
ÒThe Thir t ies Are St i l l  Before UsÓ:
Logical Analysis of the Concrete
Situat ion

GŽrard Granel

“The Thirties”: here this term has nothing to do with ragt ime, long-
nosed Bugatt is, or  Maur ice Chevalier . The expression instead desig-
nates the per iod in Europe in which three types of power (one to the
East, the other to the South, the third in the middle) emerged that ,
despite numerous and important  differences, have one thing in com-
mon: the claim to destroy the economic, polit ical and spir itual order by
which Europe (but also America) recognized itself and replace it  with a
Ònew order .Ó I t  is necessary, t ruthful ly speaking, that  we agree to
extend what we call Òthe Thir t iesÓ a bit  and have them begin in 1926,
the date Mussolini sends Gramsci to pr isonÑ the most eloquent sign, no
doubt, of the Fascist  consolidat ion of power in I taly. The consolidat ion
of Nat ional Social ist  power  in Germany is accompl ished, as is wel l
known, in 1934, when Hit ler  defini t ively does away with a Weimar
Republic that  by then had for quite some t ime been no more than a
stage prop, and a shabby one at  that. In the meant ime, Stalin manages
for  his par t  t o decimate t he Leninist  old guard, r emove Trot sky,
Zinoviev and Bukhar in, and instal l  t he steel  age of bureaucrat ic
anonymity under the most accurate of pseudonyms.

Barely eight years, and it  is done. The first  lesson to be drawn from
this fr ightening period is that the toppling of the liberal democrat ic sys-
temÑ even if i t  was already brewing for some t ime, and along mult iple
pathsÑ was carr ied out with a suddenness that caught the old wor ld
unaware. The sociopolit ical systems founded on the modern concept of
the Law (and wel l  before the French Revolut ion, since i tÕs on your
shores1 that the ContractÕs formulaÑ I  am tempted to say its prayerÑ
was first  recited, by the mouth of the MayflowerÕs immigrants: Ò[we] do
by these presents solemnly and mutually, in the presence of God and
one another , Covenant  and Combine ourselves int o a Civic Body
Polit icÓ), systems that are also masters of science and product ion and
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therefore masters of the World, were not only incapable of doing any-
thing against  the r ise to power of Fascist  henchmen, Nazi commandos
and Stalinist  bureaucrats, they understood nothing about the nature of
these new histor ical monsters or the populist  groundswell which bore
them. This is real ly the main reason I  think i t  necessary, or  even
urgent, to develop some analyses allowing us to avoid a similar  incom-
prehension and powerlessness with regard to our own future. I  know all
too well that  such an undertaking requires that the problem of method
be posed in order to avoid the traps of histor ical comparison, the vanity
of Òproject ions,Ó and the turgidity of Òprophecy.Ó I  wil l  come to this. But
first  allow me to assess, through some br ief examples, the extent of the
blindness our fathers demonstrated the ent ire decade of the Thir t ies:
this just  might inspire us with an astonishment, and even a scare, that
would be completely salutary.

1.

LŽon Blum, in an art icle published on August 3, 1932 in the newspaper
Le Populai re, commented on the German elect ions of July 31st , in
which the NSDAP seemed to experience a setback in favor of the classi-
cal r ight . He wrote: 

von Papen and Schleicher incarnate the old Germany . . . the impe-
r ial, feudal, patronal, piet ist  Germany, with its massive sense of
discipline, its collect ive pr ide, its concept ion of civil izat ion that is at
the same t ime scient ific and religious. Hit ler , to the contrary . . .
here the definit ions are more difficult , but  we can however say that
he symbolizes a spir it  of change, of renewal, of revolut ion. In the
crucible of Hit ler ian racism we find, next to certain nat ional t radi-
t ions of the old Germany, al l  the contradictory inst incts, al l  the
anxiet ies, all the miser ies and all the revolts of the new Germany
confusedly boil ing . . . Will I  admit  it? I f I  put myself on the plane of
becoming, von SchleicherÕs victory would appear all the more disap-
point ing and disheartening than Hit lerÕs.

I t  wi l l  be said that  this hesi tant  rhetor ic, threading cl ichŽs l ike
pear ls so as to bet ter  demonstrate its histor ical bl indness, is al l  one
could have expected, already in the Thir t ies, from a socialist  polit ician.
I t  wil l  also be noted that in 1932 the character ist ics of Hit ler ism had
not yet all emerged, or were at the very least difficult  to decipher, above
all for a foreigner. But what can one say to minimize the oversight com-
mit ted, as late as 1936, by two of the greatest  minds of the infra-war
generat ion, namely Georges Batail le and AndrŽ Breton (yes Georges
Batail le and AndrŽ Breton: it  has to be repeated to be believed), who
approved of the German armyÕs reoccupat ion of the Rhineland in the
following terms:
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ÒAs for us, we at least are for  a total ly uni ted worldÑ one having
nothing in common with the present police coalit ion against  a pub-
l ic enemy number  one. We are against  the scraps of paper , the
slaveÕs prose of the chanceller ies. We think texts drafted around
the conference table bind men only over their  dead bodies. To them
we prefer, no matter what, Hit lerÕs ant idiplomat ic brutality, which
is in fact  more peaceful than the frothy excitement of the diplomats
and polit icians.Ó2

2.

You might already think it  would be best to stop these citat ions and
more generally the test imonies to the incomprehension (not to ment ion
the counter -interpretat ion) nat ional social ism was subject  to at  the
t ime. After all, you wil l  say, weÕve learned our lesson. Not only the les-
son given by facts sufficient ly showing the Hit ler ian movementÕs Òrevo-
lut ionaryÓ character was merely a mask, but the lesson offered by the
histor ico-polit ical analysis and philosophical reflect ion of the t ime as
well. DidnÕt a certain Franz Neumann (start ing in 1942 r ight  here in
New York) inaugurate, under the sign of the Behemoth, a cr it ique of
the explanat ions then offered and begin to assemble the traits of a sort
of logic of Chaos?3 DonÕt we find sketched in Simone WeilÕs texts, with a
lucidity whose precociousness is all the more confounding (since they
date, for  the most part , from the per iod of 1927-1934), an indissociably
conceptual and histor ical interrogat ion of the deepest roots of Fascist
and Nat ional Socialist  populism, understood as the social and polit ical
repercussion of the r ise to power of two totally novel phenomena: the
acephalic technicizat ion of product ion (including scient ific work) and
the bureaucrat ic organizat ion it  engenders? Simone WeilÕs most impor-
tant  text  on these mat tersÑ Al lons-nous vers la revolution proletar i -
enne? [Are we heading for proletar ian revolut ion?]4Ñ even shows that
these completely novel  means of analysis can also account  for  the
Bolshevik reality dur ing the consolidat ion of Stalinism. I t  is the first
text  to demonst rate that  (and explain why) the so-cal led ÒWorkerÕs
StateÓ is in no way proletar ian. Not only is it  too devoted to a produc-
t ion governed by modern technology, but it  does so under a form that is
only just emerging under Fascism: namely, the unificat ion of the indus-
tr ial, union, and State bureaucracies in the hands of the leader. From
August 1933 on, the ÒMarxistÓ accounts of the Bolshevik system are
outflanked by the French philosopher: not only the accounts it  gives of
itself, but  the Trotskyite cr it ique as well. I f one combines WeilÕs analy-
ses with those that Gramsci undertook in pr ison at  the same t imeÑ
those on the polit ical plane (the polemic with Bordiga on the unions
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and soviets) as wel l  as those on the phi losophical plane (cr i t ique of
Bukhar in), with i ts denunciat ion of the metaphysical and therefore
ÒidealistÓ character of a supposed Òdialect ical mater ialismÓ as well as
the degenerat ion of the Marxist  thought of History into sociologizingÑ
the conclusion will be that the blindness of the Thir t ies was not as total
as I  said it  was. I t  will be reassuring, in any case, to consider that today
we possess enough exper ience and intel lectual  tools to understand,
from now on, these monstrous polit ical format ions that once shook our
wor ld. WhatÕs more, we know enough about them to be grounded in
our belief that  if the development of this same worldÑ having taken on
forms unforeseeable fifty or sixty years agoÑ neither shelters it  from
various ÒjoltsÓ nor spares it  from great effor ts of adaptat ion and evolu-
t ion, it  at  the very least  removes from our heads the great phantasm
that  precisely character izes the Thir t ies (see the l i teral ly obsessive
t it les and themes of Edmund Husser l): that  of the Cr isis, in the singu-
lar  and with the capital let ter  that  the always suspect thought of the
ÒendÓ requires.

