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• , 

OES HISTOR Y HA VE A MEANING? That was the question to which 
Sartre intended to find an answer by the end of thi s  second volume 

of his Critique, - drafted i n  1958 but never fini shed. The plan he had in 
mind at the outset can be reconstructed , thanks to clues present in the 
exi sting text. It compri sed at least two major sections ,  one deal ing with 
synchronic totalization , the other with diachronic  total ization . The former 
was to be developed through two main examples , moving from the more 
integrated to the less i ntegrated ensemble : (1) Russ ian society after the 
Revolution (directorial soc iety); (2) the bourgeoi s democrac ies (non� 
di rectorial societies ,  which he al so call s ' di sunited ' ) .  But only the first of 
the se examples is ful ly  covered in the body of the text .  As for the 
contents of -the projected second section , it is hard to work out what they 
would have been . As with the example of bourgeoi s  societies ,  al l we 
have i s  an outl ine in l ater notebooks ( 1961 2), the substance of which i s  
inc luded here in the Appendix .  However, a number of comments anticipat
ing its thrust taken together with these notebooks s uggest that he 
meant to interrogate H istory in a sti l l  broader fashion : on p .  77, for 
example,  he speaks of studying wars between nations ,  on p . 1 18 of world 
hi story , and on p.300 of comparative hi story . Th is  would no doubt have 
obl iged him to restructure h i s  work , as we can verify by reading ( in  the 
Appendi x )  hi s drafts for a reordering of this  kind .  I have endeavoured to 
indicate th i s  i n  a number of editorial note s .  However, s ince the present 
editi on i s  not a cri t ical one I have refrained from pronounc ing on any 
theoretical problems pos s ibly connected with the author ' s  he s i tations on 
th i s  po int. 

S uch as i t  i s ,  the text repre sents the d i rect continuation of the first 
volume announced on the l atter ' s  last pages and in  the Introduction 
serv ing both volumes: namely ,  the progress i  ve movement of criti cal 
i nvestigation .  It takes the form of a final draft one l as t  reading might 
s imply have removed a few �tylistic flaws .  I n  fact a rereading did take • 

IX 
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place , probably in  1962, when the author began taking notes again with 
a v iew to continuing h i s  work. B ut h is  aim then was to refresh his  
memory of the whole and refine certain ideas , rather than to achieve a 
final form : he added a dozen or so notes ,  but made few corrections .  

The mass of h i storical , soc io logical and scientific works  the author 
would have been obl iged to read (and perhaps  of specific studies he 
would have been i nduced to write) in order to complete h i s  undertaking 

see , for example ,  h i s  notes on the history of Venice ; he was al so 
reflecting upon Chinese history � feudal France , the history of colonial ism, 
and societies ' without his tory ' was too immense for a s ingle indi vidual . 
This i s  what he often said to explain h i s  abandonment of the work. It 
must al so be recalled that The Family Idiot, the third volume of which 
appeared only in 1 972, had been held up until the completion of Words 
in 1963 and required further research . 

The point of departure for th i s  second volume i s  the following . S ince 
History is horn and develops in the permanent frame�v()rk of a field of 
tension engendered by scarcity, reflecting upon its intel l igibility involves  
first answering the prel iminary question : are struggles intelligible? Here 
again ,  the procedure moves from the s imple to the complex : individual 
combat, struggle of sub-groups within an organ ized group, struggles in  
whole societies .  The in it ial  p lan underlying the work enables us to 
identify certain major div i s ions  and the ir s ubordinate parts . I have 
attempted  to translate the se into titles and sub- ti tles ,  in  the hope that this 
w il l  make the book more manageable and perhaps easier to read. S ince 
none of these can be attributed to the author, no purpose would be 
served by p lacing them in brackets : indicating the fact here should be 
sufficient .  At the end of the volume, the reader w il l  find a glos sary of the 
main notions/tools used in the work as a whole.  Asteri sked footnotes to 
the text are the author ' s  own , while my editorial notes are numbered. 

Arlette Elkai"m-Sartre 
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The Three Factors of Dialectical Intelligibility 

IALECTICAL intel l igibi l i ty whether we are dealing w ith consti tuent 
Reason or constituted Reason i s  defined through totali zation .  This 

i s  s imply prax i s  achiev ing unity on the bas i s  of specific c ircumstances, 
and in relation to a goal to be attained. Contradictions, v ia  the praxi s  of 
the practical organism, are defined as moments of this prax i s .  They spring 
from the fact that the labour brought to bear upon the practical field i s  an 
irreversible temporalization . Thus any transformation accompli shed in  
the field by action , or in act ion through synthetic unification of the field, 
must appear as a partial development of that total ization in  progres s  we 
might term the practical interact ion between the subject and the field in 
v iew of a future objective to be attained , a future product to be real ized . 
And the intel l igibil i ty of thi s  partial development l ies  in i ts  very contra
diction : as a local determination of the field,  for example ,  i t  i s  endowed 
with l imits and its negative particularity ; as a moment of action , i t  i s  the 
action in  i ts  entirety at thi s  moment of i ts  temporalization . In fact ,  its 
synchronic particularity refers back (with or without a gap , thi s wi l l  have 
to be seen) to a diachronic particularization of prax i s :  thi s  i s  a total ized 
total ization only  at the ambiguous instant when i t  i s  suppres sed by being 
resumed in its total product. But at present ( th i s  functional pre sent i s  
defined not as an instant ,  but as a partial operat ion :  hence , as a temporal 
ization in progress)  prax i s  i s  contained in its entirety, wi th i ts  past and i ts 
future objective ,  in  the preparatory task that it i s  accompli shing: in  other 
words ,  in the total ization of the field and the ' promotion ' of a sector or 
zone of that totalized unity . To that extent ,  therefore, the ' priv i leged ' 
sector i . e .  that which i s  worked,  highl ighted as a means to be con
structed and as a form against a synthetic background is the field as a 
whole, viewed as the very meaning of i ts  practical unification of the 

3 
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moment, while at the same time it discards into the indistinctness of a 
background all that is not presently emphasized by work. 

But this discarded ensemble is also the field. Thus the emphasized 
sector, in its manner of being the totalization of the field, is negated by 
the less distinct or previously worked zones: its mere highlighting con
stitutes them dialectically as the totality of the field that encircles it and 
from which it is differentiated by a kind of retraction that isolates it. In 
fact, temporally, the ensemble already worked or not yet worked represents 
against it the diachronic totalization of praxis, in so far as it already has 

a future and a past. This ensemble tends to negate the singularized 
form and reabsorb it into itself, just as this will anyway be retotalized 

with everything once the object is entirely manufactured. And when I say 
that it tends to negate it, I am referring not to some kind of Gestaltist 
magic, but on the contrary to the simple effective force of praxis as such. 
It is the living totalization which engenders and sustains tensions in the 
field it organizes. And it is through action itself that sector A, for 

example, stands opposed: (1) to other specified sectors (B, C, D, etc.), 
via the mediation of the totalized field; (2) to the totality in fusion of 
sectors BCD,  as a background seeking to reabsorb the fornl it sustains; 
(3) to the synthesis of praxis and the field, in so far as it also appears as 
a particularized reality and one that is posited for itself as such; (4) to 
itself (since it is posited at once as the present meaning of the total
ization and as a particular, 1imited being: in other words, a singular 
totality); (5) to the actual development of praxis, which must negate it 
and break its limits in order to transcend it. But contradictions are at the 
same time relations to the totalizing movement, and ultimately express 
only the intelligible relations of the part to the whole and between the 
parts themselves, in so far as they are realized in a singular temporal
ization. This general intelligibility is in fact concretized, in our example, 
as comprehensibility. This means that the ensemble of these shifting 
oppositions can be decoded in the light of the projected aim and the 
transcended circumstances. In short, there is contradiction at each 
moment of action, since the latter requires at once totalization and 
particularization (of a sector, a state, a detail, etc.); and it is as the 

original structure of praxis that the contradiction is intelligible and 
establishes the latter's intelligibility. 

Unity of Struggle as an Event 

But if it is true that totalization, particularization and contradiction are 
the three factors of dialectical intelligibility, how could we conceive of a 
struggle between individuals or between groups being dialectically 



IS STRUGGLE INTELLIGIBl E) 5 

intelligible? Of course, neither Hegelian idealism nor �external' dia
lectical doglnatism bothers about the problem. For both of these, persons 
and collectivities oppose one another as the partial moments of a total
ization that produces and transcends them. But since we have renounced 
any a priori to situate us in History, nothing can exempt us from critical 
investigation: how could we assert, prior to any examination, that struggle, 
as a binary praxis of antagonistic reciprocity, is assimilable to a particular 
kind of contradiction in other words, that it is a specific moment of a 
totalization? For the difficulties which arise, as soon as any attempt is 
made to effect this assimilation without critical precautions, are evident. 
If contradiction is action itself as a progression through splits and as a 

negation of these splits in the unity of their transcendence, how can we 
speak of contradiction when we are confronted by {"vo actions: in other 
words, by two autonomous and contradictory totalizations? To be sure, 
we have noted that antagonistic reciprocity is a bond of immanence 
between epicentres, since each adversary totalizes and transcends the 
totalizing action of the other. I This indissolubility has sometimes been 
taken for a unity: thus two wrestlers rolling on the floor of the ring 
sometimes appear, from a distance, like a single animal with eight limbs, 
grappling with some unknown danger. But this is because weariness or 
distance causes us to lose sight of reality: actually there is, if you like, a 
single movement of those two bodies but this movement is the result of 
two conflicting enterprises. It belongs to two practical systems at the 
same time, but for this very reason in its concrete reality it escapes each 
of them (at least in part). If the plurality of epicentres is a real condition 
of {"vo opposed intelligibilities (inasmuch as there is a comprehensive 
intelligibility in each system and based on each praxis), how could there 
be one dialectical intelligibility of the ongoing process? 

There are, in fact, two ways of watching a boxing match, and two 
alone. The inexpert spectator will choose a favourite and adopt his point  
of view; in other words, he will consider hinl as the subject of the fight, 

the other being merely a dangerous object. This is tantamount to making 
the duel into a hazardous but solitary activity and to totalizing the 
struggle Yi'ith just one of the contestants. Enthusiasts or experts, for their 

part, are capable of passing successively and very rapidly from one 
system to the other. They appreciate the blows and parries, but even 
should they succeed in changing system instantaneously do not totalize 
the two opposed totalizations. To be sure, they do give to the fight a real 

unity: as they leave they say 'It was a good fight ... etc.'. But this unity is 
imposed from outside upon an event. In fact, in so far as boxing is a 

I. CritIque of Diale( th al Reason, vol.l. London 1976, pp 735 ff. 
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sport, a job (related to other jobs . manager, trainers, seconds, referees, 
etc.) and a spectac le which corresponds to certain requirements of a 
certain society - in so far as, within the framework of a certain economy, 

you can organize a bout and reckon on it drawi ng numerous spectators -

thi s bout itse l f, as an objecti ve to be attained (with all the operations you 
may i magine, from the signature of the contract to the renting of the hall 
and the publ ici ty ) , becomes an object. And it is l ikewise as a particular 
object as an event that interests or thri l l s  and w i l l  actual ly take p lace in  
a real and l imi ted time ; as a certain opportunity to see this or that boxer 
in action, etc . that the spectators will go to see the fight . In particu lar , 
they wi l l  make it the aim of sometimes difficult undertak ings (booking 

seats for a champ ionship bout, etc .), and in some cases the means to 
bring off other undertakings (bett ing on one of the contes tant s , earning 
money by managing a team of boxers, etc . ) .  An object for individuals, 

groups and col lectives  defined as a totality by l anguage, the press  and 
the organs of information ; then later des ignated ( in  the past) as a unity in  
i ts past-be ing by memory ('I t  was the day of the Carpentier Oempsey 
fight) - the bout, in  itself, appears as one of those mathematica l symbols 
which designate an ensemble of operations to be carried out, and figure 

as such in the series of algebraic equivalences w ithout the mathe

matician ' s  ever actually troubling to carry out the indicated operations . It 
is an object to be constituted, uti l ized , contemplated , designated.  In other 
words, it figures as such in the activ it ies of others . But no one i s  
concerned to know whether thi s  reality the noetic and un ified corre
spondent of individual and collective praxis is in itself, as an internal 

operation to be carried out by two indiv idual s in a s tate of antagonistic 
reciproci ty , a real unity or an irreducible d ual ity . For me, their bout is 
the spectacle that will fill my even ing and neces sarily have an outcome .  
For each of them, i t  i s  his bout, h i s  perhaps  sole chance to win a title , 
h i s  attempt to defeat the other and h is  personal  risk of being beaten . 
From a certain point of view, it can be maintained that there i s  not really 
any problem.  Nothing,  in fact,  prevents a practical ensemble depending 
on the angle of v is ion and the activ it ies to which it is related from 
presenting itse lf as a more or less determined uni ty , dual i ty or multi 
pli c ity . It is the present action which decides whether the objective 
determination of my practi cal field i s  the valley, the meadow or the blade 
of grass . Only we shall not consider the problem in thi s  re latively s imple 
l ight . We shall concern ourselve s albe i t ,  of course ,  admitting that the 
fight may ex i st differently for the backers or for the boxers with 
knowing whether as a struggle, as an objecti ve act of rec iproca l  and 
negat ive totalization , it pos ses se s the conditions for dialectical intel 
ligibil i ty . 
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Inadequacy of Analytical Study 

That i t  i s  rational i s  clear.  To take an example of the same kind but one 
which involves opposed armed groups , the officer studying the art of war 
can reconstruct  all the operations of the battle s  of Leipzig or Waterloo,  
or better sti l l  of the French Campaign. What does he do? He reconstitutes 
the material ensemble ( situation of the armies,  from their relation to their  
bases to the morale of thei r  soldiers ; geographical configuration of the 
battlefield; totali zed ensemble of circumstances ) .  Thi s  means  that he 
total izes success ively the practical field of two contrasting viewpoints . 
On the basi s  of thi s ,  he cons iders each manoeuvre as a concerted effort 
to achieve full use of the gi ven circumstances and means  in order to 
obtain the destruction of the adversary . He thus grasps each one through 
comprehension. But on the basi s  of this  h is torical hypothes i s  ( in the 
absence of any ev idence to the contrary , we con sider that the general 
s taffs are made up not of traitors or cowards or incompetents ,  but of 
officers investing all their profess ional consciousness  and all their 
patriotism in the present undertaking) ,  he reviews al l possible manoeuvres  
in  the s ituation under consideration , in order to determine whether the 
one carried out in reality was indeed the best possible one, as it should 
(and c laim s  to) be . These possibles have never had any real existence ,  
but they have been highl ighted in most cases by a hundred years of 
di scuss ion in military academies .  Each of them is the source of another 
battle , with perhaps another outcome. And each of them must be s tudied 
at once from the v iewpoint of the modification it entai led in the group 
under consideration and from the v iewpoint of the adversary ' s  possible 
responses . Among the latter, a di stinction wil l  be made , moreover, between 
more and less  l ikely reactions .  I t  is then necessary to move back to the 
other epicentre ' s  point of view and to envisage its pos si bles compre
hensively. On thi s  basi s ,  we may note that the real battle becomes a 
particular case of a complex ensemble of nX possibi l i t ies strictly l inked 
to one another. For the officer, in fact,  the problem is  not hi storical but 
practical: he thus envi sages for a given s i tuation the ensemble of pos 
s ible manoeuvres  (among which the real manoeuvre figures ) ,  and for 
each of these manoeuvres the possible ensemble of ripostes with all the 
consequences  which the latter and the former entai l for each of the 
armies .  Hi s advantage over the combatants  derives from the fact that he 
know s the outcome of at least one real ensemble of possibles ,  and from 
the fact that the documents avai lable to h i storians give him a far more 
preci se and accurate knowledge of each army than that which the enemy 
general staff possessed. The l ack of information , the material difficulties ,  
the specific interests and the interplay of passions which actual ly  
confronted the armies in their  hi s torical s ingularity are factors that he 
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envi sages abstractly , but  that remain extraneous to him. The temporal 
necess i ty of mov ing immed i ate ly to parry the attempt by one of the 

enemies  to turn the left flank of the other no longer exists for him, nor 
that of finding the parry i n  the midst  of ignorance and error (in other 

words, on the bas i s  of uncertainty , partia l ly  mistaken a�sessments, etc.). 

A certain schematization inevi table and, what is  more, desirable at a 
certain juncture in the practical training , on condi tion that a return is 
made subsequently to the true contingencies  and ambigui ties  of the 
concrete" i s  enough to transform the comprehensive study of the battle 
into a formal theory , i nto a quas i-mathematical calculus of possibles .  
The reality of the conflict  fades ultimately  we find a calculus of 

probabilities. We know , moreover, how fighter p lanes have machine 
guns designed to fire in the direction of an enemy plane ' s  probable 
position at a given instant and to correct the i r  aim automatical ly if i t  i s  
mistaken. We are back at the e xample of the chess  game .2 We should 
not, however, imagine that we have remained within dialectical rational
ity . In the first place, it is not uni ty which has replaced the dual i ty of the 
real combat: it is a multiplicity of relations among possibles .  It i s  enough 
to introduce a few definitions, then it wil l  be poss i ble to put the ensemble  
of these relations into a mathematical form . There i s  no longer either 
attack or riposte ,  but l inking of a variable to a function ,  or a function to a 
variable, or of several functions among themselves. We have avoided the 
scandal of irreduc ible antagonism ,  only to lapse into conditionings in 
exteriority . In  other words ,  we  are confronted once more by ana1ytic 
Reason . 

B ut in addition , even in  th is pos itiv ist  treatment of the question 

(anyway i ndispensable from the practical point of view) , the dyad 
renlains in  an abstract form. In  the natural sc iences, it is at least 
theoreticall y  pos s ib le to choose the i ndependent variable . But in the 
analytical study of an antagon i st ic reciproc ity , the reconstitution of the 
ensemble of possihle reciprocal determinations requires one to transport 
oneself  at each instant from one group of variable s to the other. If the 
ensemble x, y, z Army No . 1 w i s  envi saged as a group of i ndependent 
variables  at instant t ,  and if the variations studied entai l the con sequence s 
u, �, y in  Army No.  2, we can evaluate the backlash only by considering 
the group x I � Y 1, Z 1 at instant f 1 in  other words ,  Army No . 2 as affected 
by the other army ' s  act ion as the ensemble of independent variables 
whose vari ations  wi l l  entail  spec ific consequences i n  Army No. 1. Of 
course , the new values of the se v ariab les ,  and perhaps the ir relationship 

2 ell" {i que. v 0 l. 1, pp" 8 1 2 ff 
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to the different functions ,  already inc lude the modifications u, p, y 
which have been the dec i sive fac tors in these i nternal changes .  I t  remains 
true ,  however, that the resu l t s  obtained w i l l  be fal s ified if any attempt is 
made to reduce thi s  twofold system of rel ations to a s ingle one . We are 
certain ly  a long way from what might be cal led the irreduc ib le  s ingularity 
of epicentre s .  I n  s imple terms ,  the objec t  studied albeit a pure mult i 
p licity of exteriori ty i s  such that the backlash effects of the variations 
upon the variables must be envisaged on the basis of the variables which 
these variations have first modified,  and taking these modified variables 
as independent variables .  

Above all ,  this positiv i s t  schema i s  an instrument of practice .  I t  i s  
orientated towards future struggles which  wil l  be more complex since 
they w i l l compri se  with in themselves ,  i n  the guise of automatic so lution s ,  
the questions rai sed in past struggles . B ut i t  has definiti ve ly  abandoned 
al l the characteristics which make up the historical  reality and temporal 
indi  v idual ity of a particu lar conflict .  Thi s  rea lity and thi s  indiv iduali ty, 
in the guise of negative determinations, come to the combatants from a 
triple  scarcity: scarcity of t ime,  scarcity of means ,  scarcity of knowl 
edge. They are grounded upon a more fundamental scarcity , which 
conditions and grounds the conflict right back to its deepest  source in 
the opposing interests ,  in the v iolence which brings the combatants i nto 
confrontation ( this scarc i ty ,  variable  in  nature , concerns  the material  
conditions of their exi stence ) . A real  combatant i s  a violent ,  pass ionate 
man , sometimes desperate , sometimes ready to meet death, who r isks all 
to destroy his adversary but manoeuvres  in a time measured out to him 
by the rhythm of the other ' s  attacks (and by a hundred other factors of 
every kind) ; who has at his di sposal , for example ,  men and arms in  
l imited numbers (which rules out certain operat ions for him); and who 
struggles in  a variable but al way s  profound i gnorance (ignorance of the 
enemy ' s  real intentions ,  the real relation of forces ,  the real position of 
the adversary ' s  and his  own reinforcements ,  etc . )  which obl iges  h im to 
take risks , to decide what i s  most  l ike ly  w i thout hav ing the necessary 
e lements for calcu lating thi s ,  and to invent manoeuvres  which take 
several eventualities  into account (if the enemy i s  disposed in  a certain 
manner, the operation w i ll take p lace in such and such a way ;  if it i s  
discovered i n  the course of ac tion that he i s  disposed otherwise, the 
operation i s  designed to be capable  of instantaneous modification , etc . ) .  
It i s  th is  b l ind and pass ionate inventor who gambles  in  uncertainty 
while attempting to l imit the risks ,  and al l  of whose ac tions are conditioned 
by external and interiori zed scarc i ty i t  i s  th i s  man whom we cal l a 
fighter. Positive ly ,  his reality as agent deri ves from the synthetic tran
scendence of these negat ive de termin at ions .  One decides because one i s  
ignorant ;  were one to know.  the act of' 'vt'ill would be redundant: the thing 



1 0  BOOK III 

would be done automatically. From thi s  point of v iew , it must  be added 
that his fighting activity as an effort to transcend ignorance i s  itself 
defined by the antagonistic separation of the two adversaries : i n  so far as 
the other, being (more or less) ignorant of my action , provokes my 
ignorance of his own, I make myself into praxis thanks to him through 
the transcendence of this induced and in teriorized ignorance . And each 
of our antagonis tic acts , if it is to be dialectically comprehensible ,  must  
be able to be unders tood in its inadequacy, in its impeljection and in its 
mistakes , on the basis of the negative determinations which it preserves  
as it transcends them. 

The historical problem i s  not just to know if  operation x was the best 
possible in the given hi storical circumstances ,  but also to know why it 
did not correspond and could not correspond to the practical and 
total iz ing schema which summarizes it  in the lessons at the War Academy. 
In fact, the h i storicity of an action cons ists in the fact that i t  is never 
ass imilable w ithout further ado to the best pos sible solution, since the 

best poss ible solution can be found only if you possess  all  the elements 

of the solution , al l the time required to assemble them into a synthesis 
which transcends them, and al l the calm and objectiv ity necessary for 
self-cri tici sm.  Science is a necessary moment of action , but action is 
necessarily  transcended ignorance since it determines itself as the far 
s ide of knowledge .  Or, if you prefer, knowing i s  a practical i l lumination 
of knowledge by the ignorance that envelops i t ,  in the movement which 
transcends both of them towards a future goal . 

If, then ,  the dialectical intel l ig ib i l i ty of the struggle must  be able to 
exist, it is at the actual level  of the concrete , when the adversaries, 
dominated by their twofold reciprocal act ion ,  know and do not know 
what they are doing. From the standpoint of each combatant ,  the differ
ence between knowledge and ignorance , between their be ing-a- subject 
and their being-an-object,  between the proj ect and the execution , etc. , is 
much less noticeable: the action carries everything along, rational izes  
everything .  Most of the t ime a boxer knows what he is doing ( in so far as 
what he does is  the ongoing realization of his project, and not in so far as 
h i s  act is  an event which deve lops also in the autonomy of the objective 
mi l ieu ) ;  but he has trouble totalizing what his adversary i s  doing, he i s  
too busy thwarting the latter's tactics to be able to reconstitute his  
strategy (it is h i s  manager and seconds who carry out thi s total ization on 
h i s  behalf and communicate it to him between rounds ). If he is not too 
clearly dominated, he often even believes himself the subject of the fight 
and scarcely fee l s  the blows :  he is amazed to learn that he has been 
defeated on points . This atti tude i s  limited ,  but contains  its own intel
ligibility: it i s  the objective and comprehensible development of one 
action, on the bas is of one epicentre , in so far as the agent is really the 



IS ST RUGGLE INTELLIGIBLE? I I 

suhject of the fight ( s ince even dominated he adapts to the other ' s 
tact ics  and in th i s  way a lways fo i l s  the latter's attempts , l imi ts  h is  own 
losses ,  avoids the worst, etc .). B ut if the bout must be dialectical ly 
in te l l igible in other words , if  it must  reveal i tself as a unity its 
inte l l ig ibi l i ty must  be that of a very parti cu lar praxi s-proces s ,  s ince the 
proces s  i s  defined here as the deterioration of one praxis  by the other. 

The Labour Conflict Relation, Constitutive of Human History 

These comments al low us  to formulate the two essential problems . 
The fi rst  i s  th i s : as common indiv iduals ,  indiv iduals or sub-groups if 

common praxis  accentuates the i r  role  can be the real  actualizations 

within a group of a deve loping contradiction . We have already shown 
th i s,3 and shal l  soon have occasion to stress  i t  further. But ,  in  order to be 
able  to ass imi late a fight to a contradiction and i ts  protagonists to the 
terms of the developing contradiction, it wou ld have to be poss ible to 
v iew them as th-e trans i tory determinations of a l arger and deeper group, 
one of whose current contradictions was actual ized by the ir confl ict .  
Converse ly ,  the group would have to retotal i ze and transcend the ir 
p i t i less  struggle in the direc tion of a new synthetic reunification of its 
practical fie ld  and an internal reorganizat ion of its s tructures .  We shall 
have to determine whether thi s  condition can be fulfi l led , whether it i s  
ful fi l led sometimes or always ,  and in  the event of its be ing fu lfi l led -
what rel at ion it impl ies between the antagoni st ic  couple and the soc iety 
which maintains and surrounds the latter. I t  w i l l  also be necessary to 
redi scover in the s ingulari ty of each struggle , on the bas i s  of the group in 
which it i s  engendered , the three features of dialectical inte l l ig ib i l ity : 
total i zat ion , particu larization and contradict ion .  

The other problem is  that of the objective process .  The struggle 
determines events , creates objects, and these are its products .  Further
more ,  in so far as i t  i s  itse l f  an event ,  i t  must  be seen as i ts own product .  
B ut al l these products are ambiguous :  in suffic iently deve loped , in any 
direction whatsoever; undetermined by overde termination ;  non-human , 
because too human . B ut these non-comprehens ible objects (or objects 
which appear such)  are in fact the factors and condi tions of their 
subsequent h i s tory ; they mortgage the future and infect the struggle 
unleashed by them with the ir own opacity their  i l l-posed quest ions ,  i l l 
resolved problems and ill -performed l iquidation.  They are objects  of 
every kind ,  and th i s  i s  no place to attempt a c lass ificat ion . These res idues 

3 Critique, vol 1, pp.S24 ff 



1 2  BOOK III 

of struggle may in fact be anything , s ince struggles take p lace  on all 
levels at once: the strange battle of Valmy , and the no less  strange 
Prussian retreat, as much as some undertaking like the National 

Workshops in 1848 sabotaged  by a c lass enemy who has not been able  
to prevent i t  entire ly. Confronted by these objects positivist Reason is 

quite at i ts ease, since it aims to reduce the complex to the less  complex 
and if possible to it s basic elements .  It w ill success ive ly  study the ini t ial 

project, the riposte , the riposte to the riposte; it w ill be sati sfied i f  i t  can 
'explain' each of the character i stics of the obj ect under study by reduc ing 
i t  to the action of one of the groups or to the react ion of the enemy 
groups . At the present moment of our dialect ical invest igation, however, 
we  encounter these produc ts of History as instances of aporia� for, at the 
same time as appearing in  the guise of resul ts  of a common enterpri se, 
they simultaneously delTIOnstrate that thi s enterpri se has never ex i sted ,  
other than as the non-human reverse side of two opposed actions each of 

which aims to destroy the other.  In the dialectical perspec tive , we 
encounter the se objects as human productions endowed wi th a future (the 

N ationa} Workshops are defi ned  on the basis of a social need of the 
moment and as the ente rpri se which can satisfy that need). Thus, in 

themselves, they appear as totalizations  in progress. If we look more 
closely, however, we perceive precise ly - even before knowing the 
circumstances  of the i r  creation that thi s  v isible future is already (has 

always been) put out of play, reduced to a mere mystifying clue or secretly  
deviated .  Yet the objec t i s  not a trap ei ther in  other words ,  a human 
and thoroughly comprehensible construction . For, despi te the partial 
alterations and cancellations, someth ing remains of the original project  
and the enterpri se retains  a confused efficacy leading to unforeseeable 
results. 

B ut herein lies the problem: if History is totalizing , there i s  total

ization of s truggle as such ( i t  does not much matter, from the formal 
point of view we are adopting, w hether this struggle is an individual 
fight , a war or a social conflict). And if this total ity is dialect ical ly  
comprehens ib le , it must be poss ible through investigation to grasp the 
individuals or groups in strugg le as de .facto co l laborating in a common 
task. And since the task is perpetually given, in the guise of a residue of 
struggle be it even the devastation of a battlefield , inasmuch as  the two 
adversaries can be seen as having jo intly burned and ravaged the fields 

and wood� , it must be pos s ible to grasp it as  the objectification of a 
work group, formed itself by the two antagonisti c groups. B ut it is quite 
obvious that the j oint devastation has not been the object of a concerted 

prax i s, and that only topological unity, for example, can give the battle-
fiel d  the aspect of a sYf.,tematically razed whole. As for the National 

Workshops and social objects born of a struggle, you could go so far as 
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to maintain  that these are hi storical realities only in so far as they  do not 
conform to any of the projects that have realized them in  reciprocal 
antagonism. They have a k ind of genuinel y  h i storical existence in so far 
as , albeit made by men , they  escape them (even if, like the Convention, 
they are themselv es groupings) without thereby fal l ing back to the leve l  
of unworked matter� in other words , in so far as they  deviate from al l the 
paths people may wish to assign to them , in order to take an unforeseen 

path of their own accord and produce results impossible to conj ecture ;  in 
so far, finally, as overdetermination and indetermination are manifested 
in them as the production of these non-human objects through a surplus  
of human labour, and the ir non-signification is in fact  oversignification 
through interpenetration of antagonistic meanings. It i s  not a matter here 
of alienation (although, considering the facts in a less  schematic light, 
alienation i s  found underly ing struggle  itself, as transcended and con
served). Nor is i t  e ither inanimate materiality as ex teriority or seriality 
which robs each adversary of hi s act. It is  each of them who robs the 
other of his act. It is i n  the rec iproc i ty of the groups already consti tuted 
against  serial ity and alienation that prec i se ly th i s  new and living process, 
which is born of man yet e sc apes him, is forged . 

These problems are of cap ital importance . I t  was enough to formulate 
them for us to step across  a new threshold of cr i t ical  investigation. We 

have , i n  effect� j ust encountered History. Of course, it presents i tse lf  in  
its most abstract form. But the present difficu lt ies  are, as we shall see, of 
a historical nature ; on the basis of these,  it wi ll perhaps be possible later 
to formulate the problem of History's inte lligibi l i ty .  The e xample of the 
fight shows us, in effect, that an infinite number of social objects  and 
of the most varied kinds contain as the ir inner structure the twofo ld 
negation of themselves and of each component by the other .  There is 
thu s  at least i .e . before any concept ion of historical fac tors and motive 
forces one certain aporia in every social ensemble : apparent unities and 
partial syntheses cover splits of every kind and every size . Society, from 
afar, seems to stand unaided� from close to ,  it is riddled with holes. 
Unless the holes themselves  are, in some way, the appearance and the 
tota l ization is the uni ty. On the other hand , however , we already know 
that confl icts  and soc ial struggle s  as much as individual battles are all 
conditioned by scarc i ty: negation of man by the Earth being interiorized 
as a negation of man by man . Thus do we begin to understand the 
importance of those first experiences wh ich are, in any case, so 
common that they have been reduced for everyone to the level of mere 
determ inat ions of language . At the t ime of study ing the inte l lig ibil i ty of 
struggles , i t  i� as well to recal l that at all events struggles are never and 
nowhere accident� of human history . They prec isely represent the manner 
in which lnen live scarcity in  the ir  perpetual movement to transcend i t .  
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Or, if you prefer, struggle i s  scarc ity as a re lat ionsh ip of men with one 
another. We thereby s ignal a fundamental bond bet w een man and himself, 
through the interiorization of man ' s  re lation to the non-human object .  
The practical and technical  re lat ion of man to the Universe as  a fie ld of 

scarc i ty i s  tran sformed i n  and th rough work ;  and these transformations 
are nece ssarily interiorized ( al ienation) as objective transformations of 
interhuman relati on s ,  in  so far as they express scarcity . As l on g as 
abundance as man ' s  new re lation to the U ni verse h as not repl aced 

scarc ity , the displacements of scarc ity (scarc i ty of the prod uct  becomin g 
scarc i ty of the too l or scarc ity of  man , etc . )  are i n teri ori zed and tran 
scended as displacements of  h uman s trugg les . A l though i t  i s  c lasses 
w h i c h  through their  oppos i t io n  create s trugg l e ,  i t  i s  th e permanent 
ex i stence of these  s trugg les which creates classes a t  a certai n leve l  of the 

technical de vel opme n t  of product ion . The i ncest taboo , as Lev i - Strauss  
has shown us ,  pre sen ts i t se l f  as  a con fl i ct refu sed by a med i ated rec iproc i ty 
( tho ugh it remains  al ways poss ible ) ;  O f ,  i f  you prefer , as perhaps the 

s i mplest  c u l tu ra l attempt to correct chanc e by a redi str ibution of certain 
goods . I n  the se c las s l ess  and someti mes his tory le s s  societi e s ,  confl icts -
sometimes avoi ded by rigorous  systems of med iat ions/compen sations -

remain presen t as a spec i al tens ion in the group in quest ion . For example ,  
American soc iologis ts  have  clearly shown how , i n  certain groups ,  the 
e lders ' monopol i zation of women by making the young bear the ful l  
we igh t of scarc i ty determines a latent confl ict  between the generations .  
The insti tution s prevent thi s  confl ic t  from occ urring as a rea l ity , as a 
v i s ible spl i tt ing of soc iety into antagon i stic generations . But i t  i s  ex 
pressed by a malaise of the ent ire soc iety , which appears in  t he re lation
ship of young men to o ld ,  of young men to women ,  of old men to women 
or women to old men , and between young men . 

But  at the same t ime as we grasp the twofo ld lahour cOf�flict re l at ion 

as con stitutive of human h i story , we must recogn i ze that o ur h i s tory i s  a 
s ingular case amon g al l pos s ible h i s tori e s , and th at h i s tory i s  a part i c u l ar 

re lation and a part ic u l ar c ase of the systems of poss ib le re la t ions  wi th in  
practical mul t ip l ic it i es .  Rec iproc i ty ,  for e xample i n  so  far as  i t  i s  able a 
priori to be negati ve o r  pos i ti v e i s  a val id  re la t i on for a 1 1  prac t ical  
ensembles . B u t  i t  i s  not demons trab 1 e  a prio ri th at the  whole  prac t ical 
ensemble m u st secrete a hi story , nor even that a] 1 poss ible  h i stories  must  
be cond i t i on e d  by scarc i ty .  The pre ceding consi derat ions  are of i nte re s t  
on l y  in  so far a� they c l ai m  to be l i m i tat i v e :  they are u seful to us  s imp ly 
to m ark the boundari e s  of our  know l edge and our assert ion s .  F or us �  the 
prob lem of the i nte l l i g i b i l i ty of the tran sform at ions  under w ay w i th i n  
ri ven soc iet ie s i s  fun damental . For a theory of practi c al e n semb l e s  
c l ai m i n g  to be u n i versa l , however ,  the devel opments env i saged p re sent 
them se lves  w i th al l  the c onti n gent r ichness of a s ingularity .  I f  one 
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wished to make struggle into a universal structure of all histories ,  it 
would be necessary to prove that the only ori ginal re lation between 
practical organisms and the outs ide world which nourishes and maintain s  
them must be scarcity . Al l we can say i s  that thi s  demonstration i s  not 
poss ible today . However it may be , study of the inte ll ig ibi lity of 
antagonistic rec iproc i ties  (and,  as  a consequence ,  of human history) 
remains with in  the formal framework of our critical investigation . A 
priori , thi s negative poss ible presents as much interest as its opposite . At 
thi s leve l ,  we can at once grasp the l ink between thi s  intel l igibi l i ty and 
that of the his torical process .  In the framework of scarc ity , constitutive 
rel at ions are fundamental ly antagonistic .  If one cons iders their  temporal 
development, they man ifest themselves in  the form of the event constituted 
by struggle .  B ut the latter even if, from a certain viewpoint, it must be 
possible to consider it as a unity engenders products which wi ll 
become the material c ircumstances that other generations thrown into 
other conflicts will have to transcend .  What i s  more , in so far as  it 
outflanks each of its adversaries ,  it engenders itself as its own process .  
We see thi s  rigorously human event, being produced beyond every prax i s  
as indetermination and overdetermination of its products and itself by 
practical surcharges ,  simultaneously all through and from every angle -
referring back to praxi s  (we c an and must interpret the material c ircum
stances which condition it ,  or which it engenders, only through the 
transcendence that preserves  them and that they orientate) and at the 
same time outflanking its adversaries and through them becoming some-• 
thing other than what each of them projects . A s  must now be c lear, thi s 
i s  the very definition of the historical process, in so far as it i s  an 
ongoing temporal i zation of human history . 

