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The Intelligence of Evil
An Introdnction
CHRIS TURNER

The role of the translator is not to bring out, by a commentary,
the author's intentions and connotations .. .
Claude Fages1

A revolutionary age is an age of action; ours is the age of
advertisement and publicity. Nothing ever happens but
there is immediate publicity everywhere.

S0ren Kierkegaard2
Jean Baudrillard was born in Reims in

1929. Among his earli
Les Temps

est published writings were reviews of literature for

modernes at a time when he was still te achin g German at a
provincial lycee and translating the works, among others, of
Peter Weiss, BertoIt Brecht and Wilhelm Miihlmann. In the
1960s he made the transition to sociology, largely under the
guidance of Henri Lefebvre, and began to teach the subject

1. 'Note du traducteur' in Jose Sa ram ago L'annie de la mort de Ricardo Reis (Paris:
Seuil, 1988), p. 9.
2. The Present Age. Translated and with an Introduction by Alexander Du. (London:
Collins, 1962), p. 36.
,
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in October

1966 at the (small, but very radical) University

of Nanterre.3 In his teaching at that time, he drew, he tells
us, almost exclusively on four books: Artaud's Le theatre de la

cmaute, T he Accursed Share by Georges Bataille, Marcel Mauss's
Essay on the Gift and La Monnaie vivante by Pierre Klossowski,
translator of, and commentator on, Nietzsche.4 As regards
other, perhaps even more ingrained, influences, Baudrillard
speaks freely of his early Nietzscheanism and his encounter
during his schooldays withJarry's pataphysics.
Baudrillard's first period as a social theorist began with an
analysis of the world of everyday objects and, by extension, of
advertising and the media, in such works as The System of Objects

(1968), The Consumer Society (1970) and For a Critique of the
(1972).5 These were the years of the

Political Economy of the Sign

journal Utopie, to which he made many contributions over the
period

1967-78,

publi sh in g there for the first time chapters

from The Mirror of Production, his theoretical rejection of
Marxism as productivism. This work, which

a

ppe ared in book

form later in 1973, and which takes up in its critical sweep not
only Marxism, but the 'textual productivity' of Tel Quel and
Deleuze/Guattari's machinic productivity of the unconscious,
'moves decisively to change the basis of his position away
from that of a traditional concept of class struggle to that of
opposing the symbolic order to the semiotic (or simulation)

3. Nanterre was the birthplace of the 'rnouvement du 22 mars', which played a
prominent role in the events of May 1968. Baudrillard left Nanterre in 1986, at a
point when it had been definitively 'normalized', and spent the latter part of his
teaching career at Paris-IX Dauphine. The offer of the move to Paris-IX apparently
carne from Marc Guillaume.

4. Fragments. Translated by Chris Turner (London: Routledge, 2004), p. 39.
5. Though it should be said that The Consumer Society was written to a commission
from a publisher and Baudrillard does not see it as representative of his intellectual
tr�jectory at the time.
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or der constituent of contem porary Western culture.'6 In par
ticular, Baudrillard mounts an 'anthropological' challenge
to Marx's championing of use-value against exchange-value,
a position based ultimately on the as su mption that use-values
merely subserve human needs aculturally and transparently.'

In Symbolic Exchange and Death (1976), which opens with the
assertion that 'There is no longer any symbolic exchange, as
organizing for m , at the level of modern social formations',8
Baudrillard pitches his tent finnly on the ground of Mauss's
theory of gift-exchange and Bataille' s 'general economy'
(and al so Sauss ure' s writing s on anagrams) and begins in
earnest the elaboration of the radical anthropology on
which his analyses will draw most centrally over the comin g
years.9 Here he develops his theory of the three orders of
sim ulacra,10 ar guing , in particular, that we have pas sed out
of the industrial era, in wh ich production was the dominant
pattern, into a code-g overned p hase where the dominant

6. Mike Gane,Jean Baudrillard: In Radical Uncertainty, p. 13.
7. Thinkers within the world of anthropology were engage d on similar critiques
at this same time, tho ugh rarely with an equal degTee of radicalism. See, for
example, Marshall Sahli ns Culture and Practical Reason (Chicago and London:
Univers ity of Chicago Press, 1976).
8. L'echange symbolique et la mort (Paris: Gallimard, 1976), p. 9. My translation .
9. See Georges Bataille, The Accursed Share: An Essay on General Economy. Translated
by Robert Hurley (New York: Zone Books, 199 1); Marc el Mauss, The Gift: TheForm
and Reason for J£xchange in Archaic Societies. Translated by W. D. Halls (London :
Rou tledge 1990). Some have criticized Baudrillard's reliance on an anthro
,

,

pological critique as representing a n ostalg ic dimension in his work (e.g. Julian

Heterology and the Postmodern [ Durham, NC and London: Duke University
1991], p. 112), but Baudrillard is always keen to dispel such a reading.
In conversation with Maria Elena Ramos at C aracas in 1994, he describes his
position as representing 'Ia nostalgia di une cultura non primitiva, sino radical'
('nostalgia for a culture not primitive, but radical').
10. L'ichange symbolique et la mort, p. 77.
P efanis,

Press,
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schema is simulation. Simulation is, as he puts it elsewhere, the
replacement of the world with a kind of substitute universe,
a counter-world of signs. What is alien to it - and essential
to the symbolic order - is La reversibilite (the reversibility/
revertibility) of signs, particularly of life and death, proper
to symbolic exchange. Within reversibilite is understood the
possibility of actual re-version - reversion/ reverting/ turnabout
- and beneath it there are echoes of the act of re-verser.ll
paying back, making the counter-gift.
In an article entitled 'La prise d'otage' (Hostage taking),
also published in Utop iel2 and incorporated with minor
changes into Symbolic Exchange and Death, the political import
of this understanding of the symbolic is brought out: 'It is
impossible to destroy the system by a contradiction-based logic
or by reversing the balance of forces - in short, by a direct,
dialectical revolution affecting the economic or political
infrastructure. Everything that produces contradiction or a
balance of forces or energy in general merely feeds back into
the system and drives it on.'13 Hence,
the worst error, the one committed by all our revolu tiona ry
strategists, is to th ink they can put an end to the system on the
real plane : that is
the imaginary the system itself imposes
on t h em , a syst em that lives and survives o nly by getting those
who attack it to fight on the terrain of reality, a ground that is
always its own.14

11. V IffSIff being understood here in the very basic sense of handing over,
expression 'verslff une somme'.

12.

as

in the

In March-Apri11976.

13. Jean Baudrillard, Le ludique et le policier et autres textes pams dans Utopie [1967/78J
(Paris: Sens & Tonka, 2001), p. 335.
14. Ibid., p. 336.
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Realism' is no kind of radicalism at all: the only solution is
' to challenge the system with a gift to which it cannot reply
- except by its own death and collapse' .10 Though the overt
pretext for this piece is a terrorist act - and we may consider
this, too, as significant - Baudrillard 's political thinking in
this period is dominated, like that of many around him, by
the events of 1968 and their aftermath.16
Baudrillard 's work of the late 1970s and early 1980s spells
out the implications of his vision for the various domains
of social theory with which he was then engaged (at least
nominally) in his professional life: sexuality and the family,
the social sphere (where the 'crisis' of the welfare state h ad
emerged as a key problem) and politicsY In A l'ombre des
majorites silencieuses
ou la fin du social (in a magnificently
suicidal gesture for a practising sociologist) , he offers at least
four - not entirely compatible - lines of reasoning to support
the argument that 'le social' is no longer (or never was ) a
pertinent category for study: there is no 'social' , the re are
only networks of symbolic obligations, which are not social
relations since the constraint they impose does not assume
contractual form. And, crucially, he also argues there that
our modern western societies, having existed up to then on
a basis of 'expansion and explosion at all levels' , were on the
point of implosion, a process heralded by the prevalence of
terrorism in i ts radical non-representativeness and by the 15. Ibid., p. 337.
16. Baud rillard tells an interviewer, 'May '68 was an illogical event, irreducible to
simulation, one which had no status other than that of coming from someplace
else - a kin d of pure object or event', and one senses here the traces of a kind of
'primal scen e '
17. He was at this ti m e team-teaching a seminar at Nanterre with Jacques Donzelot,
who gives a fine a c coun t of their collaboration - and the differences between
them - in 'Patasociologie a l'universite de Nanterre', L'Herne: Jean BaudriUard

THE INTELLIGENCE OF EVIL

near-heroic - inertia and non-socialization of the symbolically
astute masses ('They know there is no liberation and that a
system is abolished only by pushing it into hyperlogic . . .'18).
With De La seduction of 1979 a further key term takes its place
among the battery of concepts that structure Baudrillard's
symb olic order: 'With the decline of psychoanalysis and
sexuality as strong structures,' he writes, 'one may catch a
glimpse of another, parallel universe . . . , a universe that can
no longer be interprete d in terms of psychic or psychological
relations, nor those of repression and the unconscious, but
must be interpreted in the terms of play, challenges , duels, the
strategy of appearances - that is, in the terms of seduction. '19
And with this comes a recognition of what Baudrillard calls
'the supremacy of the o�iect', a recognition that it is not the
subject and its desire , but the object and its seduction that
orders the world. 20

18. In the Shadow of the Silent Majorities. Translated by Paul Foss, John Johnston and
Paul Patton (New York: Semiotext(e), 1983), p. 46.
19. Seduction. Translated by Bri an Singer (London and Basingstoke: Macmillan
Education, 1990), p. 7. My emphas is. Needless to say, this is a thoroughly post
structuralist position. The passage co ntinu es : 'A u n iverse that can no longer
be interpreted in terms of struc tu res and diacri ti cal oppositions, hut implies
a seductive reversibility.' Similarly, in La fin du social, Baudrillard writes: 'The
challenge [I.e defi] is not a dialectic, nor a co nfron tation between respective poles,
or terms, in a full structure [une structure pleine]. It is a process of extermination
of the structural posi tion of each term, of the subject position of each of the
antagonists, and in particular of the one who issues the challenge. ' In the Shadow
of the Silent Majorities, p. 69 (translation modified).
20. Les strategjesfatales (Paris: Grasset, 1983), p. 172. This is a radical , unpreceden te d
shift, engendering what one commentator has called a 'post-metaphysical tension'

in Baudrillard's writings

'De

subjectobject relatie wordt dus niet zozeer opgelost,

als wel omgekeerd, waardoor een postrnetafysische spanning wordt gec re eerd . . . '

Henk Oosterling. 'Filosofie als schijnbeweging. Metafoor, metamorfose en ironie
in het latere Werk van Jean Baudrillard ', Lieren Boog, 7,1, (\990) p. 37.
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As seduction moves to the fore (or at least La seduction,
which is not quite semantically equivalent to its English cog
nate ) , so, in the spiralling movement of Baudrillard's thought,
the concept of production comes into focus once again and
mutates subtly into its underlying, etymological sense of lead
ing forward (pro-ducere), of bringing into the open, exposing
and over-exposing. Since what is over-exposed is, of course,
obscene, the ' poetics' of the symbolic order can be seen now
virtually to volunteer the opposition between seduction and
scene , on the one hand, production and the obscene, on the
other. This spiralling play between concepts is a characteristic
and durable feature of Baudrillard 's ecriture: as, in his later
work, he increasingly 'withdraws' himself as active subj ect and
goes over, as he puts it, to the side of the object, this sense of
a poetic (and often ironic) dynamic within language itself
underwrites the authenticity of the symbolic order and its
various 'forms', which can thereby be seen also to preserve
a secret, to guard a mystery.21 And this repeats at another
level the idea that the ' symbolic', the order of challenge ,
seduction and 'play', is not only what is repressed in modern
western cultures, but also what is most resistant within them
and is, in a sense, a hidden key to their functioning. 22 What

21. One aspect of which is that canonic sociological explanations en ti rely miss the
point: 'Deep down, things have never functioned socially, but symbolically,

magically, irrationally, etc.' In the Shadow of the Sil£nt Majmities, p. 68 (translation
mo difi ed) . Pietro Bellasi pointed long ago to the 'ingrained poetic quality'
of Baudrillard's theoretical writings: 'se non e poesia, c'e la grana profonda e
segreta della poesia'. 'Introduzione' in Jean Baudrillard,
(Bologna: Cappelli editore,

Dimenticare Foucault

1977), p. 33.

22. There is also something resistant, reversible and almos t initiatory in Baudrillard's
terminology itself: 'symbolic exchange' de scribe s an order in which there is no
exchange; 'l£s

strategies fatales'

crime ' is in actual fact a

are 'not really strategies'
crime ofperfection.
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we also see here, too, is a characteristic recourse to a third
term that stands outside the apparently given dichotomy of
production/ destruction: 'seduction' is, as it were, the option
from left field (Baudrillard also says it is the 'feminine' one,
but that is another matter) , the term that comes from outside
the structure - from ' elsewhere'
From this period onward, Baudrillard 's understanding
of the pro-duction of the world be comes increasingly radical.
There is a sense not just that all hope of an alternative social
project has 'imploded' , not merely that 'all potential modes of
expression' have been absorbed into 'that of advertising' ,23 but
that, with the merciless advance of simulation, a reality is being
produced that is extreme in itself, extreme in the absence of
cr itical distance it grants us, in the all-enveloping nature of
its short-circuited, real-time, asphyxiating immediacy. At the
same time, where once it was capital that caused all that was
solid to melt into air, now a process of the 'destructuration
of every referential, of every human objective' - the process
Baudrillard calls the 'deterrence
of every principle'24 - has
turned around against power, capitalist or other, and reduced
every institutional reality to simulation (and hyperreality:
things do not disappear by their determinate negation, but by
being driven on to this 'hyper' level). This is the world of the
' beyond' , of the 'after': The Transparency of Evil (1993) opens
with a piece entitled 'Mter the Orgy ' , the orgy in question
bei ng 'the moment when modernity exploded upon us, the
moment of liberation in every sphere'. 25 In conversation

23.

Simulacra and Simulation. Translated by Shela Faria Glaser (Ann Arbor: University

of Michigan Press, 1994), p. 87 (translation modified).
24. Ibid., p. 22.
25. The Transparency of Evil Translated by James Benedict (London: Verso, 1993),
p.3.

8

OR THE LUCIDI1Y PACT

with the Russian artist Boris Groys in 1995, Baudrillard says:
'What we have to deal with now is the fact that our entire
culture has, through simulation, the media etc., gone over
into something else , into a space beyond the end. ' And he
adds, 'Things have no origin any longer and no end, they
cannot develop logically or dialectically any more, but only
chaotically or randomly. They are becoming 'extreme' in the
literal sense ex terminis. they are beyond the limits. '26 A radical
implosion has taken place and we have survived 'beyond the
end', beyond a situation that could be grasped by our earlier
categories of rational or dialectical thought. The course of the
world is now dominated by a grandiose programme of total
production which itself supplants the world, realizes it in the
sense of turning it wholly into known, rationally structured
reality, seeks to produce a total simulation, a virtual reality that
aspires to obliterate entirely Baudrillard 's realm of symbolic
exchange.27
As the join t assault on the symbolic order by l'information
and l'informatique escalates and mere 'simulation ' (the state in
-

26. From the website of the Zentrum fUr Kunst und Medientechnologie on the
occasion of the presentation of the Siemens Media Prize of 1995 (http://onl.zkm.
de/zltm/stories/storyReader$1089j. Note the 'ex terminis' here, which lays the ground

for a linkage of this excess with the exterminatory mode, just as Baudrillard's
play on croissance and excroissance (growth and excrescence/outgrowth) generates
a sense of the cancerous.
27. This goes far beyond Debord's Society of the Spectacle. 'Virtuality is different
from the spectacle, which still left room for a critical consciousness and
demystification.
We are no longer spectators, but actors in the performance,
and actors increasingly integrated into the course of that performance. Whereas
we could face up to the unreality of the world as spectacle, we are defenceless
before the extreme reality of this world, before this virtual perfection. We are, in
fact, beyond all disalienation. This is the new form of terror, by comparison with
which the horrors of alienation were very small beer.' The Perfect Crime. Translated
by Chris Turner (London: Verso, 1996), p. 27.
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which reality is supplanted by its models) yields to hyper-reality
or in tegral reality (where events are definitively 'deterred' ) , 28
the anthropological term 'symbolic exchange' gives way to
the ostensibly more accurate one of 'impossible exchange'
(first used by Baudrillard in connection with the nuclear
scenario of the 1970s) and to a number of variants on the
notion of 'fate' .29 The range of forms comprehended in the
'symbolic' ( challenge, seduction, play, sacrifice , counter-gift)
finds obj ective embodiment in a cluster of processes variously
described as strategies fatales, irreconciliation, objective irony,
and later non-unification, the principle of evil or simply
eviPo
Baudrillard sees the present work, The Intelligen ce of Evil
(French title: Le Pacte de lucidite ou l'intelligence du Mal) as
the closing text in a cycle of 'theory-fic tions ' that includes

28. Or to what Baudrillard sometimes simply calls reality (though this is the most
paradoxical - as well as the most paroxys tic - term, because it is a ' re ali ty' with
all reality 'driven out' of it (ibid., p. 4). It mus t be emphasized, if only because
critics who should know better come to grief over this question, that the 'obvious'
opposition

between 'the real' and 'the virtual' was never at all p ertin ent for

Baudrillard, who is never, as a theorist, tempted into realism ('Mais moi, je ne
crois pas

au reel.' Mot.! de Passe, cassette 1: de l'object au virtuel, Paris: Video
2000). Mter all, reality is itself a convention, as he says in

editions Montpamasse,

the same video, of 'framing'. And in the latest volume in the Cool Memmies series,
he writes: 'Never believed in reality:

I respect it too m uch to believe in it.' Cool
V. 2000-2004 (Paris: Galilee, 2005), p. 9.
29. 'Actua lly in traditional societies exchange is absent. Symbolic exchange is the
opposite of exchange.
There is an order of exchange and an orde r of fate.'
Forget Foucault & Forget BaudriUard, an interview with Sylvere Lotringer (New York:
Semiotext( e ), 1987), p. 84.
30. Gl ossing 'la strategie fatale', Baudrillard tells Sylvere Lotringer, 'Whether you call
it the revenge of the object, or the Evil Genius of matter, it is not representable.
But it is a power all the same. In fact, I would go along with call ing it the principle
of E\�l, of irreconciliation, the way the Good is the principle of reconciliation.
That exists, it is inextricable, it cannot be destroyed' (ibid., p. 98).
Memories
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such works as Les strategies fatales (1983), America (1986),

The Transparency of Evil (1990), The Illusion of the End (1992),
The Perfect Crime (1995), Impossible Exchange (1999) and also
TeLemorphose (2001), The Spirit of Terrorism (2001) and Power
Inferno (2002), n o t to me ntion the more fragmentary and
aphoristic Cool Memories series, the fifth volume of which has
j ust appeared. In these writings, Baudrillard has embarked on
analyses that have little to do with sociology as conven tionally
and narrowly understood and has moved into a space of theory
which he occupies with a small number of o thers whom he
considers significant today ( the list contains the names Zizek,
Agamben, Sloterdijk and Virilio , but not perhaps too many
more) , Simply put, these works are philosophical analyses
of present events and (in best Deleuzian fashion) creations
and elaborations of concepts with which to 'theorize' them,3l
though the relationship between theory (perhaps the only
strategie fatafil2) and events (or non-events) remains resolutely
consistent wi th the th eory itself: there are two orders 'metaphors must remain metaphors, concepts must remain
concepts' - and the relationship between them is a 'symbolic'
one of deft, of challenge,33
In these 'theory-fictions ' , the process of 'simulation' has
mutated into an even more extreme process of virtualization

31.

In 1991, he told Anne Laurent, 'L'ichange symbolique et La mMt is the last book that
any confidence.
E ve rything I write is deemed brilliant, intelligent,
but not serious. There has never been any real discussion about it. I don't claim
to be tremendously serious, but there are nevertheless some philosophically
serious things in my work!' Thi s Beer isn't a Beer: Interview with Annie Laurent'
in Mike Gane (ed.), Baudrillard Live (London a nd New York: Routledge, 1993),

in spired

'

p.189.
32.

Us stratigiRs fatales, p. 201.

33.

'L' extase du socialisme', A l'ombre des majontis silencieuses (Paris: Denoel/Gonthier,
1982), pp. 103-4.
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( and i n d e terminacy34) , fo r whi c h Baudrillard advanc e s
- at fi rst playfully, but the n with i n creasing force - the
hypothesis that, because we are unable to bear the world of
symbolic exchange (which is now transmuted into the more
philosophical terminology of 'illusion') , our collective proj ect
of creating a virtual reality (in all its various forms, including
such technical ventures as cloning) is to be understood as a
suicidal project of termination of the human species.35 This
connects, of course, with Nietzsche's contention that humanity
can only dupl ica te or destroy itself. Baudrillard now explicitly
points up the connection also with Nietzsche's concept of the
'vital illusion' In an interview dating from 1995, he says:
The world of symboli c exchang e was the wor ld of illusion in

the sense of the vital illusion in Nietzsche. These [ prim itiv e ]

societies or our earlier societie s still knew how to handle this
illusion. For us this radical illusion is difficult to bear.

We

replace the radical world of illusion with the relative value of

simulation.

For me the world of simulation isn't a world of

alienation any longer. What is involved here is something more
akin to what is perhaps a fate ful ' strategy of esca ping from
'

the world of appearance and phe nomen a into the world of
simulation, into an artificial world that is, pote ntially vi rtual ly
,

per fe c t. Simulation today assumes the form of v i rtu ali t y,

t h rou gh which we are a ttem pt in g to inve nt a p erfect self·
,

iden ti cal world.

34. 'Reading Baudrillard's essays since his book Seduction reveals a sustained but not
entirely consistent attempt to think through the shift into indeterminacy' (Gane,
Jean Baudrillard: In Radical Uncertainty, p. 96).
35. There is a 'softer' version of this thought, in which the whole of human life is
presented as having become experimental, 'a limitless experimentation on
human beings themselves.' See Telbnorphose (Paris: SeIlS & Tonka, 2001), p. 9.
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This is, of course, what Baudrillard calls the perfect crime, the
'crime, which attempts to efface its own traces' .36 Existentially,
it drops us into a world of limitless banality; morally, we
have fallen into a state of indifference where we are not, in
Nietzschean style , ' beyond good and evil' , but where good
and evil are beyond us. We are not au-dela, but en-de�a, not
jenseits, but diesseits.37
The Intelligence of Evil or the Lucidity Pact is a boo k which
brings political issues - or at least 'supra-political' ones, as
Baudrillard puts it38 - back to the fore. Written 'within the
shadow cone of the events of 11 Septemb e r' , one of its central
concerns is global power and the forms of resistance to it:
those forms which surge up in abreaction to the excessive,
prophylactic order of good , including such recognizably
Baudrillardian 'objective ironies ' as the globe's own ' negative
reaction ' to ' globali zation ' (below, page 23). We are back
here, in dramatic fo rm , with the system's reaction to its own
p e rf e ction , with a kind of violent transparence du mal - a
transp arence, a 'showing-through' of evil. That phrase presents

36. Jean Baudrillard in Gesprach mit Florian ROtzer', ZKM website: hUp://on1.zkm.
de/zkm/ stories/storyReader$l 072. In a move that further reinforces the Nietzschean
underpinnings of his position, Baudrillard here dovetails his own history
of succeeding conceptions of reality into the famous passage in Nietzsche's
('.otzendiimmerungon ' H ow the "Real World" at last Became a Myth' (see below,
page 25).

37. "'Beyond Good and Evil" recalls Nietzs ch e and gives the impression of
transcending these terms in the direction of a "higher" stage. But good and
evil have already been done away with here. The global free market has no
time for them. And we stand on this side

[diesseits]

of good and evil. Instead of

transcendence - implosi on and catastrophe.' Baudrillard interviewed by Ulrich
Muller-Scholl in 'Demokratie, Menschenrechte, Markt, Liberalismus - das geht

mich nichts mehr an',

Frankfurter Rundschau, 28 November 2002.
38. Speaking on Tout arrive, France Culture, 11 May 2004.
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a characteristic form of Baudrillardian (poetic) reversibility
(and compaction) . Transparency, as positive value in Enligh t
enment discourse and one of the great buzzwords of modern
European politics, is (not without a little linguistic sleight of
hand perhaps) reversed into a 'transparence of evil', a state of
affairs in which, despite all fine words and good intentions,
evil repeatedly transparait. i.e. shows through. L'intelligence du
mal is a similarly polysemic, reversible title: not only does it
imply an insight into 'evil' on the part of subjects, but it can
signify also the intelligence of the obj ect 'evil', the world's
own greater 'understanding' of its mode of operation than is
possessed by its observers. And beneath it again lies a sense
of intelligence avec le mal in the sense in which one speaks in
English of intelligence with the enemy. 39
Speaking in 2002, Baudrillard observed that 'evil has not
ceased to exist. On the contrary, it has grown , and sooner or
later it explodes. Not evil as seen from a moral point of view,
but something in reality itself which radically contradicts the
ope rationalization of the world, globalization, etc. '4O But what
exactly does Baudrillard mean by evil? First, it must be said
that it is to be understood not theologically as substance, but
metaphysically as form. It is, as Baudrillard says elsewhere ,
the 'non-unification o f things - good being defined as the
unification of things in a totalized world ' - and, as such, it

39. In

Cool Memories V. Baudrillard lists a string of writers and filmmakers - Nietzsche,

Heidegger and Bellow who are condemned for
intelligence avec w ma� for rooting their thinking in a form which is other than that
of ' universal reason' and pursuing an intellectual course that has nothing to do
with 'critical' intelligence, morality or political reason (pp. 132-3).
Miiller-Scholl, 'Demokratie, Menschenrechte, Markt, Liberalismus'.
Ccline, Kazan, Riefenstahl,

40.
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comprises for us 'all that rests on duality, on the dissociation
of things, on negativity, on death' '41
At the level of the philosophy of history, 'evil', understood
in this way, plays its part in a radically anti-Hegelian vision that
draws on the dualism , the agonism of the original symbolic
exchange paradigm . Whereas for Hegel and Hegelianism,
despite surface conflict and contradiction, everything coheres
towards unity and a higher synthesis (the List der Vernunjt is a
principle of good; the real is rational ) , for Baudrillard the
massive , but superficial, unifying drive towards ever-greater
commercial , communicational and moral-political unity in
globalization, virtualization and humanitarianism is held in
check by an underlying agonistic dualism: the self-moving
no n-unification that is 'evil ' , all the singular forms (not
necessarily violent or terroristic) that are irreducible to this
empire of the good, the process whereby power produces its
own 'retroversion' and in which 'meaning destroys itself .42
Against an 'integral reality' that betokens the suppression ,
the cancellation o f all events, the elimination o f any and every
' singularity' , events are once again on the march. Baudrillard
has in recent months added the images that came out of Abu
Ghraib43 to the 'catastrophe' of th e Twin Towers (though

41. Passwords. Translated by Chris Turner (London: Verso, 2003), p. 33. Baudrillard's
critique of Fouc au lt ' s use of power as an explanatory principle cen tres on the
absence of duality or reversibility within that concept. See Fmget Foucault & Forget
Baudrillard, p. 40.
42. Hence also the opposition in th is text between the pos iti ve , symbolic notion of
evil

(,Ie mal') an d the negative, exchangeable one of misfortune ('Ie malheur'),
a n otion that underlies all manner of compensation claims and politico-legal

horse-trading.

43. See Jean Baudrillard, 'Pornography of War', Cultural Politics 1, 1 (2005), pp.
23-5.
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catastrophe , he says disanningly, is to be understood 'in the
good sense', as 'a kind of apocalypse in the sense of a revela
tion'44) as evidence that events are again possible , that our
(unreal) reality is not an absolutely terminal state. Is this de
simulation, as evoked in The Illusion of the End (1992), when
the Berlin Wall had fallen and history seemed momentarily
to be unfreezing? Has the possibility of the defiant, sacrificial
counter-gift been reawakened?
At this point Baudrillard proposes his 'lucidity pact' , and
the word 'pact' is significant here. The pact is not a contract: it
is not a thing of visibility - the visibility of legality and morality
- but a matter of secrecy and collusion. Where analyses in
terms of political realism and morality are inevitably sucked
back into the media vortex to become themselves part of the
unifying universe of good, can theory in some secret fashion,
albeit ambiguously and dangerously, pose its 'challenge to the
real ' :45 can it defy, provoke and ultimately hold the world in
an enigmatic, 'post-metaphysical tension'?46

44.

'Mais

mOl Je

donne un bon sens au mot catastrophe, je veux dire, c'est

une sorte d'apocalypse au sens de revelation ...'. Baudrillard speaking on

45.

edition, France Culture, 22 February 2002.

'Now, theoretical concepts never offer a real alternative

they are

a

Premiere

challenge

to the real. And they must remain so, on pain of turning around against you in
the form of value:judgement, in

the form of principles and, in particular, of that
reality principle which it is their task to demolish.' 'L'extase du socialisme', A
l'omhre d£s majmtis silencieuses, p. 103.

46. 'Is there space for another kind of thought? An other thought

-

a paradoxical

thought that would, in an inversion of the words of Marx, pose only insoluble,
definitively insoluble problems?

Is there room for a kind of thought that

would instead reproblematize all the old solutions and help to hold the world in
enigmatic tension? No one is certain. This may be the risk thought has to take: it
must risk falling
in

its

Press,

victim

to

its own

prophecies, just as history risks getting caught

own snare.' Baudrillard, The Vital

2000), p. 57.
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(New York: Columbia University

Integral Reality

What I call Integral Reality is the perpetrating on the world of
an unlimited operational project whereby everything becomes
real, everything becomes visible and transparent, everything
is 'liberated', everything comes to fruition and has a meaning
(whereas it is in the nature of meaning that not everything
has it) .
Whereby there is no longer anything on which th ere is
nothing to say.
The disappearance of God has left us facing reality and the
ideal prospect of transfonning this real world. And we have
found ourselves confronted with the undertaking of realizing
the world, of making it become technically, integrally real .
Now, the world, even freed from all illusion, does not lend
itself at all to reality. The more we advance in this undertaking,
the more ambiguous it becomes, the more it loses sight of
itself. Reality has barely had time to exist and already it is
disappearing . . .
The reality that has invented itself over recent centuries and
which we have elevated into a principle is now dying out. To
wish to revive it at all costs as a reference or a moral value is a
mistake, since the principle is dead. What we see now, behind
the eclipse of the 'objective' real, is the rise of Integral Reality,
of a Virtual Reality that rests on the deregulation of the very
reality principle.
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We shall never get back beyond that blind spot, that unlocat
able point where the real ceased to be real.
That which is real exists; that is all we can say (but existence
isn't everything - it is, even, the least of things).
Let us be clear about this: when we say reality has dis
appeared, the point is not that it has disappeared physically,
but that it has disappeared metaphysically. Reality continues
to exist; it is its principle that is dead.
Now, reality without its principle is no longer the same at all.
If, for many different reasons, the principle of representation,
which alone gives it a meaning, falters, then the whole of the
real falters. Or, rather, it exceeds its own principle and enters
upon an unrestrained expansion no longer governed by any
rule.
Objective reality - reality related to meaning and representa
tion - gives way to 'Integral Reality' , a reality without limits in
which everything is realized and technically materialized with
out reference to any principle or final purpose [destination]
whatever.
'Integral Reality' involves, then, the murder of the real, the
loss of any imagination of the real.
The imaginary, which we happily associated with the real
as its friendly shadow, vanishes in this same process. 'Integral
Reality' has no imaginary.
Just as liberation no longer has anything to do with the play
of freedom - the freedom of a subject wrestling with himself,
which implies, among other things, that one remains free to
be free (which is not the case in the present circumstances
of unconditional liberation); just as verification puts an end
to the workings of truth ( for truth, if it exists, is something
to be fought over, whereas verification transforms it into a
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fait accompli), so we have moved from reality as principle and
as concept to the technical realization of the real and its
performance.
And yet there are no proofs of this reality'S existence - and
there never will be - any more than there are proofs of the
existence of God. It is, like God, a matter of faith.
And when you begin to believe in it, this is because it is
already disappearing.
It is when one is no longer sure of the existence of God, or
when one has lost the naive faith in a self-evident reality, that
it becomes absolutely necessary to believe in it.
We invested reality with the whole of our imaginary, but it
is this imaginary that is vanishing, since we no longer have the
energy to believe in it.
Even the will has gone out of it.
The passion for reality and the passion for truth have
gone.
All that remains is a duty of reality, a duty of truth.
Henceforth we must believe in it. As doubt sets in every
where, as a product of the failure of the systems of repres
entation, reality becomes an absolute imperative; it becomes
the foundation of a moral order. But neither things nor
people obey a reality principle or a moral imperative.
It is the excess of reality that makes us stop believing in it.
The saturation of the world, the technical saturation of
life, the excess of possibilities, of actualization of needs and
desires. How are we to believe in reality once its production
has become automatic?
The real is suffocated by its own accumulation. There is no
way now for the dream to be an expression of a desire since its
virtual accomplishment is already present.
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Deprivation of dreams, deprivation of desire. And we know
what mental disorder sleep deprivation induces.
Deep down, the problem is the same as with the 'accursed
share': the problem of the surplus - not the lack, but the
excess of reality - of which we no longer know how to rid
ourselves.
There is no longer any symbolic resolution, by sacrifice,
of the surplus, except in accidents or by the irruption of an
anomic violence which, whatever its social or political deter
minations, is always a challenge to this irresistible o�iective
constraint of a normalized world.
Effectuating, materializing, realizing, producing - it seems to
be the ideal destination of everything to pass from the stage
of possibility to that of reality in a movement of simultaneous
progress and internal necessity.
All needs, all desires, all potentialities, tcnd towards this
objective sanction , this litmus test. It is the same path that
seems to doom appearances and illusion to vanish in the face
of the truth.
Perhaps this reality is a dream; in that case, the real is part
of our imaginary. And realizing everything is akin to a uni
versal fulfilment of desire .
But today we are living th rough a turnabout that makes
this universal fulfilment appear like a negative destiny - a
catastrophic truth test. The excess of reality in all its forms,
the extension of all possibilities , is becoming unbearable .
Nothing is left now to the contingency of a destiny or to the
non-satisfaction of desire.
Is this turn, this catastrophic inversion of effects, itself
a p erverse effect? Does i t come u n d e r the h e ading of
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catastrophe theory? Or is it part of a universal acting-out, an
inflexible logic of world-processing, the outcome of which it
is impossible to predict: acceptance of a definitive reality or

the collapse of that same reality, doomed to destruction by its
very excess and perfecti o n?
The eclipse of God left us up against reality.

Where will the eclipse of reality leave us?
Do we have here a negative destiny or quite simply the absence
of destiny: the c o min g of a relentless banality, linked to the
integral calculus of reality?
Destiny has not pronounced its last word.
It can be felt at the very heart of this integral realization, at
the heart of this power, in that internal convulsion that follows
out its logic and hastens its effects, in that maleficent reversal
of the structure itself that transforms a positive destination
into a m urdero us finality: this is where the very principle of
evil lies and where the intelligence of evil must come into
play.