The most  recent  epoch can pr ide i tsel f on i ts renewal of a moral
sense, i t s unhoped-for  sol idar i ty concerning the pr inciple of law in
internat ional relat ions, and even on the vigorous return of rel igious
spir itualism. ArenÕt we witnessing, on the specifically moral plane, an
evolut ion or even a stupefying about-face, in Europe as much in the
US, of that  part  of the populat ion that dur ing the t ime of the Vietnam
War seemed to push cr i t ique to the point  of dissidence, i .e. the stu-
dents, then nourished on Bob Dylan and Jerry Rubin? IsnÕt it  this same
student caste that, for  at  least  the past fi fteen years, has had nothing
in its head other than its own professional educat ion? Or, if the gen-
erosity inherent to its age st i l l  happens, despite everything, to manifest
itself, doesnÕt it  only manage to find expression in the most t radit ional
moral universality (the r ights of man), as if the philosophical and polit i-
cal consciousness of this ent ity had never been (and should never have
been) put into quest ion? As for this ent ity one calls the rule of law,  it
was so r oundl y scoffed at  i n t he t hi r t i esÑ fr om t he conquest  of
Abyssi n i a by t he Duce t o t he annexat i on  of  Aust r i a and t he
Sudatenland by t he FŸhrerÑ that  i t s discredi t  brought  down the
League of Nat ions; but is it  not precisely in the organizat ion succeeding
the lat ter  in our own day, the United Nat ions, that  it  is resuscitated
with a vigor formerly only hoped for, so much so that in the Gulf cr isis,
t he I sr ael i -Palest inian confl i ct , or  t he r eor ganizat ion of East er n
Europe, al l  nat ions were assembled beneath the banner  of interna-
t ional law? And finally, or  rather first  of all (the major ity of people, at
least , think so), isnÕt Chr ist ianity i tself in the process of winning its
long struggleÑ at the same t ime against and in the modern worldÑ and
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of invent ing, implant ing, and even imposing l i t t le by l i t t le (but  of
course through Òlegit imate proceduresÓ that  are respect ful of human
fr eedom, as i t  ever y day pr oclaims) a new t empor al  k ingdom of
Christ ian spir itualityÑ or, call ing it  by its name, a new Christ ianity? 

In this way, it  seems decisively concluded that the Thir t ies were a
mere accident  in t he course of t he modern wor ld, wi t h t he lat t er
defined by a l iberal economic system (whatever i ts ÒsocialÓ var iants)
and democr at i c pol i t i cal  i nst i t ut ions. This seems conclusive less
through the victory won in 1945 against  the totalitar ian regimes of the
Axis powers than through the ir resist ible absorpt ion of yesterdayÕs ene-
mies into the play of wor ldwide product ion, itself supposing (and there-
fore effect ively br inging along in its wake) a growing proport ion of inst i-
tut ional l ibert ies and jur idical guarantees. DoesnÕt the recent collapse
of the post-Stalinist  regimes of Eastern Europe add the finishing touch
to this process? The t it le IÕve chosen therefore claims only in vain to put
Òbefore usÓ what is in t ruth behind us; it  feigns not to know that our
world no longer has to worry with confront ing any radical ÒchallengeÓ:
it  is confronted only with essent ially l imited, surmountable difficult ies
no longer threatening to disturb its logic. Bear ing on its forehead not
the Ònumber  of t he BeastÓ (as the repressed Rabbi , ant i -Prussian
Rhinelander and impenitent Ar istotelian named Kar l Marx believed)
but the monogram interweaving freedom and development, the West
would therefore have before i t no unknown other  than the already
familiar  figures its own extension wil l  assume. 

I t  is this serene confidence that I  would l ike, despite everything, to
disturb.

Doing this wi th any credibi l i t y fi r st  requi res, as I  ment ioned a
moment ago, that  one avoid the methodological t raps of histor ical com-
par ison. I t  is also necessary to confess that my chosen t it le runs the
r isk of having its deliberate provocat ion misinterpreted. Truth be told,
the Òprovocat ionÓ is so manifest ly del iberate that  I  didnÕt  ser iously
think the r isk was that  great . There is no quest ion of saying that
Fascism, Nazism and Stal inism, such as they were in history, only
seem to have disappeared, but in reality wait , behind the door of the
future, in order to sneak up behind us. No quest ion then of a Òreturn of
the realÓÑ an always inappropr iate imaginat ion when the task is to
think history, and doubly so when the histor ical dimension inter ro-
gated is the future. The future in fact  has no face or figure. Moreover,
the interrogat ion bear ing upon it  should never be understood as some
attempt to divine Òwhat might happen to usÓ (a genre to which ir ra-
t ional  project ions, or  those that  l ike to think themselves rat ional ,
belong just  as much as so many manners of Òwishful thinkingÓ5). But
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what can a quest ion bear upon if i t  has no real before itÑ not even a
possible real , that  metaphysical chimera par excel lence?

The answer is to be found in another significat ion of Òpossibil i tyÓ:
the one in which, as Heidegger  reminds us, possibi l i tas means the
same thing as essentia. Our quest ions wil l  therefore be or iented toward
the essence of modernityÑ that is, on the first  (and only) system of all
the systems of idealit ies appearing in history in which the very sense of
ideality is given with the concept of infinity. All of Ant iquity (if one con-
cedes that Rome, beyond the closed part icular it ies of its own civi l iza-
t ion, had in fact  no forms of thinking-the-world, no modes of compre-
hending being and the true other than those received from Greece)Ñ all
of Ant iquity is in fact  dominated by what Ar istot le expressed in this
axiom: Œmbfol k l äh Šou©: ÒI t  is not the infinite that  commands.Ó This
signifies that the idealit ies of Greek science are compelled to observe a
double l imit : that  of logical mater iality (which l imits every form to the
specificity of a matter, and the most englobing forms to the homonymy
of the categor ies, final matters of being) and that of language (thought,
even in seeking out  i ts fi rst  pr inciples, finds i tsel f rest r icted to the
dialect ical usage of a language). The infinite is also incapable of com-
manding the ethicalÑ i.e. polit icalÑ idealit ies of ancient Greece. All the
less so to the extent that the proper object of the mì i ft (and this is what
decisively elevates it  above the Òdomest icÓ and Òbasil icÓ modalit ies of
being-in-common) is not simply, as both Ar istot le and Plato agreed, the
publ ic use of language to seek out  means of discr iminat ing between
true and false, good and evil, the useful and the harmful (this is only
where our Òpolit icalÓ existence stops, insofar as its foundat ion is found
in the ÒparliamentÓ), but indeed the logical  (onto-logical) or ientation of
this use: this makes the polit ical modality of existence a species of its
philosophical modali ty. This is why the Greeks did not  conceive the
polit ical taskÕs threefold discr iminat ion the way the moderns without
fail define it , in each of its direct ions: for  the first , through a method
allowing for the reduct ion of every real to its Òobject ivity,Ó i.e. to a cer-
tain number of univocal statements in which representat ion can always
grasp its own act  again; for  the second, through an intention whereby
the moral subject  can recognize, apart  from the mater iality of its mot i-
vat ions, the only Law valid for  him in heaven and on earth: the univer-
sality of its own form; finally, for  the third, through a calculus of plea-
sures whose pr inciple is the fulfi l lment of all the natural vir tualit ies of
man in the individual  and col lect ive product ion of himself through
work. What I  have called the infini ty of these three circles of idealit ies
is not hard to locate: it  is found in the fact  that  their  movement each
t ime opens itself and closes on the presence to self of the egological  sub-

GRADUATE FACULTY PHILOSOPHY JOURNAL

118



jectum as Descartes first  become conscious of it , or  such as he invented
it .

