book,
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Les Misérables—where he was already denouncing the fact
that the city of Paris alone was each day dumping, via its
sewers, the then-equivalent of 500 million gold francs into the
sea whereas, as he said, the Chinese soil is as rich as the first
day of Creation because the Chinese pour their excrement
onto it. Likewise, the Japanese: Does Japan represent a
“socialist model”? In the past century, Japan has become the
second largest industrial power on Earth.

Jean-Marie Domenach: But Japanese taxi drivers sleep
in their cars.

C.C.: That is exactly what I am saying: what matters
is “economizing,” “producing,” “saving.” It is the same thing
in Hong Kong: arriving at the airport at midnight, you find
salesmen from the tailors who will offer you a made-to-order
suit, with a fitting at five and delivery at eight in the morning,
thus allowing you to continue your flight at nine. These are
artisans—and they are not starving. But when I was in India,
I hired a Hindu taxi driver to visit the wonderful temples
around Madras. After a long friendly conversation on a
variety of topics, he happened to mention to me that he had
been able to set aside a considerable amount of money. In all
innocence, I asked him: “Of course, you are going to buy a
second taxi?” “Not at all,” he replied, “For five years we have
been preparing a great pilgrimage for the whole family to a
great temple” (I think it was Rameswaram), “and this money
will be just enough.” This may seem facile to say, but this
illustrates in one sentence the anthropological structure of the
Hindu people as well as the “obstacles” it places in the way of
capitalist “development.” And in this regard, the situation is
the same in Africa—though India is a “historical” society and
African societies are, as such, “prehistoric” societies.

J.-M. D.: The Chinese anthropological structure was
that millions of people were dying of hunger. Now, it is no

99 ¢
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longer the same thing. So, what has changed?

C.C.: There was a period during which traditional
Chinese society was decomposing, as has occurred
periodically, but in an infinitely more aggravated way over the
past century due to the invasion by Western imperialism. The
new regime has “reorganized” the country, but it has been
able to do so as a function of an already existing attitude, one
deeply rooted in the Chinese people: produce, economize,
arrange things, put them in order, make use of the tiniest bits
possible. That is the attitude of the Chinese, that is the attitude
of the Japanese; it is not that of the Hindus.

I wanted to speak on other points, but Bianco’s last
statements bring me back to what strikes me about this
discussion.® People are talking as if creating a nation were
simply “positive.” For my part, I have fought against
nationalism as soon as I entered upon political life. Now,
what is happening is what Edgar Morin so well described a
moment ago when he spoke of the “shame” experienced by
Western intellectuals. They feel guilty criticizing
Western-style “development” because someone coming from
the Third World—and we encountered this at
Figline-Valdarno—might say: “Ah, but all that is just
criticism coming from well-fed people.” The same goes for
the idea of the nation; everything happens as if you were
afraid that people might tell you: “For you, perhaps, the
nation is an obsolete idea, but for us the nation means no

SLucien Bianco had just said (Le Mythe du développement, p. 134), “The
creation and consolidation of the Chinese nation are...the most
incontestable feature on the balance sheet of this revolution.”
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longer being under the heels of some French or English
sergeant.” But they remain under the heel of a sergeant right
at home: Idi Amin Dada, Muammar Gaddafi, or Houari
Boumédiéne.

Second, to rid oneself of foreign oppression (which,
certainly, also manifests itself as “national” oppression, more
precisely as the oppression of the indigenous population qua
indigenous people) is not at all equivalent to the creation of
artificial “nations” such as have been produced these days in
Africa—a point I will make in front of any African. One need
only look at a map to see the grotesqueness of it all: most of
the time, the boundaries of these “nations” follow exactly
along the meridians and parallels on the map, these are the
frontiers fixed for territories previously conquered by
England, France, etc., solely as a function of partition treaties
or for the convenience of the respective administrations and
thanks to the Cartesian mind, since it is easier to demarcate
territories by means of straight lines coinciding with
meridians and parallels. What this now gives for the
populations in question has been quite visible to see for
several years: it has given Nigeria and Biafra, it has given the
bloody tribal struggles in the ex-Belgian Congo, or Senegal
today, with four or five different ethnic groups, some of them
overflowing into neighboring countries, who are ready to kill
each other.

The idea of the “nation” is presently one of the
essential ingredients of the bureaucratic ideology. By means
of it, the struggle against exploitation and imperialist
oppression has been confiscated by a nascent bureaucracy.
The bureaucratic apparatus presents itself to the indigenous
masses as the authority that is going to “create for them” as
well as “give to them” a nation and that embodies this nation
as well as guarantees its existence. This is also how the mass
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struggle against oppression slips into being a “national”
struggle, that is to say, into a struggle for the creation of a
“national” State, with all that the creation of a State implies.
I'have spoken at length on this point, for [ am struck to see to
what extent people like those gathered here today have been
able to become saddled with this monstrous dialectic of the
past hundred years of history, which has rendered all words
and all significations ambiguous, which has made them, in
their current usage, instruments of mystification.

E.M.: But this void left by the ebbing of colonialism,
or by its being chased out, is filled by the nation, and under
present conditions it is hard to see what else could have filled
this void.

C.C.: Here we agree. But that something had to fill it
does not mean that we have to swallow this something. The
last philosopher of history died in 1831. If I were speaking as
a philosopher of history, I would have said, as he did: All that
has been real has been rational, period, there is nothing else
to say. But I am speaking politically; that what has been was
so as a function of certain causes may serve for me as part of
the discussion, but it does not close it. It was said a moment
ago that in politics “illusions” count as much as “reality”
does, if not more so—and this is obviously true: otherwise
there would not have been, for example, two great wars. Now,
to speak today of the so-called socialist so-called model of
so-called development and to denounce it is not to do a work
of philosophy, it is to do a work of politics, it is to denounce
and to try to dissolve these “illusions” that are of such
importance in their “real” actions. And this is precisely what
one sees when one notes that all these words and all these
terms convey representations, motivate activities, and justify
realities, radically contrary to those we have in mind or those
we—in any case, [——would be ready to defend. Jean-Marie
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Domenach asked a minute ago: What are the reasons these
countries adopt the “socialist model”? One of these reasons,
and not the least of which, is to be found precisely in these
“illusions” and their force. The same thing goes for the
“nation.”

I return to the question of bureaucracy, and my old
quarrel with Edgar’ on this score. In my view, there can be no
doubt about the specificity, the originality of the
contemporary bureaucratic organization, its belonging to the
modern world, even if one can find many kernels, many
germs in the past—in China, in Imperial Rome, the official
Christian Church, etc. But the modern bureaucracy finds its
genuine origin, its social-historical sources elsewhere—and
these sources are three in number. First, there is the
spontaneous evolution, the internal logic, of Western
capitalism: concentration and centralization, factory
organization, the increasingly close ties established between
the economy and the State, etc. The second is the
degeneration of working-class organizations themselves and
of the Revolution of 1917: for reasons that cannot be

"T/E: Under the cleverly stinging title “Solécisme ou Barbarisme,” Edgar
Morin had published a rather negative assessment of the Socialisme ou
Barbarie group’s conception of bureaucracy in the April 1957 third issue
of his review Arguments. In a reply titled “Sur I’article de Morin,” S. ou
B. member Claude Lefort defended the group’s views in that same issue.
After Arguments folded, Morin participated in various public S. ou B.
events, penned an article in the penultimate issue of the S. ou B. review,
and authored, along Lefort and Castoriadis, La Breche, the first book to
be published that defended the May 1968 student-worker uprising in
France.
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discussed right now, the Russian working class did not
succeed in assuming, in effectively exercising, power, either
in production or in politics; the Bolshevik party, which
prepared itself for this task, emerged, seized power for itself,
and became the dominant stratum and core around which the
new dominant and exploiting class crystallized. The third
source—which shows Marxism’s inability to account for
contemporary history, since the first two can be, to a greater
or lesser extent, interpreted within Marxist bounds—is what
I have called the emergence of the bureaucracy within the
void and from the void: traditional, precapitalist society
collapses when it comes into contact with capitalism;
imperialism proves incapable of continuing to impose its will,
either directly or via an intermediary, a national bourgeoisie;
the crisis of society and the struggle of the masses are each
amplified under the influence of the other. This situation may
last for a long time—it lasted for at least fifty years in China,
for example—but if and when it is transcended, we note that
it always happens basically in the same way. The apparatus
that, in these societies, offered the most appropriate (or the
least foreign) “welcoming structures” for the creation of a
bureaucratic-capitalist society, that possesses the
“organizational” and “informational” elements in the
biological sense, the DNA that allows it to carry out a process
of social catalysis, this apparatus starts to proliferate and to
extend its influence and its power, finally becoming the
instance that “resolves” this society’s crisis. The apparatus
that is in a privileged position to play this role is quite
obviously a “Marxist,” “Communist,” etc., party, since
internally it already has a “modern” organization; a
“message,” as Edgar says, or an ideology and system of
explanation of the world and, lastly, established strategic and
tactical models (see Portugal after April 1974); it already
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exists, ready made for this role.

But we note, too, that, in other countries, just as
numerous, the “primordial soup” created by the
decomposition of traditional society does not permit the birth
or development of such a party. Such is the case in almost all
African societies; such is also the case in India, where the
Communist (or Marxist-Leninist) party or parties find
themselves faced with a golden opportunity but succeed in
accomplishing nothing at all. Why is that? The same goes,
indeed, in almost all Muslim countries. I do not want to return
to anthropology, but [ am certain that this has a lot to do with
it. In all these instances, when something happens, we can see
that another apparatus plays—generally, of course, with much
less effectiveness—the role of the Party apparatus: it is the
military apparatus, or, in the extreme case, it is personified by
Mr. Amin Dada and his soldiers. Of course, this apparatus,
too, has need of a “socialist” ideology—or phraseology—for
reasons already discussed, and which, moreover, are quite
obvious.

Now, a final word on the “positive” question of
politics properly speaking, in the sense of: What is to be
done? This is the really decisive question, but there is a
preliminary one: From what standpoint are you speaking? In
what capacity are you speaking? Are we partners in the firm
of “Consultants for Development with Attenuated Horror”?
Are we going to draw the curves that would maximize wheat
production and minimize the concentration-camp population?
For my part, I say that I will not do it. I am not a consultant
for development with minimum horror.

E.M.: Aren’t you sometimes forced to be?

C.C.: Ido not see what could force me to do so for an
instant, and I will not enter into that kind of discussion. But
let me return to what Edgar said: perhaps we need a little of
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this, a little of that, a little self-management, etc. I am not
being ironic, clearly this is not “false,” and it is preferable to
be a worker in a Yugoslavian factory than in a Hindu factory.
But these little doses of this and that cannot vanquish the
terrible power of the totality of society, of society qua overall
institution and, as things stand now, gua bureaucratic society.
And this may be seen in Yugoslavia, for example, where the
control exercised by the State and Party apparatus is quite
effectively complete—precisely because of “decentralized
self-management”—via the control of economic mechanisms,
of demand, of the world market, etc.

What, in my view, has been for a very long time the
key to the whole question of “development” is that the
countries of the Third World contained, and perhaps still
contain, the possibility of making a positive, original
contribution to the necessary transformation of world society.
It is this possibility that is totally conjured away in the usual
discussions about development; and this is what is destroyed
through the bureaucratic-capitalist “development” of these
countries—and in this, too, the hate one may feel toward the
bureaucracies being created there is so much the greater.
Schematically speaking, we may say that in most of these
countries traditional cultural forms had not yet and still have
not been completely dissolved. It goes without saying that
most of the time these traditional forms went hand in hand
with exploitation, poverty, a whole series of negative factors;
yet, they also preserved something that has been shattered in
and through capitalist development in the West: a certain type
of sociability and of socialization, and a certain type of human
being. It has long been my opinion that the solution to the
present-day problems of humanity will have to pass by way of
a junction between this element and what the West can
contribute; I mean by this a transformation of Western




Reflections on “Development” and “Rationality” 147

technique and knowledge so that they will be able to serve in
the maintenance and the development of the authentic forms
of sociability extant in “underdeveloped” countries—and, in
return, the possibility for Western peoples to learn something
there that they have forgotten, how to become inspired to
revive genuinely communitarian forms of living.




The Imaginary: Creation in the
Social-Historical Domain”

Iam going to speak about the social-historical domain.
However, before embarking on my subject,  must begin with
some very dogmatic assertions.

1. “Being” is not a system, is not a system of systems,
and is not a “great chain.” Being is Chaos, Abyss, or
the Groundless. It is a Chaos with a nonregular
stratification: that is, with partial “organizations” that
are specific to the various strata we discover
(discover/construct, discover/create) in Being.

2. Being is not only “in” Time, but is through (by means
of, by virtue of) Time. In essence, Being is Time. [Or
else: Being is essentially to-be.]

3. Time is either nothing or it is creation. Time, properly
speaking, is unthinkable without creation; otherwise,
time would be only a supernumerary fourth spatial
dimension. Creation here means of course genuine,
ontological creation, the creation of new Forms, of

"Based on a speech given to the International Symposium on “Disorder
and Order” at Stanford University, September 14-16, 1981, which was
originally published in Disorder and Order, ed. Paisley Livingston,
Stanford Literature Series, 1 (Saratoga, California: Anma Libri, 1984), pp.
146-61 [T/E: and thenreprinted in /dentity—The Real Me: Postmodernism
and the Question of Identity, ed. Homi K. Bhabha (London: Institute of
Contemporary Arts, 1987), pp. 39-43]. My own French translation of this
lecture appeared in DH, 219-37 (272-95 of the 1999 reprint). All author
additions in brackets, as well as notes 1 and 3-5, first appeared there. [T/E:
To conform with the French translation, which should be considered more
definitive because it is of a later date, some additional English words have
been italicized and some English phrases adapted for the version printed
in WIF, 3-18. Some slight editorial changes have also been made in the
English version for clarity’s sake.]
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new eidé, to use the Platonic term. Incidentally,
creation as such and proper was never considered in
theology. Theological “creation” is just a word;
philosophically speaking, it is a misnomer for what is
in truth only production, fabrication, or construction.
Theological “creation” always follows (and is bound
to follow) the model of the Timaeus: God is a Maker
or a Craftsman who looks at the preexisting eide
(Forms) and uses them as models or paradigms in
shaping matter. But God does not create eidos, neither
in Plato nor in any rational theology.'

4, These fundamental facts about Being, Time, and
creation have been veiled by traditional ontology (and,
in its wake, by science) because in its dominant
stream this ontology worked with the basic
hypercategory of determinacy (in Greek, peras; in
German, Bestimmtheit). Determinacy leads to the
negation of time, to atemporality: if something is truly
determined, it is determined since always and forever.
If it changes, the ways in which it can change and the

! Author’s addition: I say rational theology expressly. I am maintaining, in
effect, that the idea of the absolute “contingency” of every eidos and of
every logical relation as well as the affirmation of the created character of
“eternal truths” are a desperate recourse on the part of rational theology
that is incompatible with everything this kind of theology aims at
establishing. I shall return to this point in the first part of La Création
humaine (forthcoming [T/E: see n. 1 in the Preface]). In Plato, God is
artisan (demiurge) of “intermediary” forms—the “bed” in the Republic
10.597a-c, the entire world and all it contains in the Timaeus—but He is
not, and could not be the creator of the eschata, as Aristotle will say
(Metaphysics 12.3.1069b37-38): of naked matter and of ultimate forms,
eide, of mathematical elements in the Timaeus, any more than of “Eternal
Living Being.” Nor, moreover, is the God of Genesis, who gives form to
the fohubohu that is already there.
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forms this change can bring about are already
determined. Then “events” only realize laws and
“history” is but the unfolding along a fourth
dimension of a “succession” that, for an Absolute
Mind (or for the accomplished scientific theory),
would only be coexistence. Time is then sheer
repetition, if not of “events,” then of the instantiations
of laws. It is a question of life and death, so to speak,
for this ontology to negate time as the permanent
possibility of the emergence of the Other. For reasons
deeply connected with this framework of determinacy,
traditional ontology has to limit the possible types of
being to three and only three categories: substances
(in fact, “things”), subjects, and concepts or
ideas—and the possible sets, combinations, systems,
and hierarchies of sets of substances, subjects, and
ideas.

From an ultimate point of view, the question—“What
is it, in what we know, that comes from the observer
(from us), and what is it that comes from what there
1s?”—is, and will forever remain, undecidable.

The link between what I have to say and the concerns

of the “hard” scientists can be found—so, at least, [ hope—in
my attempt to throw some light on some aspects of these two,
and twin, questions: What is a form and how does it emerge?
This I shall try to do by discussing these questions as they
appear in the social-historical domain, the domain of man
(anthropos), the species, male as well as female.

Does this stand in need of justification? Man is

perhaps no more, but certainly no less of a being than galaxies
or the species Escherichia coli. The possible “oddities” of
man ought not to lessen, but rather to increase the interest in
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his ways of being, if only because they may shake or falsify
general conceptions about “Being” gathered from other
domains. “Two” is no less a prime number because it has the
oddity of being the only even prime number. And it is a very
precious odd even prime number, if only because, by virtue of
its existence, we can falsify a statement that is true in a
denumerably infinite number of cases, namely: “every prime
number is odd.” So perhaps with man.

We are not interested in man only because we are
men. We have to be interested in man because, from all we
know, the fantastic knot of problems linked with the existence
of man, with the ontological type of being that man
represents, is not reducible to physics or to biology. If I may
attempt what is, to my mind, only half a joke, perhaps the
time has come to reverse the traditional way of proceeding.
Perhaps, instead of trying to see how far we can explain what
happens with man through physics and through biology by,
for instance, continuing to assume that an idea, a myth, a
dream are but the epiphenomenal results of some state of the
nervous system that would itself be reducible to, say, some
arrangement of electrons, we may try to reverse the procedure,
for heuristic purposes. You remember that philosophers
almost always start by saying: “I want to see what Being is,
what reality is. Now, here is a table, what does this table show
to me as characteristic of a real being?” No philosopher ever
started by saying: “I want to see what Being is, what reality is.
Now, here is my memory of my dream of last night, what
does this show to me as characteristic of a real being?” No
philosopher ever starts by saying: “Let Mozart’s Requiem be
a paradigm of Being, let us start from that.” Why could we
not start by positing a dream, a poem, a symphony as
paradigmatic of the fullness of Being, and seeing in the
physical world a deficient mode of Being, instead of looking
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at things the other way round, instead of seeing in the
imaginary—that is, human—mode of existence, a deficient or
secondary mode of being?

Man exists only in and through society—and society
is always historical. Society as such is a form, and each given
society is a particular, even a singular, form. Form entails
organization, in other words, order (or, if you wish,
order/disorder). I shall not try to define the terms form,
organization, and order. Rather, I shall try to show that they
acquire a nontrivially new meaning in the social-historical
domain and that the confrontation of this meaning with the
ones given to these terms in mathematics, physics, or biology
may be beneficial to all of the parties concerned.

Two fundamental questions arise in the social-
historical domain. First, “What is it that holds a society
together?” In other words, what is the basis of the unity,
cohesion, and organized differentiation of the fantastically
complex web of phenomena we observe in any existing
society? Yet we are also confronted with the multiplicity and
diversity of societies, and with the historical dimension within
each society, expressed as an alteration of the given social
order that possibly leads to a (sudden or not) end of the “old
order” and the establishment of a new one. Thus, we have to
ask ourselves, secondly: “What is it that brings about other
and new forms of society?”

Let me say, parenthetically, that I shall not deal here
with the discussion and refutation of the traditional views
about society and history, including the most recent ones (e.g.,
functionalism and structuralism; Marxism is, in fact, a variety
of functionalism). These views virtually always conceive of
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society as an assembly or collection of “individuals” related
to each other and all related to “things.” This is a begging of
the question, since individuals and things are social
creations—both in general and in the particular form they take
in any given society. That which is not social in “things” is
the stratum of the “natural world” that a “human ape” would
perceive and as he would perceive it. Neither do we know
this, nor is it relevant to our problem. And that which is not
social in the “individual”—apart from a clumsy and unfit-for-
life degenerate animal—is the nucleus of the psyche, or the
psychical monad, which would also be incapable of surviving
(I mean, of surviving psychically) without the violent
imposition upon it of the social form “individual.” Neither
“permanent” biological “needs,” nor eternal psychical
“drives,” “mechanisms,” or “desires” can account for society
and history. Constant causes cannot give rise to variable
effects.”

I come now to my first question. That which holds a
society together is of course its institution, the whole complex
of its particular institutions, what I call “the institution of a
society as a whole”—the word institution being taken here in
the broadest and most radical sense: norms, values, language,
tools, procedures, and methods of dealing with things and
doing things and, of course, the individual itself both in
general and in the particular type and form (and their

*For a detailed discussion of these and related points, see my books /IS
(1975 [T/E: 1987 in English]) and CL/ (1978 [T/E: now in English as the
first volume in the present series]).
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differentiations: e.g., man/woman) given to it by the society
considered.

How do institutions prevail or ensure their effective
validity? Superficially, and only in some cases, through
coercion and sanctions. Less superficially, and more broadly,
through adherence, support, consensus, legitimacy, belief.
But, in the last analysis: by and through the formation
(fabrication) of the human raw material into a social
individual, in which these institutions themselves as well as
the “mechanisms” of their perpetuation are embedded. Do not
ask yourselves, How is it that most people, even if hungry, do
not steal? Do not even ask, How is it that they vote for such
or such a party, even after repeated deception? Ask
yourselves, rather: Which is the part of all your thinking and
all your ways of looking at things and doing things that is not
to a decisive degree conditioned and codetermined by the
structure and the meanings of the English language, the
organization of the world it carries with it, your first family
environment, school, all the “do”s and “don’t”s to which you
have been constantly exposed, the friends you have, the
opinions in circulation, the ways forced on you by the
innumerable artifacts that surround you, etc.? If you can in all
sincerity truly answer, “About 1 percent,” you are certainly
the most original thinker ever to have lived. It is certainly not
our merit (or demerit) if we do not “see” a nymph inhabiting
every tree or every fountain. We are all, in the first place,
walking and complementary fragments of the institution of
our society—its “total parts,” as a mathematician would say.
The institution produces, in conformity with its norms,
individuals that by construction are not only able, but bound
to reproduce the institution. The “law” produces the
“elements” in such a way that their very functioning
embodies, reproduces, and perpetuates the “law.”
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The institution of society, in this general sense, is of
course made out of various particular institutions. And these
institutions function as and form a coherent whole. Even in
situations of crisis, in the most violent state of internal strife
and internal war, a society is still this one society; if it were
not, there would not and could not be struggle over the same,
or common, objects. There is thus a wunity of the total
institution of society. And, upon further examination, we find
that this unity is in the last resort the unity and internal
cohesion of the immensely complex web of meanings that
permeate, orient, and direct the whole life of the society
considered, as well as the concrete individuals that bodily
constitute society. This web of meanings is what I call the
magma of social imaginary significations that are carried by
and embodied in the institution of the given society and that,
so to speak, animate it. Such social imaginary significations
are, for instance: spirits, gods, God; polis, citizen, nation,
State, party; commodity, money, capital, interest rate; taboo,
virtue, sin, etc. But such are also man/woman/child, as they
are specified in a given society; beyond sheer anatomical or
biological definitions, man, woman, child are what they are
by virtue of the social imaginary significations that make
them that. A Roman man and a Roman woman were and are
something totally different from today’s American man and
American woman. “Thing” is a social imaginary signification
and so is “tool.” The mere and naked “toolness” of the tool is
aparticular imaginary signification, specific mostly to modern
Western societies. Few, if any, other societies have ever seen
tools as sheer tools; think of Achilles’ arms, or Siegfried’s
sword.