Let us suppose two antagonistic trends:
Integral Reality: the irreversible movement towards the
totalization of the world.
The Dual Form: the reversibility internal to the irreversible

movement of the real.
It seems evolution (or in v olution ) towards an integral universe
is irresistible. But it seems, at the same time, that the dual
form is indestructible.
There is no way for us t o guess how this contradictory
double movement will work itself out. We are faced with a con
frontation between a dual form and total integration which
cannot be resolved.
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But only in appearan ce is there no solution, since this
confrontation is constan tly prey to a secret disintegration,
to the dissent working away at i t from th e inside. I t is the
global vi olence immanent in the world-system itself which,
from within, set" the purest symbolic form of the challenge
against it.
There is no way to see a reconciliation here and, in all
lucidity, there is nothing to tell us which force is the likely
winner. Not from impartiality, since secre tly we have already
taken sides, but out of an awareness of the inevitabili ty of this
eternal divergence , this insuperable antagonism .
The integral drive and the dual drive: this is the Great Game.
T h e ve ry idea of c o mpleti o n , o f In te gral Re al i ty, is
unbearable, but the dual fonn , the form that denies any final
reconciliation, any definitive accomplishment, is also very
difficult - and perhaps even impossible - to conceive in its
radicalism.
And yet it is in this lucid vision of an endless reversion , in
this denial of any o�jective solution, that the intelligence of
evil, if it exists, is grounded.
Any questioning of reality, of its obviousness and its principle ,
is deemed unacceptable and condemned as negationist. I
The charge against you: what do you make of the reality of
misery, suffering and death?
Now, it isn't about taking sides on material violence or on
the violence of misfortune - it is about a line you are forbid
den to cross, the line marking a taboo on reality, a taboo
1.

The term' negationniste', which Baudrillard uses here in a general, neutral sense, is
associated predominantly with Holocaust denial. (All footnotes in the text are my
own -Tr.)
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also on even the slightest attempt at interfering with a clear
division between good and evil, on pain of being regarded as
a scoundrel or an imposter.
The affirmation or contestation of reality, of the reality
principle, is, then , a political choice, and almost a religious
one, in that any infringement of this principle is sacrilegious
- the very hypothesis of simulation being perceived, deep
down, as diabolical ( it takes up where heresy left off in the
archaeology of the thinking of evil).
The reality-fundamentalists equip themselves with a form of
magical thinking that confuses message and messenger: if
you speak of the simulacrum, then you are a simulator; if you
speak of the virtuality of war, then you are in league with it
and have no regard for the hundreds of thousands of dead.
Any analysis other than the moral is condemned as deluded
or irresponsible.
Now, if reality is a question of belief and all the signs that
attested to it have lost their credibility, if the real has fallen
into fundamental discredit and its principle is everywhere
reeling, it is not we, the messengers of the simulacrum, who
have plunged things into this discredit, it is the system itself
that has fomented this uncertainty that affects everything
today - even the sense of existence.
What looms on the horizon with the advent of globalization is
the constitution of an integral power, of an Integral Reality of
power and an equally integral and automatic disintegration
and failure of that power.
A dramatic form of reversibility.
A sort of turnabout, revenge and devastating irony, a kind
of negative reaction on the part of the world itself against
globalization.
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All the forces denied and expelled by this very process, which
thereby become the forces of evil, rebel. Power itself fights
against becoming total: it passes the buck; it disinvest-Ii itself;
in the end it works secretly against itself.
To speak evil is to describe the growing hegemony of the
powers of good and, at the same time, their inner faltering,
their suicidal crumbling, their reversion, their outgrowth and
separation into parallel universes once the dividing line of
the Universal has been crossed.
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On the Fringes of the Real

We have abolished the real world: what world is left? the
apparent world perhaps?

But no! with the real world we

have also abolished the apparent world!
Friedrich Nietzsche

If we are not to believe that truth remains truth when we lift
its veil, then truth has no naked existence.
And if we are not to believe that the real remains the real
wh en we have dispe l led its illusion , then th e real h as no
objective reality.
What becomes of the world when freed from truth and appear
ances? It becomes the real universe, the universe of Integral
Reality. Neither truth nor appearance, but Integral Reality.
If, in the past, the world reache d to wards transcendence,
and if, in the process, it fell into o ther hinterworlds, it has
today fallen into reality.
If there was in the past an upward transcendence, there is
today a downward one. This is, in a sense , the second Fall of
Man Heidegge r speaks of : the fall into banality, but this time
without any possible redemption.
Once the real world has been lost, at the same time as the
world of appearances, says Nietzsche, the universe becomes
a universe of fact, a positive universe, a universe 'as is', which
no longer even has any need to be true. A" factual as a ready
made.
25
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Duchamp's Fountain is the emblem of our modern hyper
reality, the product of a violent counter-transference of all
poetic illusion on to pure reality, the obj ect 'transferred' on
to itself, short-circuiting any possible metaphor.
The world has acquired such a degree of reality that it is
bearable only by a perpetual denial, with This is not a world'
- reminiscent of Magritte 's 'This is not a pipe' - operating as
the surrealist denial of self-evidence itself, this dual movement
of the absolute, definitive obviousn ess of the world and the
equally radical denial of that obviousness dominating the
traj ectory of modern art.
And notj ust the trajectory of art, but of all our deep p ercep
tions, of our entire mental apprehension of the world.
It is no longer a matter here of philosophical morality of the
sort that says 'th e world isn ' t what it ought to be' or 'the world
isn't what it was'
No, the world is as it is.
Once all transce ndence is conj ured away, things are no
longer anything but what they are and, such as they are , they
are unbearable . All illusion is gone from them and they have
become immediately and totally real, with no shadow and no
commentary.
And , at the same tim e , this insurmountable reality no long
er exists. It has no grounds for existence any more, since it
is no longer exchangeable for anything and has no opposite
term.
'Does reality exist? Are we in a real world?' - this is the
leitmotiv of our entire present culture . But it merely expresses
the fact that we can no longer bear this world, which is so prey
to reality, except by way of a radical denial . And this is logical :
since the world can no longer be justified in another world, it
has to be justified here and now in this one by lending itself
force of reality, by purging itself of any illusion. But at the
26
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same time, by the very effect of this counter-transference, the
denial of the real as such grows.
Reality, having lost its natural p redators, is growing like
some proliferating species. A little bit like algae or even like
the human race in general.
The Real is growing like the desert. 'Welcome to the Desert
of the Real'
Illusion, dreams, passion , madness and drugs, but also arti
fice and simulacrum - these were reality's natural predators.
They have all lost energy, as though struck down by some dark,
incurable malady. We have, then, to find an artificial equi
valent for them, since, if we do not, reality, once it has attained
its critical mass, will end up destroying itself spontaneously,
will implode of its own accord - which it is, in fact, currently
doing, giving way to the Virtual in all its forms.
It is in the Virtual that we have the ultimate predator and
plunderer of reality, secreted by reality itself as a kind of self
destructive viral agent.
Reality has fallen prey to Virtual Reality, the final con
sequence of the process begun with the abstraction of object
ive reality - a process that ends in Integral Reality.
What we have in virtuality is no longer a hinterworld: the
substitution of the world is total; this is the identical doubling
of the world, its perfect mirroring, and the matter is settled by
the pure and simple annihilation of symbolic substance . Even
objective reality becomes a useless function, a kind of waste
that is ever more difficult to exchange and circulate.
We have moved, then, from obj ective reality to a later stage ,
a kind of ultra-reality that puts an end to both reality and
illusion.
Integral Reality is also to be found in integral music : the sort
you find in quadraphonic spaces or can ' compose' on a com
puter. The music in which sounds have been clarified and
27
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expurgated and which, shorn of all noise and static, is, so to
speak, restored to its technical perfection. The sounds of such
music are no longer the play of a form, but the actualization
of a programme . It is a music reduced to a pure wavelength ,
t h e final reception of which, the tangible effect on the
listener, is exactly programmed too, as in a closed circuit. It is,
in a sense, a virtual music, flawless and without imagination,
merging into its own model, and even the enjoyment of it is
virtual enjoyment. Is this still music? The question must be
open to doubt, since they have actually come up with the idea
of reintroducing noise into it to make it more ' musical'
The computer-generated image is like this too, a digital image
which is entirely fabricated, has no real referent and from
which, by contrast with analogue images, the negative itself
has disappeared - not just the film negative, but the negative
moment that lies at the heart of the image, that absence that
causes the image to resonate. The technical fine-tuning here
is perfect. There is no room for fuzziness, tremor or chance .
Is this still an image?
Going further on these lines, we come to the very principle of
Integral Man, reworked by genetics with an eye to perfection.
With every accidental feature excis e d , all physiological
or em otional pathology removed. Because what gene tic
manipulation is aiming at is not an original formula of the
human , but the most conformable, most efficient formula
( 'serial morphing' ) .
We get a foretaste of this in Stephen Spielberg's Minority
Report, in which the crime is prevented - and the sentence
handed down - before it has even taken place and without our
ever knowing whether it would have happened. Nipped in the
bud in its very imagining, in accordance with the universal
precautionary principle.
28
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Yet the film is anachronistic, as it still involves policing,
whereas future crime prevention will be genetic, intragenic:
the ' criminal gene' will be surgically removed at birth - or
even before - by a kind of prophylactic sterilization (which
will very quickly have to become quite widespread since,
from the police standpoint, which is that of power, we are all
potential criminals) .
This manipulation tells us precisely what the future human
being will be. He will be a corrected, rectified human . He
will be from the outset what he should have been ideally.
He will never, therefore, become what he is. He won't even
be alienated any longer, since he will be modified pre
existentially, for better or for worse.
There isn 't even any danger of his encountering his own
otherness, since he will, from the outset, have been devoured
by his own model.
All this is based on a universal process of eradication of evil.
Evil , which was once a metaphysical or moral principle,
is today pursued materially right down into the genes ( and
also in the 'Axis of Evil' ) . It has become an objective reality
and hence obj ectively eliminable. We are going to be able
to excise it at the root, and with it, increasingly, all dreams,
utopias, illusions and fantasies - all these things being, by the
same general process, wrested from the possible to be put
back into the real.
This absolute reality is also that of money when. it passes
from the relative abstraction of exchange-value to the purely
speculative stage of the virtual economy. Marx in his day
argued that the movement of exchange-value was more real
than mere use-value, but, in our situation, where capital flows
are unrelated to commodity exchange, money becomes an
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even stranger hyperreality: it becomes absolute money; it
attains the Integral Reality of calculus. Being no longer the
equivalent of anything, it becomes the object of a universal
passion. The hieroglyph of the commodity has become the
integral fetishism of money.
Last but not least comes that surgical operation on language
whereby, in its digital version, its entire symbolic dimension
is eliminated, that is to say, whereby everything that makes
it much more than merely what it signifies is removed . . . All
there is in it of absence and emptiness, but also of literalness,
is eliminated, just like the negative in the computer-generated
image - all that stands opposed to an exclusive clarification.
Such is the Integral Reality of language: it now signifies only
what it signifies.
Time itself, lived time, no longer has time to take place . The
historical time of events, the psychological time of affects and
passion, the subj ective time of j udgement and will, are all
simultaneously called into question by virtual time, which is
called, no doubt derisively, 'real time' .2
It is, in fact, no accident if space-time is called 'real' Temps
reel, Echtzeit. this is ' authentic' time, non-deferred time , the
time of an instantaneous presence that is no longer even
the present moment in relation to a past or a future, but a
point of convergence , and at the same time of cancellation,
of all the other dimensions. An Integral Reality of time that
is now concerned with nothing but its own operation: time
processing (like 'word-processing' , 'war-processing' , etc. ) .

2 . This phrase is in English in the original.
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W ith this notion of ' real time' all dimensions have con
tracted to a single focal point, to a fractal form of time. The
differential of time having disappeared, it is the integral
function that wins out: the immediate total presence of a
thing to itself, which signifies that reality is henceforth the
privilege of that which is identical with itself. All that is absent
from itself, all that differs from itself, is not truly real.
This whole business is, of course, pure fantasy.
Nothing and no one is absolutely present to itself, herself
or himself (or, a fortiori, to others) . So nothing and no one is
truly real and real time does not exist.
We do not even perceive the sun in real time, since the
speed of light is relative. And so it is with everything.
In this sense, reality is inconceivable. Integral Reality is a
utopia. And yet this is what, by a gigantic artifice, is being im
posed upon us.
Behind the immateriality of the technologies of virtual reality,
of the digital and the screen, there lies a hidden injunction,
an imperative McLuhan had already identified in the TV
and media image: that of a heightened participation, of an
interactive investment that may reach dizzying proportions,
that may go so far as the 'ecstatic' involvement we see every
where in the cyberworld.
Immersion, immanence and immediacy - these are the
characteristics of the Virtual.
There is no gaze any longer, no scene, no imaginary, no
illusion even, no longer any exteriority or spectacle: the
operational fetish has absorbed all exteriority, reclaimed all
interiority, absorbed time itself in the operation of real time.
In this way we come closer to a world that is integrally real
ized, that is effectuated and identified as such , but not closer
to the world as it is, which is something quite different.
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For the world-as-it-is is of the order of appearances, if not
indeed of integral illusion, since there is no possible repres
entation of it.
Two hypotheses on this fatal strategy of the trans-digitization
of the world into pure information, of cloning of the real by
Virtual Reality, of substitution of a technical, artificial universe
for the ' natural' world.
The first is the hypothesis of the radical illusoriness of the
world - that is to say, of the impossibility of exchanging the
world for any ultimate truth or purpose .
Such as it is, the world is without causal explanation or
possible representation (any mirror whatever would still be
part of the world) .
Now, that for which there is neither a meaning nor a defini
tive reason is an illusion.
The world therefore has all the characteristics of a thorough
going illusion.
For us, however, whatever its me taphysical beauty, this
illusion is unbearable . Hence the need to produce all the
possible forms of a simulacrum of meaning, of transcendence
- things which all mask this original illusoriness and protect
us from it.

Thus the simulacrum is not that which hides the truth, but that
which hides the absence of truth.
It is in this perspective that the invention of reality has its
place.
In the shadow of reality, of this causal and rational simulation
model, the exchange of the world becomes possible, since it is
defined by objective laws.
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Second hypothesis: the world is given to us. Now, in accordance
with the symbolic rule, when something is given to us, we
must be able to give it back.
In the past, we could give thanks in one way or another to
God or some other agency; we could respond to the gift with
a sacrifice.
But now that all transcendence has disappeared we no
longer have anyone to whom to give thanks. And if we can
give nothing in exchange for this world, it is unacceptable.
It is for this reason that we find ourselves having to liquidate
the natural world and substitute an artificial one for it - a
world built from scratch and for which we will be accountable
to no one.
Hence the gigantic undertaking of eliminating the natural
world in all its fonns. All that is natural will be denied in the
more or less long tenn by virtue of this enforced substitution.
The Virtual appears here as the final solution to the impossible
exchange of the world.
But in itself this does not settle the matter, as we shall
never escape this new debt, contracted in this instance with
ourselves. How are we to absolve ourselves of this technical
world and this artificial omnipotence?
Here again, for want of being able to exchange this world
(for what?) , we need to destroy or deny it. Which explains,
at the same time as we progress in building up this artificial
universe, the immense negative counter-transference against
this Integral Reality we have forged for ourselves.
A deep-seated denial that is present everywhere today.
So that we do not know which will win out in the end, this
irresistible technical undertaking or the violent reaction
against it.
At all events, the undertaking is never complete .
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We are never done with making good the void of truth.
Hence the flight forward into ever more simulacra.
Hence the invention of an increasingly artificial reality such
that there is no longer anything standing over against it or
any ideal alternative to it, no longer any mirror or negative.
With the very latest Virtual Reality we are entering a final
phase of this entreprise of simulation, which ends this time in
an artificial technical production of the world from which all
trace of illusion has disappeared.
A world so real, hyperreal, operational and programmed
that it no longer has any need to be true. Or rather it is true,
absolutely true, in the sense that nothing any longer stands
opposed to it.
We have here the absurdity of a total truth from which
falsehood is lacking - that of absolute good from which evil is
lacking, of the positive from which the negative is lacking.
If the invention of reality is the substitute for the absence
of truth, then, when the self-evidence of this ' real ' world
becomes generally problematic, does this not mean that we
are closer to the absence of truth - that is to say, to the world
as it is?
We are certainly further and further removed from the
solution, but nearer and nearer to the problem.
For the world is not real. It became real, but it is in the
process of ceasing to be so. But it is not virtual either - though
it is on the way to becoming so.
It is against this world become entirely operational, obj ective

and without alternative that the denial of reality, the disavowal
of reality, develops.
If the world is to be taken en bloc, then it is at that point we
reject it en bloc. There is no other solution. This is a rejection
similar to the biological rej ection of a foreign body.
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It is by a kind of instinct, a kind of vital reaction , that we
rebel against this immersion in a completed world, i n the
' Kingdom of Heave n ' , in which real life is sacrificed to the
hyperrealization of all its possibilities, to its optimum perform
anc e , in much the way the species is sacrificed today to i ts
genetic perfection.
Our negative abreaction is the product of our hypersensit
ivity to the ideal conditions of life provided for us.
This perfect reality, to which we sacrifice all illusion the way
that all hope is left behind on the threshold of Hell, is quite
obviously a phantom reality.
We are pained by it precisely as we would be by a phantom
limb:
Yet, as Ahab says in

Moby Dick:

'And if I still feel the smart of

my crushed leg, though it be now so long dissolved; then, why
mayst not thou, carpenter, feel the fiery pains of hell for ever,
and without a body? ' 3
There is nothing m e taphorical about this sacrifice. It i s ,
rather, o f th e o rder o f a surgical operation , which, moreover,
becomes something of a source of pleasure for itself: ' Human
kind, which once in Homer, was an obj ec t of contemplation
for the Olympian gods, has now become one for itself. Its self
alienation has reached the point where it can experience its
own an�ihilation as a supreme aesthetic pleasure . ' 4
One of the possibilities i s , in fact, self-destruc tion - an
exceptional one in that it is a defiance of all the others .

3. Hennan Melville,

Moby Dick, translated by Edmund
2003) , pp. 5 1 3-1 4 .

Jephcott and Harry Zohn,

(Hannondsworth: Penguin,

4. Walter Benjamin, 'The Work o f Ar t in the Ag e o f i t s Reproducibility', in Selected
Writingl, vol. III (Cambridge, MA/London: Belknap Press of Han'ard University
Press,

2002) , p. 122.
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A twofold illusion: that of an obj ective reality of the world, that

of a suqjective reality of the subject - which are refracted in
the same mirror and merged in the same founding movement
of our metaphysics.
The world, for its part, isn 't obj ective at all and may be said,
rather, to take the form of a 'strange attractor'
But because the seduction of the world and of appearances
is dangerous, we prefer to exchange it for its operational
simulacrum , its artificial truth and its automatic writing.
However, that very protection is perilous since everything we
use to defend ourselves against this vital illusion, our entire
defence s trategy, functions as a veritable character armour
and itself becomes unbearable.
In the end, it is the strangeness of the world that is fundamen tal
and it is that strangeness which resists the status of objective
reality.
Similarly, it is our strangeness to ourselves that is fun da
mental and resists the status of subject.
It is not a matter of resisting alienation, but of resisting the
very status of subj ect.
In all these forms of disavowal, nay-sayin g and denial , what
is at work is not a dialectic of negativity or the 'work of the
negative ' It is no longer a question of a thought critical of
reality, but of a subversion of reality in its principle, in its very
self-evidence. The greater the positivity, the more violent is
the - possibly silent - denial. We are all dissidents of reality
today, clandestine dissidents most of the time.
I f thought cannot be exchanged for reality, then the
immediate denial of reality becomes the only reality-based
thinking. But this denial does not lead to hope, as Adorno
would have it: 'Hope, as it emerges from reality by struggling
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against it to deny i t, is the only manifestation of lucidity. '
Whether for good or for ill, this is not true.
Hope, if we were still to have it, would be hope for intel
ligence of - for insight into - good. Now, what we have left is
intelligence of evil, that is to say, intelligence not of a critical
reality, but of a reality that has become unreal by dint of
positivity, that has become speculative by dint of simulation .
Because it is there to counter a void, the whole enterprise
of simulation and information, this aggravation of the real
and of knowledge of the real, merely gives rise to an ever
greater uncertainty. I ts very profusion and relentlessness
simply spreads panic.
And that uncertainty is irredeemable, as it is made up of all
the possible solutions.
Are we irremediably the captives of this transference of the
real into a total positivity and of the equally massive counter
transference that tends towards its pure and simple denial?
Whereas everything is driving us towards this totalization of
the real, we must, rather, wrest the world from its reality principle.
For it is this confusion that conceals from us the world as it is,
that is to say, at bottom, the world as singularity.
Italo Svevo: 'The search for causes is an immense misunder
standing, a deep-ro o te d supersti tion that prevents things ,
events from occurring a s they are .'
The real is of the order of generality; the world is of the
order of singularity. That is to say, of an absolute diffe rence, a
radical difference , something more different than difference
- at the farthest possible remove from this confusion of the
world with its double .
Something definitively resists us, something other than truth
or reality.
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Something resists all our efforts to confine the world to a
sequence of causes and effects.
There is an elsewhere of reality (most cultures do not even
have the concept) . Something from before the so-called ' real'
world, something irreducible, linked to primal illusion and
to the impossibility of givi n g the world as it is any kind of
ultimate me an i n g wh ate ve r.
Wishing, kn owing and feeling are inextricably intertwined.
But there is p erhap s a way of moving through the world
other than by following the thread of the re al
.

Robert Musil
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On the World in Its Profound Illusoriness

The invention of Reality, unknown to other cultures, is the
work of modern western Reason, the turn to the Universal.
The turn to an obj ective world, shorn of all hinterworlds.
Concretizing, verifying, obj ectivizing, demonstrating:
'objectivity' is this capture of the real that forces the world
to face us, expurgating it of any secret complicity, of any
illusion.
We always imagine the Real as something face on. We think
of ourselves always as facing the Real. Well, there is no face
to-face . There is no objectivity. Nor any subj ectivity either: a
twofold illusion.
Since consciousness is an integral part of the world and
the world is an integral part of consciousness, I think it and it
thinks me.
One need only reflect that even if obj ects exist outside of
us, we can know absolutely nothing of their obj ective reality.
For things are given to us only through our representation.
To believe that these representations and sensations are
determined by external obj ects is a further representation.
'The question whether things really exist outside of us and
The question is
as we see them is absolutely meaningless.
almost as absurd as wondering whe ther blue is really blue ,
objectively blue ' ( Georg Christoph Lichtenberg) .5
5. Where I h ave

been able to trace the fragm ents from Lichtenberg 's work, I have
referred to them using the classification system established in the six-volume
edition published by W. Pro mi es (Munich: Hanser, 1968-92).
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This is something we definitively cannot judge. We can only
represent an obj ective reality to ourselves, without ever pre
judging its objectivity. If such obj ects do exist outside of us, we
can know absolutely nothing of them, and there is nothing to
be said about them . . .
The task of philosophy is to unmask this illusion of obj ective
reality - a trap that is, in a sense, laid for us by nature.
'Nothing so clearly reveals the superior mind of man than
his having been able to unmask nature at the precise point
where it was attempting to deceive him ' (Lichtenberg) .6
But this is where philosophy stops - at the definitive ack
nowledgement of the illusoriness of the world. That is to say,
at that point, that obj ect, that something, that nothing, of
which there is nothing more to be said.
The philosophical idea is, then, simple and radical: it is the
idea of a fundamental illusoriness, of the non-reality of the
' objective ' world.
This representation, this superstition of an obj ective reality
held out to us by the mirror of the commonplace imagination,
is itself a part of the general illusion of the world, of which we
are a part at the same time as we are its mirror.
There is not just the illusion of a real world, there is also
that of a real subj ect of representation - and the two illusions,
the obj ective and the subj ective, are correlative.
This is where the mystery lies.
For the world does not exist in order for us to know it,
It is not in any way predestined for knowledge. However,
knowledge is itself part of the world, though precisely part of

the world in its profound illusoriness, which consists in having no
necessary relation to knowledge.
6. Fragment H 1 5 1 .
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This is the miracle: that a fragment of the world, human
consciousness, arrogates to itself the privilege of being its
mirror. But this will never produce an objective truth, since
the mirror is part of the object it reflects.
The current microsciences have taken cognizance of this
definitive illusion, which is not the illusion of an obj ective
non-truth ( that would still have the prestige of reality for
itself) , but of the entangling of two illusions, objective and
subj ective, of their inextricable complicity, which properly
prevents any metaphysical reflection of the world by thought.
This is the trap nature sets for us.
The dilemma, which is that of an impossible equivalence, an
impossible correlation between the obj ect and its ' objective '
representation, arises from this circularity, this reversibility of
a process that can no longer then be called representation.
And it is an irresolvable one because reversibility is there
from the outset. It is the fundamental rule .
'It is impossible for a being to undergo the effect of some
Every effect
o th e r without that effect being mutual .
modifies the object that is its cause. There is no dissociation of
the subj ect and the obj ect - nor any original identity - there
is only an inextricable reciprocity' (Lichtenberg) .
Reversibility of the self and the world:
' Everything happens in the world of the self. This self,
within which everything unfolds, resembles in this regard the
cosmos of physics, to which the self also belongs by which that
So the
cosmos appeared mentally in our representation.
circle is complete ' (Lichtenberg) .
A circle which is that of an infinite embedding, in which the
subj ect cannot lay claim to a determinate position anywhere,
and in which the obj ect is not localizable as such either.
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What we have here might be said to be not so much a form
of alienation as a perpetual becoming-obj ect of the subj ect,
a perpetual becoming-subj ect of the obj ect. Once again, the
world does not exist in order for us to know it or, more exactly,
knowledge itself is part of the illusion of the world - and this
is not an obj ection, far from it: it is here , in this insoluble
affinity, that the secret of thought lies.
This is the very principle of the world that thinks us.
The question of whe ther there is an obj ective reality does
not even arise: the intelligence of the world is the intelligence
of the world that thinks us.
It is the created obj ect which thinks us, and which some
times thinks better than we do, and quicker than we do: which
thinks us before we have thought it.
This paradoxical essence of man, who, though an integral
part of nature, still tries to see how it could be for him beyond
that state of belonging, puts us in mind of what Nietzsche says
in his metaphor of the mirror:
'When we try to examine the mirror in itself we discover in
the end nothing but things upon it. If we want to grasp the
things we finally get hold of nothing but the mirror. - This, in
the most general terms, is the history of knowledge. ' 7
This speculative abyss deepens yet again i f we move from the
mirror to the total screen of Virtual Reality.
This time it is not nature that lays the trap of obj ective
reality for us, but the digital universe which sets us the trap
of a hyperobj ectivity, of an integral calculus in which the
very play of the mirror and its objects is abolished - the last
7. Daybreak: Thaughls on the

Prejudice.s of Mm-ality. Translated by R. J. Hollingdale with
an introduction by Michael Tanner (Cambridge: Cambridge Univesity Press,
1982 ) , p. 1 4 1 .
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avat4r of philosophical idealism. At the same tim e , it puts an
irrevocable end to that hyperobj ectivity, since the principle of
representation its elf disappears beneath the calculation and
digital generation of operations. As a result, all that remains
is to occupy that non-place, that pre-eminent empty space of
representation that is the screen.
All this follows a kind of dizzying whirl, as though this growing
abstraction, this rise of an integral hyperreality, were itself a
response to a hypersensitivity to certain final conditions.
But what final conditions?
Reality will have been only a fleeting solution then.
Indeed, it merely succeeded others , such as the religious
illusion in all its fonns. This truth, this rationality, this obj ect
ive reality - which we took in exchange for religious values,
imagining that we had moved definitively beyond the m - is
o n ly the disenchanted heir to those same religious values.
It does not seem ever genuinely to have gained th e upper
hand, as it happens, nor does it appear that the transcenden t
solution is entirely past and gone or that God is dead, even
though we now deal only with his metastases.
Perhaps that solution was merely eclipsed and it is emerging
from its eclipse in reaction to this very intensification of reality,
to the weight of an ever more real, ever more secular world in
which there is no possibility of redemption .
Reality too is a hinterworld and a substitutive illusion, and
i n fact we live in this ' real ' world as in a hinte rworld. It is
merely that we have succeeded in negotiating it in a way that
does without heaven and hell ( though not without debt and
guilt, for which we are now answerable to ourselves) .
Have we gained or lost on the deal? There is no answer.
We have exchanged one illusio n for another, and it turns
out that the material, obj ective illusion , the illusion of reality,
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is as fragile as the illusion of God and no longer protects us,
once the euphoria of science and the Enlightenme"nt is past,
from the fundamental illusion of the world and its absence of
truth.
In fact, this secular, desacralized reality has slowly become
a useless function, the fiction of which we are desperately
attempting to rescue (as once we attempted to rescue the
existence of God) , but which, deep down, we do not know
how to rid ourselves of.
This is where the last phase of the enterprise comes in.
Given reality's powerlessness to bridge the gap that separates
us from the world and the insoluble enigma it presents for us,
we have had to move to a further stage - that of the Virtual,
Virtual Reality, the highest stage of simulation, the stage of
a final solution by the volatilization of the world's substance
into an immaterial realm and a set of strategic calculations.
God, who once was present, but also absent, from all things,
now circulates in the arterial network of computers.
The play of transcendence is over, the paradoxical play of
presence and absence . "What remains is an integral form of
reality, of which we are all operators.
"What was still merely a relative idealism gives way to an
absolute idealism, that of the new computer technologies, in
which the fragile balance of subject and obj ect is swept away
and total abstraction takes its place.
This is the very end of the illusion of th e o bj e c t and hence
of philosophy which defined itself, after all , by this point
beyond which it had nothing more to say.
Henceforth the question no longer arises, since there
isn 't even any subject to pose it now. The very position of the
subject is eclipsed in this integral functioning.
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We are , in fact, in pure pataphysics, pataphysics being, on
the one hand, the science of imaginary solutions and, on
the other, the only known attempt to move to Integral Meta
physics, the me taphysics in which the phenomenal world is
treated definitively as an illusion.
Now, this is precisely what we are up against with the XXX
phase of reality that we have arrived at . . .
Obj e c tive reality corresponded to an horizon for m eta
physics.
Integral Reality corresponds to the pataphysical sphere.
There is no more marvellous embodiment of Integral Real
ity than Ubu. Ubu is the very symbol of this plethoric reality
and, at the same tim e , the only response to this Integral Real
ity, the only solution that is truly imaginary in its fierce irony,
its grotesque fullness. The great spiral belly of Pa Ubu is the
profile of our world and its umbilical entombment.
We are not yet done with pataphysics, that s cience which

' symbolically attributes to their lineaments the properties of
obj ects, described in their potentiality' (Alfred Jarry) .8
But the die is not cast, since, though the real is growing as a
result of a breaking of the symbolic pact between beings and
things, that break gives rise, in its turn, to a tenacious resist
ance, the rej ection of an obj ective world, a separate world.
Deep down, no one desires this obj e ctive face-to-face relation,
even in the privileged role of subject.
What binds us to the real is a contract of reality. That is to
say, a formal awareness of the rights and duties attaching to
reality. But what we long for is a complicity and dual relation
with beings and things - a pact, not a contract. Hence the
8. Alfred Jarry, Exploits and opinions ofDoctor FaustroU, 'Pataphysician, Book II, Chapter
8 ( 1 907) . My translation.
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temptation to condemn this contract - along with the social
contract that ensues from it.
Against the moral contract that binds us to reality we must
set a pact of intelligence and lucidity.
Having said this, on the verge of this dramatic changeover, we
may still ask the question :
I s the end o f history still a historical fact?
Is the disappearance of reality still a real fact?
No, it is an accomplished fact and, in the face of accom
plished facts, it is not objectivity, but defiance that is in order.
We must defy reality as we must defy any accomplished fact.