We are already get t ing near  our  goal (which, as youÕve no doubt
not iced, is to t ry to understand, from the perspect ive of this histor ical
determinat ion of modernity, both the ÒmonstrousÓ phenomena of the
Thir t ies and var ious ÒtroublingÓ phenomena that  our  present , in i ts
radiant course, comes across as if they were simple Òbumps,Ó so as to
see these phenomena as precursive signs of moderni tyÕs exhaustion) if
we remark that Descartes precisely under linedÑ more than onceÑ that
he was conscious of speaking not of Òwhat isÓ but only of Òwhat can be
most  easi ly represented,Ó thereby replacing the elucidat ion of the
nature of things with a methodically elaborated and knowingly fict ive
tale, a Òfable of the World.Ó His Lat in itself (the mother tongue, as is
well known, of his thought) would not let  him forget that  the determi-
nat ionÑ st ar t ing fr om a met hod whose t r ue name is Ar sÑ of t he
Òfacile,Ó i.e., of the faci le (the ÒdoableÓ), while it  inaugurates the becom-
ing ÒengineerÓ of ingenium (only Vico seems to have understood this),
also moves thought into a universe of arti facts and transforms knowl-
edge into an infinite enterpr ise of theoretical  simulation. The quest ion
as to what r ight  one has to raise the objects of such a simulat ion to the
rank of being remains, despite everything, a quest ion for Descartes: a
quest ion which, though it  hardly exer ts much pressure (i t  is in fact
called Òquite light, and so to speak metaphysicalÓ), demands a response.
DescartesÕ response is itself extremely casualÑ it  is not certain whether
we should see in it  the manner of a gent leman (cast ing doubts to the
same water  he threatened to throw the sai lors complaining about
himÑ at sword-point) or  the baroque habit  of consider ing the world a
simple theater, where only Òmachine piecesÓ play. Save that, through
an inversion of the Deus ex machina so common in modern philosophy,
these machines proceed from God. But the stakes are st i l l  the same:
the product ion of a real i t y-effect  in representat ion, an effect  i t sel f
purely represented. For appealing to Òdivine veracityÓ and imagining
that Òthe world is a dreamÓ amounts to the same thing. But are we,
today, t ruly capable of st i l l  according the same confidence in a figure of
the possible that  confirms an ar t i fice with a dream, and whose sole
effect ive ÒproofÓ is the energet ic and mute perpetuat ion of its own act iv-
ity? Or do the diverse crackings in our most recent history open our ear
anew to the Greek truth that we are commanded by a l imitat ion and
thatÑ under the penalty of madness, interminable wandering and inco-
ercible cr imeÑ our existence is possible only insofar as it  is ordered by
and to this command: which first  commands that we seek the condi-
t ions for its being heard, and for its formulat ion?

119

GRANEL/THE THIRTIES



3.

I t  is now a quest ion of determining what  was just  named in purely
descr ipt iveÑ or even impressionist icÑ terms as ÒcrackingsÓ (st i l l  muf-
fled but increasingly audible crackings in the structures of our modern
world). This determinat ionÕs pr inciple must be drawn from the hypoth-
esis of an exhaust ion of the modern ÔpossibleÕ, conceived of as the logic
of infinity. The secondary hypothesis (which, it  is hoped, is not a simple
Ptolemean epicycle) is that  the first  manifestat ion of a disturbance in
this system of infini te ideal i t ies is found in the Fascist , Nat ional-
Socialist , and Stalinist  ruptures, such that their  occurrence made cer-
tain character ist ics of this very possiblityÕs catastrophe appear. From
here, it  is not absurd to suppose that a comparison of these character is-
t ics with certain ÒtroublingÓ (not to ment ion patent) phenomena of our
present societ ies can help us decipher what is, however, not at  all given
with these phenomena: their  sense at  the heart  of a system unit ing
them al l , thereby placing each in i ts t rue l ight . Such a compar ison
requires we take into account the changes that have occurred, since the
last  wor ld war, in the real forms assumed by these character ist icsÑ
changes due to the considerable evolut ion (both qualitat ive and quant i-
tat ive) of modern product ive bodies and, as a consequence, changes in
the social realit ies and polit ical mechanisms their  funct ioning engen-
ders. We should assume that the direct  t ransposit ion into our epoch of
configurat ions produced, by the first  erupt ion of the World in the course
of the thir t ies, along the edge of this or that  fault -l ine, const itutes the
rarest  case: in al l  r igor , such a t ransposit ion would only be possible
through a dissimi l i tude that would each t ime have to be defined. Most
often, a great  deal of conceptual sureness and descr ipt ive finesse is
required to recognize, in this or that  contemporary phenomenon, the
same internal  impossibi l i t y of the possibleÑ i f I  am permi t ted the
audacity of this formulat ionÑ that  in the past  produced phenomena
whose real appearance was quite different. On the other hand, what
formerly seemed (and st i l l  seems, to contemporary convict ions, to be
the case) completely character ist ic of the pre-war cr ises wil l  have to be
recognized as mere part icular it ies having nothing to do with the histo-
r ial figure here analyzed, and therefore as ir relevant for  our future as
well. In each and every case, thought exper iences the solidity of the
link between the necessity to give itself some Òfore-sightÓ (Vor-sicht)
into what it  is t rying to understand and the prudence (Vorsicht) of the
analysisÕ actual advance: the r isk run by a comprehension project ing
Òahead of itselfÓ is the very reason for  such prudence. You wil l  have
not iced that this situat ion of thought, that  the genius of the German
language has concentrated in a single word (whether it  is heard as a
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whole or  the sense of each of i ts two components is revived with a
dash), is the very same as what Heidegger called the Òhermeneutic situ-
at ion,Ó encircling every analysis in advance. And I  have never dreamed
of gett ing around it .

4.

I f we concede (we wil l  not , in fact , be able to re-demonstrate all of our
quest ionÕs preliminar ies) that the central determinat ion of modern soci-
et ies is that they const itute product ive bodies, and that the central con-
cept of every analysis of product ion is the concept of work, then our
beginning is completely staked out: the character of modern work must
be clar ified start ing out from what we have called infini tyÑ the ontolog-
ical character ist ic imprint ing its mark on all modern phenomena. This
seems more difficult  with regard to work than mathematics. The sense,
in fact , in which modern mathematics const itutes itself within the hor i-
zon of a formal mastery of the infinite crops up, so to speak, r ight out in
the open from the very debut of Modernity: with Òthe beginnings,ÓÑ
once again taking up again Husser lÕs rapid enumerat ion in ¤8 of the
KrisisÑ Òof algebra, of the mathematics of cont inua, of analyt ic geome-
try.Ó6 But it  is necessary to remark that, even in the mathematical field,
it  is in no way easy to understand how the growing empire of formaliz-
ing abstract ion (as the epistomologists put it ) signifies the sometimes
difficultÑ because traversed by delays only to be brusquely started up
again by the mathemat icianÕs imaginat ionÑ progress of a single and
same movement of in-finity in the sense in which we understand it ,
namely as a growing ontological  i l l imitation. Descartes, when he solves
the Pappus problem, no doubt l iberates himself from the Ar istotelian
limitat ion to the two genres of ÒnumberÓ and Òfigure [shape]ÓÑ but he
st i l l  st umbles against  t r anscendent  cur ves. Al l  t he element s of
infinitesimal calculus are no doubt already present in PascalÕs Trai tŽ
des Sinus du Quart de Cercle, but only upon LeibnizÕs arr ival in Par is
does one discover in it  Òa glimmer the author didnÕt see,Ó namely the
formal implicat ions of the character ist ic t r iangle. Only with this are
the intuit ive roots analysis st i l l  sunk into the categor ies of quant ity
definit ively uprooted. This never immediateÑ if not  hiddenÑ concept of
infinity, which only manifests i tself through the detours (not  to say
hazards) of a history, a history in which it  l i t t le by l i t t le invades the
pract ice of mathemat icians wi thout  ever  being simply avai lable to
them, should be recalled for this reason: to warn us that the il l imitat ion
of work as well is not to be piled up in the brute diversity of ÒfactsÓ or in
the Òtest imoniesÓ of the actors in product ion. To the contrary, we must
find an order than can be introduced into each, so that an histor ical
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Gestal t might  become manifest : that  is, a total i ty wi thin which the
sense of its elements is suddenly decided. This sense is often different
from what  the elements seem to offer  in isolat ion, and in any case
always new with relat ion to it , since, even if the isolated sense comes to
be confirmed, it  is nevertheless for reasons or through relat ions we did
not init ial ly suspect.