I call these significations imaginary because they do
not correspond to, or are not exhausted by, references to
“rational” or “real” elements and because it is through a
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creation that they are posited. And I call them social because
they are and they exist only if they are instituted and shared by
an impersonal, anonymous collective. I shall return briefly to
the term magma.

What is the source, the root, the origin of this magma
and of its unity? Here we can see clearly the limits of the
traditional ontology. No “subject” or “individual” (or “group”
of subjects and individuals) could ever be this origin. Not
only is the amount of ecological, sociological,
psychoanalytical, etc., knowledge, both theoretical and
applied, necessary to engineer the organization of a primitive
tribe, for instance, of such a quantity as well as complexity
that it defies imagination and is, at any rate, far beyond our
grasp, but, more radically, “subjects,” “individuals,” and their
“groups” are themselves the products of a socialization
process, for their existence presupposes the existence of an
instituted society. Neither can we find this origin in “things”;
the idea that myths or music are the (however roundabout)
outcome of the operation of the laws of physics is just
meaningless. Nor, finally, can we reduce the various
institutions of the known societies and their corresponding
significations to “concepts” or “ideas” [Hegel]. We have to
recognize that the social-historical field is irreducible to the
traditional types of being, that we observe here the works, the
creation of what I call the social imaginary, or the instituting
society (as opposed to the instituted society)—being careful
not to make of it another “thing,” another “subject,” or
another “idea.”

If we consider how, for a given society, its magma of
social imaginary significations and the corresponding
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institutions “operate,” we can see a similarity between the
social and the biological organization in one respect: in
respect to closure, to use the term of Francisco Varela.’ Both
social and biological organizations exhibit an organizational,
informational, and cognitive closure.

Each society, like each living being or species,
establishes, creates its own world, within which, of course, it
includes “itself.” In the same way as for the living being, it is
the proper “organization” (significations and institution) of
society that posits and defines, for example, what is for that
society “information,” what is “noise,” and what is nothing at
all; or the “weight,” “relevance,” “value,” and “meaning” of
the “information”; or the “programs” for elaborating and
responding to some given “information,” and so on. In brief,
it is the institution of society that determines what is “real”
and what is not, what is “meaningful” and what is
meaningless. Sorcery was real in Salem three centuries ago,
and not now. “The Delphic Apollo was in Greece a force as
real as any other” (Marx).* It would even be superficial and
insufficient to say that each society “contains” a system of
interpretation of the world. Each society is a system of

99 <6

3 Author’s addition: Francisco Varela, Principles of Biological Autonomy
(Amsterdam, North Holland: Elsevier, 1979). [T/E: Castoriadis discussed
Varela’s Principles in a rare book review he wrote that appeared in the
first issue of Le Débat (May 1980). See the English-language translations
of'this book review as well as of a 1995 “Interview: Cornelius Castoriadis
and Francisco Varela” in PSRTI.] See also “Modern Science and
Philosophical Interrogation” (1973), in CL/, 233-35. The initial idea is
due to Humberto R. Maturana.

*T/E: The question—"“Was not the Delphic Apollo a real power in the life
of the Greeks?”—comes from the Appendix to Marx’s 1841 doctoral
thesis The Difference Between the Democritean and Epicurean
Philosophy of Nature.
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interpretation of the world, and again, the term interpretation
is here flat and inappropriate. Each society is a construction,
a constitution, a creation of a world, of its own world. Its own
identity is nothing but this “system of interpretation,” this
world it creates. And that is why (like every individual) it
perceives any attack upon this system of interpretation as a
mortal threat: it perceives such an attack as an attack upon its
identity.

In this sense, the “self” of a society, its ecceitas as the
scholastics would sayj, its being this society and not any other,
can be likened to what Varela has called the “autonomy” of
the living being, and to the specifications of this “autonomy.”
But the differences are also essential, and not just descriptive.
I will list some of them.

1. As is well known, the fixation of the “characters” of
a society does not possess a physical basis (like the
genome) that could guarantee (even
“probabilistically”) their conservation through time,
their transmission; there is here no equivalent of any
genetic code (even if, as Atlan said before,’ this code
does not work in the way it was thought ten years
ago).

2. For society, there is properly speaking no “noise.”
Whatever appears, whatever occurs to a society has to
mean something for it—or has to explicitly be
declared to be “without meaning.”

3. Although there seems to be, in the living being, a
nonnegligible redundancy of the processes for

> Author’s addition: Henri Atlan, “Disorder, Complexity, and Meaning,”
in Disorder and Order (see the publication note to the present chapter),
pp- 109-28.
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fabricating information, in society this fabrication of
information as well as its elaboration appear virtually
limitless and go far beyond any characterization in
terms of “functionality.”

Finality (or, as the recent wave of scientific
prudishness would call it, “teleonomy’’) seems to be
an inescapable category when dealing with the living
being as well as with society. But (and without
forgetting that the final “finality” of the living being
is shrouded in a thick mystery) it can be asserted that
processes in the living being are governed by the
“finality” of its conservation, itself governed by the
“finality” of the conservation of the species—itself
governed by the “finality” of the conservation of the
biosphere, the biosystem as a whole. In the case of
society, although most of the “finalities” we observe
are of course governed by a sort of “principle of
conservation,” this “conservation” is, ultimately, the
conservation of “attributes” that are “arbitrary” and
specific to each society—its social imaginary
significations.

For everything that is for a living being, the
metaobserver can find a physical correlate. Not so for
society, which creates being without physical
correlates in a massive and wholesale way: spirits,
gods, virtues, sins, “rights of man,” and so on—and
for which this type of being is always of a higher
order than “sheer physical” being.

Society creates a new type of self-reference: it creates
its own metaobservers (and all the awkward problems
they create).
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Of course there is not, and could never be, either
biological or social “solipsism.” The living being organizes
for itself a part or stratum of the physical world, it
reconstructs it to form a world of its own. It cannot transgress
the physical laws of nature or ignore them, but it posits new
laws of its own. Up to a point, the situation is the same with
society. But the type of relation with the “presocial” world
(what I call the first natural stratum) that society creates and
institutes is different. It is an “anaclitic” relation, a “leaning
on”—Anlehnung, étayage. The “logical/physical” operations
through which every society relates itself to the first natural
stratum, organizes it, and makes use of it are always under the
sway of its social imaginary significations, which are at once
“arbitrary” and radically different between different societies.
The constraints the physical world imposes on the
organization of the living being supply an essential part of our
understanding of this organization. That which the natural
world as such insuperably dictates that society—and thereby,
all societies—do or forbids society from doing is utterly
trivial and teaches us nothing.

All this concerns the delineation of society from, and
its opposition to, the living being. But the more important task
is that of an intrinsic characterization of the organization of
society.

Let us start with some banal facts. There is no society
without arithmetic. There is no society without myth. In
today’s society arithmetic is, of course, one of the main
myths. There is not and cannot be a “rational” basis for the
domination of quantification in contemporary society.
Quantification is just the expression of one of its dominant
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imaginary significations: whatever cannot be counted does
not exist. But we can go one step further. There is no myth
without arithmetic—and no arithmetic without myth. Let me
add parenthetically that the most important thing about myth
is not, as Structuralism holds, that through myth society
logically organizes the world. Myth is not just “logic” (even
if, of course, it contains logic), and even less the binary logic
of the Structuralists. Myth is essentially a way for society to
vest with meaning both the world and its own life within the
world—a world and a life that, otherwise, are obviously
meaningless.

These remarks lead us to make a key statement
relative to the organization of society, so that we may thereby
characterize it in an intrinsic and positive way. The institution
of society and the social imaginary significations embedded
in it deploy themselves always along two, indissociable
dimensions: the “ensemblistic-identitary™ (“set-theoretical,”
“logical”) dimension, and the strictly or properly imaginary
dimension.

In the ensemblistic-identitary dimension, society
operates (“acts” and “thinks”) in and through “elements,”
“classes,” “properties,” and “relations” that are posited as
“distinct” and “definite.” Here, the sovereign scheme is that
of determination (determinacy or determinateness, peras,
Bestimmtheit). The requirement here is that everything
conceivable be brought under the rubric of determination and
the implications or consequences that follow therefrom. From

ST/E: In the original English-language text, here and below Castoriadis
had actually ventured “identitary-ensemblistic.” For consistency’s sake in
the present series, we have changed this phrase to his later formulation
“ensemblistic-identitary,” which became the basis for the abbreviated
forms “ensidic,” “ensidize,” and so on.
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the point of view of this dimension, existence is determinacy.

In the imaginary dimension proper, existence is
signification. Significations, though they can be “pointed to,”
are not determinate. They are indefinitely related to each other
in the basic mode of renvoi. (For this French word, an
American friend of mine proposes the translation “referral”:
each signification refers to an indefinite number of other
significations.) Significations are neither “distinct” nor
“definite” (the terms used by Cantor in his “definition” of the
elements of a set). They are not connected by necessary and
sufficient conditions and reasons. The referral (the relation of
referral), which here covers also a “quasi-equivalence” and a
“quasi-belonging,” works mostly through a quid pro quo, an
“x stands for y,” which in the nontrivial cases is
“arbitrary”—that is, instituted. This quid pro quo is the kernel
of what I call the signitive relation—which is the basis of
language—the relation between the sign and that of which the
sign is sign. As we all know, there is not and could not be any
necessary or sufficient reason why “dog” stands for canis or
why “seven” has to do with God. But the quid pro quo
relation also goes far beyond language proper.

Let me illustrate what I mean with the example of
language. In language, the ensemblistic-identitary dimension
corresponds to what I call “code” (not to be confused with the
Saussurean “code,” which only means ‘“system’). The
imaginary dimension proper manifests itself through what I
call “tongue” (langue). Thus, in a certain context, sentences
like “Give me the hammer” or “In any triangle, the sum of the
angles is equal to two right angles” belong to the “code.”
Sentences like “In the night of the Absolute, all cows are
black” or “I have seated Beauty on my knees, I found her
bitter and insulted her” belong to the “tongue.” The
distinction between code and tongue—more generally,




Imaginary: Creation in Social-Historical Domain 163

between the ensemblistic-identitary dimension and the
imaginary dimension proper—is of course not a distinction of
“substance,” but one of use and operation. (Ever since [ have
known them, I have found the statements “All finite fields are
commutative” and “The spectrum of any Hermitian operator
is necessarily real” among the most beautiful verses ever
written.) The two dimensions are, to use a topological
metaphor, everywhere dense in language and in social life.
That is to say, “arbitrarily near” to every “point” of language
there is an “element” belonging to the ensemblistic-identitary
dimension—and also an “element” belonging to the
imaginary dimension proper. The most “crazy” surrealistic
poem still contains an indefinite amount of “logic”—but
“through” this “logic,” it materializes the Other of “logic.”
Arithmetic and mathematics are everywhere in Bach, but it is
not because it contains arithmetic and mathematics that the
Well-Tempered Clavier is what it is.

Thus, the social imaginary significations in a given
society present us with a type of organization unknown until
now in other domains. This type is what I call a “magma.” A
magma “contains” sets—even an indefinite number of
sets—but is not reducible to sets or systems, however rich and
complex, of sets. (This reduction is the hopeless endeavor of
functionalism and structuralism, causalism and finalism,
materialism and rationalism in the social-historical domain.)
Neither can it be reconstituted “analytically,” that is, by
means of set-theoretical categories and operations. Social
“order” and ‘“organization” are irreducible to the usual
mathematical, physical, or even biological notions of order
and organization—at least, as these have been thought of up
till now. But the interesting point here is not this negation, but
the following positive assertion: The social-historical creates
a new ontological type of order (unity, coherence, and
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organized differentiation).

Let me add a corollary. If one accepts the following
(to my eyes obvious) /emma, namely, that deterministic
theories can exist only as ensemblistic-identitary systems of
sentences, capable of inducing an exhaustive ensemblistic-
identitary organization of the “object-domain,” then it is clear
that no deterministic theory of the social-historical can claim
more than a very partial and heavily conditioned validity. (By
“deterministic” theories I mean also, of course, “probabilistic”
theories in the proper sense, that is, theories that assign
definite probabilities to occurrences or classes of
occurrences.)

To come now to my second question: the social-
historical does not only create, once and for all, a new
ontological type of order characteristic of the genus “society.”
This type is each time “materialized” through different forms,
each of which embodies a creation, a new eidos of society.
Apart from the existence everywhere of institutions and of
social imaginary significations, and apart from trivialities,
there is nothing of substance common to, say, modern
capitalist society and a “primitive” society. And if what I said
before holds, there is not and cannot be any “law” or
determinate “procedure” whereby a given form of society
could “produce” another form or cause it to appear. The
attempts to “derive” social forms from “physical conditions,”
from “antecedents,” or from permanent characteristics of
“man” are worse than failures: they are meaningless. Here,
inherited ontology and logic are helpless: they are bound to
ignore the proper being of the social-historical. Not only is
creation for this ontology and logic a dirty word (except in a
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theological context, where, as I said before, only a pseudo-
“creation” is considered) but also this ontology is inevitably
driven to ask, “Creation by whom?” Y et creation, as the work
of the social imaginary, of the instituting society (societas
instituans, not societas instituta), is the mode of being of the
social-historical field, by means of which this field is. Society
is self-creation deployed as history. To recognize this and to
stop asking meaningless questions about “subjects” and
“substances” or “causes” requires, to be sure, a radical
ontological conversion.

This is not to say that historical creation takes place
upon a tabula rasa—neither need René¢ Thom fear that I am
advising laziness. On the contrary, as the very principles of
“economy of thought” and “simplicity” show, determinism is
the methodology of laziness. You do not need to think about
this particular occurrence if you are in possession of its
general “law.” And if we could write down the ultimate,
overall hyperequation of the Universe, we could sleep happily
ever after. There is always a fantastic and fantastically
complex amount of existing things and partial conditions
within which historical creation takes place. And there is also
an immense, indeed interminable, useful, and meaningful
research around the question: What was there in the “old” that
was somehow or other “preparing the new” or related to it?
But here again the principle of closure heavily intervenes.
Briefly speaking: the old enters the new with the signification
given to it by the new and could not enter it otherwise. We
need only remember how ancient Greek or early Christian
ideas and elements have for centuries now been continuously
“rediscovered” and remodeled (reinterpreted) in the Western
world to fit what we wrongly call the “needs,” that is, in truth,
the imaginary schemes, of the “present.” For a long time we
had the philologists and researchers of classical antiquity, and
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now we have a new scientific discipline [which is sometimes
called historiography] that is inquiring into the West’s
changing views of classical antiquity. Needless to say, these
inquiries teach us much more about the Western sixteenth,
eighteenth, or twentieth centuries than about classical
antiquity.

Nor can we refrain from establishing, as far as
possible, “causal” or ‘“quasi-causal” connections and
regularities that appear in the social-historical domain and are
carried by its ensemblistic-identitary dimension. But one
needs only to mention, in this respect, the state and fate of
economics in order to show the very narrow limits of this type
of approach even in what would be its “natural” and
privileged domain, and the need to take seriously into
account, if one is to understand anything at all, the whole
magma of the social-historical reality in which quantifiable
and determinate economic relations are immersed.

Our second question was, “How do new social-
historical forms emerge?” The answer is, flatly, through
creation. To this, the traditionally-minded would respond with
a sneer, “You are just supplying a word.” I am supplying a
word for a fact—a class of facts—that has been, up till now,
covered up and that henceforth has to be recognized. Of these
facts we do have, up to a point, a “direct” experience: we have
been witnessing, so to speak—that is, indirectly or
directly—the emergence of new social-historical forms, e.g.,
the creation of the democratic polis in ancient Greece; or,
much more, of modern Western capitalism, and even
more—de visu—ofthe totalitarian bureaucracy in Russia after
1917. In each of these cases, there are lots of meaningful
things to be said, interminable work to be done, on the
conditions preceding and surrounding this emergence. We can
elucidate these processes, not ‘“explain” them. An
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“explanation” would entail either the derivation of
significations from nonsignifications, which is meaningless,
or the reduction of all magmas of significations appearing in
history to various combinations of a few “elements of
signification” already present “from the start” in human
history, which is patently impossible (and would again lead to
the question, “How did these ‘first elements’ arise?”).

To take a particular example, that of a specific (and
fashionable) explanatory scheme, let us consider the
emergence of capitalism, and a possible “neo-Darwinian”
approach to it. In Western Europe, between say the twelfth
and the eighteenth century, we do not observe a “random”
production of a huge number of social varieties and the
elimination of all but one of them as “unfit,” a selection of
capitalism as the only “fit” social form. What we do observe
is the emergence of a new social imaginary signification, the
unlimited expansion of “rational” mastery (instrumented, to
begin with, in the unlimited expansion of productive forces),
simultaneously with the work of a great number of factors of
extreme diversity. Ex post, and once we are in possession of
the outcome, we cannot help but admire the (incredible and
enigmatic) synergy of these factors in “producing” a form,
capitalism, that was not “intended” by any actor or group of
actors and that could certainly not be “constructed” through
a random assembly of preexisting “elements.” But once we
focus on this new emerging social imaginary signification, the
unlimited expansion of “rational” mastery, we can understand
much more: these “elements” and these “factors” enter the
capitalist institution of society if and when they can be “used”
by it or become instrumental for it—and this happens as often
as not through their being attracted, so to speak, into the
capitalist sphere of significations and thereby being invested
with a new meaning. A beautiful example is the creation of
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the modern, centralized state apparatus by the absolute
monarchy, described by Tocqueville in L 'Ancien Régime et la
révolution: designed and constructed to serve the absolute
power of the Monarch, it became the ideal carrier of the
impersonal rule of capitalist “rationality.”’

Similarly, I doubt whether the principles of “order
from noise” or of “organization from noise” can help in
elucidating the emergence of new social forms. As I said
before, I do not think one can properly speak of “noise” in
relation to a society. Even the term “disorder” is, if  may say
so, out of order here. What appears as “disorder” within a
society is, in reality, something internal to its institution,
meaningful and negatively valued—and that is a totally
different thing. The only cases where we could speak
genuinely of “disorder” are, [ think, those of “old systems that
are in crisis” or “crumbling.” So, for instance, with the late
Roman World—or many Third World societies today. In the
first case, a new “unifying principle,” a new magma of social
imaginary significations eventually emerged with Christianity.
I do not see any relation of the preceding “disorder” to this,
except that ofa “negative condition.” In the second case—that
of the Third World countries—no new “unifying principle”
seems to emerge, and the crumbling of the old order just goes
on—except in the cases where “unifying principles” are
successfully imported from abroad (which is not the most
frequent case). To take another example, which sheds light on
another aspect of the question: when the protobourgeoisie
starts emerging within the general framework of feudal
society in the twelfth century, it does not make much sense to
treat this phenomenon as “noise” or “disorder”; this would be,

"Author’s addition: See my “Marxisme et théorie révolutionnaire,” in
Socialisme ou Barbarie, 37 (July 1964): 32-43; now in /IS, pp. 45-54.
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at most, legitimate from a “feudal” point of view. For this
“noise” or “disorder” is, from its very beginning, a carrier of
a (new) order and of (new) significations, and can materially
exist only by being such a carrier.

But what seems to me to establish, above all, the
radical difference between the biological and the social-
historical world is the emergence, in the latter, of
autonomy—or of a new meaning of autonomy. In Varela’s
use of the word (which, as I have taken the liberty of telling
him, I regret), the “autonomy” of the living being is its
closure—organizational, informational, cognitive closure.
Closure here means that the functioning of the living “self”
and its correspondence with the various outside “its” or
“things” are governed by rules, principles, laws, and meanings
that are posited by the living being but that, once posited, are
given once and for all and the change of which, whenever it
occurs, is presumably “random.” But this is exactly what we
would call—and what I call—heteronomy in the human and
the social-historical domain: the state where laws, principles,
norms, values, and meanings are given once and for all and
where the society or the individual, as the case may be, has no
action upon them. An extreme but very telling example of
what would be the fullest “autonomy” in Varela’s sense, and
the fullest heteronomy in my sense, is that of the psychotic
person suffering from paranoia. This person has created once
and for all his own all-encompassing and totally rigid
interpretative system, and nothing can ever enter his world
without being transformed according to the rules of this
system. (Of course, without some dose of paranoia, none of
us could survive.) But a much more common and massive
example is given by all “primitive” societies, and also by all
religious societies, where rules, principles, laws, meanings,
etc. are posited as given once and for all and their
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unquestioned and unquestionable character is institutionally
guaranteed by the instituted representation of an extrasocial
source, foundation, and guarantee of law, meaning, etc.:
obviously, you cannot change the law of God or say that this
law is unjust. (The sentence would just be unthinkable and
incomprehensible in such a society—like “Big Brother is
ungood” in the final stage of Newspeak.) Here we have (as in
totalitarianism) the fullest possible “autonomy,” the fullest
possible “closure” of meaning and interpretation—that is, the
fullest possible heteronomy from our point of view.

And what is the origin of “our point of view”? It is
another historical creation, a historical break or rupture that
first took place in ancient Greece, then again in Western
Europe at the end of the Middle Ages, whereby autonomy in
the proper sense is for the first time created: autonomy not as
closure, but as openness. These societies represent again a
new form of social-historical being—and, indeed, of being
tout court: for the first time in the history of humanity, of life,
and, for all that we know, of the Universe, we have here a
being that brings openly into question its proper law of
existence, its proper existing order.

These societies call into question their own institution,
their representation of the world, their social imaginary
significations. This is, of course, what is entailed by the
creation of democracy and philosophy, both of which break
up the closure of the instituted society prevailing until then
and open up a space where the activities of thinking and of
politics lead to calling into question again and again not only
the given forms of the social institution and of the social
representation of the world but also the possible ground for
any such forms. Autonomy here takes the meaning of a self-
institution of society that is, from now on, more or less
explicit: we make the laws, we know it, and thus we are




Imaginary: Creation in Social-Historical Domain 171

responsible for our laws and have to ask ourselves every time,
“Why this law rather than another one?”” And this, of course,
entails the appearance of a new type of historical being on the
individual level, that is, of an autonomous individual, who
can ask himself—and also say aloud: “Is this law just?” All
this does not go without struggle against the old
heteronomous order and orders, a struggle that is, to say the
least, far from finished.

It is this historical creation of autonomy and, I repeat,
of a new type of being capable of calling into question the
very laws of its existence, that has conditioned for us the
possibility both of a discussion such as the one we are having
today, and, more important, of genuine political action, of
action toward a new institution of society, fully realizing the
project of autonomy. But that is another story.

September 1981
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Unending Interrogation”

Emmanuel Terrée: A specter is haunting the Europe of
intellectuals: the specter of totalitarianism. Among Europeans
who have experienced democracy, this results in a cautious
withdrawal into themselves. This is to be contrasted with a
Third World that, for a long time, seemed so promising but
today is suspected of harboring all kinds of totalitarian
temptations and deviations. So, after the engaged intellectual,
full of certainties but also sometimes of generosity, comes an
intellectual who is more reserved but also more ethically
concerned. What do you think about this twofold movement
of withdrawal?