4fi

The Easiest Solutions

The hypothesis of obj ective reality exerts such a hold on our
minds only because it is by far the easiest solution.
Lichtenberg: 'That a false hypothesis is sometimes preferable
to an exact one is proven in the doctrine of human freedom.
Man is, without a doubt, unfree . But it takes profound
philosophical study for a man not to be led astray by such
an insight. Barely one in a thousand has the necessary time
and patience for such study, and of these hundreds, barely
one has the necessary intelligence. This is why freedom is the
most convenient conception and will, in the future, remain
the most common, so much do appearances favour it. '9
The exact hypothesis is that man is born unfree, that the world
is born untrue, non-objective, non-rational. But this radical
hypothesis is definitively beyond proof, unverifiable and, in
a sense, unbearable. Hence the success of the opposite hypo
thesis, of the easiest hypothesis.
Subj ective illusion: that of freedom.
Objective illusion: that of reality.
Just as belief in freedom is merely the illusion of being
the cause of one's own acts, so the belief in obj ective reality
is the illusion of finding an original cause for phenomena
and hence of inserting the world into the order of truth and
reason.
9. Fragment] 278.
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Despairing of confronting otherness, seduction , the dual re
lation and destiny, we invent the easiest solution : freedom .
First, the ideal concept of a subj ect wrestling with his own fre e
dom . Then,

de facto liberation,

unconditional liberation - the

highest stage of freedom.
We pass from the right to freedom to th e categorical im
perative of liberation.
But to this stage, too , there is the same violent abreaction :
w e rid ourselves o f freedom in every way possible, even going
so far as to invent new servitudes.
Despairing of confronting uncertainty and radical illusion , we
invent the easiest solution: reality.
First, obj ective reality, the n Integral Reality - the highest
stage of reality.
To this highest stage the re corresponds the equally radical
disavowal of that same reality. Violent abreaction to Integral
Reality - negative counter-transferenc e .
Despairing o f a n aim, salvation or a n ideal, we invent for our
selves the easiest solution : happiness .
Here again we begin with utopia - the ideal of h appiness
- and end in achieved h appiness, the highest stage of happi
ness. The same abreaction to integral happiness as to integral
reality or freedom: these are all unbearable.
In the end, it is the opposite form of misfortune , the victim
ideology, that triumphs.
Being incapable of accepting thought (the idea that the world
thinks us , the intelligence of evil) , we invent the easiest solu
tion, the technical solution: Artificial Intelligence.
The highest stage of intelligence: integral knowledge .
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This time the rej ection will arise perhaps from a resistance
on the part of things themselves to their digital transparency or
from a failure of the system in the form of a major accident.
Against all the sovereign hypotheses are ranged the easiest
solutions.
And all the easiest solutions lead to catastrophe.
Against the hypothesis of uncertainty: the illusion of truth
and reality.
Against the hypothesis of destiny: the illusion of freedom.
Against the hypothesis of evil [ Mal] : the illusion of mis
fortune [ malheur] .
Against the hypothesis of thought, the illusion of Artificial
Intelligence.
Against the hypothesis of the event: the illusion of informa
tion.
Against the hypothesis of becoming: the illusion of change.
Every easy solution, pushed to its extreme - Integral Reality,
integral freedom, integral happiness, integral information
( the highest stage of intelligence, the highest stage of reality,
the highest stage of freedom, the highest stage of happiness)
- finds a response in a violent abreaction : disavowal of reality,
disavowal of freedom, disavowal of happiness, viruses and
dysfunctions, spectrality of real time, mental resistance; all the
forms of secret repulsion in respect of this ideal normalization
of existence .
Which proves that there still exists everywhere , in each of
us, resisting the universal beatification , an intelligence of evil.
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Do You Want to be Free ?
Freedom? A dream !
Everyone aspires to i t, or at least gives the impression of
aspiring ferven tly to it.
If i t is an illusion, it has become a vital illusio n .
I n morality, mores and mentalities, this m ovement, which
seems to well up from the depths of history, is towards irrevoc
able emancipation .
And if some aspects may seem excessive or contradictory,
we still experience the dizzying thrill of this emancipation.
Better: the whole of our system turns this liberation into
a duty, a moral obligation - to the point where it is difficult
to distinguish this liberation compulsion fro m a ' natural '
aspiration towards, a ' natural ' demand for, freedom.
Now, i t is clear that, where all forms of s ervitude are con
cerned, everyone wants to throw them off; where all forms of
constrain t are concerned - physical constraints or constraints
of law - everyone wishes to be free of them. This is such a vital
reaction that there is barely, in the end, any need of an idea
of freedom to express it.
Things become problematic whe n the prospect arises for
the subj e c t of being answerable solely for him/herself in an
undifferentiated unive rs e . For thi s symbolic disobligati o n
i s accompanied b y a ge neral deregulati o n . And it is i n this
universe of fre e electrons - free to become anything whatever
in a system of generalized exchange - that we see growing,
simultaneously, a contrary impuls e , a resistance to this avail
ability of everyone and everything that is every bit as deep as
the desire for freedom. A passion for rule s of whatever kind
that is equal to the passion for deregulation .
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In the anthropological depths of the species, the demand for
rules is as fundamental as the demand to be free of them.
No one can say which is the more basic.
What we can see, after a long period of ascendancy for the
process of liberation, is the resurrection of all those move
ments that are more and more steadfastly resistant to bound
less emancipation and total immunity.
A desire for rules that has nothing to do with submission
to the law. It might even be said to run directly counter to it,
since, whereas the law is abstract and universal, the rule, for
its part, is a two-way obligation. And it is neither of the order
of law, nor of duty, nor of moral and psychological law.
Regarded everywhere as an absolute advance of the human
race, and with the seal set on it by human rights, liberation
starts out from the idea of a natural predestination to be free:
being ' liberated' absolves the human being of an original
evil, restores a happy purpose and a natural vocation to him.
It is our salvation, the true baptismal sacrament of modern,
democratic man .
Now, this is a utopia.
This impulse to resolve the ambivalence of good and evil
andjump over one 's shadow into absolute positivity is a utopia.
The ambivalence is definitive, and the things liberated are
liberated in total ambivalence.
You cannot liberate good without liberating evil. Sometimes
evil even quicker than good, as part of the same movement.
At any rate, what we have here is a deregulation of both.
Liberation opens up a limitless growth and acceleration.
It is once this critical threshold has been crossed ( this phase
transition, much as in the physical world) that things begin to
float - time, money, sex, production - in a vertiginous raising
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of the stakes, such as we are experiencing today, which brings
an uncontrollable eruption of all autonomies, all differences,
in a m ovement that is at once uncertain, fluctuating and
exponential.
At this poin t freedom is already far behind, overtaken and
outdistanced by liberation.
What is forming before us is a freedom of circulation of
each autonomized human particle under the banner of total
information and integration. Each one realizing itself fully in
the technical extension of all its possibilities: all stakeholders
and partners in a general interaction. Only the God of the
Market will recognize his own, and the ' Invisible Hand' is
now the weightless ascendancy of software and networks in
the name of Universal Free Exchange - the highest stage of
deregulation.
A logical, fateful consquence of a dynamic that seems to be
at work from the origin of historical societies - the dynamic of
a progressive, universal deregulation of all human relations.
From feudalism to capital and beyond, what we see is, above
all, an immense advance in the freedom of exchange, in the
free circulation of goods, flows, persons and capital.
The movement is irreversible, not in terms of human pro
gress but in tenns of the market, of the progressive advance of
an inescapable globalization.
This is the last stage liberalism passes through in its un
remitting advance towards generalized exchange , a process of
which capital, with its conflicts, contradictions, violent history
- simply with its 'history' - is ultimately just the prehistory.
However, we see resistance to this second 'revolution ' spring
ing up on all sides - forms of resistance even more intense
than those aroused by the advent of the Enlightenment:
all these movements of re-involution ( the opposite of
revolution) , whether religious, sectarian or corporatist, new
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fundamentalisms or n ew feudalism s , which simply seem to
be trying to rid themselves everywhere of this unconditional
freedom and find new forms of oversight, protection and vas
salage , to counter an unbearable disaffiliation with an archaic
fidelity.
To counter deregulation with a new set of rules.
It may even be that the only refuge from the global, from a
total exposure to the laws of the marke t, will once again be
the condition of wage-earner, the ' social ' with its institutional
prote ction .
In other words, a defence of the good o l d ' alienated' con
diti o n , tho ugh prote c te d by its very alienation, as it were ,
from overexposure to the laws of flows and networks alone .
With this 'voluntary' alienation possibly exte nding as far as
an even more archaic regression to any kind of protective
transcendence that offers preservation from this scattering
about the networks , this dispersion and dissemination into
the void.
Only now do we realize we shall neve r be done with this
paradox of free d o m . For this irreversible move m e n t of
emancipation can be seen either as progress on the part of
the species (it is, at any rate, this emancipation that ensures
the superiority of the h uman species over all others ) or, in

a quite opposite way, as an anthropological catastrophe , an
unbinding, a dizzying deregulation, whose ultimate goal we
cannot grasp but which seems to be developing towards an
unforeseeable extrem e that may either be the highest stage of
universal intelligence or of total entropy.
We pass the buck on freedom in every possible way.
In a continual transference, we devolve our own desires,
our own lives, our own wills, to any other agency whatever.
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If the people puts itself in the hands of the political class,
it does so more to be rid of power than out of any desire for
representation . We may interpret this as a sign of passivity
and irresponsibility, but why not venture a subtler hypothesis:
namely, that this passing of the buck proceeds from an un
wittingly lucid intuition of an absence of desire and will of
their own - in short, a secret awareness of the illusoriness of
freedom?
'Voluntary servitude' ?
The notion i s doubly illusory, since i t encapsulates i n itself
the double mystification of the two concepts of freedom and
will. And the idea of a will, understood as autonomous deter
mination of the individual being, is no less false when it turns
round against freedom .
The illusion does not necessarily lie where one thinks it
does, and if a few only (Lichtenberg) are able to know that
they are 'unfree ' and to accept that destiny, the great bulk of
the others ultimately have fewer illusions about their free will
than those who created the concept.
This does not stop 'voluntary servitude' having its rules and
strategies
It is by the absence of a desire of one 's own that the other's
will to dominate is thwarted: these are the ruses of seduction .
It is by transferring the responsibility of power on to the
other that a form of equal deterrent power is exercised: these
are the ruses of the accursed share.
Having said this, the present form of servitude is no longer
the - volun tary or involuntary - form of the absence of
freedom. It is, rather, that of an excess of freedom in which
man, liberated at any price, no longer knows what he is free
from, nor why he is free, nor what identity to commit himself
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to; in which, having all that is around him available for his
use, he no longer knows how to make use of himself.
In this sense, the immersion in screens, networks and the
technologies of Virtual Reality, with its immense possibilities,
has spelled a great stride forward for liberation and has , at
the same time, put an end to the question of freedom.
This resiling, in digital manipulation, from care of the self
and responsibility - from that portion of freedom and sub
jectivity to which we l ay claim so noisily and which we seek by
all possible means to be rid of - is today the easiest solution.
To th e poin t whe re it is the essential task of government
forcibly to redistribute responsibility, enj oining everyone to
take responsibility for th emselves 'freely and fully'
The political autho rities themselves strive constantly to
assume an air of responsibility while passing the buck in every
possible way (it is, in fact, better to be guilty than responsible,
as guilt can always be imputed to some obscure force, whereas,
with responsibility, the onus is on you) .
Fortunately, there are other, more poetic ways of ridding one
self of freedom - that of gaming, for example , where what is
at stake is not a freedom subj ect to the law, but a sovereignty
subj ec t to rules. A more subtle and p aradoxical freedom
which consists in a rigorous observance, an enchanted fonn of
voluntary servitude that is, as it were, the miraculous combina
tion of master and slave: in gaming no one is free , everyone is
both the master and the slave of the game.

Do You Want to be Any one Else ?
Individuality is a recent phenomenon. It is only over the last
two centuries that the populations of the civilized countries
have demanded the democratic privilege of being individuals.
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Before that, they were what they were: slaves, peasants, artisans ,
men or women, fathers or children - n o t 'individuals' or 'fully
fledged subj ects'
Only with our modern civilization did we find ourselves
forcibly inducted into this individual existence.
Of course, we fight to retain this 'inalienable ' right, and
we are naturally driven to win it and defend it at all costs .
We demand this freedom, this autonomy, as a fundamental
human right and, at the same time, we are crippled by the
responsibility that ends up making us detest ourselves as
such.
This is what resounds in the complaint of Job. God asks
too much: ''What is man, that thou shouldest magnify him?
And that thou shouldest set thy heart upon him? And that
thou shouldest visit him every morning, and try him every
moment? How long wilt thou not depart from me, nor let me
alone till I swallow down my spittle? ' 10
This leaves us subj ect to a contradictory twofold requirement:
to seek an identity by all possible means - by hounding the
identities of o thers or by exploring the ne tworks - and to
slough off identity in every possible way, as though it were a
burden or a disguise.
It is as though liberty and individuality, from having been
a ' natural ' state in which one may act freely, had become
artificial states, a kind of moral imperative, whose implacable
decree makes us hostages to our identities and our own wills.
This is a very particular case of Stockholm Syndrome, since
we are here both the terrorist and the hostage . Now, the
hostage is by definition the unexchangeable, accursed obj ect
you cannot be rid of because you don't know what to do with it.
1 0 . Job 7: 1 7-19.
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The situation is the same for the subj ect: as hostage to him
self, he doesn 't know how to exchange himself or be rid of
himself.
Being unable to conceive that identity has never existed and
that it is merely something we play-act, we fuel this subj ective
illusion to the point of exhaustion. We wear ourselves out
feeding this ghost of a representation of ourselves.
We are overwhelmed by this pretension , this obstinate deter
mination to carry around an identity which it is impossible to
exchange (it can be exchanged only for the parallel illusion
of an obj ective reality, in the same metaphysical cycle into
which we are locked) .
All the grand narratives of our individual consciousness of freedom, will, identity and responsibility - merely add a
useless, even contradictory, over-detennination to our actions
as they ' occur' To the effect that we are the cause of them,
that they are the doing of our will, that our decisions are the
product of our free will, etc .
B u t o u r actions do n o t n e e d this: w e can decide and act
without there being any need to involve the will and the idea
of the will. There is no need to involve the idea of free will
to make choices in one 's life . Above all, there is no need to
involve the idea of subj ect and its identity in order to exist (it
is better, in any case, to involve that of alterity) .
These are all useless, like the belief that is superadded to
the existence of God (if he exists, he doesn 't need it) . And so
we believe in a free , willed determination of our actions and it
gives them a meaning, at the same time as it gives meaning to
us - the sense of being the authors of those actions. But this
is all a reconstruction, like the reconstruction of the dream
narrative.
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'A person 's actions
are commonly continuations of his
own inner constitution
the way the magnet bestows form
and order on iron filings ' ( Lichtenberg) . n

This i s the problem Luke Rhinehart sets himself i n his novel
The Dice Man: how are we to slough off this freedom , this ego
which is captive to its free will? The solution he finds is that of
chance.
Among all the possibilities for shattering the mirror of
identi ty, for freeing beings from the terrorism of the e go ,
there i s the option o f surrendering on eself to chance , to
the dice , for all one 's actions and decisions. No free will
any longer, no responsible subj ect, but merely the play of a
random dispersal , an artificial diaspora of the ego .
At bottom, the ego is itself a form of superego : it is the ego
we must rid ourselves of, above all.
We must live without reference to a model of ide n tity or a
general equivalent.
But the trap with these plural identities, these multiple exist
ences, this devolution o n to ' intelligen t machines ' - dice
machines as well as the machines of the networks - is that
once the general equival e n t has disappeare d , all the new
possibilities are equivalent to one ano ther and hence cancel
each other out in a general indifference . Equivalence is still
there, but it is no longer the equivalence of an agen cy at
the top ( the ego) ; it is the equivalence of all the little egos
' liberate d ' by its disappe arance . The erosion of destinies
occurs by the very excess of possibilities - as the erosion of
knowledge occurs by the very excess of information or sexual
erosion by the removal of prohibitions, etc.
1 1 . Fragment E 476.
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When, under the banner of i d e n ti ty existence is so indi
vidualized, so atomized ( atomon' is the literal equivalent of
individual) that its exch ange is impossible, the multiplication
of existences leads only to a simulacrum of alterity.
,

'

To be able to exchange itself for anything or anyone is
merely an extreme, desperate form of impossible exchange .
Mul tiplying identities never produces anything more than
all the illusory strategies for decentralizing power: it is pure
illusion , pure stratagem .
A fine metaphor of this fractal, proliferating i den ti ty is the

storyli n e of the film Being John Malkovich (by Sp i ke J on ze )

or, more precisely, the moment when Malkovich, by means
of a virtual apparatus, goes back into his own skin - until
then i t was the others who wanted to become Malkovich, this
time it is Malkovich who wants to re-enter himself, to become
himself at one remove , a meta-Malkovich as it were . It is at
this point that he diffracts into countless metastases : by a kind
of fantastic image feedback, everyone around him becomes
Malkovich. He becomes the universal proj ection of himself.
This is the p ar o xys tic form of identi ty (he r e treated with
humour) .

So it is that everywhere redoubled id en tity ends in a pure
e x trapol ation of itself. It becomes a special effect which, with
t h e coming of electronic and genetic man i pul ati o n veers
towards clon in g pure and simple.
It is in the entire machinery of the Virtual and the mental
diaspora of the networks to d ay that the fate of Homo fractalis
is played out: the definitive abdication of his id e n ti ty and
freedom, of his ego and his superego.
,

these games of free will and identity, one novel variant is
that of the double life.

In

59

THE INTELLIGENCE OF EVIL

This is what happens with Romand, who, in order to escape
the banality of everyday, provincial life, invents a parallel
life for himself and, covering his tracks ( to the point where
he wipes out his whole family to hide the traces of his ' real '
existence ) , becomes, in h i s own life, h i s own stand-in or
shadow. 12
It is by doubling and not in any sense by recourse to dis
simulation that Romand imparts a fatal twist to his life . To
transfigure insignificance and banality, all that is needed is to
turn them into a parallel universe. There is no simulation in
all this. All the psychological and sociological explanations of
this duplicity and all the categories - lying, cowardice, egoism
- to which it is assigned are mere fabrications.
It is not even a question of schizophrenia. The phantom
existence into which Romand settles has no meaning, but his
home life, his ' nonnal ' life, has no greater meaning. And so, as
it were, he substitutes for the insignificance of his real life the
even greater insignificance of his double life - transfiguring it
in this way by an original form of counter-transference.
And it is this that gave him his energy, the force of inertia
that saw him able to bear this clandestine life so long. For,
greatly deficient as it may have been, and deadly boring at
times, there were extraordinary benefits to be had from it.
There was the possibility of becoming someone else, of
existing incognito somewhere else. Of seeing without being
seen , of preserving a secret side to oneself, even - indeed,

1 2 . The refe re nce is to the celebrated case of Jean-Claude Romand, who, having
dropped out of medical school, nonetheless preten d e d to his family that he had
qualified as a doctor and for several years maintained the pretence that he held
a high-ranking position within the World Health Organization. For a literary
treatment of the case, see Emanuel Carrere, The Adversary: A True Story of Murder
and Deception. Translated by Linda Coverdale (London: Bloomsbury, 2001).
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most importantly - preserving it from one's nearest and
dearest.
If Romand was able to survive in this (not even heroic)
clandestine state , it was by dint of this secrecy, by dint of
something the others had not even an inkling of - real ' insider
trading' This was the price paid for the privilege of playing a
game whose rules he alone laid down.
There is the mystery of the invisibility that gave him the
strength to spend hours in car parks. The remarkable enj oyment
of that monotony that did not even have the charm of solitude.
But there is ano ther mystery: namely, that the o thers
should come, in time, to connive in the illusion. For, unless
we assume his wife, parents and children remained silent out
of resignation, then their lack of awareness, their ignorance,
become as inexplicable as his lingering in the car parks and
cafeterias. Except when we see all this as a dual operation, not
something got up by a single individual.
Lying, illusion and simulation are always operations in
which there is complicity.
The mystified party is always a participant. This is true,
indeed, of any relationship: there is no active or passive; there
is no individual, there is only the dual.
One cannot therefore test anyone 's individual truthfulness
or sincerity.
One can no m ore explain the silence of those around
him than Romand's own silence. The deeper he gets into his
stratagem, the deeper the others retreat into their absence of
curiosity. It is genuinely a conspiracy.
There is no hidden truth. This is what gives the impostor his
power. If there were a hidden truth, he could be unmasked,
or he could unmask himself.
But we can clearly see throughout the whole story that he
cannot, since the imposture is shared. To the point where
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the fact of wiping out his entire family in the end can, para
doxically, be regarded as a variant of suicide.
For the crime to be perfect, there must be no witnesses for
the prosecution, but there must also be no defence witnesses,
none who attempt at all costs to explain his act and to unravel
this singular conspiracy. To find a moral or social reason is
always to betray the secret; but Romand's crime is not so much
the murder of his nearest and dearest as the thwarting of any
moral and social justification.
In Elia Kazan 's film The Arrangement, Eddie becomes sick of
his own persona in the family and in his work. He therefore
resolves to 'suicide' this official Eddie, this conformist version,
to find out what his buried double is like, that double of which
this ' real' Eddie is merely the empty outer shell. Gradually,
then, he strips out all the elements of his conventional life:
his j ob, his wife, his status, his sexuality, and even his father,
of whom he rids himself in the end, and the house, which he
burns down. Once all the marks of identity are swept away, all
the terms of the ordered ' arrangement' , what is left? Nothing.
He re turns to a meaningless conformism, into which he
settles like his own shadow - or like the man who has lost his
shadow.
The dream of identity ends in indifference .
What can be read between the lines of these stories is that
chance and destiny are not to be found elsewhere, in some
imaginary decree.
Chance is already present in the unpredictability of
ordinary life. There is nothing more unpredictable than any
moment of daily life .
Al l o n e needs t o do i s t o acknowledge immediately the
non-existence of this individual structure , and to recognize
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that the ego exists only in the showing-through [ transparition]
of the world and all its most insignificant possibilities.
It is n o use wondering where freedom or identity lies and
what is to be done with them. Human beings are the coming
to-pass of what they are and what they do.
Therein lies the movement of becoming, and what they
wanted to be is not an issue; their ideals or free will are not an
issue: these are merely retrospective justifications.
At bottom, says Barthes, we are faced with an alternative: either
we suppose a real that is entirely permeable to history ( to
meaning, to the idea, to interpretation, to decision) and we
ideologize or, by contrast, we suppose a real that is ultimately
impenetrable and irreducible and in that case we poetize.
This would, at any rate , explain the coexistence in everyone
of the best and the worst or, in ' criminals ' of an absolutely
n ormal behaviour and an unintelligible violence which is
itself a thing divided, as though alien to itself, as we see in so
much crime reporting. ' He was so gentle, so kind . . .
All this is inexplicable in terms of identity and individual
will.
This simultaneity of contradic tory behaviours merely re
flects the entanglement of reality and its disavowal that is our
collective horizon today.
'
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Propitious network winds bent their neurones
Toward the instrumental world's virtual rimY

13. This is a pastiche of Jose-Marie de Heredia's famous lines: 'Propitious trade
winds be n t their antennae/ Towards the western world's mysterious rim' ( ,The
Conquerors', Cassell 's Anthology of French Poetry, selected and translated by Alan
Conder, London, 1 950) .

The Murder of the Sign

We have abolished the real world.
What world remains, then? The world of signs? Not at all.
We have put paid to the real world and, in the process,
done away with that of the sign .
It is the murder of the sign that paves the way for Integral
Reality.
It is commonly said that the real has succumbed to the heg
emony of the sign, of images an d of the simulacrum - in
short, that reality has succumbed to artifice (it is this analysis
that underlies the concept of the society of the spectacle ) .
We must say today, rather, that we have lost the sign and
artifice and are left with absolute reality. We have lost the
spectacle, alienation, distance , transcendence and abstraction
- lost all that still separated us from the advent of Integral
Reality, of an immediate , irrevocable realization of the world.
The constellation of the sign disappears with the constella
tion of the real, on the horizon of the Virtual and the digital .
Now, what makes exchange possible if not the abstract trans
cendence of value? What makes the exchange of language
p ossible if not the abstract transcendence of the sign?
It is all these things that are eliminated today, ground to
dust.
The same vertiginous deregulation is visited on both value
and the sign. Not the real, but the sign and, through it, the
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whole universe of meaning and communication is undergoing
the same deregulation as markets (doubtless it even preceded
the deregulation of the world market) .
An example: Lascaux.
The original has been closed for many years and it is the
simulacrum, Lascaux 2 , which the visitors queue for. Most
of them no longer even know it is a simulacrum . There 's no
longer any indication of the original anywhere . This is a sort
of prefiguration of the world that awaits us: a perfect copy,
which we shall not even know to be a copy. Now, what becomes
of the original when the copy is no longer a copy?
This is the ironic dialectic of the simulacrum in the final stage
of its disappearance.
Even the original is equally artificial . There is, definitively,
no longer any God to recognize his own ( in that sense at
least, God is indeed dead ) . So there is a kind of justice here ,
in the fac t that the privileged and the underprivileged both
find themselves inhabiting the same artificial world.
Once the original is no longer anything but one allegory
among others , in what is, at last, a technically completed
world, democracy is fully realized.
Similarly, what becomes of the arbitrary nature of the sign
when the referent ceases to be the referent? Now, without the
arbitrary nature of the sign , there is no differential function,
no language, no symbolic dimension. The sign, ceasing to be
a sign, becomes once again a thing among things . That is to
say, a thing of total necessity or absolute contingency.
Without instantiation of meaning by the sign, there remains
only th e fanaticism of language - that fanaticism Rafael
Sanchez Ferlosio defines as 'an absolutist inflammation of the
signifier' .

68

OR THE LUCIDI1Y PAC'T

This stage is at once the consecration and the end of the pol
itical economy of the sign and, one might say, of the golden
age of simulation.
Oh happy days, when the simulacrum was still what it was, a
game on the fringes of the real and its disappearance, with all
the various nuances in the art of disappearing.
This heroic phase is now over. The Virtual - Virtual Reality
- ushers in the twilight of the sign and of representation. This
concerns the whole universe of the digital, where the binarism
of 0 and 1 leaves room only for an operational universe of fig
ures . . . Integral calculus, integrated circuits. Distance is oblit
erated, both external distance from the real world and the
internal distance specific to the sign .
For the sign is a scene, the scene of representation, of seduc
tion, of language: in language, signs seduce one another be
yond meaning and, in their very architecture, signifier and
signified are in a dual relation of seduction. And the disap
pearance of this scene clears the way for a principle of ob
scenity, a pornographic materialization of everything.
Hence, the direct spectacle of sexual acts that have become
a visible performance and an acting-out of the body. No seduc
tion, no representation: merely the integral coding of the
body in the visible, where it becomes in fact definitively real,
even more than it is really!
One of the variants of this lethal accomplishment, of this
acting-out, is the realization of all metaphors - the collapse of
the metaphor into the real.
Here, again, we have the phantasm of materializing all that
is parable, myth, fable and metaphor.
Romain Gary: 'All humanity's metaphors end up becoming
realities.
I am coming to wonder whether the real aim of
science is not a validation of metaphors. '
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This same dire fate also befalls dreams, as Machado de Assis
prettily relates in his Dom Casmurro.
Attempting to recover a dream he lost on waking, the hero
enquires of Night, who is at first reluctant to reply, but then
admits that the dreams of yesteryear have come to an end. In
the past, she , Night, distributed them, since she ruled over
the Island of Dreams. But now dreams are born out of the
brains of men; they no longer come from elsewhere - from
Night or the Gods - they are produced by ourselves out of our
memories or our digestions, from anamnesis and needs, from
our unconscious or our physiology.
This is the fall of dreams into the psychical domain, ' the
fall of the imagination into the psychological swamp ' ( Hele
Beji) . This fall into the psychical domain means, in fact, that
dreams no longer have any prophe tic value: to do so they
would have to originate in a transcendence, the transcendence
of night, and come from elsewhere , whereas they are now
merely a mode of interaction with oneself.
Prohibitions themselves are no longer transcendent.
Once upon a time they were signified to us from on high
by laws that came from a far-off region - perhaps, here again,
an Island of Prohibitions, ruled over by a divinity concerned
for our fate. But today they too have been internalized; they
are produced by the brain.
It is we who produce them; they are secretions of the indi
vidual unconscious. They no longer have any grandeur, nor, in
the end, do they even have any charm. They either disappear
purely and simply (it is forbidden to forbid) , or become once
again, paradoxically, obj ects of nostalgia, obj ects of desire
- where once they separated us from the accomplishment of
desire.
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And, admittedly, all the divinities - of dreams, ofprohibitions
- are now 'laid off , but it is we who are in mourning for the
metaphor.
The abolition of meaning and metaphor can lead also to per
verse or poetic effects.
Perverse, the man who sees himself as rubbish and throws
himself on to the dustcart shouting 'I 'm rubbish ! ' They pull
him out and he j umps in again - he has lost all sense of
metaphor.
Perverse and poetic, the woman to whom a man declares
that he loves most of all the way she looks at him, and who
sends him one of her eyes gift-wrapped.
She too goes beyond the metaphor of the gaze in a cruel
act of seduction and counter-transference. The cruel trans
figuration of language.
And ironic transfiguration in Harpo Marx's gesture when,
to get into the nightclub, he substitutes a real fish for the
password ' swordfish ' We are not far in this case fro m the
joke [ Witz] , or from what Freud analyses in the dreamwork in
terms of representability (when the word becomes a thing) .
There is the same poetic transference in Marcel Duchamp's
'acting-out' when, skipping the stage of the real object and its
signification, he sets up his bottle rack as a museum fetish,
striking in one go at the classical organization of both the
sign and the aesthetic universe.
And it is, indeed, to the more general problem of fetishism

that this new twist brings us: after the becoming-sign of the
object, the becoming-obj ect of the sign .
In the sexual register, the fe tish is no longer a sign but
a pure object, meaningless in itself - a banal accessory, but
one of absolute value, for which there can be no possible ex
change. It is that object and no other.
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But this banal singularity means that any obj ect whatever
can become a fetish . Its po tentiality is total, precisely because i t
lies beyond any sexual reference or metaphor. It i s the perfect
obj e c t of sex, its perfect realization, insofar as it substitutes for
any real sex - just as Virtual Reality substitutes itself for the
real world and in that way becomes the universal form of our
modern fetishism .
Modern man 's immense panoply of information techno
logy has become his true obj ect of (perverse? ) desire.
Fetishism being, as the name indicates

(Jeiticho) ,

linked to

abstraction and artifice , it is all the more radical for the ab
straction being total.
If it was possible, in the past, to speak of the fetishism of
the commodity, of money, of the simulacrum and the spec
tacle , that was still a limited fetishism ( related to sign-value ) .
There stretches beyond this for us today the world of radical
fetishism, linked to the de-signification and limitless operation
of the real - to the sign 's becoming pure object once again,
before or beyond any m e taphor.
The same acting-out, the same loss of distance and the same
fall into the real threatens thought too , as soon as it crosses
the demarcation line which is that of its impossible exchange
with truth, as soon as it comes to act out truth.
Thought must at all coste; keep itself from reality, from the
real proj e ction of ideas and their translation into acts .
The Overman and the Eternal Return are , in this way, vis
ions and they have the sovereignty of a hypothesis. If we try to
turn them into acts or faits

accomplis,

they become monstrous

and ridiculous.
The same goes for less visionary perspectives, such as biogen
e tic experimentation on th e human species: as a hypothesis,
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this opens up all kinds of metaphysical and an th r o p olo gical
que s ti o n s . But if we move from potential mutation to real
proj ection (as Peter Sloterdijk does in his Menschenpark pro
j e ct) , we lose all ph il oso p hical distan c e ; and t h o ught, in
mingling wi th the real course of thi n gs, offers merely a false
alternative to the operation of the system .
Tho ught must refrain from i n s tru cti ng or being instructed
by, a future reality, for, in that game, it will always fall into the
trap of a system that holds the monopoly of reality
And this is not a philosophical choice. It is, for thought, a
life-and-death question.
,

.

7�

The Mental Diaspora of the Networks

Videos, interactive screens, multi-media, the Internet, Virtual
Reality: interactivity threatens us on all sides. What was once
separated is everywhere merged. Distance is everywhere
abolished: between the sexes, between opposite poles, between
the stage and the auditorium, between the protagonists of the
action, between the subject and the object, between the real
and its double.

And

this confusion of terms, this collision of poles, means

that nowhere is value judgement now possible anywhere any
longer: either in art, or in morality or in politics.
By the abolition of distance, of the 'pathos' of distance,
everything becomes undecidable.
When an event and the broadcasting of that event in real time
are too close together, the event is rendered undecidable and
virtual; it is stripped of its historical dimension and removed
from memory. We are in a generalized feedback effect.
Wherever a mingling of this kind - a collision of poles occurs, then the vital tension is discharged. Even in 'reality

TV' where, in the live telling of the story, the immediate
te1evisual acting, we see the confusion of existence and its
double.
There is no separation any longer, no emptiness, no absence:
you enter the screen and the visual image unimpeded. You
enter life itself as though walking on to a screen. You slip on
your own life like a data suit.
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Unlike photography, cinema and painting, where there is a
scene and a gaze, the video image, like the computer screen,
induces a kind of immersion, a sort of umbilical relation, of
'tactile' interaction, as McLuhan used to say. You enter the
fluid substance of the image, possibly to modify it, in the same
way as science infiltrates itself into the genome and into the
genetic code to transfonn the body itself.
It is the same with text, with any 'virtual' text (the Internet,
word-processing): you work on it like a computer-generated
image, which no longer bears any relation to the transcendence
of the gaze or of writing. At any rate, as soon as you are in
front of

the

screen, you no longer see the text as a text, but as

an image. Now, it is in the strict separation of text and screen,
of text and image, that writing is an activity in its own right,
never an interaction.
Similarly, it is only with the strict separation of stage and
auditorium that the spectator is an actor in his/her own right.
Everything today conspires to abolish that separation: the
immersion of the spectator in the spectacle, 'living theatre',
'happenings'
The spectacle becomes user-friendly, interactive. The
apogee of spectacle or its end? When everyone is an actor,
there is no action any longer, no scene. It's the death of the
spectator as such.
The end of the aesthetic illusion.
In fact, everything that was so much trouble to separate ,
to sex, to transcend, to sublimate and to metamorphose
by distance is today being constantly melded together. All
that has been wrested from reality we are in the process of
realizing by force - there will always be a technique for laying
hold of it and making it operational. 'You dreamed it, we
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made it.' Everything that was so much trouble to destroy, we
are today hell-bent on restoring. What we have here, in fact, is
an immense reductionism, an immense revisionism.
In the sphere of the Virtual- of the digital, the computer, inte
gral calculus - nothing is representable. It is not a 'scene', and
there is neither distance nor a critical or aesthetic gaze: there
is total immersion and the countless images that come to us
from this media sphere are not of the order of representation,
but of decoding and visual consumption. They do not educate
us, they inform us. And it is impossible to work back from them
to some tangible reality - even a political reality. Even war in
this sense is no longer representable, and to the ordeal of war
is now added that of the impossibility of representation - in
spite of, or because of, the hypervisualization of the event. The
war in Iraq and the Gulf War were vivid illustrations of this.
For there to be critical perception and genuine information,
the images would have to be different from the war. But they
are not (or not any longer): to the routinized violence of war
is added the equally routine violence of the images. To the
technical virtuality of the war is added the digital virtuality of
the images.
If we understand war for what it is today (beyond its political
stakes), namely the instrument of a violent acculturation to
the world order, then the media and images are part of the
Integral Reality of war. They are the subtler instrument of the
same homogenization by force.
In this impossibility of reapprehending the world through
images and of moving from information to a collective action
and will, in this absence of sensibility and mobilization, it isn't
apathy or general indifference that's at issue; it is quite simply
that the umbilical cord of representation is severed.
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The screen reflects nothing. It is as though you are behind
a two-way mirror: you see the world, but it doesn't see you, it
doesn't look at you. Now, you only see things if they are look
ing at you. The screen screens out any dual relation (any pos
sibility of 'response').
It is this failure of representation which, together with a
failure of action, underlies the impossibility of developing
an ethics of information, an ethics of images, an ethics of
the Virtual and the networks. All attempts in that direction
inevitably fail.
All that remains is the mental diaspora of images and the
extravagant performance of the medium.
Susan Sontag tells a good story about this pre-eminence
of the medium and of images: as she is sitting in front of
the television watching the moon landing, the people she is
watching with tell her they don't believe it at all. 'But what are
you watching, then?' she asks. 'Oh, we're watching television!'
Fantastic: they do not see the moon; they see only the screen
showing the moon. They do not see the message; they see
only the image.
Ultimately, contrary to what Susan Sontag thinks, only
intellectuals believe in the ascendancy of meaning; 'people'
believe only in the ascendancy of signs. They long ago said
goodbye to reality. They have gone over, body and soul, to the
spectacular.
What are we to do with an interactive world in which the
demarcation line between subject and object is virtually
abolished?
That world can no longer either be reflected or represented;
it can only be refracted or diffracted now by operations that
are, without distinction, operations of brain and screen - the
mental operations of a brain that has itself become a screen.
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The other side of this Integral Reality is that everything
operates in an integrated circuit. In the information media
- and in our heads too - the image-feedback dominates, the
insistent presence of the monitors - this convolution of things
that operate in a loop, that connect back round to themselves
like a Klein bottle, that fold back into themselves. Perfect
reality, in the sense that everything is verified by adherence
to, by confusion with, its own image.
This process assumes its full magnitude in the visual and
media world, but also in everyday, individual life, in our acts
and thoughts. Such an automatic refraction affects even our
perception of the world, sealing everything, as it were, by a
focusing on itself.
It is a phenomenon that is particularly marked in the photo
graphic world, where everything is immediately decked out
with a context, a culture, a meaning, an idea, disarming any
vision and creating a form of blindness condemned by Rafael
Sanchez Ferlosio: 'There exists a terrible form of blindness
which very few people notice: the blindness that allows you to
look and see, but not to see at a stroke without looking. That
is how things were before: you didn't look at them, you were
happy simply to see them. Everything today is poisoned with
duplicity; there is no pure, direct impulse. So, for example,
the countryside has become "landscape" or, in other words, a
representation of itself . ..