We should therefore begin with the Idea. What is the Idea of modern
work? This quest ion does not mean: what are the modern ideas about
work? These ideas are in fact  innumerable, obtained by diverse meth-
ods, themselves formulated in heterogeneous languages stemming from
theoret ical or  pract ical concerns depr ived of any unity. This very diver-
sity is the sign that what lacks in all our ideas about modern work is
precisely its Idea. We areÑ and this is significantÑ content to speak of
di fferent  ÒapproachesÓ to the phenomenon: economic, sociological ,
ergonomic, psychological approaches, and letÕs not forget the ethical . . .
Òund, leider, auch Theologie [and, worst  of all, theology].Ó7 But how can
t he obser vat ions about  wor k  obt ained in t hi s fashion be kni t t ed
together? How can we first  of all evaluate, for each of the part ial objects
constructed within each of these discourses, what reaches the essence
of work or , to the contrary, misses itÑ and to what  point , and why?
This is what shr inks back out of the range of each approach, appear ing
all the less the moment one considers all of them together: here, the
unity and sense of the thing itself seems, to the contrary, to Òmanifest ly
disappear.Ó

But this unity and sense of the thing itself can be grasped again, it
seems to me, if we know how to dist inguish between two ontological
determinat ionsÑ the first  existent ial, the second categor ialÑ of work,
while at  the same t ime showing how they cr iss-cross and indeed inter-
penetrate one another so as to form the essence of modern work.

Existent ially, ÒworkÓ designates the form of l i fe in which existence is
forced to expend itself to the sole profit  of subsistence, _Öl t forced to
exchange itself day in and day out for ws ©. Biography of the worker: he
stayed alive. Categor ially, ÒworkÓ means fabr icat ion, ÒpoiesisÓ as Òpro-
duct ion.Ó At the heart of product ion the infraworldly being has a modal-
ity of being that is neither a ÒmathematicalÓ form (the Untransformable
itself, whereas work knows only what is t ransformed) nor a ÒphysicalÓ
form (where the being appears as deploying i t sel f of and by i t sel f,
whereas the character ist ics of the ÒproductÓ all proceed from a dest ina-
t ion exter ior to the product), nor even a Òpract icalÓ form (under which a
completed total i ty of logical relat ions, as with the pract ice of a lan-
guage, far  from ar ising from human act ion, to the contrary inflexibly
and unconsciously precede and guide the lat ter). The Òpoiet icÓ form is
the four th, dist inct  and autonomous wi th regard to the preceding
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forms. The pr inciple of infini ty is at  work in this form, as is easi ly
not icedÑ this is out l ined in advance through the very di fferences i t
maintains with regard to the three other  determinat ions of possible
modes of being of the infrawordly being. That  the product  can only
receive forms result ing from a transformation supposes in fact  that  its
matter  is, in essence, indifferent , any matter  Òwhatsoever.Ó Working
amounts to dis-integrat ing matters and forms. Or rather, in pushing as
far as possible the reduct ion of matter toward an amorphous general i ty:
t he ver y t hi ng t he Fr ench wor d ÒmatŽr i auÓÑ mat er i alÑ si l ent l y
expresses.8

But since matter and form are Òdependent momentsÓ of one another
(in the sense Husser lÕs third Logical  Investigation gives this expres-
sion), the de-format ion of mat ters presupposes these mat ters be re-
formed, in forms that in turn have been disintegrated from their  own
matters as much as possible. Working consists therefore in set t ing out
on the path of Òformalizing abstract ion.Ó As a result , the essence of pro-
duct ion must at  least  consist  in a matter tending toward the mater ial
and a form tending toward the formula. I t  is not by chance that Jean-
Touissant Desant i suspects mathematics to be a strange all ianceÑ bet-
ter: alloyÑ of the formal and the mineral, nor that he refers the act ivity
of the mathemat ician neither  to a ÒmathesisÓ (his epistemology wi l l
therefore be, to speak l ike Bachelard, non-Platonic and non-Cartesian,
and consequent ly doubly non-Husser l ian: significant  rest r ict ion, but
perhaps just  as great a resource for a philosopher who nonetheless st i l l
speaks ÒHusser lian,Ó since he is thus obliged to invent a non-egological
Òdescr ipt iveÓ idiom) nor to a ÒpraxisÓ (what the mathematician ÒdoesÓ is
surrounded by no complete totality of the mathematical funct ioning as
an unconscious, nour ishing l imit ): he refers i t  to a work in the very
sense we have begun to define.

There is, t ruthfully speaking, much more involved in modern mathe-
mat ics than this. I t  is not only that  it  is a work (just  as mathematical
objects are products). More important ly, mathematics give bir th to an
ideal that  is a lure, but which they nonetheless appear to tend toward
realizing, through the repeated rest itching of the wound that reopens,
with each step, the finitude of their  bir th. I t  is the ideal of a pure prod-
uct , one that ÒcontainsÓ the rule of its product ion, or the ideal of the
pure object , totally ob-jected in and through the pro-ject  of its represen-
tat ion. Such an object  would no longer object  to anything through its
matter, as if the lat ter  had been reduced to the infinite plast icity of an
absolute mater ial  and i ts formal i ty, cor relat ively, stemmed ent irely
from a decree of formalizat ion.

I t  is precisely mathemat icsÑ work of infinity or  infinity of workÑ
that, in solving to its own profit  what has been called the Òcrisis of foun-
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dat ions,Ó lays bare to the epistemologist  (not just  any of them, itÕs true)
what was not expected, the very thing the product was believed to be
incapable of: offer ing itself as a phenomenon, belonging to a world, tak-
ing part  in a language, and therefore being accessible only to a descr ip-
t ion. In sum: st i l l  bear ing witness to a finitude. What is calledÑ in a
manner that confuses everythingÑ the Òtr iumph of the formalists over
the logicians and intuit ionistsÓ no doubt indicates the capacity for  the
work of formalizat ion to rest  only on its own gesture. But this autarchy
does not imply that mathematics, as rule governed game, would be a
game Òto be played,Ó in which calculat ing machines would, all by them-
selves, refine a mater ial offer ing no opacity or resistance, producing a
formality that  would be a logic of nothing. Escaping such a shameful
fate (one above all so manifest ly contrary to the mathematicianÕs expe-
r ience) would not however require mathematical work to be founded
from without, either on the full exter ior ity of a formless Òintuit ionÓ that
would nevertheless ÒgiveÓ forms, or on the empty exter ior ity of a sup-
posed Òcalculat ion,Ó supposedly Òlogical ,Ó bear ing on the supposed
ÒformsÓ of a supposed ÒgeneralityÓ of the proposit ion. These at tempts at
giving mathematics a philosophical foundat ion wil l  have no purpose at
all, save unknowingly putt ing the philosophical concept of foundat ion
into cr isis. Al l  the more so to the extent  that  the demonstrat ion by
mathematics themselves of the autonomy of its own gesture does not
signify a sort  of self-foundat ion of mathematics wi thin its own system.
The inconsistency of the Òper igraphicÓ ideal (as Ar istot le put  i t ), the
ideal of a wr it ing circular ly returning into itself, so as to demonstrate
its pr inciple in one of its proposit ions, has been demonstrated in the
theorems of l imitat ion.