Formal Contradiction in Marxist Theory 

The solution of the problem if  one exists  while remaining theoretical 
must have spec ific repercuss ions : it  i s  wi thin its framework that dialectical 
material i sm w il l  have to find the principle of i ts  inte ll igibi l ity .  For if we 
cons ider the Marx i st interpretation careful ly , i t  must be acknowledged 
that it relates simultaneously to two terms that seem opposed , w ithout 
troubling to es tabl ish the ir  compatibil ity : whi le presenting the c las s  
struggle to u s  as the motor of History , i t  s imultaneously reveals to u s  the 
dialectical development of the h i storical process .  Thus  our formal contra
diction recurs in the concrete examination of Marxi st theory and we 
perceive , in  fact ,  that Marx did not avoid i t .  In other words ,  i f  the c las s  
struggle i s  to be i ntel l i gible to the historian ' s  dialect ical reason , one 
must be able to total ize c lasses  in struggle and thi s  comes down to 
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discovering the synthetic uni ty of a soc iety riven through and through . 
There can be no doubt that Marx was aware of the problem: certain 
formulae we have c i ted present the capital ist  process  as the development 
of an anti soc ial force in socie ty.4 On the other hand,  he al ways refused . 
and qui te rightly to g ive any real ity to the verbal enti ty people call  
society : he saw it as j ust  one form of alienation among others . The 
problem thus  remains open : s ince the dialect ical contradict ion i s  immanent 
- in other words ,  s ince i t  i s  a rift maintained and produced by the unity i t  
rends i s  there a unity of the differen t  c lasse s  which sustains  and 
produces thei r  irreducible confl icts? We shal l  examine th i s  question in the 
paragraphs that fol low . B ut i t  i s  necessary to recal l  that our examination 
appl ie s  to these historical conflicts only as an examp le enabling u s  to 
e lucidate the problem we have just  formulated.  In other words ,  Marx i sts  
have concerned themselves  w i th the materia l succes s  of their hypotheses .  
They have verified them by applying them to the data of h istorical 
investigation and seen their v alue as deriving from the number of facts 
they enable us  to regroup and i l l umine , as we ll as from the poss ibil i t ies 
they di sc lose to prax i s .  B ut the formal problem of intel l igibil i ty has struck 
them as otiose ,  or at any rate premature . Later on, we shall see the 
h is toricity of the dialectical investigation of H i story . I t  was legitimate for 
i t  to impose i tself through its content and develop through practice . But it 
i s  preci sely when the machine seems jammed that i t  i s  appropriate to 
unrave l the formal difficulties h itherto neglected . 5 Marxism i s  s trictly true 
if History i s  total ization .  It i s  no  longer true if  human history i s  decomposed 
into a p lural ity of indiv idual h i s tories ;  or if, at any rate , with in the relation 
of immanence which characterizes the fight  the negation of each opponent 
by the other i s  on principle detotalizing . Of course ,  i t  i s  neither our project 
here nor a concrete poss ibi l ity for us to demonstrate the plenary truth 
of d ialectical materialism (we shal l  doubtless  attempt this e lsewhere , in a 
book devoted to anthropology: in other words ,  to the concrete as such) . 6 
Our aim i s  sole ly  to establi sh if, in a practical ensemble riven by 
antagonisms (whether there are multip le con fli c ts or these are reduced to a 
s ingle one ) ,  the very rifts  are totali zing and entailed by the total iz ing 
movement of the whole . B ut if we actually e stablish this  abstract prin
c iple , the material i st dialectic  as movement of H istory and historical 
knowledge needs only to be proved by the facts i t  i llumine s ,  or, if you 
prefer, to discover itself as a fact and through other facts .  

4 Th e Prohlem of Method, London 1963 , pp . 8 5 ,  1 5 8 .  
5 Critique,  vol . 1 ,  Introduct ion (especial ly pp 40 ff. ) ; also p 80 1 n .  
6. Thi s  project was never carried out . See Sartre ' s interv iew on anthropology for 

Ca hiers de p h i losophie ( 1 966),  in  Situations IX, Paris 1 972 .  



• • • 

• 

• • 

Incarnation and Singularization 

F TOT AL I ZAT ION i s  real l y  an ongoing process ,  i t  operates 
everywhere . This means both that there i s  a d ialectical meaning 

of the practical ensemble whether i t  i s  planetary ,  or has to become 
even interplanetary and that each indiv idual event total izes in  itse lf thi s 
ensemble in  the infinite richness of its indiv idual ity . From thi s  point of 
view,  at an in iti al stage of the critical  inqu iry one might ask oneself 
whether each indiv idual struggle i s  not, i n  itself, the totalization of al l 
struggles : in critical terms ,  whether the comprehen s ion of a conflict  for 
example , the boxing match we were di scuss ing does not neces saril y  
refer back to the totali zing comprehen s ion of the fundamental conflicts 
( scarc i ty )  charac terizing the social ensemble that corresponds to i t .  At 
thi s  level of knowledge , we are not yet pos ing the problem 0f the 
totalizing uni ty at the heart of the negation of rec iproc ity : that question 
remains unanswered. At a subsequent s tage , however, the answer wi l l  be 
fac i l i tated i f  a strugg le as any o ld  event in H i story appears to us ,  in 
the very irreduc ibi l i ty of i ts  protagon i sts and the rift between them, as a 
total ization of the ensemble of contemporary irreducibi l i ties and rifts : in  
other words ,  as  though each of them were interpreted as the presen t 
s ign i ficat ion (here and now) of all  the others , prec i se ly  in so far as the 
movement of know ledge in order to reveal  i ts  own mean ing must go 
in  search of al l the other conflicts in which i t  i s  totali zed. We encounter 
here , as a condi tion of intel l ig ibi l ity ,  the rec iprocity (of partial  events in 
relation to one another and of each event in  relation to the total i zation of 
all tota l i za tions ) that characterizes  synthetic un ificat ion . 

Let us  cons i der,  for example ,  the boxing match that i s  currently  taking 
place before our eyes .  I t  matters l i tt le whether such and such a title i s  at 
stake . or whether i t  i s  j ust any old fi gh t  between profess ional s or even 

1 7  
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between amateurs .  For from the very outset we understand that the deep 
truth of every individual fight i s  competition for titles .  Of course,  most 
boxers know their abi lities and limit their ambitions .  I f  they  do not know 
themselves ,  the ir manager w il l  inform them; and, ultimately , it  i s  he who 
chooses to ' push ' one of h i s  proteges or decides  that another i s  not yet 
ready to make h i s  debut.  B ut this is  not where the problem l ie s .  What 
counts i s  the fact that there ex i sts a competitive h ierarchy recogn ized 
by all (even if the value of the ' holder ' of such and such a title i s  
contested) , which can even legi timately be seen as an objective structure 
of national and international societies and that every fight takes p lace 
at the very heart of thi s  hierarchy : indeed, derives its meaning from i t .  
For informed spectators, i t  i s  not j ust a q uestion of seeing two men 
trading punches,  or even of seeing ' good boxing ' ;  it  i s  a question of 
being present at an individual epi sode of an ascent, and at a moment 
which may begin or acce lerate a dec l ine .  Ascent and decl ine have any 
meaning , of course ,  only if they are to be understood in terms of the 
entire hierarchy .  At  a certain leve l ,  no doubt for example  with some 
bouts added to the evening ' s  programme as fi llers the spectator has no 
il lusions .  Neither of the two men now fighting will go very far. Neither 
wi l l  rise very h igh, neither wi l l  fall very low. These mediocre but solid 
boxers who know their job wi l l  continue indefinitely to fight supporting 
bouts on evenings when others are playing the star roles .  But  even this 
qual ifies  them in terms of the hierarchical ensemble : they represent the 
fi rst rungs tough and almost inert of the ceaseless  to-and-fro move
ment which makes up the world of boxing . And thi s necessary total 
i zation of their  bout,  on the basis of all the immediately  preceding and 
immediate ly following bouts (those already announced by the pres s ) ,  
finds its concrete and retotali z ing s ignification in the very place this bout  
occupies on the programme. The evening i s  hierarchical a twofold 
hierarchy : bui ld-up to the big fight after the interval , w ind-down towards 
a final bout and thi s  hierarchy i s  l ived i n  tension by the spectator, 
whose attention grows ( in  principle , of course) from one fight  to the 
next . Through h i s  very anticipation of this hierarchy (the boxers wil l  be 
more and more ski lful )  and through his  more or less  impatient expectation 
- sometimes ,  too, through the lateness  of half the spectators , who arrive 
in  the course of the evening, and through the objective aspect of a half
empty hal l  the initial bout on the programme i s  synthetical ly united 
with the rest  as the first moment of an ongoing process .  And ,  preci sely 
because of thi s ,  i t  i s  an integral part of the temporal i zing totali zation . In 
other words ,  it sign ifies the whole evening as i t  i s  about to unfold .  This  
does not , of course ,  mean that it can announce the reali ty ( i n  any case 
often hard to forecast) of the bouts that are to follow; simply that, in thi s  
operat ion which i s  the organization of an evening of boxing,  it  has its 

, 
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total izing relat ion as a part to the whole by v irtue of the fact ( imposs ible 
to ignore)  that i t  i s  the beginning .  Thus the diachronic synthes is ( l iving 
hierarchy that gradual ly becomes es tabli she d) i s  at one and the same 
time a real product of the synchronic synthes is (the organ izers have 

chosen the bouts on the bas i s  of the hexis and reputation of the fighters) � 
and the retotaliz ing temporalization of the synchronic hierarchy . The 

beginning of the evening i s  the temporal equ iv alent of the first rungs of 
the ladder. Spectators , organizers , boxers live this h ierarchy in its 
unfo lding and , if the bout lends itself to this , the ev ent appears under 
dual contro 1 .  At the s ame time as this  ephemeral reali ty the first bout -
v anishes ,  determ ining (with i ts v ery di sappearance) and confirming its 
immutable place in the spatia-temporal h ierarchy , the two opponents 
move up, move down: in short , find themselves after the fight on a 
d ifferent rung . ( Sometimes they move up together a drawn fight, they 
have fought well or down together; u sually they move in opposi te 
directions . )  The winner , for example ,  we saw mounting the ladder , even 
though he s imultaneously remained on the first rung . Th i s  contradiction 
is still perfectly inte l l ig ible it simpl y discloses a rather more d is tant 
future . The spectators ' applause and the judgement of the experts wi l l  
ensure that next time he i s  given a higher bi l l ing .  

Conversely , what would a contest for the title be , if  the two boxers 
were not already at the top of the ladder? If they were not known? If 
their previous fights had not remained in  people ' s  memories?  If the ir  
superiority was not rea lly established by the number of opponents 
defeated and reduced to vegetating in  obscurity ( the earl iest of al l ,  
moreover, often hav ing sunk back into anonymity ) ?  These two men very 
much ( seemingly)  at the ir ease, who c limb into the ring  amid the 
applause in  their  brightly coloured robes,  are in themselves  ' common 
indiv idual s ' : they contain within them the opponents they have already 

defeated and, v ia thi s  mediation, the entire universe of boxing.  In 

another way, you can say that the hierarchy supports them: that they are 

its i l luminated peaks .  And yet again , what is  testified to by the evening 
itself and the moment of their appearance is  the fol low ing . The preceding 
bouts have  taken p lace , they have come to an end, they hav e  d i s solved 
into the total process . Their eng ulfment in the past realize s  the objective 
temporalization of the champions ' h ierarchical superiority , at the same 
time as it refers back , through its deepest s ignification , to a real and 
e lapsed temporalization : that which is  identified w ith the profes s ional 
lives of the two contestants (at least in the immediately preceding years) 
and which , amid countless vic issi tu des ,  has caused them to realize the 
synchronic hierarc hy themselves  in a diachronic movement ,  by pass ing 
from rung to rung , thanks to the fights they have won . in  other words , at 
one and the  same time by meeting increas ingly skilful boxers and by 
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hav ing an increas ingly prominent b i l l ing on programmes .  Thus the move
ment of the evening repl icates the movement of their  l ive s ;  and the 
preceding bouts reproduce the h i s tory of the ir own fi ghts , the return to 

obliv ion of almost all those they have defeated .  
If i t  i s  e stab l i shed that the fight, whatever it  may be,  i s  the pre sent 

retotal i zation of al l  fights ;  if  i t  i s  c lear that i t  can be decoded only by 

them; if i t  has  a mean ing only i n  so far as i t  i s put back in the real 
perspectives  of contemporary box i ng (number of boxers , value of each of 

them, national or international importance of box ing ,  pass ion or d i s 
affection of the spectators , etc . )  then i t  w i l l  eas i l y be understood that 

boxing in i ts en tirety i s  present at every instant of the fi ght as a sport and 
as a technique , with all the h uman qual i ties  and al l  the materi al condition

ing (train ing , phy sical condition , etc . )  that i t  demands .  Thi s  must  be 
understood as meaning that the spectators have come to see . and the 
promoters have  taken steps ( successful  or otherwise) to g ive them 

some good boxing . And thi s  means a fi ght ing practice (on the part of 
each of the contenders) wh ich  transcends a learned technique , even while 
real izing i t  wholly at every i nstant .  The movement itse lf  wi l l  be invention : 

choice of h i tting w ith one ' s  left an opponent who has dropped h i s  guard , 
perhaps as a ruse ;  r isks incurred unwi tt ingly ,  etc .  B ut al l  th i s  cannot even 
be attempted w ithout an ensemble of techn ical acquis i tions · speed, 
punch , legwork , etc . and ,  at a sti l l  deeper leve l ,  wi thout the habit  of 
putting al l  the weight of one ' s  body into every punch wi thout losing 
one ' s  balance.  Boxing cons i sts in th i s ,  as hexl s ,  as technique and as each 
indiv idual ' s  ever novel invent ion . One must not ,  of course , be fobbed off 
wi th  mere words : there are specific boxers , trainers and managers ; and 
the progress ive  improvemen t  of such and such a boxer ' s  abi l i ty to punch 
or ' duck ' i s  an indiv idu al event  in an i nd iv idual l ife . B ut - and we shal l 
have  to return to th i s  these indiv idual s ,  l inked in groups ,  through 
thousands of encounters and in al l the world ' s  locations ,  h ave  gradually 

perfected techniques .  These techniques have been un ified by profe�s ional s 
who have  become instructors or trainers . The synthetic ensemble first 

became the unity of tricks of the trade , teaching methods,  diets ,  etc . ,  
before being theorized subsequently  (more or less)  v i a  the mediation of 
l anguages .  And th i s  practical and theoretical unification was necess itated 
by the very fact of the fi ght :  i n  other words �  by the obl igation for each of 
the antagoni sts to fi ght the other wi th h i s  own technique . Here , we meet 
again what we were mention ing earl ier :  the syntheti c uni ty of the national  
and international organ izations which agree to formulate the body of 
rules to be observed and to  real i ze - as the un ification of a pract ice and a 
theory what i s  often ca l led the art of boxing . The soc ial object thus 
created possesses  an object ive real ity as  a co ns titu ted product .  But from 
th i s  ang le i t  has  on ly  an abstract bei ng ,  as an ensemble of possible 
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meanings and pract ices .  At the same time, however, i t  i s  »'ho le as 
real i zed and transcended power at every instant, at every moment of 
train ing ,  at every tw is t  and turn of a fight .  At once outs ide and ins ide : 
determi nation of the body , hexis , technical expert i se in short, s low 
production of a soc ial man ,  the boxer; and , at the same time ,  omnipresent 
ensemble of theoretico-pract ical  meanings to which everyone refers 

s imultaneous ly  ( from the manager to the spectator, by way of the boxers , 
the trainers ,  the seconds ,  e tc . )  and which i s  at once the transcended, 

s ince each punch i s  understood and foreseen on the basi s of that ensemble ,  

and transcendence ,  since it enve lops the present bout and effects the 
concrete total ization of al l  contemporary bouts . The boxer transcends 
box ing , and box ing envelops the boxer s ince it  i tself requires  that 
transcendence . I t  i s  entire ly  contained in  that punch; but converse ly that 

punch ne i ther i s ,  nor can be , anyth ing other than a requirement of 
box ing . From th i s  point of v iew ,  it i s  necessary to point out at once that 

the ri ft represented , at the bottom of th i s  immense pit ,  by the fi erce 

antagoni sm of the two opponents can real ly occur ( whatever i t  may 
final ly be in i ts fundamental inte l l i g ibi l ity or uninte l I i g ibi l i ty ) on ly through 
the total iz ing un i fication of a technique perfected by united organisms .  
To go st i l l  further,  their very encounter can take place only on the bas i s  
of an agreement (which does not mean that th i s  agreement i s  always 
respected) :  to accept the ru les , to contend in the same art. 

Thus each fi ght i s  al l of box ing . It may be present total l y  and pos i ti vely , 
as when the boxers are champions and devote all  the ir feroc ity to 
defeating on

'
e another.  Or el se the total ization i s  effected negative ly :  the 

spectators gauge the inadequacy of the fighters because , in the ir  operations ,  
they do not even rea lize far less transcend that theoretical and 
practical experience we have termed the art of boxing. B ut thi s  does not 
mean that box ing , as an art, as the 'noble sport ' ,  does not have  a present 

reality ,  in the hal l  and in  the ring .  Quite the reverse : i t  i s  what determines  
the lim i ts and capac i t ies  of the two opponents ; it  i s  what defines the ir  
future place in the hierarchy their career - through the ex i gencies and 
protests of the hal l ,  as reg i s tered by the promoters and managers . You 
may even feel  its bulky pre sence, prec ise ly in so far as i t  dominate s the 
fighters wi thout thei r  being able to transcend it ;  in  so far as i t  possesses 
them through the ensemble  of the rules ,  ri tual s and aims to which they 
submit , wi thout thei r  interiori zing i t  by the i r  retota l i zation of the prac tical  
fie ld .  Thi s  bout in which the two beginners are embroi led, each a v ict im 
at once of h i s  own blunders and the other ' s ,  has  a rea l i ty al l the more 
strik ing in that such dominat ion of the l abourers by their  l abour, by 
produc ing the ir  future before the eyes of all ( they wi l l  vegetate at the 
foot of the l adder or abandon the profess ion) , causes i t  to be seen and 
touched as a � ign i fi cat ion and as a de stiny . For i t  i s  a s ign ificati on , i n  so 
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far as it can be manifested through determinat ions  of language ( ' They ' re 
useless ' ,  'They ' re c lapped out ' , etc . ) ;  but i t  i s  a destiny,  in so  far as thi s  
pre sent domination of the boxers by box ing is  direc tly grasped as 
pre sence of the i r  future m i sfortune . 

Thus the boxing match appears to a ll as a s ing le  event which e lapse s 
i rrevers ibly and pits s ingular indiv iduals against one another and as a ll 
of boxing , pre sent and implicated in th i s  same event .  In every fight 

boxing i s  incarnated, real ized,  and e lapses as i t  is  real ized. In  every fight 
i t  i s  there , fi xed and total iz ing,  as the mi l ieu that produces in itself, l ike a 
widening crack,  the fight between these two s ingular persons .  No one can 

understand the enthus iasm of the spectators and very often of the 
boxers themselves  if  he does not recognize th i s  twofold dimension of 
the match,  as  wel l  as the twofold pre sence of box ing.  Thi s scrap would 

be devoid of intere st if  it did not to talize , in i ts concrete temporal ization , 
thi s  fixed and abstract world which retotal ize s  i t .  B ut thi s  total ization 

would remain schematic and formal (which i s  the case when a boxer and 
hi s sparring partner g ive  a ' demonstration ' w ithout landing blow s) if i t  
were not incarnated in  the s ingularity of an ' uncertain conte st ' : i .e .  one 
of inexhaustible exuberance and , at the same time , at least partial 
unpredictabi l i ty . 

However, we cannot deny that ,  for most spectators , things do not go 
further. Every fi ght retotal ize s  boxing and al l  other fights . B ox ing (as the 
objecti ve  hierarchy and ' ranking ' of boxers) in turn retotal ize s  every 
fight that e lapses .  B ut i t  does not strike them as  necessary to wonder 
w hether these organized rifts  in the soc i al fabric are , in themselve s ,  a 
totalization of al l  rifts in  that same ' soc iety ' .  Or, in other words , whether 
the soc ial ensemble i s  incarnated wi th the multip l icity of its conflicts in  
such a s ingu lar temporal ization of negative rec iprocity . At least i t  i s  not 
necessary for the aficionados : but perhaps  th is i s  because they are 

themselves the fight in progress .  On the contrary , in  certain mil ieux 
host i le to v iolent sports , nothing is  more commonplace than to present 
box ing as a product of ' human aggre ssion ' and as one of the factors 
l iable to i ncrease thi s  innate aggres s ivenes s .  Without l ingering over th i s  
ideal i st and natural i st notion of aggress ion , it i s  worth noting that the 
v iolence of boxers i s  l inked to ongoing conflicts in two different ways :  
that i s ,  direct ly and v ia  a series  of mediations .  

Immediate Totalization : Incarnation 

I n  a di rect sense ,  the fi ght i s  a publ ic  incarnation of every confl ict .  I t  
re l ate s ,  wi thout any in termediary , to the in terhuman tens ion produced by 
the i nteriori zation of scarc i ty . It i s  th i s  type of relat ion that we must first 
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describe . What do we see? Men gathered to watch a particular duel with 

eager interest .  B ut we already know that thi s  duel i s  the present incarnation 
of a certain kind of regulated v iolence called boxing . Now the ensemble 
of rules  and technical imperatives  constitut ing th i s  ' art ' derives  its orig in  
from a sys tematic and continuous perfecting of the most direct and naked 
v iolence : that of unarmed men making themse lves into their own weapons 
of combat. All  soc ial g roups  known to us today are armed however 

rudimentary the ir  technique may be . But  in each the possibi l i ty remains ,  
for indiv iduals pitted against  one another by  anger, to return to a mode 
of combat which seems the original struggle ,  although thi s  cannot be 

proved actual ly  to be the fi rst confrontation between indi v idual s located 
in a field of scarci ty . What i s  certain i s  that , in every brawl ,  the deep 

source i s  always scarcity . It would take too long to explain here the 
causal sequence through which the challenge , for in stance , i s  the trans lat
ion of human v iolence as interiori zed scarc ity . But i t  w i l l  easi ly be 
understood how v iolence ,  at fi rst practical and se lf- interested , may be 
posited for i tself as d i sinteres ted v irtue , before an audience of v iolent 
men . In fact  the dis interest  i s  a mirage : the fighters w ish to assert 
themselves ,  earn esteem and g lory , obtain a material advantage . I t  
remains the case that the fight in itself i s  ' gratuitous ' .  Victory does not 
directly g ive the winner wealth or the loser ' s  woman . It i s  neces sary to 
introduce a complex social world of j udge s ,  referees  and spectators . 
There i s  reward rather than conquest. In certain cases ( in a bout where 
the titleholder i s  defeated by the chal lenger) the loser has the consolation 
of earning much more money than the w inner. B y  cutting every l ink with 
immediate interests , by imposing the mediation of the entire group, by 
making the ' purse ' into a kind of bonus for merit,  and victory (except in 
the event of a knockout) into a pondered dec i s ion by competent wi tnesse s ,  
violence loses its extreme urgency .  It sheds the s ign ifications ,  forming an 
integral part of it ,  that blur i t  and refer back to motives .  Whatever the 

pugnac ity and anger of our fighting cocks may be , they are rare ly  
separated by hatred.  The pass ionate wi l l  to win ,  the fury , spring from the 
function in other words ,  from the v iolence to be exerted rather than 
the v iolence springing from the anger :  j ust the oppos ite of what happens 
in a brawl .  At the same time ,  the ensemble of precautions taken (gloves ,  

gumshield,  box , prohibi tion against  dangerous blows)  and the profess ional 
technique of the combatants contribute to reducing the disordered aspect 
normal ly  presented by street fi ghts . For on the streets , two angry indi
vidual s who h url themselves  at one another are of equal strength and 
respect no rul e s  or technique.  They may be paraly sed by  their  mutual 
ignorance ,  rol l  on the ground , k i l l  one another or barely hurt each other, 
as chance wil l  have i t .  I t  i s  not so much naked violence that emerges  as a 
kind of grotesque cal amity marking man ' s  l imits .  So  everything 
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consp ire s  to blur that first image of conflic t .  Bes ides ,  i t  i s  not a spectac le 
but a fever.  The onlookers may e i ther separate the combatants or e l se al l  

p i tch  into one another. 
The moment w hen confl ict  naked, freed from al l v i s ible constraint ,  

s trongly del ineated by knowledge , rules and ski l l s  i s  pre sented by itself 
as  a spectac le corresponds , in al l communi tie s ,  to a v alorizing acquis i tion 
of awarenes s .  Not onl y  does the individual grasp h imself  in h i s  actions  
as threatened by the v iolence of counter-men , and as hav ing to re spond 

by a counte r-v iolence;  he also g ives  a va lue to defensive v iolence (and 

even to offensive v iolence ,  in so far as he  does not reject the possibi l i ty 
of preventive aggres sion ) .  In the Manichae i sm of scarc ity , v iolence i s  in  
the serv ice of Good . i t  i s  Good itself. The indiv idual and the group 
does just  the same ass imilates h i s  human dignity to the counter

v iolence which maintains i t .  He dignifies  the l atter wi th the name of 

strength .  The upright man must  be strong ;  s trength i s  the proof of h i s  

r ight. 7 The reason i s  simple : if he i s  defeated ,  he i s  subjected to the 
other ' s right ,  the Manichae i sm i s  reversed,  the defeated Inan must be 

wrong . Thus  that which w as merely a material con dit ioning,  p iercing  the 
indiv idual and opposing h im to the Other, becomes a hexis that exerc i se 

must deve lop and that must be able to change into prax i s  as soon as the 
s i tuation require s i t .  Thi s i s  why whatever the weapons ,  whose orig in  
i s  social the indiv idual who assumes violence first asserts  h i s  strength 
at the leve l  of h i s  weaponless nakedness .  We shal l  see that there are a 
hundred ,  a thousand different ways  to real i ze oneself as s trong ( in  other 
words ,  as Good making i tse lf  terrible) ; and that these depend upon the 
inherent structures of the group hence,  ultimately , upon the ensemble 

of material c ircumstances  and of techniques .  And there i s  no question 
but that , in  communities  where the rul ing c lass  i s  a mi l itary ari stocracy ,  

the noble cannot be d i st inguished from h i s  weapons;  he refuses  the 

nakedness  of the fundamental combat prec ise ly  in  so far as thi s  combat 
qualifies commoners , those w ho do not have the technique and sovere ign 
use of the sword. But  thi s i s  not w hat counts here . The es sential  thing  i s  

that , by assuming v iolence in the guise of manly  strength , the indiv idual 
Uust l ike the group) posits  i t  for himself as hi s duty (to become stronger 

every day ) and h i s  priv i leged means .  He neces sari ly  makes it into an 
object and , prec ise ly  in  so far as his  Manichae i sm detaches i t  from the 
particular or col lective  interests i t  has to defend, a dis intere sted virtue .  

The fight as actual rec iprocal v iolence i s  posited for itself, in warlike 
soc ieties ,  prec i se ly  in so far as v iolence . a means  in the serv ice of Good -

7 .  On the e th ics of force and on these three types of v iolence,  see Cahiel s pour une  
mora le ( written in  1 947 ) ,  Paris 1 9 8 3 ,  pp . 1 94 ff. ,  2 1 6  ff. 
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. has to become aware of itse l f  as being ultimately the negative real ization 
of Good i tse lf  (through destruction of Ev i l )  and eventual l y  posits i tself 
as an end .  It would be wrong to think that the fight which takes place in 
public ,  and wi th no other end than to exist publ icly as an absolute event ,  
i s  charged wi th representing v iolence . For i t  to represent v iolence , in 
fact ,  the latter would have to be imaginary .  B ut it really ex i sts and may 
be fatal , depending on the mode of combat . It w ould be wrong ev en to 
say that the combatants present violence : they  are too busy fighting , 
especia l ly i f the struggle i s  hard and ri sks becoming fatal .  What is  
involved i s  not in any sense p lay -acting,  but rather a pelfeet rea li=ation . * 

In  contrast to the uncertain encounters of war, the tournament was an 
opportun i ty for knights to rea l ize v iolence in its regulated purity , in the 
form of a ' l aboratory experiment ' .  You ri sked your l ife to take another ' s , 
but the fie ld  was c leared of  al l  those foot-soldiers al ways  ready to 

hamstring the horses ,  of al l those archers and even those other nobles  -
whose intervention c loaked or hindered the true unfolding of the single 
combat . The soc iety that pos i ts  its vio lence as an object  must,  on pain of 
lapsing into ideali sm , realize i t  as a materi al object in other words , as a 
public and free event.  The v iolent ' game ' incarnates the type of v iolence 
characterizing the soc iety in question : but th i s  characteri stic (to which 

we shall return ) ,  which refers back to practical nlediations , lTIUst not 
prevent us  from seeing that the public combat i s  an embodiment,  in front 
of everyone,  of the fundamental v iolence . 

For the spectators have  an ambiguous att itude . To l i sten to them, they 
go to see ' fine sport ' ,  ' good boxing ' ; they go to appreciate human 
qual itie s courage , ski l l ,  inte l l igence , etc . And that i s  true .  B ut these 
forms of technical and moral apprec i ation would not even have any 
meaning , if  they were not provoked by the real i ty of a dangerous 
struggle .  I t  i s  one thing to be moved by the imaginary representation of 
courage in the theatre ; [quite another] 8 to di scover courage gradual ly ,  
within an event wh ich i s  actual ly  tak ing place and whose reality strikes 
you first. And, preci sely , i t  i s  no game of ches s :  the spectator sees men 

bleed , suffer ,  sometimes fal l ;  he sees their  face s  swel l  beneath the blows  
unti l they burst. Precisely because the event i s  not imaginary , moreover, 

the spectator does not have the means to remain pass ive .  The strength of 
the imaginary derives  from the unbridgeable di stance which separates me 

from it  in the theatre and reduces me to impotence . But the spectator 

of that purified brawl i s  an actor, because i t i s real ly  tak i ng place  in front 

* In  the same sense in  wh ich people speak of a · perfect c rime ' .  

8 .  The manuscript has  · or '  here .  



26 B O O K l l I  

of h im.  He encourages the boxers or finds faul t  w ith them, he  shouts , he  
thinks he i s  mak ing the event as  i t  takes place . His  v iolence is  wholly 
present  and he s tr ives to commun icate i t  to the combatants ,  in  order to 
hasten the course of the fight .  That v iolence, moreover, i s  not sat isfied 
w ith objective ly  helping the efforts of each antagonist .  It  would not be 
v iolence \\t' ithout favouring ,  without preferring ,  w i thout opt ing to be 
parti san . The spectator chooses hi s  point of v iew : he acc laims the fighter 

who i s  h i s  compatriot or whose career he has fol lo�'ed; or e lse  he makes 
h i s  deci s ions ,  i n  the course of the bout,  for specific reasons .  For 
example , he chose the boxer from Marse il l e s  because he led for the first 
two rounds;  s ubseq uently ,  he  w il l  pers is t  i n  seei ng him as the winner, 

refuse to see the blows taken by h i s  favourite and encourage h im not 
just vocal ly ,  but by a kind of pass ionate , vain effort to endow h im with 

h i s  own wi l l .  U ltimate ly  he identifies w ith him , he fights through him.  
He i s  himself the i ncarnation of v iolence , sometimes to the point of 

h i tting h i s  neighbour: a free-for-all  in the hall  i s  always  poss ible ,  as a 

normal and foreseen result  of the bout. 
At thi s  level , it i s  indeed the fundamental v io lence that i s  incarnated. 

Even i f  he has some empirical  know ledge of boxing,  the spectator cannot 
appreciate the blows wi thout giving them, down there in  the ring,  
through the fi sts  of h i s  favourites .  He cannot maintain h is enthusiastic 
parti san sh ip w ithout sharing the fighter ' s  anger. As I have  said, anger -
in  the ' combative ' boxer i s  aroused by the first punch, sometimes even 
as soon as he c l imbs into the ring.  Th is anger i s  expre ssed by the sudden ,  
' mean ' nature of his  attack ,  and th i s  v i s ible express ion i s  grasped in  so 
far as i t  arouses the same anger in the spectator. Thi s , however,  does not 
spring from danger or the wi l l  to win .  It i s  not a struggle again s t  fear. It 
i s  the incarnation of a pre -ex i st ing v iolence which derives  originally 
from the very s ituation of thi s  witness ,  and persi sts in  h im except i n  
the moments w hen i t  can exteriorize i tse lf as  malai se ,  nervous tension , 
sometimes eve n  unhappy pas s iv i ty .  In  thi s  sense,  the v iolence of the 
crowd which sustains  the boxers , which suffuses and inspires them,  
and which they incarnate i n  the ir bout i s  that engendered wi thin each 
of i ts members by soc ia l  con straints ; by the oppression they have under
gone; by the al ienation they have  experienced; by seri a l  impotence; by 
exploitation ;  b y  surplus  labour;  and , j ust as  m uch , by ' inner ' or personal 
conflicts which merely transl ate those l atent conflicts into the domain of 
the indiv idual . The two boxers gather w ithin  themselves ,  and re 
exteriori ze by the punches they swap ,  the ensemble of tensions and open 
or masked struggles that characterize the regime under which we l ive -
and have  made us  v iolent even in  the least of our desire s ,  even i n  the 
gentles t  of our caresses .  B ut at the same t ime,  th i s  v iolence i s  approved 
in them . Through them , that which is  moroseness ,  malaise , hatred not 

• 
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daring to avow itsel f, etc . ,  becomes courage ,  effectiveness ,  Manichaean 
v i rtue of s trength. The audience produces the boxers : not as everyone 
trie s to do · by the encouragements and cri t ic i sms i t  bestows upon them , 
but material ly  and in a very real sense because i t  fi nances the vast 
operation you may ca l l  world box ing .  Thus the feel i ng each spectator has 
that he himse l f  i s  the l i v ing s trength of the fight, and that he insp i re s  h i s  
favouri te w ith thi s strength , i s  not mistaken . It trans l ate s a practical truth 
into ind iv idual attitudes ,  and those attitudes (enthus iasm, screams ,  
whist le s ,  e tc . )  contain the impl ic i t  understanding of that truth : if these 
witnesses  al low themselves  to shout, to rage , to rev i le ,  it is hecause they 

have paid. B ut , converse ly , the boxers incarnate in  a real and dated 
confl ict the fundamental v io lence and the right to v iolence . Thi s incarna
tion transforms the whole hal l ,  for the crowd takes part in it and i ts  
v io lence i s  embodied in  the boxers . The fight  i s  everywhere , omnipresent 
war whee l s  about .  The crowd i s  a co l lect ive which finds s imultaneous ly ,  
down there in the ring , i ts  un i ty as a group and i ts  innumerable rifts .  A 
spontaneous and shifting dichotomy transforms each neighbour i nto h i s  
ne ighbour ' s  adversary or ( i f  they are backing the same fighter) i nto 
brethren- in-arms .  

Preci sely in  so far as , i n  a synthetic un i fication , the part i s  a tota l 
ization of the whole (or of the overal l total ization) ,  incarnation i s  an 
indiv idual form of total ization .  I t s  content i s  the total i zed ensemble ,  or 
the ensemble in the process  of be ing total ized. And by thi s  we do not 
mean that it i s  the symbol or express ion of the latter, but that it real izes 
i tse lf  in a very real and practical sense as totality producing itself here 

and noV\' .  Every box ing match i ncarnates  the whole of boxing as an 
incarnation of al l fundamental v iolence .  And one must be carefu l  not to 
confuse the different  procedures  of comprehension.  For I do not say j ust 
that the fight refers to the contemporary ensemble of boxers ,  their  
hierarchy ,  the ir  rankings and the secrets  of their  art . Nor that th i s  
ensemble refers to the contemporary forms of violence ,  as abstract and 
transcending s ign i ficat ions to which the present event must be related .  
On the contrary , I say that the fight enc loses the fundamental violence 
within i tself, as its real  substance and as its practical  efficacy . It i s  
directly here and everywhere in  the hal l .  It i s  the very s tuff of the 
movement of temporal i zation as production of the fight by the spectators 
and as unification (and rec iprocal confrontation)  of the spectators by the 
fight .  And the reason for th i s  incarnation i s  not mysteriou s ,  s ince it i s  the 
diffuse v i olence of each spectator retotal izing i t se lf, on the bas i s  of 
organizations and groups that have set themselves up to furn i sh it  w ith 
opportunit ie s to retotal i ze i tse lf. And when we ins i st on the presence ' in 
person ' and in i ts entirety of the fundamental v io lence, th i s  must not be 
taken to mean that i t  does not e x i st else»'here ; it i�  s i lnply  that we find 
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thi s v iolence i s  always entire wherever i t  ex i s t s .  Pos it iv i st Reason would 
obvious ly  confine itse lf to s ignal l ing a host  of conflicts  provoked by 
different fac tors ,  reduc ible at be st to a common denominator. Just 
because of th i s ,  i t  would debar i tself from understanding how a partic ular 
fight re late s both to violence and, on the other hand , also to the vast 
network of organizations and federat ions  constitut ing the world of 
boxing. An act of v iolence i s  alway s  all of v iolence, because i t  i s  a re 
ex teriorization of interiorized scarc i ty .  B ut th i s  scarc ity i s  never an 
abstract princ iple , or one external to the soc ial ensemble . At every 
instant, i t  i s  a synthetic rel ation of al l men to non-human material i ty and 
of al l men among themselves through thi s  materi al i ty , inasmuch as the 
ensemble of techniques ,  re lations of production and h i storical c i rcum
stances  gives th i s  relation its determination and i ts unity . Thus the 
interiorization is  that of the particular contemporary scarc ity as an 
objective real ity ;  and the v iolence of each individual exi sts only as the 
swirl ing v iolence of all , s ince scarcity i s  defined through i t s  re l ation to 
the number and needs of the men who today consti tute the soc ial 
ensemble under consideration . The oneness  of thi s  v iolence does not 
reali ze the un ification of indiv iduals and groups ,  since on the contrary it 
pits them against one another. In each v iolent action , however, a l l  
v iolence ex i sts as unification i n  and through thi s  deed - of al l  the 
opposit ions which pit all men against each other and have provoked i t .  I t  

i s  enough to see how much oppress ion , al ienation and mi sery the act of a 
drunken father who beats  a chi ld gathers within itself, in order to 
understand that all the soc ial v iolence of our sy stem has made i tse lf into 
that man and h i s  present rage . 