'

In this sense, it is our very perception, our immediate sens
ibility, that has become aesthetic. Sight, hearing, touch - all
our senses have become aesthetic in the worst sense of the
term. Any new vision of things can only be the product, then,
of a deconstruction of this image-feedback, of a resolution of
this counter-transference that blocks our vision, in order to
restore the world to its sensory illusoriness (with no feedback
and no image feedback).
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In the mirror we differentiate ourselves from our image, we
enter upon an open form of alienation and of play with it.
The mirror, the image, the gaze, the scene - all these things
open on to a culture of metaphor.
Whereas in the operation of the Virtual, at a certain level
of immersion in the visual machinery, the man/machine
distinction no longer holds: the machine is on both sides of
the interface. Perhaps you are indeed merely the machine's
space now - the human being having become the virtual
reality of the machine, its mirror operator.
This has to do with the very essence of the screen. There
is no 'through' the screen the way there is a 'through' the
looking-glass or mirror. The dimensions of time itself merge
there in 'real time'

And, the characteristic of any virtual

surface being first of all to be there, to be empty and thus
capable of being filled with anything whatever, it is left to you
to enter, in real time, into interactivity with the void.
Machines produce only machines. The texts, images, films,
speech and programmes which come out of the computer are
machine products, and they bear the marks of such products:
they are artificially padded-out, face-lifted by the machine; the
films are stuffed with special effects, the texts full of longueurs
and repetitions due to the machine's malicious will to
function at all costs (that is its passion), and to the operator's
fascination with this limitless possibility of functioning.
Hence the wearisome character in films of all this violence
and pornographied sexuality, which are merely special effects
of violence and sex, no longer even fantasized by humans, but
pure machinic violence.
And this explains all these texts that resemble the work of
'intelligent' virtual agents, whose only act is the act of pro
gramming.
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This has nothing to do with

automatic writing, which played on

the magical telescoping of words and concepts, whereas all we
have here is the automatism of programming, an automatic
run-through of all the possibilities.

It is this phantasm of the ideal performance of the text or
image, the possibility of correcting endlessly, which produce
in the 'creative artist' this vertige of interactivity with his own
object, alongside the anxious vertige at not having reached the
technological limits of his possibilities.
In fact, it is the (virtual) machine which is speaking you,
the machine which is thinking you.
And is there really any possibility of discovering something
in cyberspace? The Internet merely simulates a free mental
space, a space of freedom and discovery. In fact, it merely
offers a multiple but conventional space, in which the operator
interacts with known elements, pre-existent sites, established
codes. Nothing exists beyond its search parameters. Every
question has an anticipated response assigned to it. You are
the questioner and, at the same time, the automatic answering
device of the machine. Both coder and decoder - you are, in
fact, your own terminal.
That is the ecstasy of communication.
There is no ' Other' out there and no final destination.
It's any old destination - and any old interactor will do. And
so the system goes on, without end and without finality, and
its only possibility is that of infinite involution. Hence the
comfortable vertige of this electronic, computer interaction,
which acts like a drug. You can spend your whole life at this,
without a break. Drugs themselves are only ever the perfect
example of a crazed, closed-circuit interactivity.
People tell you the computer is just a handier, more complex
kind of typewriter. But that isn't true. The typewriter is an
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entirely external object. The page floats free, and so do I. I
have a physical relation to writing. I touch the blank or written
page with my eyes - something I cannot do with the screen.
The computer is a prosthesis. I have a tactile, intersensory
relation to it. I become, myself, an ectoplasm of the screen.
And this, no doubt, explains, in this incubation of the
virtual image and the brain, the malfunctions which afflict
computers, and which are like the failings of one's own body.
On the other hand, the fact that priority belongs to the
network and not to individuals implies the possibility of hiding,
of disappearing into the intangible space of the Virtual, so
that you cannot be pinned down anywhere, which resolves all
problems of identity, not to mention those of alterity.
So, the attraction of all these virtual machines no doubt
derives not so much from the thirst for information and
knowledge as from the desire to disappear, and the possibility
of dissolving oneself into a phantom conviviality.
A kind of 'high' that takes the place of happiness. But
virtuality comes close to happiness only because it surrepti
tiously removes all reference from it. It gives you everything,
but it subtly deprives you of everything at the same time. The
subject is, in a sense, realized to perfection, but when realized
to perfection, it automatically becomes object, and panic sets
Ill.

However, we must not look on this domination of the Virtual
as something ine vitable . Above all, we must not take the
Virtual for a 'reality' (definitely going too far!) and apply
the categories of the real and the rational to it. That is the
same misconception as reinterpreting science in the terms of
theology, as has been done for centuries, not seeing that science
put an end to theology. Or interpreting the media in the Marxist
terms of alienation, in socio-political terms from ancient
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history, not seeing that the course of history came to an end
with the entry on the scene of the news media and, more gen
erally that it was all over with reality once the Virtual came on
,

the scene.
However, with the Virtual we find ourselves up against a

strange paradox This is because the Virtual can deny its own
reality only at the same time as it denies the reality of all the
.

rest. It is caught up in a game whose rules it does not control
(no one controls them!)
The Virtual is not, then, the 'last word'; it is merely the
virtual illusion, the illusion of the Virtual.
There is no highest stage of intelligence - and Artificial
Intelligence is certainly no such stage.
We have already seen the media revolution being misunder
stood when the medium

was

reduced to a mere instrumental

te chnique. We see here the same misunderstanding of the
meaning of the Virtual when it is reduced to an applied techno
logy. People did not see that the irruption of both overturned
the very principle of reality. So they speak of the proper use of
the Virtual, of an ethics of the Virtual, of virtual 'democracy',

without changing anything of the traditional categories.
Now, the specificity of the Virtual is that it constit utes an

event

in the real against the real and throws into question

all these categories of the real, the social , the political and
history - such that the o n ly emergence of any of these things
now is virtual.
This is to say that there is no longe r any politics now but

the virtual (and not a politics of the Virtual), no longer any
history but the virtual (and not a history of the Virtual), no

longer any technology but the virtual (and not a technology
of the Virtual). Not to mention the 'arts of the Virtual' - as
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though art remained art while playing with the digital and the
numeric. Or the economy, which has itself passed over into
virtuality, that is to say, into pure speculation.
This upping of the stakes shows that the rationale for the
Virtual does not lie within itself, any more than is the case
with the economy, and that it constructs itself by headlong
flight forward, as a simulation effect, as substitution for the
impossible exchange of the world.
Conclusion: from the moment the economic is there for
something else, there is no point making endless critiques of
it or analysing its transformations.

As soon as the Virtual is there for something else, there is
no point enquiring into its principles or purposes, no point
being for it or against it.
For the destiny of these things lies elsewhere. And the
destiny of the analysis too: everything changes depending on
whether you analyse a system by its own logic or in terms of
the idea that it is there for something else.
We must have a sense of this illusion of the Virtual somewhere,
since, at the same time as we plunge into this machinery and
its superficial abysses, it is as though we viewed it as theatre. Just
as we view news coverage as theatre.
Of news coverage we are the hostages, but we also treat it
as spectacle, consume it as spectacle, without regard for its
credibility. A latent incredulity and derision prevent us from
being totally in the grip of the information media.
It isn't critical consciousness that causes us to distance
ourselves from it in this way, but the reflex of no longer
wanting to play the game.
Somewhere in us lies a profound desire not to have informa
tion and transparency (nor perhaps freedom and democracy
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- all this needs looking at again). Towards all these ideals of
modernity there is something like a collective form of mental
reserve, of innate immunity.
It would be best, then, to pose all these problems in terms
other than those of alienation and the unhappy destiny of the
subject (which is where all critical analysis ends Up).
The unlimited extension of the Virtual itself pushes us
towards something like pataphysics, as the science of all that
exceeds its own limits, of all that exceeds the laws of physics
and metaphysics. The pre-eminently ironic science, corres
ponding to a state in which things reach a pitch that is simult
aneously paroxystic and parodic.
Can we advance the hypothesis that, beyond the critical stage,
the heroic stage (which is still that of metaphysics), there is an
ironic stage of technology, an ironic stage of history, an ironic
stage of value, etc.?
This would free us from the Heideggerian view of technology
as the effectuation, and the last stage, of metaphysics; it would
free us from all retrospective nostalgia for being, giving us,
rather, a gigantic objective irony, a superior intuition of the
illusoriness of all this process - which would not be far from
the radical post-historical snobbery Alexandre Kojeve spoke
of.
At the heart of this artificial reality, this Virtual Reality, this
irony is perhaps all we have left of the original illusion, which
at least preserves us from any temptation one day to possess
the truth.
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We Are All Agnostics ...

When truth and reality were made to take lie-dete c tor tests,
they themselves confessed to not believing in truth and
reality.
We are all agnostics.
There were those who believed in God and those who did
not.
There are those who believe in reality and those who do
not.
And then there are the reality agnostics who, though not
rejecting it in an absolute sense, reject belief in it: 'Reality
(like God in the past) may perhaps exist, but I don't believe
in it.'
There is nothing contradictory or absurd in this.

h is the enlightened refusal to let oneself be caught in the
trap of a reality that is fetishized in its principle, a reality that
is itself caught in the trap of the signs of reality.
Is there such a thing as a naked, original reality, anterior to
the signs in which it is made manifest?
Who knows? The self-evidence of reality has a shadow of
retrospective doubt hovering over it.
However this may be, the agnostic is not concerned with
this hinterworld or this original reality; he confines himself to
reality as an unverifiable hypothesis, to signs as signs, behind
which might also be hidden the absence of reality. (Their
profusion in fact ends up voiding them of their credibility.)
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Perhaps the agnostic even prefers signs to reality. Perhaps
he prefers this undecidable situation, since you can play with
these floating signs and that is not possible with so-called
'objective' reality.
The move from the real to the sign opens up an enormous
field of play and uncertainty.
Particularly where the reality of power is concerned.
For if there is, indeed, arisk of anaesthesia and manipulation
by signs and images that is to power's advantage, there is the
risk that power itself may find itself reduced merely to the
signs of power.
This profusion of signs and of what is manifested does, more
over, effect a profound change in the symbolic relation to
power.
That relation is based on the unilateral gift (of laws, institu
tions, work, security, etc.). It is not so much by violence and
constraint, but only by this symbolic obligation that power
exists. Now, from the point when all that it gives us is signs,
our debt to it is infinitely less great. With power distributing
nothing but signs to us, we merely give back signs in return,
and our servitude is the lighter for it. Admittedly, the enjoy
ment of immaterial goods is not so great, but this also means
we owe little in return and we respond to the airiness of signs
with an equal indifference. We can deny power and set it aside
by mere incredulity, simply responding to the signs of power
with the signs of servitude. This is perhaps what is meant by
'weak thought'

(pensiero debole).

With Virtual Reality, this process of disinvestment becomes
even more radical, and we enter upon a phase of unbinding

[deliaison], of quasi-total disobligation.
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To what in the virtual universe can one feel an obligation?
We are in a state of total agnosticism with regard to the
existence of reality, with regard to ends and ultimate meaning
- just as the Agnostics were with regard to the existence of
God (which may be an asset in terms of technical performance
and manipulation - the Agnostics are said to have been very
learned and expert in their field).
The question is whether this represents greater freedom or
an unprecedented capitulation.
The problem of the symbolic stake is crucial.
Everything is solicitation. Power is a solicitation, meaning
is a solicitation, every sign is a solicitation and there cannot
but be a reply to that solicitation, either by submission or sub
version, by belief or denial of belief.
But the more random and indeterminate is power, the more
the signs are meaningless and the more the reply is difficult.
Now, power no longer questions usl4 (except in opinion polls
where there is no genuine question and hence no possible
reply); the signs of exchange no longer question us, except in
interaction, communication and information, which are not
the site of a dual relation, nor therefore of a genuine reply.
Here lies the total abstraction and the source of all domina
tion: in the breakdown of the dual relation.
The strategy of domination is, indeed, to ensure that,
through all the techniques of communication, through in
escapable, streaming information, there can no longer be any
response. It is a domination by signs empty of meaning. But,
on the other side, there is an equal indifference and blank
resistance.

14. 'Le pouvoir here might also be rendered as 'those in power', 'the authorities'.
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In this way, in a sociality of accelerated circulation but low
sign-value, in a game of interaction with neither questions
nor responses, power and individuals have no purchase on
each other, have no political relationship with each other.
This is the price to be paid for flight into the abstraction of
the Virtual. But is it a loss?
It seems that it is, today, a collective choice. Perhaps we would
rather be dominated by machines than by people, perhaps we
prefer an impersonal, automatic domination, a domination
by calculation, to domination by a human will? Not to be
subject to an alien will, but to an integral calculus that absorbs
us and absolves us of any personal responsibility. A minimal
definition of freedom perhaps, and one which more resembles
a relinquishment, a disillusioned indifference, a mental
economy akin to that of machines, which are themselves also
entirely irresponsible and which we are coming increasingly
to resemble.
This behaviour is not exactly a choice, nor is it a rejection:
there is no longer sufficient energy for that. It is a behaviour
based on an uncertain negative preference.
Do you want to be free? I would prefer not to ...
Do you want to be represented? I would prefer not to . . .
Do you want to be responsible for your own life? I would
prefer not to . . .
Do you want to be totally happy? I would prefer not to.

15.

This last paragraph is in English in the original. The allusion is 10

Bartleby, in which the eponymous (anti-)hero repealedly
'I would prefer not to', a phrase which is notoriously difficult to n')l<J.·) illl ..

Melville's story
French.
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The Violence Done to the Image

The image also shares the baneful destiny of the sign and the
metaphor: the fall into the real.
In itself, the image is bound neither to truth nor to reality;
it is appearance and bound to appearance. That is its magical
affiliation with the illusion of the world as it is, the affiliation
that reminds us that the real is neve r cert ain - j ust as we
can never be certain that the worst will happen 16 - and that
perhaps the world can do without it, as it can do without the
reality principle .
An image, I believe, affects us directly, below the level of
representation: at the level of intuition, of perception . At
Ihat level, the image is always an absolute surprise . At least it
,�h()uld be .
And in this sense, unfortunately, one may say that images
arc rare - the power of the image being, most of the time,
i III ('f'cepted by all that we try to make it say.
The image is, most often, dispossessed of its originality, of its
j IWII existence as image, and doomed to shameful complicity
wilh Ihe peal.
WI'

cOlllmonly say that the real has disappeared beneath a
ol'signs and images, and it is true that there is a violence
IIII' image. But that violence is substantially offset by the

Wj·ll(')'
..I

I II

II", 1''''II.:1i saying 'Ie pire
1 ... IIIg "lIlIril:d to here.

I,

n'estjamais sur' (the worst is never sure [to happen])
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violence done to the image : its exploitation for documentary
purposes, as testimony or message, its exploitation for moral,
political or promotional ends, or simply for purposes of
information . . .
This is where the destiny of the image comes to an end,
both as fateful illusion and vital illusion.
The I conoclasts of Byzantium smashed images to erase their
signification ( the visible face of God). While apparently doing
the opposite, and in sp i te of our cult of idols, we are still icon
oclasts: we destroy images by overloading them with signifi
cation; we kill images with meaning
.

Most current images reflect on ly the misery and violence of
the human condition . Yet that misery and violence affect us
the less for being over-signified. There is a total misconception
in all this.
For its content to affect us, the image must exist by i ts e lf; it
must impose its original language on us. For there to be trans
ference on to the real, there must be a counter-transference
on to the image, and that counter-transference must be
resolved.
Today, misery and violence are, through images, becoming
a l eitmotif of advertising: for example Toscani incorporates
sex and AIDS, war and death i n to fashion. And why n o t
( the advertising for happiness i s n o less obscene than that
for misfortun e ) ? But on one condi tion: that the violence
of advertising itself be shown, the violence of fashion, the
violence of the medium something advertisers are decidedly
incapable of doing. Now, fashion and high society life are
themselves, in a sense, a spectacle of death. The world's misery
is just as readable in the figure and face of a model as in the
skeletal body of an African.
,

-
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And indeed, this ' realistic' image does not capture wh � t is, but
what should not be - death and misery; it captureS th �t which,
from a moral, humanitarian standpoin t, o u gh t not j to exist
(while making a perfectly immoral aesthetic and corrimercial
use of that misery) .
Images that ultimately bear witness, behind their;alleged
' objectivity' to a deep disavowal of the real, at the sa� e time
as a disavowal of the image, which is assigned thd task of
r ep re s enti ng that which does not want to be represe �ted, of
violating the r eal by 'breaking and entering'
1
In this sense, most photographs (but media ima g es too,
in general, and all that makes up the 'visual') are q.ot true
images. They are merely reportage, realist cliche or � sthetic
performance, enslaved to all the ideological systems ..
At this stage, the image is nothing but an operator of visi
bility - the medium of an integral visibility that is the p endant
to In tegral Reality, becoming-real going hand in ha r d with
becoming-visible at all costs: everything must be seerj., every
thing must be visible, and the image is pre-eminently ! the site
of this visibility.
;
Where the banality of the image meets the banali o/ of life
- as in all these 'reality-TV' programmes, such as Bigj Brother,
Loft Story, etc. - is where this integral visibility begins, where
everything is put on view and you realize there no l$ nger is
anything to see.
To turn yourself into an image is to expose your d �ily life,
your misfortunes, your desires and your possibiliti¢s . It is
to have no secrets l eft . Never t o tire of expressing ypurself,
speaking, communicating. To be readable at every n1 oment,
overexposed to the glare of the information med � a (like
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the woman who appears live twen ty-four hours a day o n the
Internet, showing th e tiniest details of her life).
Is this self-expression the ultimate form of confession that
Foucault spoke of? At all events, it is a violence done to the
singular being, at the same tim e as to the image in its si ngularity.
In Leaving Las vegas (Mike Figgis), you see a young blonde
woman calmly peeing while continuing to talk, as indifferent
to what she is saying as to what she is doing.
An entirely useless scene, but one that signifies conspic
uously that nothing must escape th e fad e-in/fade-ou t of
reality and fiction ; that everything is subject to being put on
view; that everything is ready-made for viewing, readie d for
enjoyment.
This is what transparency means: the forcing of the whole
of the real into the orbit of the visual (of representation - but
is this still representation? It is exhibitionism , which in fact
takes the gaze hos tage . )
The obscene i s everything that i s uselessly, needlessly visible ,
without desire a n d without effect - everything that usurps the
rare and precious space of appearances.
This is the murder of the image. It lies in this enforced visi
bility as source of p ower and control, beyond even the 'pan
o p tical': it is no longer a question of making things visible
to an external eye , but of making them transparen t to them
selves. The power of control is, as it were, in ternalized, and
human beings are no longe r victims of images, but rather
transform themselves into images.
In Jorge Luis Borges's fable on the 'Fauna of Mirrors', there
is the idea that, behind every representation, every image in
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the mirror, there is a defeated singularity, a conqu ere 4, enemy
who looks like you, who is forced to look like you?? :
So we may say that behind each image somethirtg
disap� has
i
peared (this indeed is what creates the ambiguous fas�ination
of the image: it is because something in it has disappeared) .
This was understood by the Iconoclasts, who denounc � d icons
as a way of making God disappear. (Perhaps God .hirr$elf had
chosen to disappear behind the images?)
:
Today, at all events, it is no longer God, but we o� rselves
who disappear behind our images. No longer any d �nger of
our image being stolen or our secrecy being violate dj We no
longer have any secrets. We no longer h ave anythi ngl to hide
'
in this Integral Reality that envelops us.
This is the sign both of our ultimate transparency jlnd our
total obscenity.
,

The ultimate violence done to the image is the vio�ence of
the computer-generated image, which emerged ex ni�ilo from
i
numerical calculation and the computer.
There is an end here to the very imagining of the i rp age, to
its fundamental 'illusion', since in the process df coJnputer
generation the referent no longer exists and the real i tself no
longer has cause to come to pass, being produced im�diately
as Virtual Reality.
.
There is an end here to that direct image-taking, that pre
sence to a real object in an irrevocable instant, whichkreated
the magical illusion of the photograph and made the � mage a
'
singular event.

l

The Book of Imaginary Beings. Revised. en arged and
by Norman Thomas di Giovanni in collaboration with (he author
(Harmondsworth: Penguin. 1974). pp. 67-68.

17. Borges. 'Fauna of Mirrors'.
translated

!
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In the virtual image there is no longer anything of that
'punctual' exactitude, of that punctum in time ( to use Roland
Barthes's expression) - that of the old photographic image,
which attested that something was there and now no longer
is, and hence was testament to a definitive absence freighted
with nostalgia.
Digital, numerical production erases the image as analogon.
It erases the real as something that can be imagined. The
photographic act - that moment of disappearance of both
subj ect and object in the same instantaneous confrontation
(the shutter release abolishing the world and the gaze just for
a moment, a syncope, a petite mort that triggers the machinic
performance of the image) - disappears in digital, numerical
processing.
All this leads inevitably to the death of photography as original
medium. It is the essence of photography that disappears with
the analogue image. This latter still attested to an ultimate
live presence of subject to object. One last reprieve from the
dissemination and multiplicity of referentless images, the
digital tidal wave that is about to break over us.
The problem of reference was already an almost insoluble
problem: where does the real come in? What do we under
stand by representation? But when, with the Virtual, the
referen t disappears, when it vanishes into the technical pro
gramming of the image, when there is no longer any real
world standing over against a light-sensitive film (the same
applies with language, which is, as it were, the light-sensitive
film of ideas) , then there is no longer ultimately any possible
representation.
There is a more serious point here. What distinguishes the
analogue image from the digital is that within it a form of
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disappearance is in play, a form of distance, of freezing of
the world - that nothingness at the heart of the o �j ect which
Warhol spoke of.
,
By contrast, in the digital or, more generally, th� computer
generated image there is no longer any negative l no longer
anything ' deferred'. In that image nothing dies, no �hing disap
pears. The image is merely the product of an inst�uction and
a programme, aggravated by automatic dissemin1a tion from
one medium to the other: computer, mobil e phone,
television
,
screen, etc. - the automaticity of the network matching the
automaticity of the construction of the image.
!
Should we, then, rescue absence and emptiness, should we
rescue this nothingness at the heart of the image? .
The photographic image is the purest because �t simulates
neither time nor movement and confines itself tb the m ost
rigorous unr e ality. All the o ther forms (dn e tn a, video ,
computer-generate d images) are merely atteriuat� d forms of
"
the pure image and its rupture with the real.
The intensity of the image is equal to its denial pf the real,
to the invention of another scene. To turn an obJect into an
image is to strip it of all its dimensions one by one:� weight, re
lief, aroma, depth, time, continuity and, of cours�, meaning.
It is by dint of this disembodiment that the image assumes
this power of fascination, that it becomes a m edi*m of pure
objectality, that it becomes transparent to a for m of more
subtle seduction.
To add back all these dimensions one by one - movement,
ideas, meaning, desire - to multi-mediatize the ituage so as
to make things more real, that is to say, better si II1!\tlated, is a
total misconception. And technology itself is caugHt in its own
trap here.
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To conceive an image in the pure state , we have to come
back to a radically self-evident fact: it is a two-dimensional
universe that has its entire perfection in itself and is in no way
inferior to the three-dimensional universe of the real and rep
resentation or, in some way, the uncompleted phase of that
universe.
It is a parallel universe, a depthless other scene, and it is
this one dimension fewer that constitutes its specific charm,
its genius.
Everything that adds a third dimension to the image ,
whether it be the dimension of relief, of time and history, of
sound and movement, or of ideas and signification; everything
that is added to the image, the better to approximate to the
real and representation, is a violence that destroys it as parallel
universe.
Each supplementary dimension cancels out the preceding
ones. The third dimension cancels out the second . As for
the fourth dimension, that of the Virtual and the digital ,
and of Integral Reality, it cancels out all the others - it is a
dimensionless hyperspace. It is the hyperspace of our screens
where, strictly spe aking, the image no longer exists ( but
the universe of the real and representation no longer exist
either) .
We must, then, strip away, always strip away, to get back to
the image in the pure state . Stripping away brings out the
essential poin t: namely, that the image is. more importan t
than what i t speaks of, j ust as language is more important
than what it signifies.
There is a haziness about the real.
Reality is not in focus. The bringing into focus of the world
would be 'objective reality' , that is to say, an aqjustment to
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models of representation - exactly like the foc 4 sing of the
photographic lens on the object. Fortunately, the world never
comes definitively into focus in this way. The len$ makes the
object move. Or vice versa - but there is movement.
Lichtenberg speaks, in one of his aphorisms, Of a tremor:
any act, even an exact one, is preceded by a tremb)ing, a hazi
ness of gesture, and it always retains something bf it. When
this haziness, this tremor, does not exist, when an �ct is purely
operational and is perfectly focused, we are on tpe verge of
madness.
And the true image is the one that accounts for'this trembl
ing of the world, whatever the situation or the oqj�ct, wI:tether
it be a war photo or a still life, a landscape or a pottrait, an art
photo or reportage.
At that stage, the image is som ething that is ;part of th e
world, that is caught up in the same becoming, ip. the meta
morphosis of appearances. A fragment of the l\ologram of
the world, in which each detail is a refraction of the
, whole.
The peculiar role of photography is not to il � ustrate the
event, but to constitute an event in itself. Logic wo�ld demand
that the event, the real, occur first and that the image come
after to illustrate it. This is, unfortunately, the case! mos t of the
time.
.
A different sequence demands that the even t should never
exactly take place, that it should remain in a sens� a s tranger
to itself. Something of that strangeness doubtles* survives in
every event, in every object, in every individual . This is what
the image must convey. And, to do so, it must also i remain in a
sense a stranger to itself; mus t not conceive itself1as medium ,
not take itself for an image; must remain a fiction and hence
echo the unaccountable fiction of the event; rp ust not be
caught in its own trap or let itself be imprisoned i* the image
feedback.
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The worst thing for us is precisely the impossibility of a
world wi thout image feed - a world that would not endlessly
be laid hold of, captured, filmed and photographed before
it has even been seen. A lethal danger for the 'real' world,
but also for the image, since where it merely recycles the real
and immerses itself in the real there is no longer any image
- n o t, at least, as exception, illusion or parallel universe. In
the visual flow submerging us, there is no longer even time
for the image to become image.
Can photography exempt itself from this flood of images and
restore an original power to them? To do so, the turbulent
operation of the world would have to be suspended; the object
would have to be caught in that single fantastic moment of
first contact when things had not yet noticed we were there,
when absence and emptiness had not yet dissipated . . .
It would, in fact, have to be the world itself that performed
the photographic act, as though the world were affording
itself the means to appear, quite apart from us.
I dream of an image that would be the automatic writing of the
singularity of the world, as dreamt of by the Iconoclasts in the
famous Byzantine controversy. The only image they regarded
as authentic was one in which the divinity was directly present,
as in the veil of the Holy Facel8 - the automatic writing of the
divine singularity of the face of Christ without any intervention
of the human hand, in a kind of immediate transfer-printing
(analogous to the negative of photographic film ) . By con trast,
they violently rej ected all the icons produced by human hand

18. Also known

as

the veil o f S t Veronica.
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( ' cheiropoieti c ' icons ) , which, for the m , were mer

of the divine.

¢ simulacra
'

Th e photographic act, on the other hand, is, as it 'o/ere , ' arch
eirop oieti c ' . As the automatic writing of light, in whl,ch n either

I1
t

th e real nor th e idea of th e real is involve d, p o to g raphy

might be said to be, by this automaticity, the pro otype of a
literalness of the world without intervention of huhlan h and.

The world producing itself as radical illusion; as

�ure trace ,

with no simulation, no human intervention an.;t, ab;ove all, n o t
a s truth , for i f the re i s pte-eminently a product: o f the human

4

mind, that product must be truth and objective re lity.

�

There is a great affectation in giving a m eaning to the pho to
graphic image. It is making obj ec ts strike a pose. And things

themselves begin to strike a pose in the light of Itleaning as

soon as they feel the gaze of a subj ect upon them.
Have we not always nurtured

the

'

deep fantasy Of a �orld func

tioning without us? The poetic temptation to s'ee tlie world in

l
� language
functioning on its own, in its materiality, in its lite rality, with
out the intermediary of meaning. That is wh4t fa� cinates us.
our absence, free from any human, all-too-human, will?
The i n tense pleasure of poetic language is to s e

Similarly in the anagram, in anamorphosis
den in the carpet'

-

the �figure hid"

Migh t n o t photography also function as revelatory, in the

�

dual - technical and m etaphysical - sense of the w rd, of ' the

image hidden in the carpet' ?
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The world beyond the polished lenses is more important
than the world beyond the seas, and is doubtless exceeded in
importance only by the world beyond death (Lichtenberg) .
Oqj ects are merely a pretext for light.
If there were no oqjects, light would circulate endlessly and
we would not eve n be aware of it.
If there were no subj ects, thought would circulate infinitely
and there would not even be any echo of it in consciousness.
The subj ect is that upon which thought comes to rest in its
infinite circulation, that against which i t reflects.
The obj ec t is that upon which light comes to rest, that
which reflects it.
The photograph is the automatic writing of light.
The silence of the image is equalled only by the silence of the
masses and the silence of the desert.
The dream would be to be a photographer wi thout a lens,
to m ove through the world with out a camera, i n short, to
pass beyond photography and see things as though they had
themselves passed beyond the image , as tho ugh you had
already photographed them , but in a past life .
And perhaps w e have indeed already passed through the
image phase, in the way we pass through differe n t animal
p hases, the mirror phase being a mere reverberation of all
this in our individual lives.
There is no self-portrait.
It is the world which, through the image, produces its own
self-portrait and we are allowed there only out of kindness
(but the pleasure is shared) .
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Conversely, eve ry i m a ge should be looked at wi th the same

i n tens i ty as our images in the mirro r.

Photography is always also th e veiled message fr o Ib death i n

t

the Samarkand s o ry 19
.

The sum m o n in g to a fail e d m e e ting wi th r e al i ty

preference , p erhaps, for th i s o ther world.

out of

Do we no t prefer any old parallel universe tQ the'i real one?

Any o l d double life to the one given to us?

There is no finer parallel u niver s e than that of

the fragm e n t

I
t�e detail o r
.

.

f

Free d from the whol e and its transcendent ven riloq1:lism ,
;

the detail inevi tab ly becomes mysterious.

Every p article wrested from the natural world is in itself an

immediate subversion of the real and its wh olen ess;
Like th e fragm e n t, it has on ly to b e e ll ip ti c al

.

It has only to be an exception.
Every singular image can be reckoned exce p ti0 al .
And it puts an end to all th e others .
I

9

A l en s so subtle

that

it would cap ture o n ly those whp are really

the re an d not those pre te n d ing to be there or thos� so absen t

from themselves that the film would be i n s e n sit ive

with e c toplasm s and vam pires .

to th em

"

,

as

19. Baudrillard has referred to this story on many occasions. h� one pf the variants,
i t runs as follows: 'On the town square a s o l d i e r sees death bec�()ning to him.
He ta ke s frig'ht, go e s to see the king a n d says, "J)eath has bec � oned to me, 1
am going to flee as far away as p ossible , 1 am fleein g to Samark � n d, " The king
commands that dealh be s e n t to him, to explain why i t has te rri fied his captain.
And d e a th tells h i m , " I didn ' t w a n t to fri ghte n h i m . 1 sim ply wallted t o remind
him we had an appointment ton i gh t - in S a m a rkan d " , Pa.f>wortL/, Translated by
Chris Turner (Londo n : Verso, 2003) , p. 68.
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At any rate, th e lens simultane ously c aptu re s the way we are
there and the way we are no l onger there.
This is why, before the eye of the camera, we act d e ad in
our innermost being, as God does b efore the p r o o fs of h i s
existence.
Everyth i ng in us crystallizes negatively before the mate rial
imagining of our presence.
T h e fo cus i n g is d o n e o n abs e n c e and not o n pres e n c e .

The s i ngulari ty i s that o f a n obj ect, a n i mage , a fragme n t, a
th o ught which, to use Mark Rothko 's fine expression, ' opens
and closes up simultaneously i n all directions'

To wre s t the real from the reali ty principle.

To wrest the image from the represen tation principle.
To rediscover the i mage as point of c onvergen c e between the

light from

the obj ect and the l igh t from the gaze.

1 04

Contemporary Art: Art Contemp or�ry
with Itself

The adventure of modern art is over. Con temporary art is
contemporary only With itself. It no lo n ge r knows lany trans
c endence either towards past or future; its only re�lity is that
of its operation in real time and its confusion with tpat reality.
Nothing now d i stingui shes it from the techniq.l, promo
tional, media, digital operation. There is no trans�endence,
no divergence any more, nothing of another scen�: merely a
specular play With the contemporary world as it t�kes place.
It is in this that contemporary art is worthless: be tw,een it and
the world, there is a zero-sum equation.
1
Quite apart from that shameful complicity in whiqh creators
and consumers commune wordlessly in the examli nation of
strange, inexplicable objects that refer only to the rrl selves and
to the idea of art, the tru e conspiracy lies in this ;complicity
that art forges With itself, its c oll usion With the real, thro u gh
which it becomes complicit in that Integral Reality, bf
. which it
is now merely the image-feedback.
There is no longer any differential of art. There (is only the
integral calculus of reality. Art is now merely an idea prosti t
uted in its realization.
�

Modernity was the golden age of a deconstructiom of reality
into its simple elements, of a detailed a,nalytics, firs J of impres
sionism, then of abstraction, experimentally operi to all the
1 05
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aspe c ts of perception, of se nsibility, of the s tructure of the
obj ect and the dismemberment of forms.
The paradox of abstraction is that, by ' liberating' the object
from the constraints of the figural to yield it up to the pure
play of form, it shackled it to an idea of a hidden s tructure,
o f an obj e c tivi ty mo r e rigo rous a n d radical th an that of
resemblance. I t sought to set aside the mask of resemblance
and of the figure in order to accede to th e analytic tru th of
the obj ect. Under the banner of abstraction, we moved para
doxi cally towards more reality, towards an unveiling of the
' elementary s tructures' of obj ectality, that is to say, towards
som e thing more real than th e real .
Conversely, under the banner of a general aestheticization,
art invaded the whole field of reality.
The end of this history saw the banality of art merge with the
banality of the real world - Duchamp 's act, with its autom atic
transference of the obj e ct, being the inaugural (an d ironic)
gesture i n this process . The transference of all reality into
aesth e tics, which has become one of the dimensions of gen
e ralized exchange . . .
All this under the banner of a simultaneous liberation of
art and the real world .
This ' liberation ' has in fact consis ted in indexing the two to
each o ther a chiasmus lethal to both.
The transference of art, become a useless function , in to a
reali ty that is now in tegral, since it has absorbed everything
that d e n i e d , exceeded o r transfigu red it. The i m p ossible
exchange of this In tegral Reality for anything else whatever.
Given this, i t can only exchange i tself for itself or, i n other
words, repeat itself ad infinitum.
-
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What could miraculously reassure us today abo u t tHe essence

of art? Art is qui te simply what i s at issue i n the world of art,

in t h a t d e s p e rately self-obsess e d artistic c o m muni ty. Th e
I

' c reative ' act doubles up on itself and is n ow n o thing more

th an a sign of i ts own operation

- the painter's true, subj ec t is

n o longer what he paints but the very fac t that he pai n ts . He

�

paints the fac t that he paints . At leas t in that way t e idea of
art remains intact.