5.

From all that  has just  been said, three conclusions result :
1. The union of work and infinityÑ what from now on we will refer to

with a single word: product ionÑ itself stems from an essent ial finitude
of work, said to be Òessent ialÓ because work is possible only where it
lets itself be worked over by finitude.

2. An equally intr insic sense of product ion is the br inging forth and
gather ing together not of the forms of finitude as such, but to the con-
trary only those forms of finitude in which finitude also inaugurates
its own ext inct ion in infinity. Each and every matter, from the moment
it  is manifested as the matter it  is, is exposed to the possibil i ty of being
reduced to a mater ial. No form, in turn, appears without opening the
path to formalizat ion. The most closed use can be grasped in its logic
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only by offer ing itself up to t ranslat ion in a system of abstract  equiva-
lents.

3. The catastrophe of product ion (the exhaust ion of its possible) is
not the result  of these infinite idealit ies being struck with an ontologi-
cal maledict ionÑ such beliefs are at  the or igin of every react ionary at t i-
tude, whether in theory or in pract ice. I t  is due rather to the fact  that
one gives in to the lure (which is, i t  is t rue, these idealit iesÕ own daz-
zling reflect ion) of imagining they harbor the possibil i ty of real ly com-
pleting their  movement in and as an absolute totality: in other words, a
Òworld.Ó For this Òreal possibil i tyÓ (itself purely imaginary) is precisely
what forbids their  possibi l i tas. Whatever is no longer commanded, not
by a l imit , but  by an i l l imitat ion, not only does not have its commence-
ment in itself, but can no longer receive itself into itself either. The con-
junct ion of a second Ar istotelian axiom, m•o^ t  dˆ o q•i l t (Òcomplet ion
is a l imitÓ) with the one we started withÑ Œmbfol k l äh Šou©Ñ implies
that all infinite idealit ies are equally a-telic. I f, then, everything in the
wor ld is offered up to the hold of infini ty, the lat ter  in turn cannot
reduce Òwith no remainderÓ any mode of being of infraworldly beings to
the object ivity of the product. Infinity can no more ÒcloseÓ around the
world that it  can const itute itself as a subst itute wor ld.

6.

But the temptat ion of a sort  of ontological l i ft -off, outside the at t ract ion
of finitude, is the very soul of the modern world: this is what gives it  i ts
ÒFaust ianÓ allure. This temptat ion does not  appear, however, simply
because modern ideali t ies are ideali t ies of infinity: beyond this they
also suppose the lure of their  totalizat ion. How then does such a lure
take shape? Cont inuing to thread the metaphor of l i ft -off, I  would say
that  i t  is through the ext rapolat ion of a kind of logical accelerat ion
result ing from the applicat ion of the work of infinity to i tsel f. For it  is
the essence of infinity that  such an applicat ion be indefinitely possible.
We can even at t r ibute the progressive elaborat ion of modern mathe-
mat ics by Cavalier i, Fermat, Pascal, and finally Newton and Leibniz to
this very applicat ion. The ontological sense of modern mathematics is,
in fact , that  of an accelerat ion of mathemat ical infinity through the
mathemat izat ion of the infinite. But  this is where the rational  lure,
proper to all infinite idealities, originates: the lure that their sense
inhabits them as if i t  was also their  motor. In other words, as if their
real history was Òin t ruthÓ only the manifestat ion of their  actual infin-
ity.

The lure therefore consists in confusing the operatory regime of the
logic of the infiniteÑ within which, as Leibniz the mathematician said,
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fini tum interventu infini ti  determinatur, this Òintervent ionÓ having in
pr inciple no assignable l imitÑ with its metaphysical regime, i.e., with
the fict ion of a substant iality of the infinite, pouring itself out in a regu-
lated manifestat ion (in a ÒgloryÓ whose rays would be calculated, as
Leibniz said, this t ime as onto-theo-logician), in a pure auto-product ion
whose ÔrealÕ would be Òwell foundedÓ appearance. I t  is precisely to the
extent  that  modern Reason is incapable of separat ing i ts operat ion
from its phantasm that what Dominique Janicaud calls the Òpowers of
the rat ionalÓ9 (which are certainly not the powers of Darkness, since
one of their  other names is Òthe EnlightenmentÓ) change into a pure
and simple power cast ing a measureless night of enslavement over the
ent irety of finitude. We might not l ike hear ing we are enslavedÑ and
even infinitely enslavedÑ by the very becoming of our freedom, but this
is shocking only for  those who have not perceived what const itutes the
essence of this freedom. Our freedom is not a freedom of free deploy-
ment , nor  one of innocence or  abandon: i t  is a freedom of mastery,
something it  has not stopped affirming since its first  formulat ion. But
mastery finds nothing more di fficul t  than remember ing that  i t  too
takes part  in what makes up the common lot of all human gestures: the
blessed opacity of their  pr inciple (I  say ÒblessedÓ because it  has as its
own pr inciple the fert i le shadow of mortality, where we are plunged by
the divine to keep us from attaining it ).

I t  wonÕt be hard to grasp that the change of these powers into pure
power , powers dazzled by t he imaginary of t ot al i zat ion, foretel l s
inevitable ÒcrackingsÓ in the system it  dominatesÑ in other words, it
readies al l  revolts. But  i t  st i l l  must  not  be forgot ten (at  the pr ice of
fall ing into moral i l lusion) that  such revolts, although directed against
the consequences of the lure, nonetheless evolve within the lure itself,
whose ambiguity they must share to the precise extent they have not
arr ived at i ts pr inciple.

ÒEnslavementÓ and ÒRevol tÓ are st i l l  premature al lusions to our
quest ion, whose histor ico-polit ical character and quite precise temporal
determinat ion I  am not forgett ing. They are premature to the extent
that they might have one believe that the history of reason is sufficient
to accountÑ to give reasonÑ for  history i t sel f; they would have one
believe IÕm moving toward a neo-Hegelianism, outfit ted with some epis-
t emological  t ools on t he one hand, a few analyt ical  means of t he
Heideggerian style on the other. But nothing of the sort  is at issue here,
even if i t  is conceded that the infinity of the subject  is in fact  one of the
foci of the modern world. I f I  immediately add that the second focus of
this wor ld is found in the infini ty of Work-Wealth, I  am in no way
implying that economic product ion is the sole motor of modern reality,
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including its system of idealit ies. No more Marxist , therefore, than ide-
alist . No mixture of the two, either.