B ut we have  spoken of incarnation : by thi s  we mean to say that 
totali zation i s  individuated. That fundamental v iolence explodes here and 
now,  but wi th all the features of a here and a now : in other words , wi th 
the opaque richness of the concrete and its negative determ inat ions .  I t  i s  
a boxer from the Nord and one from Marse i l les who are up against  one 
another in front  of these Pari s ian s ,  each of whom has come to watch the 
fight  as a result  of the development of h i s  h i story , which i s  stri ctly 
personal to h im .  With its inc idents and i t s  acc idents , the bout defines 
i tself as a s ingularity and, through i ts  s ingularity , a dated even i ng, fi lled 
wi th unique events , hence i rreducibly ind iv idual ,  even if i t  i s  strikingl y 
commonpl ace  ( ' Nothing very much happened . '  ' The bouts were pretty 
ordinary.  ' ) .  Thi s fight i s  al l  v iolence and, at the same time, i t  i s  other, i t  
can ex i s t  only as i ts part icular determinat ion.  I s  i t  to be understood that 
the fight bears the same relat ion to the fundamental v iolence as the 
indiv idual has to the concept? No:  th i s  relation which might ex i s t  at the 
l eve l  of analytic Reason in fact requ ire s three  condit ions to be 
fu lfilled in order to estab l ish i tse lf. Even i f, in  the course of our investiga-

, 
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tion ,  the concept i s  di scovered in  the indiv iduated object and as an 
es sentia l  s tructure of the latter,  i t  sti l l  i n  fact remains transcendent to i t ,  
as  an abstract and already given rule ,  which surv ives even if  the contingent 
and empirical l imits of the real ity under cons ideration are caused to 
van i sh .  Then the relation and thi s  comes back to the foregoing condition 
- i s  not created by action ( i t  i s  the object which can be c reated, not the 
relation to the concept or the concept i t self) ;  i t  i s  an ontological and 
logical relat ion , which can y ield itself only to contemplative reason .  * 
Lastly , the empirical features of the object fall outs ide the concept and 
manifest  themselves in relation to it as mere acc idents ;  thi s  defines the 
concept as an ensemble of abstract determinations of the type y f(x) 
or s imp lies q that can have no material reality other than as a 
determination of language (or a transcendence of such a determi nation as 
a s ign ifying unity ) . Th i s  obv iously implies that the ensemble of determ ina
tions ,  within the concept , i s  bound by relations of exteriority . It i s  a 
matter of features or characteri st ic s which present themselves in experi
ence simultaneously or according to an invariable order of success ion ,  as 
i s  apparent when you consider the concept of swan (transformed by the 
discovery of black swans i n  Austra l ia) or that of karyokines i s .  

We can better show the mean ing of  incarnation i f  we contrast i t  to 
exemplification of the concept, as wel l  as to the conceptual ization of 
experience .  Thi s incarnation,  i n  fact, i s  never contemplative : it i s  prax i s  
or praxi s -proces s .  An act of v iolence never has witnesses .  Of course, the 
pol ice or tomorrow the h i storian wi l l  seek the testimony of i ndi 
vidual s who have been present at the action wi thout taking part in it .  But 
these individual s do not ex i st . And thi s  i s  even the reason why testimony 
- whatever its source  may be i s ,  on pri nc iple ,  su spect .  The so-cal led 
witnes s  i s  a partic ipant :  he i ntervenes to stop a brawl or e l se lets it run 
i ts  course out of cowardice , sadism or respect for tradition .  The proof 

* I do not mean by th i �  that the practical  stance should be q u ieti sm . The concept , or  
the re lat ion of  the object  to  the concept , manife sts its e l f  in the course of a sc ient ific 
invest i gat ion,  for i n stance , w h i c h  i mp l i e s  an i nterrogat i on ,  a project of  fi nd i ng the ans wer,  
a c onstruct ion of e x perimental  mechanisms w i th the help  of i n strume n t s ,  etc . Th i s  i s  what 
occ urs , for e x am p l e .  when the chem i s t  seeks to determ ine w hether a g i v e n  body be longs to 
a g i ven cate gory , and i s  defi ned by a given col lection o f  propert i e s .  There c an e v e n  be a 
decis ion at the  ac tual  level  of the ontologico-log ical  relat ionship ,  a s  when the sc ientist  ( i n 
the case of  certain salts,  e , g  tartrate and para-tartrate ) decides to forge two c lasses  i n  order 
to �at l sfy the princ i p l e s  of h i s  �c i ence , whereas e x pe rimental  d i scovery re veals  on l y  one 
No m atter .  Thro u g h  act i v i t i e s ,  g rasp i ng the concept thro ugh i t s  object re m a i n s  the goal  of  a 
project of contemplat i o n .  bec au�e the re lat ions between that object an d that conce pt -
even i f  they are deCided - are xi \'en , estahlished: i t  I S  not the object that  reali:es prac t i 
ca l l y i t �  concept.  nor  the concept that  i s  I eali:ed pra (  rh ally i n  the object . Th l �  I nert ia  
con �t i t u te � the I.,c len t i � t  h i m se l f  as  a de - � i t u ated i n ve�t i gator .  We red i scover the ' p u re be i n g 
alon g � i de . '  that  H e i degger de fl n e l., a� a IO) c ient i fi c  att i tude 
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i s  that most legi s lat ive sy stems have laws prov iding for sanctions against 
persons gui lty of ' non-ass is tance ' .  In  a bu i ld ing where certain tenants 
beat their  chi ldren, sometimes to death, the other tenants are necessari ly  
thrown into a s i tuation wh ich imperatively demands a choice : e i ther to 
inform (but what reluctance i s  felt  by many of those unfortunates  
v ictims of society as a whole ,  who sympath ize on principle with one of 
their own battering h i s  chi ldren , not inasmuch as he i s  a chi ldbeater but 
inasmuch as he i s  a v ictim what reluctance to hand over a comrade to 
the cops ! )  or e l se to make  themse lves  accom plice s .  In e i ther case , they 
dec ide together or separately on the event .  If  they allow themsel ves 
to be hushed by a too-weighty s i lence and the v ic tim dies (as has been 
known to happen) ,  they are themse l ves the execut ioners . For the very 
notion of compl ic i ty,  s ide tracked by analyti c Reason , supposes the imman
ence of the rel ationsh ip  and not i ts exteriori ty . The accomplice real ize s  
the act  in i ts entirety by h i s  own practice , and no one can say a priori if 
he is more or l e s s  gui l ty than the i ndiv idual whose hands accomp l i shed 
the crime that depends on h i s  s i tuation within the group or col lective . 

Hence, no witnesses to v iolence , only participants . Non-v iolence, even 
and espec ial ly when it  i s  erected into a watchword, i s  the choice of a 
complic i ty . General ly the non-v iolent person makes himself the accom
pl ice of the oppressor : in  other words , of the ins ti tutional ized, normalized 
v io lence that se lects i ts  v ic tim s . * The brawl i s  a common event .  Some 
produce it wi th thei r  rage ,  which i s  the sudden exteriorization of a 
v iolence constantly suffered and interiori zed .  Others wi th their  fear, 
which springs from an antic ipation of future violence , based on the 
l iving memory of past v io lence . Action and knowledge are fused in  this  
event, as we have always  s ignalled.  And that means ,  in  particular, that 
the real i ty produced i s  lived ( in  other words acted , felt ,  known in the 
ind issol ub i l ity of projects )  as dialectical development and as i rrevers ible  

temporai i zation , but not contemplated. The wi sdom of prax i s  i s  defi ned 
by the l atter and confine s  i tse lf  to i l l um inating the l atte r ' s  progre s s ,  
wi thout any separation .  I t  i s  not a matter here of comparing acts wi th one 
another, in order to deriv e  a common concept :  i t  i s  part ies , organ izations , 
the pre s s ,  the government , that can re integrate th is part ic u l ar case into 
stati st ic s and draw conc l us ion s about de l i nquent or battered chi ldhood . 
The partic ipants are actual ly /i\' ing an ahsolu te .  And the real absurdity 
would be to i ntroduce , at the level  of the act ,  some re l at ivism or other.  

Does anyone imag i ne y o u  co u l d  die or se l l  your soul for the re lati \'e? The 
fear which makes a m an coward l y despi te hi mself  - does anyone imag i ne 
th i �  could be anyth ing b u t  a fear of th e absol ute?  And murder? Here ,  we • -

x Th o u gh " u b v e r� i v e  adv ocate�  o f  n o n - v i o l e n c e  do e x i q  .... , 
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find again what I said in  Being and Nothingness :  relativ i sm i s  a hi storical 
attitude that can be based only on the absolute character of dai ly ,  
immediate l ife . 9 In  other words ,  the relative i s  unintel l igible if, before 
being relative to other relative s ,  i t  i s  not first rel ative to the absolute .  But 
thi s absolute must  be understood : we are not thereby referred back to 
some kind of theological dogmatism or ideal i sm.  The absol ute i s  above 
all the d ifference separating l ife from death in my own case and ,  for 
me , in every other case . I t  i s  the gap between exi stence and Nothingnes s .  
I t i s  neither life that i s  an absolute for a start , nor death : but death , 
i nasmuch as it comes to threaten fundamentally what l ives ; or l ife , in so 
far as i t  i s  stripped from the real by the death that threatens i t, and in so 
far as i t  can hurl i tself of its own accord to shatter intentionally upon the 
reef of death. Thereby , i t  i s  the ensemble of i ndividual s and things that 
threaten l i fe ;  i t  i s  the ensemble of those for whom you agree to g ive i t  up 
or risk i t ;  i t  i s  the climate of v io lence which , in the form of conflicts or 
fraternity -terror, defines l ife as risk of death and mortal fate , death as the 
non- transcendable and threatening term of every l ife .  Every v io lence
event i s  produced , l ived,  refu sed, accepted as the absolute : first, because 
i t  actual i zes  in the present the diffused and confu sed ensemble of the 
multip le violences that have made me fundamental ly  v iolent; then , because 
i t  ari ses absolutely  and in the immediate as a struggle for l i fe (and for the 
Other ' s  death) ,  revealing for all  the participants that the l ife of each can 
be based on the death of another (or others) .  Thus ,  by conflict, l ife 
reveal s  i tself in  its precious uniqueness ,  in its i rreversibi l i ty ,  in its 
fragi l ity , and in its fierce assertion of itself, through the alternative : k i l l  
or be k i l led .  It matters l i ttle that the confl ict i s  not in itself a mortal 
s truggle : death i s  there, in  the blood that flows, as the completion that 
wi ll not be completed , as the future truth that w i ll not be attained and, 
final ly ,  as the deep and fundamental truth . Death, c lean and bare as a 
bone , i s  present in the boxing match.  Not j ust because a badly or too wel l  
placed blow can k i l l .  Nor even because cases of blindness ,  madnes s  -
lower forms of phys i cal l iquidation are very common in former boxers . 
B ut quite s imply because the act of punching i s  an act that g ives death 
(someth ing implic i tly acknowledged by the exis tence  of gloves and 
protective gear) ; because the knockout always ri sked,  always awaited by 
the crowd i s  a publi c  real izat ion of death . Symbolic real ization? No the 
man collapses and die s ,  i t  i s  the end of the battle .  Whether he revives  in  
the dress ing-room or not, the spectator has fol lowed through a fight to i ts  
bitter end :  in  other words ,  to the ambiguous  moment when its pleni tude 
and its d i sappearance are produced by one another and s imultaneous ly .  

9 .  B eing and No th in!:ness, London 1 9 5 6 ,  pp 5 2 1 ff. , a l so Cahiers pour une morale,  p.437 . 
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But thi s present death i s  ne ither death i n  i tse lf  nor the concept of 
death : it real ly i s  that which threatens  a given individual (the chi ld dazed 
by h i s  father ' s  b lows ,  the boxer, etc . ) .  No one among the neighbours or 
in  the audience wanders off into abstract cons iderations upon death as 
such . Each partic ipant s imply by tolerating a chi ld ' s  agony or by 
egging on the boxers involves h imself as a murderer or as a batterer (as 
i s  proved c learly enough by the shouts repeated so often during a fight :  
' Ki l l  him ! Kil l  him ! ' or ' Go after h im ! Fin i sh  him off! ' ) ,  preci sel y  
because he perpetually sees himself as battered or as physical ly l iquidated 
(by forced overwork , by a poverty artificially maintained through a 
social choice ,  by the ever poss ible v iolence of the ' forces of order' or, if  
he makes common cause with oppress ion, by the v iolent actions of a 
revolutionary movement) . Down there he ki l l s ,  he i s  ki l led,  in each 
antagonist ,  and then h i s  choice ends by making him a ki l ler via h is  
favouri te and a v ict im v ia  the other: at h i s  own peri l ,  s ince a reversal of 
the s ituation i s  always possible . And in  so far as the conflict being settled 
in  the ring i s  sustained by each person with the whole audience and 
against h i s  neighbours , that which i s  produced down there , here and 
everywhere in the hal l  i s  through those individual l ives the concrete 
totality of l ife ,  of death , of the human relationship of l ife and death . No 
conceptual or merely verbal s ignification : what makes these l ives into 
the incarnation of l ife i s  qui te s imply the pas sionate seriousnes s of prax i s  
for al l the part ic ipants ;  their present inabil ity to tear themselves away 
from the fight,  which for the moment they put above al l e l se ,  albeit 
knowing that they have concerns  of a quite other importance . I t  i s  as 
though, altogether, there had never been any outside; as though beyond 
the closed doors nothing ex i s ted ,  neither c ity  shrouded in  darkness  nor 
countrys ide around the c ity ; as though the whole of humankind had 
never been any thing but that handful of men produc ing that s truggle to 
the death as the incarnation of their destiny ; and as though,  on the 
contrary , two b i l l ion men remained outside ,  lost  in serial di spers ion and 
impotence, but  total ized and fused in thi s un ique and capi tal s truggle 
whose stake was nothing less  than the fate of humanity .  * From thi s  latter 
angle,  the total ity of non-spectators i s  total ized by the fight itself in so 
far as they themselves become part ic ipants , directly through the boxers 
and indirectly through the mediation of the spectators . And the real basi s  
for thi s  total i zation i s  the fact that commentators are already recapi tu lating 

* I n  fact ,  the box ing m atch i s  a hlank Manic h aeism : e v ery one knows that G ood w i l l  
tr iumph over Ev i l .  If the favourite k n uc k l e s  under in the l ast rounds,  the spectators w i l l  
abandon h i m  an d be Incarnated in  the other.  The c a se i s mOre comple x  when loc al 
patrioti s m  i s  involved . but defeat , in  s p i te of everyth i n g .  rema i n s  rec uperab le.  
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the fight for radio l i s teners while it is taklng place:  the fact that tomorrow ' s  
press  wil l  d i s seminate the results  everywhere . Every non-spectator i s  l ike 
a paler and paler reproduction of the sole l iv ing and practical real i ty : 
each spectator as  a producer and support of the fight . So each spectator 
gathers and fuses within himself these shadows ;  he total izes and com
pre sses the maximum amount of practice and experience a maximum 
that wi l l  be decompressed into pal e  abstract knowledge and at once lose 
its ontological status . 

B ut, for thi s very reason , there can be no ontological or logical 
difference between totalization and incarnation , except that preci sely 
because it  is  concrete and real totalization operates only through the 
l imitations it imposes .  In other words ,  every internal totali zation (en
veloped by the overall total i zation* )  i s  effected as prax is -process  of 
incarnation ; or, converse ly ,  every practical and concrete reali ty has no 
posit ive content other than the total i zed ensemble of all ongoing totaI i za
tions .  This content makes its material i ty , governs  its temporal i zation and 
constitutes itself through it .  Present without distance,  s ince it i s  made by 
the participants and not contemplated by witnes se s ,  i t  refers to no 
transcendent si gnification and there are never grounds - in  the moment 
of productive prax is  for referring to alien concepts or rules : the event 
produces its own rule . I f  thi s  rule i s  the art of boxing , boxers and 
spectators reproduce and real ize this  art through real combat, transcending 
i t  by every invention and every tactical move .  B ut thi s  incarnated 
totalization , common handiwork of the partic ipants , i s  never named or • 
thought during the operation : neither as total ization (at the expense of 
the l imitations that incarnate i t) nor as incarnation (in other words as a 
s imple,  particular event) . If you want to imagine participants taking 
these extreme positions ,  they must be prescribed extreme situations . I t  
does indeed sometimes happen that a foreigner, taken by a friend to a 
sporting event of a v iolent kind , sees in it ,  if i t  i s  strict ly local ,  only 
totalization (or at least the national aspect of total ization) .  For many 
North Americans ,  it  i s  all of Mexico (or al l of Spain)  that i s  revealed -
without words or concepts , through an unease in the first corridas they 
are shown. I recall for my own part hav ing perceived . rightly or 
wrongly ,  it  i s  of l ittle consequence heaven knows what Cuban savagery 
in the cockfights of Havana.  Those cocks epitomized men. Conversely ,  
after the fights , the bl ind v iolence of those humanized creatures became a 
grid,  a synthetic schema through which despite myse lf I decoded 

* We do not even know yet i f  the tota l i zation-of-envelopment can e x i st .  We shall  see 
further on  that it i s  the foundation of any i n te l l ig ibi l i ty of His tory , and we shall perce ive 
that i t  is  - albei t  in a d ifferent way - inca rnated likewise.  
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everything I saw. A kind of formless  tragedy ,  floating between my eyes 
and the city ,  caused me to discover the poverty , although the direct l ink 
between it and fights between animals was not apparent to me at all .  t o  In 
fact, even for the foreigner, total ization does not refer to any idea . The 
Cubans ' national sport referred me to that  beggar. And the reverse was 
al so  true : i l luminated by my recent experience,  the beggar in turn 
i ncarnated Cuba and its cockfights . If, on the contrary, you seek to 
reduce the fight to its nature as a strictly indiv idual i zed event pitting 
thi s  indiv idual , whose career you know, wi th that other one , and w ith the 
concrete perspectives that are going to open up for them you have to 
take the practical v iewpoint of the promoters and managers . In that case, 
it  wi l l  be indispensable to note that reduction to the s ingular i s  effected 
by the intermediary of a new totalization . I f  the promoters do not waste 
their time decoding the fight as fundamen tal  v io lence ,  i t  i s  because the se 
lords of the 'Noble Art ' as common ind iv idual s of their organizations ,  or 
all -powerful sovereigns ( and thereby sti l l  c ommon) ,  engaged in  less  brutal 
but equally v iolent competitions with other  sovereigns make themselves 
the spokesmen of boxing i tself. I t  is  totali ze d  by their judgements , and this  
enveloping total i zation reduces the present fi ght to ju st a l i tt le local event 
w ithin the total world of boxing.  I t  i s  reall y  a matter of confirming 
forecasts , reclass ify ing boxers , and determin ing each one ' s  value and 
ranking as settled in the course of the event .  Boxing i s  expres sed through 
the promoter ' s  assessments ,  j ust  as cap i tal i sm i s  through the acts and 
words of the capitali st .  And , as we shal l s ee in a moment, in  bourgeois  
democracies  capitali sm itself i s  expres sed through boxing.  

It  c an doubtles s  be conceded  that mos t  spectators osc i l late around a 
middling posit ion.  But (un le s s  they fulfi l  the required conditions) none 
real ly reaches e ither of the extreme pos i tion s .  In fact ,  it i s  not even a 
m atter of say ing that boxing and fun damental v iolence are present 
through the contest .  Thi s  contes t  is , ind i s solubly ,  the singular conflict 
between a young boxer from Martinique  and a Pari s ian boxer, boxing 
itself produced in common by all the partic ipants , and human v iolence 
exploding publ ic ly . 

Mediated Totalization : Singularization 

It follows from thi s that the relationsh ip between the s ingul ar features 
and the incarnated total can no longer  be defined as that between 
contingenc ies  and the concept or e ssence . We have in fact seen that , in 

1 0 . Memories of a trip to C uba i n  1 949 
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re lation to the abstract universal , every spec ification i s  a contingency . 
Analytic Reason wil l explain thi s contingency by external factors , but 
has forever barred itself from see ing i t  as a determinat ion engendered by 
the universa l  i tself, referring us back ultimately  thi s i s  the paradoxical 
unintel l ig ibi l i ty at the heart of pos it iv is t  intel l i gibil ity to ' encounters 
between serie s ' .  In order to understand fu l ly the real ity of incarnation , 
we must ask ourselves whether chance has the same meaning for d ialec
tical Reason; whether i t  does not appear as hav ing a function of i ts own 
and thereby an intell igibi l i ty .  We shal l return to thi s .  I I  Attending first to 
what i s  most urgent, however, we shal l s imply ponder upon the relations 
between the s ingulari ties  of the fight and the concrete universals that i t  
total ize s .  For that , we must abandon the description of immediate total 
i zation , which has furn i shed us  with the essential , and approach the 
problem of mediated total ization.  

Thi s  new total ization i s  effected by the same partic ipants ,  but al though 
produced by each  of the ir gestures  and through the project of total i zing 
human v iolence , i t  i s  not produced as a practical self-awareness .  It i s  the 
be ing itself of al l those men that i s  tota l ized :  i t  appears i n  the object 
i tself and i s  the rule of incarnation,  but thi s  rule does not constitute the 
object of a knowledge ;  i t  i s  the structure i t self of the l ived and ,  as such , 
i s  defined as the objective and (for them)  implicit determination of the 
practical field .  Onl y an observer rigorous ly  s ituated in relation to the 
multipl ic i ty of participants , but outside th i s ,  wi l l  be able to di scern the 
ensemble of mediations through which these boxers , thi s  boxing,  these 
organizers' and these spectators have rec iprocally  produced  one another. 
Our aim cannot be to outl ine here a h i storical and d ialectical inter
pretation of boxing. We shal l l imit  ourselves to indicating what k ind of 
research should make it pos sible to ascertain the true l imits of the 
process of incarnation . 

Boxing made its appearance in  the East only recently .  I t  i s  an induced 
process there , one that deve lops i n  the totaliz ing framework of competi 
tion in  al l domains with the capi tal i s t  West .  I t  was born in our bourgeoi s 
societies  and must first be studied in  th i s  guise.  If i t  i s  true , moreover, 
that such societies  are d iv ided into c las ses ,  some exploiting and oppress ing 
the others , bourgeoi s  boxing must be stud ied on the bas i s  of the real 
structures of the exploitati ve sy stem.  At thi s  level , we shal l  observe that 
boxing i s an economic enterpri se , and that its entrepreneurs recrui t i ts 
workers among the exploited onl y  to subject them to another kind of 
exploi tat ion .  Most boxe rs , i n fact ,  are of working-clas s orig in ,  though 

1 I S e e  n ote 9 7  o n  p . 3 34 be l o w ,  abo L '  Idiot de la {anl ! I/e , vo l . 3 ,  Par i s  1 97 2 , p .434 , n . 2 

• 
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sometimes they are very poor petty bourgeois  and in rare cases peasants .  
These young men, formed by the v iolence to which they have been 
subj ected, are wel l  fi tted to subject  others to v iolence . What they wil l  
incarnate in  their  fights i s  the same v iolence* that the ruling class  exerts 
against the labouring classes . We thus see that the fundamental v iolence 
i s  s ingularized : i t  appears , in its h i storical form , as the violence of our 
society .  B ut it must be added that thi s  v iolence , when i t  i s  reas sumed in 
common by revolutionary part ies  and trade unions ,  i s  entire ly  absorbed 
in social praxi s  and becomes the common source of c lass  actions .  This  
means that indiv idual v io lence i s  exerted without manife sting itself 
through the actions of the group : the indiv idual outs ide common prax i s  - i s  as i f  rel ieved of al l personal rage . He has become violent at the l evel 
of organized communitie s ,  as a common individual.  By soc ial iz ing hi s  
anger and return ing it to h im as a deposit  for which he i s  answerable to 
h i s  class ,  the workers ' organizations release h im and al low him , moreover, 
to choose as a practical free organ i sm all forms of pos i t ive reciproc ity 
vis -a-vis h is  setting .  The future boxer i s  already se lected by the material 
c ircumstances of h i s  own l i fe :  i f  he agrees to become a pro , it i s  because 
he wants to s truggle free from his  clas s ;  and the reason why he wants to 
struggle free from h i s  c las s  i s  that h i s  family s ituation, the events of his  
chi ldhood, have not allowed h im to integrate himself into i t .  On the other 
hand, however, s ince birth he has suffered the v iolence of oppress ion and 
exploitation , which has been interiorized i n  him as in h i s  comrades .  But 
h i s  personal hi story , by i solating him from other workers , al ienates him 
from th i s  v iolence , whose bas ic  character so long as the combat group 
has not been formed i s  that one can never define i t  ei ther as wholl y 
pass ive and suffered or as wholly active .  This st ifl ing violence,  which 
crushes the indiv idual and at every instant ri sks exploding in  uncontrol led 
brutal i ties ,  becomes at once the consequence and the source of  h is  n011-
integration : he turns i t  back against h i s  own people .  In the same way ,  h i s  
fury i s  directed at once against  the rich who exploit h im and against the 
workers who claim to prov ide h im wi th the lTIodel of what he  must be -
and in  whom , prec isely ,  he hates the image of what he wi l l  be . Th i s  
v iolence ,  for want of being soci ali zed, becomes self-aware and pos i ts 
i t se lf  for i tse lf: more or less  vaguel y ,  it sets i ts own norms .  Of course . 

* No doubt mo�t  o f  t h e  t i m e  i t  I �  one poor m all h i t t i n g  another poor man one o f  the 

e x p l o i te d  h i t t i n g an o t he r of  the e x p l o i ted B u t  t h e �e c x pre s � ion�  of v i o l e nce are p re c i � e l y  
moq c om m on i n  t h e  prac t i ca l  c n � e mb l e  a� a w h o l e  Th u �  Fano n po i n t � o u t  t h at t h e 
c o l o n 1 7e d  m an -- w h e n  he h a l.,  not re ac h c d  the  rc v o l u t i o n ary .., tage - h i b  the c o loniLed m an 

I nduced v iolcn,- e .  w h ic h  i n  h i m  i �  v i o l ence  a g a i n " t  m an ( becau"e he  ha�  been made I., u b
h u m an ) .  tl nd � an o u t l e t  o n l y  by attac k i n g  h 1 <';  /e l/oH ( I  e h i ..,  brot he r )  
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there i s  the poss ibil ity of some kind of fasci sm in  th i s  pass ionate 
moral ity of strength and defiance . It i s  at th i s  level that common ground 
can actual ly  be found between parami l itary organ izations of the Right 
and the i solated v ictim s of bourgeois  oppress ion.  In the case of a 
particu lar i so lated indiv idual ,  the v iolence wi th which the oppress ive 
order has imbued every oppres sed indiv idual may be s iphoned off by the 
oppressors and turned v ia  h im against hi s c lass  of origin . Where there i s  
no such enrolment,  i solated explosion s  of v io lence (scuffles ,  brawls .  
perhaps cri minal mi sdemeanours) sti l l  represent a transcending of the 
orig inal s ituation (membersh ip of the oppressed and exploited class ;  non
integration into thi s  class )  and , as it were ,  an obsc ure de sire forc ibly to 
struggle free from the c lass whence he sprang.  When,  in the boxing-hal l s  
he frequents ,  the instructors pick him out for h i s  agRressiveness,  they 
wi l l  real ly only be recognizing as a nece ssary v irtue of boxing what i s  
bas ical ly  the individual v i olence of a des ire to e scape from h i s  condition .  
It goes  w i thout say i ng that such aggress ion i s  effective in  the ring only i f  
the individual possesse s exceptional phys ical ski l l s .  B ut i t  would be 
wrong to th ink in terms of a chance conjunction : had he been weak , the 
lad would have found other outlets for h i s  v iolence . More s ly  and 
adaptable but more resentful , perhaps , he would have pursued the same 
ends by roundabout means .  Furthermore, part of the strength, ag i I i ty and 
speed required by the � noble sport ' have to be developed gradual ly  by 
train ing and the first bouts . In  th i s  sense , box ing produces i t s  man . 

This  contractual moment one party ' s  cons idered project of making • 
hi s  v iolence into a commodity in order to leave h i s  c lass ; the other ' s 
project of purchasing that v iolence and making i t  in to the source of h i s  
profits , as If it l1'ere the lahour-poM'er (�f a l1'orker i s  the dec i sive 
instant of incarnation . B y  inventing the idea of hav ing himself treated as 
a commodity , in  order to transcend the statu� of h i s  c lass al l of whose 
members are commodit ies  by al ienating h i s  v iolence , sel l ing i t ,  in 
order to preserve i t  and henceforth be defined soc ial ly by  it alone the 
young man re invents box ing ,  as the transcendence to\vards the universal 
that wi l l  preserve h is  particul ari t ies  and as the chosen transposi t ion of 
h is  orig inal al ienation. But  i t  i s prec ise ly  l1'ith his transcended particu 

larities that the fans and organ izers wi l l adopt h im.  Boxing i s  not a clash 
of facele s s  strengths ,  it  i s  men who fight one another, i .e .  concrete 
indi v i dual s d iv ided by the ir  interests but different in  the i r  real ity by 
v irtue of the ir  phys iques , the ir characters and thei r pasts . In other words � 
i f  box i n g  does not p i t m as s - produced robots agai nst  one another and ' the 
best man ' has to win in th i s  h uman duel . the sport v i a  the mediat ion of 
the organi zers and part i c i pants requires i t  to be a man who tri umphs 
over ano th er  m an by v i rt ue of h i s  hum an q u al i t i e s ,  i . e .  by v i rtue of his  
i ntr i n s i c  part i c u l ari t i e �  and the use  he c an make of th em . Not j u st i f  i t  
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i s  a question of physique through his  qual i tie s ( s i ze ,  reach , musculature ,  
etc . ) ,  but through the use he  can make of these and of h is weaknesses .  
Not j ust through learned technique and ' natural ' skil l , but through an 
ensemble of tactic s (aggre�s ivenes s  and caution , courage and tenaci ty ,  
etc . )  which derive  from the ' psychosomat ic ' particularities  the 
ind iv idual  hi story of the winner. Both from his  chi ldhood and 
adolescence and, at the same time , from h i s  career as a boxer. In  the 
tactic of a rather ponderous Scandinav ian boxer forever dropping his  
guard , with the aim of inducing h i s  opponent to leave himself open as 
he throws a punch and then getting in  a stunn ing jab a whole past i s  
re flected. The idea i s  to ' go for a big punch ' ,  at the ri sk of taking rather 
than g iv ing one . Th i s  presupposes that the boxer has considerable 
phys ical res i l i ence and confidence that , therefore , the other ' s  punches 
wi l l  barely shake h i m . Al so ,  of course , inexhaustible courage and the 
strength of an ox though he i s  not very mobile or dexterous , but 
rather s low in  his  movements and manoeuvre s . At the same time , h i s  
plan of attack i s  quite spec ific : to make himself a v ictim in order to win  
more eas i ly .  There is  a certain pass iv i ty at the heart of th i s  practice ,  
which seems to come from a mi sery endured, a long pat ience accompanied 
by a pass ive but thereby al l the stronger rage .  Thi s  tactic effec tive ly  
contains  within i t  at once a terrible past,  the harsh travai l of men ,  and 
the best technical use of the figh ter ' s psychosomatic ensemble v iewed 
as an in strument of destruction . Thi s  use i s  partly dev i sed by the boxer, 
partly encouraged by his  manager.  Produced by ci rcumstances ,  i t  produces 
its man .  The very feature s of the boxer, what i s  most ind iv idual about 
him, are disfigured by such a style of boxing . Taking punches i n  order 
to return them with interest ,  he has a broken nose ,  puffy eyebrows ,  
caul i flower ears ,  etc . :  in  short ,  a mean look involuntary mim icry 
that scare s the beg inner but,  to an experienced opponent or well 
informed spectator, reveal s from the outse t h i s  i n tent ions and the narrow 
l imits of h i s  effi cacy . What i s  more ,  h i s  de sti n y  i s  wri tten there , h i s  sad 
destiny as a boxer and a m an .  A s  a boxer, he wi l l  never c l imb to the 
higher rungs of the h i erarchy ; he crushes beginners ,  but i s  a l way s 
beaten on points by c lever fighters who , w hen he drops h i s  guard , h i t 
h i m  w i th a l l  the ir  strength wh i le tak ing care not to let themse lves  be 
h i t .  A s  a man , the quantity of blows rec e i v e d  makes  h i m  exceptiona l ly  
p rone to detac hment of the retina,  s hatte re d nerv e s ,  or madne s s . But  
box i ng needs th i s  ignorance . the se i mperfe c ti on s ,  th i s  dau ntle s s  co urage , 
t h i s  fearsome efficac y  that  ri s k s  be i n g  tran sformed into i neffi c ac y .  I t  
needs  it bec au se the fi ghter m u st be an i n d i v i dual , w i th the synthet ic 
en semble that  h i s  p rac t i ce  re v e a l s  and that , in e v ery movement ,  u n i t e s  
somat ic  �truct u res  and h i story ( the h i s tory res um ing the somatic 
s truc t u re s ) ,  pos i t i ve and ne g at i v e  q ua l i t ie s ,  tac ti c s ,  the past an d the 
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future di sclosed as de stiny . * In other words ,  there are no contingencies 
here ; there cannot be any ,  s ince they are required as contingencies  and 
transcended by a technique . Between these two middleweights ,  the differ
ence of height, reach and musculature is  considerable :  one i s  tall ,  with an 
impre ssive arm extension but a relatively underdeveloped musculature ; 
the other i s  of medium height , w ith a shorter reach than the former, but 
he i s  very muscular. From the start , we know that these bodi ly  structures 
are transcended and preserved by tactic s  that they impose and that are 
continual ly reinvented. We know that the former rel ies  on h i s  speed and 
legwork, seeking to score points w ith h is  left whi le  keeping as  far away 
as poss i  ble from his opponent;  and that the latter, his  head tucked down 
between h i s  shoulders ,  blocking punches wi th h i s  gloves ,  walking rather 
than dancing , moves  forward all the time , tries  to get under h is  
opponent ' s  guard and work away at h is  body in the c l inches .  Everything 
i s  inscribed in advance on the se bodies and these faces .  For neither one 
of them i s  any other tactic poss ible,  but each vici s situde of the bout 
requires  the reinvention of all experience in a fe int,  a s idestep,  a l ightning 
blow ,  an accurate j udgement of di stances and ri sks .  Moreover, thi s  
reinvention functions prec i se ly  as the synthetic actualization of each 
indiv idual his tory the bravery , coolheadedness ,  skil l , e tc . , that wi l l  
probably dec ide the final outcome and i s  the very l ife of each fighter as 
a style of practice . At thi s  level , the contingent differences  between the 
opponents (one i s  fair, the other dark ; one pleasant- looking , the other 
unattractive) i . e .  those that are not real ly  relevant to the art of boxing -
are themselves required because they directly s ignify the reality of the 
indiv idual s as such.  Actual ly , i t  i s  rarely poss ible to establ i sh a dialectical 
relat ionship between such psychosomatic data and a boxer ' s  characteristic 
style ( in particular, the ' nice ' looks of one or ' unattractive ' looks of 
another often very accurately expres s  transformations that have nothing 
to do with moral qualities :  the former i s  nice - looking because h is  height 
and speed have sheltered him from blows  and thus  allowed him to keep 
his  face unmarked, while the latter i s  unattractive because he bears traces 
on h i s  face of the v iolence of others ) .  B ut though i t  i s  true that thi s  
golden-haired champion does not owe his  v ictory to the fact that he i s  

* The inte l l i gent,  qu ic k  boxer, by contrast,  never in i tia l ly  appears l imited by a 
destiny : h i s  fut ure i s  open,  w i th various poss ib i l i t ies  And i t  i s  prec isely the intere st of 
boxing to p i t  that open future against a c losed future . Noth ing proves a priori that v ictory 
w i l l  go to the more ski lfu l .  Perhaps he i s  too frai l  - phys ica l ly  inferior to the other.  It w i l l  
then be eno ugh for h im to let  h imself  be caught once i n  the trap of ' dropp ing  his  guard ' ;  
even if the fi rst  five  rounds are h i s ,  he ri sks being destroyed by a s ing le  b low - by brute 
strength.  The contrast between the ri sk  of being de stroyed by a s ingle right-hander and that 
of los ing the fight on points i s  prec ise ly  what makes a boxing match.  
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blond , i t  i s  h is  blondnes s  and striking head that concretize h is  v ictory for 
the partic ipants and those who wi l l  see h is  photograph in  the papers 
tomorrow.  These features .  offering themselves up immediately to intuition , 
incarnate praxi s  or indiv idual and effective transcendence of an indi
v iduality as atemporal h exis : present, that i s  to say ,  at every s tage of 
temporali zation . From thi s  point of v iew,  i t  i s  also the requi rement of 
boxing that l ife should be incarnated in the face as condensed hi story and 
destiny , and that it should be transcended in practice  by the express ion 
(smile ,  look of inte l l igence, more or less fe igned nastiness ,  etc . ) .  For the 
time being, the face thus  incarnates the ongoing temporal i zation, which 
i t  condenses down to the very movement of ' negation towards . . .  ' -
through i ts physiognomy and the latter ' s  fleeting (hence, atemporal : the 
face in  the photo becomes a frequentative) changes .  