This is merely one of th e sides of the c onspiracy.

The o th e r side is that of the s p e c tator wh o , for wan t of

und erstandin g anything whateve r most of th e tim e , consumes

�

his own culture a t one remove. He l i terally consum s th e fac t
th at h e unders tands n o thing an d that there i s no n � cessity in

all this except th e imperative of culture, of being a

p art of the

in tegrated circuit of cul ture . But culture is i tself m erely an
..
epiphenomenon of global circulati o n .

Th e i d e a of art has b e c o m e rare fied and minimal , lead

i n g u l timately to c o n c e p tual art, where i t ends

id

the n on

exhibition of n on-works in n on-galleries - the apotheosis of
art as non-event. As a co rollary, th e consumer circulates in all
this in order to experience his non-enj oym e n t of th

f works .
j

d logi c , art
ough t quite simply to fad e away. At that point, i t wo * ld doubt

At the extre m e p o i n t of a con c e p tual, minimalis

l e ss b e co m e wha t i t is: a false probl e m , a n d every aesth e tic
th eory would be a false solution.

And yet it is the case that there is all the more nee

,
� to speak

abou t it b ecause there is n o thing to say. The moveme n t of the
democratization of art has paradoxically merely s trengthened

the p rivi l e g e d s tatu s of th e idea of art, culminatipg in this

banal tau tology of ' art is art' , it being p ossible for �verything
to find its place i n this circular definition .
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As Marshall McLuhan has it, 'We have now become aware
of the possibility of arranging the entire human environment
as a work of art. ' 2 0

The revolutionary idea of contemporary art was that any
obj ect, any detail or fragment of the material world, could
exert the same strange attraction and pose the same insoluble
questions as were reserved in the past for a few rare aristocratic
forms known as works of art.
That is where true democracy lay: not in the accession of
everyon e to aesthetic e nj oyment, bu t in the transaesthetic
advent of a world in which every object would, without distinc
tion, have its fifteen minutes of fame ( particularly obj ects
without distinction ) . All obj ects are equivalent, everything is
a work of genius. With, as a corollary, the transformation of
art and of the work itself into an object, without illusion or
transcendence, a purely conceptual acting-out, generative of
deconstructed objects which deconstruct us in their turn.
No longer any face, any gaze, any human countenance or
body in all this - organs without bodies, flows, molecules,
the fractal . The relation to the ' artwork' is of the order of
contamination, of contagion: you hook up to it, absorb or
immerse yourself in it, exac tly as in flows and networks .
Metonymic sequence, chain reaction.
No longer any real object in all this: in the ready-made it is
n o longer the object that's there, but the idea of the object,
and we no longer find pleasure here in art, but in the idea of
art. We are wholly in ideology.
And, ultimately, the twofold curse of modem and contemp
orary art is summed up in the 'ready-made ' : the curse of an
20. In English in

the

original .
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immersion in the real and banality, and
absorpti o n i n th e idea of art.

that

of a c dnceptual

' . . . that absu rd s cu l p ture by Picasso, with its stalks ard leaves
of metal; neither wi ngs nor victory, just a te s timony,; a ves ti ge
- the idea, no th in g more , of a wo r k of art. Very slmilar to
the other ideas and vesti g es that i ns p ire our existe :t:l ce - no t
apples, but the idea, the reconstruction by the pqmologist
of what apples used to be not ice-cream, but the i idea, the
m emo ry of s omething del ic i ous, made from substi t�tes, from
s tarch glucose and other chemicals - not sex, but tH e idea o r
ev ocation of sex - the same with love, belief, thought and the
res t . . . ' 2 1
,

-

,

Art, in its form, signi fi e s nothing . It is mere ly a sig n) poin ting
towards absence.
!;
Bu t what becomes of th is p e r s pec ti v e of emp t�ness and
ab senc e in a contemporary universe that is alr e ady to tally
emptied of i ts m eaning and reality?
:
Art can now only align itself with th e ge n eral i n s i gn i fi c an ce
and i n d iffe rence . I t no lo n g e r has any privileged s tatus . It no
longer has any other final destination than this fluid u nivers e
of commu n icati on the networks and interaction .
Transmitter and receiver m e rging in the same ; loop : all
tran s mitters, all receivers. Each s ubjec t interac ti n g ¢ ith itself,
doomed to express itself w i thou t any longer having time to
listen to the oth e r
The Ne t and the networks clearly increase this p o s sib i li ty
of tra nsmitting for oneself in a c losed circuit, every� ne g oing
,

,

.

2 1 . This passage is cited from an unide n tified work by Saul Bellow, and I have not
been able t o rac e the original. As a resul t, I can o n l y offer here a n�translali on of
the French.

t

1 09

' l 'HE lNTELLIGENCE

OF EVIL

at it with their virtual performances and contributing to the
general asphyxia,
This is why, where art is concerned, the most interesting thing
would be to infil trate the spongiform encephalon of the
modern spectator, For this is where the mystery lies today: in
the brain of the receiver, at the nerve centre of this servility
before 'works of art' What is the secret of it?
In the complicity between the mortification ' creative artists'
infli c t o n obj e c ts and themselves , and the mor tification
consumers inflict on themselves and their mental faculties.
Tolerance for the wors t of things has clearly increased
c o nside ra bly as a function of this general state of complicity.
Interface and pe rforman ce - these are the two curre n t
leitmotifs.
In performance, all the forms of expression merge - the
plasti c arts, photography, video, installation, the interactive
screen. This vertical and horizontal, aesthetic and commercial
diversification is henceforth part of the work, the original
core of which cannot be located.
A (non-) event like The Matrix illustrates this perfectly: this
is the very archetype of the global installation, of the total
global fact: not just the film, which is, in a way, the alibi, but
the spin-offs, the simul taneous projection at all poin ts of
the globe and the millions of spectators themselves who are
inextricably part of it. We are all, from a global, interactive
point of view, the actors in this total global fact.
Photography has th e selfsame problem when we undertake
to multi-mediatize it by adding to it all the resources of mon
tage, collage, the digital and CGI, e tc. This opening-up to
the infinite, this deregulation, is, literally, the death of photo
graphy by its elevation to the stage of performance.
l lO
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In this universal mix, each registe r loses i ts specifi p ty - j us t
as each i n d i vi du al loses his sovereignty in inte rac tio Q. and the
n e tworks - just as the real a nd the image, art a n d re a l i ty l o s e
th ei r res p e ctive energy by ceasing to be differen ti al pol es.
Since the nineteenth cen tury, it has been art's claim: that i t is

It has p rided itself on this ( wh ich was no t t�e case in
classi cal art, where, in a world that was not ye t eith «t r real or
objective, the que stio n of usefulness did not even ari � e ) .
Extending this p r i n c ip l e , i t is enough to elevate any o �j ec t
to uselessness to turn it i n to a work of art. This is ,pr e cis e ly
wh a t the ' re ady-made ' d o e s , whe n i t simply wi th � raws an
obj ec t from its func tion, without changing i t in any t way, and
the reby turns it into a ga l l ery p i ec e . It is en o u gh to; turn the
real i tself in to a useless function to make it an art o bj e c t , p rey
to th e devo uri n g aesthetic of banali ty.
Similarly, o l d obj e c ts , being obsolete a n d henc� useless,
automatically acquire an aesth e tic aura. Their bei ri g dis tan t
from us i n time is the e q uiva l e n t of D u c h amp ' s a d:is ti c act;
they too become ' ready-mades ' , nostalgic vestiges rdusci tated
in our museum unive rse.
,
We m igh t extrapolate this a e s the tic transfigurati � n to the
whole of material producti o n . As so o n as it r e ach e s a th re s h o l d
where it is no l o n ge r exchanged in terms of social we a l t h , i t
becomes s ome t hi ng like a giant Surrealist o bj eC t , i q t h e grip
of a devouring aesthetic, and eve rywhere takes its p l ac e i n a
kind of virtual museu m . And so we h ave the mus dification,
like a ' r e a d y-m ad e ' , of the whole technical enviro h m e n t in
�.
the form of in dus trial wastelan d .
useless .

The logic of uselessness could n o t but l ead contem R o rary art
to a predilec tion for waste, which is i tself useless by c\efinition .
Through waste , th e fi gu r a ti o n of was te, t h e obsessio n wi t h

111

THE INTELLIGENCE

OF

EVIL

waste , art fie rcely proclaims i ts uselessness . It demonstrates
its n on-use-value, its non-exchange-value at the same time as
selling itself very dear.
There is a misconcep tion here. Uselessness has no value in
itself. I t is a secondary symptom and, by sacrificing i ts ai ms
to this negative quality, art go es comple tely off track, into a
gratu i tousness tha t is itself useless. It is th e same scen ario,
more or less, as that of nulli ty, of the claim to non-meaning,
insignificance and banali ty, which attests to a redoubled
aesth e tic pretension.
Anti-art s trive s , in all i ts forms, to escape the aesth e ti c
dim e nsion . B u t since the ' ready-made ' h as annexed banality
itself, all that is fi nished. The innocence of n on-meaning, of
the n on-figurative, of abjection and dissidence, is finished.
Al l the s e things, which c o n te m porary art wou l d like to
b e , or re turn to , m e rely reinforce the inexorably aesth e tic
character of this an ti-art.
Art has always denied i tself. But once it did so through excess,
thrilling to th e play of its disappearance . Today it denies i tself
by defaul t - worse, it denies i ts own death .
It i m merses itself in reality, instead of being the age n t of
the symbolic murde r of that same reality, instead of being the
magical operator of i ts disappearance.
And the paradox is th at the closer i t ge ts to this phenomenal
confusion, this nullity as art, the greater credit and value it is
accorded, to the exten t that, to paraphrase Cane tti , we have
reached a point where nothing is beautiful or ugly any more ;
we passed that point without reali zing i t and, since we cannot
ge t back to tha t blind s p o t, we can o n ly persevere in the
curren t destruction of art.
Lastly, what purpose does this useless function serve?
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From what, by its very uselessness, does i t deliver us?
Like politicians, who deliver us from the wearisome re
sponsibility of power, con temporary art, by its i n�oheren t
artifice, delivers us from the ascendancy of mean ing by
provi.ding us with the spectacle of non-sense . This explains
its proliferation: independently of any aesthetic val ue, i t is
assured of prospering by dint of its very insignifiqmce and
emptiness. Just as the politician endures in the abse q ce of any
representativeness or credibility.
�
So art and the art market flourish precisely in proportion to
their decay: they are the modern charnel-houses
. qf cul�ure
and the simulacrum .
.

It is absurd, then, to say that contemporary art is .worthless
and that there 's no point to it, since that is its vital fup.ction: to
illustrate our uselessness and absurdity. Or, mqre a,ccurately,
to make that decay its stock in trade, while eJtorcizing i t as
I
spectacle.
If, as some have proposed, the function of art was to make
life more interesting than art, then we have to gi�e up that
illusion. One gets the impression that a large part 9f current
art p articipates in an enterprise of deterrence, a work of
mourning for the image and the imaginary, a """" mostly failed
- work of aesthetic mourning that leads to a gene � al melan
cholia of the artistic sphere, which seems to survi
ye i ts own
.
demise by recycling its history and its relics.
neither art nor aesthetics is alone in being doomed to
this melancholy destiny of living not beyond thei r means, but
beyond their ends.
But

.
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Our capacity for d e gra d a tio n is infinite, an d SQ long as we
have not brought out all the crime th a t is potentially within
us, our j ourne y will not be at an end .
1

Guido Cerone tti
If man must reach the o u te rm os t bounds of his possipili ties,
then h e must also go so far as to destroy himst.:: lf. F;o r that
p ossibi l i ty is neitp,er
the least, nor the least glorious.l
,
�

S aul' Bellow

Virtuality and Events

Two images: that of the bronze technocrat, b e n � ove r his
bri e f-c ase , si t ting on a bench at the foo t of th e ; Twin Towers,
or, rather, shrouded in the dust of the collapsed t�wers like
one of those bodies found in the ruins of PompeH. He was ,
so to speak, the signature of the event, the pathe tic ghost of a
global power hit by an unforeseeable catastrophe . ,
Another figure : that of that artist workin g in his s tudio in
the Towers on a s c ulp ture of himself - his body pie:rced with
ae ro planes - i n tended to s tan d on the plaza of the World
Tra de Centre like a mode r n Saint S ebas tian . 22
He was still working on it o n the m o rning of 1 1 Se p te mb e r
when h e was swep t away, toge th e r with his sculp tu r e , by the
very even t the work prefigu r e d . The s u p re m e conse qration for
a work of art: to be realized by the very eve n t that 4 estroys i t.
Two allegories of an exce p ti b n al, earth-shatteri'n g event,
c utting at a s tro k e through the monotony of a: dec1 ared end
of his tory. T he o nly even t wo r thy of the name, c c} n trastin g
s tarkly with the non-even t t o which we are condemqed b y the
hege m ony of a world order n o thing m ust disturb .

;

At this p rese n t s tage of a networking of all functio f! s - of the
body, of time , of la n gu age - of a d rip-fe ed ing of all in d s , the

slightest eve n t is a threat; even h i sto ry is a threat.
works referred to
Richards, res pec tively.

22. The

here are

by J. Seward Johnson
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It is going to be n e c e s sa ry then, to invent a s ec u ri ty system
,

tha t preve n ts any eve n t wh ateve r fr o m occurring. A whole

s trategy of d e t erre n c e th at d o es serv ic e tod ay for a gl o b al
s trategy.

S teve n S p i e lb erg ' s recent film, Minority Report, p rovi d es an
i llu str a tion of such a syste m . On th e basis of b rains endowed
wi th a gi ft of pre-cogn i ti o n ( th e ' prec o g s ' ) , who ide n t ify
i m m i n e n t c ri m e s b e fo re t h e y occur, squads of p o l i c e ( th e
' p r e c rim e s ' ) i n t erce p t and neutralize the criminal before
h e h as commi tted his cri m e . There is a variant in t h e film
Dead Zone ( directed by D avid Cro n e nb e r g ) : the h e r o , who ,
following a serious ac c id e n t is also endowed with powers of
d ivi n a t i o n , ends up killing a poli ti c i a n whose future destiny
,

as a war criminal he foresees . This is the scenario of the Iraq

war too : the crime is n i p p e d in th e bud on the s tre ng th of
an act that has not taken place ( Saddam 's use of weapons of
mass destruction ) . The question is cle arly wh ether the crime
would r e ally h ave taken p lac e . But we shall never know. Wh a t
we have here , then, is the real repression of a virtual cri m e .
Extrap ol ati ng from this, we can see loo m ing beyond the wa r
a sys te m atic d e -p ro gramm i n g n o t o n ly of all crim e , b u t of
a ny th ing that might disturb t h e order of thi ngs t h e policed
order of the p l a n e t . This is what ' po l i tic al ' power comes down
to tod ay. It is no longer d riven by any p o s i tive will; i t is merely
a n e ga tive power of deterrence, of p ubl ic health, of security
pol i c i n g imm unity policing, p rophyl axis .
,

,

This strategy is d i r e c t e d n o t o n ly at the fu ture , bu t also at
past eve n t') - for e xam p le , at that of 1 1 September, where
i t attempts , by w a r in Mgh a n i s ta n and Iraq , to e ras e t h e
humiliati o n . T h i s is why this w a r is at bo ttom a d e l us i o n , a
virtual eve n t, a ' n on-even t ' B ereft of any obj e c tiv e or fin ali ty
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of i ts own , it merely takes the form of an in�antation, an
exorcism. This is also why it is interminable, for there will
never be any end to conj uring away such an event: It is said
to be preven tive, but it is in fact re trospective, i ts aim
being
,
to defuse the terrorist event of 1 1 September, the �hadow of
which hovers over the whole strategy of planetary control.
Erasure of the event, erasure of the enemy, erasure ' of death :
in the insistence on ' zero casual ties' we see the v,ery same
imperative as applies in this obsession with security.�r
The aim of this world order is the definitive non-occurrence
of events . It is, in a sense, the end of histOIY, not oli the l?asis
of a democratic fulfilment, as Fukuyama has it, b�t on the
basis of preventive terror, of a counter-terror that Ptfts an end
to any possible events . A terror which the power dxerting it
ends up exerting on i tself under the banner of secubty.
There is a fierce irony here: the irony of an anti-terrorist world
system that ends up internalizing terror, inflicting i:t on itself
and emptying itself of any political substance and going so
far as to turn on its own population .
Is this a remnan t of the Cold War and the balance ,of terror?
But this time i t's a deterrence without cold war, a t�rror with
out balance. Or rather it is a universal cold war, grpund
into
.
the tiniest interstices of social and political life .
�

This h e adlong rush by p ower i n to i ts own trap reached
dramatic extremes in the Moscow theatre episode, ,when the
hostages and the terrorists were jumbled together the same

i�
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massacre . Exactly as in Mad Cow Disease : you kill the whole
h erd as a precautionary measure - God will rec o g n ize his own.
Or as in S tockholm Syn drom e : being jumbled toge the r i n
death makes them vi rtual ly partners in c rime ( i t is th e same i n
Minority Report: the fac t that the police seize the presumptive
criminal before he has done anyth i ng proves a posteriori that
he can not be innocent) .
And this is, in fac t, the truth of the situation: the fac t is that,
one way o r another, populati o n s themselves are a te r r o ris t
threat to the authorities. And i t is the au th o riti e s themselves
who , by repression, unwittingly set the seal on this compl i city.
The e quivalence in repression shows that we are all pote n ti a lly
the h o stage s of the authori tie s .
By extensio n , we can hyp o th e s i ze a co aliti o n of all govern
ments against all populations - we have had a foretaste of this
with the war i n Iraq , since it was able to take place in defiance
of world opinion , with the more or less disguised assent of all
governments. And if th e world-wide demonstrations agains t
war m ay h ave produced the i l l us ion of a possi b l e counter
power, they demonstrated above all the p o litical i nsi g nificance
o f this ' i n te r n a ti o n al c o m m u n i ty ' by c o m p aris o n with
American Realpolitik.
We are deali n g h enceforth wi th the exercise of power in the
pure s tate with n o concern for sove reignty or representation ;
wit.h th e I n tegral Reality of a n egative power. So l o n g a s i t
derives its s overeignty from representation, s o long as a form
of pol i tical reaso n exists, power can find its e qu il i b riu m - i t
can, at any rate, be combated and contested. B u t the eclip s ing
of that sovereignty leaves an unbridled powe r, wi th n o thi n g
s tand i n g agains t i t, a savage power (wi th a s avag e ry that is
n o longer natural, but technical ) . And which , in a s trangely
roundabout way, m ight be said to get back to something like
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primitive societies, which, not knowing power, were, ;lccording
to Claude Levi-Strauss, societies without history. What if we,
the present global society, were once again, in the shadow of
this integral power, to become a society without histpry?
,

But this Integral Reality of power is also its end, A power that
is no longer based on anything other than the prevention and
policing of events, which no longer has any politidtl will but
the will to dispel ghosts, itself becomes ghostly and vulnerable .
Its virtual power - its programming power in terms o f software
and the like - is total, but as a result it can no longer bring
itself into p lay, except against itself, by all kinds of in ternal
failures. At the height of its mastery, it can now only' lose face .
This i s , literally, the ' Hell o f Power'
The policing of events is essentially carried out by information
itself.24 Information represents the most effective machinery
for de-realizing history. Just as political economy is � gigantic
machinery for producing value, for producing signs 'of wealth,
but not wealth itself, so the whole system of information is
an immense machine for producing the eve n t as sign , as
an exchangeable value on the universal market of ideology,
of spectacl e , of catastroph e , e tc . - in short, for p roducing
a non-event. The abstraction of information IS th � same as
the abs traction of the economy. And, as all commodities,
thanks to this abstrac tion of value, are exchangeabl� one with
another, so all events become substitu table one for ano ther i n
the cultural information market. The singularity o f he event,

t

24. ' I .' informa tio n ' in Fre nch h a s

a b ro a d e

r range o f reference than i n English, de

i t connects :Wi th informa
and also n ews covera g e in a gen�ral sense (cf.

no ting both information in the English sense, where
tion technology ( l ' i n formatique) ,

la presse d ' i n formati o n : the n ewspapers) .
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irreducible to i ts coded tra nsc ri p tion and its stag i n g , which is
what quite simply c on sti tu tes an eve n t, is lo st.
We a re passi ng into a realm where events no longer truly
take p lace , by dint of their very p roduc ti on and dissemination
i n ' real ti m e ' - where they become lost in the void of news

and information.
The sphere of information is like a sp a c e where, after hav
ing e mptie d events of th eir substance, an artificial gravity is re
created and th e y are put back in orbit in ' real tim e ' - whe re,
h avin g shorn them of h is tori c a l vitality, they are re-p roj e c ted
on to the transp o l i ti c a l stage of information.



The n o n-event is not when nothing h ap p e n s .
It is, rath er, the realm of p erpe tu al chan ge, of a ceaseless
u pd ati ng, of an i n c e ss a n t succession in real ti m e, which p ro
duces this general equivalence, this in diffe rence, this banality
that characterizes the zero degree of the e ve n t.
A p e rpe tual escalation that is also th e escalation of growth
- or of fashion, wh ic h is p r e-e m i n e n tly the field of compulsive
c han g e and built-in obsolescence . The asc endancy of models
gives r is e to a cu ltu re of difference that puts an end to any
historical c onti n u i ty. Instead of unfo ldi n g as part of a his tory,
things have be gu n to succeed each other in the vo i d. A pro
fusion of lan gu age and images before which we are defence
less, reduced to the same powe r l e s s n ess, to th e s am e p aralysis
as we mi gh t show on the app ro ach of war.
It isn 't a questi o n of disinformation or brai nwash i n g . It was
a naIve error on the part of the FBI to a tte m p t to create a D isin
form a ti o n Ag e ncy for purposes of man a ged m ani pu l a ti on - a
whol ly us e l ess under taki n g , since disinformation comes from
the very pro fu sio n of info rmation, from its incan tation, its
l oo p e d r ep e titi on , which creates an empty perceptual fi e l d,
a sp a ce sh attered as though b y a neutron bomb or by one
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of those devices that sucks in all th e oxygen froin the area
of i mp a c t . It's a space where everything is pre - n e ut r ali z ed ,
including war, by the precession of images and commen taries,
but this is p e rh aps because there is at bottom nothin g to say
abou t so m e th i n g that unfolds, l ike this war, to a relentless
scenario, without a glimmer of uncertainty rega rd ipg the final
\
outcome.
,
It is in the sphere of the media that we most cl d .rly see the
event short-circuited by its immediate image-feedback.
Information, news coverage, is always already tl} ere. When
there are catastrophes, the reporters and photoj ournalists
are there before the emergency services. If th e y could be, they
would be there before the c atas trophe , the best thing being
to invent or cause the event so as to be first with the news.

�

This kind o f sp eculation re ac he d a h igh p oi n t wi t th e Pe n ta
gon 's i n iti ative of creating a 'futures market in events ' , a stock
market of prices for terrorist attacks or catastrophes. You bet
on the probable occurrence of such events against those who
don't believe th ey ' ll happen.
This speculative marke t is intended to ope rate like the
market in soya or sugar. You m ight speculate .o n the number
of AIDS victims in Africa or on the probability tl).at the San
Andreas Fault will give way ( the Pentagon's ini tiative is said
to derive from the fac t that they credit the fred market in
speculation with be tter fo r e cas ting powe rs tha . the secret
services) .
Of course it is merely a step from here to insicier trading:
be tting on the event before you cause it is still th � surest way
( they say Bin Laden did this, spe culating on 1iWA shares
before 1 1 S ep te m be r ) . It's like taking out life insurance on
your wife before you murder her.

�
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There 's a great difference between the event that happens
(happened) in historical time and the event that happens in
the real time of information.
To the pure management of flows and markets under the
banner of plane tary deregulati o n , the re corresponds th e
' global ' even t - or rather the globalized non-event: the French
victory in the World Cup, the year 2000, the death of Diana,
The Matrix, etc.
Whether or not these even ts are manufactured, they are
orchestrated by the silent epidemic of the information net
works. Fake events .25
Franc;ois de Bern ard analyses . the war in Iraq this way, as a
pure transcrip tion of film theory and practice. What we are
watching as we sit paralysed in our fold-down seats isn 't ' like
a film ' ; it is a film. With a script, a screenplay, that has to be
followed unswervingly.
The casting and the technical and financial resources have
all been meticulously scheduled: these are professionals at
work. Including control of the distribution channels. In the
end, operational war becomes an enormous special effect;
cinema becomes the paradigm of warfare, and we imagine
it as ' real ' , whereas it is merely the mirror of its cinematic
being.
The virtuality of war is not, then, a metaphor. It is the literal
passage from reality into fiction, or rather the immediate
metamorphosis of the real into fiction. The real is now merely
the asympto tic horizon of the Virtual.
And it isn 't just the reality of the real that's at issue in all
this, but the reality of cinema. It's a little like Disneyland: the
2 5 . ' Fake events ' in En glish in the original .
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theme parks are now merely an alibi - masking th e fact that
the whole context of life has been disneyfied.
It's the same with the cinema: the films produced today
are merely the visible allegory of the cinematic form that has
taken over everything - social and political life, th� landscape,
war, e tc . - the form of life totally scripted for the screen. This
is no doubt why cinema is disappearing: because it has passed
into reality. Reality is disappearing at the hands ofrthe cinema
and cinema is disappearing at the hands of real\1.y. A lethal
\
transfusion in which each loses its specificity.
If we view history as a film - which i t has become in spite
of us - then the truth of information consists ih the . post
synchronizati o n , dubbing and sub-ti tling of the film of
'
history.
In the former West Germany they are going to bU!ld a theme
park where the decor and ambience of the now defunct East
will be re-created ( Ost-algia as a form of nostalgia) . A whole
society memorialized in this way in its own lifetim�. (it has not
completely disappeared) .
So the simulacrum does not merely telescope actuality, but
gives the impression that the 'Real ' will soon eveptuate only
in ' real time ' without even passing through the p resent and
history.
As a result, history becomes once again fof us an object of
nostalgia, and a desire for history, for rehabilitati<;>n, for sites
of m emory, can be seen flourishing everywhere, � as though,
even as we suffer it, we are s triving to fuel this s �me end of
history.
History too is operating beyond its own end.
Th e re was a defini ti o n of the historical evert and the
French Revolution was its model. The very concepts of even t
(i
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and history date really fro m that po i n t . The event could be
analysed as the high point in a continuous unfolding and i ts
discontinuity was itself part of an overall dialectic.
I t is n ot that way at all now, with the rise of a world order
exclusive of all ideology and exclusively concerned with
the circulation of flows and n e tworks . In that generalized
circulation, all the o bje ctive s and values of the Enligh tenment
are lost, even tho u gh they were at its o rigi n . For there was
once an idea, an ideal, an i magi n ary o f m od e r n ity, but these
h ave all dis ap pe are d in th e exacerbation of growth.
It is the same with history as it is with reality.
There was a reality principle. Then the principle disappeared
and reality, freed from its p ri n cip le , continues to run on out
of sheer inertia. It develops e xpo nential ly, it becomes In te gral
Reality, which no longer has either p ri ncip le or end, but is
content merely to realize all possibili ties i n te grally. It has
devoured its own utopia. It operates beyond its own en d .
But the end of history is not the last word on history.
For, against this background o f pe rp e tu al non-events, there
looms an o th e r sp e c ie s of eve n t . Ruptural events, unforeseeable
events, unclassifiable in te rms of history, outside of historical
reason, events which occur against their own i m ag e , against
their own simulacrum. Events that break the tedious sequence
of current events as relayed by the media, but which are not,
for all that, a reappearance of history or a Real irrupting in
the heart of the Virtual (as has been said of 1 1 September) .
They do not c o n s ti tu te events in h istory, but beyond history,
beyond its end; they constitute events in a system that has put
an end to h is tory. They are the internal convulsion of history.
And, as a result, they appear inspired by some power of evil,
appear no longer the bearers of a constructive disorder, but
of an absolute disorder.
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I n decip h erab le i n thei r s i n gu l a ri ty, they ar� th� equivalent
i n excess o f a sys t e m th at is i ts e l f i n d e c i p h e r a b l e in i ts
extension and i ts h eadl o n g c h a rg e .

"
In the New Worl d Order there are no longer �ny revolu ti on s ,
there are n ow only c o nvulsio ns . As in an aneg �dly perfe c t
m e c h ani s m , a sys tem that is t o o well in teg r ateq, the re are
n o lo n g e r any crises, but malfunctions, fauhs, breakdown s ,
aneurysmal ruptures.

Yet even ts are not the same as a c c i de n ts.
The a c c id e n t is merely a symptom, an ep i sodic 4ysfu n c tion ,
a fault in th e technical ( or n atu r al ) order that can. p o ss ib ly be
prevente d . This is what all the current politics of r�sk and p re
ven tion is about.
The eve n t, fo r i ts p art, is c o u n te r-offen�ive ; an d much
stran g er in i ns p i ra ti on : into any system at its peak � at its point
of perfection, it reintroduces inte rnal n e ga tiYf ty apd death. I t
is a form o f the turning of power against i tself; a s if, alongsid e
the i n g re d i ents of its power, every system se qr e t1 t nourished
an evil spirit th a t would ensure that system were overtur n e d .
It i s in this sense that, unlike accidents, such evj:nts cannot
b e p r e d ic t ed and they form no part o f any set 9f probabil
i ties.
Th e a n alysis of revolution and the spectre of co ni m u n i sm by
Marx offe rs p l e n ty of a nalo g ie s with th e curre d t situati o n .
He too made th e p r o l e ta r ia t th e h istori c agen Cof the e n d
of c ap i tal - its evil spirit, so t o s p e ak , since , witl� th e rise of
the p r oletari a t , capital fomented the In ternal vir�s of its own
.
des tru c ti on .
There is, however, a r ad ical difference b e twe en : th e spectre
of c o m munis m and that of terrorism . For c ap i tal's great trick
was to transfo r m the age n t of d i si n tegra tio n i t cat-ried within
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i t i n to a visible enemy, a class adversary, and thus, beyond
economic e x ploitation , to change this historic m ovemen t i n to
a dynam ic of r ein tegration leading to a more advanced stage
of capital .
Terroris m ope rates at a h igh er l evel of radicalism: it is n o t
a su�j e c t of histo ry; i t is an elusive e n emy. A n d if t h e class
s truggle gen e rated his torical eve n ts , terrorism gen e rates
an other type of event. Global p owe r (which is no longer quite
the s ame as capi tal) finds itself here in direct confron tation
wi th itself. It is now left to deal not with the spectre of com
munism, but with its own spectre .
The en d of revolutions (and of history in general ) is not,
th e n , in any sense a victo ry for global power. It might rathe r
be said to be a fateful sign for i t.
Histo ry was our s tr on g hypoth esis, th e hypothesis of m axi
mum inte nsi ty.
Change , for i ts part, corresponds to a minimum inte n sity
- i t is where eve ry th ing me rely follows e ve ryth ing else and
cancels it out, to the point of re-creating to tal immobilism:
the im pres s io n , amid the whirl of current events , that nothing
changes.
Generalized e x c h ange - the exchange of flows, of networks,
of u n iversal communication - leads, beyo n d a c riti cal thresh
old we passed long ago, to its own denial , which is no longer
the n a mere crisis of growth , but a catastrophe, a violent in 
vol u tio n , which can be fel t today in what might be called the
' tendency of the ra te of reality to fall ' (similarly, the pro fu sion
of information co rresponds to a ten d ency of the rate of know
l e dge to fall ) .
Z ero degree of value in to tal e quivalence .
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Globalization believed it would succeed in the neutralization
of all c o n fli c ts and would move t owar d s a faultless ord e r. But
i t is, in fact, an o r d e r by default: everythi ng is e q uivalent to
everything else in a zero-sum e qua ti on . Gone is the dialectic,
the play of thesis an d anti thesis resolving i tself in sy n th es i s .
The o ppo s i ng terms now cancel each other out in a levelling
of all conflict. But this neutralization is, in i ts �urn, n eve r
defini tive , since, at the same time as all dialectic�l re so lu ti o n
i
disappears, the extremes come to the fore .
No longer a question of a history in progr es s , of a directive
schema or o f r egu l a ti o n by crisis . No longer any rational
continuity or dialectic of conflicts, but a sharing 6f ext�emes.
Onc e the universal h as been crushed by th e P 9wer of the
gl oba l and the logic o f h i s t o r y o b l i t e rate d b y the dizzying
whi rl of change, there re m ai n s only a face-off between virtual
omnipotence an d those fiercely opposed to it.
Hence the antagonism between global powe r ai).d te rrori s m
- the presen t confron tation b e twe e n America n' h e ge mony
an d Islamist terrorism being merely the visible c�lrrent twist
in this duel between an Integral Reality of power and integral
rejection of that same power.
There is no possible reconciliation; there never will be an
armistice between the antagonistic forces , nor any p o ss ib i li ty
of a n in tegral order.
Never any armistice of th o u ght either, which r�sists it fie rc
ely, or an armistice of events in th i s sense: at m o � t, events go
on strike for a time, then s ud denly b u rst th ro u gh !again .
This is, in a way, reassuring: though it can n o t be j disman tled,
the Empire of Good is also doomed to perpetual failure.
We must retain for the event its radical d efi ni �i o n and its
impact in the i m ag i n ati o n . It is characterized en tirely, in a
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paradoxical way, by its uncanniness, its troubling strangeness
- it is the irruption of something improbable and impossible
- and by i ts troubling familiarity: from the outset it seems
totally self-explanatory, as though predestined; as though it
could not but take place.
There is something h ere that seems to come from else
where, something fateful that nothing can prevent. It is for
this reason, both complex and contradictory, that it mobilizes
the imagination with such force . It breaks the continuity of
things and, at the same time, makes its entry into the real with
stupefying ease.
Bergson felt the event of the First World War this way. Before
it broke out, it appeared both possible and impossible (the
similarity with the suspense surrounding the Iraq war is total) ,
and at the same time h e experienced a sense of stupefaction
at the ease with which such a fearful eventuality could pass
from the abstract to the concrete, from the virtual to the real.
We see the same paradox again in the mix ofjubilation and
terror that characterized, in a more or less unspoken way, the
event of 1 1 September.
It is the feeling that seizes us when faced with the occurrence
of something that happens without having been possible.
In the normal course of events, things first have to be possible
and can only ac tualize themselves afterwards. This is the
logical, chronological order. But they are not, in that case,
events in the strong sense.
This is the case with the Iraq war, which has been so pre
dicte d , programmed, anticipated, prescribed and modelled
that it h as exhausted all its p ossibilities before even taking
place. There is no longer anything of the event in it. There is
no longer anything in it of that sense of exaltation and horror
1 30

OR THE LUCIDI1Y PACT

felt in the radical event of 1 1 September, which re�embles
the
..
sense of the sublime spoken of by Kan t.
The non-event of the war leaves m erely a sense of mystifica
tion and nausea.
It is h ere we must introduce something like a in e taphysics
of th e event, indications of which we find onte again in
Bergson.
Asked if i t was possi ble for a great work to .appear, he
replied, No, it was not possible, it is not possibk yet, i t will
become possible once it has appeared: ' If a m<\n of tal e n t
or genius emerges, if he creates a work, then i t i s real .and it
thereby becomes retrospectively, retroactively possible. '26
Transposed to events, this means that they firs� take place,
ex nihilo as it were , as something unpredictable . Only then can
they be conceived as possible . This is the tempo ral paradox,
the reversed temporality that designates the even ( as such.
As a general rule, we conceive of an ascendin g Ijne running
from the impossible to the possible, then to th � real. Now,
what marks out the true event is precisely th at ¢ e real and
the possible come into being simultaneously and � re immedi
ately imagined. But this relates to living events; to a living
temporality, to a depth of time that no longer exists at all in
real time.
Real time is violence done to time, violence � one to the
event. With the instantaneity of the Virtual and th e precession
of models, it is the whole depth of field of the duree, of origin
and end, that is taken from us. It is the loss of an ever-deferred
time and its replacement by an immediate, d<;finitive time.