Cornelius Castoriadis: You can’t fall back upon
Europe. That’s an illusion. It’s ostrich politics. It’s not the
“withdrawal” of a few intellectuals that will change anything
at all in contemporary reality, which is basically worldwide.
It is also an entirely “anti-European” attitude. There is one
and only one qualitative singularity to Europe, to the Greco-
Western world, that counts for us. It’s the creation of
universality, openness, critical self-questioning and critical
questioning of one’s own tradition.

“Left-wing intellectuals™ have for a long time tried to
dodge the genuine political problem. They have constantly
sought somewhere a “real entity” that would play the role of
the savior of humanity and the redeemer of history. They first
believed that they had found it in an ideal and idealized
proletariat, then in the Communist Party that would
“represent” it. Next, without going into an analysis of the

“Interview with Emmanuel Terrée and Guillaume Malaurie, conducted on
July 1, 1979, and published in Esprit, September-October 1979: 29-33,
131-33, and 242-48 as “Une interrogration sans fin.” Reprinted in DH,
241-60 (299-324 of the 1999 reprint). [T/E: The present translation first

appeared in RTI(TBS).]



http://www.notbored.org/cornelius-castoriadis-carrefours-2-highlighted-errata-citations.pdf
http://www.notbored.org/RTI.pdf
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reasons why the revolutionary workers’ movement failed in
the capitalist countries, it mattering little whether this failure
is temporary or definitive, they crossed those countries off
their list and transferred their belief onto the countries of the
Third World. Retaining the most mechanical aspects of
Marx’s schema, they tried to put African or Vietnamese
peasants in the place of the industrial proletariat and to make
them play the same role therein. Now some, in this yes-to-no
movement of the pendulum that masks their absence of
thought, spit on the Third World for reasons that are as stupid
as those that made them adore it. They explained that
democracy, freedom, and so on were Western or bourgeois
mystifications the Chinese could do without; at present, they
insinuate that these barbarians are not yet mature enough to
receive these too-precious goods. All that was needed,
however, was a tiny opening in the totalitarian trap in Beijing
a few months ago to see, wonder of wonders, that, despite
Alain Peyrefitte, Philippe Sollers, and Julia Kristeva,' the
Chinese were not so different from us in this regard and that
they demanded democratic rights as soon as they had the
possibility of doing so.

'T/E: Alain Peyrefitte, author in 1973 of Quand la China s éveillera...
(When China awakens), a report written up about a 1971 French
parliamentary visit to China that became a highly popular book, was, at the
time of this interview, French President Valéry Giscard d’Estaing’s
Minister of Justice. (It is assumed that Castoriadis—who did not supply
any first names here—was not referring to the novelist and historical
writer Roger Peyrefitte.) In 1960, the novelist Philippe Sollers founded the
Tel Quel review, which at one time famously held a “pro-Chinese” (i.e.,
Maoist) position; with his wife, Julia Kristeva, who joined the review’s
editorial committee in 1971, Sollers and other Tel Quel editorial
committee members visited Mao’s China in 1974. The “tiny opening”
refers to the Democracy Wall Movement from November 1978 to
December 1979.
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E.T.: It seems that the intellectuals have broken with
their engagement and are more preoccupied with ethics. How
do you think that the intellectuals can establish a tie between
themselves and the movement of society?

C.C.: “Falling back upon ethics” is, at best, a “false
conclusion” drawn from the experience of totalitarianism and
today serves as a mystification. What does the experience of
the Third World countries show—what, for a long time now,
has it shown? That popular revolts, which, in these countries,
provoke or accompany the collapse of traditional societies,
have been, until now, channeled and coopted by a
bureaucracy (most often of a “Marxist-Leninist” type,
although now some might hope that there will also be
monotheistic bureaucracies). This bureaucracy profits from
the situation in order to come to power and to set up a
totalitarian regime. Now, that raises the political problem of
totalitarianism—just as this problem was posed in Europe on
the basis of other evolutions. Quite obviously, when faced
with this problem, all the inherited conceptions—Marxism as
well as Liberalism—{find themselves totally insolvent, over
there as well as here. This is the problem we have to face, on
the theoretical level as well as on the practical level. The
“falling back upon ethics” is in this regard a dodge, and a
mockery of ethics itself. There is no ethics that halts at the life
of the individual. Starting from the moment the social and
political question is posed, ethics communicates with politics.
The question “What I am to do?”” does not concern and cannot
concern my individual existence alone, but also my existence
qua individual who participates in a society in which there is
no historical tranquility but where the problem of its
organization, of its institution, is openly posed. And it is
posed in the “democratic” countries as well as in the
totalitarian countries. It is the very experience of
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totalitarianism, and its ever present possibility, that shows the
urgency of the political problem qua problem of the overall
institution of society. Dissolving this problem into allegedly
ethical attitudes is tantamount, in fact, to a mystification.

Now, when one speaks of the role and of the function
of intellectuals in contemporary society, distinctions must be
made and the simplifications and superficialities that are
beginning to spread must be avoided. At present, one tends to
make intellectuals into a “class” apart and even to claim that
they are in the process of coming to power. The hackneyed
Marxist schema is taken up once again and is patched up by
sticking “intellectuals” therein as the “rising class.” This is a
variant of the same platitude as “technocracy” or
“technostructure.” In both cases, one shrugs off the
specificity of the modern fact par excellence in this regard:
the emergence and the domination of the bureaucratic
Apparatus, which invokes “technicality” or “theory” as a veil
for its power, but which has nothing to do with the one or the
other.

This can be seen very clearly in the Western countries;
it is not technicians who direct the White House, or the Elysée
Palace, or the big capitalist firms, or States. When they rise to
positions of power, it is not by means of their capacities as
technicians but, rather, their capacities for scheming and
intrigue (French President Valéry Giscard d’Estaing is

2“Technostructure” (Wikipedia, s.v.) “is the group of technicians, analysts
within an organisation (enterprise, administrative body) with considerable
influence and control on its economy. The term was coined by the
economist John Kenneth Galbraith in The New Industrial State (1967). It
usually refers to managerial capitalism where the managers and other
company leading administrators, scientists, or lawyers retain more power
and influence than the shareholders in the decisional and directional
process.”



https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Technostructure

Unending Interrogation 177

hopeless as an “economist,” but shrewder when it comes to
tripping up political opponents).

This can also be seen in all “Marxist”- or “Marxist-
Leninist”-influenced parties and countries. One of the
multitiered farces of history—which shows how ridiculous it
is to replace social and historical analysis by simpleminded
searches for precursors of ideas—is the matter of the relations
between “theory” and the effectively actual movement of the
working class. We all know the Kautsky-Lenin conception,
according to which it is the petty-bourgeois intellectuals that,
from the outside, introduce socialism into the working class.’
This has rightly been criticized, by myself among others. But
what must be seen is that this conception is, paradoxically, at
once false and true. False, because what there was of
socialism was produced by the proletariat, and not by any sort
of “theory,” and that, if socialist conceptions are to be
“introduced from the outside” into the proletariat, they would
cease, due to this very fact, to have any relationship at all with
socialism. But “true,” too, if by “socialism” one means
Marxism, for the latter really did have to inoculate it,
introduce it from the outside, ultimately impose it almost by
force on the proletariat. Now—another tie—in the name of
this conception, the Marxist parties have always claimed to be
the parties of the working class, representing it “essentially”
or “exclusively,” but in the name of their possession of a
theory that, qua theory, can only be the possession of
intellectuals. That’s already rather funny. But the best part of
the joke is that in these parties it was neither the workers nor

T/E: In Section 11 of What is To Be Done (1901), Lenin, quoting Karl
Kautsky’s statement that “socialist consciousness is something introduced
into the proletarian class struggle from without” by the Social-Democratic
Party, says that these words are “profoundly true and important.”
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the intellectuals as such who dominated and who dominate.
This has been a kind of new man, the political apparatchik,
who was not an intellectual but rather a semi-illiterate—like
Maurice Thorez in France, or Nikos Zachariadis in Greece.*
There existed in the Third International practically just one
intellectual who remains readable today: Georg Lukacs. He
was nothing therein. Stalin, who wrote infantile and
unreadable things, was everything therein. Here we have the
effectively actual relations between theory and practice
through the multiple reversals they undergo in the camera
obscura of history.

In contemporary society, where the “production” and
the utilization of “knowledge” certainly have taken up an
enormous place, there is a proliferation of “intellectuals.” But,
qua participants in this production and utilization, these
intellectuals have only a very limited specificity. The great
majority of them are integrated into the existing labor and pay
structures, most of the time in bureaucratic-hierarchical
structures. And they thereby cease to have, whether in fact or
by right, a specific position, a specific role, a specific
vocation. It isn’t because someone is a computer scientist, a
specialist in some branch of biology, algebraic topology, or
the history of the Incas that he has something particular to say
about society.

Confusion occurs because there is another,
numerically very limited category of people who deal, be it on
the basis of some specialization, with “general ideas” and,
starting from there, lay a claim or can lay a claim to another

*T/E: Maurice Thorez, who first became General Secretary of the French
Communist Party in 1930, was upon his death in 1964 succeeded by
Waldeck Rochet. Nikos Zachariadis was the General Secretary of the
Greek Communist Party from 1931 to 1956.
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role—a “universal” role. Here we have an enduring tradition,
at least on the Continent. Obviously, this tradition began
already in Antiquity, when the philosopher ceased to be a
“philosopher-citizen” (Socrates) and, “removing himself”
from society, talks about society (Plato). We know how this
tradition was resumed in the West, and we know the apogee
it attained during the Age of Enlightenment (but also
afterward: Marx). In France, it became a sort of besetting sin
of the nation, taking on some laughable forms: every Ecole
normale supérieure student or teacher candidate in
philosophy starts out life with the idea that he has in his
schoolbag a baton passed on to him from Voltaire or
Rousseau. The years since the war have offered a more than
hilarious list of examples.

That said, it is obvious that the problem of society and
of history—of politics—cannot be broken down into a list of
specialists, that therefore a few people, on the basis or not of
some specialization, make it the object of their concern and of
their labor. If we are talking about those people, we have to
comprehend the strange, ambiguous, contradictory relation
they entertain with social and historical reality, which is,
moreover, their privileged object. What characterizes this
relation is obviously the distance they necessarily have vis-a-
vis the effectively actual movement of society. This distance
keeps them from being submerged in things and enables them
to try to make out some broad outlines, some tendencies. At
the same time, however, it renders them more or less alien to
what is effectively going on. And until now, in this
ambiguous, contradictory relation to two antinomic terms, one
of the terms has been overloaded as a function of the entire
theoreticist heritage that begins with Plato, that has been
handed down over the centuries, and that was inherited by
Marx himself, despite a few attempts he made to free himself
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therefrom. The intellectual who is occupied with general ideas
is carried along by his whole tradition and by his entire
training to privilege his own theoretical elaborations. He
thinks that he can find the truth about society and history in
Reason or in theory—not in the effectively actual movement
of history itself, and in the living activity of humans. He
occults in advance historical movement as creation. He
thereby can be extremely dangerous to himself and to others.
But I do not think that we have here an absolute impasse. For,
he can also participate in this movement, on the condition
that he understands what that means: not signing up with a
party in order to follow docilely its orders, nor simply signing
petitions. Rather, acting qua citizen.

E.T.: You said in Esprit in February 1977: There can
be no rigorous knowledge [savoir rigoureux] about society.’
Since then we have been witnessing the massacre of
globalizing forms of knowledge (Marxism, psychoanalysis,
the philosophy of desire), which confirms your statement.
There remains the question of thinking the present. This
present is riddled with crises. Is it possible to think these
crises in a nonglobalizing and yet still satisfactory manner?
Or must one then accept to think in crisis, but then, in what
fashion?

3 Author’s addition: This interview with Olivier Mongin, Paul Thibaud,
and Pierre Rosanvallon, conducted in July 1976 and published in Esprit,
February 1977, was reprinted in Le Contenu du socialisme (Paris: 10/18,
1979): 323-66. [T/E: On p. 228 of this interview now translated as “The
Revolutionary Exigency” in PSW3, Castoriadis stated: “When I attempt to
show not only that there is no rigorous knowledge about society and
history, but that there cannot be any, it in no way follows that we are
unable to understand anything about them, or that anything whatsoever can
happen, that we are immersed in a random night in which all cows would
be possible.”]
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C.C.: Let’s avoid misunderstandings. That there is no
rigorous knowledge about society does not mean that there is
not any knowledge of society, that one could say just
anything, that anything goes. There exists a series of partial
and “inexact” forms of knowledge (in the sense that “inexact”
is opposed to “exact”), but these are far from negligible as to
the contribution they can make to our attempt to elucidate the
social-historical world.

There’s another risk of misunderstanding. You clearly
are using the term “globalizing” with a critical or pejorative
connotation. We are in agreement to condemn the idea of a
globalizing knowledge in the sense of an absolute or total
knowledge; that said, when we think society (I am no longer
speaking about knowledge, but of thought), this movement of
thought nevertheless intends the whole of society.

The situation is not different in philosophy.
Philosophical thought is a kind of thought that necessarily
intends the whole in its object. Giving up the illusion of the
“system” does not signify giving up thinking being, or
knowledge [la connaissance], for example. Now, here the
idea of a “division of labor” is clearly absurd. Does one see
philosophers deciding: You over there, you are going to think
this or that aspect of being and I’ll think some other one?
Does one see a psychoanalyst saying to a patient: You shall
talk to me about problems relating to anality—as for orality,
I’'m going to send you to my colleague X? The same goes for
society and history: an effectively actual totality is there,
already of itself, and that is what is intended. The first
question regarding thought of the social—as I formulated it in
The Imaginary Institution of Society—is: What holds a
society together, what makes there be one society, and not
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scattering or dispersion?® Even when there is scattering or
dispersion, this is still a social scattering, a social dispersion,
not that of the molecules of a gas in a container that has burst.

When one thinks society, it is inevitable that one
intends the whole; this is constitutive of that sort of thought.
And intending the whole is just as inevitable when one thinks
society, not within a theoretical perspective, but within a
political perspective. The political problem is that of the
overall [globale] institution of society. If one situates oneself
at that level, and not at that of the European elections for
example, one is obliged to pose the questions of the
institution, of instituting society, and of instituted society, of
the relationship of the one with the other, of how all that is
concretized during the present phase. One must go beyond the
opposition between the illusion of an overall knowledge
[savoir global] about society and the illusion that one could
fall back on a series of specialized and fragmentary
disciplines. It is the very terrain upon which this opposition
exists that is to be destroyed.

Thinking the crisis, or thinking in crisis: certainly, we
have to think the crisis of society and, certainly, our thought,
not being external to this society, being rooted, can itself only
be—if it is worth something—in crisis. It is up to us to make
something of it.

E.T.: And French society? That is what preoccupies
us. According to you, there exists a revolutionary project, two
centuries old, and there is a homology of significations among
all the revolts that refer back to this project. Where are these
revolts at today? The example is always given of the struggle
of women, immigrants, social experimentation, the

ST/E: See ch. 4 of 1IS, “The Social-Historical,” partially reprinted in CR
as “The Social Imaginary and the Institution (1975): Excerpt,” 198-217.
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antinuclear struggles. But don’t these sites of tension, these
terrains of confrontation, correspond to deficiencies in the
social system that in the end are likely to be regulated and
even to be eliminated?

C.C.: I shall begin with a more general remark. The
main lesson we can draw from the experience of the past
century, from the fate of Marxism, from the evolution of the
workers’” movement—which is, moreover, in no way
original—is that history is the domain of risk and of tragedy.
People have the illusion that they can get out of this, and they
express it in the following demand: Produce for me an
institutional system that will guarantee that things will never
go wrong; prove to me that a revolution will never
degenerate, or that such and such a movement will never be
coopted by the existing regime. To formulate this exigency,
however, is to remain in the most complete state of
mystification. It is to believe that there could be some
provisions written down on paper that would be capable,
independent of the effectively actual activity of men and
women in society, of assuring a peaceful future, or freedom
and justice. It’s the same thing—this is the Marxian
illusion—when one seeks in history a factor that would be
positive and nothing but positive, that is to say, in the
Marxian dialectic, negative and nothing but negative,
therefore never cooptable, never able to be rendered positive
by the instituted system. This position, which Marx assigned
to the proletariat, often continues to dominate people’s minds,
either positively (thus, certain feminists seem to be saying that
there is in the women’s movement an untouchable and
incorruptible radicality) or negatively (when one says: In
order to believe in such and such a movement, we have to be
shown that it is by nature uncooptable).

Not only do such movements not exist, but there is
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much more. Every partial movement not only can be coopted
by the system but, so long as the system is not abolished, also
contributes in some way to the continuation of the latter’s
operation. [ was able to show this a long time ago, taking the
example of workers’ struggles.” Under duress, capitalism was
able to function, not despite workers’ struggles but thanks to
them. We cannot halt at this observation, however; without
these struggles, we would not be living in the society in which
we are living, but rather in a society founded upon the labor
of industrial slaves. And these struggles have called into
question the central social imaginary significations of
capitalism: property, hierarchy, and so on.

One can say as much of the women’s movement, the
youth movement, and, despite its extreme confusion, the
ecological movement. They challenge the central imaginary
significations of instituted society, and, at the same time, they
create something. The women’s movement tends to destroy
the idea of a hierarchical relationship between the sexes; it
expresses the struggle of individuals of the female sex for
their autonomy. As the relationships between the sexes are of
core importance in every society, this movement affects all of
social life, and its repercussions remain incalculable.
Likewise for the change in intergenerational relationships.
And at the same time, women and youth (and thereby men
and parents, too) are obliged to go on living, therefore to live
otherwise, to make and to do, to seek, to create something
else. Certainly, what they make and do necessarily remains
integrated into the system, so long as the system exists: that’s

'See “On the Content of Socialism, III” (1958), “Proletariat and
Organization” (1959), and “Modern Capitalism and Revolution” (1960-
1961), all now in PSW2, as well as “The Question of the History of the
Workers’ Movement” (1974), now in PSW3.
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a tautology. (The pharmaceutical industry makes profits on
contraceptives; so what?) At the same time, however, the
basic props of the system are being undermined: in the
concrete forms of domination, and in the very idea of
domination.

Inow come back to the first part of your question: Can
these movements be unified? It is obvious, at the abstract
level, that they should be unified. And the fact is, and it is a
very important one, that they are not. And that is not an
accident. If the women’s movement, or the ecological
movement, chafe so much at what they would probably call
their politicization, it’s that there has been, in contemporary
society, a far-reaching experience of the degeneration of
political organizations. It’s not just a matter of their
organizational degeneration, of their bureaucratization; it’s
also a matter of their practice, of the fact that these “political”
organizations have nothing to do with true politics, that their
sole concern is to penetrate into or take over the state
apparatus. The present-day impossibility of unifying these
diverse movements expresses an infinitely more general and
weightier problem: that of political activity in contemporary
society and of its organization.

Guillaume Malaurie: This can be seen with what is
happening on the French Far Left, or with the ecologists, who
hesitate to constitute themselves as a party.

C.C.: The ecologists are not being asked to constitute
themselves as a party; they are being asked to see clearly that
their positions challenge, rightly, the whole of contemporary
civilization and that what they hold close to their hearts is
possible only at the price of a radical transformation of
society. Do they see this or don’t they? If they do see it, and
they say, For the moment, all that can be done is to fight
against the construction of this or that nuclear-power station,
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that’s another matter. Very often, however, one has the
impression that they don’t see it. Moreover, even if it is a
question of one nuclear-power station, the general problem is
immediately apparent. Either one must also say that one is
against electricity or one must put forward another energy
policy, and that poses a challenge to the entire economy and
the whole culture. Constantly increasing energy wastefulness
is, moreover, organically incorporated into contemporary
capitalism, into its economy, up to and including the
psychism of individuals. I know of ecologists who don’t turn
off the light when leaving a room....

E.T.: You have written that modern society is a
society of increasing privatization of individuals, who are no
longer in solidarity but, rather, atomized. Do privatization and
passage from a fecund and lively social sphere to a dull and
lifeless [atone] one go hand in hand?

G.M.: Has French society not changed too deeply for
a global upheaval to remain possible here?

C.C.: To say that a dull and lifeless social sphere has
taken the place of a fecund one, that all radical change is
henceforth inconceivable, would mean that a whole phase of
history, begun, perhaps, in the twelfth century, is in the
process of coming to an end, that one is entering into [ know
not what kind of new Middle Ages, characterized either by
historical tranquility (in view of the facts, the idea seems
comic) or by violent conflicts and disintegrations, but without
any historical productivity: in sum, a closed society that is
stagnating or that knows only how to tear itself apart without
creating anything. (Let it be said, parenthetically, that this is
the meaning I have always given to the term “barbarism,” in
the expression “socialism or barbarism.”)

There’s no question of making prophecies. But |
absolutely don’t think that we are living in a society in which
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nothing is happening any longer. First, we must see the deeply
antinomic character of the process. The regime is pushing
individuals toward privatization, is favoring it, subsidizing it,
assisting it. Individuals themselves, to the extent that they see
no collective activity that offers them a way out or that simply
retains a meaning, withdraw into a “private” sphere. But also,
it’s the system itself that, beyond a certain limit, can no longer
tolerate this privatization, for the complete molecularization
of society would culminate in its collapse. Thus, one sees the
system giving itself over periodically to attempts to attract
people anew toward collective and social activities. And
individuals themselves, each time they want to struggle,
“collectivize” themselves anew.

Next, questions of this order cannot be judged from a
short-term perspective. It was in 1959 that I first formulated
this analysis about privatization and the antinomy of which
we have just spoken.® Several “Marxists,” at the time and
since then, saw therein only the idea of privatization, and they
hastened to declare that I was liquidating revolutionary
positions, then that my analysis had been refuted by the events
of the Sixties. Of course, these events confirmed those
analyses, by their “nonclassical” contents (and their bearers)
as well as by the fact that they stumbled, as a matter of fact,
over the overall political problem. The Seventies—despite the
big jolts suffered by the regime—have, once again, been years
in which people have fallen back upon themselves and
withdrawn into their “private” sphere.

G.M.: You define the self-institution to be achieved as
desacralized. It’s a provisional corpus that society can always
redefine and transform as it pleases.

In fact, most great civilizations, like great revolts, do

¥See “Modern Capitalism and Revolution,” cited in the previous note.
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violence to history on the basis of a myth that reconciles
contradictions. Peoples seem to become real and effective
forces when an eschatological perspective is sketched out.
That seems to render recourse to critical energies a
particularly dicey proposition. Can men be mobilized upon
the basis of an instituted imaginary that is provisional and
brittle? Can a relationship to the institution be grounded
solely upon reason?

C.C.: The desacralization of the institution was
already achieved by capitalism as early as the nineteenth
century. Capitalism is a regime that cuts off virtually every
relationship between the institution and an extrasocial
instance of authority. The sole instance of authority it invokes
is Reason, to which it gives a quite peculiar content. From
this point of view, there is a considerable ambiguity to the
revolutions of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries: the
social law is posited as the work of society, and at the same
time it is allegedly grounded upon a rational “nature” or a
natural and transhistorical “reason.” That remains ultimately
Marx’s illusion, too. This illusion is still another of the masks
and forms of heteronomy: whether the law would be dictated
to us by God, by nature, or by the “laws of history,” it is still
dictated to us.