At thi s  leve l ,  we  have thus encountered the necess i ty of contingency 
and the dialectical intel l igibi l ity of chance circumstances .  Far from 
having to be el iminated as accidents of no consequence or meaning , 
produced by the encounter of independent series ,  they are required by 
boxing i tself in so far as they wil l  be enveloped, unified and transcended 
by a human practice that they singularize and that , as a prax i s  and l ike 
every prax i s ,  i s  in  i tself the far side of every singularity . Every manoeuvre 
i s  a rigorous determination of this body as a function of thi s  hi story , and 
so on . B ut ,  at the same time , i t  i s  one skilful feint ,  one skilful s idestep, 
one ski lful  piece of boxing . Incarnation i s  precisely that : the concrete 
universal constantly produc ing itself as the animation and temporal
ization of indiv idual contingency . Hence , one punch , l ike one dance , i s  
indisso lubly s ingular and universal. In thi s  sense,  the fortuitous character 
of a bout holds for al l  the fortuities of all  bouts :  it i s  a necessary 
structure of confl ict .  Bu t  the necess i ty of thi s  structure i s  produced and 
grasped by the participants in  the very individuality of the bout and as its 
character of an absolute event. In thi s  s ingularity , all boxing and all 
v iolence are singularized and the l ived singular reveal s  their s ingularity . 

I f, in fact, we now return to the contractual moment which makes a 
young worker into a trainee boxer, we shall soon di scover that boxing -
as a quas i - insti tutional ensemble of international organizations and as a 
unity of events (matches )  governing one another i s  itself a s ingularity . 
Or,  if you l ike , the moment of the abstract universal , an often indi spensable 
mediation in the development of an investigation or concrete study , must 
d i s solve in the final movement of total ization . At the moment of concept
ual ization, in fact ,  for want of pos sess ing the necessary knowledge , we 
stumble over possibles i .e .  here over an indeterm ination of learning -
and are compel led to grasp the real ity under study as a particularization 
of pos s ibles .  Thi s  i s  the standpoint imposed upon u s  by the narrow l imits 
of our know ledge , when we attempt to construct  a theory of practical 
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multipl ic i tie s .  Perpetual ly  encountering unverifiable poss ibles obl iges us 
to conceptual ize the dialectical investigation . A l i ttle further on , we shall  
see the dialectic d i s solve th i s  conceptual formal i sm.  At the point we 
have reached , what counts prov i s ional ly  i s  to observe when the knowl 
edge concerning a real process  i s  sufficient that from the total iz ing 
standpoint the poss ible i s  a structure of the real . Thi s re lativ ity of the 
poss ible to Being which we shall study in i tself somewhat further on 1 2  

makes the abstract universal into a secondary structure of concrete 
total ization .  Even when the posi tiv i s t  h i storian studies  an indiv idual or a 
s ingular grouping , he conceives them both as exempl ifications of pos
sible man , i . e .  of the concept ( individual man ,  man in society ) .  Now 
Hi story as a di alectical movement (whether i t  is  a question of prax is  or 
of comprehension ) knows nothing other than the human adventure . For 
Hi story , there have been (and could be) no men other than those who 
have existed and defined themselves by the pos sible s they engendered . 
Poss ibles ,  i n  fac t, are prac tical de terminations of the soc ial fie ld. They 
are defined as objective margins of choice and depend on the s ingular 
total ity in the course of total i zation as we l l  as on each h i storical agent. 
Thus the enormous singularity that i s  temporali zed by each of us as the 
h i s tory of humanity can never be anything other than an incarnation 
deciding concretely between the poss ibi l i t ies it engenders w ithin it .  I t  
may be that other worlds ex is t, but insuperable  d i s tances separate them 
from ours for ever;  at al l events , today we are total ly  ignorant about the 
practical organisms inhab it ing them. From thi s  point of v iew,  whether 
we are deal ing with an eternal plural i sm i . e .  an eternal imposs ibi l ity of 
total izing or s imply with a present l imitation of our prax i s  and its 
sc ience , our adventure sti l l  appears as a particular case .  In the human 
adventure , however, the particular case does not ex i st as such , and al l  
reality internal to that adventure must be conceived with its possibles as 
a p lenary incarnation of the ongoing totali zation . 

The outstanding success of a few champions should not h ide from us  
the fact that , i n  a certain sense , the great majority of boxers are in a 
s i tuation hardly superior to that of workers and often more precarious . 
Moreover, their years are numbered . They have  ten or twelve years to 
succeed and then , if they have not ' made the ir name ' ,  caught by the ' age 
l imit ' they re lapse back into the proletariat or vegetate on the margins of 
bourgeois soc iety . They are not,  of course , producers of consumer goods ,  
of commodities .  B ut they are exploited :  i n  the form of de structive • 

1 2 . S artre w as not to make an exhaust i ve s tudy of poss lb les  i n  the pre�ent  work 
However,  see p A I 2  in  the Append i x  below , and footnote 97 on p . 3 34 A l �o L '  Idiot de la 
famille, vo l .  2 ,  Pari s 1 97 1 ,  P 1 8 1 5 , n . 2 .  
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v iolence , i t  i s  indeed the ir l abour-power that they are sel l ing .  The 
number of professional s  mul tipl ies  with the deve lopment of bourgeois  
society and the increased share of income it can devote to entertainment . 
The immense and rapid development of sports in  the twentieth century i s  
directly conditioned by the second industrial revolution , whatever new 
values may al so be expressed in them .  The growth in productive strength 
- particularly notable with the appearance of semi-automatic machines -
creates jobs for fragmented or pauperized elements of the working class :  
they graduate to being servants of the bourgeo i s  c las s .  Such wi l l  be the 
boxer ' s job .  And if  thi s  labourer [ travailleur] i s  not a worker [ouvrier] , i t  
does not fol low that he should be treated as an unproductive labourer, 
s ince he produces capi tal . For the boxer g ives  more labour than he 
receives i n  the form of w age s .  He i s  taken on by an entrepreneur, who 
gets him to box in  order to ' make money ' .  B y  exchanging h i s  labour
power for capital , he reproduces money as capital . Promoters , hal I 
owners , e tc . , l ive off the boxers . Training i s  a kind of v i s ible caricature 
of employment , for they are treated l ike some machine to be constructed 
and then maintained; and everything i s  calculated as a function of this 
aim : to give and retain for them the greatest destructive efficacy ,  
taking account of their possibi l i t ie s .  To get at the truth of their condition 
from both s ides at once ,  moreover, you could al so speak of l icking a 
fighting animal into shape : training i s  a human equivalent of s tock
rearing.  It results in  al ienation of the individual from hi s  own body , 
conceived as pure destruct ive power: all h i s  activ itie s ,  a l l  h i s  needs ,  are 
subordinated to the instrumentali zation of h i s  physical person . What may 
be deceptive ,  here , i s  the fact that the requirements of fi ghting imply that 
the boxer should be kept ' in shape ' :  in other words , should be got into 
top psychosomatic condit ion . If it i s  true , however, that h i s  body may be 
the envy of every amateur sportsman from the bourgeois ie  not to 
speak ,  of course , of workers stunted by the ir  work it  i s  a lso true that 
the goal of thi s  treatment i s  fighting and , if  bouts are too frequent, they 
wi l l  have the effect of des troy ing h im phys ical ly within a few years . I t  
would doubt less  be poss ible to avoid such destruction by a calculated 
reduction in  the number of annual bouts for each boxer, depending upon 
h i s  particular characteri stic s .  That i s  doubtless the way th ings are done in 
the people ' s  democrac ies . It i s  al so what happens in the West w ith many 
amateurs workers or petty bourgeoi s who do not wish to ' turn pro ' .  B ut 
when i t  i s  a matter of profess ional fights ,  two factors combine to 
accentuate overwork and overexploi tation.  On the one hand, owners of 
' stables ' ,  promoters of every k ind, etc . ,  have the ir  s ights on  the surplus
val ue produced . They determine the number of bouts per season and per 
boxer on the bas i s  of demand i n  other words ,  of the fighter ' s  populari ty 
and the drawing-power of h i s  name . and also on the bas i s  of poss ible 
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matches ( i . e .  combinations that w i l l  excite curios i ty ) .  On the other hand, 
however, the boxers themselves ,  when they have not achieved any real 
renown, are thei r  own v ictims .  Only too often the promoter wi l l  over
exploit a ' hope ' and tend to neg lect the o ld lags who are no longer a 
draw . So it i s  necessary to thrust yourself forward constantly  seeking 
one new fight after another and cl imbing back into the ring just a week 
after taking terrible 'puni shment ' ,  though st i l l  not properly recovered 
from the blows received or e lse starve and eventual ly  quit  the game . 

The alienation i s  total . The growing lad used to locate h i s  value and 
h i s  freedom in h i s  indiv idual v iolence .  He refused to bel ieve that he was 
accountable for it to his  comrades or to hi s class .  In the name of that 
ethic of strength and domination and in order to escape the common 
fate of the oppres sed, in whom he di scovers and detests hi s own wretched
ness as a v ictim he sel l s  h i s  strength , h i s  agi l ity and h i s  courage.  He 
sel ls  even that rage which makes him so combative .  At once , i t  is no  
longer h is ,  i t  i s  taken from him . The assertion of h i s  sovere ignty becomes 
h i s  l ivel ihood. Obedience replaces anarchi st ic pride , lord ly  w i l l  shrive ls  
before harsh d isc ipline . The exercise of violence directed, channel led, 
orientated in  the direction of maximum profit for the promoters i s  no 
longer the easy demonstration of a brutal superiori ty . I t  i s  instead a 
painful and dangerous labour that i s  faced in  anguish and often pits the 
boxer against  a better-armed opponent : he learns the l imits of h i s  power 
through the sufferings inflicted on him.  Thi s  conjuring away of v iolence 
i s  a constitut ive element of the young man ' s  new personal i ty .  That , 
aggress ion he u sed to possess  i s  rea 11)' removed from him , confiscated 
and returned to him on the day of the bout .  Except in the ring .  most 
boxers are courteous and gentle .  Violence , in becoming their dai ly  bread,  
i s  separated from the ir l iv ing real i ty :  i t  i s  serious , l ike an instrument that 
must not be over-used, and at once loses i t s  character of a w i ld and 
l iberating pass ion .  

Yet he regains  i t  when he c l imbs into the ring (s ince those who do not 
regain i t  are e l iminated in advance) .  But now i t  i s  public and soc ial ized ; 
i ts  meaning has enti re ly  al tered .  As long as he remained in the working 
clas s ,  it was a lone ly  indiv idual ' s  bl ind , exp los ive  react ion to exploi tation . 
Once he i s  a servant of the bourgeoi s c l as s ,  h i s  fight in the ring 
incarnate s his  fight for l ife in the bourgeoi s system of competit ion . To 
te ll  the truth , i t  i s  not a matter of free compet it ion . as described by the 
economi sts of the last c e n tury . There are tru sts  and semi-monopol ies  -
dec i s ions are tak e n  at the lev el of the promoters . It should  al so  be added 
th at the rule s  of the game are m ore or less  ben t  by such scheming .  B ut 
such features are common to al l sectors of the bourgeois  economy ;  and if 
compet i t i on doe s n ot re late directly to the cus tome rs , at  least every boxer 
re l ie s  on the fav our of the c rowd to i nfluence h i s  empl oyers . The 
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employers , for the i r  part, are d i rectly in contac t w i th the customers : it i s  
up to them to know and cater for thei r  taste s ;  but v ia the customers ' 
mediat ion , the l iv ing commodities hope to assert themselves vis-a-vis the 
employer .  

We grasp the order of metamorphoses :  partic ular c ircumstances have 
determ ined that an i ndiv idual , as a loner, has fel t  the common v iolence 
suffered by h i s  c lass and exteriorized i t  i nto universal and anarchistic 
aggress ion .  Prec i se ly by doing so he became if  h i s  physical abi l it ies 
allowed it  the unintegrated e lement who could produce ind iv idual 
v iolence :  the very one box ing picks out and p i ts against other loners . H i s  
v io lence being, in  and of itse lf, an ever frui tless  spasm to struggle  free 
from poverty and h i s  mi l ieu ,  he accepts that i t  should prec i sely be the 
instrument for his  promotion into the other c lass .  In fact, the promotion 
does not really  take place (except for a t iny minority) .  He se l l s  h i s  
v iolence, remains  one of the exploited, and on the boxing market fi nds 
the same competitive  antagon i sms that p i t  workers against one another 
on the l abour market . B ut with workers , years of trade-union experience 
and soc ial conflict have at least ended by reduc ing these antagoni sms  and 
developing a class  sol idari ty .  The boxer, by contrast, a lone exploited 
indiv idual who from chi ldhood has been unable  to solidarize wi th the 
workers , experiences al l the harshness of competition . What i s  more ,  he 
produces thi s  competi t ion , undergoes i t ,  and l ives  i t ,  i n  and through each 
of h i s  fights. Wish ing to knock out h i s  opponent, i t  i s  not just against  the 
l atter that he struggles but al so against  h i s  more favoured s table 
companions and more general ly against al l the boxers in  h i s  weight 
d iv i s ion to prove he is  worth more than them ,  by waging a more 
bri l l iant  battle against the foe . Thus the v iolence which , in every fight, 
takes hold of him and hurl s h im against an enemy brother, was i n  i ts 
origin the same v iolence that moves from the oppre s sors to the oppressed, 
then back from the latter to the former,  and makes i t  poss ible to ca l l  the 
oppos ition between classes a struggle . For this very reason,  i t  already 
incarnated in  the spec ific  form th i s  takes in  industrial soc ieties the 
interiorizat ion of scarc i ty .  B y  purchasing i t ,  however,  the bourgeois ie  
recuperates and transforms i t .  A l ienated,  the aggress ion of the oppressed 
indiv idual i s  changed into a competit ive antagon i sm :  commodi ties  c lash 
as if they were men and each seeks to force up i ts price by destroy ing or 
forc ing down the other. This  i nversion of the struggle should be noted : 
competi t ion,  i n  a period of l iberal i sm ,  re sul ts  i n  l ower prices .  Fights , in  
one sense , do not escape the general rule . I f  there are too many of them -
if  there are too many boxers  box ing ri sk� a momentary deprec iat ion . 
B ut in th i s  i ncarnat ion of econom ic competit ion wi th in  a c losed fie ld ,  the 
one who best a� serts himself w i l l se l l  himself more dearly in  the next 
fight .  For, in the case of boxers , worked matter doe s not serve as a 
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mediation between men : i t  i s  men themselves  who are worked matter as 
men . 

Impossibility of a Conceptualization of the Fight 

These few observations al low us to understand the extent to which,  and 
why , boxing i s  a s ingular real i ty , a totalizable process  but one impossible 
to conceptual i ze .  For, on the one hand,  it brings  out the v i rtues that 
moments of v iolence reveal : courage , coolheadedness ,  tenaci ty ,  etc . On 
the other hand, however,  the se v irtue s ,  very real in the ring ,  are objectively 
commodi tie s :  the spectator pays to enjoy human courage . People are 
taking part in  the publ ic al ienation of free actions . In thi s ambiguous 
event the bout the part ic ipants thus produce and grasp the reality of 
the ir own alienation : in other words ,  of the whole man down to the root 
of h i s  freedom and the real ity of emancipatory v iolence . B ut the latter 
sets i t self again st al i enation only to al ienate i tse lf  st i l l further .  S hut in on 
itse lf, the event constitutes for the spectators at once a partic ipation in 
fundamental v iolence and a l ocal i zation a di stantiation of that 
v iolence which , by be ing channel led and contained in  an i ndiv idual 
contest ,  manifests itself as an external event ,  fin ite and dated . The event 
that i s  temporali zed encapsulates for everyone the indiv idual embodiment 
of each of the adversaries :  the s ingularization w ithin h im of the v iolence 
of the oppressed and, thereby , hi s al ienation.  B ut thi s temporalization • 
incarnates an ever true aspect of oppress ive and exploitative  system s :  
alienation of the v iolence of the oppressed . So long as the order of the 
oppressors i s  kept operative  by the pol ice ,  the army and economic 
c ircumstances ac ting in the ir favour, the v iolence of the oppressed 
produced w ith in  them by repress ion [compression ] but reduced to 
impotence by that repress ion i t se lf knows  no out lets , no decompress ive 
explosions ,  other than individual and mostly hidden acts ,  ranging from 
sabotage to theft ,  which se lf-destruct if they are di scovered . In effect, the 
v iolence w ithin them i s  manifested and discred ited simultaneously and 
the workers , imbued despite themselves with bourgeoi s ideology and 
values , j udge these frui t le s s  revolts with the same severity as do the 
bourgeoi s .  Of course , howevec the epoch which engenders box ing i s  
punctuated by gi gantic struggle s and the proletariats have become aware 
of the ir  class v iolence.  B ut i t  st i l l  remains  true that at moments of 
downturn when the old order i s  re-establ i shed against them; when they 
are locked into the � price wage ' c i rc le  of hel l and the i r  action on wages ,  
even when v i ctorious , i s  at once annul led by the action of the bourgeois  
upon prices v iolence grasps i tse lf  as impotence ,  which i s  
s imultaneously true and fal se : true , i f  we l im i t  ourse lves  to  reg i ster ing 
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a quite provis ional moment of the struggle ;  fal se , i f  we mean thereby to 
unmask what has often been termed � the impotence of the common 
people ' .  And , of course , bourgeois  propaganda wi l l  seek to show the 
latter in  the former. In so far as i t  succeeds and ,  in  moments of discourage
ment immediately after a lost  battle , the workers allow themselves to be 
mystified,  v iolence suddenly j udged from the \ 'ie�1/point of order and 
' democratic ' l aws  - i s  de-real ized by becoming di squal ified.  Its real i ty ,  
if  you prefer, i s  i t s  local power of destruction ; its de-real i ty i s  its global 
inabil i ty to make itself an instrument of l iberat ion .  Thi s  di squal ify ing de 
real ization i s  merely a mystificat ion , but i t  has all the social  reality of a 
mystification .  Wel l ,  i t  i s  that very mystification that i s  incarnated by the 
fight :  v io lence that dominates two indiv idual s ,  pits  them against  one 
another, and ends by becoming - for and through the partic ipants the 
real , riven being that seeks to redi scover i ts  un i ty by amputation and 
l iquidation of one of i ts  halves . The result ing phenomenon i s  that th i s  
particular confl ict w i l l  find its sol ut ion in boxing ,  but that boxing is not a 
solution (prec i sel y in  so far, for example , as the winner wil l  have 
demonstrated, at the same t ime as h i s  superiority to the other, h i s  real 
inabi lity to ri se to the higher rungs ) .  The violence of the partic ipants i s  
s imultaneously unleashed and de-real ized . I t  becomes a show, without 
ceasing to be l ived in its explos ive power. The event produced by al l i s  
qu ite real : real the punches ,  the wounds , the inj uries  perhaps ,  which wi l l  
bring these boxers to a certain phys ical diminuti on , even to a certain  
infirmity ; real are the tact ics of each ,  real the sufferings endured , real the 
courage and doggednes s of each.  B ut the ensemble of proh ibi tions which 
reduce the conte st to a convention between repre sentatives  of the rul ing 
c lass , by incarnating total v iolence in th i s  del iberate ly mutil ated v iolence , 
refer thi s  absolute , use less  adventure of two men back to a l l  the participants 
as the incarnation of the ir  radical powerlessness  i .e .  the al ienation of 
their sole emanc ipatory power . Of course , th i s  aspec t of box ing i s  not 
concerted ; i t  i s  by no mean s a matter of some kind of propaganda. B ut 
when propaganda ex ists  el sewhere,  we shal l see that everyth ing incarnates • It . 

It i s  sti l l  true that the contes t  exc ites  the part ic ipants . B ut i t  refers 
popular aud iences back to the real ity workers ' assoc iations have already 
transcended : the antagon i sm pitt ing sel lers of l abour-power again�t  one 
another on the competi t ive m arke t .  This  competi t ion i s  mere ly  a projection 
(on the labour market) or, if you p re fer,  only an incarnation of the 

competi tive reg ime capital i sm itse l f  engenders as the condition of i ts 
deve lopment .  Inasmuch as the i r  in tere st� pi t them against  one another, 
the workers are in  a very real sen se men of c ap i ta l i sm and i ts products .  
They const i tute themse lve �  as 4 th e  se ntence i t  pron ounc e s  upon i tse lf '  
on l y  when the y  produce again�t  i t  apparat u se s  of s truggle and organs of 
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union . Well , it  i s  not enough to describe what the popular audience 
watches that competition between two peers as the image or symbol 
of competition w ithin the same c lass ,  s ince it i s  simultaneously a very 
real episode of th is  (the boxers , as we have seen , relying on the bout to 
improve their s ituation) and its pre sent incarnation . Through thi s  contest ,  
the ' worl d '  of boxing i s  in fact total ized as a multipl ic ity of contests 
which , in each weight, pit each against  all and each against  the other, 
and can find a solution only in  v iolence .  These boxers , all rival s ,  all 
poss ible adversaries ,  all produced by boxing in  such a way that they find 
their  own l ife only in the destruction of the other ' s ,  * reproduce in  
themselves and by their actions the soc ial s tructure of the system that has 
produced them. Through them, competition as a fundamental relation 
between the indiv iduals of the dominant class ;  as a relation imposed on 
the indiv idual s of the dominated class ,  and rejected by their  wi l l  to unite 
against exploitation i s  produced in all its nakedness as the concrete 
event that a popular audience approve s  and supports (an audience ,  in  
other words , most of whose members condemn the competitive system 
and combat it by union) . And i t  i s  boxing ' s  ambiguity to be , in  a certain 
sense,  made by its public . When a championship i s  involved, the bourgeois  
publ ic  stirs itself. Without any unease or contradiction , i t  fi nds  in  the 
contest unfolding before its eyes  the dai ly  reality of its s truggles and its 
ethical val ue s  indiv idual i sm,  etc . For it i s  in this form that fundamental 
v iolence has interiorized itself and re-exteriorizes i tself within the bour
geois class (without, of course ,  taking account of the fundamental fact of 
oppress ion and exploitation as relations of thi s c lass  to the other classes) .  
For the popular audience ,  the manifestation of naked v iolence constitutes 
i tself contradictori ly  as a determination of the common violence  of the 
oppressed and through a de-realization as a transfer of all back to the 
bourgeoi s fie ld of the competitive market . The v iolence changes its nature 
as i t  i s  real ized, and i t  changes them in their present real i ty .  Accepted as a 
class revolt ,  it  wins acceptance as an inter- indiv idual conflict and, very 
prec isely , as a competi tion between men-as-commodities stimulated by 
the exploiting class , which even provides i t  w i th its rules .  

Thus  the bout i s  a s ingular process ,  based on the s ingulari tie s  of the 
boxers ,  which takes place as a dialectical s ingularization of fundamental 
violence,  through the s imultaneous , contradictory incarnation of the 
different forms that pre sent-day society imposes on the latter. Thi s  

* To be s ure , boxing does not kil l  on the sp ot :  but  it  damages .  Above al l ,  moreover, 
the winners he l p  to eliminate the loser  His  successive defeats wi l l  eventual l y  refu se h im 
any means of l iv i ng i n  and through box ing .  He wi l l  be expelled from h i s  p rofession and 
have to die  or fi nd another .  
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incarnation i s  not s imply a production of d ialectical ly opposed spec ifica
tions .  Inasmuch as it  i s  reali zed by the ensemble of partic ipants , i t  is  
defined at the same time by its ambiguity . B y  thi s ,  I do not mean just that 
the actual partic ipants give themselves the determinations of the col lective 
or group and of their rec iprocal antagonism,  through temporalization of the 
produced event; but al so , and above al l ,  that the ir membership of differ
ent c lasses and mil ieux produces the same event with a mul tipl ic ity of 
incompatible meanings ,  but w ithout these badly articulated incom
patibi l ities achieving the definite form of contradictions .  The synthetic 
unity of the event can thus  under no c ircumstances be expres sed by a 
concept. On the contrary, we see the necessity of its s ingularization, and 
that i t  bears w ithin itself the foundation of its ' acc idental ' s ingularities .  
But  thi s  rapid de scription allows us  to understand better the relationship 
between incarnation and the enveloping totalization .  Al l our v iolences 
are there , supported by the fundamental v iolence from which they derive ;  
everything takes p lace in the insupportable tension of scarc ity .  B ut the 
different projects that combine to produce the event (from those of the 
organizers to those of the audience , pas s ing by way of the al ienation of 
the boxers and their  freedom) cross  mediating fields which are them
selves concrete universals and totalize them as they singularize them. 
This means that they preserve them as the s ingular quality of the 
movement that transcends them. Everything i s  given in the least punch:  
from the h istory of the one who delivers i t  to the material and collective  
c ircumstances  of that h i story ; from the general indictment of capital i s t  
society to the singular determination of that indictment by the boxing 
promoters ; from the fundamental v iolence of the oppressed  to the 
s ingular and al ienating object ification of that v io lence in  and through 
each of the participants .  And if  everyth ing were not present and tran
scended , the s ingular invention the unique and concrete reality that i s  
this punch,  del i vered on th is day , in  this hal l ,  i n  front of this audience -
would not even be possible . The incarnation as such i s at once unrealizable,  
other than as a total ization of everyth ing ,  and irreducible to the pure 
abstract  unity of what i t  total ize s .  Its concrete reality i s ,  in  fact ,  to be an 
orientated totaI i zation . And thi s  orientation i s  precisely the other aspect 
of i ts  s ingularity . The project i s  s ingular by v i rtue of the qual i ty that the 
transcended mediations give i t ;  but these mediations are singularizing 
because it has singularized them by its very orientation . And s ince it i s  
the confl ict that we are for the moment studying ,  as an event temporal 
izing itself towards its  suppress ion ,  Vle see that i t  i s  a process  by 
overdeterm ination : in other words ,  by a multiplicity of antagonist ic 
actions .  For thi s  reason , as a process ,  i t  appears as the product 
overflowing an y human intention of all s ingular intentions : in  other 
words , of al l the contradictory singularizations of the totality . 
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Thus one can and should say , at the end of thi s  critical investigation , 
that each struggle i s  a s ingularization of al l the circumstances of the 
soc ial ensemble in movement; and that, by thi s  s ingularization , i t  incar
nate s the total ization-of-envelopment constituted by the historical proces s .  
I have said , and repeat, that we have not yet proved that thi s  enveloping  
total ization ex i sts . B ut for the moment i t  i s  enough to make the observation 
that every s ingular totalization i s  enveloping as a total ization as well  as 
enveloped as a s ingularity .  The fact i s  that, j ust as this fight enve lops all 
fights particularly those that are taking place  everywhere on thi s same 
Saturday evening so too each fight e lsewhere envelops th is fight in its 
objective real ity . From th i s  point of view, two dialectical procedures  are 
poss ible on the bas is of an identical soc ial real i ty . On the one hand, a 
procedure of decompress ive expansion which starts off from the object  
to arrive at everyth ing ,  fol lowing the order of significations (for example,  
the banknote refers to al l  the economic,  social and historical s ignifications 
we know) ;  in thi s  case, thought may be termed detotalizing and the event 
loses out to the s ignified ensembles . On the other hand, a procedure of 
totalizing compress ion which, by contrast, grasps the centripetal move
ment of all the s ignifications attracted and condensed in the event or i n  
the object. If some Micromegas were to v i s i t  a boxing-hal l ,  i t  would in  
effect be necessary to explain everything by relations transcending the 
external facts , objects and s ignifications .  The mere sight of indiv iduals 
queuing in  front of the ticket office and exchanging banknotes for 
entrance tickets  could not be understood, w ithout reference being made , 
to the prevail ing monetary system and ult imately to the whole present-
day economy.  In the same way ,  the powerful bulbs l ighting the ring must 
necessaril y  refer our interplanetary traveller to the contemporary state of 
our industrial technology and physical sciences , etc . ,  etc . B ut all  the se 
elementary and fundamental s tructures are directly gathered into the 
event itself, which i s  exchange production of surplus -value for the 
entrepreneurs and ,  at the same time , uti l izes and thereby even unifies  in  
its s ingularizing movement certain technical resources ,  grounded upon 
scientific knowledge . These determinations themselves ,  interiorized, sud
denly help to s ingularize it ;  and grasping how they exerci se a spec ific 
action within the incarnation i s  preci sely a new dialectical procedure . 
The first procedure ,  which i s  unfortunate ly  that to which Marxi st  ' analyses '  
too often l imit  themselves ,  effectively dis solves the event into the 
ensemble of mediations as non -singularized concrete total i ties ; the second 
- which alone i s  capable of grasping the dialectical intel l igibi l ity of an 
event strives to di scover within the event i tself the interactions consti 
tuting the s ingularity of the process  on the bas i s  of singularization of the 
circumstances .  I t  i s  ac tual ly  through the project which condenses  them 
that the mediat ing fields receive a new status of efficacy .  These last 
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remarks allow us  to note another difference between the concept and the 
incarnation : in the former, the ' inner'  determinations are un ited by bonds 
of exteriori ty;  in the l atter, at al l levels ,  al l the determinations are 
concrete and i t  i s  a bond of immanence that uni tes  them. 

Conclusion 

Our first inquiry has al lowed u s  to establ i sh a min imal inte l l ig ibi l i ty .  
Even if  s truggle ,  as such, had to be revealed as refractory to any 
totali zation,  it  remains true that every struggle as a rift i s  the 
incarnation of al l others : in other words ,  at once of the fundamental 
scarcity and of the speci fic forms that contemporary society g ives  to thi s 
scarci ty .  However, if these conclus ions  allow one to oppose positiv ist ic 
plural i sm,  and even if one can understand a particular struggle as an 
incarnation and singularization of the c lass struggle as it unfolds in 
contemporary societies ,  i t  s t i l l  remains  the case so  long as we do not 
push our investigation further that the l iv ing rift constituted by conflic t  
seems the insurmountable l imit of the total izing effort . In  particular, 
what could be the h i s torical unity of a soc iety chopped up by clas s  
struggles?  And the term ' chop up ' may even seem inappropriate : for i t  
refers to a un ity anterior to the muti lations .  B ut even if  Engels was right, 
even if thi s  unity did exis t  in the golden age of unrecorded His tory , it  
d is integrated so long ago that we  should waste our time if we sought to 
relate the divis ions of all  His tory to that lost  paradise of inte l l igible 
unities . It i s  w ithin the actual s truggle that synchronic  totalization must  
be able to operate , i f  H istory i s  to be dialectically intel l igible .  And i t  i s  
in  the thick of the battle that we must  now seek it .  
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Indetermination and Contradiction 

• 

O W E V E R ,  we shal l attempt to impose a certain order upon thi s  
new investigation :  mediations are needed.  I t  would be impossible to 

determine immediately whether c lass conflicts , in a given society ,  con
stitute or not the reali zation of a contradiction . For such a contradiction 
implies  the exis tence of a total ization , of which each c lass  would 
represen t a specification excluding the other. Moreover, we do not yet 
have the knowledge and instruments avai lable that would allow us  to 
unmask this total ization : i . e . ,  for example,  to dec ide whether national 
unities exi st ;  or whether the nation is just  a col lective , and the indi
v iduals are bound to i t  only via the mediation of worked matter (by the 
soil  and subsoi l , in so far as they are exploited ; by the ensemble of 
geophysical and geopoli tical conditions ;  by the heritage of prev ious 
generations ,  etc . ) .  Before tackl ing the problem, i t  seems prudent to 
examine another, to which the solution seems eas ier. In the case of large 
historical ensembles .  we do not know if the synthetic unity of the 
practical mult ipl ic ities  exists . On the other hand, in innumerable particular 
case s i t  is poss ible for us  to study a conflict  w ithin a real total ization . 
Frequent l y , in  fact ,  v iolent antagoni sms manifest  themselves with in 
organized or institutional groups and g ive rise to struggles whose intensity 
increases pari passu with the integration of the communities  in  which 
they take place . So  our first que stion wi l l  be : should the sub-groups in 
struggle within an organized group be considered as s imple agents of 
destruction , which sap the common unity and wil l  eventual ly rend i t  
apart ; or as me n taking responsibi l i ty for and real izing , through the ir 
confl ict a contradiction of the group, as a dialec tical moment of i ts 
tern poral i zation? 

5 1  
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The answer i s  c lear. Of course , for a s ituated dia lectic , contradict ion i s  
not an absolute which a priori produces i ts men .  B ut converse ly,  men 
within the group whether they are aware of i t  or not can enter into 
strugg le only by ac tual iz ing a contradict ion in  the proces s  of develop
ment. Let us  first  note , in fact ,  that every internal confl ict takes place 
between pledged individual s and against the synthetic background of 
fraterni ty - terror . Furthermore ,  each of the host i le sub-groups opposes the 
other in the name of that un ity which i t  c laims alone to represent .  Each 
presents the other as a priori criminal  because it breaks the common 
unity by its c laims .  At the same time, however, each opposes the other 
through the total iz ing prax i s  of the organized group,  in  the name of th i s  
prax is  and on the occasion of i t :  each sub-group c laims to give a 
d ifferent orientation to the common action . In  th i s  sense , the confl ict can 
never spring from differences ( indiv idual or col l ect ive) prior or ex ternal 
to the constitution of the group.  At  the outset ,  the mi lieu from which the 
i ndividual s of any sub-group emanate matters l i t tle . The characteri stic 
features  and hi story of each matter l i ttl e .  The confl ict pi ts  against  one 
another common individuals transformed by the pledge �  prov ided with 
offi ces and powers who ex i s t  as such only through the group and for 
the prax i s  that i t  has as s igned itse l f; and who are defi ned as the same on 
al l points except in relation to the precise object of the d i spute . Of 
course,  all  prior differences (orig in ,  history , e tc . )  wi l l  immediate ly be 
reactualized by the confl ict .  What i s  more , d ifferences of condition 
(origin ,  h i s tory , education ,  former mi l ieu , etc . )  often cause o n e  indiv idual 
or sub-group to understand better th an others a part icular aspect of the 
internal contradic tions . That does not alway s happen :  in the Convention , 
Montagnards  and Girondins  al ike belonged mostly to the intel lectual 
petty bourgeois ie .  But when such factors do come into play ,  the ir ac t ion 
at the outset is mere ly  of a de tect ing nature . For they are not recogn ized 
by the group , they are merely tolerated .  In the integrated group , each 
person l ives in  cohabitation with h is  own memories , w ith h i s  character: 
h i s  offic ial ex i stence i s  conferred upon him by action through an office . 
In a party in movement ,  the opposi t ion between sectari ans  and opportuni sts 
can reveal differences of character� i t  can base i tself upon - and be 
re inforced by these , but i t  cannot actual l y  spring from them . The 
class i ficat ion i s  carried out through the h i s tory of conlnlon indil ' idual5 
l1'ith in the gro up :  i t  i s  through the i r  funct ions  that they di scover the need 
for re laxat ion o r  a tough l i ne .  Or, i f  you l ike ,  the ir  fun c t i o n s  require of 
them a certai n act i v i ty ,  through w h i c h  the y see the object ives of the 
whole group . The v i c i ss i tu des  o f  th i s  act i v i ty  l ead them to cal l for an 
orientat ion of the common p rax i s  that w i l l  al low them to perform the i r  
offi ce w i th s uc c es s .  A t  the s ame t i me �  th e common obj e c ti v e s  are refracted 
th rough the  part icular obj e c t i v e s  th at are ass i gned to the m .  B ut al l th i s  i s  
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st i l l just  a static determination : there are ' hardliners ' and 'moderates ' ,  that 
is  al l .  For thi s  difference between common indiv idual s to become an 
antagonism ,  it i s  precisely necessary for the c ircumstances of the common 
struggle to harden the ir att i tudes ,  by demanding new and urgent options .  
In th is  sense ,  i t  can be said that the determinations of the common 
individual are a product of h is  group work ;  and that the practical evolution 
of the group obliges the common individual to make his  option on the 
bas i s  of the determinations the group has inscribed within him . And, of 
course,  the common individual i s  only the inert l imit of freedom : i t  i s  the 
practical organism that makes the option . B ut i t  makes it precisely on the 
basis  of the determinations introduced into i ts  sworn inertia. 