26. Henri Bergson. L a pensee e t I e
p. l l 0 .

mouvant.
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Things have only to be concentrated into an immediate
present-ness by accentuating the simultaneity of all networks
and all points on the globe for time to be reduced to i ts
smallest simple element, the instant - which is no longer even
a ' present' moment, but embodies the absolute reality of time
i n a total abstraction, thus prevailing against the irruption of
any event and the eventuality of death .
Such is ' real time ' , the time of communication, information
and perpetual interaction: the finest deterrence-space of time
and events. On the real-time screen, by way of simple digital
manipulation, all possibilities are potentially realized - which
puts an end to their possibili ty. Through electronics and
cybernetics, all desires, all play of identity and all interactive
potentialities are programmed in and auto-programmed. The
fact that everything here is realized from the outset prevents
the emergence of any singular event.
Such is the violence of real time, which is also the violence
of information.
Real time demate rializes b o th the future dimension and
the past; it dematerializes historical time, pulverizes the real
event. The Shoah, the year 2000 - it did not take place, it will
not take place.
I t even pulverizes the prese n t event in news coverage
[ l 'injormation] , which is merely i ts instan taneous i mage
feedback.
News coverage is coupled with the illusion of present time,
of presence - this is the media illusion of the world 'live' and,
at the same time , the horizon of disappearance of the real
event.
Hence the dilemma posed by all the images we receive: un
certainty regarding the truth of the event as soon as the news
media are involved.
1 �2
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As soon as they are both involved in and involved by the
course of pheno m ena, it is the news media that afe the event.
It is the event of news coverage that subs titutes itself for
coverage of the event.

The historic time of the event, the psychologidl ti � e of affects,
the subj ective time of j u d g ement and will, the obj e c tive time
of reality - these are all simultaneously thrown irito
question
.
by real time.
If there were a subj ect of history, a subj ect of k rlOwl ed g e, a
subj ect of power, these have all disappeared in the obliteration
by real time of di s tan ce, of the patho s of distance in the in
te gral realization of the world by information.
,

Before the event it is too early fo r the possiblC7 .
After the event it i s too late for the pos si bl e . ,
It is too late also for representation, and nothirlg wi ll really
be ab l e to account for it. Se p te m be r 1 1 th, for e x am p l e, is
there first - only then do its possibility and its causes catch up
with it, through all the discourses that will atte m pt to e xplai n
it. But it is as impossible to represent that event) as it was to
forecast it before it o ccur re d . The CIA's experts had at their
disposal al l the informa tion on the possibility of an attack,
but they simply didn't believe in it. It was beyonq imagining.
Suc h an event always is. It is beyon d all possi b le 'causes (and
perh aps even, as Italo Svevo suggests , causes are m e rely a
mis u nderstandin g that pr events the world from � being what
it is) .
.
We h ave, th e n , to pass through the no �- ev e n t of news
coverage (information) to d e tect what res i s ts that coverage.
To find, as it were, the 'living coin' of the event; To make a
literal analysis of it, agai n st all the m achi n e ry of Gom m e n tary
and stage-management that m e rely neutralizes it. ;
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Only events set free from n ews and information (and us
with them) create a fantastic longing. These alone are ' real ' ,
since there is nothing to explain them and the imagi nation
welcomes them with open arms.
There is in us an immense desire for events.
And an immense disappointment, as all the contents of the
information media are desperately inferior to the power of
the broadcasting machinery. This disproportionality creates a
demand that is ready to swoop on any incident, to crystallize
on any catastrophe . And the pathetic contagion that sweeps
through crowds on some particular occasion ( the death of
Diana, the World Cup) has no o ther cause. It isn't a question
of voyeurism or letting off steam . It's a spontaneous reaction
to an immoral situation: the excess of information creates
an immoral situation, in that it has no equivalent in th e real
event. Au tomatically, one wants a maximal event, a 'fateful '
event - which repairs this immense banalization of life by the
information machine. We dream of senseless events that will
free us from this tyranny of meaning and the constraint of
causes.
We live in terror both of the excess of meaning and of total
meaninglessness.
And in the banal context of social and personal life these
excessive events are the equivalent of the excess of signifier
in language for Levi-Strauss: namely, that which founds it as
symbolic function.
Desire for events, desire for non-events - the two drives are
simultaneous and , doubtless, each as powerful as the o ther.
Hence this mix of jubilation and terror, of secret elation
and remorse. Elation linked not so much to death as to the
unpredictable, to which we are so partial.
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All the j ustifi cations m erely m ask precisely this obscure
desire fo r eve n ts , fo r overthrowing th e order' of things,
whatever it may be.
A p erfectly sacrilegious desire for the irrup (lon of evil,
for the restitution of a secret rule, which, in the form of a
to tally unjustified eve n t ( natural catastrophes are similarly
unj ustified) , re-establishes something like a bala�ce between
the forces of good and evil.
Our moral protestations are directly proportionate to the
immoral fascination that th e automatic reversi ility of evil
exerts on us.

*

They say Diana was a victim of the 'socie ty of the spectacle'
and that we were passive voyeurs of her death. B�t there was
a much more complex dramaturgy going o n , a collective
scenario in which Diana herself was not innocent .( in terms of
display of self) , but in which the masses played a n immediate
role in a posi tive ' real i ty show' of the public find private
life of Lady Di with the media as inte rface . Th!e paparazzi
were merely the vehicles, toge th er wi th the m � dia, of this
lethal interaction, and behind them all o f us, whose desire
shapes the media - we who are the mass and the medium, the
network and the electric current.
There are no actors or spectators any more ; We are all
immersed in the same reality, in the same revolving respons
ibility, in a single destiny that is merely the fulfilment of a
collective desire . Here again we are n o t far removed from
Stockholm Syndrome: we are the hostages of ne�s coverage,
but we acquiesce secretly in this hostage-taking. .

At the same time we violently desire events, any event, provided

it is exceptional. And we also desire j us t as passionately that
nothing should happen, that things should be
order and

i*
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remain so, even at the cost of a disaffection with existence
that is itself unbearable. Hence the sudden convulsions and
the contradictory affects that ensue from them: jubilation or
terror.
Hence also two types of analysis: the one that responds
to the extreme singularity of the event and the o ther whose
function might be said to be to routinize it - an orthodox
thinking and a paradoxical thinking. Between the two there is
no longer room for merely critical thought.
Like it or not, the situation has become radicalized. And if
we think this radicalization is that of evil - evil being ultimately
the disappearance of all mediation , leaving only the clash
belween extremes - then we must acknowledge this situation
and confront the problem of evil.
We do not have to plump for the one or the other.
We experience the simultaneous attraction and repulsion
of the event and the non-event. Just as, according to Hannah
Arendt, we are confron ted in any action with the unforeseeable
and the irreversible.
But, since the irreversible today is the movement towards
virtual ascendancy over the world, towards total control and
technological ' e nframing' , towards the tyranny of absolute
prevention and technical security, we have left to us only the
unpredic table, the luck of the event.
And just as Mallarme said that a throw of the dice would
never abolish chance - that is to say, there would never be
an ultimate dice throw which, by its automatic perfection,
would put an end to chance - so we may hope that virtual
programming will never abolish events.
Never will the point of technical perfection and absolute
prevention be reached where the fateful event can be said to
have disappeared.
136
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There will always be a chance for the troub1ing � trangeness

[ das Unheimliche] of th e eve n t, as agai n s t th � tro ubling

monotony of the global order.

A fine m e taphor for this is that video artist who had. his c amera
train ed on the Manhattan peninsula th ro ug h ou t th e month
of September 200 1 , in order to record the fac t tl?-at n o thing
happens, i n order to film th e non eve n t
And banality wen t right ahead and blew up in · his camera
lens with th e Twin Towers !

�

-
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Evil and Misfortune

Of evil

in the pure state it is impossible to speak.
What one can speak of is the distinction betwe � n evil and
misfortune, the reduction of evil to misfortune, arid a culture
of misfortune that is complicit with the hegemonic culture of
happiness.27
The ideal opposition between good and evil has been re
duced to the ideological opposition between happiness and
misfortune. The reduction of good to happiness is. as baneful
as that of evil to mi sfortune, but this latter is more,in teresting
because it shows up our humanistic vision :rhon� dis tin ctly,
that vision which sees man as naturally good,
. aI}d evil and
misfortune as m ere accidents.
It is here, in the idea that man is good, or at lea�t culturally
perfectible, that we encounter our deepest imaginary concep
tion, and with it our most serious confusion . For if:m isfortune
is an accident and, ultimately, like sickness an e( poverty, a
reparable accident (from the technical standpoin � of integral
happiness even death is no longer irreparable ) , \evil, for its
part, is not an accident. If misfortune is accidental, evil is
JataPS It is an original power and, in no sense, a dysfunction ,
vestige or mere obstacle standing in the way of goqd.
..

27. The key terms here are m o re eviden tJy related at

th e lexical

Mal (evil) . Ie malheur (misfortun e ) , le bonheur (happiness) .

28. Primarily in the

sense of desti n e d ,

fated

to occur.
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The sovereign hypothesis, the hypothesis of evil, is that man is
not good by nature, not because he might be said to be bad,
bu t because he is perfect as he is.
He is perfect in the sense that the frui t is perfect, but not
more perfect than the flower, which is perfect in itself and is
not the unfinished phase of a definitive state.
Nothing- is definitive - or rather everything is. Every stage
of evolution, every age of life, every moment of life, every
animal or plant species, is perfect in itself. Every character,
i n i ts singular impe rfection, in i ts matchless finitu d e , is
incomparable .
This i s what evolutionary thought tends to suppress i n the
name of a fi nality that can only be that of Good, to the perfectly immoral - advantage of some particular species, for
it is in evolutionism, in the idea of a progressive succession,
that all discriminations are rooted.
If one takes each term in its singularity and not in its
particularity, refe rred to the universal - then each term is
perfect; it is itself i ts own end.
In this way every detail of the world is perfect if it is not
referred to some larger set.
In this way everything is perfect if it is not referred to its
idea.
In this way the n o thing is perfect since it is set against
nothing.
And in this way evil is perfect when left to itself, to its own
evil genius.
Such is man before being plunged into the idea of progress
and into the technical imagining of happiness: he is both evil
and perfection - like the Cathars, who, while recognizing the
singular power of evil an d i ts total hold over creation, called
themselves perfect: the ' Perfecti '
-
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Ceronetti, i n L'occhiale malinconico, writes : T find th e phil
osophical idea of the fundamental misfortune of t;he human
race quite alien. In Leopardi, the inalterable inrjocence of
the victim is always presupposed and nature then s�rikes them
down as though with some malignant tumour.
tdo not see
innocence anywhere . I know men are base by natttre and not
by accident, but when I think "human condition" }( I lose any
notion of happiness or misfortune - the night carries it away,
all that remains is a hopeless puzzle.
Or, again: 'I feel misfortune as a marginal burning sensa
tion, which does not correspond to a vision of evil, 'of which it
migh t be said merely to be an accident, a belated event. '
At bottom, the dogma of misfortune is too clear and too
verifiable an idea to be fundamental. Evil is a confused, im
penetrable idea. It is enigmatic in its very essence . "Now, a tiny
confused idea is always greater than a very big ijiea that is
absolutely clear.
The idea of misfortune is, then, an easy solution .
Just a s the idea of freedom i s the easiest solu tion to the
impossibility of thinking destiny and predestinat! on, just as
the idea of reality is the easiest solution to the i �possibility
of thinking the radical illusorin ess of the world, $0 the idea
of misfortune is the easiest solution to the impossibility of
thinking evil.
This impossibility of thinking evil is matched only by the
impossibility of imagining death.
�
Hence the question how an entire people was able to
follow the Nazis in their enterprise of extermination is one
that remains hopelessly insoluble for a rational t�ough t, an
Enlightenment thought that is incapable of thinkl ng beyond
an ideal version of man, i n c apabl e even of env\saging the
absence of a response to such a question.
141
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Unin telligence of evil, absence of insi gh t into thin gs by evil
an d therefore always the same discourse on the ' foul beast'
and th e same naive te in th e a n alysis of present events .
O u r wh o l e system of values excludes this p redes tinati o n o f

evil .
Ye t all i t has invented, at the end of its burdensome the r apy
on the human species, is ano th e r way of making it disappear,
that is to s ay, of ironically car ryin g the possibility of happiness
to i ts opposite term , that of the perfect crim e , that of in tegral
misfortune, which was somehow wai ting for it just at th e e n d .
F o r you c a n n o t liberate g o o d without li be r ati n g evil, and

that liberation is even more rapid than the liberation of go o d .
It is, in fact, no l o n ger exac tly a stru ggle between g o o d and
evil. I t ' s a que s tion of transparency.
Good is transparent: you can see through it.

Evil , by con trast, shows through : i t is what you see when you
see th rough .
Or alternatively, evil is the first hypo thesis, the firs t supposi

tio n . Goo d is merely a transposi tion and a substitute product:
the hypos tasis of evi l .
G o o d defi n i tive ly s c a tte r e d am o n g th e figures of evi l .
Anamorphosis o f good.
Evil defi n i tively s c a ttered am o n g th e fi g u r es of go o d .
Anam o rphosis o f evil .
It is only through the distorte d , disseminated figures of evil
th at one can reconsti tute , in perspe c tive , the figure of g ood . I t
is o n ly through the dispe rsed and falsely symmetrical figu res
of good that one can reconsti tute the paradoxical figure of
evil .
A s i t is only th rou gh the dispe rsion o f the n am e of God
in the labyrinth of the poem that you can sense th e o ri gi n al
fi gu re runni n g through it.
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This way evil h as o f s h owi n g

through in all the figur�s of good,
effects and,
s i n gu l a r l y, of th e fa c t th at e ve ryth i ng w h i c h s ta n ds dp p o sed to
the system to d ay i s m e r e ly an involun tary mi r r o r to it.
So it i s with all these developm e n ts i n human r i gh ts, human
i tarianism and all these th i n g s ' sans frontieres' th a t m e r e l y
hasten the circulation of th e New World Order for �h i ch th ey
this occult presence, is the matrix of all p e rvers e

stand surety. Without that be i n g anyo n e 's strategy.

In this sense, th e hypo th e s is of evil i s n e ve r th a t of a d e te r
mined i ll-will, but the hyp o th e s i s of a rational con c ,\\ te na ti o n ,
of n ormality on th e move - a te leo n o m y that is p 4r ti cu l ar ly
ta n g ib l e in all the r e c e n t wa r s wh ere th e ri g ht o fh u � an i ta r i a n
i n te rve n ti o n cl e arly takes over th e role of e xte n d in g that New
Order. The Kos ovans were n o t j u s t h u m a n s h i e l q s for the
S e rbs ; the wh ole refugee drama s e rve d as a h u ma ni t a ria n
shield for the West.
,
An e n ti rely synchronous disconnect: the refugee dram a was
treated as a 'humanitarian ' catastrophe, wh i l e the ' s tir g i c a l ' air
strikes were u nfo l d i n g just as i m p l a c ably. Thus tfle a o t r opa i c
fi gures of good ensure the con ti n ua ti o n of evil, j \l st as (in
Macedonio Fernan d e z ' s wr i ti n gs ) the vicissi tudes o f; m e a n i n g
';
and value keep th e N o th i n g in b e i n g .
As C er o n e tt i says, ' Co n cr e te s alvation takes th e form of an
accelerated des truction . ' B u t , in a way, it is n o t evi l , .b u t good
that is ma nife stly at the controls of the suicide l o c o n o tive .

p

T h i n ki n g based

}
evil is n o t pessimistic ; i t is the \ th i n ki n g

on
based on misfortune that is p e s s i m is t i c bequsd i t wan ts
d e s p e rate ly to escape evil or, alternatively, to revel i n i t .
Th o u ght , for its p art , does not cure h u m a n mis fo fitun e , the
terrible obviousness of which it absorbs for p u rp o se � of some
unknown transformation. Pessimism excludes any d � p th th at
eludes i ts n e gative judgemen t, whereas th o u gh t wi s h e s t o
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penetrate m agically beyond the fracture of the visible . The
rays of the black sun of pessimism do not reach down to the
floor of the abyss.
Absolute depth knows neither good nor evil .
Thu s the in telligence o f evil goes far beyond pessimism.
In reali ty, the only genuinely pessimis tic , nihilistic vision
is that of good since, at bottom, from the humanist point of
view, the whole of history is nothing but crime . Cain killing
Abel is alre ady a crime agai n s t humanity ( th e re were only
two of them ! ) and isn ' t original sin already a crime against
humani ty too ? This is all absurd, and, fro m the standpoint
of good, the effort to rehabili tate the world 's violence is a
hopeless exercise . All the more so as, without all these crimes,
there simply would n' t be any history.
' If the evil in man were eliminated, ' says Montaigne , 'you
would destroy the fundamental conditions of life . '
Everyth i n g c o m e s from this c onfusi o n b e tween evil and
misfortune.
Evil is the world as i t is and as it has been, and we can take
a lucid view of this. Misfortune is the world as it ought never
to have been - but in the name of what? In the name of what
ought to b e , in th e name of God or a transcendent ideal, of a
good it would be very hard to defin e .
We may take a criminal view of crime: that is tragedy. O r we
may take a recriminative view of it: that is humanitarianism;
it is the pathetic, sentimental vision, the vision that calls con
stan tly for reparation.
We have here all the Ressentiment that comes from the depths
of a genealogy of morals and calls within us for reparation of
our own lives.
This retrospective compassion , thi s conversion of evil into
misfortune , is the twen tieth century's finest industry.
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First as a mental blackmailing operation, to which we are

all victim, even in our actions, from which we may hope only

for a lesser evil - keep a low profile, decriminalize your exist
ence ! - then as source of a tidy p r ofi t, since m isfortu n e ( in
all its forms, from suffering to in se curity from oppression to
depression) represents a symbolic capital, the ex p loitation
of which, even more than the exploitation of happiness, is
endlessly profitable : it is a goldmine with a seam running
through each of us.
Contrary to received opinion, misfortune is easier to man
age than happiness - that is why it is the ideal solu t� on to the
problem of evil. It is misfortune that is most distinctl y 0PP9sed
to evil and to the principle of evil, of which it is the denial.
Just as freedom ends in total liberation and, in abreaction
to that liberation, in new servitudes, so the ideal of h a ppi ne ss
leads to a whole culture of misfortune, of recrimination, re
pentance, compassion and victimhood.
,

We go on discarding elements of freedom in all kinds of ways,
while continuing to speak up for it.
We go on dreaming of perfect happiness, while s � nsing the
potential boredom of paradise. For we know what F-Iell is like
and those burning in Hell, since Hell is never beiiJg able to
do anything but evil. But how is it with those in Paradise who
will no longer have any idea of evil? God alorie knows what
awaits them.
It is here and now, however, that we are confronted with the
tedium of the artificial paradises, with ideal living conditions.
And it is by hypersensitivity to these ideal conditiohs that we
abreact and tend towards misfortune as the most sustainable
solution - a kind of escape route from the terr Ol1. stiq h appiness
plot. The despair of having everything.29
29. This sentence in English in the original.
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Ye t we do not, for all that, move closer to evil or to the
essence of evil . On the contrary, we move further away from
it, for the closer you get to the comfortable obviousness of
misfortune, the further you move from the invisible continuity
of evil .
' Bis Gottes Fehle hilft, ' says H6lderlin . 'Until God 's absence
comes to our aid. '
The death of God is, in fact, the deliverance from all re
sponsibility to another world. But our responsibility for this
world then becomes total, and there is no longer any possible
redemption.
Or, rather, redemption changes meaning: it is n o longer
the redemption of man and his sin, but the redemption of
the death of God. That death has to be redeemed by a com
pulsive effort to transform the world. One has to ensure one's
salvation at all costs by realizing the world for better or for
worse.
A performance that tops off the one described by Max
Weber in The Spirit of Capitalism: that of transforming the world
into weal th for the greater glory of God. But it is no longer a
question now of his glory; it is a question of his death and of
exorcizing it. The point is to make the world transparent and
operational by extirpating from it any illusion and any evil
force.

And so, under the hegemony of good, everything is getting
better and, at the same time , going from bad to worse: no
hell any m o re , and n o damnation. Eve rything becomes
susceptible of redemption. From this point on, good and evil,
which were still opposing powers, but linked to each other
in transcendence , are to be dissociated for the purposes of
a definitive reali zation of the world under the banner of
happiness.
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In fact, this idea of happiness bears merely a distant relation
to good. For if good is moral in essence, happiness ,... the per
formance of happiness - is in essence perfectly immoral .
It i s to such a n evangelization that we c a n ascrib e all the
manifest signs of well-being and accomplishment Offered to
us by a paradisiac civilization subjec t to the eleventh com
mandment, the commandment that sweeps away �1l
. o thers:
' Be happy and show all the signs of happiness ! '
We can see this demand for universal redemption in the way
all current violence and inj ustice is being put on " trial, and
also, retrospectively, all the crimes and violent everts of the
past: the French Revolution, slavery, original sin an �l battered
wives, the ozone layer and sexual harassment. In �hort, the
investigative process for the Last Judgement is already well
under way and we are doomed first to condemn, the n to
absolve and whitewash the whole of our history; to e�terminate
evil from even the tiniest interstices, so as to offer the image
of a radiant universe ready to pass over into the ne X't world.
An inhuman, superhuman, all-too-human undertaking?
And why fuel this eternal repentance, this chain reaction of
bad conscience?
Because everything must be saved.
This i s where we have got to today. Everything will be re
deemed, the whole past will be rehabili tated, buffed up to
the point of transparency. As for the future , it is better and
worse yet: everything will be genetically modified to" attain the
biological and democratic perfection of the species';
The salvation that was defined by the equivalence of merit
and grace will be defined, once the fixation wi th evil and
Hell has been ove rcome , by the equivalence of genes
and
.
performance.
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To tell the truth, once happiness becomes the general equi
valent of salvation, pure and simple, then heaven itself is no
longer needed. From the point when everyone is potentially
saved, no one is. Salvation no longer has any meaning.
This is the destiny that beckons for our democratic enter
prise: it is stifled at birth for having forgotten the necessary
discrimination, for the omission of evil.
We need, then, an irrevocable presence of evil, an evil from
which there is no possible redemption, an irrevocable dis
crimination, a perpetual duality of Heaven and Hell, and
even, in a sense, a predestination of evil, for there can be no
destiny without some predestination.
There is nothing immoral in this. According to the rules of
the game, there is nothing immoral in some losing and others
winning, or even in everyone losing. What would be immoral
would be for everyone to win. This is the contemporary ideal
of our democracy: that all should be saved. But that is possible
only at the cost of a perpetual inflation and upping of the
stakes.
And this is reassuring, since the imperative of salvation,
of the individual s tate of grace , will always be thwarted by
some challenge or passion from elsewhere, and any form of
personal beatitude may be sacrificed to something more vital,
which may be of the order of the will in Schopenhauer's terms
or of the will to power in Nietzsche 's, but which, in any event,
retains the fateful quality of that which, in opposition to any
happy finality, is predestined to come to pass.
Behind its euphoric exaltation, this imperative of maximum
performance bears within it evil and misfortune in the form
of a deep disavowal and a secret disillusionmen t.
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Perhaps performance is merely a collective form bf h uman
sacri fice, but disembodied an d dis tilled in to our e n tire
technological machinery.
In this strange world, where everything is p:o te n tially
available - the body, sex, space, money, pl easure - t9 be taken
or rej ected en bloc, everything is there; nothing has disappeared
physically, but everything has disappeared metaphysically. 'As
if by magic, ' one might say, except that it has disappeared not
so much by enchantment as by disen chantment.
Individuals, such as they are , become exac tly what they
are . Without transcendence and without image, they carry on
their lives like a useless function in the eyes of another world,
irrelevant even in their own eyes .
And they do what they do all the be tter for the fact that
there is no other possibility. No authority to appeal ,to.
They have sacrificed their lives to their functi 6 nal exist
ences. They are one with the exact numerical calculation of
their lives and their performance.
Summoned to get the greatest efficiency and pleasure out
of themselves, human beings are suddenly at odds; and their
:;
existences dislocated.
An existence realized, then, but at the same time denied,
thwarted, disowned.
Wherever humans are condemned to total freedom or to
an ideal fulfilment, this automatic abreaction to ;their own
good and their own happiness seeps in.
This imperative of maximum performance also comes into
contradiction with the moral law, which dictates that everyone
shall be put on an equal basis and everything set �to zero in
the name of democracy and an equal division of o p portuni ty
and advantage. From the perspective of universal redemption
no one must stand out.
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Forjustice to be done, all privilege must disappear; everyone
is called on to shed any specific qualities and to become once
again an elementary particle - collective happiness being that
of the lowest common denominator. This is like potlatch in
reverse, each outbidding the other in insignificance, while
zealously cultivatin g their tiniest difference and cobbling
toge ther their multiple identities.
Recrimination means going back over the crime to correct
its trajectory and its effects. This is what we are doing in going
back over the whole of our history, over the criminal history
of the human species, so that we may do penance right now as
we await the LastJudgement.
I-Ience the immense syndrome of repentance and rewriting
(historical rewriting for now, but with the genetic, biological
rewriting of the species yet to come) that has taken hold of
this fin de siecle, from the perspective still of deserving salvation
and of offering the image of an ideal victim at the last.
A 'clean-up ' of all the violent events of past centuries, in
order to bring them under the n ew j urisdiction of human
rights and crimes against humanity. The latest episode of this
revisionist madness is the proposal th at slavery and the slave
trade be condemned as a crime against humanity.
The rectification of the past in terms of our new human
itarian awareness. Or, in other words, in the purest colonial
tradition, the imperialism of repentance ! The idea is to allow
the 'populations concerned' to carry out their mourning and
draw a line under this page of their history in order to enter
fully upon the path of modern history. Perhaps the Mricans
will even be able to turn this moral acknowledgement into
damage claims on the same terms that have been granted to
survivors of the Shoah.
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Then we shall see no end to compensati ng, rede�ming and
an d all we shall h ave done will have b e e n to
add to the traditional exploit.ation th e hypocritical absolution
.

rehabil i tating,

of all violence.

A vi ctim economy, a po l i tical economy of misfortune : a posit
ive tradeable s tock, which , i n all i ts forms, has s (l bs ti tuted
i tself for th e impossible exchange of evil .

�
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than on p ri d e self-regard or self·love . Much more
,

on pleasure or th e tas te for
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Many p e o

ple s
'

o n ly

pleasure,
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talent in life is to
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mobilize this affect

and this alternative solution . 'Mter h atred, th e fundam e n tal
en emy of the human race is remors e , ' says Spinoza.

and remorse are one and the sam e :
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� ut hatred

is remorse at individua

tion and at the breaking of the symbolic pact th at ¢ngen d e rs

self-hatred and

Ressentiment.

Rendered official in this way, self-criticism and repen tance

h ave eve n become a mode of gover n m e n t: p b l i ti dans con

the mirror of their uselessness :for th e assent
their fellow ci ti z ens, who can thus continue to l i,ve in con
temp t for themselves through the c o n te m p t they feel for their
po l i ti ca l class. For, if t h e l ove of o th e rs is the 'patH taken by
o n e ' s own self-love
La Rochefoucauld virtually r»ade a set
of rules out of this - one may also detest o ne s e lf thro u gh the

s tan tly offer up
of

-

hatred and c o n tempt one fe els for o thers.
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Everyon e coun ts on deriving the secondary gains from
this vicious circle and misfortune is exchanged on the Stock
Exchange of Values, whereas evil is inconvertible .
Immediate conversion, in the name of the law, of misfor
tun e into earnings - the pay-off for an accident or for depres
sion, the commercial equivalent of any se tback, any handicap:
rape , sexual harassme n t, even birth itself, regarded as a
congenital affliction (for example, the blind, deaf, mute and
mentally retarded child who was recently gran ted life-long
compensation for the fact of being born) .
Today this chronicle of recrimination and compensation
covers the entire ' social ' field, which is n ow merged with the
fields of insurance and security.
And this model of rep e n tance and reparatio n of all
wrongs has been shifted on to a quite other level: the genetic
reparation of all the deficits of the human species.
All this shows a very mediocre idea of oneself - always im
puting misfortune to some objective cause.
Once it has been exorcized by causes, misfortun e is no
longer a problem: it becomes susceptible of a causal solution
and, above all, it originates elsewhere - in original sin, in
history, in the social order, or in natural perversion. In short,
it originates in an obj ectivity into which we exile it the better
to be rid of it. Once again, this bespeaks very little pride and
self.respect.
In the past, what struck you down was your destiny, your
personal jatum. You didn't look for some 'objective ' cause of
this or some atten uating circumstance, which would amount
to sayin g we have no part in what happens to us. There is
something humiliating in that.
The intelligence of evil begins with the hypothesis that our
ills come to us from an evil genius that is our own.
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Let us be worthy of our ' perversity' of our evil genius, let
us measure up to our tragic involvement in what h,.appens to
us (including good fortune) .
In a word, let us not be im b eciles for imbec i l i ty in the
literal sense lies in the sup erfici al reference to misfortune and
exern.ption from evil.
This is how we make imbeciles of the victims 'therpselves, by
confining them to their condition of victim. And by the com
passion we show them we engage in a kind of false advertising
for them.
We take no account of what degree of choice and defian ce,
of connivence with o n eself, of - unconscious ; o r q�asi
deliberate - provocative relation to evil there may be in
AIDS, in drug-taking, in sufferi n g and alienation, in volu ntary
servitude - in this acting-out in the fatal zone.
.
It is the same with suicide, whi ch is always ascri� e d to de
pressive motivations with no account taken of an � riginalily
of, an original will to commit, the act itself ( Can � tti speaks
in the same way of the interpretation of dreams as � violence
done to dreams that takes no account of their literai ness)
So, the understanding of misfortune is ev e ryWhere sub
stituted for the intelligence of evil. Now, unlike t� e former,
this latter rests on the rej ection of the presumption of in
nocence . By contrast with that unde r s t a n d i ng, we are all
pre s umptive wron gdoers - but not respon s ib l e ones, for, in
the last instance, we do not have to answer for ourse ives - that
is the business of destiny or of the divinity.
For the act we commit, it is right we should be d�alt with and indeed punished - accordingly. We are never innocent of
that act in the sense of having nothing to do with it or being
victims of it. But this does not mean we are answerable for it
e ither, as that would suppose we were answerable for ourselves,
that we were invested with total power over ourselves, which is
a subj ective illusion.
,

.
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It's a good thing we don ' t possess that p ower or tha t r e spon s
ibil i ty. A good thing we are not the causes of ourselves - that
at least confers some degree of innocence o n us . For the rest,
we are forever complicit in what we do, even if we are n o t
answerable t o anyone.
So we are both irresponsible and without excuses.
Never e x p l ain , never complain.3D

One must never confess to being

u nfo r tunate or claim to

be

u nfortunat e , and hence in some way innocent and a victim.

There is n o p resumption of innocence and it is better to be
part of evi l than party to misfortun e .
So, t o say of a woman sh e is an innocen t victim of seduction,
that she has n o p art i n the fac t of be ing seduced, is an offence
to femininity itself.
In th is way, beyo n d good an d evil, that dual relati on is
p l ayed out in which the vi ct i m ceases to be a victim by an
ac tive complicity with his/her own m i sfortune .
The extreme case of Stockholm Synd rome is like this, where
the hostage ends up going over to the h o s tage- ta ke r ' s cause
- an incomprehensible turn of e ven ts if one cannot conceive
that this c omplici ty of the victim e quates to a symbolic
transference and forms part of the ironic essence of evil.
Which means there is nowhere a definition of Good or for
anyone a clear definition of happ i nes s - and that nothing is
fo r the best in the best of all worlds.
The p ar a d o x m ay exte n d as far as the m oral o b ligati on
of gratitude to the o the r for th e evil h e has d one y ou, as
illus trated by the following J ap an e se story, which is sublim e ,
bu t d i ffi cu l t for our Western m orali ty to accept, in which a

30. This phrase in English in the original.

1 54

OR THE LUCIDlIT PACT

woman decides not to save the life of a drowning child since,

she says, 'You would owe me such a debt of gratitude that
your entire life would not suffice to pay it back.'

Is there not also the profoundest pleasure in bitterness? No

satisfaction, no victory, will ever be the equivalent of the bitter
plenitude of the sense of injustice. It revels in itselLIt draws on

the very roots of an inner revenge on existence. Who, in the
light of that, could claim to give a definition of happiness?

Complex as is this entanglement of good and 'evil, so too

is it difficult to pass beyond good and evil when the very dis
tinction between the two has disappeared.
One may reject all this.

The fact remains that the hypothesis of evil, of) the lack of

distinction between good and evil and our deep complicity
with the worst, is always present, rendering all ()ur actions

impenetrable. But it is itself a principle of action arid doubtless
one of the most powerful.

I am playing devil's advocate here.

But if you reject this hypothesis you can always think in

terms of a wager of the Pascalian type. What Pasca' says, more

or less, is this: you can always content yourself with a secular

existence and its advantages, but it's much· mote fun with
the hypothesis of God. With just a few sacrifices Ito make in
exchange for eternal salvation, the advantages are much
greater.

Where we are concerned, this same wager becomes: you

can always get by with the hypothesis of good and happiness,
but it's much more fun with the hypothesis of eviL

A variant of the same wager would be: you can always get by

with the hypothesis of reality, but it's much more �"un with the
hypothesis of radical illusion.

155

THE iNTELLIGENCE OF t:VIL

We should transfer on to reality - or rather on to the non
existence of reality - Pascal's wager on the existence of God.
Pascal: It's to your advantage to believe in the existence of
God and eternal life since, if they don't exist, you won't have
lost much by sacrificin g your life. On the other hand, if they

do exist, you stand to gain infin itely.
Reality: I t's to your advan tage n o t to believe in it, since
if you believe in i t and it doesn't exis t, you're duped and
swindled and you will die stupid.
If you don't believe in it and it doesn't exist, you win on all
counts.