The idea that there is an extrasocial source and
grounding of the law is an illusion. The law, the institution is
creation of society; every society is self-instituted, but until
now it has guaranteed its institution by instituting an
extrasocial source of itself and of its institution. What I call
explicit self-institution—the recognition by society that the
institution is its work [eeuvre]—in no way implies that the
institution or the significations the institution embodies would
have a “brittle” character. That I might recognize in The Art
of the Fugue or in the Duino Elegies human works, social-
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historical creations, does not lead me to consider them as
“brittle.” Human works: simply human? The whole question
is what one intends thereby. Is man “simply human”? If he
were so, he would not be man; he would be nothing. Each of
us is a bottomless pit, and this bottomlessness [sans-fond] is,
quite evidently, opened over the groundlessness [sans-fond]
of the world. In normal times, we cling to the rim of the pit,
over which we pass the greatest part of our lives. But Plato’s
Symposium, Mozart’s Requiem, and Katka’s Castle come
from this groundlessness and make us see it. [ don’t have a
need for a particular myth in order to recognize this fact; the
myths themselves, like religions, at once have to do with this
groundlessness and aim at masking it: they give it a
determinate and precise figure, which at the same time
recognizes the groundless and, in truth, tends to occult it by
fixing it in place. The sacred is the instituted simulacrum of
the groundless. 1 don’t need simulacra, and my modesty
makes me think that, what I can do in this regard, everyone
can do. Now, behind your questions, there is the idea that only
a myth could ground society’s adherence to its institutions.
You know that this was already Plato’s idea: the “noble lie.””
But it’s a simple matter. As soon as one has spoken of a
“divine lie,” the lie has become a lie and the qualification
divine changes nothing in it.

This may be seen today in the grotesque gesticulations
of those who want to fabricate, on command, a renaissance of
religiosity for allegedly “political” reasons. I presume that
these commercial attempts must render nauseous those who
truly remain believers. Some street vendors are trying to hawk
this deep philosophy of a libertine police chief: 7 know that
Heaven is empty, but people have to believe that it is full;

T/E: Republic 413a-415¢.
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otherwise, they won’t obey the law. What poverty! When
religion existed, when it was able to exist, it was another sort
of affair. I never have been a believer, but still today I cannot
listen to Saint Matthew’s Passion while remaining in a
normal state. To bring back to life that by means of which
Saint Matthew’s Passion came into the world is beyond the
powers of the Grasset publishing house or the Hachette
publishing trust. I think that believers and nonbelievers will
be in agreement to add: Happily so.

G.M.: But, apart from the Greek case, which you often
take as an example, it is true that, within history, myths have
often grounded society’s adherence to its institutions.

C.C.: That’s certain. And not often, but almost always.
If I put forward the Greek case, it is because it was, so far as
I know, the first break with this state of things, because it
remains exemplary and was resumed in the West only in the
eighteenth century, with the Enlightenment and the
Revolution.

The important thing in ancient Greece is the
effectively actual movement of instauration of the democracy,
which is at the same time a philosophy in actuality, and which
goes hand in hand with the birth of philosophy in the strict
sense. When the démos instaurated the democracy, it was
doing philosophy: it opened the question of the origin and the
ground of the law. And it opened a public, social, and
historical space for thought in which there are philosophers
who, over long periods of time (up to and including Socrates),
remained citizens. And it is starting from the failure of
democracy, of the Athenian democracy, that Plato became the
first to work out a “political philosophy,” which is wholly
grounded upon the misrecognition and occultation of the
historical creativity of the collectivity. (Pericles’ Funeral
Oration in Thucydides expresses this historical creativity of
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the collectivity with a depth that is unsurpassable.) That
“political philosophy”—Ilike all the “political philosophies”
that followed—was already nothing more than a philosophy
about politics, external to politics, to the instituting activity
of the collectivity.

In the eighteenth century, there was certainly
movement on the part of the collectivity, and this movement
took on fantastic proportions in the French Revolution. And
there was the rebirth of a political philosophy, which is
ambiguous. On the one hand, it was, as one knows,
profoundly critical and liberating. But at the same time, it
remained, as a whole, in the grip of a rationalist metaphysics,
both as to its theses about what is and as to the grounding of
the norm of what is to be. Generally, it posited a “substantial
individual” with set determinations, and from this individual
it tried to derive the social sphere [le social]. Moreover, it
invoked a kind of reason, Reason with a capital R (it matters
little that at times it was named nature or God), as ultimate,
and extrasocial, ground of the social law.

The pursuit of the radically critical, democratic,
revolutionary movement, first by the Revolutions of the
eighteenth century and during the Age of Enlightenment, then
by the socialist workers’ movement, presents some
considerable “pluses” and “minuses” in relation to sixth- and
fifth-century Greece. The “pluses” are obvious: the
contestation of the instituted social imaginary by the workers’
movement goes much further, challenges the effectively actual
instituted conditions of social existence—economy, labor, and
so on—and universalizes itself in intending, by right, all
societies and peoples. But one cannot neglect the “minuses”:
the moments when the movement succeeded in disengaging
itself fully from the grip of instituted society were rare and,
above all, starting at a certain moment the movement fell, qua
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organized movement, under the exclusive or preponderant,
even when indirect, influence of Marxism. Now, in its deepest
strata, the latter did nothing but resume, and carry to the limit,
the social imaginary significations instituted by capitalism:
centrality of production and of the economy, bland religion of
“progress,” social phantasm of the unlimited expansion of
“rational” mastery. These significations, and the
organizational models that correspond to them, were
reintroduced into the workers’ movement by means of
Marxism. And behind all that, there was always the
speculative-theoreticist illusion: every analysis and every
perspective appeals to the “laws of history” the theory claims
to have discovered once and for all.

But it is time to speak “positively,” too. The
prolongation of the emancipatory movements with which we
are familiar—workers, women, youth, minorities of all
sorts—subtends the project for the instauration of an
autonomous—that is to say, self-managed, self-organized,
self-governed, self-instituted—society. What I am expressing
thus on the level of the institution and of the mode of
instituting itself, I can also express in relation to the social
imaginary significations this institution will embody. Social
and individual autonomy; namely, liberty, equality, justice.
Can one call these ideas “myths”? No. They are not forms or
figures that are determinate or determinable once and for all.
They do not close off questioning; on the contrary, they open
it up. They do not aim at filling in the pit of which I was just
speaking, while preserving at best a narrow shaft; they
insistently remind society of the interminable groundlessness
that is its ground. Consider, for example, the idea of justice.
There is not, and there never will be, a society that would be
just once and for all. A just society is a society in which the
effectively actual question of effectively actual justice is
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always effectively open. There is not, and there never will be,
a “law” that settles the question of justice once and for all,
that would be forever just. There can be a society that
alienates itself to its law, once posited. And there can be a
society that, recognizing the constantly recreated gap between
its “laws” and the exigency of justice, knows that it cannot
live without laws, but also that these laws are its own creation
and that it can always take them up again. One can say as
much about the exigency of equality (which is strictly
equivalent to that of liberty, once it is universalized)."’ As
soon as I exit from the purely “juridical” domain, as soon as
I take an interest in effectively actual equality, effectively
actual liberty, I am obliged to take note of the fact that they
depend on the whole institution of society. How can one be
free if there is inequality of effectively actual participation in
power? And once that is recognized, how is one to leave aside
all the dimensions of the institution of society in which power
differences are rooted and produced? That is why, let it be
said parenthetically, the “struggle for human rights,” as
important as it might be, not only is not a politics but risks, it
if remains that, becoming a Sisyphean task, a leaky Danaid
jar, Penelope’s ever re-unraveling woven shroud."

'OT/E: Castoriadis’s speech “The Nature and Value of Equality” (1982),
now available below in the present volume, originally appeared in a
volume titled L Exigence de 1’égalité (The exigency or requirement or
demand of equality), which was published by Editions de la Baconniére
(Neuchatel) in 1982.

"am summarizing here and in what follows some ideas I am expounding
in a work on politics that is now being drafted. [T/E: It is unclear to which
projected work Castoriadis might have been referring here, but the first
version of what became Castoriadis’s seminal 1983 text, “The Greek Polis
and the Creation of Democracy,” was delivered “during a lecture given on
October 29, 1979, to a seminar at the Max Planck Institute in Starnberg
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Liberty, equality, and justice are not myths. Neither
are they “Kantian ideas,” Pole Stars guiding our navigation
that would, however, be impossible, in principle, to approach.
They can be effectively realized in history; they have been so.
There is a radical and real difference between the Athenian
citizen and the subject of an Asiatic monarchy. To say that
they have not been realized “completely” and that they could
never be so is to show that one doesn’t understand how the
question is being posed, and this because one remains
prisoner of the inherited philosophy and ontology, that is to
say, of Platonism (in fact, there has never been any other). Is
there ever “complete truth”? No. Does this mean that there is
never effectively actual truth in history; does that abolish the
distinction between true and false? Does the poverty of
Western democracy abolish the difference between the
effectively actual situation of a French, English, or American
citizen—and the effectively actual situation of a serfunder the
Czars, of a German under Hitler, of a Russian or a Chinese
under Communist totalitarianism?

Why are liberty, equality, and justice not ideas that are
Kantian and therefore in principle unrealizable? When one
has understood what’s at issue philosophically, the answer is
obvious and immediate: these ideas cannot be “clsewhere,”
“external” to history—because they are social-historical

led by Jiirgen Habermas” (see below, this volume), i.e., just a few months
after the present interview was conducted.] The interested reader will find
more indications about the subject in “Socialism and Autonomous
Society” (1979), PSW3, 314-31. [T/E: As noted in the Translator’s
Afterword to Castoriadis’s transcribed seminar, OPS, both “On the
Content of Socialism, II” (1957, now in PSW2) and “Socialism and
Autonomous Society” may be read as precursor texts to OPS, which in
turn develops in more detail many of the themes articulated in the present
paragraph of the interview.]



http://libcom.org/files/cc_psw_v3.pdf
https://www.scribd.com/document/383392745/On-Plato-s-Statesman-pdf
http://libcom.org/files/cc_psw_v2.pdf
https://www.scribd.com/document/383392745/On-Plato-s-Statesman-pdf
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creations. Here is an illustrative parallel: the Well-Tempered
Clavier is not a phenomenal and imperfect approximation of
an “idea of music.” It is music, as much as it can be. And
music is a social-historical creation. This parallel is
approximate, certainly: art effectively realizes, in the
masterpiece, that which lacks nothing and, in a sense, resides
within itself. The same doesn’t go for our individual or
collective existence. Nevertheless, the parallel is in the main
valid: the exigency of truth, or of justice, is our creation, the
recognition of the gap between this exigency and what we are
is so, too. Now, of this gap, we would have no
perception—we would be coral—if we were not also capable
of responding effectively to this exigency to which we have
given rise.

Neither can there be a question of these ideas being
“grounded rationally”—and this for nearly the same reason as
there can be no question of “rationally grounding” the idea of
truth: it is already presupposed in every attempt to “ground”
it. And more important still, not only is the idea of truth
presupposed, but also presupposed is an attitude toward truth.
No more than you can ever, faced with a sophist, a liar, or an
imposter, “force him to admit” the truth (to each argument, he
will respond with ten new sophisms, lies, and impostures),
can you “prove” to a Nazi or a Stalinist the preeminence of
liberty, equality, or justice. The bond between the two may
appear subtle, but it is solid. And it is quite other than the one
supposed by the Kantian-Marxists who are at present
reappearing. One cannot “deduce” socialism from the
exigency of truth—or from the “ideal communicative
situation”—not only because those who combat liberty and
equality couldn’t care less about the truth or about the “ideal
communicative situation,” but also because these two
exigencies, of the truth, of open questioning, on the one hand,
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and of liberty and equality, on the other, go hand in hand, are
born—are created—together and have no meaning,
ultimately, except together. This meaning exists only for us,
we who are downstream from the first creation of this
exigency and who want to take it to another level. It exists
only in a tradition that is ours (and that has become, now,
more or less universal), that has created these significations,
these matrices of signification, at the same time, moreover, as
the opposite significations. And here appears the whole
problem of our relationship to tradition—which, despite
appearances, is totally occulted today—a relationship we have
to re-create almost completely: within this tradition, we
choose, but we do not do only that. We question tradition, and
we let ourselves be interrogated by it (which is in no way a
passive attitude: letting oneself be interrogated by tradition
and submitting to it are two diametrically opposite things).
We choose for the démos and against the tyrants or the oligoi,
for the workers regrouped in factory committees and against
the Bolshevik Party, for the Chinese people and against the
bureaucracy of the CCP.

Now, you ask me: Can humans cathect these
significations, and the institutions that bear and convey them?
An important and profound question, which meets up with the
one Esprit editor Paul Thibaud was posing to me, in a similar
discussion, two years ago: a society loves its institutions or
detests them.'? Can men and women be passionate about the
ideas of liberty, equality, and justice—autonomy? It could be
said that today they are not very much so. But it is also
incontestable that they have often been so in history—to the
point of people sacrificing their own lives. Nevertheless, I
would like to take advantage of our discussion in order to

"2See “The Revolutionary Exigency,” cited above in n. 5.




Unending Interrogation 197

deepen the problem somewhat.

If truth, liberty, equality, and justice could not be an
object of “investment,” could not be cathected, they would
not have appeared (or would not have survived in history).
The fact is, however, that they have always been tied also to
something else: to the idea of a “good life” (Aristotle’s eu
zén) which is not exhausted in and through them. To put it
another way: An autonomous society, a society that self-
institutes itself explicitly, yes; but for the sake of doing what?
For the sake of the autonomy of society and of individuals,
certainly; because I want my autonomy and because there is
autonomous life only in an autonomous society (here we have
a proposition that is very easy to elucidate). But I want my
autonomy both for its own sake and for the sake of doing
something (and for the sake of making something of it). We
want an autonomous society because we want autonomous
individuals and we want ourselves to be autonomous
individuals. If we simply remain there, however, we run the
risk of drifting toward a formalism that this time truly is
Kantian: neither an individual nor a society can live simply by
cultivating their autonomy for its own sake. In other words,
there is the question of the “material values,” of the
“substantive values,” of a new society; which amounts to
saying, of a new cultural creation. It’s obviously not up to us
to resolve this question. But a few reflections upon it do not
seem to me to be futile.

If a traditional society—Ilet’s say, Judaic society, or
Christian society—is heteronomous, it does not posit itself as
heteronomous for the sake of being heteronomous. Its
heteronomy—which it obviously doesn’t think as such, in any
case not like we do—is there for the sake of something else;
it is, in its imaginary, only like an aspect of its central
“material value” (and of its central imaginary signification),
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God. It is and claims to be the slave of God, by whose grace
and for whose service it thinks it exists, because it gives
limitless “value” to this projective point, external to itself,
that it has created as the signification: God. Or, when
democracy appeared in the Greek cities, the ideas of liberty
and equality were indissociable from a set of “substantive
values” that are “the good and beautiful” citizen (kalos
kagathos), renown (kudos and kleos), and especially virtue
(areté).

Closer to us, when one observes the long emergence
and rise of the bourgeoisie in the West, one notices that it has
not only instituted a new economic and political regime. Long
before it gained domination over society, the bourgeoisie was
the bearer of an immense cultural creation. Let us note in
passing one of the points on which Marx remains the most
paradoxically blind: Marx sang hymns to the bourgeoisie,
because it developed the forces of production, and yet he
didn’t pause for a second to see that the entire cultural world
in which he was living, the ideas, the methods of thought, the
monuments, the paintings, the music, the books, all that, with
the exception of a few Greek and Latin authors, is exclusively
a creation of the Western bourgeoisie (and the few hints he
provides makes one think that he saw “communist society”
only as an extension and enlargement of this same culture).
The “bourgeoisie”—this society decisively codetermined by
the emergence, the activity, the rise of the bourgeoisie since
the twelfth century—created at once a “mode of production,”
capital, modern science, counterpoint, painting in perspective,
the novel, profane theater, and so on and so forth. The Ancien
Régime was not only pregnant with a “new mode of
production”; it was also pregnant, and more than
pregnant—the bourgeoisie had already given birth to it—with
an immense cultural universe.
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It is in this regard that one must, in my opinion, admit
that things have been, and remain, different for 150 years. No
new culture, and no genuine popular culture, opposing the
official culture—which seems to be dragging everything
along with it into its decomposition. There are, certainly,
some things that are still happening, but they are tenuous.
There are enormous possibilities; very few of them are
actualized. Counterculture is but a word. In my view,
interrogation on this topic is just as critical as that concerning
the willingness and capacity of humans to instaurate an
autonomous society. At bottom, this is, in a sense, the same
interrogation."

That said, what is underway in contemporary society,
both “positively” and “negatively”—searching for new human
relations; smashing up against the wall of the finitude of the
“available options” [du “monde disponible ’]—seems to me
to offer support for what I have always thought about the
“value” and the central aim of a new society. We must be
done with “world transformations” and external works; we
must envisage as our essential goal [finalité] our own
transformation. We can envisage a society that gives itself as
its goal neither the building of pyramids nor the adoration of
God nor the mastery and possession of nature, but the human
being himself (in the sense, certainly, in which I was saying
before that the human would not be human if he were not
more than human).

G.M.: Can you be specific?

C.C.: I am convinced that the human being has an
immense potential, which until now has remained
monstrously confined. The social fabrication of the

See “Social Transformation and Cultural Creation” (1979), PSW3, 300-
11.



http://libcom.org/files/cc_psw_v3.pdf
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individual, in all known societies, has consisted until now in
a more than mutilating repression of the radical imagination
of the psyche, by the forced and violent imposition of a
structure of “understanding” that is itself fantastically
unilateral and biased. Now, there is here no “intrinsic
necessity,” other than the being-thus of society’s
heteronomous institutions.

I was talking, in “Marxism and Revolutionary
Theory,”* about autonomy in the individual sense as
instauration of another relation between the Conscious and
the Unconscious. This relation is not the “domination” of the
Conscious over the Unconscious. I was taking back up from
Freud his formulation, “Where Id was, Ego shall come to be,”
saying that this formulation had to be completed by its
symmetrical opposite: “Where Ego is, Id must spring forth.”
This has nothing to do with the impostures that have been
thriving since then: the “philosophies of desire,” the reign of
the libido, and so on. The socialization of the psyche—and,
quite simply, its very survival—requires that it be made to
recognize and to accept that desire in the genuine sense,
originary desire, is unrealizable. Now, that has always been
done, in heteronomous societies, by prohibiting
representation, by blocking the representational flux, the
radical imagination. In sum, society has applied in reverse the
same operational schema as that of the originary
Unconscious: to the “omnipotence of (unconscious) thought,”
it has responded by trying to achieve the impotence of this
thought, therefore of thought altogether, as the sole means of
limiting acts. This goes much further than Freud’s “severe

“Marxism and Revolutionary Theory,” first published in Socialisme ou
Barbarie in 1964-1965, is now included in /IS (1975); see pp. 101-106 of
the English-language edition (1987).



http://libcom.org/files/57798630-Castoriadis-The-Imaginary-Institution-of-Society.pdf
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and cruel Superego”; it has always been done through a
mutilation of the psyche’s radical imagination. I am certain
that, from this point of view, very sizable modifications can
be sought after and achieved. There is, within our grasp,
infinitely more spontaneity, infinitely more lucidity, to be
attained than that of which we are presently capable. And the
two things are not only not incompatible; the one requires the
other.

G.M.: Are you speaking as a psychoanalyst or on the
basis of sociological and historical considerations?

C.C.: Both. Moreover, they’re indissociable. But what
I see in my experience as an analyst is pushing me more and
more in this direction. l am immensely struck to see how little
we make of what we are, as I am amazed to observe, in a
psychoanalysis that is really done right, the prisoner gradually
releasing the bonds in which he was caught in order finally to
rid himself of them.




The Greek Polis and
the Creation of Democracy”

How can we orient ourselves in history and politics?
How can we judge and choose? It is from this political
interest that I start—and in this spirit that I ask: In ancient
Greek democracy is there anything of political relevance for
us?

In asense, Greece is obviously a presupposition of this
discussion. The reasoned investigation of what is right and
wrong, of the very principles that are the basis of our ever
being able to say, beyond trivialities and traditional
preconceptions, that something is right or wrong, arises for
the first time in Greece. Our political questioning is, ipso
facto, a continuation of the Greek position, although of course
we have transcended it in many important respects and are

"The principal ideas found in this article were presented for the first time
during a lecture given on October 29, 1979, to a seminar at the Max
Planck Institute in Starnberg led by Jiirgen Habermas; Johann Arnason,
Emst Tugendhat, and Albrecht Wellmer were among the main
participants. Since then, these ideas have been at the center of my work in
my seminar at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales in Paris,
beginning in 1980, and they have provided the substance for a course in
August 1982 at the University of Sao Paulo, a seminar in April 1985 at the
University of Rio Grande do Sul (Porto Alegre), and several other
presentations. The text published here is that of a lecture read on April 15,
1982, in New Y ork, during one of the Hannah Arendt Memorial Symposia
in Political Philosophy that was organized by the New School for Social
Research and that dealt with “The Origins of Our Institutions.” The
original English-language version was published in the Graduate Faculty
Philosophy Journal of the New School, 9:2 (Fall 1983): 79-115. [T/E:
This version was reprinted in its entirety in PP4, 81-123, and then
excerpted in CR, 267-89.] A French translation, reviewed by me, was done
by Pierre-Emmanuel Dauzat, whom I thank for his excellent work. It
appeared in DH, 261-306 (325-82 of the 1999 reprint). A long excerpt was
published in Le Débat, 38 (January 1986).



https://epdf.pub/download/philosophy-politics-autonomy-essays-in-political-philosophy-odeon36ced94383b9396167e714aa28ec8d0b97251.html
http://becomingpoor.files.wordpress.com/2016/02/the-castoriadis-reader.pdf
http://www.notbored.org/cornelius-castoriadis-carrefours-2-highlighted-errata-citations.pdf
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still trying to transcend it.

Modern discussions of Greece have been plagued by
two opposite and symmetrical—thus, in a sense,
equivalent—preconceptions. The first, and most frequently
encountered over the last four or five centuries, is Greece as
eternal model, prototype, or paradigm.' (One contemporary
outlook merely inverts this preconception: Greece as
antimodel, as negative model.) The second and more recent
preconception involves the complete “sociologization” or
“ethnologization” of the examination of Greece. Thus, the
differences between the Greeks, the Nambikwara, and the
Bamileke are only descriptive. No doubt, this second attitude
is formally correct. Not only, needless to say, is there not nor
could there be any difference in “human value,” “worthiness,”
or “dignity” between different peoples and cultures, but
neither could there be any objection to applying to the Greek
world the methods—if there be any—applied to the Aranda
or to the Babylonians.

The second approach, however, misses a minute and
decisive point. The reasoned investigation of other cultures
and the reflection upon them does not begin within the
Aranda or the Babylonian cultures. Indeed, one could show
that it could not have begun with them. Before Greece and
outside the Greco-Western tradition, societies are instituted
on a principle of strict closure: our view of the world is the
only meaningful one, the “others” are bizarre, inferior,
perverse, evil, or unfaithful. As Hannah Arendt has said,

"Marx himself wrote in the Introduction to a Critique of Political
Economy that Greek art presented an inaccessible model—not insuperable
or insurmountable, but inaccessible. [T/E: Castoriadis is referring to the
Introduction to the Grundrisse, whose English-language translation (by
Martin Nicolaus) has “an unattainable model.”]
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impartiality enters this world with Homer.” This is not just
“affective” impartiality. It is the impartiality of knowledge
and understanding. The keen interest in the other starts with
the Greeks.” This interest is but another side of the critical
examination and interrogation of their own institutions. That
is to say, it is a component of the democratic and
philosophical movement created by the Greeks.