Thus  conflic ts  spring up on the basis  of free options :  in other words ,  of 
singular events anxieties ,  outbursts of anger , quarrel s and reconc i l ia
tions .  B ut such forms of behav iour are st imulated by the evolution of 
common practice , inasmuch as th i s  evol ution demands a perpetual re
working of internal organ ization and constantly provokes di s sati sfactions ,  
maladjustments ,  d isqual ifications and reclass ifications .  The contradiction 
i s  revealed and sustained by confl ict ,  but  the confl ict could not fai l  to 
spring from the transformations of prax i s .  I t  i s  the relationship of forces 
between the total group and the external groups ,  the relations between 
the group and its practical field, that decide . Through i ts  directing 
organs ,  the common praxi s  s lows down or accelerates ,  regresses  or i s  
radicalized.  I t  i s  necessary to i nitiate fi rs t  one turn , then another, and 
each t ime the changes require a reclass ification of the personnel .  Common • 
i ndividual s are the products of an action furnished wi th a certain rhythm, 
which sought to attain certain objectives by specific means .  If the 
rhythm, means and ends (at least ,  the proximate ends) are transformed, i t  
i s  necessary for the men to break down themselves and l iquidate their 
prior determinations ;  or for them to be liquidated (that may s imply mean 
they wil l  lose the ir  posit ion and rejoin  the mass  of mi li tants ) ;  or for them 
to oppose,  in the name of the prior determinations of prax i s ,  those who 
represent i ts new orientation . And, of course , it i s  not j ust a question of a 
confl ict between past and present ,  but everyth ing i s  i nvolved, necessari ly .  
And i t  i s  not neces sari ly  the ' men of the past ' who harm the evolution 
and success of praxi s ,  or the ' new men ' who expres s  the real ex igencies . 
In  fact ,  studying the real confl icts wi thin a group shows the extreme 
com�lex i ty of the options and the ir ambiguity : how the more ' con
servative ' i s ,  despite everyth ing ,  innovatory and the more ' novel ' imbued 
with routi n i sm and outworn tradi tions .  Prec i se ly  for that reason and 
prov ided one does not imagine contradictions as sharp and preci se as the 
Hegel ian the s i s  and antithes i s  i t  i s  c lear that conflict  i s  the sole real 
form a contradic tion \v i th in  a group - in -act iv i ty could take; and, con
verse ly ,  that no confl ic t  i �  even poss ible in an i n tegrated community , if i t  
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i s  not the actual ization by men of an objective contradiction. 
B ut, i t  wi l l  be asked , in what latent form does thi s contradiction exist 

prior to its v iolent actualizat ion? * We shal l find the answer without 
difficulty , if  only we consider a few very famil iar example s .  Here i s  a 
banal one : the dispute over competency .  In an organized group , one 
organism wishes to deal with a matter whi le  another claims jurisdiction 
over i t .  I f  the c ircumstance recurs often,  the riv alry of the two sub
groups i s  transformed into open warfare . But  why does it recur? Most of 
the time, we find at the origin of the di spute a real but re lat ive indeter
mination of the respective competenc ies . 

And where can thi s  indetermination come from? No doubt it may have 
ex isted at the outset . But th i s  i s  rarer than people think : men always do 
everything they can in a given s ituation . I n  fact, the deve lopment of 
common praxi s  has created this indetermination, by introducing un 
foreseen changes into internal relations .  For example , the two bodies  
c lash because the progress ive improvement of l inks ,  effected with quite 
other intentions ,  has eventual ly  brought them into contact .  At the outset, 
they actual ly  had identical functions ;  but the difficulty of communication 
made both indispensable , s ince neither had the means to carry out its 
activity on the terrain on which the other was operating.  In other cases , 
the evolution of the global s ituation i s  marked by the appearance of new 
events w ithin the group. Inasmuch as they involve a certain originality , 
these events are relatively unforeseen : no  particular organ i s  thus  i n  
charge of dealing with them. B ut inasmuch as they also involve old 
significations ,  several bodies with differen t  competencie s  thi s time -
think they recognize matters here which come under their  own juri s 
diction . Each organ i sm,  sensitive to certain aspects ,  wishes to take the 
matter over,  whereas in  reality none i s  qual ified .  The group wi l l  have to 
reorganize and create new offices ,  which w il l  be defined on the bas i s  of 
these new reali ties ,  or else i t  wi ll proceed to a reconstitution of the o ld 
organisms .  We shall return to thi s  struggle , as  such,  and to i t s  product . 

In the meantime , these abstract examples suffice to show us the 
dialectic of contradiction . Clearly ,  i t  i s  not explicit  before being assumed 
by praxi s .  For example , the basic  form of the trouble in our chosen 
example i s  an indetermination .  But if  we look at it more c lose ly ,  thi s 
indeterminat ion (whether due to the mul tip l ication of l inks or to a new 
and unforeseen s i tuation) i s  an objective reality :  objectively ,  for the 
s ituated observer or for the hi storian , there i s  an indeterminate in other 
words ,  insufficientl y determined - relationship between the offices and • 

* It goe� w i thout say i n g that con trad i c t ions deve lop an d ,  before e n ding i n  con fl i c t ,  
re present the l n n e l  tension of the group . i .e often ( l ooking at th ings  po � i t ive l y )  a fac tor i n  
i t s  coh e s i on 
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the event. And the indetermination does not move from the functions to 
the object as would happen if  competencies at the outset had not been 
sufficiently defined .  It moves retroactive ly  from object to functions ,  
because it i s  the object  as a new consequence of action that makes the 
functions obsolete and di squal ifies  them. B ut the object, as wi l l  already 
have been grasped, is the incarnation of praxi s itse lf. Thus i t  i s  the whole 
action that cal ls  into question its own attainments ,  i .e .  the i nner determina
tions with which it has endowed itse lf. This means ,  for example ,  that the 
historian , in order to bring the indetermination to l ight, wi l l  have only  to 
compare the objective meaning of the event with the organizational or 
institutional definition of the functions .  Yet thi s  indetermination although 
i t  i s  an objective feature of the group ' s  internal relations ,  inasmuch as 
they are entirely under the sway of its action remains , in  thi s  historical 
form, at the level of abstract s ignifications .  It has been realized practically 
only  through the activ ities of sub-groups ;  it  has been brought to life as 
hesitation; or, if  you l ike , i t  has had prac tical real i ty only in and by its 
interiorization . I n  other words ,  although it might subsequently be eluci
dated as structure , i t  i s  concrete ly  and at first  manifested as behaviour. 
There i s  nothing surpris ing about thi s .  Inasmuch as pledged inertia 
constitutes an ensemble of passive determinations characterizing the 
common indiv idual in everyone,  the relationship between the object and 
its determinations i s  objectively indefinite . We are in the domain of 
passive-being and syntheses  of the inanimate . B ut inasmuch as th i s  
common individual must  be sustained and continual ly re-created by the 
practical organism , this  relationship of indetermination can be real i zed 
only in  the form of a synthetic and l iv ing relationship, in the course of 
the functional praxi s  of indiv idual s or sub-groups .  And of course,  to 
realize i t  is  to transcend i t ,  to make a practice out of what was a certain 
inertia, and to organize it in  immanence as the structure of a project :  
hence,  continual ly to make it  an internal relationship ,  in a relation of 
interiority with other interiorized relationsh ips . To transcend i s  not to 
liquidate a difficulty or resolve a problem, it i s  s imply to constitute what 
has been transcended as a particular orientation of a praxi s .  In  the 
example chosen , transcendence wi l l  cons is t  i n  the fac t  that the sub
group, negating the indetermination and profiting from it ,  wi l l  seek to 
appropriate a certain series of matters, even though it i s  not sure they are 
withi:t i ts competency .  In  thi s  decis ion we must,  of course , see a s ingular
ization of the common praxi s :  the sub-group , in  the name of common 
interests , extends its competency to new events through the project of 
contributing as best i t  can to organized action . We do not yet grasp 
indetermination (to consider this  alone) as a contradiction . Moreover, it 
would be enough for the other sub-group never to have been created, for 
this appropriation or amass ing of functions ,  far from engendering di spute s , 
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to be ab le to be seen as a posit ive in it iative .  Contrad iction wi l l  not 
appear even when the other sub-group takes the same initiative,  but at 
the prec ise moment when the same matter i s  c l aimed by each sub-group 
against the other :  i . e .  inasmuch as the indetermination transcended by 
both organisms becomes the very mediation which unite s  them in 
antagonism. In other words ,  indetermination is never in i tse lf  a contra
diction, for the simple reason that a contradiction exi sts only in  so far as 
its terms are determined. B ut when common praxis  has created organs 
(s imilar or different) which both claim the non-determined object ,  the 
objective contrad iction becomes the meaning of their confl ict .  And thi s  
contradiction i s  noth ing other than the impossibi l i ty ,  for two internal 
structures  of the group , to be temporalized together i n  thi s  moment of the 
global temporali zation . However, i t  would be wrong to say that these 
new obj ects reveal that impos s ibi l ity .  Actual ly ,  they determine objecti vely 
and simultaneous ly  the two [ sub- ]groups to rea l ize it practical ly .  And the 
practical real ization of an impossible coex i stence prec i se ly constitutes 
the conflict. At thi s  leve l ,  we can make some pertinent comments . 

First of all , the origins of the conflict are free ,  contingent and anecdotal . 
They are free because each sub-group has assumed and interiorized the 
indetermination . I t  has made up its mind to i t ,  without any doubt and 
after deliberation . Without there even having been a bal lot, the attitude 
of those managing the office has won the votes of the majority of 
collaborators , or v ice versa. The sub-group ' s self-assertion i s  what i s  
termed in an unfortunate ly  too ideal is t  manner esprit de corps . 
However, s ince each of the new events that are going to fuel  the conflict  
i s  in  itself a singularizing incarnation of the total prax i s  and its conse
quences ,  the matter wi l l  always present itself in  the form of contingent 
factic i ty . It i s  a particular affair affecting indiv idual s or communities and 
- by v irtue of thi s  very fact clear i n  its deep signification ( indetermina
tion ) ,  but complex and obscure as a s ingular event . For the actual 
beginning of the conflict it i ni ti ates in  so far as , against the background 
of fraternity-terror, each sub-group first wi shes for a negotiated sol ution 

i s  anecdotal ,  because i ndiv idual initiative s ,  quid pro quos and mis
understandings help to envenom a di spute people would l ike to stop . B ut 
just as the singular event i s  the incarnation of that moment of praxi s  (of 
the present relation of its means ,  objectives and movement to the evolution 
of its practi ca l  fie ld and enemy activ i ties ) , so too the m isunderstandings 
and ' personal ity ' c lashes w i l l  d isappear in  a flash if they  do not in 
themselves have a function of total iz ing incarnation : in  other words ,  if 
through them coex i stence of the sub-groups does not reveal i ts imposs i 
bi l i ty .  When some Girondin s ,  wel l  before the great struggles of the 
Convention , reproached Robespierre for hav ing invoked Prov idence at 
the Club des J acobins ,  th i s  was j ust an anecdote , an inc ident quickly 
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shelved . B ut in  fact th i s  ' affair ' very prec i sely incarnated the funda
mental confl ict  between a de-Chri stianized bourgeois ie ,  which de spi sed 
the people and its ' supersti tions ' ,  and a group of petty bourgeois whose 
pol icy was above al l to make the Revolution for the people and �  
consequently ,  to show cons ideration for popular bel iefs .  The entire 
re l ig ious pol icy of Robesp ierre , the entire future conflict that was to pi t  
the athei st J acobins  against the re l igious masses ,  l-vere in  thi s  sal ly that  
had no aftermath . They were there because they were realized in it : the 
action itself proclaimed its future contradict ions in a total ization that 
l iquidated itself  because it was at once inevitab le and premature . 

Thus the conflict makes the contradic tion.  I t  i s  men who dec ide that 
their coexi stence i s  imposs ible ; and they dec ide it in singular circum
stances , which are sometimes accentuated by s ingular features .  For as 
long as the struggle lasts , i t  w il l alway s seem to other members of the 
group , and even to opportuni sts in the sub-groups , that the very con
tingency of events and the qual ified freedom of indiv idual s express  the 
contingency of the conflict  itself, so that it i s  always poss ible to put an 
end to i t .  B ut ,  in real i ty ,  the i l l u s ion derive s  from the fact  that deci s ions  
are actually taken by free practical organi sms ,  whether grouped or 
i solated .  These free acts of transcendence , however, are performed in so 
far as each person is  in the serv ice of a non-transcendable pledged 
inertia .  And thi s  very inertia, as  material product of a free pledge , i s  
constituted as a destiny of impossible coexi stence , inasmuch as freedom 
itself places it in  a relation of immanence wi th that other inertia con -o 
stituted, for example , by the indetermination of powers . On the bas is  of 
that , we grasp the dual character of the struggle :  i t  free ly real izes the 
conflict  but ,  to that very extent, i t  becomes a mediation between the two 
contradictory terms of a non- transcendable inertia .  Or, if you l ike,  the 
absolute necess ity of that contradiction , as an objective ,  internal struc
ture of the group , derives from a c lash of inerti as constituted by the sub
groups themselves in their free practica l nlovement .  By virtue of thi s ,  the 
common individual,  through the action of the practical organism,  recei ves 
the new, common determinations that come to him from the group ' s  
global act ion and its internal consequences .  Projects are l ike fields of 
force ,  whose practical tension connects and organizes inert data . And 
these data, in the framework of temporal ization , manifest themselves as  
the un i ty of a new objective structure and as  the i rreversibil ity of prax i s  
- here , of the struggle . Or, if  you l ike , thi s impossibi l ity of turning back 
i s  the express ion of new c ircumstances ,  inasmuch as they constitute a 
destiny through the non - tran scendab i l i ty of sworn i nerti a (as  a practical 
aspect of the common ind iv idual and as a formal rule of h i s  future) . 
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The Common Individual Realizes the 
Practico -Inert as Pure Negative Praxis 

These few observations nece ssarily take us back to counter-finalit ies and 
collectives as inner cancers of the group.  For, if we fol low closely the 
appearance of an internal conflict ,  we soon see that it i s  imposs ible for it 
to occur as an immediate result of the global prax i s :  mediation of the 
practico- inert i s  needed.  Nevertheless ,  in  an integrated group , at the 
tensest moment of its act ion , the practico-inert i s  not manifested as in a 
decompres sed soc ial ensemble w ithout practical integration . In the latter, 
as we have seen,  what occurs i n  front of everyone and through everyone 
i s  equivalence of the practical agent and the i nert reactor, v ia the 
mediation of worked matter. 1 3  In  the ful ly active group, however, counter
final it ies are produced only  inasmuch as they are recovered and revived 
by a practice . Or, if you l ike , they are grasped not as transformation and 
al ienation of an act ion in the mil ieu of mediating exteriority , but as 
obscure and wholly immanent l imits that freedom itself seems to give 
itself. I t  i s  through questions l ike : ' Why didn ' t  they go further? ' ,  ' Why 
didn ' t  they take it upon themselves to give that order? ' ,  ' Why didn ' t  they 
understand such and such requirements of the situation? '  and other 
s imilar inquiries  that an objective l imit of transcendence can be glimpsed. 
And this  l imit ,  which at first appears negatively although it  i s  necessaril y  
tied to the sworn l imit ,  seems suffered by freedom prec ise ly in so far as i t  
i s  produced by it. In  the framework of de stiny,  transcendence gives the 
transcended its own non-transcendabil ity . 

If we return to one of the chosen examples  that of two [ sub- ] groups 
in conflict as a result  of the relative indetermination of their respective 
functions we shal l observe ,  in effect , that counter -finality i s  manifested 
only as reverse of the pos i tive results . Let us  consider,  for example , the 
multipl ication of l inks .  I t  may be a matter of a technical improvement in  
the means of communication (whether a restricted, ' private ' group grows 
wealthy and di sposes of cars , planes and telecommunications ;  or whether 
a ' public ' group builds roads and c lears routes through the effective 
work of its members , etc . ) .  In other case s ,  i t  wi l l  be a matter of 
rationalization of ' internal relations ' ,  ' contacts ' ,  etc . (The action of a 
strongly integrated party one that has been consti tuted through the 
most  rigorous  central ization , which often impl ies that the base elements 
communicate onl y  v i a  the summit can , by means of the transformations 
it imposes on i tself to attain its goal , impose either provi s ionally or 
defini tively  a certain decentral izat ion and ,  as a consequence of thi s ,  a 

1 3  Criti que, v a l  1 ,  pp 1 65 ff . 
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multipl icat ion of di rect contacts with the base . It  may equally well  
happen that a more or le ss  c landestine group undertakes to make an 
inventory of i ts  sub-groups or i ts members , and that it sets up l inking 
bodies to co-ordinate their activ itie s . )  Other conjunctures  are possible 
too .  A group may � take advantage ' of publ ic works that improve the 
transport system, in order to serve the State , a particular c las s, society , 
etc . At any rate,  however i t  may present itself, we are deal ing wi th a 
definite type of prax i s -proces s .  I t  i s  prax i s ,  moreover, that i s  first 
revealed in i t .  What appears objective ly ,  in fact ,  i s  a common action of 
internal reorgan ization , i . e .  a mix ing of men accompanied by a more or 
les s  cons iderable labour that these men , or others l inked to them, carry 
out upon inanimate objects . Moreover, thi s  action i s  inseparable for 
those in the groups who are i ts beneficiarie s  (as common indiv iduals )  -
from its practical resu lts .  Through the bodies  that are constituted and the 
contacts that are multipl ied,  the sub-groups in one comprehensive v iew 
- grasp their leaders ' concern and the progress  of their integration (they 
are better informed :  for example ,  the questions they ask and the reports 
they send up to the central organ i sms no longer remain unanswered , or 
else the answers arrive more swiftly , etc . ) .  Bes ides , in th i s  reorganizing 
activ ity they are never i nert objects : prax i s  assumes and requires  their  
partic ipation ; the new l inks and new means of transport are al so their 
instruments when they themselves have to take the in itiat ive in communi 
cating ; furthermore , they are furni shed by the reorganization itself with 
new functions ,  or e l se their functions present novel features which 
means that they interiorize the change and re -exteriorize it as  a complex 
system of powers and obl igat ions .  Everything,  in  short,  i s  action . The 
g lobal prax i s ,  by the leaders ' dec i s ion (for example ) ,  engenders a global 
reorganizat ion : th i s  undertaking i s  d iversified at the level of the local 
sub-groups ; they become aware of i t  precisely in so far as they di scover 
themse lves in their new status as its products ;  and they accept respon
sibi l ity for i t ,  while transcending i t  towards more or less  fre sh objectives .  
From thi s  point of v iew,  the very di scovery by [ sub- Jgroup A of a [ sub- ]  
group B which seems to exerc ise the same functions immediately 
presents i tself and within the framework of a global enrichment of 
powers and knowledge as a pos i tive gain .  The multiplication of l inks i s  
marked by a detailed new awareness  of a group that each  sub-group used 
to grasp g lobally and in a fairly  rough-and -ready manner. The total ity on 
the way to total iziltion arrives for each and through each at the moment 
of different iat ion.  And th i s  object ive differentiation i s  not an object of 
contemplat ion , but a practical process on the way to reali zation . 

Yet counter-final ity i s  already given .  Before the two sub-groups were 
brought into contact ,  the i r  respect ive  uti l i ty could not be denied; after 
w ards , i t  become� necessary for one of them to be reabsorbed ,  or for i t  to 
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be l iquidated ,  or for third part ies  to fuse them together. I t  may happen,  
moreover, that the fus ion i s  dec ided at the level  of the two organisms and 
by s imple agreement : th i s  means  that the former ex igenc ies  of action 
have not determined in  each of them a local  particu lari sm (perhaps then 
j ust ified) . B ut if  thi s  fus ion by spontaneous agreement seems impossible 
to them i f  the ir  particu lar rea l i ty ,  under the influence of the develop
ment of the global prax is  and their activ i t ies  w i thin their restricted 
practical field, has been pos ited for i tself in i ts parti cularity then 
counter-final ity i s  undeniab le .  The function of each sub-group, as 
untranscendable (but al way s transcended i n  its concrete reali zat ion)  and 
determined inertia, finds i tself abruptly produced as supernumerary by 
the abrupt appearance of the same function e/setvhere and as other. And 
thi s  appearance i s  i tself produced by the deve lopment of l inks ,  inasmuch 
as it  is not j ust  prax i s  but  also process : e .g .  inasmuch as i t i s  th is 
inanimate ensemble (the road , the rai l way, te lephonic commun ications ,  
or the new system as a real planning of l inks and as an objective 
s tructure of the total group) that i s  es tabl i shed through prax i s ,  and that in 
it at first inv i sibly serves  as a mediation between the two sub-groups .  
What has occurred,  in fact ,  albei t  the resul t  of an action that we can 
assume here to be as  consc ious and long- s ighted as poss ible , i s  already . 
as synthetic un ity of the inert . a negative reversal of that ac t ion . The 
road, for example , appears at once as the re sul t  of a labour and as the 
prop of real act ions ( i t  i s  true,  in thi s sense , that it  i s  the material form of 
regulated d i splacements ,  and the inert means actuali zed as a means 
through concrete undertakings ) . B ut for thi s  very reason , i t  i s  also an 
inert determination of the field of poss ibles for each common indiv idual 
of the group :  i . e .  for those very ones who do not be long to the sub
groups under consideration (whether they are integrated into other 
organ i sms of the global group , or whether they constitute in the group 
itself a control led, directed but non -organized mult ipl ic i ty ) .  Thus each of 
the se common indiv idual s finds h imself, from a certain moment on , 
defined in h imself 4 alongside al l  his  other characteri sti c s  by the inert 
material pos s ibil i ty of going from such and such a place (where sub
group A i s  to be found) to such  and such another ( residence of sub-group 
B ) .  If, as  our hypothes i s  has i t ,  transport i s  swift and cheap,  i f  the 
reasons to undertake these trips are multiple , the 'dis -u tility '  of the 
movements becomes next to n i l .  In that case , the road (or the rail�!ay) -
through all prax i s  and common actions as wel l  as through a prol iferation 
of 'private ' activ it i es  i s  cons tituted by I tse lf, and for any member of the 
groups ,  as an inert i ndeterm i nat ion of h i s  re l at ions w ith sub-groups A 
and B .  Thi s  i ndeterminat ion enters in the gui se of a poss ible into the 
framework of the passive -being he has given himself by pledge . And i n  
re l at ion to the two sub-groups  perhaps a l so , moreover (depending on 
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the case ) ,  for the indi v iduals thi s indetermination , which consti tutes 
them as re lative ly indeterminate , can be nothing other than a revenge of 
the practico- inert and a new form of exteriority at the heart of the 
deepest  interiori ty . 

Neverthe les s ,  thi s  indetermination , as i nert pos sibi l i ty of a non
transcendab le fate ,  cannot by itself be cons idered as a contradiction . 
Through worked matter,  the relations between the two sub-groups and 
the ir members (between the sub-groups via the mediation of the 
members , between the members v ia the mediat ion of the sub-groups )  
should in stead be revealed as the foundation of an infini te (and c ircular) 
serial i ty . This  i s  what happens . moreover, in  looser, barely serial i zed 
groups , when one or other of two institut ions i s  superfluous and they are 
maintained without confl ict ,  by tradit ion i . e .  by the force of inertia 
repre sented by the past. There i s  no struggle,  w ith items of bus iness  
going indi scriminately here or there , or else each sub-group referring 
them to the other. Eventual ly , everything i s  engulfed in  the c i rcu larity of 
impotence and each of the two organs becomes other and is no longer 
anyth ing but the other o.f the other. By  contrast , in a ful ly  ac tive group , 
fully al i ve where fraternity- terror i s  the deep bond (even i f  i t  remains  
hidden ) between al l i t s  members suddenly bringing the two organisms 
into contact  causes indetermination to appear as a negative action .  In 
fact ,  this  indetermination which wi l l  appear later and to third partie s  as 
an obj ective structure i s  itself produced in acts . For each non
organized member (or each member belonging to other organisms)  the 
possibi l ity' of address ing themselves equally  well  to sub-group A or to 
sub-group B i s  realized practically .  It does not consti tute the object of a 
contemplative learn ing , but the individual wi l l  quite s imply address  
himself to one or other according to h i s  convenience; and one or other 
wil l  welcome him and study h i s  request ,  suggest ion or complaint ,  viewing 
the matter  as really belonging to h i s  competency .  But  i t  is  preci sely the 
posit ive ensemble of these acts X addresses  himself to sub-group A , 
which  takes the matter in hand in short� it i s  the normal course of 
practice which , sudden ly ,  appears to sub-group B as a threat to its very 
exis tence ,  i . e .  to its function and i ts right to exerc ise i t . We grasp here ,  in 
real l ife ,  the constitution of a prax i s  as a process : since the two [ sub-]  
groups ex i st ,  the action of one i s  const i tuted i n  spite of itself as a 
v iolation of the rights of the other;  and thi s  cons titution , as a real 
re lation to the other,  overfl ow s the ac tion itself and i s  not at first 
revealed to the agents .  No more , moreover ,  than to the members of the 
i nj ured sub-group . In the imperious movement of common action and in  
the perspec tive defined by th i s  action from the s tandpoin t of its 
particular and i ts  overal l object ives  and of i ts immediate and i ts  l ong 
term aims the group � through all  its common i ndi v idual s ,  produces 
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itself for i tself as pure activity and di scovers material c ircumstances  only 
inasmuch as i ts  action transcends or modifies them . In thi s  assertion of 
praxi s  by itself, constituted Reason is  grasped as constituent Reason; 
practice seeks to be practice and trans lucidity right through . The negative 
by default ( lacks ,  impotence ,  l ocal setbacks)  then appears as plenary and 
destructive activ ity. A piece of c lumsiness  or even an acc ident for which 
nobody i s  respons ible appears as sabotage or as an as sass ination attempt. 
At a certain level  of emergency , in the c l imate of fraternity-terror , any 
opposition as Merleau-Ponty has said i s  treason . 1 4  And thi s  i s  not, as 
is  too often thought, due just to the h is torical c ircumstances that define 
the s i tuation. These c ircumstances ,  on the contrary , acquire the ir  effective
ness only with in  the framework of the fol lowing dialectical law : in a 
group in the m idst  of ac tion, eac h  common indivi dual is  objectively 
produced as radical ly active ,  and everyth ing he produces i s  necessarily 
interpreted in terms of action . By  thi s  I do not at al l  mean that the truth 
of opposit ion i s  treason, quite the contrary : j ust  that, in the movement of 
practice , treason i s  its l ived reality . This  i s  due to the fact  that as we 
have j u st seen the inner counter-final it ies engendered by praxis never 
manifest  themselves and prax i s ,  at whatever level , i s  produced as the co
ord ination of local and particular actions ;  ju st as each of these never 
encounters the practico- inert,  except in so far as other actions produce it 
in them and h ide i t .  Thus the action of an organism i s  immediately 
revealed to the rival organism as hostile praxis : i t s  goal i s  to strip the 
latter on behalf of the former. B ut at once the antagonism intensifies .  
Each sub-group , in effect,  pursues the common aims of the group and,  as 
a spec ific  formation made up of common individual s ,  incarnates the 
entire group , as  the part incarnates the whole . Thi s  means ,  in particular ,  
that i t  produces for its own part and demands unity :  i .e .  maximum 
integration of the group , inasmuch as common action has to real ize i t  i n  
the name of the objective to be attained. I t  i tself is that total iz ing unity, 
i n  the sense preci sely in which common action i s  the very substance 
of its action; and it  demands i t  of al l  the other sub-groups ,  inasmuch as 
systems of mediations and compensations , weights and counterweights , 
have transformed from the outset or l ittl e by l i ttle the ir poss ible 
conflicts into a real equi l ibrium.  In  thi s  sense these contained oppositions 
do not trouble any sub-group,  i n  so far as each ,  by v irtue of i ts functional 
and practical s ingulari zation, real izes i n  i tself the total ity but in a 
specific  form and through a particular action , i . e .  a particular determina
tion of the total act ion . 

1 4 . fI u m a n l .� m e  et l e }  I e H r .  Pari� 1 947 
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Unity as Meaning of the Antagonistic Relation 

But when we grasp two [sub- ] groups which l ive the common indetermina
tion of their functions in the astringent mi l ieu of total izing unity and in 
the practical perspective of that unity,  each  of them a s  an incarnation 
and as a particular production of the practical unity i s  brought into 
contact with another which c laims to produce the same unity . And, to be 
sure , the common praxi s  pre sents itself as being everywhere the sanle ,  
here and now . In an organized group, however ,  thi s  means that each 
specialized activ ity i s  integrated into the total unity, inasmuch as thi s  
special ization i s  a necessary differentiation of the totalizing action .  The 
common individual and the sub-group , as common, are the who le ;  and 
on this plane of the immediate , recognition of one by the other of one 
lot by the other lot is  spontaneous : ' You ' re me ' .  Thi s  is  what occurs , 
for example ,  when certain i solated members of the group recognize one 
another in the thick of an indifferent or host i le crowd. In concrete and 
organized action, however, mediation i s  necessary and only differentiation 
of function s allows the group ' s  fundamental unity to subs i st in each 
person as  the relation of the part to the whole . From the moment that this  
differentiation no longer ex ists  * as soon as  two parts ,  otherwi se di stinct, 
are objectively the same in their spec ific relationship to the whole in the 
course of totalization, in  a context where each of them ' dupl icates ' the 
other (i . e .  when no dual determination of that indetermination i s  pos
s ible) the same objective ly occurs as the other. It  i s  in effec t  the same , 
not inasmuch as i t  is  integrated into the same unity , but inasmuch as i t  i s  
similar or even identical. The s imultaneous exi stence of two s ub-groups 
finding themselves provided by Hi story wi th the same attributions, when 
just one of them should be enough to assume these ,  puts the practical 
unity in danger by the introduction of a dualism of identity. The s ub
groups are real ly  and numerical ly two : i . e .  they can be counted, s ince 
their re lationship of immanence (objective  co-operation in the same total 
undertaking) i s ,  at least partial ly , transformed into a rel ationship of 
exteriority . For resemblance and identity are factors that are revealed to 
positiv i s t  analys i s .  At the l imit  of the serial  and the masses ,  we have  
found the proliferation of identical particles as a factor and a product of 
the reification of human rel ations.  Thus indetermination i s  a danger of 
internal rupture at the heart of total ization , even and above all if  it 

* It can ,  of course, put  up with the n umerical mu lt ip l ic ity of agents fulfil l ing the same 
function, if the m u lt ipl ic i ty i s  requ ired by action. In that c ase , eac h indiv idual i s  the same 
as his  col leagues in terms of h is  spec ific functions;  but i t  is the sector in which he w i l l  
exerc i se them,  for example, that w i l l  differentiate him.  
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appears as the his torical product of that total ization itself. And this  
identity immediately appears as  a threat: the i dentical is the Other, in a 
mil ieu where there are no O thers . B ut i t  i s  a particularly hateful and 
dangerous Other: each sub-group, inasmuch as i t  i s  identical to another, 
di scovers this other as its own reality become alien prax i s .  And the 
pract ical ex istence of that other i s  a danger not just for the iden tica l and 
opposed sub-gro up,  inasmuch as identity contests the un iqueness of its 
relation to the totali ty in the course of total ization,  but also Jor the 

totalization - oJ- en velopmen t  i . e .  for the whole group , its efficacy and its • alms . 
Thus the ' moment '  must  be suppressed for the sake of the ensemble .  

And in so far as a particular sub-group seeks the death of the other, i t  
really seeks it for the sake of the ensemble ,  although it i s  a lso impelled 
to do so by a need, a pass ion or an interest of its own . In the pol itical 
s truggles ins ide a party which can be terrib le  and even bloody i t  
would be fruitless  to try to dis tingui sh the ambition of certain mil ieux , of 
certain factions or certain men ,  from the ir asses sment of the party ' s  
policy . The error of bourgeois psychologism has been to separate in  
every case ambition from programme. I t  i s  true that the very conditions 
of bourgeois  parl iamentarism produce men who j ustify such a separation : 
their careerism is  empty,  they grasp at any programme (though within  
the framework of the social princ iples that are based on bourgeois 
rel ations of production) .  In periods when the pressure of History i s  
heightened and s truggles intensify ,  the ambitious individual i s  not a 
psychological and abstract type : he i s ,  for example ,  a pol i tic ian who 
identifies himself w ith a certain programme and battles relentless ly for 
the real ization of that programme on the assumption, however, that the 
polit ical direct ives in question wi l l  be real i zed by him.  S uccess  will  thus  
be hi s object ification . B ut thi s  object ification wil l ,  at the same time , be 
the new and totaliz ing orientat ion of the party ' s  praxis .  I t  would be 
absurd to ascribe to S tal in the ' wi l l  to rule ' .  I t  would be wholly ideal i s t  
to see in  him the mere incarnation of the h istorical proces s .  The truth i s  
that the hi storical process  i s  made by Stal in ' s  i ron wi l l  and that thi s  wi ll 
i s  preferred only and solely to the (albe it considerable) extent that i t  
prefers to everything an objective programme, methods ,  a prax i s ,  pre
suppositions ,  a way of posing and resolving concrete questions .  To that 
extent and s ince certain material condit ions realize Stal in ' s  adapta
tion to his  role  as dictator the hi storical process  sustains and c arries the 
man who makes i t .  Thus opponents become trai tors . Danger i s  discovered 
and reinteriorized as hatred,  at two levels of sacredness :  first , inasmuch 
as the bond between the part and the whole i s  the function of the sub
group , i . e .  a j uridical power recognized by all common individual s ;  
secondly , i nasmuch as thi s  identi ty consti tutes i n  i tself an internal fracture 
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of total ization as a sacred aim of the common indiv idual and his  sworn 
fai th .  And thi s  danger, as we have seen,  does not appear . or at least not 
initially as a counter-final ity produced by the evolution of common 
act ion , but rather in its twofold and sacred form ( the sacred i s  ambivalent) 
as the result  of a negative activity .  I t  i s  the sub-group that manifests 
i tse lf as oth er i . e .  as oth er than all the m embers of the group and all 
the sub-groups inasmuch as it i s  produced by a deliberate prax i s  as 

other than some particular sub -group . The question of fundamental 
treason i s  immediately posed :  thi s  usurpation of functions i s  necessari ly  
a manoeuvre to break unity . And i t  i s  true objectively that the claim of 
each of the two organ i sms upon the (part ial or total)  competency of the 
other occurs through actions .  In  the same way ,  it is true that this  c laim i s  
manifested as a rupture of unity, prec isely inasmuch as i t  introduces into 
i t  a rec iproc ity of antagonism,  i . e .  a plurali ty of epicentre s .  

B ut it must al so be seen and this  i s  perhaps the e ssential thing that 
each of the epicentres enters into conflict  w ith the other in the name of 

un ity. For s ince i t  exposes the other ' s  action for setting the destruction of 
that uni ty as its objective ,  i t  seeks to l iquidate the enemy [ sub- J group (or 
at least reduce it to impotence ,  subj ugate i t ,  i . e .  reintegrate it into an 
organized hierarchy ) in order to reconstitu te that broken and threatened 
unity . In the chosen example , each of the two wishes  to suppres s  the 
d i sastrous indetermination that makes every common individual into a 
member of two equivalent organi sms ,  one of which i s  supernumerary . 
That indetermination , by itself, di sintegrates every common indiv idual . 
I t  creates i n  him a possibi l i ty of choice , which free s  him from the unitary 
harshness of the organization and allows h im,  if need be , to use conflicts 
between the two rival organ s  to play h is own game (as a free and 
practical individual) agains t  the group . In other case s ,  i t  expresses itself 
merely by a hesitation that impairs behaviour; but th is  hesi tation i tself 
marks the objective dis solution of the common indiv idual who, in  the 
exercise of h i s  functions ,  finds  himself paraly sed by his  dual dependence . 
Thus al l  the moments of the conflict ,  al l  the tactics used by the two 
adversarie s ,  are defined by a sole , i dentical objective to re -establ i sh the 
compromised uni ty but each attempts to re-establ ish i t  to h i s  own 
advantage . From thi s  point of view,  it matters l i  ttle whether sub-group A 
or sub-group B was initi al ly responsible . Or rather, the ' first wrongs '  , the 
' fi rst skirmishes ' ,  as anecdotal origin of the conflict , have an importance 
for comprehension of the group and its prac tical movement. The anecdote 
i s  in  effect the incarnation , i n  i ts  very contingency ,  of the g lobal moment 
of praxi s .  B ut so far as the conflict itself i s  concerned, the true orig in 
neces sari ly  l ies  in  each of the opposed sub-groups , s ince each by its  
mere practical exi stence assumes and transcends the practico-inert indeter
mination , organizes  i t  i n  the formal non-transcendabi l i ty of the framework 
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of pledged inertia ,  and cannot avoid producing it in the name of the 
group as a demand for unity . 