What then is at  issue, and what paths must we take in order to con-
struct  a response to the init ial quest ion? Schematically, letÕs say that
we wil l  be guided by the formal homology exist ing between what has
just  been called the two ÒfociÓ of modernity. This no doubt  supposes
something that  is in fact  in Marx, and Marx alone. I  would l ike to
speak of the analysis of the character ist ics absolutely proper to work
and wealth the moment they are united in what I  call ÒWork-Wealth,Ó
like two heads of a single hydra. I f ÒworkÓ designates the non-free form
of poiesis, it  not does begin with the modern world. I t  is a non-free form
in terms of its 1) finality: providing for mater ial l i fe and it  alone; 2) in
terms of its relat ion to beings: t reat ing them like mater ials, with no
regard for  their  essent ial forms, and 3) in terms of its social determina-
t ion, whereby the product of work (save what is necessary for  the sub-
sistenceÑ and not the existenceÑ of the worker) is in the hands of the
master. All these traits are no doubt already present in the work of the
slave of ant iquity as well as the medieval serf. We are obliged to recall
these t r ivial i t ies because nothing to this point  supposes an intr insic
relat ion between the infinity of work and the infinity of wealth. The
slave serves to nour ish a free Greek ci t izen, and i f, as Plato never
stopped recall ing, wealth threatens civic freedom, it  or iginates neither
in the work of slaves nor the art isanal division of labor. I t  stems from
foreign t rade or  commerce and is exorcised only insofar  as the City
maintains such commerce as ÒforeignÓ and therefore ÒoutsideÓ: if not
outside its walls, at  least  foreign to its moral and polit ical pr inciple.
The feudal lord, in the same way, receives his splendor and enough to
maintain his arms from the work he levies, but he knows no form of
wealth other than what is spent or consumed in useÑ that is, he knows
nothing of Work-Wealth. WhatÕs more, the pr inciple of infinity proper
to the general equivalent (letÕs speak of it  more banally: money) is not
yet  conjoined, in either the Greek or  Chr ist ian wor ld, to workÕs own
principle of infinity. Both wor lds lack the means necessary to init iate
the accelerat ion of the respect ive infinit ies into a reciprocal, common
and in t ruth novel  infini t izat ion whose apparent ly benign name is
Òcommercial product ion.Ó

As is well known, i t  has taken almost  five centur ies for  this phe-
nomenon (commercial product ion) to reveal, as its spreads it  domina-
t ion over  al l  of real i ty, i ts essent ial character ist ics; five centur ies to
move from corporat ions to global industr ial izat ion, through manufac-
tures, small- and then large-scale industry within nat ional contexts;
and finally the economic ÒcrackingÓ10 of nat ional sovereignt ies with the
formation of a very small number of large product ive ensembles or sets.
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And these sets already know they are themselves only subsets of a set
of all sets: the Industry-World (or what is the same thing, the Market-
World).

When consider ing the full scope of this evolut ion, it  is important not
to lose sight of the fact  that  Òcommercial product ionÓ becomes modern
not simply because it  expanded at  each stage of its evolut ion, nor sim-
ply because it  each t ime equally accelerates the movement expressed in
MarxÕs famous formula M-C-MÑ not even, finally, because it  spreads
Òall over the World.Ó11 Recall ing what was said a moment ago, the prob-
lem is not simply the accelerat ion of infinity: i t  only emerges when pro-
duct ion is only possible on condit ion that it  incorporate the lure of an
infinity in actu (that is, a totality-in-itself) into its real development.
From this moment, when the metaphysical closed ci rcui t of i ts logic
becomes indispensable to its effect ive funct ioning, product ion is forced
(despi te whatever  expl ici t  representat ions and intent ions i t  might
haveÑ for example, moral ones) to devour so to speak every l imit , exter-
nal or  internal.

Beginning with commerce in the st r ict  sense: i t  does not  become
Òwor l d t r adeÓ si mpl y because, f r om t he moment  of  t he Gr eat
Discover ies (Chr istopher  Columbus, Amer igo Vespucci , Magel lan,
Marco Polo and company), it  spreads to every part  of the world. I t  only
becomes world t rade in an essent ial sense when all the components of
t rade (pr ice of raw mater ials, labor costs, costs of t ransportat ion in all
i ts forms, incessant change of technical methods, opening of new mar-
kets, monetary system, jur idical regulat ion, etc.) fi rst  of al l  become
increasingly interdependent factors, and secondly when these compo-
nents are each determined at  a global level. Moreover, the expression
ÒWor ld-TradeÓ12 (here the ÒAmer icanÓ idiom best  reveals what  is at
stake) comes to acquire i ts ful l  ontological  signi ficat ion when i t  no
longer simply signifies that the extension of t rade to every dimension of
the world has become the essence itself of t rade or commerce, but also
signifies this strange fact : Òthe world is commerce.Ó This means that all
reality (not only in the ÒsphereÓ of commercial product ion, but also in
the pol i t i cal , intel lectual , ar t ist ic, educat ional  and even rel igious
ÒspheresÓ) simply cannot be without being submit ted to t rade or com-
merce, without enter ing into a commercial logic. From now on at  work,
as its Òcommercial side,Ó in every human act ivity, the abstract  and infi-
nite character of this logic, because it  has nothing to do with the intr in-
sic character ist ics and essent ial needs of the diverse spheres of act ivity
that I  have just  ment ioned, lets happen what Ar istot le already under-
stood had to happen the moment the least drop of infinity is mixed with
what  is by essence fini te: the lat terÕs disappearance in a runaway
infinit izat ion.
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The t it le IÕve chosen implies that we should l imit  ourselves to seeing
how such a dest iny is realized in the so-called Òpolit icalÓ sphere. I t  is
realized the moment the transcendental character of the polit ical cause
or concernÑ letÕs say: being responsible for  being-in-common as such
and in totalityÑ becomes ÒmodernÓ in the complete sense of this histo-
r ial determinat ion. This moment is reached when society, defined as a
product ive body, is able Òto curbÓ (in the Humean sense) pol i t ical
responsibil i ty itself. At  this point , Òmoral valuesÓ are no longer able to
govern a reality first  of all and finally dedicated to Òproduct ionÓÑ even
i f they are constant ly invoked (and Lord knows the unleashing of
moralisms of every str ipe is precisely a symptom of ethical paralysis),
even if a cry demanding more freedom or just ice st i l l  and always ar ises
amongst the cit izens, and perhaps stronger than ever, even if, finally,
such values (and why not?) effect ively inspire polit icians. And yet moral
exigencies can only ever be really Òeffect iveÓ within the hor izon of mod-
ern reality as product ive reality. The polit ical concern for work and the
worker, for  example, is confined to preoccupat ions such as lowering the
unemployment  rate and/or  the expansion of professional educat ion,
without ever being able to touch upon, much less t ransform, the reduc-
t ion of all labor (including intellectual labor) to a simple expenditure of
labor-power. ÒLabor-powerÓ is not only an expression of MarxÕs cr it ique
of polit ical economy, it  designates the fact  that , in its fulfi l led modern
determinat ion, labor  no longer  offers the possibi l i t y for  what  Marx
cal led the Òessent ial  forces of manÓ (and Heidegger  the ÒDasein in
manÓ) to invest and deploy himself in it .

I t  goes without  saying that  one could do a simi lar  analysis with
regard to the educat ional system and the cultural sector (an expression
whose horror  IÕll  let  you savor); for  the degenerat ion of the pol i t ical
funct ion into techno-bureaucracy on the one hand and into a demagogic
gang on the other, the degenerat ion of informat ion into a collect ive for-
mat ion into the Unformed as such, and of just ice into an auxil iary of
the police, etc. The important thing is not to be found in this picture
that each of us can make on our own. Once again, whatÕs important is
found in the fact  that , through all these phenomena, a same histor ical
moment both realizes and dissimulates itself. This moment might be
called the invagination of total i ty, the need to Òkeep everything under
cont rol .Ó13 One can, fr om here, conceive of what  happened in t he
Thir t ies as a sort  of ont ico-ontological scale model of what is for  us the
ontological threat pure and simple, without fall ing for all that  into any
naive confusion or extrapolat ion. I t  is with this, therefore, that  I  wil l
finish.