That the ethnologist, the historian, or the philosopher
is in a position to reflect upon societies other than his own
and, indeed, even upon his own society becomes a possibility
and a reality only within this particular historical
tradition—the Greco-Western tradition. Now, on one hand,
this activity may have no theoretical privilege over any
other—say, poison divination by the Azande. Then, for
example, the psychoanalyst is but a Western variety of
shaman, as Levi-Strauss has written, and Levi-Strauss
himself, along with the entire society of ethnologists, is but
the local variety of sorcerer within this particular group of
tribes exorcizing, if you will, the alien tribes. The only
difference is that rather than fumigating them out of
existence, they structuralize them out of existence. Or, on the
other hand, we may postulate or posit a qualitative difference
between our theorizing about other societies and about
“savages” and attach to this difference a specific, limited but

*“The Concept of History: Ancient and Modern,” in Between Past and
Future: Six Exercises in Political Thought (New York: Viking Press,
1961, 1968), p. 51.

T/E: Concerning Johann Arnason’s false claims about the appearance and
use here of the word keen, see now: https://kaloskaisophos.org/rt/rtdac/
rtdac-exchange-with-johann-arnason-concerning-his-false-claims.html.



https://kaloskaisophos.org/rt/rtdac/rtdac-exchange-with-johann-arnason-concerning-his-false-claims.html
https://kaloskaisophos.org/rt/rtdac/rtdac-exchange-with-johann-arnason-concerning-his-false-claims.html
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firm, positive valuation.* Then, a philosophical discussion
starts. Then, and not before. To start a philosophical discus-
sion is to imply that one has already affirmed that for oneself
unrestricted thinking is the way of entering upon problems
and tasks. Thus, since we know that this attitude is by no
means universal but extremely exceptional in the history of
human societies,’ we have to ask how, under what conditions,
in which ways, human society was capable, in one particular
case, of breaking the closure whereby it generally exists.

In this sense, though describing and analyzing Greece
is equivalent to describing and analyzing any other randomly
chosen culture, thinking and reflecting about Greece is not
and cannot be. For, in this latter case, we are reflecting and
thinking about the social and historical conditions of thought
itself—at least, thought as we know and practice it. One has
to eliminate these twin attitudes: there was, once upon a time,
a society that remains for us the inaccessible model; or,
history is essentially flat, there are no significant differences
between cultures other than descriptive ones. Greece is the
social-historical locus where democracy and philosophy have
been created, thus, of course, it is our own origin. Insofar as
the meaning and the potency of this creation are not
exhausted—and I firmly believe that they are not—Greece is
for us a germ, neither a “model,” nor one specimen among
others, but a germ.

*Needless to add, this in itself does not allow any “practical” or “political”
conclusions.

5Linguists seem to recognize and register some 4,000 languages extant
today. Though there is of course no one-to-one correspondence between
language and total institution of society, this gives a very rough indication
of the order of magnitude of different types of society that have existed in
the very recent past.
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History is creation: the creation of total forms of
human life. Social-historical forms are not “determined” by
natural or historical “laws.” Society is self-creation. “That
which” creates society and history is the instituting society, as
opposed to the instituted society. The instituting society is the
social imaginary in the radical sense.

The self-institution of society is the creation of a
human world: of “things,” “reality,” language, norms, values,
ways of life and death, objects for which we live and objects
for which we die—and of course, first and foremost, the
creation of the human individual in which the institution of
society is massively embedded.

Within this wholesale creation of society, each
particular, historically given institution represents a particular
creation. Creation, as I use the term, means the positing of a
new eidos, a new essence, a new form in the full and strong
sense: new determinations, new norms, new laws. The
Chinese, the classical Hebrew, the ancient Greek, or the
modern capitalist institution of society each means the
positing of different determinations and laws, not just
“juridical” laws but obligatory ways of perceiving and
conceiving the social and “physical” world and acting within
it. Within, and by virtue of, this overall institution of society
emerge specific creations: science, for example, as we know
and conceive it, is a particular creation of the Greco-Western
world.

There follows a series of crucial questions, about
which I can only sketch some reflections here.

First, how can we understand previous or “foreign”
institutions of society? (For that matter, how and in what
sense can we say that we understand our own society?) We do
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not have, in the social-historical domain, “explanation” in the
same sense the physical sciences do. Any “explanation” of
this sort is either trivial or fragmentary and conditional. The
innumerable regularities of social life—without which, of
course, this life would not exist—are what they are because
the institution of this particular society has posited this
particular complex of rules, laws, meanings, values, tools,
motivations, etc. And this institution is nothing but the
socially sanctioned (sanctioned formally or informally)
magma of social imaginary significations created by this
particular society. Thus, to understand a society means, first
and foremost, to penetrate or reappropriate the social
imaginary significations that hold this society together. Is this
at all possible? We have to take into account two facts here.

The first, indisputable fact is that almost all of the
people in a given society do not and cannot understand a
“foreign” society. (I am not speaking, of course, about trivial
obstacles.) This points to what I have called the cognitive
closure of the institution. The second (which can be and is
disputed, but to which I nevertheless hold) is that under some
very specific social, historical, and personal preconditions,
some people can understand something about a foreign
society. This points to some sort of “potential universality” in
whatever is human for humans. Contrary to inherited
commonplaces, the root of this universality is not human
“rationality” (if “rationality” were at stake here, nobody
would ever have had understood anything about the Hebrew
God, or, for that matter, about any religion whatsoever) but
creative imagination as the core component of nontrivial
thinking.® Whatever has been imagined strongly enough to

6Relying on “rationality” alone has led, e.g., to the nineteenth-century
characterizations of primitive religion and myth as sheer nonsense (or
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shape behavior, speech, or objects can, in principle, be
reimagined (rerepresented, wiedervorgestellt) by somebody
else.

Two significant polarities have to be stressed here.

In this social-historical understanding, there is a
distinction between “true” and “false”—and not just in the
trivial sense. One can talk sense about “foreign” societies, and
one can talk nonsense—of which there is no dearth of
examples.

The “true” cannot be subjected in this case (as, more
generally, it never can in matters of thought) to the banal
“verification” or “falsification” procedures that are currently
(platitudinously and wrongly) considered to demarcate
“science” from ‘“‘nonscience.” For instance, Jakob
Burckhardt’s realization of the importance of the agonistic
element in the Greek world (which looms so large in Hannah
Arendt’s thinking about Greece) is true—but not in the same
sense as E =mc? is true. What does “true” mean in this former
case? That the idea of the agonistic brings together an
indefinite class of social and historical phenomena in Greece
that would otherwise remain unconnected—not necessarily
unconnected in their “causal” or “structural” relation but
unconnected in their meaning—and that its claim to possess
a “real” or “actual” referent (i.e., that is not just a delusion, or

“junk,” as Marx and Engels wrote) [T/E: The French translation provides
the reference; in English, accompanied by the quotation, it is as follows:
Friedrich Engels to Conrad Schmidt (October 27, 1890): “And even
though economic necessity was the main driving force of the progressive
knowledge of nature and becomes ever more so, it would surely be
pedantic to try and find economic causes for all this primitive nonsense”
(Marx Engels Selected Correspondence [Moscow: Progress Publishers,
1968], p. 400)] or to contemporary Structuralism and other Procrustean
beds.
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convenient fiction, or even an Idealtypus, an observer’s
limiting rational construction)’ can be discussed in a fecund
way, though this discussion may be and, in the decisive cases,
has to be interminable. In brief, it elucidates and initiates a
process of elucidation.

The situation is different, at first glance, when we are
speaking about our own history or tradition, about societies
that, though “other,” are not “foreign™ since there is strong
genealogical connection between their imaginary
significations and ours, since we still somehow ‘“‘share” the
same world, since there is still some active, intrinsic
relationship between their institutions and our own. It would
seem that since we succeed this creation but fall within the
same concatenation, since we find ourselves, so to speak,
downstream, since we live, at least partly, within the mental
framework and the universe of beings they posited, our
understanding of our “ancestral” societies would present no
mystery. But of course, other problems arise. This “common
belonging” is by necessity partly illusory, but often tends to be
taken as fully real. Projective “value judgments” become
important and interfere with understanding. The proper
distance between ourselves and “our own past” is very
difficult to establish; the attitudes toward Greece cited earlier
are examples. The illusion of the Selbstverstindlichkeit can
be catastrophic: thus, people today consider democracy or
rational inquiry to go without saying, naively projecting onto
the whole of history the exceptional situation of their own
society, and are unable to understand what democracy or
rational inquiry could mean for the society where they were
created for the first time.

" Author’s addition: A “central limit” one would say in mathematics.
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The second question is: If history is creation, how can
we judge and choose? It is to be stressed that this question
would not arise if history were simply and strictly a causal
concatenation, or if it did contain its phusis and telos. It is
precisely because history is creation that the question of
judging and choosing emerges as a radical, nontrivial
question.

The radicality of the question stems from the fact that,
despite a widespread naive illusion, there is not and cannot be
a rigorous and ultimate foundation of anything—not of
knowledge itself, not even of mathematics. One should
remember that this foundational illusion has never been
shared by the great philosophers: not by Plato, not by
Aristotle, not by Kant, not by Hegel. The first outstanding
philosopher who was under the delusion of “foundation” was
Descartes, and this is one of the respects in which his
influence has been catastrophic. Since Plato, it has been
known that every demonstration presupposes something that
is not demonstrable. Here I want to stress one other aspect of
the question: the judgments and choices we make belong to
the history of the society in which we live and depend upon
it. I do not mean that they depend upon particular social-
historical “contents” (though this is also true).  mean that the
sheer fact of judging and choosing in a nontrivial sense
presupposes not only that we belong to that particular history,
to that particular tradition where judging and choosing first
become effectively possible, but that we have already, before
any judgment and choice of “contents,” judged affirmatively
and chosen this history and this tradition in this respect. For,
this activity of judging and choosing, and the very idea of it,
is a Greco-Western activity and idea—it has been created
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within this world and nowhere else. The idea would not and
could not occur to a Hindu, to a classical Hebrew, to a true
Christian, or to a Moslem. Classical Hebrews have nothing to
choose. They have been given the truth and the Law once and
for all by God, and if they started judging and choosing about
that, they would no longer be Hebrew. Likewise, true
Christians have nothing to judge or choose: they have to
believe and to love. For, it is written: Judge not, that ye be not
judged (Matt. 7.1). Conversely, Greco-Westerners
(“Europeans”) who produce rational arguments for rejecting
the European tradition confirm eo ipso this tradition and that
they belong to it.

But neither does this tradition offer us repose. For,
while it has produced democracy and philosophy, both the
American and the French Revolutions, the Paris Commune
and the Hungarian Workers’ Councils, the Parthenon and
Macbeth, it has produced as well the massacre of the Melians
by the Athenians, the Inquisition, Auschwitz, the Gulag, and
the H-bomb. It created reason, freedom, and beauty—and it
also created massive monstrosity. No animal species could
ever create Auschwitz or the Gulag; to create that, you must
be a human being. These extreme possibilities of humanity in
the field of the monstrous have been realized par excellence
in our own tradition. The problem of judging and choosing
thus also arises within this tradition, which we cannot validate
for a moment en bloc. And of course, it does not arise as a
simple intellectual possibility. The very history of the Greco-
Western world can be viewed as the history of the struggle
between autonomy and heteronomy.
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It is well known that the problem of judging and
choosing is the object of Kant’s third Critigue, and that
Hannah Arendt in her later years turned toward the third
Critique in her search for some grounding for these activities
of the mind. I feel a form of illusion is spreading among some
of Hannah Arendt’s followers or commentators (1) that
somehow or other Kant “solved” this problem in the third
Critique, and (2) that his “solution” could be transposed to the
political problem or at least facilitate the latter’s elaboration.
Facilitate, indeed, it does—but in a negative way, as [ will try
to show briefly.

I submit that the whole affair is a strange (but
philosophically commonplace) chassé-croisé of correct
insights arrived at for the wrong reasons. It begins with Kant
himself. Why is Kant, nine years after the first edition of the
Critique of Pure Reason, driven to the question of Urteil and
Urteilskraft?® The apparently watertight answers given to this
question in the Preface and Introduction to the third Critique
I consider to be rational reconstructions or rationalizations,
Kant’s dressing up in systematic and systematizing garb
deeper and not fully conscious philosophical motivations.

First among these, no doubt, is the realization that the
whole edifice of the Critique of Pure Reason stands on air,
that any “given” just is not sufficient to produce Erfahrung

¥ Author’s addition: It is true that in his initial plans dating back to 1771,
when he projected writing a work to be titled “Limits of Sensibility and
Reason,” Kant proposed to treat in the same framework theoretical reason,
ethics, and taste, but the way in which the last of these objectives was
realized in his 1790 book and especially its connection with the “teleology
of nature” seems to me to justify the remarks in the text.
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(experience), that the organization of a “world” out of the
Mannigfaltigkeit (diversity) of the given entails that this
Mannigfaltigkeit already be intrinsically organized to a
minimal degree, since it must be at least organizable. No
category of causality could ever legislate a Mannigfaltigkeit
that would follow this law: if y once succeeded an x, never
again will a y succeed an x.” Of course, in such a “fully
chaotic” world the existence of an actual, effective “knowing
subject” would be impossible—but this is a second and
equally strong argument against the monocracy of subjective
transcendentalism. The object of the legislation has to be
forthcoming as “legislatable,” and the legislator actually has
to “exist” as well. Both entail a world that is not completely
chaotic.

A worthy philosophical answer is not supplied to this
question by the “happy accident” (gliicklicher Zufall), the
“contingent” character of the “systematic unity” of the laws
of nature and of their capacity to fulfill the requirements of
Verstand—which is indeed, in a sense, the truth of the matter.
Hence, the turn to a reflective and not constitutive teleology
of nature: though we cannot “prove” it, nature works as if it
were organized according to ends. For these workings of
nature, the human work of art provides an analogy, since in it
we can see “imagination in its freedom as determinable by the
understanding according to ends” (§59).

The second motivation is precisely the recognition of
the specificity of the work of art.'” Kant has to bring together

The problem is already stated in the Critique of Pure Reason, A 653-654.
See Critique of Judgment, Introduction, V and VI—where the expression
“happy accident” (gliicklicher Zufall) occurs.

10A useful and informative recent survey of the widespread preoccupation
of that period with the work of art and imagination is given by James
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his desire (or need) to provide an “aesthetics” in the usual
sense, a philosophy of the beautiful and philosophical locus
for it, and his dim realization of the ontological specificity of
art as creation. This is, of course, where Kant transcends the
classical tradition and its ontology. The great work of art does
not follow rules but posits new rules—it is Muster and
exemplarisch. The artist, the genius, is not able to “describe”
or “scientifically explain” his product, but posits the norm “as
nature” (als Natur, §46). Nature of course is here natura
naturans, not natura naturata, not the nature of the Critique
of Pure Reason, but a “living” power of emergence, bringing
together matter under form. The genius is Natur—and Natur
is genius!-—qua free imagination determinable according to
finality.

The third motivation is Kant’s increasing
preoccupation with the questions of society and history. This
is manifest in his numerous writings of the period related to
these subjects and expressed in the third Critique through the
ideas of a sensus communis and of the distinction between
objective and subjective wuniversal validity
(Allgemeingiiltigkeit).

Before addressing the questions arising from the
frequent contemporary recourse to the third Critigue in
connection with the activities of judging and choosing, it is
necessary to point to a paradox of the first magnitude: Why
should one have recourse to the Critique of Judgment when
the whole of Kant’s practical philosophy is explicitly directed
toward supplying rules and maxims of judgment and choice

Engell, The Creative Imagination (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1981).
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in “practical” matters?'' Why is the apparently firm ground
offered by Kant’s practical philosophy in matters of ultimate
political judgment neglected in recent discussions while it
abundantly inspired, eighty years ago, neo-Kantian socialists
and Austro-Marxists, for example? If the categorical
imperative as such is an empty, simple form of abstract
universality, as Schiller and Hegel rightly saw, if Kant’s
attempts to derive substantive injunctions and interdictions
from the principle of contradiction are flawed, certainly the
same cannot be said about Kant’s maxims. “Be a person and

99, ¢

respect others as persons”; “respect humanity in every human
being”; “treat others as ends and never simply as means”—if
these principles hold, one may certainly still be shocked by
Eichmann and what he represents, but one will not wonder
about the possibility of judging him. Then Hans Jonas would
not have to worry about being able to say to a Hitler “T will
kill you,” but not “you are wrong.”"

But of course the matter does not end here. First,
Hitler would be right in answering: You cannot demonstrate
to me the validity of your maxims. Second, he would answer
nothing of the sort. Nazis and Stalinists do not discuss, they
just draw their guns. Third, the maxims escape the flaw of

"Richard Bernstein has rightly and clearly stressed this point in
“Judging—the Actor and the Spectator,” a paper delivered in the
Conference on the Work of Hannah Arendt held in New York in October
1981. [T/E: This paper appeared as the eighth chapter in Bernstein’s
Philosophical Profiles: Essays in a Pragmatic Mode (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1986, 2015), pp. 221-37.]

2See Michael Denneny, “The Privilege of Ourselves: Hannah Arendt on
Judgment,” in Hannah Arendt: The Recovery of the Public World, ed. M.
A. Hill (New York: St. Martin ‘s Press, 1979), pp. 259 and 273. See also,
ibid., the exchange between Hans Jonas and Hannah Arendt, pp. 311-15.
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indeterminacy only because we are used to giving a more or
less determinate content to the terms “person,” “humanity,”
etc. This is not philosophical hairsplitting. Not so long ago,
the Church was burning people at the stake in order to save
their “humanity”—their souls. Maxims (or any similar rules)
are of value only within and for a community where (1)
reasonable (not “rational”) discussion is accepted as a means
of overcoming differences, (2) it is recognized that everything
cannot be “demonstrated,” and (3) there is a sufficient (even
if tacit) degree of consensus beyond logical definition about
the meaning of terms like “person,” “humanity”’—or for that
matter, “liberty,” “equality,” and “justice.” It will be noted
that these terms refer to social imaginary significations par
excellence.

The similarities between these prerequisites and those
of any discussion about art are obvious. This of course does
not mean that political and aesthetic judgments are species of
the same genus—but that it is not, prima facie, unreasonable
to explore the conditions under which a community can
discuss and agree upon matters beyond those accessible
through procedures of strict demonstration.

It is equally obvious, however, that these conditions
are so restrictive as to be of no use when we come to ultimate
questions. Kant’s third Critigue in fact presents a description
of rather than a “solution” to the problem of judging.
Significant as this description is, it offers no help in the search
for “foundations.” As a “solution,” from a logician’s point of
view, it only begs the question; in the terms of my framework,
it describes the primitive circle of social-historical creation
without actually understanding it. To this I now turn briefly.
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Let us note from the outset that, as far as I know, the
invocation of the Critique of Judgment in regard to the issue
of social-historical creation refers only to the idea of “taste”
and “reflective judgment,” and not at all to the idea that the
great work of art is a creation. In this way, a central and fatal
aporia in Kant’s work is ignored or concealed.

For Kant, the aesthetic “reflective judgment”
possesses a subjektive Allgemeingiiltigkeit (a subjective
universal validity)—as opposed to the objective universal
validity of, e.g., determinative judgments in the theoretical
field. It appeals to taste and is founded upon the possibility of
the subject’s placing itself “in the other’s place.” No such
condition is required for judgments of objective universal
validity. Where “the other” is, from the point of view of quid
Jjuris, is irrelevant.

Where does this subjective universal validity of the
judgment of taste derive from? From the fact that in aesthetic
judgment I do not say “It pleases me,” or, “I find this
beautiful,” but “This is beautiful.” I claim universality for my
judgment. But this of course will not do. It is perfectly
possible that I give (or that I am bound to give) the form of
universality to a class of my judgments without any content
corresponding to this form in a valid way. It is perfectly
possible that I formulate a claim to universality, and that this
claim remain frustrated and vacuous.

A velle ad esse non valet consequentia.” The

T/E: This Latin phrase—a variation on A posse ad esse non valet
consequentia (the mere possibility of something does not infer its
existence), with velle (wish) replacing posse (possibility)—was inserted
into the French translation, to start a new paragraph.
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logical-transcendental trap does not work here. When I say
not “I believe P to be true,” but “P is true,” the question of the
objective universal validity of my judgment can be settled in
principle by rules and procedures. And if someone tells me,
“nothing is ever true,” or “truth is a matter of whim,” he
walks, de jure, out of the room of rational discussion. I need
not worry about him, and more generally (in Kant’s eyes), in
theoretical matters I do not even need the approval of “the
other,” nor need I look at things “from his point of view.”"*
Not so for the reflective judgment, where 1 do need to
introduce the other’s point of view. Now, if the other were
“pure taste”—if such a thing as “pure taste” exists, even
“transcendentally,” that is, in the same way reiner Verstand
must “exist”—the judgment would be mere wordplay. The
other would be just another concrete instance of the same
“universal” (though of course not a logical or “discursive”
universal) of which I would also be an instance. For, if “pure
taste” exists, this would entail that it owe nothing to the
“empirical particularities” of the subjects concerned nor be
affected by them (just as in the cases of knowledge and
ethics). But in the domain of the aesthetic judgment, the other
has to be taken into consideration precisely qua other. He
does not differ from me “numerically,” as the scholastics

"In fact even in the theoretical field this is not so, but I cannot enter here
into the question of the social-historical conditions of thought. Suffice it
to say that “objective universal validity,” as Kant conceives of it, is
virtually equivalent to the perfect isolation or disembodiment of
“theoretical consciousness,” and thus to some sort of solipsism. For
instance, Kant completely ignores the inseparability of thought and
language, as a theoretical (not “psychological”) problem. At the same
time, he asserts (in the third Critique), strangely enough from the
“transcendental” point of view, that without communication there is no
knowledge.
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would say, but substantively. Despite the connotations of the
term “reflective,” in reflective judgment the other is not a
mirror. It is because he is other (nontrivially different) that he
can function where Kant locates him. It is because different
people can agree on matters of beauty that the aesthetic
judgment exists and is of a nature other than theoretical or
pure practical (ethical) judgments. In the latter cases, the
agreement is both necessary and superfluous. Universality,
there, is identity through or across indefinite and indifferent
numerical “instantiations.” But the “subjective universal
validity” of the aesthetic judgment is commonality through or
across nonidentity. The other has to find—or does find—7he
Night Watch beautiful even though he is nontrivially different
from me.

But different how, to what extent, up to what point?
Different just enough, not too much, and not too little. Would
my judgment of Oedipus Rex become shaky if a throng of
very refined Tang, Song, or Ming mandarins found the play
repugnant? Should I think of Hokusai’s point of view when
looking at Les Demoiselles d’Avignon? Kant speaks
repeatedly, of course, about the “education of taste.” But
education of taste gives rise to two intractable philosophical
problems (intractable at least from this perspective). First,
education of taste is impossible unless (1) beauty is already
there, and (2) it is rightly recognized as such. Whence, by
whom, and on what basis? Who shall educate the educators?
Either education of taste is a meaningless expression, or
beauty is a historical Faktum (as, indeed, Erfahrung also is)
and its “recognition” or “reception” cannot be “explained” or
“understood” (let alone be founded) any more than its
creation (Kant says “production,” Erzeugung) can. What we
discover here again is the primitive, originary circle of
creation: creation presupposes itself. Second, if we think of
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historically effective education, then we would have (as
indeed we do) the imposition of a given “taste” in a particular
culture. Uniformity of taste will then be more or less
“obligatory,” and reflective judgment will provide [as output]
no more than the inputs already injected into the historical
subjects.