It i s  here that we can grasp the real bond between the conflict and the 
contradiction within the group. Each of the opposed sub-groups ,  in fact,  
i s  really  produced as an incarnation of the group,  and each truly  does 
incarnate it .  For the s imple fact of their be ing placed in an antagonistic 
rel ationship, while l imit ing each to the surface as a re latively undeter
mined mode of the totalizing action, actual izes in depth its relation to the 
ongoing totalization : i t  i s  i ts  deep reality and its reason, precisely in so 
far as i t  i s  its objectification in  the internal mil ieu of the organized 
group . Within each sub - group , i t  i s  the group that i s  fighting to preserve 
or re gain its unity . In truth, moreover, it i s  real ly the group that opposes 
itself. The two epicentres  are , in fact, each the centre of this total ization 
' whose centre i s  everywhere ' .  And, of course , it  i s  not a question of 
idealizing the contradiction, or of resorting to a hyper-organism. These 
organs are the incarnation of the whole ,  inasmuch as they are produced 
as  such, and it  would be only metaphorically that one m ight say that the 
whole i s  produced in them. The total ization i s  incarnated in and through 
their particular activity and in their antagonistic practice s .  B ut if it i s  true 
that they produce i t  and that ,  once again , i t  i s  men grouped in a partial 
organization who are the concrete origin of the whole conflict it i s  also 
true that they are , as common and pledged indiv iduals ,  determined in 
such a way , at the innermost core of their freedom and through it ,  that 
they necessari ly  produce their free c laim. Ontological ly , the pledge has 
produced the group in each and through each .  Practical ly ,  in the evolution 
of common action, each sub-group defines i tself as the incarnation of the 
group by itself: in fact, inasmuch as i t  is  a question of an ensemble of 
common indiv idual s exerci sing functions ,  the antagonism, the c laim and 
the intimate grasping of the group-in-totalization come to each  en semble 
through the other, at the same time as each produces  them actively 
against the other . Right i s  d isc losed when i t  i s  contested . In this  very 
conflict ,  through each sub-group , the group tends to reinforce i ts unity by 
violence, and ' fraterni ty -terror ' i s  actual ized. Unity , called into question , 
becomes the most immediate internal requirement .  B ut this  very tendency , 
because it occurs in a di s soc iation of epicentre s ,  p laces  the group ' s  very 
exi stence i .e .  its unity in the greatest danger. Yet there are not , there 
wil l  not be two unit ies (unles s there i s  a spl it ,  a schism but in that case 
it i s  two whole groups  that are re - formed as independent unitie s) . Each 
sub-group, in fact ,  i n  its struggle against the other refers not j ust to the 
same objectives  ( at least to the same long-term objectives) , the same 
praxi s ,  the same traditions and the same common experience , but also to 
the same organisms ,  the same hierarchy ,  the same global ensemble of 
functions  and the same personnel .  Each struggles within the framework 
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of the rules  and practices governing internal transformations of the 
group. Each appeal s to the same superiors ( if  there are any ) ,  the same 
inferiors , the same organs of sovereignty (as a centrali zed unification of 
the ensemble)  and the same internal opinion (as a totali zation of all  
common indiv iduals) . In this  way , each accepts and reinforces by thi s 
acceptance all incarnations except one .  Conversely at least in  a first 
moment of the confl ict  the whole group, in all its forms and through al l  
i ts  incarnations ,  recognizes the being-in-the-group of each of the warring 
sub-groups . For the third party , as a common indiv idual , the conflict  i s  at 
first manifes ted as s imple appearance . The rec iprocal negation appears as 
objective nothingness :  it  i s ,  for example , a misunderstanding it wi l l  be 
enough to reflect ,  to explain .  In thi s  very way , the practice of each organ 
and of all the common indiv iduals unifies the adversaries by differentiating 
them. Each of the two incarnates the totali zation in its own way , and the 
ensemble of the two must be capable of being totalized (e .g .  inasmuch as 
both are attached to hierarchical  unity as a synthetic rule of 
organizati on) .  

Thus  the confl ict would not even be possible if unity did not ri se up 
against itse lf. Far from the struggle , when i t  appears , being in itself a 
rupture of unity , it  is  unity that makes it possible . Not only does thi s  
unity represent the intimate bond between each side and the group ,  i t  
also constitutes the meaning of the antagonis tic relation itself. And the 
v iolence of the duality i s  j ust  the unremitting effort to restore unity . The 
practical attitude of all ,  moreover, first constitutes  the struggle of unity • 
against itself as a calm synthetic becoming , whose negative aspect i s  
merely a superficial appearance .  In fact ,  thi s  indetermination that i s  
real i zed by confl ict i s  actually a unitary ach ievement of the group itself. 
It can be defined in the objective ,  as the permanent readaptation of 
institutions (or organs )  lagging behind the development of praxi s .  And i t  
i s  actual ly a difficulty that even if it must  remain local charac terizes 
the whole group ,  as a moment of its development and as an exigency of 
the totalizing activ i ty towards itself. Nothing prevents one calling th i s  
contrast (between new tasks and partly outdated institutions)  a contra
diction , s ince i t  prec i se ly  presents itself as a synthetic and internal 
determination that only the synthetic unity of a praxi s  can produce in 
i tself. For what i t  i s ,  in short , i s  a repercuss ion of worked material i ty ,  
ina�much as the latter inscribe s i ts determinations in  the framework of 
pledged inertia .  B ut for i t  really to involve a contradiction in the 
dialectical sense of the term, rather than j ust an inert adversi ty to be 
transformed, it  would have to become motive po�ver and this i s  what 
happens when the pract ical organs real ize i t  in confl ict .  

The contradict ion ,  as we c an see,  i s  ontologica l ly ambiguous in  each 
of i t s term s :  in each , it i s  object ive as inerti a and real as prax i s .  Or, i f  
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you l ike ,  it i s  a prax is  that produces contradiction whi le  thinking to 
suppres s  i t ,  but i n  practice manifests itself only as conflict (acc idental 

conflict apparently and at first or s trugg le of Good against  Evi l ) .  In 
fact ,  on the bas is  of the practico - inert determinations being resumed as 
antagoni sm through pledged pass iv ity , the entire un i ty of the group i s  
cal led into question by the struggle of its i ncarnations . I t  i s  thi s  practical  
cal l ing into question, moreover, that produces the l iv ing inte l l ig ib il ity of 
the contradictory : i t  i s  un ity that engenders the dual ity of the epicentres ;  
it  i s  un i ty that i n  them and in a l l  i s  produced as  the absolute exigency 
of transcending the duality ; it  i s  uni ty , final ly ,  that i s  incarnated in  each 
ep icentre as l iqu idatory v iolence .  B ut i f  the contradiction appears as a 
complex real ity , one of whose faces  i s  the praxis  of struggle and the 
other the inert ex igency of the moment , th i s  as you wil l  have understood 
- i s  because the group ' s unity i s  never, in  fact,  anyth ing other than its 
permanent practice  of reunification . In th is perpetual movement, whose 
motor i s  the common action , the least hy steres is ,  the least difference of 

phase , the most  ins ignificant lack of adaptat ion , are necessari ly produced 
as practical impuls ion s . On that bas i s ,  the divergence of the solutions 
proposed which reflects the diversity of incarnations produces itself 
as  a contested unification . When the organs of mediation are effective 
and the choice of a solution i s  relat ive ly s imple (when certain choices 
are easi ly el iminated or one i s  revealed as being obviously the only val id 
choice) the contradiction remains masked and implici t , because the 
conflict  has not manifested itself. So un ification , in  such c ircumstances ,  
seems to have l iquidated the divergences without call ing itself into 
question : i t  i s  thus ,  if you l ike to use the metaphor, the practical 
substance that produces and l iquidates  momentary opposit ion s . In  real i ty , 
however , we must understand that i t  has implic i t ly involved i tself, just as 
much as in the case of conflicts but the s ituation has al lowed a cri s i s  to 
be avoided.  Conversely ,  moreover, conflicts are inte l l ig ib le in an organ ized 
group because they are produced as a mOInent of reun ification : the one in 
which material difficulties are of such seriousness  they can be resolved 
only by the l iquidat i on of certain [ suh- ] groups incarnating their different 
aspect s .  In case s where the third party ' s medi ation i s  pos sible , in  fac t , 

this  medi ation can s ucceed only as a rea l syn thes is of the opposed 

' viewpoi nts ' . In other words the mediated sub - groups , by their situ ation 
i n s ide the group ,  produce thems e l v e s  as a tota l ization of the problem but , 

at the same t i me , as it s s ingularizat ion.  Or, i f  you prefer , the y actual i ze 

the problem i n  the perspec t ive of a s ingular so l ution and i n  that very way 
accen tuate the i r  s i n g u l arity . The antagon i sm i s  then perfectl y  in tel l i g i ble , 
because i t  e xpre s se s the i m pos s ibi l i ty for thi s concrete prob l e m  to rea l i ze 
al l i ts e x i ge ncie s through a s ing le incarnat ion , i . e . accord i ng to a si ngle 
prac t i c a l  pers pe ct i v e .  
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Thus the problem i s  real i zed by antagonisms as a multiplic ity of 
perspectives and imperat ives not through the magic of some dogmatic 
ideal i sm ,  but quite s imply because i t  has i ts  orig in in  inert material i ty as 
a mediation between several [ sub- ] groups and ,  consequently ,  must be 
produced by the ac tion of these [ sub-] groups as a multipl ic ity of 
antagoni sms ,  before being bent back into a synthes i s  that transcends and 
conserves  everything .  In th i s  case , the present antagonisms are com
prehens ible in the perspective of a concrete solution that suppresses them 
as it organ izes  them: i . e .  i n  the movement of present and past unity bei ng 
transcended towards a future un i ty .  Solution as invention reconci l ia
tion and comprehension are one and the same th ing : the partial appears 
as such through the total i zation that it provokes ,  and that i s  projected 
through i t .  The antagonism then appears for what it i s .  In a certain way it 
is noth ing ,  s ince total i zat ion makes it d i sappear in  aid of a tighter 
organizat ion . In another way , i t  i s  the on ly means of real i zing the 
unfurling of perspectives :  for each one, i t  i s  a way of being produced i n  

the practical movement of a group that posi ts  itself for i tself through it .  
But to pos i t  itself, here , i s  to determine itself, i . e .  to negate . Thus  the 
incarnation of a perspective i s  at once ,  for the ongoing un ity , the greatest  
risk of being ri ven ( i . e .  the source of the worst v iolence) and , s imul
taneously ,  what wil l  reveal itself as pure nothingnes s (reciprocal negat ion)  
from the v iewpoint of the real i zed mediat ion.  The meaning of the 
confl ict disappears then , since the compartmentalizations are broken in 
aid of the . un ified synthes i s :  people no longer understand l i teral ly 
why they were fi ghting . Thi s  means that, from the standpoint of future 
plenitude , total ization wi l l  appear never to have been brought i nto pl ay 
other than by unthinkable l imits , by absolute pos i ti ons  that were merely 
unfulfi lment .  Later, the hi storian reconstitut ing the truth wi l l  understand 
that these absolute pos i tions were not the mere , empty negativi ty that 
reveal ed itself as their reality after mediation ,  but the neces s i ty in a 
totally pract ical total ization that everything , inc lud ing the negations 
themselves , should real i ze i tself through praxis , i . e .  here through struggle .  
I t  i s  never the actual difference that posits i t self  for i tse If  in its negative 
determinat ions .  I t  i s  the sub-group that pos i ts i t  by posit ing i tself and 
th i s  v ery act of posit ing i s  indist ingui shable from the first blows it  strikes 
at i t s  adversary . Thus  mediation seems s imply to negate an inconsi stent 
negat ion,  to explode l im i t s .  In fact ,  th i s  Hege l ian conception could have 
a mean ing only if the di a lect ic  were a transcendent real i ty , a s uprahuman 
developme n t .  To mediate i s  not just  to fuse the mult iple aspects of the 
problem into a synthetic uni ty  i . e .  fi nd the sol ution to i t .  I t  i s  to have 

th is solu tion accepted by two [ sub- J groups w h i c h _  assuming respon
sibil i ty for the diffe rences ,  have eventual ly produced themse lves in  their  
orig inal i ty by these very difference s ,  i nasm uch a s  they  manoeuvre to 
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suppress contrary perspectives .  Contradiction i s  born in  thi s  way :  it  i s  
necessary for thesis  and antithe s i s ,  in  fact,  to be the twofold practical 
perspective that two ensembles  adopt towards one another; the substance 
of contradiction i s  practical rec iproc ity ,  i . e .  the invention of destructive 
tactic s which in each are the actualization of the contradictory . Thi s i s  
why the l imits separating one partial aspect from another are simul
taneously inconsi s tent negations , from the v iewpoint of the mediation 
already accompli shed , and the sole human reality of the contradictory : 
i .e .  its practical ex istence ,  by men and for them . From the point of v iew 
of the new unity ,  in fact,  i t  seems that the divergences (as inert givens of 
the problem) have engendered the conflict .  B ut in fact ,  as we have seen , 
the divergence i s  immediate ly practical and it i s  actually confl ict which 
determines i t  as contradiction , by communicating all  human v iolence to 
it .  S imi larly , mediation in the more or les s  protracted struggle to which 
it has just put an end sees only a muddled series of manoeuvres  and 
counter-manoeuvres ,  whose sole result was to 'harden pos itions ' and 
make conc il i ation more difficult  by the day . B ut we now know that the 
most ins ignificant moments of the battle so far as both adversarie s are 
concerned are an incarnation of the entire struggle and a practical 
actual ization , in this very presen t, of the contradiction in its development. 

No matter. It i s  s ignificant that past struggles should present them
selves as a superficial disturbance of the unity of unification : i . e .  that 
unity shou ld  appear the substance, and disunity the contingency that can 
occur on ly supported by the substance .  For there have never been two 
unitie s ,  just two ways  of real izing the same un ification each positing 
i tself as the exclusion of the other. Everything thus  takes place through 
the real unwinding of particular actions ,  produced by indiv iduals and the 
[ sub- ]groups constituted by them as though unity itself were unfolding 
its own difficulties and sharpen ing them into contradictions ,  the better to 
specify them and finally break their l imits . For what must not be for
gotten is  that unity is  practical : i t  i s  perpetually maintained and tightened 
by and for g lobal ac tion. If  we had to accept i t  (other than meta
phorical ly) as a substantial real ity � it would be impossible to understand 
i t  spl i tt ing and oppos ing itself. But if  i t  i s ,  i n  fact,  the common project in  
each person here and everywhere in the group then we understand 
that th i s  project i s  precisely the same in the sub-groups obl iged by the 
total development of prax is  to produce themse lves as adversaries �  and 
that i t  cons ti tu tes  the motive and s igni fication of the confl ict .  

These cons iderations authorize no ideal i st optimism. Nothing proves  
that mediation must  always  take p lace . Quite the contrary , it pre sents 
i tse lf as a particular case of prax i s ;  and we have envi saged i t  only the 
better to show the movement of total i zation at the very heart of the 
confl ict .  But  i t  often happen s  that one of the sub-groups l i quidates the 
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other. I t  goes without saying that everyth ing depends on the circum
stances and the structures .  If the conflict  occurs on one of the lower 
echelons of a very strongly hierarchized group, mediation i s  all the more 
l ikely  in that it i s  often a recognized function of certain organs of the 
upper echelons .  Which does not mean that thi s  mediation i s  necessarily  a 
synthetic transcendence of the oppos ing perspectives . The arbi ter may be 
prejudiced in  favour of one of the adversaries .  H i s  concern for uni ty may 
induce h im to do v iolence to both s ides ,  without taking account of the 
partial truth which each represents . He may inasmuch as h i s  work has 
produced him and prov ided h im with certain ins truments of action and 
thought not be capable of comprehending the problem; may at once 
invent a fal se (Le .  incomplete) transcendence .  For he has to worry less  
about the s ingular detai l s  of the conflic t than about the objective 
exigency that is  manifested through him,  as an ex igency of the total iz ing 
action itself at thi s  stage of development. For example , he has to grasp , 
as  fundamental unity of the struggle ,  the practical obl igation to adapt 
these organs to the new tasks that praxi s  throws up . When mediation i s  
imperfect, the objecti ve problem of internal reorganization subsi sts in  i ts 
original form or in  another: the s truggle continues between the [ sub-]  
groups that started it ,  or e lse i t  i s  d i sp laced and shifts to another sector, 
or again it  w idens and involves the entire group.  Al l  thi s  in  no way 
prevents the practical deve lopment from remaining inte l ligible .  The 
comprehension of action obv iously implies that of i ts  fai lure :  the latter, 
in  other words ,  presents i tself as a comprehensible l imit  of compre
hension , in so far as this  i s  defined as the project revealing itself on the 
basi s  of i ts objectives and through action ; there i s  a s ignification of every 
fai lure and each one incarnates ,  in the group , the very difficult ies of 
totalization . 

In the same way, if mediation does not occur and the two sub-groups  
remain confronting each other alone either for lack of medi atory 
organisms or because, u l timate ly , the struggle through them pits one part 
of the group against al l the rest  intel l igibi l i ty does not therefore 
disappear. At first, in fact,  absence of mediation i s  a real factor only if 
mediation i s  possible but refused. If the structures of the group do not 
inc lude thi s  poss ibil i ty ,  the movement of comprehension must di s 
regarding a non-be ing of exteriori ty comprehend the real movement 
that engenders a non-mediated conflic t. Thi s  means that the objective 
ex igency wi l l  be grasped, v ia  the adversaries ' actions ,  as demanding th is 
s truggle in a group defined by these structure s .  And as these structures  
and th is ex igency are produced at different moments of the total izing 
praxi s ,  the comprehension of this  struggle i s  identified with that of the 
global praxi s  as an ongoing temporalization. On the other hand , in thi s  
struggle which for want of arbi tration ri sks becoming a struggle to the 
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death , it would be tempting to bel ieve that we shal l  find noth ing resembling 
the intel l igibi l i ty of mediation  as  a prax i s  of dialectical reunification by 
invention of the solution to the problems .  But that i s  only partially 
correct .  To be s ure ,  it  may happen in  spec ific  circumstances that the 
conflict ends in a schism . The break-up of a group obv iously cannot pass 
for a positive solution of its contradictions :  on the contrary,  it  manifests 
the non -transcendabil i ty of the positions taken up. B ut we must first 
understand that every unification ,  by the movement that d i s sociates i t  
w i thin the group , really places i tself i n  danger. The oppos ition between 
sub-groups i s  actually the only way in  which  the group can actual ize the 
practico-inert risks  of break -up determined at every moment by action . 
In  other words , that opposi tion i s  reunification itself, inasmuch as circum
stances obl ige it to split with in  the totali zation . In that case ,  it  i s  easy to 
understand that the sch i sm i s  determined at once by the problem itself 
( inasmuch as th i s  does not include a solut ion in  the c ircumstances in 
which it i s  propo sed) , by the i mpos sibi l ity recogn ized in  practice of 
l iquidating e i ther one of the adversaries , and by what we shall call  the 
fragi l ity of the group. 

Thi s  frag i l ity has come to it through action . It has been slowl y  
determined by the internal action of counter-final ities .  I t  ends up qua lify

ing (by brakings , s udden starts , reversal s ,  losses  of speed , etc . )  the prax is  
that maintains  and aggravates i t  while transcending i t .  The s lowness  and 
insecurity of communications between Rome and Byzantium, the geo
pol itical and soc ial necess i ty for those two rel igious centres to l ive two 
separate h i storical  destinies ,  the very c lear-cut differences that pitted 
Eastern against Western Christ ians al l the se were factors of break-up 
w ithin Chri sti an i ty . But these factors themselves had been at l east partial l y  
engendered by the Church ' s  prax i s :  the construction of B yzantium was a 
rel igious act ,  which until the sch i sm never ceased to intens ify its counter
final ities ;  evangel ization of the East and Barbarian convers ions accen
tuated the heterogeneity of the ' mi lieux ' and through a quite normal 
backlash the new faithful transformed the faith . But if one seeks to 
understand how the prax i s  of the Church Mi l i tant progress ively defined 
i tself, start ing from its origin s ,  by transcendence and uti l ization of 
s i tuations that i t  was produc ing , one wi l l  gradually see frag i l ity being 
engendered as an objective structure , changing i nto fi ssure , be ing resolved 
as break-up:  al l  that, of course,  in  particu lar acts and through them. At 
once, sch ism appeared as a solution . That which ,  for a th ird party , took 
place as a break -up was produced by each re l i gious  community as an 
amputation . Each recovered i ts un ity puri fied by the expu l s ion of the 
other. Each defi ned itse lf  as perpetuating the unity of the orig inal Church . 
And, indeed,  each l ived and realized th i s  di s soc iat ion as a reun ification . 
Fronl the s tandpoint of each group , the prax i s  was not fundamental ly 
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different from the exclusion through which a community recovers its 
integrity by expell ing unassimi lable elements .  But the difference i s  
apparent to a third party , because thi s time the exclusion was reciprocal . * 
Henceforward , the problem of intel l igibil ity i s  transformed : i t  i s  no 
longer a question of showing that dual ity i n  unity i s  inte l l ig ible ,  s ince 
there are prec ise ly  (l'VO dist inct unities .  I t  i s  s ti l l  necessary to understand 
the process  that transformed the spl it  un i ty into two separate whole s :  i . e .  
the final passage from struggle to separation . But in  so  far as praxi s  
actual ized inert objecti v ity , the intel l igibi l i ty of the rupture remains 
whole .  The twofold dec is ion �.- as the final moment of total ization 
actualized th i s  last state of internal objectiv ity .  Between the sub -groups 
in conflict,  the prac t ico- inert had become the sole real mediation. In 
other words , i t  i s  never the struggle that directly produce s  the rift ,  as i t  
remains a unificatory movement to the end . Quite the contrary : i t  i s  the 
meaningles sness  of the s truggle and the impossibi l ity of effective ly 
pursuing it and winning that are actual ized and transcended by the 
rupture . So we find here the moment of the anti -dialectic al ienation of 
the fighters by the counter-fi n al ities secreted by the fight as fai lure of 
the antagoni stic dial ectic , and the transcendence of thi s negation by the 
rupture that actual izes  i t  i . e .  causes i t  to pass into the world of human 
prax i s  as ' aufgehohen ' .  The ant i-dialectic as  mediation by the practico 
i nert i s  incorporated by the dialectical movement of dec i sion, which 
transforms this  non-human mediation into two human refusals of any 
mediation . • 
Does the Victory 0 One Sub-Group over 
Another A lways Have a Meaning ? 

On the other hand , when one [ sub- ]group gains v ictory by l iquidating the 
other, one cannot avoid pos ing the question of transcendence.  For it i s  
above all a synthetic reunification of the spli t  unity . And th i s  v ictory in 
the temporal ization of the strugg le w ith in the group places itself 
beyond the actual confl ict ,  as its term and i ts  so lution . Indeed, the ri sk of 
break-up for all that the conflict may re -emerge for other reasons and 
between other organs i s ,  so far as thi s  spec ific event i s  concerned, 
totally annih ilated. In thi s  way the irreversibi l i ty of temporal ization i s  
h ighl i ghted : th is  ' afterwards ' i s  constituted as the diachronic total ization 
of al l  the synthetical ly  l inked ' he/ores ' that culminate in i t  (we shal l 

* In  certain case s ,  the e x c l u s i on re m ai n "i  u n i v o c a l  but the  e x c l u ded are 5,ub�equently 
regrouped to con�titute a schismatic  group.  
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come back to thi s point when we speak of diachronic total ization and its 
inte l ligibil ity 1 5 ) .  For the v ictorious sub-group i s  itself produced by i ts  
v ictory as other than i t  was .  Its  importance w ithin  the group has grown 
steadily ;  i ts  v ictory has determined new atti tudes towards i t  (hosti le  or 
friendly ,  respectful or indignant, uniform or themselves contradictory , i t  
matters l i ttle) on  the part of all the other sub-groups and al l the common 
indiv idual s .  In  other words , i ts  reali ty -for-the -other, the new obligations 
created by its new situation , the ensemble of communications that have 
been establ ished (between i t  and everybody , between it and the total
ization) ,  the internal currents , the tensions everything in  short, right up 
to the modifications introduced by the very fact  of its v ictory into the 
structures of common action everyth ing des ignates it as the dis tinctive 
product of i ts  v ictory . I t  has to interiori ze i t  as a new i nner ten sion i .e .  
as a redis tribution of force s  i n  i ts  internal force field in order to re
exteriorize i t  as  the practice that its new status demands . In short, in a 
certain manner i t  envelops with in  i tself the sub-group i t  has j ust  destroyed .  

At first ,  i n  fact in  the event of destruction aimed at the organ w ithout 
affecting the individuals i t  may perhaps incorporate part of the 
members of the liquidated organization ( sometimes even the majority ) .  
B ut above all  it  necessarily  i nherits whether the liquidation concerned 
the sub-group as such, or was accompanied by an extermination 
attributions of the vani shed organism,  and must  fulfil  the functions the 
latter used to fulfi l .  * So i t  wil l  aggregate i ts own offices w ith those of the 
defeated body , and thi s aggregation cannot be maintained for a moment 
wi thout a synthetic reworking of all offices  in  relation to one another. By  
this  very means the victor acquires a growing complexity , s ince ultimately 
i t  i s  given notice by the ex igency of common praxi s  to absorb and 
represent the d is solved communi ty wi thin a new unity . In  certain countries ,  
the Communist  Party or some other authoritarian and central ized left
wing party has eliminated the formations of the Far Left (left i s ts) , 
along w ith the democratic parties ( soc ial democracy , etc . ) that u sed to 
consti tute the right of the Left .  All  these parties used to govern together 
and, despite their differences , praxis united  them . When a series of 
contradictions induced the s trongest to l iquidate the rest ,  remaining 
alone i t found itself compelled to become at once i ts own right and i ts  
own left .  Or. if  you prefer,  prax i s  i tself generated within i t  a sectarian 

* At least provis ionally and u ntil  the group as a w hole  has shared out these att r ibutions 
among various  sub-groups ,  or created a new sub-group to fi l l  them which no longer has to 
(or is  deemed not to h ave to) oppose the old one . 

1 5 . See Preface above . 
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lefti sm, a right opportun ism and a central and centralized mediation , 
whose function final ly revealed itself in  all  its complexity . For it was 
neces sary to reconcile the extremes ;  to e xploit their divergences ;  to 
uti l ize one or other of them when prax is  required a change of personnel ,  
wi thout ever a l lowing a success  to benefit one wing at the expense of the 
other in  short ,  to di scover the s ituation , the problems and the obj ective 
exigenc ies w i th the he lp of the practical knowledge of both in  order to 
realize al l  perspectives before uniting them in the same transcendence .  
Thi s centralized, authoritarian party , refusing con fliets , interiorized the 
opposition while submitting it to the iron rules of un ity . It  interiorized i t  
in order to make use of it, in so far as by l iqu idating the other parties ,  
more harmful  than useful to prax i s  i t  had to fi l l  the void created by a 
control led differentiation.  One must not imagine a concerted operation . 
B ut, for example ,  when the right of the left exi sted , in every c ircumstance 
it used to adopt a pos ition that became ' righti st ' for the opportunists of 
the Communist Party . The latter would be reassured,  despite themselves ,  
because th i s  position restraining, or more flex ible, or s imp ly dictated 
by the i nterests of broader layers of the population was actual ly  
adopted, and its actualization obliged the Communi st  Party to declare 
i tself in  relation to it .  B ut at once th i s  hes i tant or timid posit ion was 
being real ized in  and by a pol i tical group alien to the Party , and in 
relation to which they defined themselves negatively (as temporary 
al l ies , etc . ) .  They had no need themse.lves to produce that particu lar 
political motion , s ince the right was taking care of it and the Communist 
Party would' take it into account, in order to preserve the union of the 
popular parties .  So they would not recognize it as their in itiative and ,  
indeed, it was not theirs . Their opportunism, cut off from them and 
negated , would be developed in  and through another sub-group partly 
' fel low-travel l ing ' ,  partly hosti le .  As for them, therefore, they could 
integrate them selves strong ly  into the Party their party and manifest ,  
on the contrary , the common intrans igence (or a common flexibil ity,  
inasmuch as th is  presented itself as provis ionally neces sary in  order to 
keep al l ies ) .  The void on the right which they had contributed to 
producing in  the undifferentiated un i ty of a battle or a coup d' eta t " 
abruptly qualified them . With nobody any longer putting forward oppor
tun ist motions ,  they became the opportuni sts they were . The adversary
al ly had formerly i ncarnated the i r  apprehensions  about the rapid pace -
for example of col lec t iv ization in the countrys ide . Once he disappeared, 
that apprehens ion which had formerly been the i rs as other became their 
own apprehens ion .  Through them, the s oc i al -dem ocrati c  party reappeared 

i n  a form obv i o u s l y  more ' i ntegrated '  and without real contours 
di st ing u i shing i t  from the re st ins ide the Comm uni st Party .  Of cou rse , 

s uch i nteriorization i s  at the s ame t ime a den at u ri n g .  It  i s  i n  the name of 
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the Party ' s  aims that opportunism wi l l  be produced in  particu lar attitudes 
and propositions  (this simple fact must suffice to differentiate i t :  it i s  an 
attitude that has really been defined for Communists ,  by th em and within 
the Party , i n  the perspective of common object ive s ) .  Thi s  production ,  
though , has been effected through liquidation of the adversary and as 
interiorization of an absence .  I t  may be argued (and thi s  i s  true) that the 
c ircumstances of the ir personal h i story and above al l ,  as we have seen ,  
the ir  functions in  the Party and the ir his tory as common indiv idual s -
had already determined them as opportun ists .  B ut it can equally wel l be 
argued that without the Communist  Party v ictory thi s  opportunism would 
not have had the opportunity to manifest i tself i n  practice . Which means ,  
in  real i ty ,  that it vvould not have been even as hexis . For each member 
of the Party would have remained subject to a certain pressure internal to 
the latter ,  and itself conditioned by the presence of the a l l ied  groups .  

However, if it i s  certain that the v i c torious sub-group transcends itself 
by transcend ing the defeated one , whose tasks and functions it assumes 
in a new unity , the l iquidation of one of the terms of the split  unity by 
the other can be cons idered in  i tse lf as a transcendence only if, through 
it ,  the prax i s  of the whole group i s  transcended towards a moment of 
tighter integration , more advanced differentiation and greater effective
ness  in relation to i ts  Inain objective s .  Everything comes back to wonder
ing whether v ic tory alway s  has a mean ing:  i .e .  if i t  always  expresses a 
progress ,  from the standpoint of common action .  * Perhaps one might be 
tempted to reply that th i s  depends on s i tuations and circumstances and 
doubtless one would not be whol ly  wrong . Yet the problem of 
inte l l ig ibi l ity must be env i saged in  an a priori critical investigation, i n  
this case as in al l others . And that means ,  here , that i t  i s  necessary to 
determine the l imits with in which the varied poss ibi l it ies result ing from 
vic tory must be kept , if they are to be inte l l igible .  

There are two attitudes  that must  be rejected equal ly ,  because both rest  
upon dogmatic presuppos itions :  optimism and pess imi sm. Pess imism, in  
the case that concerns  u s ,  i s  le ss  the as sertion of Ev i l  than a di sorder 
which allows Ev il to triumph more often than Good . Good must be 
understood as the steady progres s  of the undertaking � Ev i l  as i ts regress ion 
and involution . From th i s  point of v iew,  v ictory depending on fortuitous 
c ircumstances ,  on acc idents is in itself accidental . Not only i s  it not -
in  i tself the deep mean ing of the struggle ,  but we may conceive too 
that it probably has n o  s igni fi cation (other than that of the dated event 

* I am here t a k i n g  · progre � s ' i n  i t �  s impleq � e n s e .  I mean by the w ord : irre v e rs ible  
progres� i on tow ard� a fi xed e n d .  I e de v e lopment of the act i n  progre s �  
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wh ich has made it  possible ) .  We must point out,  however, that we are not 
yet cons idering the struggle in  large ensembles presenting themselves (at 
least at first s ight) as non-total izable ,  but in the i nternal force field of the 
practical total ization cal led a group .  It i s  al ready obvious that the intensity 
and v iolence of thi s  struggle wi l l  be proportionate to the urgency of its 
tasks ,  the external dangers and its internal strength of integration . And 
the latter, i n  turn , expresses the determinat ion of the common individuals 
and the ir pledge to carry the enterpri se through .  Victory , of course as a 
final moment of temporalization i s  s ingular :  i t  appears as a un ique and 
dated event manifesting its contingency rather than its  necess ity .  But 
al so , no one i s  crazy enough to expect i t  to appear with the abstract 
harshnes s ,  rigour and trans luc idity of a logical consequence.  The human 
event i s  at once contingent and necessary . Its  fact icity product of the 
fundamental fac tic i ty of hi storical agents can be defined as the necess i ty 
of its contingency .  B ut inasmuch as it i s  actualized as the incarnation of 
a group in  act ion i . e .  of an ongoing totalization it manife sts  the 
contingency of its necess i  ty : that i t  i s  necessary for its neces sity to take 
the form of contingency ,  prec i sely in so far as thi s necess i ty i s  produced 
as a real determination of the concrete . Everything i s  new in th i s  vic tory , 
but it cannot be produced without incarnating as an internal and local 
temporal ization a certain moment of the ongoing total ization . The 
v ictor i ncarnates the group , prec isely in so far as the v ictory i s  a triumph 
of unity over di s soc iation . Converse ly ,  victory can fal l  only to the sub
group that incarnates the true movement of prax is  to reabsorb its inner 
dual ity . If we imagine a clash between patrols  during a war, it i s  
perfectly conce ivable and has often happened that the weaker and 
less  well -armed un it  wi l l  defeat an adversary superior in every respect ,  
thanks to an element of surpri se for which i t  i s  not even respons ible :  the 
chance of their  respective route s has simply meant that it saw the other 
patrol before being spotted by i t .  In thi s  case , the outcome i s  non
s ignify ing . But that i s  because i t  involves two micro-organisms which  do 
not belong to the same ensemble , and whose c lash can only be acc idental .  
If  the final v ictory of one army over another i s  env i saged , or of one 
group of nations over another, we shal l see that the question i s  posed 
very differently . 1 6 But in  any case , these two patrol s are lost i n  the 
soli tude of a no-man ' s- land . From th i s  s tandpoint ,  moreover,  chance 
take s on a s ignification again .  Such skirmishes are dubious in  themselves 
and fundamental ly ,  s ince the patro l s  are l inked only by inert or pract ico
inert mediat ions ;  if  one of them is  de stroyed by ' the hazards of war ' , the 
necess i ty of that destruc tion i s  located at a lower level  i t  i s  the 

1 6 . The �e que�t lons were n e v e r  dedi t  w i th , s i nce the  work rem a i ned uncom p l e ted.  
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objectificat ion of a concerted project ( the chosen route) and its  alienation 
in the practico- inert ,  inasmuch as the nature of the terrain p laces one of 
the patrol s at the mercy of the other. 