There is in fact  no doubt that  the Weimar RepublicÕs very part icular
situat ion explains the clar ity with which the need for total i ty appeared.
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GermanyÕs histor ical setback after  its defeat makes the polit ical con-
struct ion of Weimar appear as a simple facade barely dissimulat ing a
de facto compromise between social and polit ical groups: the best I  can
do here is refer to Franz NeumannÕs analyses concerning Weimar plu-
ralism and the ideology of the ÒCatholic Center.Ó I t  might be said that
the polit ical totality we call in French ÒlÕƒ tatÓÑ the StateÑ has never
been anything other than an enti ty: something ÒimaginaryÓ (l ike every
other form of ident ity). And itÕs true. But itÕs also t rue, at  least  if one
accepts the teachings of Freud, Lacan, and Castor iadis, that  the imagi-
nary functions, whereas a simple facade only hides how all the other
forces are at  work. England, the USA and France entered modernity to
the extent that  the difference (or rather the tension) between diverse
components of the product ive body was contained and ordered by the
symbolic weight of a t ranscendental Ògeneral Will.Ó For the moment I
leave aside the quest ion of knowing whether and to what extent this
process in which the real and symbolic over lapÑ always to some extent
imaginaryÑ was a neurot ic process. IÕll also refrain from posing a ques-
t ion about  the collect ive paranoia modern product ive bodies compul-
sively develop, from the moment they have to mobil ize the totality in
an explicit  and realist  mannerÑ a demand that the totality, this imagi-
nary being, can in no way sat isfy. For these two disorders (in the medi-
cal sense) of modern societ ies are in fact  an internal requirement of the
ontological order to which they belong: the order in which they are st i l l
able to develop under the unconscious lure of the infinite in actu, or  in
which they have reached the l imit  at  which they can only ÒprogressÓ by
incorporat ing.

I  wil l point  out that neither the first  nor the second case corresponds
to Germany in Hit lerÕs t ime. The brutal monopolist ic concentrat ion of
Capi t al  and the runaway rat ional izat ion of indust r ial  product ion
Germany was exper iencing were, in t ruth, unprecedented phenomena
in Europe. A comparable phenomenon, it  is t rue, took place at the same
time in the USA. But the situat ions were very different. In the States,
a power ful , popular  ant i -monopoly movement  was able to develop,
headed by Theodore Roosevelt  and Woodrow Wilson themselves, result-
ing in the working class being able both to combat and assimilate such
a rapid accelerat ion of infinite product ion. Nothing of the sor t  could
happen at  this t ime in Germany, where the unions and the socialist
and communist  par t ies, in conformity with the metaphysical side of
MarxÕs thought, regarded monopolist ic concentrat ion as an inevitable
step in the development of Capital: the German working class was thus
purely and simply reduced to obedience. On the other hand, the cap-
tains of industry were confronted with a mil itary caste and a caste of
great  landowners that  never  al l ied themselvesÑ in cont rast  to the
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English or French nobil i ty since the seventeenth centuryÑ with a mid-
dle class composed of merchants and jur ists. In this way, the polit ical
construct ion of Weimar Republic was only an empty frame into which
heterogeneous social  components (to say nothing of the diversi ty of
nat ional  or igins and rel igious fai ths) were forced to enter , wi th no
Òmelting process in the modern pot.Ó14

This is the reason why, if IÕm not mistaken, that well before the 1929
cr isis the absence of unity wil l  give bir th to a demand for social  uni for-
mity and pol i tical  guidance, through which Germany had to be pushed
to the highest level of product ion and modern technology, in order that
it  too might become a powerful  nation in History.

What is important here is the fact  that none of the three expressions
I  have just  ital icized has the same significat ion as the corresponding
expressions in modern society in the str ict  sense. ÒSocial uniformityÓ
has nothing to do with the formal unity and mater ial conformity such
as they occur in an industr ial democracy, no more than Òpolit ical guid-
anceÓ coincides with the classical not ion of Ògovernment.Ó As for  the
issue of GermanyÕs ambit ion to become a power at  the global level, the
history of the 1930s has clear ly shown that this was no ambit ion to join
the ÒLeague of Nat ionsÓ or to take part  in the organizat ion of produc-
t ion and trade on a global scale.

Beginning with social uniformity in the Nat ional Socialist  sense: this
uniformity belonged to a totally different order than the slow homoge-
nizat ion of mores that with us has come to be added on to the formal
equality before the law. I t  has nothing do with the progressive leveling
of a Òway of l i feÓ15 by work and moneyÑ something that  at  this t ime
was already, though to var ious degrees, a character ist ic of modern soci-
et ies in Europe and in America. Nat ional Socialism was a crude egali-
tar ian ideal with a racial base, an ideal which moreover remained an
empty ideal. I ts real content  was the direct  mobil izat ion of al l  com-
merce and every occupat ionÑ in short , of every Òform of l i feÓÑ under
the wil l  of the leader, thanks to a Nazi party that  was proliferat ing in
every branch of act ivity. This was an absolutely new process of unifica-
t ion, al t hough in i t s beginnings some (among which probably the
Cathol ic leaders) mistook i t  for  a sor t  of remake16 of the premodern
guild system. But in reality, this phenomenonÕs essent ial significat ion
should be sought in an interpretat ion of the famous expression that for
a long t ime character ized its manifest  aspects as being those of a Òtotal
mobil izat ion.Ó

We should pay at tent ion to the fact  that  the ÒtotalityÓ here in ques-
t ion is an ont ico-ontological concept, not  an ontological one. The fact
that the mobil izat ion should be ÒtotalÓ simply signifies that it  wil l  not
spare the least parcel of the social substance. The ontological sense of
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Òtotal mobil izat ionÓ is to be sought elsewhere, namely in the new his-
t or ical  concept  hidden beneath t he mi l i t ar y metaphor . Becoming
ÒmobileÓ signifies, for  every social structure (whatever it  may be: fam-
ily, commerce, highways, sexual relat ions, sports, educat ional system,
and even the natural and human sciences), the fact  that  it  can receive
whatever form required by the needs of the polit ical adventure. Just  as
if i t  had no form of its own. Consequent ly, total mobil izat ion signifies
nothing other that  the effor t  to reduce the social substance to a kind of
plast ic. 

From here it  is perhaps possible to see the extent to which the goal
is here the same as the one at  which our own democrat ic product ive
system takes aim, with this sl ight  difference: the way in which every
element of the social structure was reduced to an amorphous mater ial
at  the disposal of an absolute and exter ior polit ical wil l was, in the thir-
t ies, immediate, patent, and brutal. I t  was an effort  to produce radical
changes r ight in the midst of real i ty. But as we said an instant ago,
modern product ionÑ which at  the same t ime produces the autonomous
subject  and automat ic wealthÑ is an imaginary enterpr ise. As a result ,
the ontological absurdity that  it  harbors does not explode with the sud-
denness, the violence, or the grotesque cruelty that  the Nazi Òrevolu-
t ionÓ demonstrated. Modern infinity works soft ly, with temporary mea-
sures and pall iat ives of all sorts. I t  is also capable of disguising, under
var ious moral or  social Òjust ificat ions,Ó evolut ions that have in reality
been planned for a single and sole reason: the growth of wealth. I  wil l
restr ict  myself here to a single example of this that  is in Europe part ic-
ular ly virulent despite the fact  that  here, in the United States, its i l lu-
sory character and even its perverse consequences have already been
recognized for  some t ime. I  am speaking of the at temptÑ Òanywhere
and everywhereÓÑ to model the educat ional system to conform with the
needs of indust r ial  and commercial  enterpr ises. The resul t  i s an
extremely disconcert ing situat ion in which a new type of student, sup-
posedly Òprofessionally t rained,Ó turns out to be incapable of renewing
the know-how already acquired, since he or she lacks any theoret ical
knowledge worthy of the name and is for  this very reason incapable of
keeping up with the ceaseless changes in methods, mater ials, and lan-
guages. One wonders whether all the burning calls in favor of adapt ing
the educat ional system to the needs of the business world are not in
fact  the symptom of a Òbecoming-businessÓ of educat ion itself. I  leave
totally to the side the factÑ a fact , moreover, whose memory has been
almost completely effaced from our minds by ModernityÑ that the high-
est  and most necessary end of educat ion should be the introduct ion of
humanity to what, both in the first  foundat ion and in the final ends of

GRADUATE FACULTY PHILOSOPHY JOURNAL

132



every type of knowledge or art , remains essent ially useless: i.e., a sort
of free play and formal pleasure.