Now if beauty is a historical Faktum, there is not only
one history of this Faktum, but a vast plurality of such
histories—and thus also of tastes. We have been educated and
continue educating our offspring in and through the creations
of our own particular history. It is also our own history—and
this history alone—that has educated us so that we find
beauty in the sculpture of the Mayas, the painting of the
Chinese, or the music and dance of the Balinese, while the
reverse is not true. To be sure, some of the best interpreters of
Mozart today are Japanese. But they attain to this insofar as
they have been “Westernized”—not so much in that they have
learned the piano, Mozart, and so forth, but in that they have
accepted this very opening, this movement of acculturation,
with its corollary: that the music of some barbarians is not to
be rejected beforehand but may be worth the effort of
appropriation."’

If the other is not a shadow or a mannequin, he
belongs to a definite and concrete social-historical
commonality. Concrete means particular: a particular
community, and its particular “education”—that is, tradition.
But then, the appeal to the other’s point of view floats
uneasily between vacuousness and tautology. It is vacuous if

1> A well-known story reports that two centuries ago the Chinese emperor
turned down the proposal of an English embassy for a trade treaty with the
remark: I can well see why the barbarians would wish to have our
products, but I do not see how they could offer a worthwhile equivalent.
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the addressee is supposedly to be found in each and every
particular community. It is tautologous if'it is an appeal to our
own community: for, then it is an appeal to go on judging as
beautiful what has already been so judged.

That this should be so is, of course, the consequence
of what I called the cognitive closure between the different
social-historical worlds. This applies to art as well as to
“science,” to sufficient reasons for dying as well as to table
manners. To be sure, there is a distinction to be drawn
between “science’ and the rest, or at any rate between science
and art. Even if we disdain pragmatic arguments of the sort
“the universal validity of our science over against savage
magic is ‘proven’ by the fact that we kill savages much more
effectively than their magic can kill us,” it remains that the
chances for effective “universal validity” in science are much
greater than those in art. For in the case of science, the
component that supplies the identity among its variations
(legein and teukhein) is paramount, and this component is less
variable among different cultures.'® For instance, insofar as
causality is recognized everywhere (magic itself operates on
some sort of causality postulate), you can convince any
savage with a few operations that X causes Y. The chances
that you could bring him to love Tristan und Isolde are
immeasurably less: for this you would have to educate him in
and through several centuries of European culture. This is of
course no accident: “art”—which has never been just “art,”
except for a short and recent historical period—is much more
strongly and deeply linked to the kernel of a society’s
imaginary significations than is “knowledge of things.”

Of course, to all this there is a Kantian answer, and at

'%0n these terms and the problem itself, see my Imaginary Institution of
Society, ch. 5.
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least a threefold one. First, the work of art addresses itself “to
the subjective element, which one can presuppose in all men
(insofar as it is required for possible knowledge in general)”
(§38). This is to be found in the combination of the free play
of imagination with the legality (Gesetzmdpigkeit) of
understanding (§35), in a proper proportion (§21). Second, the
foundation of the “necessity” of the judgment of taste must lie
in an “indeterminate concept,” the concept “of a supersensible
substratum of phenomena” (§57). Third, there exists a
historical process, equivalent to a progress in education of
taste—and certainly to an actualization of effective
universality through convergence—and this is manifest in the
development of civilization in general and in Aufkldrung in
particular (§41).

It is neither possible nor necessary to discuss these
points here. I will only note regarding the first one that it
implies much more than it initially appears to do. One can
easily grant that imagination, understanding, and a
“productive” interplay of the two are present in all humans:
but the question of taste entails much more than such abstract
universal “faculties,” it pertains to their concrete historical
specification (and Kant is well aware of this, as the third point
shows; cf. also the Remark to §38). Of much greater
importance, however, these ideas imply the whole of Kant’s
philosophy—both “pure philosophy” and “philosophy of
history.” Without it, the third Critique hangs in the air. I find
it puzzling that those who today advocate recourse to the third
Critique do not seem to realize that they have to take into the
bargain as well the idea of a “supersensible substratum of
phenomena,” and of “humanity” (in the Kantian sense of
“supersensible”). Nor do they seem to realize that beauty is
“the symbol of the moral good” (§59). I find it even more
puzzling that they are able to disregard the essential link
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between Kant’s theory of taste and judgment and the
historical world, which is Kant’s unequivocal and firm
position on the Aufkldrung. If all the human tribes, after long
wanderings in the wild forests of precivilization, were to
gather now in the glades of the Aufkldrung, where, we, the
first comers, were to greet them as they arrive, the problems
would surely be quite different. But have we not been told
that it was precisely because of the shattering crisis within the
Aufkldrung’s ideas and standards that the whole discussion
began?

Consider now the other kernel of the third Critigue.
The fine arts are arts of genius, and the work of genius is a
creation—though Kant does not use the term."” It is new, not
“numerically,” but essentially, in that it posits new norms: it
is a new eidos. Thus it is a “model” or “prototype” (Muster).

But a model of what, and for what? The term is
strange, since one would naturally expect it to be a model for
imitation—and Kant rejects and severely and rightly
condemns imitation and insists strongly on essential
originality as the distinctive character of the work of art, that
is, of genius.

The work of genius is a prototype of nothing and for

17Only once (§49) does he speak of schépferische Einbildungskraft,
“creative imagination.” As this last expression was current in the
eighteenth century, Kant’s insistence on always calling the imagination
productive cannot be fortuitous. [ Author’s addition, not indicated as such:
Quite evidently, the term Schdpfung (creation) is widely used apropos of
the “creation of the world” by “God” in the final paragraphs of the third
Critique, for example §84, §87, etc.]
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nothing—if we take “prototype” in the formal sense.'® Yet it
is indeed a prototype in two other ways. It is a prototype of
the “fact” of creation: it proposes itself as an “example” not
for imitation (Nachahmung or Nachmachen), but for
“succession” or “continuation” (Nachfolge), for the fact and
feat of creation to be reenacted. And it is a model for the
education of taste. In both respects, however, the circle of
historical creation is present, and no “logical,” “analytical”

80f course, the work of art is also a “presentation” of the Ideal of
morality. But in the present context, this notion is irrelevant. Moreover, it
can be taken into consideration only if one accepts Kant’s metaphysics.
This follows from the supersensible character of that which is to be
presented (dargestellf). Finally, we have an apparent aporia:

. any Darstellung (by artistic genius) is adequate;

. any series of Darstellungen 1is insufficient, since it never

“exhausts,” so to speak, that which is to be presented.

One can see here another important ground of the dependence of
Kant’s aesthetics (and theory of judgment) on his metaphysics—
comparable to the one in the Critique of Practical Reason: the infinite or
insuperable distance between humanity and the Idea—and the (vain)
attempt at once to maintain and cover it through some sort of infinite walk.
Inthe Critique of Practical Reason this leads, inter alia, to the nonsensical
argumentation on the immortality of the soul. In the Critique of Judgment
(where an “immanent” historical progression is clearly envisaged) it leads
to the idea of an unending series of Darstellungen. The difference is that
in the first case (moral action) we are permanently deficient (nobody is
ever a saint, says the Critique of Practical Reason); in the second case
(art) the work of genius is certainly not deficient.

The point bears further elaboration, which should take into
account Kant’s Anthropologie, and which cannot be given here. Let me
only add that, in truth, the absolute adequacy of the chef d’ceuvre is
nothing but its presentation of the Abyss (the Chaos, the Groundless), and
that the inexhaustibility of art is rooted in the ontological character of the
Abyss as well as the fact that each culture (and each individual genius)
creates its own way into the Abyss—the second being again a
manifestation of the first.
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construction allows us to escape this paradoxical situation.
The chef d’ceuvre can only be a model for taste if there is
already taste enough to recognize it as a chef d ‘ceuvre. And it
is a model for the reenactment of the creative act if it is
already recognized as the embodiment of such an act.
Behind Kant’s apparently watertight construction and
beyond the realization of its precariousness, we find a deep
intuition of the truth of the matter. Art as creation cannot be
“explained.” Nor can the reception of the great work of art be
“explained.” The “educative” function of the new, of the
original, is both a fact and a paradox.'® It is an instance of the
fact and the paradox of each and every historical creation.
Kant’s theory of aesthetics is the only part of his
fundamental writing in which he is forced to go beyond his
strictly dualistic approach and to consider what later
neo-Kantians (e.g., Heinrich Rickert) would call das
Zwischenreich des immanenten Sinnes (the in-between realm
of immanent meaning). It is also the part in which he comes
closest to recognizing creation in history—at least in
substance, though he does not and could not name it. Beauty
is created. But it is characteristic, first, that Kant would have
an “exceptionalist” view of creation: only genius creates, and
it does so “as nature.” (This “nature” of course has nothing to
do with the “nature” of his theoretical philosophy. It is easy to
see that it is an uneasy pseudonym for God; “genius” is a
fragmented offshoot of the creative intelligent power that
reflection on the teleology of “nature” must posit.) Second,
that creation has to be restricted to the ontologically
weightless domain of art. What Kant has to say about
scientific work in the third Critigue shows that it is

¥See also my text “The Sayable and the Unsayable” (1971) in CL/, in
particular 172-74.
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intrinsically necessary for him to trivialize and reduce it to a
cumulative process. In the domain of art, the effective
validity, recognition, and reception of the norms (meanings,
or “values” in neo-Kantian parlance) must take on decisive
importance. Hence the move from “objective” to “subjective
universal validity,” and from “determinative” to “reflective”:
determination does not depend upon the opinion of the other,
while reflection does indeed involve it. Thus, the irreducible
character of creation and the commonality/community of
humans acquire, however half-heartedly, some philosophical
status, even if only as problems.

Kant believes that he answers the question of the
essence of beauty (of what beauty is) and of the “necessity” of
its common recognition. Of course he does no such thing. We
have to recognize the decisive importance of the third
Critique, not for the question of judging but for its insights
into creation and human commonality. We also have to
recognize the limitations of these insights—and the necessary
origin of these limitations in the “main body” of Kant’s
philosophy (the two other Critiques). To remove these
limitations, this main body must be exploded, but then, the
insights of the third Critigue gain a completely different
meaning, and lead in unexpected directions. Because of these
limitations—which are, in fact, common to the mainstream of
the inherited philosophical tradition—it is not possible for
Kant to think the radical social imaginary or instituting
society; he cannot really think the sociality of history, even
the historicity of society.”” Hence the restriction to “genius”
and to “art”: the creation of institutions is ignored, or, at best,

*This is also why he has to confine his insights on imagination to its
strictly “individual-subjective” dimension. See my text, “The Discovery
of the Imagination” (1978), now below in the present volume.
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has to be presented as a purely “rational” affair (cf. the
“nation of devils” in Zum ewigen Frieden).*' This is why the
primitive circle of creation (that creation presupposes itself)
can only loom confusedly and indistinctly between the lines
and behind the aporias of Kant’s treatment: beauty is
recognized because there is taste, and taste is there because
men have been educated, and men have been educated
because they have already been in touch with beauty—in
other words, because they recognize beauty before being, in
principle, capable of doing so.

In the field of art, the social-historical consists in
self-institution. “Genius” is here both a particular case of, and
a pseudonym for, historical creation in general. The reception
of the work of art is a particular case of the active and
self-creative participation and cooperation of human
communities in the institution of the new—in the institution
tout court. “Reception” is no less paradoxical-—and no less
creative—than creation. And of course, nothing in all of this
brings us any closer to deciding how to judge and choose. The
generalization and radicalization of Kant’s insights can only
bring about a generalization and radicalization of the aporias
involved. For, everybody always judges and chooses not only
within but by means of the particular social-historical
institution—the culture, the tradition—which formed him.
Indeed, without this he would not be able to judge and choose
anything. That Kant is both capable of knowing this and
ignoring it is typical of his essential stand as an Aufkldrer: in
truth, there is but one history—and for all that really matters,
this one history coincides with our own (or, our own history
is the “transcendentally obligatory” meeting point of all
particular histories). One might be tempted to treat this stand

2IT/E: Kant’s 1795 book, Perpetual Peace: A Philosophical Sketch.
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as “empirical” and dispensable, but that would be a mistake.
For, this postulate—the “transcendentalization” of the
historical fact of the Aufkldrung—is necessary, if the
semblance of an answer is to be given in “universal” terms to
the original question. If all of us belonged substantially to the
same tradition—if one tradition was, de jure, the “true”
one—we could appeal to the “same” taste (but even then, only
on the counterfactual supposition that creative breaks within
that tradition remain within some sort of indefinable bounds).

We can now conclude on the chassé-croisé of correct
insights and wrong reasons that occur within the
contemporary invocation of the third Critique. Kant’s theory
of judgment is appealed to because of the delusion that it
could contribute an answer to the question of judging and
choosing—which it does not. And the third Critique is not
appreciated for what is, in truth, its most precious germ: the
insight into the fact of creation. But this is no accident. For,
contemporaries repudiate (at least tacitly) the main body of
Kant’s philosophy; if they did not, there would be no need to
resort to the third Critique in matters of practical-political
judgment. Now, when liberated from the transcendental
scaffolding,” and from the postulates referring to the
supersensible, the idea of creation becomes uncontrollable. If
norms themselves are created, how is one to escape the
abhorrent thought that Right and Wrong themselves are
social-historical creations? Consequently, refuge is taken
instead in some vaguely perceived sensus communis regarding
matters of Right and Wrong—forgetting again that it was the
actual breakdown of this sensus communis that initiated the
very discussion in the first place.

22T/E: The French here adds, parenthetically: “(ou de la cage),” which
may be translated as “(or cage).”
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Can we go farther than stating the obvious facts—that
judging and choosing always take place within and by means
of an already existing social-historical institution or else
spring out of a new creation in the face of which no criteria
are available except the ones this new creation establishes for
the first time? And how can we confront reasonably, if not
“rationally,” the question of judging and choosing between
different institutions of society—the political question par
excellence?

I will not discuss this problem here. I will only repeat:
the absolute singularity of our Greco-Western or European
tradition lies in its being the only tradition wherein this
problem arises and becomes thinkable. (This does not mean
that it becomes “soluble”—pace Descartes and Marx.)
Politics and philosophy and the link between them have been
created here and only here. Of course, this does not mean that
this tradition can be “rationally” imposed upon—or defended
against—another tradition that ignores or rejects this setting.
Any rational argumentation presupposes the common
acceptance of rationality as a criterion. It is not so much
pragmatically ineffectual as it is logically absurd to argue
“rationally” with Hitler, Andropov, Khomeini, or Idi Amin
Dada. Indeed, “pragmatically,” such argumentation can be
defended as a political (“pedagogical”) activity: there is
always a chance that some followers of these men may be or
become inconsistent and thus permeable to ‘“rational”
arguments. But to take a more dignified example, can
argumentation invoking rationality, the equal value of all
humans gua humans, for example, carry any weight against a
deeply held belief that God has revealed himself and his
will—the latter entailing, for instance, the forced conversion
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and/or extermination of the infidels, sorcerers, heretics, etc.?
Silly, modern parochialism is capable of laughing at this idea
as “exotic’—even though it was central to all “civilized”
societies as recently as two centuries ago.

Judging and choosing, in aradical sense, were created
in Greece, and this is one of the meanings of the Greek
creation of politics and philosophy. By politics I do not mean
court intrigues or fighting among social groups over interest
or position (both of which existed elsewhere), but a collective
activity whose object is the institution of society as such. In
Greece we have the first instance of a community explicitly
deliberating about its laws and changing those laws.*
Elsewhere laws are inherited from the ancestors or given by
gods or by the One True God, but they are not posited as
created by men after a collective confrontation and discussion
about right and wrong law. This position leads to other
questions, which also originated in Greece: not only, “Is this
law right or wrong?” but “What is it for a law to be right or
wrong, that is, what is justice?” Just as in Greek political
activity the existing institution of society is called into
question and altered for the first time, similarly Greece is the
first society where we find the explicit questioning of the
instituted collective representation of the world—that is,
where we find philosophy. Further, just as political activity in

3 cannot agree with Hannah Arendt’s idea that in Greece legislative
activity was a secondary aspect of politics. This would hold only in a
limited sense of the term ‘legislative’. Aristotle counts eleven
“revolutions” in Athens, that is, changes in the fundamental
(“constitutional”) legislation.




The Greek Polis and the Creation of Democracy 231

Greece leads to the question not merely of whether this
particular law is right or wrong, just or unjust, but of what
justice is in general, so philosophical interrogation leads
rapidly to the question not only of whether this or that
representation of the world is true, but of what truth is. Both
questions are genuine questions—that is, they must remain
open forever.

The creation of democracy and philosophy and the
link between them has its essential precondition in the Greek
vision of the world and human life, the nucleus of the Greek
imaginary. This can perhaps best be clarified by the three
questions in which Kant summarizes the interests of man.
About the first two—What can I know? What ought I to
do?—an endless discussion begins in Greece, and there is no
“Greek answer” to them. But to the third question—What am
I allowed to hope?—there is a definite and clear Greek
answer, and this is a massive and resounding nothing. And
evidently it is the true answer. “Hope” is not to be taken here
in the everyday trivial sense—that the sun will again shine
tomorrow, or that a child will be born alive. The hope to
which Kant refers is the hope of the Christian or religious
tradition, the hope corresponding to that central human wish
and delusion that there be some essential correspondence,
some consonance, some adequatio between our desires and
decisions, on the one hand, and the world, the nature of being,
on the other. Hope is the ontological, cosmological, and
ethical assumption that the world is not just something out
there, but cosmos in the archaic and proper sense, a total order
that includes us, our wishes, and our strivings as its organic
and central components. The philosophical translation of this
assumption is that being is ultimately good. As is well known,
the first one who dared to proclaim this philosophical
monstrosity clearly was Plato—after the classical period had
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ended. This remained the fundamental tenet of theological
philosophy in Kant, of course, but in Marx as well. The Greek
view is expressed as early as the myth of Pandora. For Hesiod
hope is forever imprisoned in Pandora’s box. In preclassical
and classical Greek religion, there is no hope for an afterlife:
either there is no afterlife, or if there is one, it is worse than
the worst life on earth—as Achilles reveals to Odysseus in the
Land of the Dead. Having nothing to hope from an afterlife or
from a caring and benevolent God, man is liberated for action
and thought in this world.

This is intimately linked with the fundamental Greek
idea of chaos. For Hesiod, in the beginning there is chaos. In
the proper, initial sense “chaos” in Greek means void,
nothingness. It is out of the total void that the world
emerges.”* But already in Hesiod, the world is also chaos in
the sense that there is no complete order in it, that it is not
subject to meaningful laws. First there is total disorder, and
then order, cosmos, is created. But at the “roots” of the world,
beyond the familiar landscape, chaos always reigns supreme.
The order of the world has no “meaning” for man: it posits
the blind necessity of genesis and birth, on one hand, of
corruption and catastrophe—death of the forms—on the
other. In Anaximander, the first philosopher for whom we
possess reliable testimony, the “element” of being is the
apeiron, the indeterminate, indefinite—another way of
thinking chaos. Form, the particularized and determinate
existence of the various beings, is adikia, injustice—one may
well call it hubris. That is why the particular beings have to
render justice to one another and pay compensation for their

*Author’s addition: As Olof Gigon has clearly established in Der
Ursprung der griechischen Philosophie von Hesiod bis Parmenides
(Basel, 1945).
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injustice through their decay and disappearance.” There is a
strong though implicit connection between the two pairs of
opposite terms, chaos/cosmos and hubris/dike. In a sense, the
latter is the transposition of the former into the human
domain.

This vision conditions, so to speak, the creation of
philosophy. Philosophy, as the Greeks created and practiced
it, is possible because the world is not fully ordered. If it
were, there would not be any philosophy, but only one, final
system of knowledge. And if the world were sheer chaos,
there would be no possibility of thinking at all. But this vision
of the world also conditions the creation of politics. If the
human world were fully ordered, either externally or through
its own “spontaneous operation,” if human laws were given
by God or by nature or by the “nature of society” or by the
“laws of history,” then there would be no room for political
thinking and no field for political action and no sense in
asking what the proper law is or what justice is (cf. Friedrich
Hayek). But furthermore, if human beings could not create
some order for themselves by positing laws, then again there
would be no possibility of political, instituting action. If a full
and certain knowledge (epistéme) of the human domain were
possible, politics would immediately come to an end, and
democracy would be both impossible and absurd: democracy

SThe meaning of Anaximander’s fragment (Diels Bl) is clear, and
“classical” historians of philosophy have, for once, interpreted it correctly.
Heidegger’s “interpretation” of it (“Der Spruch des Anaximander,” in
Holzwege [ T/E: “Anaximander’s Saying” (1946), in Off the Beaten Track,
ed. and tr. Julian Young and Kenneth Haynes (Cambridge, UK and New
York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2002)]) is, as usual, Heidegger
dressed up as Anaximander. [French Editors: Castoriadis came back to
Anaximander’s philosophy in his 1982-1983 seminar at the Ecole des

Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales. T/E: See now CFG1.]
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implies that all citizens have the possibility of attaining a
correct doxa and that nobody possesses an epistémé of things
political.

I think it is important to stress these connections
because a great many of the difficulties of modern political
thinking are related to the persisting dominant influence of
theological (that is, Platonic) philosophy. The operative
postulate that there is a total and “rational” (and therefore
“meaningful”) order in the world, along with the necessary
implication that there is an order of human affairs linked to
the order of the world—what one could call unitary
ontology—has plagued political philosophy from Plato
through modern Liberalism and Marxism. The postulate
conceals the fundamental fact that human history is
creation—without which there would be no genuine question
of judging and choosing, -either “objectively” or
“subjectively.” By the same token, it conceals or eliminates
the question of responsibility. Unitary ontology, in whatever
disguise, is essentially linked to heteronomy. The emergence
of autonomy in Greece was conditioned by the nonunitary
Greek view of the world that is expressed from the beginning
in the Greek “myths.”

A curious but inevitable consequence of the
“model/antimodel” mentality employed when examining
Greece, and in particular Greek political institutions, is that
these are taken, so to speak, “statically,” as if there were one
“constitution,” with its various “articles” fixed once and for
all, that could and must be “judged” or “evaluated” as such.
This is an approach for people who seek recipes—whose
number, indeed, does not seem to be on the decrease. But, of
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course, what is important in ancient Greek political life—the
germ—is the historical instituting process: the activity and
struggle around the change of the institutions, the explicit
(even if partial) self-institution of the polis as a permanent
process. This process goes on for almost four centuries. The
annual election of the thesmothetai in Athens is established in
683/2 BCE, and it is probably around the same time that the
citizens in Sparta (9,000 of them) are instated as homoioi
(“similar,” i.e., equals) and the rule of nomos (law) affirmed.
The widening of democracy in Athens continues well into the
fourth century. The poleis—at any rate Athens, about which
our information is most complete—do not stop questioning
their respective institutions; the démos goes on modifying the
rules under which it lives. This is, of course, inseparable from
the hectic pace of creation during this period in all fields
beyond the strictly political one.