On the other hand,  when i t  i s  a matter of one sub-group struggl ing 
against another, the struggle i s  kept ins ide the group; and i t  i s  produced, 
of course, on the basi s  of counter-final i t ies and makes itself the free 
express ion of pract ico - inert exigencies .  But even were no organ of 
mediation to ex i st ,  even were no concerted mediation to be attempted or 
pos s ible , i t  sti l l  prec i sel y remains  the case that struggle i s  i tself a 
mediated activ i ty .  For i t  takes place i n  a human and practical m i l ieu.  Al l 
the other sub-groups ,  inasmuch as they total ize each in  i t s  own way -
the development of the conflict w i thin the perspect ive of their  own 
objectives and the objectives of the group ; al l  the common indiv idual s ,  
i nasmuch as each of them i s  the group itself here and now ; the total ized 
ensemble of these indiv idual s and these [ sub- ] groups �  finally the group 
i tself, i nasmuch as i t  support s ,  encompas se s and penetrates each enemy 
[ sub- ] group through the practical unity of the total i zing act ion : al l these 
consti tuent and cons ti tuted d ialectics form the moving fie ld of the battle ,  
the l iv ing dens i ty of the mediations .  Thi s s imple oleograph two 
mi l itary fact ions vy ing for command in a bes ieged c i ty during the 
' Ital ian wars � i s  al l that i s  needed to show from the outset to what 
extent internal struggle is  a function of common action . In fact,  i t  i s 
through the vic i s si tudes of the defence m growing pressure from the 
enemy,  problem s  of supp ly ,  abort i ve sort ies ,  attacks repul sed . that the 
struggle of the two factions unfolds ,  as a series  of internal determinations 
i nscribed transversal ly w ithin  every mi l i tary operation and every event :  
i n  short , as a lateral temporal ization which often remains h idden from 
the hi storian by the overall  temporal i zation ,  or appears as a s imple 
s ingulari zat ion of that common temporal i zation i . e .  as a certain 
secondary qua l i ty of s ingulari ty . If, on the other hand , one cons iders i t  in  
itself, the whole common event i s  pre sent in i t  at every i nstant as i t s  

fundamental s tructure , its meaning ,  its ' curvature ' and i t s  i nt imate 
contexture and i s  what dec ide s  on its tens ion .  From thi s  s tandpoint,  the 
v ic i ss i tudes of the particu lar struggle are determined by the common 
event, v ia  whose mediation a mistake on the part of the faction i n  power 
i s  produced as an obj ec t ive superiority of the rival fact ion . For th i s  very 
reason we encounter another mediation , s ince s u c h  s uperiori ty  i s  objective 
only by v i rtue of  the att i tude of the soldiers defend i ng the town and to 
a variab le  extent that of the c iv i l ians .  A l l  th e s e  men in  groups or 
masses - determine the s uperi ori ty of the  sub-group which has not gone 
wrong , inasmuch a �  they are them s e l v e s polari zed by the s tru g g l e  agains t 
the bes i eger. And the importance of that s uper i ority , i t s  obj ec tiv e force ,  
depends upon th e  objec t i v e � eri c u sne s s  of t h e  mi stake (for the outcome 



I S  S TRU G G LE I N T E L L I G I B L E ?  79 

of the common fight) and upon the urgency w ith which its real and 
pos s ible consequences are l ived by all including the ' forces of order ' ,  
i . e .  the coercive bodies at the di sposal of the faction in  power. Thi s  
practical attitude (which engenders a regroupment in  the total izing organ 
ization i tself) i s  the product of a twofold movement of interiorization and 
re-exteriorization for each [ sub- ] group or common indiv idual of the 
global event i tse lf. If some attack has almost succeeded because a 
particular spot was left unprotected or caught off guard, the capture of 
the town which suddenly became the immediate future , but was finally 
avoided (perhaps through an in i ti ative of the opposing faction) i s  
preci sely what i s  transformed into internal tension. I t  i s  discovered as an 
immediate ly pos sible though at the last moment  rejected destiny ,  but 
one which may impose itself from one instant to the next. The rejection 
of that destiny , for each indiv idual , i s  identical  to h i s  rej ection of death 
for himself and all his  fel low-c it izens .  And the distrust ,  the anger at their 
leaders and the hope placed in  the rival  faction are budding actions i .e .  
the practical inception of an internal reorgan ization. Via the mediation of 
all, the event determines the sub-groups in  struggle ,  favouring one and 
handicapping the other. 

Thi s  twofold determination i s  fundamental . In  an organized group , in  
the absence of any arbitration and in  cases  where schism is  imposs ible 
(the s iege of the town ,  for example ,  would make it inconceivable : the 
threat of total ex termination represented by the enemy i s  interiorized in  
the town  as indi s soluble unity until  v ictory) ,  the l iquidatory sub-group 
imposes its unification on the other thanks to the support ( taci t  or 
effective) of the community as a whole or in  i ts  majority . No bid for 
power i s  conceivable so long as the community as a whole backs the 
organisms that make i t  effective .  Or else ,  if  chance and the practico- inert 
allow one faction to destroy the other, i t  wi l l  be destroyed in i ts  turn and 
the community wil l  restore the old forms .  Within the group, action in  its 
present reali ty as a particular synthes i s  of positive and negative results 
- controls  the struggle of the particular organs through each indiv idual . 
Conversely , each faction fights against the other by seeking to win all ies .  
I t  is  not necessarily a matter of gaining the support of the total ity of 
common indiv idual s (for example,  of the rank-and-fi le soldiers or of the 
' humbler c lasses ' in the town) . But the fi ght  for a lliances reveals the 
actual structure of the group (and its h i s torical s ignification) through the 
options manifested in i t .  For, by these options , the h ierarchy of powers 
re -produces i t self in practice and confirms itself. In  certain cases , it  w il l  
be enough to ensure the support of other sub-groups directly above or 
below in  the hierarchy . The total i ty of common individual s ,  grasped 
precisely outside of the organs that separate them and assemble them 
according to ru le s ,  may not count for anyth ing .  At other times ,  i t  alone 
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decides .  It  i s  the ensemble of c i rcumstances (present and past) which 
decides ,  in the l ight  of the future as de stiny and poss ibi l i ty . For us ,  in 
any case , one thing counts and one alone : al l iances  w i ll  be forged on the 
basis  of various conditions that mus t  be s imultaneously given .  F irst, a 
certain homogene ity between functions and proj ects :  i t  must be pos s ible 
to reconc ile the practical perspectives of each organ as such . Secondly ,  a 
real agreement between interests .  We saw earl ier what an interest i s . 1 7  In 
a sub-group , i t  i s  i ts  objective be ing in the internal field,  inasmuch as i t  
e scapes i t  and is threatened by other sub-groups and, at the very same 
time, consti tutes itself as the obj ective pos s ibi l ity of increas ing i ts action 
and incarnating the total iz ing action more w idely , more prec i sely and 
more effective ly .  So what we have here i s  the victory of one faction over 
another, manifesting i tself as a general reorganization carried out in  a 
common perspec tive by an ensemble of united organs,  and in thi s  sense 
be ing produced as the reappearance of the reun ified unity in the v ictorious 
sub-group, inasmuch as it d irects the battle .  In thi s  sense, the l iquidation 
of the defeated  sub-group fol lows hard upon i ts dt's- incarna tion .  Re
grouping themselve s around the other, the organisms or common indi 
v idual s strip the defeated sub-group from without and from within of 
i ts power l ikew i se to incarnate the di ssoc iated unity on the path to 
reunification . B efore the last  assaults ,  i t  i s  already no longer anyth ing but 
a body alien to the group, which the community i s  obliged to digest or 
e l iminate in  order to achieve its  reunification.  The third condition i s  the 
emergency or as we have seen the exigencie s of the ongoing action , 
i ts risks of ending in  fai lure ,  etc .  The bond that unites  these conditions i s  
naturally dialectical , and they all react upon one another in  the synthetic 
unity of prax i s .  B ut the fundamental dec i sion belongs to the common 
action ; or rather, every other condi tion i s  l ike a threshold to be crossed, 
and the level of thi s  thresho ld varies according to the common emer
gencies and common dangers . 

From thi s  standpoint, the v ic tory by l iquidation i s  dialectically  intel 
l ig ible . For i t  i s  produced as the reunificat ion of the di s soc iated unity , 
through the regrouping of organs and indi v idual s according to new 
common perspectives ,  and under the interiori zed pressure of the emer
gencies and dangers characteri zing the development of the total prax i s .  

To be sure ,  there are pas sive res i stances related to the practico- inert. 
The impotence of certain organs ,  in ins ti tutional ized groups ,  corresponds 
to the strength and efficacy of the apparatuses of coerc ion control led by 
the sovereign or the rul ing sub-groups .  Traditions can separate and 
often brake movements of reun ification , etc . In all cases , however, i t  i s  

1 7 .  Cntlqu e ,  v o l . l ,  p . 1 97 
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a question of thresholds to be crossed which common dangers can 
lower. The organs of coercion , by interioriz ing a partial defeat of the 
community , can be turned back against the power they support. Tradit ions 
can be dis solved within the ongoing un ification . S ub-groups in fusion 
can be const i tuted, by the d i ssolution of sub-groups organized and 
separated by the l imits of their  powers . And so on . Thus  victory i s  a 
transcendence by diffuse mediation of the entire group :  v ia  thi s  mediation , 
one of the terms of the contradiction l iquidates the other; but by this  
l iquidation and even in  the event of  i ts occurring as extermination i t  
absorbs i t  and itself becomes the synthes i s  that transcends at once the 
thes i s  and the antithes i s .  

It is  also nece ssary for thi s  transcendence of itself and the other to be 
practical:  i . e .  to be realized through concerted manoeuvres ,  operations 
and a tac tic . It i s  not enough for the oppos itional faction to benefi t 
pass ively from the advantage gained by the ruling faction ' s  m istakes i t  
must  exploit i t .  We are returned here to free praxi s ,  to invention , to 
s ingular incarnation . Perhaps the actual history o f  thi s faction,  the di sagree
ments that paralyse i t ,  the mi l ieu where i t  has recruited i ts members 
(and, for example , a certain ideal i st timidi ty , whose orig in  is  to be 
sought in  the material c i rcumstances conditioning that mi l ieu ,  or e lse a 
certain incompetence whose sources  are s imi lar) , or s imply  the internal 
structure of the sub-group (the difficulty of l iai son and the s lowness of 
communications result ing from thi s ,  which i n  turn conditions the pos s i 
b i l ity of taking dec i sions) perhaps all these  factors , sti l l  others, or just 
one of them,  are expressed by an i l l -adapted practice , l agging behind 
events and perpetual ly  ineffective , or even by negativ\e re sults . B ut i t  
must  first be observed that the errors , fai l ings  and gaps of thi s  prax i s  are 
precisely intel l ig ible as negati ve determinations ,  in  so far as thi s  prax i s  
i s  in fact praxis-process ;  hence in so far as the internal composition of 
the sub-group ,  and its  objective relations with al l the other organs ,  
constitute an inert objectiv i ty encountered as the immanent l imit  of i ts 
practical transcendence .  For there real ly  are transcendence ,  invention 
and i l lumination of the practical problem (by the sub-group, and by the 
common indiv idual s who are i ts members) .  B ut what i s  alway s s triking 
after the event ,  in common prax i s ,  i s that it  al ways presents itself as a 
free transcendence transcending material c ircumstances but going to a 
certain poin t and no further. 

From the s ituated v iewpoint of the h i s torian , i n  fact  even taking 
account of all that we do not know and the imperfections of our 
i ntellectual tools i t  i s  often obv ious that those respons ible for an action 
' could have ' undertaken it  on rather di fferent  grounds, taken account of 
ri sks that they neglected , calcu lated the object ive results of the action 
performed , and above al l thanks to that and to the choice of more 
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effective means - carried it  through to its di stant completion, i nstead of 
halting on the way. I n  the actual conception of a plan there is  a negative 
determination,  an imperceptible l imit  thatfor us i s  confused w ith invention 
i tself. B ut invention i s  preci sely only another name for the dialectical 
transcendence of a given [d' un donne] . And in  so far as i t  i s  preci se ly  
th is given that it transcends i .e .  the ensemble of social fields in a 
perspective that i s  actuali zed through the project  i t  remains qual ified 
by the data [ les donnees] that i t  synthesizes .  In  so far as the end i s  a 
synthes is  of the means ,  action i s  the synthetic unity of the given ensemble 
(exigencies ,  risks ,  difficulties  and available means ) ,  inasmuch as i t  tran 
scends the latter towards that end. But transcendence is  nothing but 
transformation into concrete practice :  each operation i s  total i zation and 
compress ion of al l  the g iven into a transcendent relationship of regulated 
transformation of the practical field.  Thus  the l im its of transcendence 
are , on the one hand, the transcended data and, on the other, the 
transcendent structures  of the practical field :  you do not transcend any 
old thing towards any old thing ,  but preci se ly  th is towards that .  Compre
hens ion of the l imits of action i s  always possible ,  s ince comprehension i s  
nothing but praxi s  grasping itself on the bas i s  of determined ends and 
limits that singularize i t .  In  a room containing a damaged fan ,  to compre
hend the action of the man who gets up to open the w indow despite the 
w ind  and rain means  recal l ing in  the comprehensive project the fact 
that the fan i s  out of order. Likewi se ,  to comprehend a leader taking a 
certa in dec i s ion,  whereas the obj ective s ituation suggested another (and 
doubtless better) one , i s  to i nteriorize in  the comprehensive project the 
fact that the absence of certain  intellectual tool s ,  or the presence of a 
certain  hexis based on the initial pledge , must  have restricted from 
with in  the range and wealth of options . It must  also  be remembered that 
there i s  no comprehension based on negations of exteriority : the absence 
of tool s  a wholly external qual ification should s imply prompt a 
reproduction of ideative and practical approaches on the bas i s  of the 
tool s  actually used .  B ut we can precisely grasp the s ign ification of these 
- and of their ' avai labi l i ty ' to the agent on the bas i s  of the latter ' s  
h i story,  inasmuch as this i s  grasped through that of the group , as a 
s ingular incarnation .  

Thus,  to comprehend how the sub-group exploits the situation and ,  
for example ,  the advantages thi s offers i t  i s  to comprehend an action i n  
its two aspects :  i .e .  in what i t  has that i s  new and irreducible ,  and al so in 
the determinations singulariz ing i t .  It must be added , moreover, that the 
determinations mark insuperable l imits  for the moment, but do not 
s trictly dec ide the act .  There are these frontiers , these ' habits ' ,  these 
means  and these  ex igencies  of the object .  But precisely i n  so far as 
action transcends its own l imi ts and envelops them, only to fi nd them 
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again as enveloped limits of their own transcendence the practical 
option remains  unpredictable , inasmuch as it i s  pos itive s ingularity and 
concrete novelty . Thi s  unpredictabi l ity i s  an actual datum of compre
hension , prec i sely in so far as the latter far from presenting itself as a 
present intuition constitute s  itself as an undertaking that i s  temporal ized 
right up to the last moment of the prax i s  to be comprehended . In short , 
the common indiv idual or the sub-group freely adopt as their own and 
as free determinations of themselves the inert structures that condition 
them. And if one wishes to grasp the ultimate meaning of these ,  one w il l  
be referred back  to the whole group and its h i story : i .e .  s imultaneously to 
its practical temporal ization and to the counter-finalit ies thi s  has secreted 
in it (as well as to any prev ious attempts to suppress  these counter
final itie s ) .  I t  i s  freely that this faction leader has de luded himself about 
the pos s ibi l i t ies of h i s  � band ' .  I t  i s  freely that he has neglected to exploit 
thi s  or that advantage . But th is  mistaken asse ssment gathers into itself, 
incarnates and reproduces the sub-group as a whole ,  including even its 
fundamental re lationship to the group that has produced i t :  this  i s  what 
makes it comprehens ible .  In other words and s ticking to our example -
i t  has really underestimated the advantage that the errors of the rival 
faction gave to its own faction . But in so far as th is  undere stimation i s  a 
deep express ion of the objective structures of the advantaged sub-group 
and its deep relationship with the group ,  it reveal s the sub-group ' s  
destiny as it produces i t :  to be defeated ,  because it let the opportuni ty 
s l ip .  But by letting it s l ip ,  the sub-group proc laimed itself defeated :  it  
reproduced its original re lationship with the group in  the practical shape 
of hesitation, l ack of self-confidence ,  respect for legal ity , timidity in the 
face of the sovere ign faction ,  or quite s imply  incompetence . And thereby 
i t  revealed a certain truth of the struggle : namely , that the group which 
had produced it could be incarnated in i t  only as an incarnation defeated 
in advance; that the moment when the ensemble of common individual s 
turned away from the rul ing faction , to place the ir hopes in  the rival 
faction , could be on l y  prov is ional . The ambiguity , the transi tory diffi 
cult ies ,  the complex problems that the oppositional faction had actualized 
in practice by its struggle designated it from the outset, albeit invis ibly 

for defeat .  It turned out ,  for example , that counter-final ities had 
decided a di ssociation of unity that automatical ly  pitted a sol id organ , 
sol idly  supported and equ ipped with every tool ,  against a secondary sub
group , badly armed, whose internal unity i tself was compromised by this  
abrupt promotion . The latter not widely known detached i t  from the 
other  sub -groups and made i t  incapable  of real ly attracting the trust of all 
or winning serious al l ies . Or e l se i t  found i tse l f  so s ituated,  between the 
tota l i zed ensemble of common individual s and the ru l i ng faction , that i ts  
very si tuation debarred i t  from oppos i tion : the rulers imposed themselves  
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as an incarnation and any opponents , by reveal ing themselves  as such , 
would have alarmed al l their poss ible al l ies ;  the sl i ghtest decl ared res i st 
ance would have constituted them as factiona lists hence , would have  
turned the common indiv idual away from them,  in  the name of the 
common prax i s .  The fact remains  that later ,  in an uncertain battle , the 
group did turn for an in stant towards them ;  but their  ' fatal ' hes i tation 
was a re-exteriori zation of the mistrust the group had shown towards 
them,  which they had interiorized as lack of confidence , inferiority 
complex ,  defeati st behav iour,  etc . Through them, the group ' s  original 
m i strust contrasted with the current trust it d i splayed in them and 
di squal ified it .  In  a certain way , however, through that undere stimation 
the group reached a true es timat ion of its relationsh ip wi th the sub
group : it -vvould not  fo llovv i t  in to action . First , because the atti tude of the 
' factional i sts ' was not capable of swaying i t .  Secondly ,  because the trust  
it currently di splayed towards them was mere ly negat ive :  only a fleeting 
mistrust had turned the group away from its real leaders . The fi rst factor 
m ight appear l ike an outdated surv ival ,  exerc i s ing i ts brak ing  power: the 
group had changed, but the sub-group had kept i ts  o ld determinations .  
And i t  i s  true that there was a l ag here .  But the second factor refers u s  
back to the current correspondence between the group and the sub-group . 
In positive terms ,  it may be said that through their hes i tations the 
factionali sts real i ze the v i s i bIe incarnation of the group ' s  actual 1y  un
shaken trust i n  i ts  leaders . There remain s ,  however, a s l ight gap between 
the diachronic and the synchronic (we shall study th i s  problem in its 
entirety below 1 8 ) ,  and i t  remains  the case that th i s  gap al lows a phantom 
of indetermination to subsist .  The group turns to the fact ional i sts because 
of their att i tude yesterday or the day before , but  the factional i sts , 
disconcerted by the indifference i t  di splayed towards them then ,  are not 
there to meet i t .  And although there i s  a perfect correspondence between 
the ir hes i tati ons and the enti rely temporary character of the group ' s  trust ,  
i t  may be wondered whether another faction , of a different cal ibre , would 
not have taken advantage of thi s  ral ly ing to their cause and on certain 
condit ions transformed the temporary into someth ing defini t ive . In 
other words ,  the group has diachron ica l(v made other factionaI i sts 
impossible �  but although i t  has hardl y changed , or the change i s  st i l l  
superficial · in the present and synchronical ly i t  does not reproduce th i s  
impossib i l i ty in i ts  ful l  r igour.  I confine myself here to s ignal l ing the 
gap .  I t  represents , if you l ike ,  th e opening oj' Histor)' . In any case,  it does 
not suppress  intel l ig ibi l i ty ,  s ince i t  i s  i tse lf the product of a d i alect ical 
temporal i zation .  Onl y ,  th e ope n ing i s  secreted as inert object iv i ty ,  or i f  

1 8 . See Pre fac e a bov e .  



I S  STRU G G L E  I N T EL L I G I B L E ?  8 5  

you prefer (we shall  come back to thi s)  as dead-poss ibi l i ty . 1 9 
In s hort , it i s  the strongest ,  craftiest and best armed which wins . It 

crushes its adversary because it invents the best manoeuvres ;  because it  
i s  not fooled by the traps laid for it ;  because the losers fal l  regularl y into 
the traps it prepares for them. But it is endowed with th is strength and 
intel l igence and ski l l  via the mediation of the entire group : i . e .  they 
express  its mode of recruitment, its h i story , the evolution of its s tructures ,  
and i ts fundamental relationship with al l .  And its victory i s  not a 
consequence of the past :  required by the developments of common praxi s  

already in scribed in these developments , albeit invi s ible it i s  an 
ex igency of the future . 

We have shown that the struggle i s  i ntel l igible .  Bas ical ly ,  the fact i s  
that unity i s  di ssoc iated within a vaster unity , i .e .  that of the total ization
of-envelopment .  The inte l l igibi l i ty of the struggle appears as soon as i t  i s  
deciphered on the bas is  of th i s  total i zation ,  and in the perspective  of the 
common prax i s .  The total izing unity i s  the permanent mediation between 
the two terms of the di s soc iated unity : on the bas i s  of it ,  the conflict 
appears as sole possible solution to an inert problem engendered by the 
counter-final i t ies  of praxi s .  At thi s  level , the rift take s on a new meaning:  
i t  i s  the practical and human reinteriorization of the separation in 
exteriori ty produced by the practico-inert . This  separation or negation of 
exteriority i s  real ized in molecular sol itude as a pure and s imple absence 
of re lationship between the terms (or,  which comes to the same thing,  as 
a rei fication of relations :  we have seen th i s  in  the practico- inert moment 
of investigation) .  Against  i t ,  the struggle i s  produced as a negation of 
immanence i . e .  as a synthetic re lation to two epicentres and thi s  
negati on of immanence reas sumes the separation of exteriority in the 
form of a twofold reverse attempt at reunification . Contradiction appears 
here as the mean ing of the conflict ,  i . e .  as the human movement that 
transcends the ri sk  of non-relati on towards the practical relation of the 
rift .  Hatred,  wi ll to murder, refusal of reconc i l iati on , are born as the 
human interiorization of inert material ity , when thi s  materiali ty makes 
i tself inv i s ibly into mediation i n  the mi l ieu of fraternity -terror. So the 
inte l l  igibi l i ty of the struggle appears , when i t  i s  considered through its 
very transcendence, as the unfurl ing of the problem that mediation wil l  
refurl in the complex unity of a solution .  And the complex signification 
of i ts epi sodes ,  of its s inuosi tie s ,  of i ts  reversal s ,  i s  yielded up if one 
adopts the v iewpoint of the group turning back ,  after reuni fication ,  to the 
h i story of th i s  action in  action and grasping itself as producing thi s  
d i ssoc iation withi n the unity of one total i zation .  In other words , the • 

1 9  S e e  footn l'te 97  on p . 3 34 below 
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totalization-of-envelopment i .e .  the integration of al l concrete indi 
v idual s  by prax is  has never ceased to be everywhere as its own cause 
(we know now what these metaphorical terms mean here , so we use them 
wi thout fear of misunderstanding) and as its own mediation . Beneath the 
rift of antagoni stic di s soc iation , we fi nd not the infinite v oid  but unity 
again ,  and human presence . The fi ssure between the enveloped incarnations 
al lows the p lenitude of the unity of immanence to appear as  a total izing 
and singular incarnation of all incarnations taken together. 

But this  investigation of intel l igib i l ity should not make u s ,  therefore , 
fal l  prey to optim ism . It i s  true that v ictory comes to the v ictor v ia  the 
mediation of the whole group, and that it incarnates a moment of the 
totalizing activ ity as prax i s -process .  B ut th i s  does not mean that i t  
reali ze s  a progress  of the group towards its  own objectives :  a priori we 
can dec ide nothing.  The c ircumstances of the praxi s  and its material 
conditions alone can tell us .  For nothing proves  that the l iquidation of a 
sub-group does not expres s  an involution of prax i s .  Perhaps it d isappears 
not because it  arouses mistrust ,  not because i t  i s  sacrificed in the name of 
unity , but amid general indifference ,  because the members of the group 
lose confidence in their  common act iv ity unles s  an unforeseen and 
considerable complication of the conditions of praxis (the appearance ,  on 
the outside , of new enem ie s ,  new problems) creates a more or less  
definitive ,  more or less  deep , gap between the common means of the 
group and the exigencies of the practical fie ld surrounding it .  Then the 
conflict st i l l  springs as i n  all  other cases from internal problems ,  but 
the struggle i s  conditioned by the fact that the group i s  dominated by the 
adversary , or overwhelmed by i ts own action . The choice it  makes of one 
or the other sub-group , and the features of i ts implic it  mediation , then 
express  its bewi lderment. The struggle and the v ictory remain perfectly 
intel l igible , but they are the inte l l igible product of thi s  bewi lderment and 
wi l l  contribute to aggravating it .  Perhaps ,  by this  tac it choice ,  the group 
has passed judgement upon itself. 

Nothing proves ,  moreover ,  that each of the two organs in conflict 
represents a l ucid and val id perspective a partial but precise option. I t  
i s  generally  the contrary that occurs . The sub-groups ,  when a practico
inert danger contrasts them as partial v iewpoints , as a practical and 
dis sociated unity,  are already products of the group ' s  history and their 
own history . The objec tive  difficul ti e s  that they interiorize and re
exteriori ze in conflic t are defl ected from their true mean ing by the very 
structure of the sub-groups ,  whether the struggle adds adventitious 
signification s to them as i t  i s  real i zed or whether i t  takes p lace as an 
impoverishment of the problem. Thus the real , deep conflict can be 
expressed by abstract and scholastic oppos iti ons :  i t  can happen that 
people fight ove r myths and absurd ' op in ions ' ,  or over the artic le s of a 
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dogma. Natural l y ,  this mythologization of the conflict ' s  object cannot 
prevent i t  from be ing a deep real i ty , or from bringing us back through 
prax is  to the level  of need . Equal l y  natural ly , i ts scholastic  and abstract 
character i s  itself inte l l ig ib le ,  s ince it refers us  both to the tools  of 
knowledge and action produced by prax i s  itself and ,  equal ly , to the 
ensemble of contemporary structures and the hi storical conjuncture. 
Nevertheless ,  the inte l l ig ible fact  that i t  expresses itself on an abstrac t 
terrain ,  through the c lash of feti sh ized symbol s ,  cannot be held as 
irrelevant to the nature and meaning of the confl ict .  To tel l  the truth , it  
cannot expres s  itself otherwise .  But this  means that i t  can manifest  itself 
only in an altered form; that it produces itself by producing the prison 
which encloses it ;  and that i t  part ly loses its s ignification , in  so far as th i s  
symbolic expression i s  posited for itself. As  a result ,  every operation - in 
both [sub- ] groups remains  inte l l ig ible on the bas i s  of the deep move
ment that engenders i t ,  but becomes bogged down and goes astray , 
leading the entire confl ict rather further astray.  People could  ki l l  one 
another over the sex of angel s and that reflected a deep malai se of 
B yzantine society . But i t  i s  precisely one of the meanings of that malai se 
that people could ki l l  one another at B yzantium and at that moment of _ 
its hi s tory over the sex of angels: i .e .  that a theologians '  di spute had to 
be burdened with al l the real div i s ions sapping the city and the Empire , 
or e l se contradictions be allowed to fester beneath that overstrat ified 
society . The polar ization of practical forces  by  symbols  must neces sari ly  
entai l  a partial  loss  of energies :  in that case , the v ictory remains inte l l igible 
- but its meaning i s  as confused as that of the conflict. 

It woul d  actual l y  be far too s imple to cons ider, in  the name of a 
transcendental dogmati sm, that these mythological forms of s truggle are 
epiphenomena : a mere i neffectual expression of the real transformations 
taking place .  I n  fact,  if  we are to push material i sm to the end, as we 
must, we shal l recognize that these fet i shes are things determinations 
of matter,  the synthetic unification of inert diversitie s and that these 
things wi l l  act as th ings upon adversaries .  I n  other words ,  struggle and 
v ictory are alienated in  advance .  But thi s alienation of every struggle 
(despite , as  we shall see, the progress ive  growth of awareness )  i s  the 
very character of what Marx caI l s pre -his tory . Even the revolutionary 
struggle produces its fetishes and i s  alienated in them. Even in the 
Communist  Party , people struggle over the sex of angel s .  This  does not 
at all mean that His tory has no meaning (thi s fundamen tal problem -
which we shall tackle l ater20 cannot be dealt with on this superfic ial 

20.  S e e  Pre face abo ve;  a l so ,  i n  the Append i x  be low (pp 402-24) ,  S artre ' s note s on 
• Progress ' . 
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and abstract level of our h i storical invest igation ) , It tnere ly means that i t  
i s  not a priori necessary , in  a conflict between sub-groups wi th i n  any 
group, for one of the two adversaries to represent progress i .e .  a 

progress for the group towards its common object ives  or for the 
v ictory really to represent ' a  step forward ' .  Of course, i t  i s  al ways 
possible in rel igious di sputes to cons ider that one v iewpoint even in  
the most abstract myth repre sents the effort of certa in  sub-groups ,  
emanating from certain  mi l ieux , to reconc ile dogmas wi th practical and 
scientific Reason (however obscure thi s  may sti l l  be) .  For the most part, 
moreover, the effort actual ly does unite the sub-groups drawn from the 
' ri s ing c lasses ' .  But the question i s  not so c lear . In  so far as each organ 
of the group takes part in  the conflict ,  the s truggle i s  obscured by the 
very fact of the al l iance s  contrac ted :  st i l l  intel l igible i n  terms of the 
structures  and c irc umstances , but often di sconcerting and paraly s ing for 
the combatants ,  because the ex i stence of feti shes masking the real 
interests of the sub-groups and the group itself gives an often monstrous 
character to the antagoni stic groupings .  Proust ,  for example ,  enjoyed 
showing the tight synthetic interconnection ,  but perfect heterogene i ty , of 
the anti -Dreyfusards . And th is  interconnection can be comprehended. 
The fact that servants who were the s laves  of a dec lining ari s tocracy -
along w ith certain big bourgeoi s  who had passed from a profound 
vulgarity to a fal se culture and from that to snobbery should seize the 
opportunity to weld themselves to that very aris tocracy goes w ithout 
say ing.  But it i s  no less important that the in ternal exchanges ,  osmoses ,  
etc . ,  should be effected under the practical code of anti -Semiti sm and in  
relation to the fet i sh ized Army .  The Dreyfus Affair, as a contingent and 
necessary incarnation , occurred as the final battle waged by the radical 
bourgeois ie  to drive  the representat ives of the landed ari stocracy from 
the key posts it  st i l l  held .  B ut groupings were formed on the bas i s  of 
Dreyfus ' s  own case , the Honour of the Army ,  or pure Justice , and that i s  
what gave the struggle i t s  wavering aspect (which in  fact reflected the 
actual ambiguity of French society) .  I shal l not labour thi s  example , 
which goes beyond the present framework of our investigation , s ince i t  
refers to the problem of the s truggles between groups within a soc iety . 2 1 

Besides assuming a c lear awareness  i n  the two sub-groups of the 
common objectives and real factors of the confl ic t  the l iquidation of 
one sub-group by the other (even in  the posit ive hypothes i s  of a group i n  
the th ick of ac tion) a priori harbours the danger of de viating the common 
action . The oppos it ion may have i ts  function ,  obl ig ing the leading bodies 
to transcend themselves and transcend i t  by mak ing themselves  mediators 

2 1  See next  chapte r. 
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(through the devis ing of more complex plans ) .  Once liquidated ,  we have 
seen how it reappears inside the v ictorious sub-group, albeit  in another 
form .  So long as it ex is ted outside, the contradict ion was c learly defined. 
From the moment i t  i s  interiori zed ,  th i s  contradiction becomes unclear 
and i s  real ly produced as ambiguity . Not (which would be of less  
importance) because the opposi t ion has to be semi -c landestine or entirely 
clandestine,  depending on the sub-group ' s degree of integration; but 
because the di ss idents are tied to those in  the majority by what you 
might call  adhesions. A common history has first made them the same,  as 
we have seen . 22 After the victory , they want to remain the same unti l the 
total praxi s  i s  completed .  And i f  they oppose the majority , it  i s  prec i se ly 
within the perspective of, above al l ,  preserv ing unity . Thus the oppos ition 
in  the v ic torious sub-group remains wi thout real ity , i n  so far as the 
d i ss idents refuse to be an oppos i tion or have a ' fractional activ ity ' :  i .e .  in 
so far as they are i n  ful l  agreement w i th the majori ty about sacrificing 
their own conception of praxi s  to the un ity of the sub-group. Thi s  i s  
expressed in various ways .  In particular, i f  they dare to propose a 
modification of the plan worked out under the majority ' s  control , thi s  
modification must be nul l ified if i t  i s  not adopted by a majority . Which,  
in  fact ,  means that i t  wi l l  eventual ly  be rejected unanimously . But in th i s  
way practical reason i s  subordinated to the inert s tructures of the sub
group . The proposi tion i s  in fact never rejected only because it i s  
unrealizable ,  but also and sometimes primari ly because by being 
enacted i t  would modify the internal structures .  Besides ,  those in the 
majority evaluate it through the structures that have produced them, with 
their i ntel lectual tool s .  Thus the contradi ction never surfaces ,  s ince i t  i s  
refused by everybody at once : by the majority in the name of the plan of 
action , and by the minority inasmuch as it above all refuses to be a 
minority . Such perpetual ly stifled opposit ions and contradictions never
theless expre s s  objective and internal difficulties  within the sub-group.  
Open confl ict and transcendence via mediation [represent] the only 
human way of assuming them i . e .  of channel l ing them to the practical , 
i n  order to reveal and resol ve them . To real ize a totalizing unity against  
them immediately (without the mediation of conflict) means to contain 
them for the moment but, in the overal l temporalization ,  to aggravate 
them . By  refusing to assume them, the sub-group pursues i ts action 
according to the principles  and means and as a function of the ends -
that i t  has set itse lf. However, since such difficulties express  wi thin i t  
certain ex igencies of the group ' s  total izing action , and consequently 
certain i nternal variations of the whole comm uni ty ,  the sub-group ' s  

2 2 .  Cri tique ,  vol . l , pp . 3 7 2  ff. 
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activ i ty deviates because it seeks to remain the same.  The dev iation 
comes to it from outside : i . e .  from the external transformations of the 
practical field that the group seeks to modify ,  inasmuch as these are 
interiorized by al l the common indiv idual s and,  through them, re
exteriorized even if they do not act together as a profound modifica
tion of the sub-group ' s  s i tuation, or rather of its reality .  (We shall see 
further on, in re lation to soc ial confl icts , the group of Sov iet leaders 
transformed in i ts very real i ty i .e .  in  i ts relations with the ensemble of 
Soviet c i ti zens just  by the counter-finalities of its prax i s . )  It changes 
because it remains the same,  i t  strives to remain the same in order not to 
break unity . Yet if the sub-group as such i s a direc ting body,  it plays the 
role of organiz ing and co-ordinating parti al ac ti v ities  i n  order to integrate 
them into the overal l prax i s .  So i t  dec ides the latter, wi thin the narrow 
l imits imposed by c ircumstances and the s i tuation .  The deviation of the 
sub-group ' s particular practice i s  necessari ly repeated,  though to a lesser 
degree, in the group ' s  prax i s .  B ut thi s  deviation remains sufficient, in 
certain specific circumstances, to lead the common praxi s  to other 
objectives or to fai lure .  A dialectic i s  actually establi shed between the 
transformation of praxis , under pressure from the transcendent, the 
deformation of the internal dev iation by this transformation,  and the 
action of the transformed dev iation upon the prax is  in transformation . 

Conclusion 

These observations al low us  to reject pes s imism and optimism al ike. The 
confl ict i s  intel l igible on the basis of the totalizing praxis , because i t  i s  
the practical assumption of the inert oppos i tions that action ' s  counter
final i ties produce. And i t  i s  in  th i s  sense that the dissoc iation of unity i s  a 
certain moment of a reuni fic atory enterpri se ,  even though thi s dis soc iation 
i s  consti tuted not magical ly and ideal ly  by unity being d issoc iated,  but 
by the un ificatory project of the two practical uni tie s ,  autonomous as 
organisms and initial ly undifferentiated inasmuch as both by pledge -
are the same common indiv idual (prior to any subsequent functional 
differentiations) .  In  this  sense, unity i s  the conflict ' s  matrix and destiny 
(at least for the h i storian who studies it in the past) ; and the solution as a 
practical reunification contains  within it ,  in the guise of inert and re
organized structures ,  all the oppositions prev ious ly reproduced and 
humani zed in  the binary movement that has engendered the rec iproc ity 
of antagonism.  Furthermore , total izing comprehens ion of the struggle 
implies that i t  i s  grasped as a mediated oppos ition , even if the organs of 
med i ation are lacking , inasmuch as i t  cannot ex i st or develop in one 
direction or another w i thout the continuous mediation of a ll the common 
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indiv iduals .  I t  i s  in thi s  real ist ic and practical sense that we must 
understand how unity produces and maintain s  its own rift s .  B ut although 
comprehension i s  always a priori pos s ible , prov ided only that we have 
the necessary information at our d isposal , thi s dialect ical rational i ty of 
internal confl icts in  no way prejudges the ir development or their  outcome . 
Dev iations ,  errors and fai lures ,  far from eluding comprehens ion , form an 
integral part of i t .  I t  i s  even poss ible , in certain case s ,  to comprehend 
why a confl ict unwi sely embarked upon ,  on the bas i s  of insurmountable 
difficulties ,  reflects the s low degradation of a community and ends by 
hastening i ts total destruction. By thi s ,  moreover, I do not mean just that 
the degradation and negative course of the conflict  are the mere practico
inert obverse of what we have cal led prax i s-process .  I mean rather that in  
praxi s  as such , in the choice of means ,  in the determination of immediate 
and distant objectives , etc . ,  th i s  degradation produces i tse lf as a qual ifica
tion of i ts own transcendence .  I t  i s  what wi l l ,  in fact ,  manifest i tself 

through in stances of defeatist  behav iour, overest imation or under
estimation, etc .  as the deterioration of practical fields  and instruments 
in  the actual hands of those who use them . In th i s  sense , even ' loss  of 
contact ' as a real and objective separation of the central organs from 
the base i s  an intel l ig ible fact in  the perspective of the total iz ing 
temporal ization . Not j ust because above all i t  i s  an interiorization of the 
total hi s torical process  by a defini te group, hut also because thi s  
interiorization i s  practical .  The objecti ve h iatus separating the base from 
the summit i s  never grasped i n  i ts inert reali ty as a breach of cont inuity : 
it  i s  real izeod by acts and their  results (orders not fol lowed , pas s iv i ty or 
hosti l i ty of the rank and file ,  cards not renewed, jo in ing other groups ,  
etc. ) .  At the same time , i t  characterizes the actual behav iour of the 
warring sub-groups their leaders osci l lati ng between ineffective authori 
tarian i sm and a dangerous ' tai l ism ' ,  etc .  The struggle i tse lf languishes 
and becomes s trati fied, so to speak. Or, qui te to the contrary , i t  takes on 
a character of bitter feroc ity at the summit .  In short, whatever their  
c i rcumstances and evolution may be , the internal conflicts of a group are 
total ly  inte l l igible because , the group being totall y  practical , i ts practico
inert determinat ions never reveal themselves  except as the material and 
abstract conditions of its praxis . In th is  sense they become factors of 
inte l l igibi l i ty ,  s ince we have to di scover them in  the midst  of action i n  
order to find the movement of the project  that transcends them, by 
posit ing them in  order to suppress  them. 