If you don't believe in it and it does exist, you retain the
benefit of the doubt, since th�re will n ever be any conclusive
proof of its existence, any more than of the existence of God
(moreover, ifit exists, given what it is, it is better to be parted
from it as quickly as possible) .
Clearly this is the opposite choice to that of Pascal, who
opts for God. But it is the same wag er. And, in any event, no
one is forced to gamble.
It is all down to the fact that the Devil had an unhappy child
h o o d and one cannot accuse him of maleficence whe n he
is merely doing the dirty work, in accordance with the pro
vidential designs of whic h h e is merely the instrument. This
poor devil, Mephisto , who always desires evil and always does
good, really has no need of an advocate .
It would seem rather to be God who needed one. He who
create d the world and, as a result, took upon h imself an

infinite debt, and who has been constan tly passing that debt
on to mankind, th e entire history of which since then is one
of wrongdoing.
And worse: to that enforced guilt h e added humiliation.
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For mankind is faced with the impossibility df making a

sacrifice to equal this gift of God's, the impossibility of making

restitution and wiping away the debt. Being unable to take up

this challenge, it has to humble itself and give thanks. It is

at this point that God chose to cancel the deb� himself by
sending his beloved son to sacrifice himself on tlie cross. He

pretends to humble himself, and, in so doing, inil)cts an even
greater humiliation on humanity by making it cbnscious of

its impotence. Henceforth humanity is condemned to give

thanks, not just for having been created, but for having been
saved (very relatively, as it happens, for this humiliation does

not mean it will be spared the LastJudgement).
This is the greatest act of manipulation ever.

And it succeeded far beyond its objective - even:beyond the

death of God, since we have taken it over today, ,augmented
by the guilt of that death (God's cunning is infini�e).
We mimic here below this humiliation re

cf: ived

from

God: in victimhood, humanitarianism, self-d�rision and self
deprecation, in this immense sacrificial effort that stands in,

in our case, for redemption.

�

We could have taken advantage of the death of God to be

free of the debt. But we didn't take that optioQ. We chose

rather to deepen the debt, to eternalize it in an endless

performance, a sacrificial accumulation, as though we had

already internalized God'sjudgement.

'God's absence' has not come to our aid - �ontrary to

Holderlin's expectation (

'

Bis Gottes Fehle hilft').

In fact God himself is complicit in all this.

God himself is in league with the principle pf evil.

We have this from the fabulous tale of LiHth <lnd Saekina
'
which the Kabbalah recounts (Primo Levi).:
W hen Lilith, the first woman created by God Js the equal

of Adam, had rebelled, God chose to create Eve, the fruit of
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Adam 's rib, since the first man clearly needed a companion .
However, G o d realize d at this poin t that i t is n o t good to
be alone and he chose a wife for himself, Saekina, who was
none other than his own presence in the world (fantastic: he
marries his own presence in the world!). Saekina eventually
takes umbrage at God's behaviour toward the Jews (when the
temple at Jerusalem is destroyed - why did he not protect
them better? ) . She runs off, going out into the world to do
Good. And what does God do then? He takes a mistress. And
who is this mistress? It is Lilith, who is none o ther than the
principle of evil, a rebel against God and an unbeliever.
So God cheats on his own presence in the world with the
- feminine - principle of evil! He be trays the integrality, the
completeness, of the world - his uni o n with Saekina - for
an ( adulterous) union with dual i ty, which h e takes as his
mistress .
Now, that mistress, Lili th , has not, like Eve , issued from
Adam as a kind of by-product. She exists

principio suo,

entirely

autonomously, which makes her the emblem of evil .. . Well,
God makes a p ac t with all that. He plots against his own
p resence and agai n s t the repro duction of th e species by
allying unnaturally wi th the emblem of evil.
And thus, while Saekina, the wife , continues to do Good
throughout the world, she , Lilith, continues to do evil with
God's connivance .
And so long as she is there, says the Kabbalah , everything
will go from bad to worse.
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This , then, is the way we must begin, with the secret intelligence
of - the secret insight into - duality and reversibility, with
speaking evil as in a mental Theatre of Cruelty.
Above all, we must not confuse the idea of evil with some kind
of obj ective existence of evil. That h as no more meaning than
an obj ective existence of the Real; it is merely the moral and
metaphysical illusion of Manichaeism that it is possible to will
evil, to do evil, or, alternatively, to denounce it and combat it.
Evil has no obj ective reality.
Quite the con trary, it consists in the diverting of things
from their ' obj e ctive ' existenc e , in their reversal , their 're
turn'

(I wonder if we might not even interpret Nietzsche's

'Eternal Return' in this sense - not as an endless cycle, not
as a repetition, but as a turning about, as a reversible form of

becoming

-

die ewige Umkehr).

In this sense, in precisely the same way as Canetti conceives
vengeance, evil too is automatic .
You cannot will it. That is an illusion and a misconception.
The evil you can will, the evil you can do and which, most
of the time, merges with violence , suffering and death, h as
nothing to do wi th this reversible form of evil. We might even
say that those who deliberately practise evil certainly have no
insight into it, since their act supposes the intentionality of a
subj ect, whereas this reversibility of evil is the reversibility of
a form .
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And it is, at bottom, the fonn itself that is i n telligent, insight
ful: with evil it is not a question of an o�ject to be understood;
we are dealing with a fonn that understands us.
In the 'intelligence of evil' we have to understand that it is
evil that is intelligent, that it is it which thinks us - in the sense
that it is implied automatically in every one of our acts.
For it is not possible for any act whatever or any kind of
talk not to have two sides to it; not to have a reverse side, and
hence a dual existenc e . And this contrary to any finality or
objective detennination.
This dual fonn is irreducible, indissociable from all exist
ence. It is therefore pointless to wish to localize it and even
more so to wish to denounce it. The denunciation of evil is
still of the order of morality, of a moral evaluation.
Now, evil is immoral, n ot in the way a crime is immoral,
but in the way a fonn is. And the intelligence of evil itself is
immoral - it does n o t aspire to any value judgement, it does
not do evil, it speaks it.
The idea of evil as a malign force, a maleficent agency, a delib
erate perversion of the order of the world, is a deep-roo ted
superstition.
It is echoed at the world level in the phantasmic projection
of the Axis of Evi l , and in the Manichaean struggle against
that power.
This is all part of the same imaginary.
Hence the principle of the prevention , the forestalling,
the prophylaxis, of evil; rather than morality or metaphysics,
what we have today is an infection, a microbial epidemic, the
corruption of a world whose predestined end is presumed to
lie in good.
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A m o re subtle misconcep tion is that of a hypostasis of evil
as indestructible reality, a kind of primal scene, a s o rt of
substratum of accumulated death-drive .
The radicality of evil is seen as that of a naturally inevitable
force, associated always with violence, suffering and death .
Hence Slote rdijk ' s hypothesis that
is the e ternal re turn of violence'

'

the reali ty of reality

To which he opposes a

'pacifism that is in keeping with our most advanced theoretical
intuitions, a deep-level pacifism, based on a radical analysis
of the circularity of violence , deci p hering the forces that
determine i ts eternal re turn '

A radical analysis, then, to remedy the radical evil.
But can a 'radical' analysis have a finality of whatever kind?
Is it not itself part of the process of evil?
However that may be, duality and evil are not the same as
violence.
The dual form, the

agon,

is a symbolic form and, as such , it

might be said to be much nearer to seduction and challenge
than to violence . Closer to metam o rphosis and becoming
than to force and violence.
If there were a force of evil, a reality of evil, a source and an
origin of evil, one could confront it strategically with all the
forces of good.
But if evil is a form , and most of the time a form that is
deeply buried, one can only b ring out that form and come to
an understanding with it

[etre en intelligence avec elle].

This is how it is, for example, with the Theatre of Cruelty:
in that gestural and scenic externalization of all the 'perverse'
possibilities of the human spirit, within the framework of an
exploration of the roots of evil, there is never any question
of tragic catharsis. The point, rather, is to play out fully these
pe rve rse possibilities and make dram a out of th e m , but
without sublimating o r resolving them.
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'To speak evil' is to speak this fateful, paradoxical situation
that is the reversible concatenation of goo d and evil.
That is to say that the irresistible pursuit of good, the
movement ofIntegral Reality - for this is what good is: it is the
movement towards integrality, towards an integral order of the
world - is immoral. The eschatological perspective of a better
world is in itself immoral. For the reason that our technical
mastery of the world , our technical approach to good, having
become an automatic and irresistible mechanism, none of
this is any longer of the order of morality or of any kind of
finality.
N or is to speak and read evil the same thing as vulgar nihil
ism, the nihilism of a denunciation of all values, that of the
prophets of doom.
To denounce the reality contract or the reality 'conspiracy'
is not at all nihilistic. It is not in any sense to deny an obvious
fact, in the style of 'All is sign, nothing is real - nothing is
true , everything is simulacrum' - an absurd proposition since
it is also a realist one!
It is one thing to note the vanishing of the real i n to the
Virtual, another to deny it so as to pass beyond the real and
the Virtual .
It is one thing to rej ect morality in the name of a vulgar
imm o ralism, another to do so, like Nie tzsche so as to pass
beyond good and evil.
To be 'nihilistic' is to deny things at their greatest degree of
intensity, not in their lowest versions. Now, existence and self
evidence have always been the lowest forms.
If there is nihilism , then, it is not a nihilism of value , but a
nihilism of form. It is to speak the world in its radicality, in its
dual, reversible form, and this has never m eant banking on
catastrophe , any more than on violence.
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No finality, either positive or negative , is ever the last word
in the story.
And the Apocalypse itself is a facile solution.
To speak evil is to say that in every process of domination and
c onflic t is forged a secret complicity, and in every process of
consensus and balance, a secret antagonism.
'Voluntary servitude' and the 'involuntary', suicidal failing
of the power systems - two phenomena that are every bit as
s trange as each o ther, on the fringes of which we can make
out all the ambivalence of political forms. This is to say that:
- immigration , the social question of immigration in our
societies, is merely the most visible and crudest illustration of
the internal exile of the European in his own society.
- terrorism can b e interpreted as the expression of th e
internal dislocation of a power that has become all-powerful
a global violence immanent in the world-system itself. Hence
the attempt to extirpate it as an objec tive evil is delusional
given that, in its ve ry absurdity, it is the expression of the
condemnation that p ower pronounces on itself.
That, as Brecht said of fascism ( that it was made up of both
fascism and antifascism ) , terrorism is made up of terrorism
and anti-terrorism toge ther.
And that, if it is the incarnation of fanaticism and violence,
i t is the incarnation of the violence of those who denounce it
at the same time as of their impotence, and of the absurdity
of combating it frontally without having understood anything
of this diabolical complicity and this reversibility of terror.
The violence you mete out is always the mirror of the violence
you inflict on yourself. The violence you inflict on yourself is
always the mirror of the violence you mete out.
This is the intelligence of evil.

163

THE INTELLIGENCE OF EVIL

If terrorism is evil - and it certainly is in its form, and n ot at
all in the sense in which George W. Bush understands it then it is this intelligence of Evil we need; the intelligence of,
the insight into, this internal convulsion of the world order,
of which terrorism is both the event-moment and the image
feedback.
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For Whonl Does the Knell of Politics To1l1

It is the secret failing of politics that it is no longer able to
think evil.
Politics is the site of the exercise of evil, of the management
of evil, scattered into individual souls and coll e c tive m an
ifestations in all its forms - privilege, vice and corruption. It
is the inescapable fate of power to take this accursed share
upon itself, and that of men in power to be sacrificed to it, a
privilege from which they expect to derive all the secondary
gains.
But practising evil is difficult and one may suppose that they
are constantly trying to pass the buck

in every way possible.

In the past, p ower was arbitrary, which corresponded to the
fac t that it came from elsewhere , being devolved from on
high without regard for inherent qualities - being, in a sense,
predestined.
Royal power was like this . Hence Louis XVI's stupefaction
on being told that the insurgents wanted power. How can you
want power?
It is given to you, and all you can do is exercise it, like it or
not. No one can rid you of it. The idea of deposing the King is
as absurd as the idea of a consti tutional God.
Power is an obligation and one must not demand it, one
must consent to it.
On the other hand, it is arbitrary since, for that very reason,
i t does not have to justify itself. The only solution was, indeed,
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the death of the King, that is to say, the restoration of the
accursed share to the whole of society.
That each should have his or her portion of the 'accurse d
share' i s the democratic principle. But it seems the 'citizens'
do not really wan t to submit to this sovereign obligation and
they are afraid of their own arbitrary power.
It will, then, be devolved to a few - these will be the politic
ians , who themselves most often have only one idea: to give it
away. You have only to see them redistributing power in every
possible way - on the o n e hand, to prove to themselves that
they have it, and , on the other, to ensure that no one escapes
it, for th ose who refuse it are dangerous . 'If I knew,' said
Canetti, 'that there still are on this earth

some human beings
without any power I would say that nothing is l ost.'
The great danger for the ve ry existence of p olitics is n o t

that human beings should compe te to take power,

but that they

should not want it.
Those in power have a twofold problem: in the political order,
the problem of wielding p ower; and in the symbolic o rder,
the problem of getting rid of it.
It's exactly the same as with money: the economic problem
is to earn money and make it work for you; the symbolic prob
lem is to be rid of it at all costs, to lift that curse from yourself.
And i t's an almost impossible task.
You have only to see those American s tart-up com panic.
suddenly made rich by speculation and desperately trying to
hand out donations right and left, trying to invest in all kind.�
of charitable trusts and foundations for promoting the arts.
Alas, by some fearful curse they just make even more prolit.
Money takes its revenge by multiplying.
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It is the same with power: in spite of all the rituals of inter
action , participation and devolution , p ower is not soluble in
exchange, and the dominated are too cunning really to take
their part in it They prefer to live in the shade of power.
So, when it comes to power or money, no absolution; the
defiance remains total and the ordeal of the rich and powerful
is, in this sense, inescapable . By their very privilege they are
cast in the role of victims, since they are burdened with all the
responsibility we have relinquished, a responsibility of which
they are the stooges and mercenaries.
The ' social contract' ideally represented the portion of sov
ereignty citizens re linquished to the s tate , but n owadays
we would be talking rather of

the relinquished, alienated part

of themselves that they rid themselves of in order to retain their

sovereignty.
In the same way, m ore or less, as we once handed over the
management of money to the Jews and the usurers, we have
passed the dirty work of management and representation off
to a body of people that has by that very act become accursed

and untouchable , and which expects to take the profits from

it in the form of 'power'.
When they describe themselves as servants of the people

alld the nation , they do not know how right they are. They
are, in fact, the occupants of a servile - traditionally servile

-·function : the administration of things . May God protect and

keep them!
This discredit resurfaces in the way the political class are per
I wi II ally on trial, i n this endless que s tion of lack of public
ee III f

I

ide nce for which they can find no answer - a repudiation

hal sounds like an invitation to suicide , the only political act

we Hthy of the name.
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We dream of seeing the political class resigning en masse
because we dream of seeing what a social body without a
political superstructure would be like (as we dream of seeing
what a world without representation would be like): a massive
relief, a massive collective catharsis.
In every trial , in every public challenge to a politician
or s tatesman , this m ill e narian d e m an d (n aturally always
thwar ted) resurfaces: th e demand for a p ower that would
speak out against itself, unmask itself, giving way to a radical,
un hoped-for and, admittedly, hopeless situation, but one from
which the inextricable tangle of mental corruption would be
remove d .
However, t h i s art of disappeari n g , this predisposition
to elimin ation and d e a th - which i s , p r o p e rly speaking,
sovereignty - was long ago forgo tten by politicians (they are
sometimes recalled to it by the involuntary sacrifice of their
lives). Their sole objective remains the renewal of their class
and its privileges ( ?) wi th our most total connivence, it must
be said, which is justified by the fact that they are the perverse
instrument of our sovereignty.
One always hopes that the politicians will admit their useless
ness, their duplicity, their corruption. One is always on the
look-out for an ultimate demystification of their sayings and
doings. But could we bear this? For the politician is our mask,
and if we tear it off we run the risk of ending up with our
responsibility painfully exposed, that very responsibility we
relinquished to the politician's advan tage .
Corruption: that is, indeed, the heart of the problem.
It is never an accident. It is inherent in the exercise of power
and , hence, in the exercise of evil. The whole world over and
wherever they come fro m, those who reach the nerve centre

168

OR THE LUCIDITY PACT

of affairs are immediately transfigured by corruption and it is
here that their real complicity is forge d .
B u t t h e complicity does n o t end th ere - n o r the essence of
evil .
For the corruption of th e elites is, precisely, the corruption
of everyone: corruption is a collective psychodrama and, since
we have the leaders we deserve , if we fe el contempt for them
it is only ever the reflection of the contempt we each feel for
ourselves as political animals.
Doubtless we should even see corruption as one of the real
rules of the gam e , the echo of a basic symbolic rule (different
from politics and the social), which has become, above and
beyond all morality, a practical, immanent and secret rule of
operation. A serious question this, since it concerns the whole
of public morality and connects with Mandeville 's hypothesis
on the supremacy of vice in the happy conduct of affairs .
The corruption of ideas is no exception .
They too follow a much more cynical, subtle traj ectory than
the pathways of reason, and the networks of thought that are
:reated bear only a distant relation to truth .
It is this cunning which means that, as soon as they are
invested with power, politicians immediately turn against that
which, or those who, carried them to power, j ust as intellectuals

very quickly turn against the very ideas that inspired them.
There is no point, the n , tormenting on eself over this s tate

(1(' corruption, in which is to be seen the radicality of politics
- or, in other words, from which we can read off what politics

is in its symbolic dimension: namely, a sharing-out of evil .
Such is the living coin of power in a confrontation that goes

way beyond representation, in a system of obligation in which
I here is always a gift and a counter-gift, a lethal revenge .
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This is the 'two-sidedness of corruption'. Where those in
power are concerned, the aim is to corrupt the dominated, to
induce in them some form or other of 'voluntary servitude'.
Whereas the aim of the dominated is to corrupt the dominant
precisely by their voluntary servitude, which they turn round
against them like a weapon: this is the whole strategy of the
masses, of the silent maJorities.
Once the great and the good had the privilege of granting
pardon. Today, they want to be pardoned in their turn. They
take the view that, on the basis of human rights, they are
entitled to the universal compassion that had until now been
the prerogative of the poor and of victims (in fact we cannot
pardon them enough and they deserve all our compassion,
not for reasons of rights or morality, but quite simply because
there is nothing worse than being in power).
However this may be, they believe they must now stand
before the moral tribunal of public opinion and even declare
their corruption before it (more or less spontaneously!). They
would even accuse themselves of crimes they did not commit
in order to gain an artificial immunity as a by-product.
But the cunning of the dominated is even subtler.
If consists not in pardoning them (you do not pardo II
those in power), nor in inflicting any real punishment 011
them, but in passing over their little acts of embezzlemelll
and this faked-up spectacle with a certain indifference. Alld
this should leave the politicians very crestfallen, as it is 11\1'
clear sign of their insignificance for everyone. Some of t!H'11I
have demanded to be judged and found guilty (though 1111')'
are innocent, of course!). But the 'ordeal' the judges have 1'"1
the politicians and the big industrialists through has ill 1 hl�
end only restored legitimacy, recognition and an audiell(,(' 10
people who had lost them.
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Hence the s trange confusion that p revails in the political
sphere. For there is in the fact of this universal compassion
a deep disturbance of symbolic regulation . Everywhere today
we see the tormentors (pretending to) take the victim's side,
s howing them compassion and compensating them (as in
Charles Naj man's film

La memoire est-elle soluble dans l'eau... ?).

This may perhaps resolve things on the moral plane, but it
aggravates them at the symbolic level .
On the symbolic plane there is o nly one way to pay back,

and that is the counter-gift. If that is impossible, then there is
vengeance, which is i tself a form of counter-gift. Compassion
here is useless and perverse: it merely adds to the inferiority
"f' the victim.

Moreover, this ruse of repentance is a particularly under

halld manoeuvre on the part of those in power, since it means
1Il"aling from the people the last of their rights, their only
opportunity for political participation: the chance to unmask

.llld condemn the powerful.
II is the same wi th the media and the news sources when
IIII'Y pnt: themselves in the dock and engage in self-criticism .
1'111')' mb the public of the last of their rights as citizens - the

111',111 lIot to believe a single word they are told .
111.'11 as advertising, by affecting a self-deprecating ironic
It

"II'.

,�llOrt-circuits our opportuni ties for deriding it. This

1'11111 ,d' deterrence is at wo rk everywh e re :

'

c i ti zens ' a re de

I" IwcI or their righ t of revenge and their capacity to take
"

11I1:1.",�.
II.'ppily, Ihe citizen s till has the spectacle and the ironic

, HI"I'IIII'1I1 or that spec tacle. For, if we are politically u nder

111111'11

.11

IC',�I , and if we cannot be the actors of politics, we

11111/'1 "I

1":1.<;1 have the spectacle of politics. It was already like

IIIIN

IIlclilig' to Rivarol, during the French Revolution: the

>I',

171

THE INTELLIGENCE OF EVIL

people did not mind making revolution , but primarily they
wanted the spectacle of revolution.
Here again, then, it is naive to pity those populations that
are condemned to ' the society of the spectacle ' Alienated
they may be, but their servitude is double-edged. And there is
here , in this combination of indifference and the enjoyment
of politics as spectacle , a mischievous form of revenge.
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The Destruction of the Golden Temple

There is no longer any metaphysical presence of evil nowadays,
no presence of God o r the Devil who fought above our heads
and did battle over our souls.
There is no longer any my thological presence of evil , the
prese n c e of a Mephis to or a Fran kenste in embodying its
principle.

Our evil is faceless and imageless . I t is present everywhere
in h omeopathic doses, in the abstract patterns of technology,
but it no longer has any mythic presence.
The re remains, however, some spark of evil in the heart of
modern industrial misfortune - perhaps not evil in the pure
state , but a little spark of it all the same - as, for example, in
the Villa Palagonia in the heart of Palermo's suburbs where
happiness and misfortune are conjured away simultane ously
by a truly evil piece of stage-managem e n t - that of all the
distorting mirrors her lover sets up around her - around his
wife's beauty - to entrap her.
Or in the fabulous story of

T he Temple of t he Golden Pavilion

tol d by Yukio Mishima:
This beautiful building was before long going to be turned into
ashes, I thought. As a result, my image of the Golden Temple
gradually came to be superimposed on the real temple itself

in a ll its details. . : the roof in my image was superimposed on
the real roof. ... The GoldenTemple
had, so to speak, been
.
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transformed into a symbol of the real world's evanescence.
O wing to this process of thought, the real temple had now
become no less beautiful than that of my mental image.
Tomorrow, for all we knew, fire might rain down from the
sky.

But for the present it stood serenely before us in all its

fine details, bathing in that light which was like the summer's
fire.3!
T he courage required to make a confession was a trifling
matter.

The fact is that by

refusing to confess I had until

then been experimenting with the single problem: 'Is evil
possible?' If I were to persist until the end in not confessing,
it would prove that evil, albeit merely a petty evil, was indeed
possible.

T he thought that if! should confess, the first petty

evil of my life would collapse, held me back.32

Good wants always to speak itself, whereas evil is bound up with secrecy.
Hence the confession of sex and, before long, simply the frenzied urge to
talk of it. The parading of sex, from the obnoxious to innocuousness;
cleansing and absolution by language. T he special quality of hell
is to see everything clearly down to the last detail.33
O n the one hand, a phantasm of immortality emerged from the
apparently destructible aspect of human beings; on the other,
the apparently indestructible beauty of the Golden Temple
gave rise to the possibility of destroying it. Mortal things like
human beings cannot be eradicated; indestructible things like
the Golden Temple can be destroyed.

If I were to set fire

to the Golden Temple ... I should be committing an act of

31. Yukio Mishima,

The Temple of the Golden Pavilion.

(London: Vintage,

Translated by Ivan Morris

2001), pp. 41-2.

32. Ibid. pp. 82-3.
33. Ibid., p. 95. The passage in italics doesn't appear in the current French edition 01
Mishima's work or in the English translation.
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pure destruction, of irreparable ruin, an act which would truly
decrease the volume of beauty that human beings had created
in this world.34
Nothing else can change anything in this world. Knowledge
alone is capable of transforming the world, while at the same
time leaving it exactly as it is. When you look at the world
with knowledge, you realize that things are unchangeable
and at the same time are constantly being transformed. You
may ask what good it does us. Let's put it this way - human
beings possess the weapon of knowledge in order to make life
bearable. For animals such things aren't necessary. Animals
don't need knowledge or anything of the sort to make life
bearable. But human beings do need something, and with
knowledge they can make the very intolerableness of life a
weapon, though at the same time that intolerableness is not
reduced in the slightest.
... Well, beauty - beauty that you love so much - is an
illusion of the remaining part, the excessive part, which has
been consigned to knowledge. It is an illusion of the 'other
way to bear life' which you mentioned.35
Ir

I bum down the Golden Temple, I told myself, I shall be

doing something that will have great educational value. For it

wi 1\ teach people that it is meaningless to infer indestructibility
hy analogy. T hey will learn that the mere fact of the Golden
'Ihnple's having continued to exist, of its having continued

10 stand for five hundred and fifty years by the Kyoko Pond,

confers no guaranty upon it whatsoever. They will be imbued
wil h a sense of uneasiness as they realize that the self-evident

'\·1

Ihid., pp. 182-3. The term translated here as phantasm is rendered as
III<" French.
Ihid., pp. 203-4. The term translated as 'illusion' here is rendered in
.w ·"antome'.

'simulacre'

III

'I',
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axiom which our survival has predicated on the temple can
collapse from one day to another.

The continuity of our lives is preserved by being surrounded
by the solidified substance of time.... Take, for example, a small
drawer, which the carpenter has made for the convenience of
some household. With the passage of time, the actual form of
this drawer is surpassed by time itself and, after the decades
and centuries have elapsed, it is as though time had become

solidified and had assumed that form. A given small space,
which was at first occupied by the object, is now occupied

by solidified time. It has in fact become the incarnation of a
certain form of spirit.

I t is written

that after a hundred

years have passed and objects have been transformed into
spirits, the hearts of men are deceived, and this is given the
name ofTsukumogami, the year of the mournful spirit. It is the
custom of the world to remove one's old household utensils
each year before the advent of Spring and to throw them into
the alley; and this is known as the house-sweeping.36
Thus my deed would open the eyes of men to the disasters of
the Tsukumogami and save them from those disasters. By my
deed I should thrust the world in which the Golden Temple
existed into a world where it did not exist. The meaning of the

world would surely change.37

It is a truly su p e rb allegory, this story of the Golden Temple:
the allegory of evil 's revenge, of destruction as the on ly way
out from beauty and the excess of beauty.
But not just beauty. Evil can also befall i nt ellige nce .
I n tellige nc e prote c ts us from n ot h i ng - not even from
stupidity.
36. Ibid., pp. 183-4
37. Ibid., p. 184.
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Being intelligen t is not enough, th en, to prevent one from
being stupid, and some times intelligence even lives in stupid
ity's shade, and vice versa.
Not only does intelligence not mark the end of stupidity,
th ere is no o th e r way out from excess of intellige nce but
stupidity. In keeping with an implacable reversibility, stupidity
lies in wait for it, as its shadow, as its double .
Only th ough t, only lucidity, which s tands as much opposed
to intelligence as to stupidity, can escape this trial of strength.
But there is no rule, no more for good than for evil: they
chase each other endlessly around the Moebius strip.
Given th e hellish production of colle ctive in tellige n c e , we
shall have to reckon in the future with an ever-higher rate of
artificial stupidity.
A few millennia further down the road of the last cen tury

- and everything men do will exhibit the high es t intelligence;
but that way inte lligen c e will have lost all its dignity. By then
it will doubtless be necessary to be intelligent, but it will also

be so common and vulgar that a nobler taste will experience
this n ecessity as a vulgarity. And j ust as a tyranny of truth and
science could make lying more highly esteemed, a ty ranny

of i ntelligen c e would be capable of producing a new species
of nobility. To be noble might then come to mean: to have
madness in one's head. '38

38. Nietzsche, Die frohliche

Wissenschaft,

Book I, Section 20. I have used my own

translation here , as Baudrillard's French version differs considerably from
the available English ones. In particular, the term

Klugheit

is rendered here as

' intelligence', where Walter Kaufmann, for example, translates as 'prudence'
And where some English translations work from a text containing the phrase 'ein
eklerer Geschmack' , this French version clearly assumes 'ein edlerer Geschmack',
which seems rather more probable.
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With the emergence of Artificial Intelligence - the 'highest
stage of intelligence', that of an integral, limitless intelligence
- it will not even have taken thousands of years for Nietzsche's
prophecy to come true.
An asexual intellige n c e , u n folding by c o n tiguity a n d
brain-grafting. A fractal intelligence a n d yet a n intelligence
undivided since, though subdividing indefinitely, i t is never
opposed to itself.
An absol u te progress , the n , towards the ramificatio n of
single-cell o rganisms, towards a numerical sequencing and
automatic calculati o n anterior to any complex, analytical
thought. The mental e quivalent of biological regression to
a stage prior to that of sexuation: the gene tic involutio n of
the species towards the zero degree of procreation in cloning
parallels the mental involution of the species towards the zero
degree of thought in Artificial Intelligence.
It seems nothing can counteract the proliferation of this Arti
ficial Intelligence based on the zero degree of thought.
Nothing, that is, except this reversibility of intelligence and
stupidity - the latte r representing a ren ewe d challenge to
victorious intelligence.
There is something here too like a reven ge of evil.
Something to which the tyranny of reality leads equally well
- to appreciating any old form of madness and illusion.
What the tyranny of Artifical Intelligence leads to most surely
is th e birth of a previously unknown stupidity - artificial
stupidity - deployed everywhere on the screens and in the
computer networks. It is at this point that natural stupidity
may, like madness, recover a degree of nobility in abreaction
to Integral Reality.
When intelligence becomes hegemonic, becoming a mode
of technical, collective , automatic adaptation, then any other
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hypothesis than intelligence becomes preferable. Stupidity
becomes preferable.
When the hypothesis of intelligence ceases to be
and becomes

dominant,

sovereign

then it is the hypothesis of stupidity

that becomes sovereign. A stupidity that might be said to be a
sort of higher intelligence, on the verge of a radical thought
- that is to say, beyond truth.
Artificial Intelligence, for its part, sees itself as purged of all
stupidity; it prefers to overlook the eternal duel between intel
ligence and stupidity - it is in this sense that it is stupid: it is
like a disembodied thought that could be said to have lost its
shadow. Now, he who has lost his shadow is merely the shadow
of himself.
At any rate, no one knows what the destiny of this intelligence
will be.
Perhaps natural selection will win out even among artificial
entities.
Every day thousands of sites die out on the Internet. What
applied in the case ofliving beings over the course of evolution
is continuing now in that of digital, genetic, cybernetic
artefacts, doomed to disappear in droves to leave only a few
of them, or their distant descendants along the digital chain.
And we are only at the dawn of this ruthless selection process.
In the order of artificial beings, we are at the stage occupied
by bacteria in the order of life.
'The measurement of intelligence,' says Stephen Jay Gould,
'is itself the mark of unintelligence.'
In the symbolic chain, nothing is comparable with anything
else; there is no scale of measurement. Man and animals and
the other forms are part of a chain, but do not merge with
each other.

THE INTELLIGENCE OF EVIL

It is when they are 'liberated', unchaine d from each other,
that they become comparable, measurable and almost auto
matically inferior or superior to one another. All hierarchies,
discriminations and scales o f superiority de rive from this
passage th rough c o m p arab i l i ty, m e as u r e m e n t a n d th e
ideological instruments of measurement. The measurement
of IQ is simply the caricatural example.
Why do we persist in measuring intelligence? If it exists, it
does so in the much more subtle sense of complicity (intel
ligence with the enemy! ) . And, in that sense, anyone 'at the
bottom of the scale' can have greater intelligence than anyone
else at the top .
By contrast with the exponential character of technical and
digital intelligence and the virtually infinite expansion of the
networks, thought is finite .
By its very singularity it remains a circumscribed, initiatory
form .
It will never be available at will by a mere productive mir
acle, such as the one fl ooding the market of knowledge , in
formation and skills.
Unders tood as empirical, mechanical fun c tioning, there
is, according to the whole of modern analytic philosophy
(Turing) , a highest s tage of the machine , of mathematical
calculation and technicity in general.
More over, this an alytic fun c tion h as a histo ry, wh ereas
thought does not (Adorno: 'No universal history leads from
savagery to humanitarianism, but there is one leading from
the slingshot to the megaton bomb'39) .

39. Negative Dialectics. Translated by E. B. Ashton (London, Routledge, 1973), p. 320.
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Thought is finite , technical intelligence is infinite. It pre
supposes an irreve rsible evoluti o n , a highest stage which
Turing glimpsed as a definitive ideal.
Thought is measured by a different rule, and puts us in mind,
rather, of those souls whose number, according to c e rtain
ancient myths, is limited.
There was in that time a limited contingent of souls or spir
itual substance, redistributed from one living creature to the
next as successive deaths occurred. With the result that some
bodies were sometimes waiting for a soul (like present-day
heart patients waiting for an organ donor) .
On this hypothesis, it is clear that the more human beings
there are , the rarer will b e those who have a soul . No t a very
democratic situation and one which migh t be translated today
into: the more intelligent beings there are (and, by the grace
of information technology, they are virtually all intelligent) ,
the rarer thought will b e .
Christianity was first t o institute a kind o f democracy and
ge n e ralized right to a personal soul (it wavered for a long
time where women were concerned) . The production of souls
increased substantially as a result, like the production of bank
n o tes in an inflationary period, and the con cept of soul was
greatly devalued. It no longer really has any currency today
and it has ceased to be traded on the exchanges .
There are too many souls on the market today. That is to
say, recycling the metaphor, there is too much information,
too much meaning, too much immaterial data for the bodies
that are left, too much grey matter for the living substance that
remains. To the point where the situation is no longer that of
bodies in search of a soul , as in the archaic liturgies, but of in
numerable souls in search of a body. Or an incalculable know
ledge in search of a knowing subj ect.
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Such is our i n tellige n c e , that inte lligence that lives on the
illusion of an exponential growth of our stock.
Whereas the most probable hypothesis is that the human
race merely has at its disposal , today, as it had yesterday, a gen
eral fund, a limited stock that redistributes i tself across th e
generations, but is always of equal quanti ty.
In intelligence, we might be said to be infinitely superior,
but in thought we are probably exactly the equal of preceding
and future generations.
There is no privilege of one period over another, nor any
absolute p rogress - there, at least, no inequalities. At species
level, democracy rules .
This hyp o thesis excludes any triumphant evolutionism and
also spares us all the apocalyptic views on the loss of the ' sym
bolic capital ' of the species (these are the two standpoints
of humanism: triumphant or depressed) . For if the original
stock of souls, natural intelligence or thought at humanity 's
disposal is limited, it is also indestructible. There will be as
much genius , originality and invention in future periods as in
our own , but not more - neither more nor less than in former
ages.
This runs counter to two perspec tives that are corollaries
of each other: positive illuminism - the euphoria of Artificial
Intelligence - and regressive nihilism - m oral and cultural
depression.