This movement is a movement of explicit self-
institution. The cardinal meaning of explicit self-institution is
autonomy: we posit our own laws. Of all the questions arising
out of this movement, I will briefly survey three: “Who” is the
“subject” of this autonomy? What are the limits of his action?
What is the “object” of autonomous self-institution?*

The community of citizens—the démos—proclaims
that it is absolutely sovereign (autonomos, autodikos,
autoteles, self-legislating, self-judging, self-governing, in
Thucydides’ words). It also affirms the political equality

*Given the constraints of space, I will have to speak “statically” myself,
ignoring the movement and considering only some of its most significant
“results.” I beg the reader to bear in mind this inevitable limitation.
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(equal sharing of activity and power) of all free men. This is
the self-position, self-definition, of the political body, which
contains an element of arbitrariness—and always will. Who
posits the Grundnorm—in Hans Kelsen’s terminology, the
norm ruling the positing of norms—is a fact. For the Greeks,
this “who” is the body of adult, male, free citizens (which
means, in principle, those men born of other citizens, though
naturalization is known and practiced). Of course, the
exclusion of women, foreigners, and slaves from citizenship
is a limitation we do not accept. This limitation was never
lifted in practice in ancient Greece (at the level of ideas,
things are less simple, but I will not discuss this aspect here).
But indulging for a moment in the absurd “comparative
merits” game, let us remember that slavery was present in the
United States until 1865 and in Brazil until the end of the
nineteenth century; further, that in most “democratic”
countries, voting rights were granted to women only after
World War II; that no country today grants political rights to
foreigners, and that in most cases naturalization of resident
foreigners is by no means automatic (a quarter of the resident
population of very “democratic” Switzerland are metoikoi).

Equality of the citizens is of course equality in respect
of the law (isonomia), but it is essentially much more than
that. It is not the granting of equal passive “rights,” but active
general participation in public affairs. This participation is not
left to chance, but actively promoted both through formal
rules and through the general ethos of the polis. According to
Athenian law, a citizen who will not take sides while the city
is in civil strife becomes atimos—deprived of political
rights.”’

Participation materializes in the ekklésia, the

27 Aristotle Constitution of the Athenians 8.5.
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Assembly of the people, which is the acting sovereign body.
All citizens have the right to speak (isegoria), their votes
carry the same weight (isopséphia), and they are under moral
obligation to speak their minds (parrhésia). Participation also
materializes in the courts. There are no professional judges,
virtually all courts are juries with their jurors chosen by lot.
The ekklésia, assisted by the boulé (Council),
legislates and governs. This is direct democracy. Three of its
aspects deserve further comment.
1. The people versus ‘representatives.” Direct
democracy has been rediscovered or reinvented in
modern history every time a political collectivity has
entered a process of radical self-constitution and self-
activity: town meetings during the American
Revolution, sections during the French Revolution,
the Paris Commune, the Workers’ Councils, or the
Soviets in their original form. Hannah Arendt has
repeatedly stressed the importance of these forms. In
all these cases, the sovereign body is the totality of
those concerned; whenever delegation is inevitable,
delegates are not just elected but subject to permanent
recall. One should remember that for classical
political philosophy, the notion of “representation” is
unknown. For Herodotus as well as for Aristotle,
democracy is the power of the démos, unmitigated in
matters of legislation, and the designation of
magistrates (not “representatives”!) by sortition or
rotation. Scholars merely repeat today that Aristotle’s
preferred constitution, what he calls politeia, is a
mixture of democracy and aristocracy, and forget to
add that for Aristotle the “aristocratic” element in this
politeia is the election of the magistrates—for,
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Aristotle clearly and repeatedly defines election as an
aristocratic principle. This is also clear for
Montesquieu and Rousseau. It is Rousseau, not Marx
or Lenin, who writes that Englishmen believe that
they are free because they elect their Parliament, but
in reality are only free one day every five years. When
Rousseau says that democracy is a regime too perfect
for men, suitable only for a people of gods, what he
means by democracy is the identity of the souverain
and the prince—that is, there are no magistrates.
Serious modern Liberals—in contradistinction to
contemporary “political philosophers”—knew all this
perfectly well. Benjamin Constant did not glorify
elections and “representation” as such; he defended
them as lesser evils on the grounds that democracy
was impossible in modern nations because of their
size and because people were not interested in public
affairs. Whatever the value of these arguments, they
are based upon the explicit recognition that
representation is a principle alien to democracy. This
hardly bears discussion. Once permanent
“representatives” are present, political authority,
activity, and initiative are expropriated from the body
of citizens and transferred to the restricted body of
“representatives,” who also use it to consolidate their
position and create the conditions whereby the next
“election” becomes biased in many ways.

The people versus the “experts.” Linked to the
principle of direct democracy is the Greek view of
“experts.” Not only legislative decisions but important
political ones—on matters of government—are made
by the ekklésia after it has listened to various
speakers, possibly including those who claim some
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specific knowledge about the affairs at hand. There
are not and cannot be “experts” on political affairs.
Political expertise—or political “wisdom”—belongs
to the political community, for expertise, techné, in
the strict sense, is always related to a specific,
“technical” occupation, and is, of course, recognized
in its proper field. Thus, Plato says in the Protagoras,
the Athenians will listen to technicians when the
building of proper walls or ships is discussed, but will
listen to anybody when it comes to matters of politics.
(The popular courts embody the same idea in the
domain of justice.) War is, of course, a specific field
entailing a proper techné, and thus the war chiefs, the
stratégoi, are elected—as are the technicians in other
fields charged by the polis with a particular task. So
Athens was, after all, a politeia in Aristotle’s sense
since some (and very important) magistrates were
elected.

Now the election of the experts entails another
principle central to the Greek view, clearly formulated
and accepted not only by Aristotle but, despite its
massive democratic implications, even by that
archenemy of democracy, Plato. The proper judge of
the expert is not another expert, but the user: the
warrior and not the blacksmith for the sword, the
horseman and not the saddler for the saddle. And
evidently, for all public (common) affairs, the user,
and thus the best judge, is the polis. From the
results—the Acropolis, or the tragedy prizes—the
judgment of this user appears to have been quite
sound.

One can hardly overemphasize the contrast
between this view and the modern one. The dominant
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idea that experts can be judged only by other experts
is one of the conditions for the expansion and the
growing irresponsibility of the modern hierarchical-
bureaucratic apparatus. The prevalent idea that there
exist “experts” in politics, that is, specialists of the
universal and technicians of the totality, makes a
mockery of the idea of democracy: the power of the
politicians is justified by the “expertise” they would
alone possess, and the, inexpert by definition,
populace is called upon periodically to pass judgment
on these “experts.” It also—given the emptiness of the
notion of a specialization in the universal—contains
the seeds of the growing divorce between the capacity
to attain power and the capacity to govern—which
plagues Western societies more and more.

The community versus the “State.” The Greek polis is
not a “State” in the modern sense. The very term
“State” does not exist in ancient Greek
(characteristically, modern Greeks had to invent a
word, and they used the ancient kratos, which means
“sheer force”). Politeia (e.g., in the title of Plato’s
work) does not mean der Staat as in the standard
German translation (the Latin respublica is less
opposed to the meaning of politeia).” It means both
the political institution/constitution and the way
people go about common affairs. It is a scandal of
modern philology that the title of Aristotle’s treatise,
Athénaion Politeia, is everywhere translated “The
Constitution of Athens,” both a straightforward
linguistic error and the inexplicable sign of ignorance

BT/E: The French adds here, with German thrown in: “est moins
sinnwidrig” (is less sinnwidrig, or senseless).
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or incomprehension on the part of very erudite men.
Aristotle wrote The Constitution of the Athenians.
Thucydides is perfectly explicit about this: Andres gar
polis, “for, the polis is the men.” For example, before
the Battle of Salamis, when Themistocles has to resort
to a last-ditch argument to impose his tactics, he
threatens the other allied chiefs that the Athenians will
take their families and their fleet and found anew their
city in the West. This notwithstanding the fact that for
the Athenians—even more than for the other
Greeks—their land was sacred and they took pride in
their claim to autochthony.

The idea of a “State” as an institution distinct
and separated from the body of citizens would not
have been understandable to a Greek. Of course, the
political community exists at a level that is not
identical with the concrete, “empirical” reality of so
many thousands of people assembled in a given place
at a given time. The political community of the
Athenians, the polis, has an existence of its own: for
example, treaties are honored irrespective of their age,
responsibility for past acts is accepted, etc. But the
distinction 1is not between a “State” and a
“population”; it is between the continuous corporate
body of perennial and impersonal Athenians and the
living and breathing ones.

No “State” and no “state apparatus.” There is,
of course, in ancient Athens a technical-administrative
mechanism, but it does not possess any political
function. Characteristically, this administration, up to
and including its higher echelons—police, keepers of
the public archives, public finance—is composed of
slaves (possibly Treasury Secretary Donald Regan and
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certainly Federal Reserve Chairman Paul Volcker
would have been slaves in Athens). These slaves were
supervised by citizen magistrates usually drawn by
lot. “Permanent bureaucracy,” the task of execution in
the strictest sense, is left to the slaves.”’

The designation of magistrates through lot or
rotation in most cases insures participation by a great
number of citizens in official tasks—and knowledge
of those tasks. That the ekklésia decides all important
governmental matters insures the control of the
political body over elected magistrates, as does the
fact that they are subject to what amounts in practice
to the possibility of recall at any time: conviction in a
judicial procedure entails, infer alia, that they lose
their office. Of course all magistrates are responsible
for their performance in office as a matter of routine
(euthuné); accounts are given, in the classical period,
to the boulé.

In a sense, the unity and very existence of the political

body is “prepolitical,” at least insofar as explicit political self-
institution is concerned. The community “receives itself,” as
it were, from its own past, with all that this past entails. (In
part, this is what the Moderns call the question of “civil
society” versus the “State.”) Elements of this given may be
politically irrelevant or nontransformable. But de jure, “civil
society” is itself an object of instituting political action. This

*T/E: The French here adds, parenthetically, a phrase that may be
translated as follows: “(and, to extend Aristotle’s thinking, could be
eliminated only when machines...).”
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is strikingly exemplified by some aspects of Cleisthenes’
reform in Athens (506 BCE). The traditional division of the
population among tribes is superseded by a redivision having
two main objects. First, the number of tribes is changed. The
traditional (Ionian) four phulai become ten, each subdivided
into three trittues, all sharing equally in all magistratures
through rotation (which entails what is in fact the creation of
a new, “political” year and calendar). Second, each tribe is
formed by a balanced composition of agricultural, maritime,
and urban people. Thus, the tribes—which henceforth have
their “headquarters” in the city of Athens—become neutral as
to territorial or professional particularities; they are clearly
political units.

What we have here is the creation of a properly
political social space, founded on social (economic) and
geographical elements, but not determined by these. No
phantasm of “homogeneity” here: an articulation of the citizen
body within a political perspective is created and
superimposed on the “prepolitical” articulations without
crushing them. This articulation obeys strictly political
imperatives: equality of power-sharing on the one hand, unity
of the body politic (as against “particular interests”) on the
other.

The same spirit is exemplified by a most striking
Athenian disposition (Aristotle Politics 1330a20): when the
ekklesia deliberates on matters entailing the possibility of a
conflict such as a war with a neighboring polis, the
inhabitants of the frontier zone are excluded from the vote.
For, they could not vote without their particular interests
overwhelming their motives, while the decision must be made
on general grounds only.

This again shows a conception of politics
diametrically opposed to the modern mentality of defense and
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assertion of “interests.” Interests have, as far as possible, to be
kept at bay when political decisions are made. (Imagine the
following disposition in the U.S. Constitution: “Whenever
questions pertaining to agriculture are to be decided, senators
and representatives from predominantly agricultural States
cannot participate in the vote.”)

At this point one may comment on the ambiguity of
Hannah Arendt’s position concerning what she calls “the
social.” She rightly saw that politics is destroyed when it
becomes a mask for the defense and assertion of “interests.”
The political space is then hopelessly fragmented. But if
society is, in reality, strongly divided along conflicting
“interests”—as it is today—insistence on the autonomy of
politics becomes gratuitous. The answer, then, is not to ignore
the “social,” but to change it so that the conflict of
“social”—that is, economic—interests ceases to be the
dominant factor in shaping political attitudes. If this is not
done, the present situation among Western societies results:
the decomposition of the body politic and its fragmentation
into lobbies. In this case, as the “algebraic sum” of opposing
interests is very often zero, the consequence is political
impotence and aimless drift, such as is observed today.

The unity of the body politic has to be preserved even
against extreme forms of political strife. This is, to my mind,
the meaning of the Athenian law on ostracism (not the usual
interpretation, which sees in it a safeguard against would-be
tyrants). In Athens political division and antagonism should
not be allowed to tear the community apart; one of the two
opposing leaders must go into temporary exile.
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General participation in politics entails the creation for
the first time in history of a public space. The emphasis
Hannah Arendt has put on this, her elucidation of its meaning,
is one of her outstanding contributions to the understanding
of Greek institutional creation. I will confine myself,
therefore, to a few additional points.

The emergence of a public space means that a political
domain is created that “belongs to all” (ta koina).® The
“public” ceases to be a “private” affair—of the king, the
priests, the bureaucracy, the politicians, and the experts.
Decisions on common affairs have to be made by the
community.

But the essence of the public space does not refer only
to “final decisions”; if it did, it would be more or less empty.
It refers as well to the presuppositions of the decisions, to
everything that leads to them. Whatever is of importance has
to appear publicly. This is, for example, effectively realized
in the presentation of the law: laws are engraved in marble
and publicly exposed for everybody to see. But much more
importantly, law materializes in the discourse of the people,
freely talking to each other in the agora about politics and
about everything they care about before deliberating in the
ekklésia. To understand the tremendous historical change
involved, one only has to contrast this with the typical
“Asiatic” situation.

This is equivalent to the creation of the
possibility—and actuality—of free speech, free thinking, free

30Something similar can be found in some savage societies, but it is
confined to the handling of “current” affairs, since in these societies the
“traditional” law cannot be called into question.
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examination and questioning without restraint. It establishes
logos as circulation of speech and thought within the
community. It accompanies the two basic traits of the citizen
already mentioned: iségoria, the right for all equally to speak
their minds, and parrhésia, the commitment for all to really
speak their minds concerning public affairs.

It is important to stress here the distinction between
the “formal” and the “real.” The existence of a public space
is not just a matter of legal provisions guaranteeing rights of
free speech, etc. Such provisions are but conditions for a
public space to exist. The important question is: What are the
people actually doing with these rights? The decisive traits in
this respect are courage, responsibility, and shame (aidos,
aischuné). Lacking these, the “public space” becomes just an
open space for advertising, mystification, and
pornography—as is, increasingly, the case today. Against
such development, legal provisions are of no avail, or produce
evils worse than the ones they pretend to cure. Only the
education (paideia) of the citizens as citizens can give
valuable, substantive content to the “public space.” This
paideia is not primarily a matter of books and academic
credits. First and foremost, it involves becoming conscious
that the polis is also oneself and that its fate also depends
upon one’s mind, behavior, and decisions; in other words, it
is participation in political life.

Equally important, hand in hand with the creation of
a public space goes the creation of a public time. By this I do
not mean just ‘“social,” “calendar” time, a system of
sociotemporal benchmarks that, of course, already exists
everywhere. I mean the emergence of a dimension where the
collectivity can inspect its own past as the result of its own
actions, and where an indeterminate future opens up as
domain for its activities. This is the meaning of the creation
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of historiography in Greece. It is a striking fact that
historiography properly speaking has existed only during two
periods of human history: in ancient Greece, and in modern
Europe—that is, in the cases of the two societies where
questioning of the existing institutions has occurred. In other
societies, there is only the undisputed reign of tradition,
and/or simple “recording of events” by the priests or the
chroniclers of the kings. But Herodotus starts with the
declaration that the traditions of the Greeks are not
trustworthy. The disruption of tradition and critical inquiry
into “true causes” of course go together. Moreover, this
knowledge of the past is open to all. Herodotus, for example,
is reported to have read his Histories to the Greeks assembled
for the Olympic games (si non e vero, e ben trovato). And the
Funeral Speech of Pericles contains a survey of the history of
the Athenians from the viewpoint of the spirit of the activities
of the successive generations—a survey leading up to the
present and clearly pointing toward new things to be done in
the future.

What are the limits of political action—the limits of
autonomy? If the law is God-given, or if there is a
philosophical or scientific “grounding” of substantive
political truths (with Nature, Reason, or History as ultimate
“principle”), then there exists an extrasocial standard for
society. There is a norm of the norm, a law of the law, a
criterion on the basis of which the question of whether a
particular law (or state of affairs) is just or unjust, proper or
improper, can be discussed and decided. This criterion is
given once and for all and, ex hypothesi, does not depend
upon human action.
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Once itis recognized that no such ground exists, either
because there is a separation between religion and politics, as
is, imperfectly, the case in modern societies, or because, as in
Greece, religion is kept strictly at bay by political activities,
and once it is also recognized that there is no “science,” no
epistémé or techné, of political matters, the question of what
ajust law is, what justice is—what “the proper” institution of
society is—opens up as a genuine, that is, interminable,
question.

Autonomy is possible only if society recognizes itself
as the source of its norms. Thus, society cannot evade the
question: Why this norm rather than that?—in other words, it
cannot evade the question of justice by answering, for
example, that justice is the will of God, or the will of the
Czar, or the reflection of the relations of production. Neither
can it evade the question of limits to its actions. In a
democracy, people can do anything—and must know that
they ought not to do just anything. Democracy is the regime
of self-limitation; therefore it is also the regime of historical
risk—another way of saying that it is the regime of
freedom—and a tragic regime. The fate of Athenian
democracy offers an illustration of this. The fall of
Athens—its defeat in the Peloponnesian War—was the result
of the hubris of the Athenians. Hubris does not simply
presuppose freedom, it presupposes the absence of fixed
norms, the essential vagueness of the ultimate bearings of our
actions. (Christian sin is, of course, a heteronomous concept.)
Transgressing the law is not hubris, it is a definite and limited
misdemeanor. Hubris exists where self-limitation is the only
“norm,” where “limits” are transgressed that were nowhere
defined.

The question of the limits to the self-instituting
activity of a community unfolds in two moments. Is there any
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intrinsic criterion of and for the law? Can there be an effective
guarantee that this criterion, however defined, will not be
transgressed?

With the move to fundamentals, the answer to both
questions is a definite no. There is no norm of norms that
would not itself be a historical creation. And there is no way
of eliminating the risks of collective hubris. Nobody can
protect humanity from folly or suicide.

Moderns have thought—have pretended—that they
have found the answer to these two questions by fusing them
into one. This answer would be the “Constitution” as a
fundamental Charter embodying the norms of norms and
defining particularly stringent provisions for its revision. It is
hardly necessary to recall that this “answer” does not hold
water either logically or effectively, that modern history has
for two centuries now in all conceivable ways made a
mockery of this notion of a “Constitution”; or that the oldest
“democracy” in the liberal West, Britain, has no
“Constitution” at all. It is sufficient to point to the
shallowness and duplicity of modern thinking in this respect,
as exemplified both in the field of international relations and
in the arena of changes in political regimes. At the
international level, despite the rhetoric of professors of
“International Public Law,” there is in fact no law but the
“law of force,” that is, there is a “law” as long as matters are
not really important—as long as you hardly need a law. The
“law of force” also rules concerning the establishment of a
new “legal order” within a country: “A victorious revolution
creates right” is the dictum almost all teachers of international
public law avow, and all countries follow in practice. (This
“revolution” need not be, and usually is not, a revolution
properly speaking; most of the time, it is a successful Putsch.)
And, in the European experience of the last sixty years, the
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legislation introduced by “illegal” and even “monstrous”
regimes has always been maintained in its bulk after their
overthrow.

The very simple point here is of course that in the face
of a historical movement that marshals force—be it by
actively mobilizing a large majority or a passionate and
ruthless minority in the forefront of a passive or indifferent
population, or be it even just brute force in the hands of a
group of colonels—Iegal provisions are of no avail. If we can
be reasonably certain that the reestablishment of slavery
tomorrow in the United States or in a European country is
extremely improbable, the “reasonable” character of our
forecast is based not on the existing laws or constitutions (for,
then we would be simply idiotic) but on a judgment
concerning the active response of a huge majority of the
people to such an attempt.

In Greek practice and thinking the distinction between
“constitution” and “law” does not exist. The Athenian
distinction between laws and decrees of the ekklésia
(pséphismata) did not have the same formal character and in
fact disappeared during the fourth century. But the question
of self-limitation was dealt with in a different (and, I think,
more profound) way. I will only consider two institutions
related to this problem.

The first is an apparently strange but fascinating
procedure called graphé paranomon (accusation of
unlawfulness).’ The procedure can be briefly described as

IML L Finley has recently stressed the importance and elucidated the spirit
of'this procedure: Democracy, Ancient and Modern (New Brunswick, NJ:
Rutgers University Press, 1973). See also Victor Ehrenberg, The Greek
State, 2" ed. (London: Methuen, 1969), pp. 73, 79, 26 7—where two other
important procedures or provisions similar in spirit are also discussed:
apaté tou demou (deceit of the démos) and the exception fon nomon meé
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follows. You have made a proposal to the ekklésia, and this
proposal has been voted for. Then another citizen can bring
you before a court, accusing you of inducing the people to
vote for an unlawful law. You can be acquitted or
convicted—and in the latter case, the law is annulled. Thus,
you have the right to propose anything you please, but you
have to think carefully before proposing something on the
basis of a momentary fit of popular mood and having it
approved by a bare majority. For, the action would be judged
by a popular court of considerable dimensions (501,
sometimes 1,001 or even 1,501 citizens sitting as judges),
drawn by lot. Thus, the démos was appealing against itself in
front of itself: the appeal was from the whole body of citizens
(or whichever part of it was present when the proposal in
question was adopted) to a huge random sample of the same
body sitting after passions had calmed, listening again to
contradictory arguments, and assessing the matter from a
relative distance. Since the source of the law is the people,
“control of constitutionality” could not be entrusted to
“professionals”—in any case, the idea would have sounded
ridiculous to a Greek—but only to the people themselves
acting in a different guise. The people say what the law is; the
people can err; the people can correct themselves. This is a
magnificent example of an effective institution of self-
limitation.

Tragedy is another institution of self-limitation.
People usually speak of “Greek tragedy,” but there is no such
thing. There is only Athenian tragedy. Only in the city where
the democratic process, the process of self-institution, reached
its climax, only there could tragedy (as opposed to simple
“theater”) be created.

epitedeion theinai (inappropriateness of a law).
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Tragedy has, of course, many layers of signification,
and there can be no question of reducing it to a narrow
“political” function. But there is certainly a cardinal political
dimension to tragedy, not to be confused with the “political
positions” taken by the poets, not even with the much
commented upon (rightly, if insufficiently) Aeschylean
vindication of public justice against private vengeance in the
Oresteia.

The political dimension of tragedy lies first and
foremost in its ontological grounding. What tragedy, not
“discursively” but through presentation, gives to all to see, is
that Being is Chaos. Chaos is exhibited here, first, as the
absence of order for man, the lack of positive correspondence
between human intentions and actions, on one hand, and their
result or outcome, on the other. More than that, tragedy shows
not only that we are not masters of the consequences of our
actions but that we are not even masters of their meaning.
Chaos is also presented as Chaos in man, that is, as his hubris.
And the ultimately prevailing order is, as in Anaximander,
order through catastrophe—a “meaningless” order. From the
universal experience of catastrophe stems the fundamental
Einstellung of tragedy: universality and impartiality.