EmploymentÑ or rather the dialect ic of employment and unemploy-
mentÑwould furnish us another example. Skilled labor would with
equal  evidence show us what  the misadventures of professional ly
trained students has taught us on a larger scale and with more ser ious
consequences. But  permit  me, since we do not  have enough t ime, to
refer you here to the analysis of the new occupat ions and the flexibil i ty
of employment I  published in the Californian journal Topoi (October
1988) under the t it le, ÒWho comes after the subject?Ó.17

The important point IÕd like this t ime to underline is that the infinite
process of the growth of product ion has crossed the l imit  beyond which
it  can no longer dissimulate its inherent need for totality. This is just as
true for the inner totality as it  is for  the exter ior  totality: that  is, with
regard to social and polit ical l i fe within a given product ive body as well
as the Ònew orderÓ the industr ial ized and r ich nat ions are t rying to
impose upon the rest  of the world. I t  is t ime to draw from this some
conclusions. There wil l  only be two, and they wil l  be br ief:

1. The first  is that we can only await , in the future (a ÒfutureÓ that in
t ruth has already widely cut  into our  present), the sursauts18 of the
fini te before this growing colonizat ion of every intra-worldly domain by
the Òtotalizat ion of infinityÓ that is the histor ial motor of our whole his-
tory (and of all our histor ies): i.e. by the invaginat ion of the formality of
the world into the very t issue and regime of the Òrealit iesÓ themselves.

2. The second is that , by Òsursauts,Ó I  do not necessar ily understand
something beneficial, healthy. Agony also has its sursauts. The term
generally belongs, for  better or worse, to the discourse of the polit ician,
whose pr imary character ist ic is to cal l  for  the sursaut of a cer tain
Òidea,Ó an idea that is st i l l  the idea of a certain Òreality,Ó posited or sup-
posed (supposed to be posited). So it  goes for the idea of a nat ional real-
ity, but  equally for  that  of internat ional law. But if al l these discourses
are cal led Òpoli t icalÓ (or  Òpoli t icking,Ó meaning they are incapable of
opening up any polit ics), it  is precisely because they fail to perceive that
every reality from now on steals away, being already transformed into
a simple material to be used in the realization of the lure we have
descr ibed.

This second conclusion might seem disil lusioned, and it  is t rue that
i t  impl ies a cer tain renunciat ion of any Òact ionÓ that  would for  the
moment be definable. But it  is not to be placed alongside those lament-
ing Òdecadence.Ó To the contrary, it  t r ies to give a glimpse of the fact
that  the very shr inking back of the becoming-wor ld of Product ionÑ
which in no way appears Òdefinit iveÓ or Òirremediable,Ó for why would
the t ot al i zat ion of t he infini t e have received t he promises of t he
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future?Ñ before every at tempt to Òget a hold of itÓ opens for us the pos-
sibil i ty of another step back: that  of a work of thought prepar ing us to
seize the ĥ foì t of mult iple future batt les for  a totally new world-mak-
ing, as soon as this Òopportune momentÓ ar ises. For we refuse to admit
that the other, inopportune moment can really come, the one in which
whatever intell igence and courage we have left  would be reduced to the
dazed discovery that  the fol lowing ul t ra-banal  and hundred-t imes
heard verbal sequence has the value of a speculat ive proposit ion or an
oracular ut terance that, alas, was deciphered too late:

ÒPlease step back from the edge of the plat form. The doors wil l  close
automat ically.Ó

Translated by Jason Smith

NOTES

1. A reference to the shores of Amer ica, this paper  having been given in
Engl ish (in a sl ight ly di fferent  version) at  the New School  for  Social
Research in New York in Novemeber 1990. [The present text  was or igi-
nally published in Les Temps Modernes, February 1993, pp. 60-85, and
subsequent ly collected in GŽrard Granel, ƒ tudes (Paris: GalilŽe, 1995), pp.
67-89.Ñ Trans.]

2. The authorsÕ emphases. The texts just  cited are borrowed from Francois
FŽdierÕs HeideggerÑ anatomie dÕun scandale, which refutes the pseudo-
histor ical  montage invented by a cer tain Victor  Far ias. [See Francois
FŽdier, HeideggerÑ anatomie dÕun scandale (Par is: R. Laffont, 1988), and
Victor Far ias, Heidegger and Nazism, t rans. Dominic di Bernardi, Paul
Bur rel l , Gabr iel  Ricci  (Phi ladelphia: Temple Universi t y Press, 1989).
Far iasÕ book was or iginally wr it ten in Spanish and translated into French
in 1987; the English text appears to have been translated from the French
translat ion.Ñ Trans.]

3. [Franz Neumann, Behemoth: The Structure and Practi ce of National
Social ism (London: V. Gollantz, 1943).Ñ Trans.]

4. [This text , or iginally published in La RŽvolution prolŽtar ienne 158 (1933),
is now col lected in vol . 1, Tome I I  of ƒ cr i ts hi stor iques et pol i t i ques,
L Õengagement syndi cal  (1927-jui l l et  1934), ed. GŽr ald L er oy (Par is:
Edit ions Gall imard, 1988), pp. 260-81.Ñ Trans.]

5. [In English in the or iginalÑ Trans.]

6. [Edmund Husser l, The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental
Phenomenology, t rans. David Carr  (Evanston: Northwestern University
Press, 1970), p. 22.Ñ Trans.]
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7. [These l ines are those ut tered in a famous monologue of GoetheÕs Faust.
See GoetheÕs Faust, t rans. Walter  Kaufman (New York: Anchor Books,
1961), pp. 92-3.Ñ Trans.]

8. [The term matŽr iau is generally used to refer to mater ials employed in
construct ion or  fabr icat ion, as when one speaks in English of bui lding
Òmater ials.Ó The tendency pushing ÒmatterÓ [mati•re] toward the Òmate-
r ialÓ [matŽr iau] marks a passage from a mat ter  whose form would be
immanent to that  matter  i tself, therefore posing a l imit  to the play, or
work, of t ransformat ion, to the absolute plast icity of a matter offer ing no
resistance, and therefore no l imi t , to a process that  thereby becomes
unlimited, infinite.Ñ Trans.]

9. [The term ÒpuissanceÓ is here t ranslated as ÒpowersÓÑ while ÒpouvoirÓ is
given as ÒpowerÓÑ in conformity both wi th the Engl ish t ranslat ion of
Dominique JanicaudÕs The Powers of the Rational : Science, Technology
and the Futur e of Thought , t r ans. El i zabet h Bi r mingham and Peg
Birmingham (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1994), as well as
the expression Òpowers of darkness.ÓÑ Trans.] 

10. [In English in the or iginalÑ Trans.]

11. [The expression in quotes is in English in the or iginalÑ Trans.] 

12. [In English in the or iginalÑ Trans.]

13. [In English in the or iginalÑ Trans.]

14. [This slight ly awkward phrase is in English in the or iginalÑ Trans.]

15. [In English in the or iginalÑ Trans.] 

16. [In English in the or iginalÑ Trans.]

17. [See GŽrard Granel , ÒWho Comes after  the Subject?,Ó t rans. Eduardo
Cadava and Anne Tomiche, in Who Comes After the Subject?, ed. Eduardo
Cadava, Peter Connor, Jean-Luc Nancy (New York: Rout ledge, 1991), pp.
148-56. This is the publicat ion, in book-format, of what was in fact  the
September  1988 issue of Topoi , guest  edi ted by Jean-Luc Nancy. The
French text  is published in ƒ tudes logiques et pol i tiques (Par is: Edit ions
Gali lŽe, 1990).Ñ Trans.]

18. [No adequate translat ion of the term ÒsursautÓ has been found. I ts seman-
t ic range is most generally that of a sudden commencement, and might be
said to resonate in the difference between the act ive Òto star tÓ and an
involuntar y Òto be star t led.Ó A sursaut is what  i s undergone in t he
brusque awakening init iated by an alarm clock, as well as the last-minute
surge of, for  example, a candidate at  the polls. I t  can have the sense of
Òoutburst,Ó while also signifying a Òboost.Ó Finally, Òdernier sursautÓ is per-
fect ly t ranslated as Òlast  gasp.ÓÑ Trans.]
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