All this arises from the fact that, though we have a purchase
on in tellige n c e , and a purchas e on th e wo rld by way of
intelligence, thought, for its part, does not depend on us . It
comes to us from the world, which thinks us .
The world is not intelligent, but thought has nothing to do
with intelligence. The world is not what we think, it is what
thinks us in return.
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[ I ] f one did not look at the world with the world's eyes, the
world already in one's own gaze, it fell apart into meaningless
details that live as sadly far apart from each o ther as the stars
in the night-sky.
Robert Musil

The 'Blowback' of Duality

Our entire system , both technical and mental, te nds towards
oneness, iden tity and totality, at the cost of an e xtraord i n ary
simplification. And the whole of our me taphysics and all our
neuroses chart the evils and confusions that ensue from that
sim pl ification.
But duality is indefectible.
It is totality that falters in the more or less long term .
Any political, economic, moral or mental system that ac hieves
this even virtual totalization, that achieves this kind of perfec
tio n , either auto m ati c ally fractures or duplicates i tself to
infinity in a simulac rum of i tself. Everything that comes close
to its definitive formula or its absolute potency can only repeat
itself indefinite ly or p roduce a monstrous double - whether it
b e terrorism or clones.
There is never any e quil ibrium state or state of completion
that cannot suddenly be destabilized by a process of automatic
reversion.
Eve rything which offends against duality, which is the funda

me n tal rule , everything whi c h aims to b e i nte gral , leads to
disintegration through the violent resurgence of duality - or
in conformity with the principle of evil, whichever you prefer.
It is duality and reversibility which everywhere govern the
p rinciple of evil. It is duality, li quidate d everywhere, conj ured
away by all possible means, that restores an absence and an
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emptiness that are generally submerged by a total presence .
It is duality that fractures Integral Reality, that smashes every
unitary or totalitarian system by emptiness, crashes, viruses or
terrorism.
A reversibility that can be seen even in natural catastrophes
which intervene in the course of the world with consummate
indiffe r e n c e , which explains why they exert a profound
fascinati o n . This is als o the charm of the weather; insofar
as it is unpredictable , i t continues to terrify, and to fuel, the
imagination.
So i t is with the smallest earthquake , the leas t accident,
some terrorist act o r other: these are all e quivalent in the
emergence of evil, in evil showing through like an inalienable
dimension, irreducible to the rational order.

There is no point deploring this - nor exalting it for that
matter. These are quite simply the rules of the game. Every
thing that seeks to infringe these rules, to restore a universal
order, is a fraud.
Our moral law is one of universal rationalization, of re
to talization of the universe according to the l aw. But th e
moral law can do nothing against the rules of the game and
the order of evil , which takes its revenge come what may.
Everything turns around . And the virtual completion of the
world, the perfect crime , the fantastic attempt to bring into
being an integral world - that phantasm of total information
paradoxically allows us to glimpse an even more fundamental
form : that of its radical incompletion.
In the same way, Integral Reality brings the spectre of radical
illusion into view, or back into view.
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The height of obscenity brings the re-emergence of the pat
tern of seduction: 'What are you doing after the orgy? ' 40
So it is that Artificial Intelligence opens on to the radical
exercise of thought. So it is that the paroxysm of technology
opens on to the constellation of the mystery (Heidegger41 ) .
There is a kind of predestinatio n in this.
This reversibility means that the obj e c t and the subject are
in a sense predesti ne d . So it is with the fe minine and the
masculine in seducti o n : they become e ach o ther's desti ny
instead of remaining face to face in the mirror of alienation.
There is no equival e n t i n te rms of which they could be
exchanged, short of taking sex, sexuality, as a kind of general
equivalent, which we d o , in fact, do today in reducing mascu
line and feminine to their ' difference '
Similarly, we reduce life and death to the opposition between
the m , reduce them to opposing terms or, in other words, to
their ' obj ective' reality. Now, neither life nor death can be ex
changed for anything.
There is no equivalence in the name of which they could
be exchanged.
They alternate and that is all there is to it. Like the seaso ns,
like the elements that change into one another - fire, water,
earth and air. Like colours: neither red nor blue can be ex
changed; they are exchanged only in terms of wavele ngth .
Otherwise, they are incomparable qualities.
40. This phrase is in English in the original.
41. Baudrillard writes 'Ia constellation du secret' here, quoting Heidegger in the
standard Fre nch translation by Andre Preau, which reads 'Ia constellation, Ie
mouvement stellaire du secret' . ' La question de la te chnique ' , Essais et conferences,
Paris: GaIlimard, 1 958, p. 45. William Lovitt renders this as ' the constellation, the
stellar course of the mystery' The Question Concerning Technology and Other Essays
(New York: Harper & Row, 1977) , p. 33.
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Or, rather, there is a duel between the m : death toys with
life, life toys with death .
Which of the two succumbs?
S tanislaw Lec reve rses the terms h e r e : i t is not we who
defend ourselves against death , it is death that defends i tself
against us : ' Death resists us, but it gives in in the end. '
Nothing else so stunning as this has ever been said about
death .
Ne edless t o say, this d u a l relatio nship has nothing to do
with i n te ractivity, which is a parody of it. There is n o thing
i n te rac tive in the an tago nistic process of reversibility and
becoming.
The feminine and the masculine are not ' interactive': that
is ridiculous.
Life and the world are not interactive - life isn 't a question
and-answer session or a video game.
There is nothing interactive i n words when they are articu
lated in language .
Interactivity is a gigantic mythology, a mythology of inte
grated systems or of systems craving integration, a mythology
in which otherness is lost in feedback, interlocution and i n ter
face - a kind of generalized echography.
Nor is there any interface between gods and men.
The only rule, as everywhere else , is th e dual rule of gift
and coun ter-gift.
Acc o rding to Bataille , we l ive on th e imme nse fre e gift

of solar energy, on that natural excess and unreciprocated
prodigality. But there is no natural excess and the sun does not
dispense its energy free of charge . The Aztecs knew this, they
who made it function by performing human sacrifices . Solar
energy itself is the product of a dual, sacrificial exchange , a
real potlatch. You sacrific e to the gods and they sacrifice in
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re turn to make the light exist and with it the stars and living
creatures. Or the gods sacrifice themselves first and human
beings reciprocate : the dual form plays in both directions.
What would humans be if the sun afforded them i ts light
with nothing in return? If they are not able to give anything
back, they are nothing. Conversely, if the gods did not respond
to human sacrifice with their blessings they would be nothing.
They would not even exist.
Nothing has existence in itself. Nothing exists excep t in
dual, antagonistic exchange .
We have put an end to this dual relation with the sun.
With nuclear power and the bomb, says Canetti in a superb
image , we have annexed the sun ; we have dashed it down o n
t o the earth , without any possibility o f surrendering i t , and i ts
light then i s a light of death .
Reversibility is still the re , but it takes the form of vengeance .
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Lines of Fracture

Lines of fracture, inversions, splits, rifts : there is , as it were , a
line beyond which, for every expanding system - every system
which, by dint of exponential growth, passes beyond its own
end - a catastrophe looms .
We are no longer in a system of growth , but of excrescence
and saturation, which can be summed up in the fac t that there
is too much.
There is too much everywhere, and the system cracks up
from excess.
Every mass produces a critical mass effect - in the physical
sense of a certain magnitude ( mass , temperature , pressure )
that produces a radical change in the properties of a body or
in the development of a phenomenon .
It is in this way that eve ry p h e n o m e n o n can reve rse its
course by mere accele ration or prolife ratio n . I t is i n this
way that a simple variation in the overall mass of the cosmos
can tip our universe over from expansion to sudden, violent
contraction .
All velocity produces a n equivalent o r even greater mass.
All acceleration produces an e qual or eve n greater inertia.
All m o bilizati o n p r o d u c e s an e q ual o r even greate r
immobility.
All differe ntiation p roduces an e qual or eve n gre ate r
indifference.
All transparency produces an equal or even greater opacity.
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All information produces an equal or even greater entropy

or disinformation.
All communication produces an equal or even greater in
communicability.
All knowledge , all ce rtain ty produces an e qual or eve n
greater uncertainty.
Etc .
Every process growing exponentially generates a barrier: the
speed barrier, the heat barrier, the information barrier, the
transparency barrier, the Virtual barrier. And that barrier is
insuperable.
The energy of acceleration is exhausted i n compensating
for the inertia resulting from that acceleration.
The additional information intended to offset the perverse
effects of information merely reinforces those effects.
Eve ry exponential form leads to the critical threshold at
which the process reverses its effects .
For example, the accumulation of truth , of the signs of
truth , produces an irresistible effect of uncertainty.
There is nothing more dissuasive than the accumulation of
eviden c e .
Nothing more unreal than the accumulation of facts .
On the horizon of the signs of the real the simulacrum
looms.
When the signs of good accumulate , the era of evil and the

transparency of evil be gi ns.

In this way, the passage from th e true to the false (or rather
to the undecidable ) , from the real to the simulacrum, from
good to evil, is like a critical mass effect, a n o n-dialecti cal
logic, a fateful logic of excess.
The excess of health engenders viruses and virulence .
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The excess of security produces a new threat, that of im
mune system failure.
The excess of capital engenders speculation and financial
collapse .
The excess of information engenders undecidability of
facts and confusion of minds .
The excess of reason engenders the unjustifiable .
The excess of transparency engenders terror.
The gravi tational collapse of every sys tem , of every pro
cess, of every body i n m ovement, whose acceleration creates
a reciprocal shock wave, an antagonistic force not just equal
but greater, which constitutes its absolute limit, its negative
horizon , and beyond which it cancels itself out.
Too much is too much.
Without noticing it, we have gone through the social bar
rier, the politics barrier, the information barrier. It might even
be said that we have gone through the virtual reality barrier
and we are approaching the critical eventuality of a collapse
of the information systems.
Perhaps, like demographic growth, intelligence itself, in its
neuronal extension , constitutes a critical mass?
There will soon be as many artificial n eurones on earth , in
all of our ' intellige nt' machines, as in all our ' natural' brains

( 1 20

billion neurones each ) . Are we not running the risk,

after the eliminati o n of dark matter,42 of an exhausti o n of
all grey matte r, from the point when th e s tock of Artificial

Intelligence exceeds the symbolic capital of the species, this

42. I take this to be a reference to the rec ent chall e nge s to conventional ass um p tions
on the extent of dark matter in the universe. See, for example, the a rticle ' Things
Fall Apart' in The Economist, 5 February 2004.
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latter ceasing to exist once its much more efficient artificial
counterpart comes into being?
Is there room on the earth for as many artificial as natural
species , for as much computer-generated substance as organic
matter, dead or alive , for as much Artificial Intelligence as
natural intelligence?
Is there room for both the world and its double?
So long as we were in a kind of spatial, geographical and men
tal infinity and transcendence, universality could function as
a dynamic idea - totality being fine and desirable only as a
dream.
What we have today is the absolute reverse of the dialectic
of the universal, the stage of the globalization of a finite, exces
sive , transcendence-less universe .
Too much is too much .
The ' fine souls' say: 'The excess of culture will never abolish
the desire for culture . The profusion of sex will never abolish
desire . '
And the same goes for communication, information, demo
cracy and human rights too . They cannot imagine that there
is too much (yet obesity, that surfeit of body-mass, ough t to
make them think) .
All this is wrongheaded. Nothing escapes the law of sudden,
violent deflation through excess, through overproduction particularly not desire , which is pretty m uch geared to lack!
The same law applies here as in the markets, and the same
crash looms over any form of excrescence , be it sexual, cult
ural or economic.
Information, communication, production, spectacle - what
if there were an explosive accumulation of all these things?
We might think that the human capacity for adapting to
the very worst is infini te . Most of the time it is proven to be so,
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and that can even produce an inverted thrill - but perhaps it
will not turn out to apply indefinitely?

The surfeit of the social drives us out of the social.
The surfeit of politics drives us out of politics .
The surfeit of reality drives us out of reality.
One soul more and everywhere is overpopulated.43
One single element m ore and the whole system tips over
into excess or exclusion.
A single mad cow and the whole herd has to be slaughtered.
This is the dictatorship of abundance , of excess, of the crit
ical mass that overturns the accounting principles and sets us
on an abusive , exponential course .
In any event, for the maleficent spirit of pataphysics eve ry
thing is already excessive . The world itself is de trop.
The worl d , having become integral , absorbs eve rything
into its fullness and, in so doing, expels itself. I n its very to tal
ity, which is at once, like Ubu , naIve and ridiculous, it demon
strates irrational behaviour.
This is why, fro m a certain critical density onward ( fo r
example, the density o f traffic i n traffic j ams) , rational behavi
our no longer pays . To move towards one 's goal randomly
is as efficient as taking a calculated route (as in Naples, for
example, where absolute disorder produces the same results
as absolute order) .
Sometimes irrational behaviour can eve n be supe rior to
the rational : so, for exam p le, two boats on Lake Constance
43. 'U n seul etre de plus et tout est surpeupl e. ' This echoes Lamartine's famous
line from the seventh stanza of 'L' isolement' ( Meditations) : 'U n seul etre vous
manque et tout est depeuple . ' Interestingly, this line was also parodied by Jean
Giraudoux in La Guerre de Troie n 'aura pas lieu as ' U n seul e tre vous manque et

tout es t repeuple. '
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in dense fog are in less danger of colliding if their pilots are
drunk than if they are attempting to master the situation.
And from this we can draw some conclusions regarding the
beneficial effect of evil and also the diabolic effect of good.
In our current situation , where we are everywh ere on the
verge of this critical density, if not indeed beyond it, the wise
thing would be to act generally in irrational ways. Out of in
tolerance to the system itself.
For, paradoxically, whereas tolerance is held up everywhere
as the supreme value , the question of intolerance to the
system itself and to its effects is never raised, of intolerance to
good and to the excess of good.
Tolerance, this peaceful coexistence of all cultures, all relig
ions, of mores and ideas, is more or less the equivalent of that
degraded form of energy that is heat (leaving aside the fact
that, following its own ' humanitarian ' logic, it assumes, on
occasion, entirely intolerant forms of intervention) .
In a world ruthlessly doomed to this principle, the irrup
tion of intolerance will soon be the only event. The automatic
return of all forms of racism, integrism and exclusion in reac
tion to this unconditional conviviality.
Whereby evil ironically resurfaces.
However, it may seem that positive values emerge from evil,
but once again it is evil that is at work in this ironic reversal
- there is, once again, in this violation of logic a violence
done to reason.
It was in this way that Jarry drew happy consequences from
the exponentiality of sex, writing in The Supermale that once a
certain critical threshold has been passed, you can make love
indefinitely . . .
But that is pataphysics!
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Parallel Universes

The totalization of the world, this coming of an Integral Real
ity, leaves behind it all kinds of useless functions: the body,
sex, reproduction, language , death . All this is useless from the
viewpoint of the networks , of cloning and of Artificial Intel
ligence. Though t, work and the real, voided of their essence
by their substitutes, become relics or useless oddities.
Death itself ceases to be an event, a specific, individual destiny.
Diluted in the clone or in a kind of mental coma, it disappears
on the biological horizon of the machine body.
But perhaps it then becomes an inalienable singularity that
assumes its full force as symbolic stake , as challenge, as pure
form of reversibility?
Perhaps all these functions, at the same time as they dis
appear on the horizon of the real, are doomed to perpe tuate
themselves as parallel universes, as au tonomous singularities,
entirely dissociated from the dominant universe?
In this way, life itself can become a kind of parallel universe ,
s o m e thing strange that happens to us while we are doing
o ther things .
And the ego i tself, freed from its identity, can strike out
along the parallel paths of becoming.
Words, freed from their meanings, move on another orbit,
that of language i n the pure state .
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In this way, starting out from what is expelled by the real ,
all sorts of silent circulations form - dual lives, absent events,
transverse dimensions.

Existential Divide44
Birth as watershed, as demarcation line between two universes,
the ego and the non-ego , the only potentiality that has been
embodied being the ego .
But this differentiation is n o t a s decisive a s o n e thinks, as
all the possibilities set aside at birth continue to run parallel
to the ego, to the only potenti ality realized, and from time to
time make a foray into its lifelin e .
It is these excluded alternatives that make up alterity and
thereby one of the forms of becoming - linked to the pos
sibility of crossing th e line in the o ther directio n , of going
across that demarcation line towards the other, towards all
the others

-

to become the other.

Whereas the ego of identity is content to pursue its history
inside this lifeline, the play of destiny implies the crossing of
this ' existential divide '
Such are the two parallel dimensions of any existence: that
of its history and its visible unfolding, and that of its becoming,
a transfusion of forms towards th ese parallel universes, a
devolution, an anamorphosis of the will .
Double life entails the notion of double death.
In one of these two lives you may already be dead, doubtless
without knowing it S o m e times
.

it

is the dead element that

44. ' Existential Divide ' , 'Time Divide ' and ' Continental Divide ' are in English in the
original.
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pulls the living along. In faces even , often one part is alive
and the other already dead.
A double life entitles you to two deaths - and why not two
amorous passions at the same time? So long as they remain
parallel, all is well. It is when their paths cross that the danger
arises. You may from time to time desert your life - one of
the two - and take refuge in the other. The one in which you
exist, the other in which you don 't.
Where this living death doesn 't exist, life takes its place. Just
as the person who loses his shadow becomes the shadow of
himself.
( ' The shadow of himself - that would be a fine title. With
the subtitl e : ' Memoirs of a double life ' . )
All i d e n tity problems run up against this parallax of death
- this parallel axis of death . And this is neve r anything other
than the day of reckoning contemporaneous with our exist
e n c e , l ive d simul tan eously - which d o e s n o t , therefo r e ,
await u s a t the e n d o f life, but accompanies u s faithfully and
implacably in it.
But this is merely one particular case in the distribution of
life and death .
O n e i s dead i n one 's lifetime itself; multiple deaths accom
pany us, ghosts that are not necessarily hostile, and ye t others,
not dead enough , not dead long enough to make a corpse.
So in

The Piano

(by Jane Campion) , Ada - or at least one of

the Adas - remained at the bottom of the ocean , bound to the
piano that had sunk, and the other got free and resurfaced
into a past - or later - life .
At any rate , we have all already been dead before living, and
we carne out of it alive . We were dead before and we shall be
dead again after.
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We do lots of wondering about the time after our death,
but, paradoxically, none about the time before our birth .
Death and life can reverse themselves from this standpoint.
And this implies another presence of death to life, because it 
not simply an inde terminate nothingness, but a determinate,
personal death - was there before and it does not cease to
exist and to make itself fel t with birth .
I t is n o t me rely hanging over the future like a sword of
Damocles, it is also our prior destiny - there is something like
a precession of death , which combines with the anticipation
of the end in the very unfolding of our lives.
This connects up wi th the genetic process of apoptosis, in
which the two opposing processes of life and death begin at
the same time . In which death is not the gradual exhaustion
of life : they are autonomous processes - complicit in a way,
parallel and indissociable.
Hence the absurdity of wishing, as all our current techno
logies do, to eradicate death in favour of life alone.
Along these same lines of thinking, Lich te nberg made an
amusing suggestion: h e imagined a world i n which human
beings would be born i n old age and would get younger
and younger until they became children again - these latter
c o n tinui n g to get younger un til they were put in b o ttle s
where , after returning t o the embryonic state , they would lose
their lives. ' Girls of fifty to sixty would find particular pleasure

in raising their now tiny mothers in bottles . . .

'

Time Divide
One can imagine also a temporal dividing line with time flow
ing off to either side of it, in accordance with a contradictory
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double arrow, like th e waters separated by the Continental
Divide that are in th e end reunited in the same oceanic cycle .
Ac c o rding to lIya Prigogi n e , we i n tu i tively s e n s e th e
i rreve rsibility of phys i c al p h e n o m e n a and tim e ' s arrow i s
irreversible . B u t w e may hypothesize a reversible process a t
the very heart of tim e , a n d at the ve ry heart of th ough t. A
dual arrow of tim e , a dual arrow of though t ( according to
some scien tists , the elementary physical laws are reversible ;
that is to say, their mathematical expression is unchange d if
the temporal variable is reversed) . How can we re concile this
reversibility with the irreversibility we observe on the basis of
the commonplace intuition we have of time?
This other dimension of time isn ' t another directional arrow
in the opposite dire c ti o n . It isn ' t a regression ( as in most
science fiction n ovels) , but a revers i o n . And if we m ay de
signate the usual dimension of time wi th an arrow, then the
other would, rath er, be a deviation , a clinamen, an opposite
de clination.
Ultimately, the Big Bang and the Big Crunch are born at the
same time. The one does not come at the end of the o ther
( any more than death comes at the end of life ) or succeed
the o ther in a cosmic cycle. They occur simultaneously and
unfold in parallel, but in opposite direc tions.
It is as though time were squin ting - a metalepsis that leads
it to mistake the effe c t for the caus e , and causes things to
unfold in the other direction or, better, in both directions at
once, like that famous wind that blows in all directions.
There is no more linearity, end or irreversibility than there
is an indefin i te linear func ti o n . In the order of chaos all
systems and all functions convulse, bend back and fold in on
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themselves in accordance wi th a logic that excludes any evol
utionary theory ( and the theory of time 's arrow, just like the
theory of e ntropy, is an evolutionary theory) .
Thus, what is merely a hyp o thesis where physics is con
cerned is a striking metaphor for our own lives and history:
on our scale, to o, things turn around at every moment, there
is involution at the same time as there is evolution . Things are
not first there and then gradually exhausted; they vanish as
they app ear.
To the phantasm of an integral universe of information and
communicatio n there s tands se cretly o p p o s e d th e desire
for a u n iverse made up e n ti re ly of e l e c tive affi n i ti e s and
unforeseeable coincidences.
The universe of chance , luck and play.
In which n o thing happ e n s ac ciden tally, but things h ap
pen rather by an internal necessity, or by happy or unhappy
covergence .
Nothing is left to statistical probability here; all is left to
the open possibility that the event may occur. Now,

wants to occur and

everything

it is we who stand in the way of this infinite

possibility.
All these events are potentially there . The p o te n tiality in ques
tion is that of things yearning to appear and it has an echo
within us. It is from this that the ce rtainty comes that some
thing

must

h ap pe n . And th e even t is made up of all th ose

which, simultaneously, did n o t take place. For nothing of what
did not take place disappears entirely. Absent events continue
to exis t as part of a parallel history and at times re-emerge
suddenly in a manner unintelligible to us. The actual present
is made up of this ever-living iriactuality.
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Joh n Updike,

in Toward the End of Time.

' Perhaps' : the word is like the little fork in reality when a quan
tum measurement is made. Each time that we measure either
the position or momentum of an elementary particle, the o ther
specific becomes, by H eisenberg's indete rminacy principle ,
unknowable . The 'wave functi o n ' o f t h e particle collapses.
Our universe is the one containing our observation. But, some
cosmic th eorists aver, the system - containing the particle,
the measuring apparatus , and the observer - continues to
exist in its other possible states, in parallel universes that have
branched from th is m o m e n t of measurement. The th e o ry
is called that of ' many worlds . '

From the same verifiable

quantum formulations arises the possibility that our universe,
born fro m nothing, was ins tan tly b o o s te d , by the gravity
reversing properties of a 'false ' vacuum, into an expansion
so monstrous that the universe's real limits lie m any times
beyond the matter of which we can gather evidence with our
farthest-seeing telescopes .45

The hyp o thesis of p arallel eve n ts and lifelines throws i n to
question the conception of linear, progressive history.
At any moment, the linear existence of the individual may
be crossed by these lines of force from elsewhere . When these
parallel lines never meet, it is a bad sign ( but we do not live in
a Euclidean geometry) .

When nothing happens to interrupt the thread of history,
then it can be regarded as dead, since it is unfolding in accord
ance with an identical model.

45. Toward the End of Timt! ( London: Penguin. 1 999 ) , pp. 1 6- 1 7.

203

THE INTELLIGENCE OF EVIL

We may mention here the concept of ' uchronia' introduced
i n the nin e te e n th c e n tury by the philosopher Renouvi e r,
echoing the notion of utopia, but in the opposite direction.
Utopia relates to an imaginary future : 'What might happen
ideally if . . . ' Uchronia p l ays on this same s tandpoint, but
with regard to the past: 'What migh t h ave happened if . . . '
Bringing the variables around past events i n to p lay, what
other event would we have ended up wi th? What other retro
spectively p ossible s e que n c e of even ts ? (Take Cle opatra ' s
nose, or t h e multiple random elements in the death of Diana
or the unexpected arrival of Blucher o n the battlefield at
Waterloo . . . )
There is, thus , a whole uchronic ' imaginary' , which we may
regard as entirely futile if we take a realist view of things, but
which assumes its full force if we re tain the hypothesis of the
potential force of absent events.
Today, utopia is at an e n d and uchronia with it. All these
things h ave been absorbed into the only possible universe ,
that of real time and an inexorable present-ness.
At the same time as it gave rise to the utopian dimension,
modernity gave rise to the opposite dimension of obj ective technological, scientific, economic - reality, which relen tlessly
proceeds on its course to the exclusion of any imagin ary
order.
And if they were both able for a long while to lead con
tradictory, but collusive , existences, they h ave both b e e n
absorbed today into the operation o f the Virtual.
In digital calculation , fi ction can no longer resurface ; as
for the real, our good old real , which gloried in its image and
its reference to the world - that disappeared long ago.
The possible itself is no longer possible .
Wh a t happens happens, and that's all there is t o it.
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It is the end of history, then, in its linear co n tinu i ty and the
end of the event in its radical discontinuity

.

All that remains is the blatan t self-evidence of actuality, of
the actual performance, which, by that fact, becomes once
again a total fiction and hallucination.
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Anamnesis

It i s probable that we have all b e e n everywhere, in dreams , i n
an epileptic fi t , in successive transmigrations a n d a t presen t
we are dying o f boredom a t always seeing the same places .
Who can say with certainty whe ther he h as or has not been
to a particular place?
Guido Ceronetti

We have all been everywhere in some past life .
This suprasensory reminiscence, this J ourney o f the soul'
th rough place s , b o d i e s and s u c c e s s ive live s , this fan tasy
u b i qui ty, has n o thing to do with th e

u

b i q u i ty th at is ours

through the ne tworks , through telepresence and telereality.
Though we might imagine the Virtual as the shorte n e d
version a n d prefigurement o f future lives (not past o n e s any
more ) , of a J ourney of the brai n ' ( n o t the soul) through
successive disembodiments - as the space-time of a spectral
metempsychosis of th e future .
The ( radical ) difference between virtual ubiquity an d th e
anam o rphosis of successive transmigrati o n s is that in the
space of the Vi rtual it i s we who change place , who pass
te chnologically from one place to an o ther, whereas i n th e
poetic space or in great mythology it is places, gods that meta
m orphose within us - and we are the the atre of that meta
morphosis, the privileged site where their forces m e e t and
where they all inhabit us, one by one, in some particular other
life , at one moment or another.
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Poetic man in H6lderlin's vision is like this: he is run through,
shot through, by all divinities; he takes his source with all the
rivers and inhabits all the mythic places of the globe , from
Patmos to the Indus, by the mere force of becoming.
Be coming is linked to e l e m e ntary forms, to n atural or
mythical beings or to all kinds of elective affinities by the same
devolution, the same transference of will.
It is by paying this price that we pass from one form to the
other, all of which can return. This is the secret meaning of
the Eternal Return: all forms are both distinct and singular,
but bound together in a chain . And if you manage to place
yourself on this cycle of becoming, you can snake back end
lessly from the one to the other and have control over them
all.
This is what the gambler does in Paul Auster's

The Music of

Chance.
It is what the poem does when the sign become a destiny
in which reality loses itself, when language becomes again the
immense play of signs, the structuring of which escapes us . . .
The e numeration of rivers, mountains, gods, heroes, in the
mythic unfolding of their births, their exploits, their sacrifices
- and, ultimately, their mere naming.
The scattered elements of the poetic anagrammatization
come together again in the p ure utterance of the proper
name. Naming cities, rivers, demigods, deified elements.
Melancthon Brunswick. Names, as fragme nts of a world
out of j oint, vestiges of a kin d of cosmological disaster, but all
speaking to each other across the ages, beyond history - no
need even to recount any history.
An end to the sentimental panegyric of nature . Everything

has become mythic - the seasons are there like gods, the rivers
are there like gods.
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The re is also the infinite paradigm of language , the para
digm of the declension of cases: nominative , vocative , genitive ,
dative , but also active/passive , singular/dual . The noun ( th e
n am e ) alo n e , without attribute , without substance, without
adjective, without verb, without complement, without history,
bears the whole literal burden . The anagrammatization of all
the names of God. And hence also his death , his perfect frag
mentation, his end as transcendent to tality.
Nie tzsche, like H6lderlin, gives himself all the names of history,
Dionysus, the Crucified one. He does n o t identify with them
( that is madness ) , nor does he equate himself with them o r
measure himself against them

( hubris a n d immoderation ) . He

becomes all the Gods and Heroes and Rivers: anamorphosis,
metamorphosis.
No metanoia or identification mania, but a chain of forms,
figures, names.
Every name is a dual relation to the world , and each de tail,
each fragment, stands i n a dual relation to the whole.
This is the fragment's revenge on the discourse .
The secre t of the world is in the d e tail, in the fragment,
in the aphorism - in the literal sense ,

aphorizein meaning to

isolate , to separate , to cut off - not in the whole. It is through
th e d e tail that th e anamorphosis, the m e tamorp h o si s of
forms, p asses, whereas the whole short-circuits this becoming
by totalization of the meaning or the structure .
It is the same with Anagrams in language : the name of God is
scattered through the poem; it now appears only fragmente d ,
dismembered.
I t will never be reveale d .
I t d oe s n o t even b e c o m e what i t i s , i n keeping with the
ensnaring formula of a finality of being; it simply

209

becomes. That

THE INTELLIGENCE OF EVIL

is to say, it passes from one form to the other, from one word
to the other; it circulates in the detail of appearances.
Taken in its detail , the world is always perfectly self-evident.
Someone said: everything is true, nothing is exact.
I would say the opposite: nothing is true, everything is exact.

In this sense, any image , any act, any eve n t, any detail of
the world, is good, provided it is escribed, isolated, separated,
scattered - anagrammatized, anamorphosed, ' aphoristic'
The sign in general, as fragment, as particle wrested from the
natural world, is already in i tself an immediate subversion of
the discourse of the real and of meaning in i ts pretension to
totality.
Thought too must fragme n t and scatter.
Though t is a spectrum , and truth, if it exists , can only show
through anagrammatically in the spectrum of thought.
' He could refract an idea which everyone though t simple into
a hundred others, as the prism does with sunlight, each finer
than the other, then gath er together a host of others to re
create the white light of the sun , where o thers merely saw
disorder and confusion ' ( Lichtenberg) .
Rothko 's transition to an immediate, definitive form , ligh t
years from what he was doing up to that point.
' My images have two characteristics: either they dilate and
the n open up in all directions, or they c o n trac t and then
close up p recipitately on all sides. Between these two poles
lies everything I have to say. '
A change by which he separates himself miraculously from
the artist he still was, with his place in the history of art, to be
nothing but the sovereign me dium of an extremely simple
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form , which no longer has anything to do with expressionism
or abs traction.
' The form which appe ars stuns you with i ts simplicity. And
perhaps the most surprising thing is that, during our earthly
existence, in which our brains are bound with bands of steel
- the tightly-fitting dream of our own personality - we have
not peradventure given that little mental shake which would
have freed the imprisoned thought and would have procured
for it the ultimate intellige nce ' (Vladimir Nabokov) .
D o e s n ' t eve ryo ne have in them this potential change and
becoming? This absolute singularity which demands only to
occur effortlessly, an inspired form freed from the strai g acket
of our individual being?
We have this becoming within us, and we lack nothing,
since we are rid of truth .
The world too lacks nothing as it is; it opposes any attempt
to make it signify anything whatever. To inflict truth on it is
like explaining a j oke or a funny story.
The poem too lacks nothing: any commentary makes it worse.
Not only does it lack nothing, but it makes any other discourse
appear superfluous.
Poetry and thought are to be taken in their literalness, not
in their truth : truth merely makes things wors e .
All language is

de trop, except for t h e forms that know how

to re tain something of this silence and to set language off
towards another destination - that of a shadow which follows
us and unfolds beyond our presence.
I n the an agrammaticality of p o e ti c language, the words
seem to have come fro m elsewhere , to have cove re d the i r
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tracks , and yet to have been there forever. It seems that lang
uage , in i ts multiple singularity, has always been there. Better,
it seems to be a long way ahead of us and to turn back in our
direction to think us.
The singularity of a language is that, even if it has a history
and an origin, i t seems to reproduce i tself ' as is ' at every
moment, and auto nomously to re-inve nt itse lf. It is in this
sense that we experience language as a kin d of predestination
- a kind of happy predestination.
The halting of becoming is the imposition of an end, of a
finality, of any finality whatever.
The human race owes its becoming ( an d perhaps even its
survival) entirely to the fact that it had no end in itself, and
certainly not that of becoming what it is ( of fulfilling itself,
identifying with itself) .
A fatal strategy that is perhaps itself coming to an end in
our desperate effort to finalize the species at all costs, even in
its genetic dimension, in order to enslave it to its own finality.
It is the same with the individual being. Its only chance of
becoming is to have no end, no ideal formula or alternative
solution .
Thought, too , while scattering its traces, leaves the literalness
of the world intact, leaves intact the pure literalness of obj ects ,
though it sends their meaning u p in smoke .
Shadowing the world46 - following the word like its shadow
to cover up its tracks and to show that, behind its supposed
ends, it is going nowhere .

46. This phrase is in English in the original.
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It is in this way that though t connects up with the event of
the world - not with the occurrence of a totality that is now
here to be found, but wi th the occurrence of the world as it is,
in its unpredictable coming-ta-pass.
It is in this way that we attain to the literalness, the material
imagining, of the world, by the elimination of whatever ob
stacle may be between the image and the gaze.
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The more daily life is eroded, routinized and interactivized,
the more we must counter this trend with complex, initiatory
sets of rules.
The more reality becomes reconciled with it.'! concept in an
o�jectless generality, the more we must seek out the initiatory
rupture and the power of illusion .

If we cannot make the world the object of our desires, we
can at least make it the object of a higher convention - which,
precisely, eludes our desire .
Any illusion, any initiatory fonn , involves a severe rule.
Any created obj ect, visual or analytic, conceptual or photcr
graphic, has to condense all the dimensions of the game into
a single one: the allegorical, the representative ( mimicry) , the
agonal

( agon) ,

the random

( alea)

and the vertiginous

( ilinx) .47

Recomposing the spectrum.
A work, an obj ect, a piece of architecture , a photograph ,
but equally a crime o r an event, must: b e the allegory o f some
thing, be a challenge to someone, bring chance into play and
produce vertigo .

47. Th e se dimensions of play and games are identified in the work of Roger Caillois.
See Caillois, Man, Play and Games (London , Thames and Hud�on, 1 962 ) .