Hannah Arendt has rightly said that impartiality enters
this world through the Greeks. This is already fully apparent
in Homer. Not only can one not find in the Homeric poems
any disparagement of the “enemy,” the Trojans, for example,
but the truly central figure in the //iad is Hector, not Achilles,
and the most moving characters are Hector and Andromache.
The same is true for Aeschylus’ Persians—a play performed
in 472 BCE, seven years after the battle at Plataea, with the
war still going on. In this tragedy, there is not a single word
of hatred or contempt for the Persians; the Persian Queen,
Atossa, is a majestic and venerable figure, and the defeat and
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ruin of the Persians are ascribed exclusively to the hubris of
Xerxes. And in his Trojan Women (415 BCE), Euripides
presents the Greeks as the cruelest and most monstrous
beasts—as if he were saying to the Athenians: this is what you
are. Indeed, the play was performed a year after the horrible
massacre of the Melians by the Athenians (416 BCE).

But perhaps the most profound play, from the point of
view of tragedy’s political dimension, is Antigone (442 BCE).
The play has been persistently interpreted as a tract against
human law and in favor of divine law, or at least as depicting
an insurmountable conflict between these two principles (or
between “family” and “State,” as in Hegel). This is indeed the
manifest content of the text, repeated again and again. Since
the spectators cannot fail to “identify” with the pure, heroic,
helpless, and desperate Antigone against the hardheaded,
authoritarian, arrogant, and suspicious Creon, they find the
“thesis” of the play clear. But the meaning of the play is
multilayered and the standard interpretation misses what I
think is most important. A full justification of the
interpretation I propose would require a complete analysis of
the play, which is out of the question here. I will only draw
attention to a few points. The insistence on the obvious—and
rather shallow—opposition between human law and divine
law forgets that for the Greeks to bury their dead is also a
human law, as to defend one’s country is also divine law
(Creon mentions this explicitly). The chorus oscillates from
beginning to end between the two positions, always putting
them on the same plane. The famous hymn (332-375) to the
glory of man, the builder of cities and creator of institutions,
ends with praise for the one who is able to weave together
(pareirein) “the laws of the land and the justice of gods to
which he has sworn” (cf. also 725: “well said from both
sides”). Antigone’s upholding of “divine law” is remarkably
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weakened by her argument that she did what she did because
a brother is irreplaceable when one’s parents are dead, and
that with a husband or a son the situation would have been
different. To be sure, neither the divine law nor the human
law regarding the burial of the dead recognizes such a
distinction. Moreover, what speaks through Antigone, here
and throughout the play, more than respect for the divine law,
is her passionate love for her brother. We need not go to the
extremes of interpretation and invoke incestuous attraction,
but we certainly must remember that the play would not be
the masterpiece it is if Antigone and Creon were bloodless
representatives of principles and not moved by strong
passions—Ilove for her brother, in Antigone’s case, love for
the city and for his own power, in Creon’s case. Against this
passionate background, the characters’ arguments appear
additionally as rationalizations. Finally, to present Creon as
unilaterally “wrong” goes against the deepest spirit of tragedy,
and certainly of Sophoclean tragedy.

What the final lines of the chorus (1348-1355) glorify
is not divine law, but phronein, an untranslatable word,
unbearably flattened in its Latin rendering by prudentia. The
chorus lauds phronein, advises against impiety, and reverts
again to phronein, warning against “big words” and the
“huperauchoi,” the excessively proud.’> Now, the content of

32] must leave open here the question raised by Hannah Arendt’s (and
Holderlin’s) interpretation of these last lines (7he Human Condition
[1958], 2™ ed. [Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1998],
pp- 25-26, n. 8), which does not, in any case, create difficulties for my
comment. Curiously, Michael Denneny in his excellent paper (“The
Privilege of Ourselves: Hannah Arendt on Judgment,” in Hannah Arendt:
The Recovery of the Public World, pp. 268-69 and 274) does not mention
the translation offered in The Human Condition and supplies instead a
different (oral) rendering by Hannah Arendt, which is totally unacceptable,
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this phronein is clearly indicated in the play. The catastrophe
is brought about because both Creon and Antigone insist on
their own reasons, without listening to the reasons of the
other. No need to repeat here Antigone’s reasons; let us only
remember that Creon’s reasons are irrefutable. No city can
exist—and therefore, no gods can be worshiped—without
nomoi; no city can tolerate treason and bearing arms against
one’s own country in alliance with foreigners out of pure
greed for power, as Polynices did. Creon’s own son, Haemon,
clearly says that he cannot prove his father wrong (685-686);
he voices the play’s main idea when he begs Creon not to
monos phronein, “not to be wise alone” (707-709).

Creon’s is a political decision, taken on very solid
grounds. But very solid political grounds can turn out to be
very shaky, if they are only “political.” To put it in another
way, precisely because of the totalistic character of the
domain of politics (in this case, inclusive of decisions about
burial and about life and death), a correct political decision
must take into account all factors, beyond the strictly
“political” ones. Even when we think, on the best of rational
grounds, that we have made the right decision, this decision
may turn out to be wrong, and catastrophically so. Nothing
can guarantee a priori the correctness of action—not even
reason. And above all, it is folly to insist on monos phronein,
“being wise alone.”

Antigone addresses itself to the problem of political
action in terms that acquire their acute relevance in the
democratic framework more than in any other. It exhibits the
uncertainty pervading the field, it sketches the impurity of
motives, it exposes the inconclusive character of the

both philologically and from the point of view of the play’s whole
meaning.
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reasoning upon which we base our decisions. It shows that
hubris has nothing to do with the transgression of definite
norms, that it can take the form of the adamant will to apply
the norms, disguise itself behind noble and worthy
motivations, be they rational or pious. With its denunciation
of the monos phronein, it formulates the fundamental maxim
of democratic politics.”

What is the “object” of autonomous self-institution?
This question may be rejected at the outset if one thinks that
autonomy—collective and individual freedom—is an end in
itself, or that once significant autonomy has been established
in and through the political institution of society, the rest is no
more a matter of politics but a field for the free activity of
individuals, groups, and “civil society.”

I do not share these points of view. The idea of

33 An additional support for my interpretation can be found at the end
(1065-1075) of Aeschylus’ Seven Against Thebes. This is certainly an
addition to the initial text, probably dating from 409-405 BCE (according
to Mazon, in the Bud¢ edition, p. 103). This addition has been inserted to
prepare for the performance of Antigone immediately afterward. It makes
the Seven end with the two halves of the chorus divided, the one chanting
that they will support those who are united with their blood (genea),
because what the polis holds to be right is different at different times, i.e.,
the polis’s laws change though blood right is perennial, and the other
asserting their support for the polis and dikaion, i.e., right. [Author’s
addition, not indicated as such: The first half chorus makes no mention of
a “divine law”; the second mentions, in contrast, the “blessed,” no doubt
the patron heroes of the city, and Zeus himself. Once again, all this
appertains to the manifest text.] A nonnegligible testimony of how
Athenians at the end of the fifth century viewed the matter and the
meaning of Antigone.
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autonomy as an end in itself would lead to a purely formal,
“Kantian” conception. We will autonomy both for itself and
in order to be able to do. But to do what? Further, political
autonomy cannot be separated from “the rest,” from the
“substance” of life in society. Finally, a very important part of
that life concerns common objectives and works, which have
to be decided in common and therefore become objects of
political discussion and activity.

Hannah Arendt did have a substantive conception of
what democracy—the polis—was about. For her, the value of
democracy derived from the fact that it is the political regime
in which humans can reveal who they are through deeds and
speech. To be sure, this element was present and important in
Greece—but not only in democracy. Hannah Arendt (after
Burckhardt) rightly emphasized the agonistic character of
Greek culture in general—not only in politics but in all
spheres, and one should add, not only in democracy but in all
cities, Greeks cared above all for kleos and kudos and the
elusive immortality they represented.

However, the reduction of the meaning and purposes
of politics and of democracy in Greece to this element is
impossible, as the foregoing brief account, I hope, makes
clear. Moreover, it is surely very difficult to defend or support
democracy on this basis. First, though of course democracy
more than any other regime allows people to “manifest”
themselves, this “manifestation” cannot involve
everybody—in fact not even anybody apart from a tiny
number of people who are active and deploy initiative in the
political field as narrowly defined. Second, and more
importantly, Hannah Arendt’s position defers the crucial
question of the content, the substance, of this “manifestation.”
To take it to extremes, surely Hitler and Stalin and their
infamous companions have revealed who they were through
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deeds and speech. The difference between Themistocles and
Pericles, on the one hand, and Cleon and Alcibiades on the
other, between the builders and the gravediggers of
democracy, cannot be found in the sheer fact of
“manifestation,” but in the content of this manifestation. Even
more so, it is precisely because for Cleon and Alcibiades, the
only thing that mattered was “manifestation” as such, sheer
“appearance in the public space,” that they brought about
catastrophe.

The substantive conception of democracy in Greece
can be seen clearly in the entirety of the works of the polis in
general. It has been explicitly formulated with unsurpassed
depth and intensity in the most important political monument
of political thought I have ever read, the Funeral Speech of
Pericles (Thuc. 2.35-46). It will always remain puzzling to me
that Hannah Arendt, who admired this text and supplied
brilliant clues for its interpretation, did not see that it offers a
substantive conception of democracy hardly compatible with
her own.

In the Funeral Speech, Pericles describes the ways of
the Athenians (2.37-41) and presents in a half-sentence
(beginning of 2.40) a definition of what is, in fact, the
“object” of this life. The half-sentence in question is the
famous Philokaloumen gar met euteleias kai philosophoumen
aneu malakias. In “The Crisis in Culture,”** Hannah Arendt
offers a rich and penetrating commentary of this phrase. But
I fail to find in her text what is, to my mind, the most
important point.

Pericles’ sentence is impossible to translate into a
modern language. The two verbs of the phrase can be

3*T/E: “The Crisis in Culture: Its Social and its Political Significance,” the
last chapter of Between Past and Future, pp. 213ff.
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rendered literally by “we love beauty...and we love
wisdom...,” but the essential would be lost (as Hannah
Arendt correctly saw). The verbs do not allow this separation
of the “we” and the “object”—beauty or wisdom—external to
this “we.” The verbs are not “transitive,” and they are not
even simply “active”: they are at the same time “verbs of
state.” Like the verb to live, they point to an “activity” that is
at the same time a way of being or rather the way by means of
which the subject of the verb is. Pericles does not say we love
beautiful things (and put them in museums), we love wisdom
(and pay professors or buy books). He says we are in and by
the love of beauty and wisdom and the activity this love
brings forth, we live by and with and through them—but far
from extravagance, and far from flabbiness.” This is why he
feels able to call Athens paideusis—the education and
educator—of Greece.

In the Funeral Speech, Pericles implicitly shows the
futility of the false dilemmas that plague modern political
philosophy and the modern mentality in general: the
“individual” versus “society,” or “civil society” versus “the
State.” The object of the institution of the polis is for him the
creation of a human being, the Athenian citizen, who exists
and lives in and through the unity of these three: the love and
“practice” of beauty, the love and “practice” of wisdom, the
care and responsibility for the common good, the collectivity,
the polis (“they died bravely in battle rightly pretending not to
be deprived of such a polis, and it is understandable that
everyone among those living is willing to suffer for her”

331 follow the usual translation of euteleia. Hannah Arendt’s rendering of
this word, ending with the interpretation “we love beauty within the limits
of political judgment” [T/E: ibid., p. 214], while not strictly impossible,
is extremely improbable.
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2.41). Among the three, there can be no separation; beauty
and wisdom such as the Athenians loved them and lived them
could exist only in Athens. The Athenian citizen is not a
“private philosopher,” or a “private artist,” he is a citizen for
whom philosophy and art have become ways of life. This, I
think, is the real, materialized, answer of ancient democracy
to the question about the “object” of the political institution.
When [ say that the Greeks are for us a germ, [ mean,
first, that they never stopped thinking about this question:
What is it that the institution of society ought to achieve? And
second, I mean that in the paradigmatic case, Athens, they
gave this answer: the creation of human beings living with
beauty, living with wisdom, and loving the common good.
Paris and New York, March 1982—June 1983




The Nature and Value of Equality”

I would first like to thank Mr. Busino for such a kind
introduction, thanking, too, Bernard Ducret and Jean
Starobinski, thanks to whom I have the pleasure to speak
before you. And I would like to send along with you my best
wishes for the speedy recovery of Jean Starobinski’s health.

In his invitation to this conference, Jean Starobinski
noted quite rightly: “The question of equality is concerned
with the representation we ourselves make of human nature;
it is connected therefore with a philosophical and religious
interrogation. But this interrogation also is concerned with the
model we have in view for a just society: it therefore has a
socio-political dimension.” And one of the indices of the
difficulty of our question, the question of the nature and value
of equality, is the very existence of these two dimensions, the
philosophical dimension and the political dimension, with
their relative independence and at the same time their
solidarity.

Philosophy and politics are born together, at the same
moment, in the same country, and they are brought forth by
the same movement, the movement toward individual and
collective autonomy. Philosophy is not a matter of systems, of
books, of scholastic arguments. It is a matter first and
foremost of calling into question the instituted representation

“This lecture was delivered at the 28" Rencontres Internationales de
Geneve on September 28, 1981 at the University of Geneva. The French
textappeared in the eponymous acts of that year’s colloquium, L ’Exigence
d’égalité (Neuchatel: Editions de la Baconniére, 1982), pp. 15-34, and
was reprinted in DH, 307-24 (383-405 of the 1999 reprint). [T/E:
Translated in Philosophy and Social Criticism, 11:4 (Fall 1986): 373-90.
Reprinted in PPA, 124-42. An initial paragraph and some other minor
remarks not included in the previous English-language versions are now
here included.]



http://www.notbored.org/cornelius-castoriadis-carrefours-2-highlighted-errata-citations.pdf
https://epdf.pub/download/philosophy-politics-autonomy-essays-in-political-philosophy-odeon36ced94383b9396167e714aa28ec8d0b97251.html
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of the world, the idols of the tribe, within the horizon of an
unlimited interrogation. Politics is not a matter of municipal
elections, nor even presidential ones. Politics, in the true
sense of the term, calls into question the effectively actual
institution of society; it is the activity that tries to aim lucidly
at the social institution as such.

These two dimensions are born together, as I said, in
Greece of course, and they are reborn together in Western
Europe at the end of the Middle Ages. These two
coincidences are in truth much more than coincidences. It is
a matter of an essential cobirth, of a consubstantiality.

Consubstantiality, however, does not signify identity
and still less a dependence of one of the terms on the other. It
happens, in my view, that the inherited ontology, the central
core of philosophy, has remained crippled and this infirmity
has brought with it momentous consequences for what is
called political philosophy, which itself really has never been
anything but a philosophy talking about politics and external
to the latter. This begins already with Plato.

But even if it had been otherwise, it still would not
have been possible to draw a politics from philosophy. There
is no passage from ontology to politics. A banal affirmation,
indeed. Yet we must repeat it in face of the confusion that is
perpetually reborn between the two domains. It is not simply
that one could never legitimately pass from facts to laws,
which is true. Much more is at stake: the ultimate schemata
employed in philosophy and in politics, as well as their
respective positions in relation to the world, are in the two
cases radically different despite the fact that, as I said, both
proceed from the same movement of calling into question the
established order of society.

Let us try briefly to explicate this difference.
Philosophy cannot found a politics—indeed, it cannot




The Nature and Value of Equality 263

“found” anything at all. In political matters in particular, all
that philosophy can say is: If you want philosophy, you also
must will a society in which philosophy is possible. This is
quite true, and there are societies—they exist today—where
philosophy is not possible, where, at best, it can be practiced
only in secret. In order to accept this line of reasoning,
however, we still must want philosophy. And we are not able
to justify this will for philosophy rationally since such a
rational justification would again presuppose philosophy: it
would invoke as a premise that which is to be demonstrated.

We also know that philosophy cannot, as it often
wanted to do, “found” itself. Every ‘“foundation” of
philosophy proves to be either straightforwardly fallacious or
else based upon circular arguments. These circles are vicious
from the point of view of simple formal logic, but in another
respect they are the circles entailed by genuine social-
historical creation. I speak of creation here as an idea whose
absence as a matter of fact marks what [ have just called the
infirmity of the inherited ontology. Creation in general, as
well as social-historical creation, is incomprehensible for the
established logic quite simply because in creation the result,
the effect of the operations in question, is presupposed by
these operations themselves.

Let us take an example from our domain: society’s
self-creation—I will come back to this right away—is
possible only if social individuals exist. Its
self-transformation is possible only if there exist some
individuals who aim at this transformation and are able to
effectuate it. But where then do these individuals come from?

Philosophical creation, as well as political creation,
has a meaning only for those who are downstream from this
creation. This is why we encounter the following limit: not
only is it impossible for philosophy to be grounded in logic
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but also it could not prevail against the attitudes and beliefs
that are unaware of this philosophical world, that are
upstream from this world. Likewise, and I also will come
back to this right away, the political ideas to which we appeal
are not demonstrable counter to individuals who are brought
up in other societies and for whom these ideas do not
represent a part of their tradition or of their representation of
the world.

Philosophy, itselfa social-historical creation, depends
of course upon the social-historical world in which it is
created: this does not mean, however, that it is determined by
this world. This dependence, in the same way as the freedom
of philosophical creation, finds its limit as well as its
counterweight in the existence of a referent of thought, of a
term to which thought refers itself, at which it aims, and
which is other than thought itself. To philosophize or to think,
in the strong sense of the word, is this supremely paradoxical
enterprise that consists in creating forms of thought in order
to think that which is beyond thought—that which, simply, is.
To think is to aim at the other of thought, knowing all along
that this other can never be grasped except in and by thought
and knowing that the question—What, in that which is
thought, comes from the one who thinks, and what comes
from that which is thought?—will forever remain undecidable
as an ultimate question. And this paradox is itself,
paradoxically, the ballast, the only ballast, of thought.

But political thinking/willing, the thinking/willing of
another institution of society, does not have a referent external
to itself. Certainly, if it is not delirious, it also finds its ballast
or a certain ballast, in any case certainly its source, in the will
and activity of a collectivity to which it addresses itself and
from which it proceeds. As it happens, however, the
collectivity, or the part of the collectivity that acts politically,
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deals in this context only with itself. Thought and philosophy
have no assured foundation, but they find some bearings in
that which is, in a certain manner, external to themselves. No
bearings of this type exist for political thinking/willing.
Thought ought to aim at its independence—paradoxical and
finally impossible—with respect to its social-historical
rootedness. But political thinking/willing cannot aim at such
an independence, in an absolute way. The peculiarity of
thought is its will to encounter something other than itself.
The peculiarity of politics is its will to make itself other than
it is, starting from itself.

There is an infirmity in the inherited ontology, as I
said. It consists, briefly speaking, in the occultation of the
question, or rather of the fact, of creation and of the radical
imaginary at work in history. And it is this ontology that has
to be surpassed since it continues to overdetermine,
consciously or not, what is thought in all domains. This
ontology is what has to be surpassed if we want to confront
the question of politics on its own terrain. And this is
manifestly clear in the question that concerns us today, the
question of equality, just as it is with another question closely
tied to the first, that of freedom.

Indeed, ever since they first occurred, discussions on
equality as well as those on freedom have been mortgaged to
an anthropological ontology, to a metaphysics of the human
being that makes of this human being—of this singular
example of the species Homo sapiens—an
individual-substance, an individual of divine right, of natural
law, or of rational law. God, Nature, Reason, posited in each
case as supreme and paradigmatic existing beings
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[étres-étants], which function at one and the same time as
being and meaning, always also have been posited within the
framework of the inherited ontology as sources of a
being/meaning of society, a derived and inferior
being/meaning. And they have been parceled out in each case
in the guise of shreds or molecules of the divine, the natural,
or the reasonable, which in turn define, or ought to define, the
human as individual.

These metaphysical foundations of equality among
humans are untenable in themselves, and, in fact, we no
longer hear them spoken of that much. We hardly ever hear it
said anymore that the exigency of equality or the exigency of
freedom is founded upon the will of God, who created us all
equal, or upon the fact that we are naturally equal, or that
reasonrequires [exige] that.... And it is entirely characteristic,
in this regard, that all the contemporary discussions on the
rights of man are marked by a bashfulness, not to say false
modesty, not to say philosophical pusillanimity, which is
altogether clear cut.

Yet also, these philosophical or metaphysical
“foundations” of equality are, or become in their utilization,
more than equivocal. By means of a few logical slips or a few
hidden, supplementary premises, the defense of equality as
well as its contrary can be derived.

Christianity, for example, in proper theology, is
concerned only with equality before God, not social and
political equality. Similarly, in its proper historical practice,
Christianity almost always has accepted and justified
terrestrial inequalities. The metaphysically equal status of all
humans insofar as they are children of God who are promised
redemption, etc., is concerned only with a single important
matter: the “eternal” destiny of souls. This says nothing, and
ought to say nothing, of the lot of human beings down here
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during this infinitesimal fraction of earthly time of their life
that is, as a mathematician would say, of null measure in the
face of eternity. Christianity, at least original and primitive
Christianity, was completely consistent and coherent on this
subject: Render unto Caesar that which is Caesar’s, my
Kingdom is not of this world, all power comes from God
(Paul, Epistle to the Romans), etc. This attitude was
formulated when Christianity still was a firmly acosmic faith.
When it ceased to be so in order to become an instituted
religion, and even legally obligatory for the inhabitants of the
Empire (with the decree of Theodosius the Great), it perfectly
accommodated itself to the existence of social hierarchies and
it justified them. Such was its social role for the
overwhelming majority of countries and epochs.

It is strange sometimes to see otherwise serious
thinkers wanting to make of the transcendent equality of souls
as professed by Christianity the precursor of modern ideas
about social and political equality. To do this, one must
forget, or erase in the most incredible fashion, twelve
centuries of Byzantium, ten centuries in Russia, sixteen
Iberian centuries, the sanctification of serfdom in Europe (and
that beautiful German name for serfdom, Leibeigenschafft, the
ownership of the body: evidently, the soul is the property of
God), the sanctification of slavery outside of Europe, Luther’s
postures during the Peasant War, and I omit many other
examples.

It is certain that our equality inasmuch as we are all
descendants of the same Adam and Eve could be evoked
frequently by some sects and socioreligious movements and,
indeed, by these very same sixteenth-century peasants. But
this shows only that we finally have entered once again, and
after 1,000 years of a religiously confirmed and ratified reign
of social hierarchy, into a new period of calling into question
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the institution of society, a calling into question that at its start
made use of whatever was at hand and utilized whatever
seemed useful in the established representations while giving
to it a new signification. The rise of the democratic and
egalitarian movement, starting from the seventeenth century
and especially from the eighteenth century onward, did not
occur in all Christian countries; far from it. This movement
took place only in a few countries, and in those ones it was
dependent upon other factors; it expresses the action of new
historical elements, requires fresh expenditures, represents a
new social creation. It is in this context that the celebrated
statement by Grotius from the beginning of the seventeenth
century acquires its genuine meaning (I cite it from memory),
“Even to grant what could not be expressed without the
greatest blasphemy, that God does not exist, or that He is not
at all interested in human affairs, it still would be possible to
ground the Social Contract upon natural law.”" What Grotius
thus said, with these precautions—which for him certainly
were not just oratorical, because he was a believer, a good
Protestant—is that in the end divine law is not needed in
order to ground human law. And besides, we hardly need
recall that, in this town of Geneva, even the metaphysical
status of the “equality” of so