From th i s  point of v iew ,  even chance i s  inte l l i gib le by which I mean 
' C l eopatra ' s  nose ' ,  or ' the grain of sand in  Cromwell ' s  urethra ' s ince i t  
i s  c i rcumstance s and dangers reproduced as organized confl icts that in  
each �ub -group , and v ia  the mediation of all the rest ,  deci de the exact  
importance of the indi v idual ac tion.  The ' grai n of sand ' was important 
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only because Cromwell ' s  regime cou ld  not surv ive Cromwel l ,  which was 
due preci sely to the fact that i t  was not supported by the soc iety that had 
engendered it .  In short, it  was brought down by i ts  own contradictions ,  
which were the practico- inert res i stance of the base assumed by the 
practical transcendence . I t  obviously remains the case that Cromwell  
could have died five year s  later. As I have already said ,  I am far from 
sharing Plekhanov ' s  fine indifference and declaring,  l ike h im,  that the 
outcome would have been j ust the same . That i s  ant i -historical and 
inhuman dogmat i sm:  the fortune of the particular  men who would have 
died under Cromwel1 during  those five extra years j ust does not interest 
Plekhanov . But that i s  not what we shall say . To be sure ,  at a certain 
leve l of abstraction the outcome would have been the same. At the leve l  
of concrete total i zation, i t  would have been at once the same ( inasmuch 
as it contains within i tself the abstract structures of inertia) and different (for 
the concrete men who would have l ived it) . For us , however, the import
ant i s sue l ies  el sewhere . I t  i s  that we should be able to define dialectical ly ,  
on the basis  of a pract ical comprehension of the undertakings and 
conflicts as well as the s tructures - of the group and sub-groups,  the 
necessary margin of inde term ination in which chance ( i . e .  a series al ien 
to the ensembles cons idered)  may operate . In  a durab le ,  aware group , 
supported by its base and strongly integrated,  thi s  margin  i s  reduced to 
the minimum: i t  i s  as c lose to zero as poss ible . S icknesses and deaths do 
not thereby disappear but  they lose all h istorical efficacy . A system of 
replacement i s  already created ,  and the urgency of the s ituation forces 
the succes sors to continue the policy of those who have left the scene . 
We shall see later that the diachronic synthes i s  i s  cross-hatched by 
deaths and births ,  i . e .  by generations (a  di scontinuity in continuity ) . 23 
But the problem does not  ex i st at the level  of the direct ing organs of a 
s trongly integrated group, where the dead man wil l  be replaced by a 
contemporary often one of his c losest  col l aborators who has shared 
h is  experience and as sisted  him in  his  activ ity , so that the d i sappearance 
of individuals does not succeed even in  inflecting a pol icy or creating a 
di scontinui ty .  When i t  does ,  however, succeed in  doing so ,  th i s  i s  
because the role of the i ndiv idual i s  already greater and,  by v i rtue of 
that , the deeper unity of the group more precarious .  I t  i s  even poss ible , 
on the bas i s  of c ircumstances and the common action, to determine the 
l im its wi thin which change can occur .  If Stal in ' s  death marked the end of 
Stal ini sm , that was because in  a very real sense Stalin i sm surv ived on ly 

23 S art re t ackle�  th is  que st ion on p . 3 1 2  be low See a l  �o L '  Idiot de la fami/le , vol. 3 ,  
pp .436 ff. 
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through Stal in ,  and because for reasons I have set out e l sewhere24 he 
incarnated organ ic  unity in  the eyes  of the Soviet  rul ing group and 
reali zed i t  by terror. Curiously , but very in telligently ,  that indiv idual 
real i zed in h imse lf and through h i s  acts the sacrifice of every indiv idual 
- by himself and by everybody to the uni ty of the leadership.  B ut the 
end of Stal in ism apart from the fact that i t  represented a slow and 
difficul t  transformation,  which at least init ial l y assumed the maintenance 
of certain practices and certain princ iples was , unl ike the death of 
Cromwe l l ,  not the end of the regime . H i s  age made i t  poss ible at any 
moment :  the date was a chance one , but the i ntell igibi l i ty of that chance 
was due to the fact that Soviet  society , st i l l  masked by the centrali zed 
bureaucracy , was already de-Stalinized; or, if  you prefer, to the fac t tha t  
Stal in had ceased to be useful (or perhaps ceased to be more useful than 
harmful) , yet the prax i s  of those las t  thirty -five years had integrated the 
leading group so that it could not transform itself in  S tali n ' s  l ifetime . 
And Stal i n ,  a product of hi s own prax i s ,  was producing their  past i n  the 
form of a continued prax i s ,  a future already inv is ibly contested. Eve n  
that was no acc ident : this gap thi s  fai lure of the leader to adapt to the 
s ituation h i s  praxi s  had produced was i ntel l igible only at the conc lus ion 
of a long and painful reign .  It  was then and then alone that praxis and 
hexis were strictly equivalent , and every new invention was only the re
exteriorization of the interiorized common past .  But, preci sely ,  thi s o ld 
age of the leader placed him at death ' s  door. Thus  indeterminat ion as a 
h is torical factor was contained within the narrowest l imits ; or rather,  i t  
formed part of inte ll igibi l i ty .  For , in  the ru l ing circ les ,  one e lement of 
the conflicts  in  progre s s  was preci sely the expectation of Stal in ' s death -
i . e .  the predictabi l i ty of the event,  but  relative  unpredictabi l i ty of i t s  
date . The fundamental character of the internal struggles ,  however, was 
conditioned by Stal in ' s  o ld  age ,  s ince i t  was that o ld age which created 
the objective contradict ion between the pol icy of the leaders and the new 
Sov iet real i ties . Thus , step by step, we could show how i n  every case i t  
i s  the actual hi story of the group ,  in  i ts d ialectical inte l l ig ibi l i ty , that  
defines the role i t  l eaves to chance and , at the same t ime, determines the 
function i t  ass igns to the l atter: i . e .  the objective which chance i s  charged 
wi th real iz ing .  If chance is indeed given a task, th i s  i s  because the 
balance of forces  and the complex i ty of the struggle do not al low praxi s 
to accompl i sh everything by i tself. Bu t  however surpri s ing the outcome 
may appear to contemporaries , chance as an intervention of the practico
i nert at the heart of the dialectic  merely executes the verdict del ivered 
by prax i s  i tself. Even if  i t  were to dec ide the annihi lat ion of one 

24 I n  Th e Spec (re of Stalin , London 1 969 . 
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sub-group and the tri umph of another, that would s imply mean that, for 
spec ific reasons , the whole group must have dec ided to leave things in 
the hands of chance divest ing itse lf  in  the l atter ' s favour of its own 
mediating powers . 



H E R E  remains our second question. 25 With in  the group the warring 
sub -groups v ia  a kind of negat ive col laboration accompl i sh by 

their very antagonism a common anti-labour. For if we use the term 
labour a qu i te superficial and practical definition for a material 
operation aiming to produce a certain object as a determination of the 
practical field and w ith a view to a certain end,  we must  call the dual 
antagonistic activi ty anti - labour, s ince each sub-group i s  striving to 
destroy or dev iate the object  produced by  the other. B ut thi s  ant i - labour i s  
productive :  the struggle ,  as a rec iprocity of labours that destroy one 
another, objectifies i tself i n  an ensemble of products which , henceforth , 
occupy the ·internal fie ld of the common group and contribute to inflecting 
its action .  Actually  thi s  dual attempt at destruction i s  never entirely 
successfu l :  i t  never achieves a rec iprocal nul l ification of the reali ties  
produced . And even were it to achieve thi s ,  the labour of destruction 
presupposes an expenditure of energy,  an accumulation of means and a 
transformation of the pract ical field :  in short ,  the constitution whether 
by degradation or d i s in tegration of new reali t ies ins ide the group.  When, 
for example ,  the leading body i s  riven by v iolent conflicts , i . e .  when i t  
divides  in to sub-groups c lashing fundamentally over the common praxi s ,  
i t  often happens i n  the period that precedes  the l iquidation of one s ide by 
the other that every project  (economic plan , law, temporary and directly 
applicable measure or, i f  we are dealing wi th a party ,  action programme) ,  
as soon as i t  i s  put forward by one faction, finds i tself rejected by another, 
while a third s imultaneously j udge and part icipant trie s to make itself 
the mediator, in order to impose i tself on the former two. The outcome of 

25 . S ee ,  on pp. I I - 1 3 above ,  S artre ' s outl ine of the two problems he cons iders essential 
for the inte l l ig ibi l i ty of Hi story .  

95 

• 



96 B O O K  I I I  

these various stances i s :  an in it ial project  of sub-group A ,  a counter
project of sub-group B ,  a conci l iatory project of sub-group C .  Thi s  last 
wi ll in turn be modified by each of the two former contes tants , both 
because each wi l l  seek to win it over and also because neither wi l l  w i sh 
to leave i t  the merit of  its arbitration .  The product of th i s  shifting 
struggle wil l  in one way or another bear the mark of the three sub
groups ,  but it w i l l  no  longer correspond to the i ntentions of any one of 
them. Each of i ts  determinations wi l l  in  some way be the negation of a 
certain propos ition, perhaps incorrect or dangerous , but rationally con
ceived, c lear and equipped wi th a s ignification.  What i s  more , there w il l  
have been other proposit ions i n  the course of the bargaining that were 
the negations of those negations ,  and so on . We do indeed have the 
image of a col laboration,  but in reverse . As for the object,  these negations 
determ ine i t  i n  i t s  concrete real ity , but they prevent i t  from being related 
to any human intention ,  any g lobal project . Moreover, the antagoni sms 
present have managed to achieve the nul l ification of certain in i tial 
di spos itions , with the resu l t  that the object i s  qualified a lso by a partial  
indetermination . An indetermination and al so an overdetermination , as 
we saw earl ier .  Whether i t  i s  a decree , an admini strative measure or a 
law , its application sti l l  has to be ensured.  At  thi s  new juncture in the 
name of those same conflicts  the executive foul s up . This i s  at least a 
permanent possibi l i ty,  frequently reali zed.  At thi s  l evel ,  reali zation makes 
the object  produced into a monstrous and deformed reflection of a 
project that had i tself preserved only a confused signification : the cycle 
of inhumanity i s  completed . Let u s  recall the example i s  di stant but one 
of the c learest  how the proj ect  of establ ish ing National Workshops 
conceived by Louis  B lanc ,  already rendered unrecognizable by amend
ments introduced in  the Assembly ,  was into the bargain sy stematical ly  
sabotaged by  Marie and h is  col laborators . I s  i t  enough , then,  to study the 
conflicts inside an organized group for the deformity , the semi 
effectiveness , the total i neffectiveness and the counter-effectivenes s of 
the products of anti - labour to find a new s ignification , and for the 
opac ity of these confused works to recover a dia lectical inte l l igibi l i ty? 
We need only press  ahead with our critical investigation in  order to 
perceive that the answer i s  affirmative .  

There i s ,  to be sure ,  no question but that the product thus  d i sfigured 
belongs to nobody , and cannot be interpreted as the objectification of a 
project .  B ut that i s  not the i s sue . I t  i s  s imply  necessary to know whether 
- as in  the abstract hypothes i s  of two non-total izable [ sub- ] group� - we 
must enumerate the changes i t  has undergone and relate them to more or 
less  independent ,  more or les s  i rreduc ible factors : i . e .  to layers of 
s ignification that cannot be fused in a synthes i s .  Or whether, on the 
contrary , on the bas i s  of the total i zation-of-envelopment, the monstrous 
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product can itself be grasped as the d ialectical total ization of the two 
antagon istic tactics in their irreducibility. For in  the produced object ,  
which prec isely inasmuch as it is no longer directly as similable to a 
human project constitutes a real determination of the practico-inert ,  th is  
irreducibi l i ty i s  objectified and al ienated i nto a multipl ic ity of interpene
tration . For we have already noted that the synthetic unity of the inanimate 
i tself produces an i nterpenetration of meanings ,  through the reciprocal 
action of synthesi s and pass iv ity .  Thus the s uccess ive deformations of the 
in i tial plan hav ing been acts of war, each of which conditioned the other 
and aimed to destroy i t  i n  the pass ive  synthesis  constituting  the final 
object assume the status of a quality sustained by obj ective inertia .  As 
such, each extends through the other, or rather a unique quality of the 
object (a particular feature of its deformity) fuses them together.  The 
whole struggle has objectified and alienated itself in its product. And 
undoubtedly ,  thi s can justifiably be envisaged as a practico- inert reali ty . 
So we might say that, as such,  it e scapes intel l igibi l i ty . B ut in an 
integrated group that i s  only partial ly true . For the product , whatever its 
worth and whatever i ts deformi tie s ,  i s  utilized. If it is  a law or decree,  
these are app lied. In short,  they become bad means for a free praxi s ,  just 
as in  the constituent dialectic the instrument integrates itself into the 
praxis  of the free organi sm and becomes a structure of the act .  Of course ,  
the results may be negative .  The creation of the National Workshops -
after the muti lations and transformations undergone by the in itial plan -
had as its direct consequence the in surrection of June 1 848. On the one • 
hand,  however, certain leading circ les  were expecting thi s  revolt of the 
poor and did not fear to provoke i t ;  on the other, we have j ust seen that the 
inte ll igibil i ty of Hi story i s  in  no way l inked at least at thi s  level of our 
critical investigation to the problem of i ts ultimate aims .  So what needs 
to be pointed out i s  that the product i n  so far as it i s  at one and the same 
time an inert result of anti- labour and a mean s i ntegrated i nto a new action 
- pre sents itself as a re interiorized objectification of the conflict and , 
consequently ,  as a negative (through worked matter) yet practical ( through 
its reintegrat ion into prax i s )  unity of the duality . Or, if  you prefer, the 
product of anti - labour i s  neither more nor les s s ignifying , in  relation to the 
rec iproc ity of antagonism, than i s  the too l a product  of  common labour -
in relation to the rec iproc ity of mutual aid . Inte ll igibil i ty ,  to be sure , fal l s  
to a lower level ;  but this  i s  not due to the conflict as such . The decrease of 
level would be exactly the same if we attempted to grasp a united group 
through the in struments it forges  with the agreement of all its members . It  
i s  j ust that we grasp the practico-inert as a product whose uti l ization is in 
progress , and that we endeavour to comprehend it i n  the twofold move
ment whereby the group produces i t  and, preci sely by doing so , makes 
i tse lf  i ts  product .  A pass ive  synthes is  rev ital i zed by ac tion , i t  i s  
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transcended inertia that constitutes within it the fundamental support and 
secret l imit of its intel l igibi l i ty .  We shall return to thi s  point when we 
have to show how the two dialectics  and the anti -dial ectic separating 
them are totalized in the synchronic totali zation . 26 

Prec isely because it i s  a pass ive and rev ital ized synthes i s ,  * however -
in other words ,  because it functions despite i ts  defects of construction; 
becau se it l ives  despite the malformations that make i t  unv iable (and ,  
naturally , al so because of them) thi s product i s  maintained and preserved 
in  i ts  being by the total iz ing prax i s ,  i .e .  from another viewpoint by al l 
the common indiv iduals ,  at least until it  explodes and perhaps causes the 
group itself to explode. And through thi s  i nert perseverance in its being,  
i t  reveal s  another type of mediation of the group between the s ub-groups 
in  conflict .  In other words , the group by maintaining i t  in  i t s  i nternal 
field manifests a real adaptation of the product of anti - labour to the 
common s i tuation,  i nasmuch as  i t  is actualized by al l  organs and all  
common indiv iduals .  There is a practical meaning of anti - labour that 
dia lectical Reason can d i scover and positi v i sm wil l  not di scover. 

I shall take ju st one example , a contemporary one : the emergence i n  
the USSR of the ideological monstrosi ty of ' socialism in one country ' .  
Critical investigation wi l l  show us : ( 1 )  that thi s  slogan was a product of 
the conflicts rending the leading bodies ;  (2) that beyond and through 
these conflicts , it represen ted certain contradictions and transformations 
of Sov iet  society as a whole;  (3 )  that inasmuch  as it surv ived, it created 
other verbal formulae that supplemented and corrected i t  in other 
words , enriched knowledge and practice by transcending the monstrosi ty 
and transforming it i nto truth . We have no intention ,  of course, of going 
into the extraordinari ly complex history of the conflicts that divided the 
Sov iet leaders after Lenin ' s  death , let alone of embarking on a dial ectical 
interpretation of those conflicts .  We are s imply taking an example ,  which 
we shall cons ider not for its own sake but for its pedagogic val ue .  

1 .  Trotsky had no more i l lus ions than Stal in about the s i tuation of the 
USSR in  those difficult years . He had once bel ieved that the Revolution 
would break out in  Germany and other bourgeoi s  democrac ies ,  and that 
thi s  international ization of the working-c las s  v ictory would modify the 
co-ordinates of the Russian problem in the short term . But events had 

* For o ur purposes,  i t  matters l ittle when and by whom . It  is  of no importance whether 
a part ic u lar l aw functions after the l iquidation of one of the [ sub- ]groups and even after the 
disappearance of the two adversaries .  What counts i s  that i t  gives inform ation about them -
even if  they are destroyed and forgotten - inasmuch as a praxis preserves its actual i ty;  
inasmuch as i t  is  a function and creates duties ,  inasmuch as i t  regulates the communication 
of goods , men or verbal determ inations .  -

26 . S ee be low,  pp. 2 7 2  ff. 
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disabused h im.  He was as conscious as Stal in  of the temporary ebb of the 
European workers ' movements . For both of them, the USSR stood in 
mortal peril. Alone and enc ircled by formi dable and hosti le powers , i t  
needed to increase i ts  industrial and mi l i tary potential albei t  at the cost 
of the most extreme sacrifices or res ign i tself to d i sappearing.  At most, 
i t  could be added that the c ircumstances  defining thei r  former act iv ity 
had made the emigre Trotsky more aware of the importance of the 
foreign revolutionary movements ,  whi l e  S tali n  who had practically 
never left Russia was more ignorant about Europe and more 
mistrus tful . But Stal in did not claim that a Communist order could be 
achieved in the USSR,  wi thout s imultaneously being in stal led on a 
un iversal scale.  So the two leaders and the fractions they repre sented 
could seemingly agree on a minimum programme, as required by the 
actual s i tuation : to embark at once on bui ld ing the new soc iety,  w ithout 
for the t ime being rely ing on any outsi de help; and to sustain the 
revolutionary ardour of the mas ses  by indicating the direction in  which 
that construction should proceed in  short, by showing them a future . I t  
was necessary to tel l  the Russian people,  s imultaneously : ' We must hold 
out ' and ' We can construc t '  and ' It i s  by constructing that we shall hold 
out ' .  B ut those very s imple ex igencie s  did not imply that bui ld ing thi s  
powerful Russ ia  on the twin basi s of i ndustry and armaments should 
go beyond the stage of what we might term a pre-social ism.  The working 
c lass would appropriate the i nstruments of labour, and industrial ization 
would be accompanied by a progres s ive i nstal lation of the structures and 
cadres which, once the i nternational s ituation had changed i . e .  once 
revolutions occurred e l sewhere in the world  would allow the es tabl i sh
ment of a truly social i s t  society . There was another point ,  too, on which 
i t  was possihle for S tal i n  and Trotsky to agree : poverty cannot be 
social ized .  Despite the threat from abroad , i t  was necessary to embark on 
the d ifficul t stage of pre-social i st accumulation . And Trotsky , of course , 
was the first to ins i s t  on the need to carry the proces s  of collectiv ization 
and industrialization through to the end .  

The two men d iscovered the same press ing needs and the same 
objective exigenc ies .  For both , the prax i s  of Revolution in the USSR had 
to be both defensive and constructive .  Rel iance on one ' s  own resources , 
moreover, would last as long as the c ircumstances that made i t nece ss
ary .  The confl icts actual ly  developed in  other spheres .  The two men 
represented two contradictory aspects of the s truggle that the revolu
tionaries had waged in the past against  Tsari sm . Trotsky , a remarkable 
man of action when c ircumstances required i t, was nev erthe less  firs t and 
foremost a theoretic ian , an intel lectual . In ac tion he remained an intel
lectual , which meant the ac tion had to be radical. Such a s tructure of 
prac tice i s  perfect ly val id prov ided i t  i �  adapted to c ircumstances , which 
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i s  what al lowed h im to organize the Army and w i n  the war. Behind that 
lay emigration .  The exi led rev o l uti on aries ,  w ithout actual ly losing 
contact with the Russ ian masses ,  for a t ime had closer l inks  with the 
working-clas s parties of the West .  The international ism of the revo lu
tionary movement was the real s tuff of the ir experience . And Marxism, 
as a theory and as a practice,  appeared to them in its un iversality . 

Universal i sm and radicali sm : these ,  i f  you l ike , were the way in which 
Trotsky inter iorized his  encirclement by the West  and his  ex i le  itse lf, 
which tended to make h im,  l ike all emigres ,  an abstract universal . The 
theory of permanent revolution was simply the articulat ion of these 
interiorized charac teristic s by determ i n ation s  of Marx ist  language , and 
as a matter of fact the theory actual ly came from Marx . The only th ing 
that came from Trotsky but th is  was everyth ing was the imperative 
urgency those theses assumed under h i s  pen . In a s ingle dialecti cal 
movement, the Revolution had to be perpetually intens ified by tran
scending i ts own objectives  (radical ization) and progress ively extended 
to the entire universe (universal i zation ) .  And that meant before 1 9 1 7  -

that the pro letarian Revolution would take p lace in Europe , in a highly 
industrial ized country . We al l  know how aston ished those ' W e stern i zed ' 

figures were , when c ircumstances  led them to take power in an under
developed country . I t  w i l l  be recal led how they hesi tated and env i saged 
creating trans i tional form s ,  unti l  events obl iged them to pre ss ahead. 

S tal in ,  by contrast ,  always represented an intermediary between the 
em igre leaders and the Russ ian masses .  H i s  task was to adapt directives  to 
the concrete s ituat ion and the real men who would do the work . He was on 
the s ide of those men . He knew the Russ ian masses and , before 1 9 1 4 , did 
not hide the somewhat contemptuous mis trust  he felt  for the emigre 

circ le s ,  wi th few exceptions .  The hi s tory of h i s  confl icts with them after 1 905 i l l uminates what we migh t cal l  hi s practical parti cu iari sm .  The 
important th ing for h im was to carry out instructions vvith the means a t  

hand. He knew those means  and reckoned that the emigres did not know 
them . For h im ,  M arxi sm was a guide to tacti c s ,  rather l ike C lausewitz ' s  
On War. He had neither the cul ture nor the l e i s ure required to apprec i ate 
i ts theoretical d imension . Though he adm ired Len i n ,  S tal in was shocked 
when he wrote Materialism and Enzpirio -criticisnl and thought i t  a waste 

of t ime . In  that sense , the uni v e rsal ity of M arx i sm althoug h ,  of course , 
he spoke abo ut i t  con s tan t l y e l uded him .  I t  was actual ly  i nc arnated hy 
him , i n  a prax i s  al way s  s ing ul arized by the c irc umstances in wh ich it was 
produced (Tsar i sm�  rapid i nd u stri al i zation , but immense lag beh ind the 
We s t ; fore ign cap i ta l ; pro le tar i at s ti l l  weak and immature, albe i t  g row i n g  
i n  n umbe rs � bourgeoi s i e  p rac t ic a l l y non -exi stent, or made u p  of 
� compradors ' ;  overwhe lm i n g  nume ri cal � uperiority of the peasant c l as s ;  
pol i t ica l  power of the l andlord � ) .  The se c i rc um s tance s ,  moreov er,  had a 
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dual aspect :  on the one hand ,  they neces s itated  a constant adaptation of 
precepts forged in the struggle of proletarians  against capital i sts in the 
Western democrac ies ;  on the other hand, for a person fi ghting day in and 
da y out and exploi ti ng them for hi s ac t iv i ty ,  they revealed contrary to 
the expectations of the emigres and contrary to the letter of Marx i sm -
that agric ultural Russ ia was ripe for a workers ' Revolution .  

So the two men were div ided far more by the practical schemata 
through which they grasped any s i tuati on than by abstract  principles or 
ev en a programme. Through both of them al ike , praxi s  was constituted as 
a voluntari sm.  B ut Stal in , hav ing spent twenty years as a party mi l i tant ,  
was an iron- fi ste d  opportun i st .  Not that he did not have wel l -defined 
objectives  but those object ives  were a lready incarnated . The e s s ential 

th ing was to save what had been achiev ed, and that could be done on ly 
by bui lding a defens ive apparatus . What he wanted to preserve at any 
price was not princ iples ,  o r  the movement of radical ization : it was the 
incarnations or ,  if you l ike ,  the Revolution itself i nasmuch as i t  was 
incarnated in that particu lar country, reg ime, or internal and external  
s i tuation . He would compromi se on everyth ing,  in  order to preserve that 
fu ndamental bas i s .  In  order to save the nation that was bu ilding soc ial i sm,  
he would abandon the principle of national i tie s .  Collect iv i zation? He 
would push ahead with i t  when c ircumstances  required, in order to 
ensure that the towns were suppl ied .  Industrial ization? After in i t iall y 
braking i t ,  once he had understood i t  was necessary he would try to 
pursue it at such a rapid rate that the targets of the first p lans would not 
be met; and he did not hes i tate to extract extra labour from the workers , 
whether directly by rai s ing their  norms or indirect ly by Stakhanovi sm 
and the re-e stabl ishment of piecework .  What he hated about Trotsky  was 
not so much the measure s  he proposed as the overall praxi s in whose 
name he proposed them . If, when Trotsky began to advocate them , he 
was in i ti al ly hosti le to stepping up industrial produc tion or mov ing 
towards col lectiv izat ion �  th i s  was because he understood the i r  proponent ' s  
g l obal project .  Th i s  sought to industrial ize and col lectiv ize with a v iew 
to an ever m ore inten s ive radi c al i zation of revolutionary prax i s  at least ,  
it was in th i s  form that S tal in  grasped Trotsky ' s  intention . So what he  
feared was a Revolution heading for defeat ,  through attempting to remain 
an abstract dialectic of the universal at the very moment when i ts 
incarnation had singularized i t .  Obviou s ly  th i s  v iew was never expre ssed 
i n  suc h terms o r  in any other verbal formulati on .  S tal in s imply �aw an 
absolute difference between prac tical arran gelnents or operations advo
cated by Trots ky and the same th ings implemented later by h imse lf. In 
the former case they were alarming , i n asm uch as through them The 
R evolution tended to l ook upon the concre te s i tuation of the USSR as a 
means of real iz ing i tse l f. I n  the l atte r case , though they led to i dent ical 
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measures ,  they were reassuring,  because they sprang solely from concrete 
ex igencies . As  advocated by Trotsky and the Left, collectivizati on was a 
leap in  the dark a practical assertion that no form of defence ex isted 
apart from al l -out attack .  S tal in  too was hard and aggress ive .  He was 
we}] abl e to go over to the offensive when neces sary . B ut s uch a priori 
determinations of prax i s ,  the direction of temporali zation or future 
schemata of action alarmed him, because he grasped  the s i tuation in 

terms of what was to be preserved, consolidated and developed, rather 
than what was to be created .  

Thi s  difference was to recur, of course ,  on every level  of practice . It 
was prec i se ly what prevented analytic  Reason from understanding 
anything about the s truggle in  which the two adversaries success ively ,  
and sometimes s imultaneously , adopted more or less  s imi lar positions , 
while each nevertheless presented h i s  own as the opposite of the other ' s . 
Initially ,  however, Stal in in  the guise of a ' centri st ' and mediator -
exploited the conflict  between Right and Left rather than seeking to 
involve  himself in  i t. The Right, too, struck  him as abstract i n  its lack of 
trust  and insti nct ive opportuni sm .  I t  wanted a breathing-space ,  and only 
gradual progres s  towards real soc ial ism . In  short , wi th thi s  s imple idea 
that the revolutionary seizure of power should be followed by an evolution , 
i t  was reproducing the desire that most of the Bolsheviks had displayed 
before the seizure of power: to periodize thi s  outrageous Revolution that 
was taking place  in  an underdeveloped country . S talin was no more the 
man of post-revolutionary evolution than he was the man of permanent 
revolution . He would not radical ize revolutionary praxi s  as such , because 
c i rcumstances were against i t .  For example , he would not hesitate greatly 
to widen the salary-range , in order to stimulate production through 
competition .  On  the other hand,  however, he would radical ize the con
s truct ive effort required of everyone.  

From the moment when these two praxes c lashed that of Trotsky , 
and that of S tal in supported by the Right monstrosi ties  made their 
appearance .  And these monstro sit ies had a qui te specific character, proper 
to thi s  very struggle . Each faction proposed the same response to the 
same objectiv e  exigency .  But s ince thi s  s imi lari ty of short- term aims hid 
a radical divergence over longer-term objectives  and over the very 
meaning of revolutionary prax i s ,  each faction was induced to intens ify 
the immediate d ifferences over concrete projects and reproduce there 
and then , through a tangible incarnation the deeper differences over 
practical orientat ions .  Thus ,  in i ts  designat ion of the immedi ate objecti ve 
and the means  of achiev ing i t ,  the majority hardened by the minority ' s  
provocation , which they had themselves  provoked introduced the 
fol lowing hypothes i s :  rej ecti on of motives  and di stant a ims that m i ght 
lead oth ers to join  them . The effectivenes s  of thi s manoeuvre was based 
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on the absolute necess i ty of preserving the unity of the leading bodie s ,  
despi te the conflicts under way .  Or, if you like , of transforming the 
majority into unanimity . In  that way ,  the minority would wear itself out, 
forever suppressing itself after every debate . Or e l se it would frankly 
declare itself to be an oppos it ional faction and amid the besetting 
dangers thereby acknowledge itself as splittist and ' anti -party ' .  As 
Merleau-Ponty has put i t ,  oppos ition would  be defined as treason. 

Waged at every level and over every objective ,  this struggle interes ts  
us  here only inasmuch as i t  produced the s logan ' Soc ialism in one 
country ' .  Thi s  formula was a monstrosity inasmuch as i t  said more than 
was necessary . In other words , it fals ified the precise exigencies of the 
s i tuation by g iv ing them a synthetic unity whose motivations were 
contemporary , but which claimed to be based on di stant objectives  and 
the total prax i s  in its  future temporalization. I t  was a manner of speaking : 
' Let us  rely  only on ourselves ' .  But that very manner contained a v erbal 
formulation presenting i tself as a theoretical evaluation of the possibil it ies 
of soc ial i sm, though i t  was in  fact a manoeuvre to put the minority on 
the spot .  For them, adopting i t  meant a priori renouncing the idea of a 
practical interdependence of the international proletariats .  At  a yet deeper 
level ,  moreover, i t  meant recognizing that everything and first  and 
foremost the working-class movements of Western Europe had to be 
subordinated to the constructive defence of the US SR ,  which obviously 
meant in turn that the Sov ie t  Communist Party had to exert a real 
dictatorship. over the Communist Partie s  of Europe and through them 
mobilize the proletariats to defend the USSR,  even if in a national 
context  their revolutionary interests did not coincide with the imperatives  
and exigencies of that defensive tactic . In other words ,  i t  meant  deciding 
that the revolutionary offensive of a European proletariat within a national 
context and pos sibly the revolutionary seizure of power were not 
necessarily the bes t  ways of defending the Revolution . It  meant admitting 
that the social ist  Revolution w as universal and international only when it 
remained ideal i . e .  before i ts incarnation . And that once it was incarnated, 
it  was present as a whole in the s ingle country that had made it and was 
continuing i t ,  through the specific tasks that its own structure s and 
History imposed upon i t .  B ut, precisely ,  recognizing thi s meant rej ecting 
en bloc Westernism, u niversal i sm,  and the postulate that the proletari ats 
in the great industrial ized countrie s  had taken their emancipation further 
than the young proletariat in  the US SR and by taking power would 
dispose of an economic and technological power that should make them 
the true animators of the i nternational Revolution . I t  meant renouncing 
international i sm and ' Permanent Revolution ' .  Therein l ay the trap . 
Trotsky , l ike Stal in ,  recognized the ex igencies  of the s ituation about 
these objecti ve exigencies there could be no di sagreement. B ut by  
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presenting them in the form of a dogma, the majori ty obl iged Trotsky 
either to disown h i s  practical princ iple s ,  or to refuse the practical content 
of the dogma (even though he  accepted it as a response to the temporary 
ex igencies of the s ituation) .  Agains t  universal i st radical ism , Stal in infel ic i t
ously defined what might be termed a part iculari st radicali sm.  And, of 
course,  that monstrous  objec t  did not remain at the leve l  of a verbal 
formulation . Inasmuch as i t  was to define a propaganda, a permanent 
character of praxi s ,  and a certain future , i t  could be termed an institution .  
And th is  was  i ndeed the root of the inst i tutional ization of the Rus s ian 
Revolution:  for maintain ing also meant consol idating, and in the soc ial 
sphere consolidating meant stratifying. We shal l  return to thi s .  But in thi s  
new object we can already see the i Inpl ic i t  coex i stence of Sta li n i sm and 
Trotskyism.  The real relationship between the USSR and the Western 
proletariats in a more or less  di s tant future could have been left undeter
mined (preci se ly because , for the Sov iet leaders , i t  was the object of a real 
ignorance) . B ut i t s  dogmatic determination incarnated Trotsky ' s revolu
tionary international i sm as a rejected position . And no pos it iv ist  Reason 
can comprehend that presence of Trotsky at the heart of a determination 
that disowned him,  since presence and interior negation in  their 
indis soluble synthes is  - represented the s ingular incarnation of a multi
dimensional conflict,  i . e .  i ts total i zation in  the object by the t)lVO adversaries . 

2 .  But the conflict i tself  was a totali zation through the adversaries -
of a contradict ion in  the Party ' s  common prax i s . Thi s  contradiction in  
turn interiorized a real but l e s s  compressed,  more diffuse ,  c lash that was 
produced and l ived by Soviet soc iety itself, through the ongoing trans
formation of it s  outworn institutions .  Despi te the integration achieved by 
the reg ime , i t  goes w ithout saying that Sov iet society could in no way be 
seen as an institutional group: i t  was r iven by struggle s ,  by  its practico
inert div i s ions , etc . Bes ides ,  we have not yet even begun to inves tigate 
social uni ty . I f  i t  exists , thi s  must  obv iously be different  from the unity 
of groups .  B ut whatever form may be taken by the struggle s ,  the various 
conflicts , the seri ali t ies or the group relations in  a given society ,  what 
interests u s  here i s  the total iz ing interiorization of thi s  divers ity by the 
Party and i t s  leadership : i . e .  by the sovereign group . 

(a) Any pos i ti v i st h i story that sought to explain the S ta l in is t  s logan by 
the internal weakness and i solation of the USSR around 1 925 30,  and 
regarded these as passively suffered, would miss  the cruc ial point . Of 
course ,  everyone did suffer poverty , they all d id suffer i so lation ; but at 
the same time these conditions were products of revolutionary prax i s . 
What i s  more , inasmuch as they were produced and pre served with a 
v iew to be ing transcended,  they represented a moment of that praxi s  
i tself. Poverty , shortage of technic ians and cadres , enc irc lement : these 
were mortal  dangers for the Revolution , and at the same time they \1Jere 
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the Revolution itself coming into being in  a particular si tuation . The 
All ies  would  have helped a bourgeoi s  democracy that endeavoured to 
carry on the war :  as bourgeoi s ,  they would have been favourable to the 
overthrow of Tsari sm .  The treaty of Bre st-Litovsk and the Bolshevik 
seizure of power were acts that in  themselve s entailed civ i l  war, economic 
blockade and encirclement : not just passively suffered as a condition , but 
produced by a praxi s  whose objectives were long-term ones .  Russ ia ' s  
poverty in  1 924 , the absence of cadres ,  the encirclement : these were the 
Revolution i tself on the march . In  taking power Lenin  knew what he was 
doing ; the Bol shev ik Party knew l ikewi se : their praxis was constituted 
by having to pass through that needle ' s  eye in  order to go beyond i t .  
What the Soviet revolutionarie s  were perhaps less prone to mention 
though they certainly accepted its results was that the Russian Revolu
tion itself, as prax i s ,  was partly responsible for the defeats and divis ions 
of the Western proletariat : because of the abortive attempts i t  sti mulated 
more or less  everywhere (Hungary, Germany ,  above al l  China) ;  because 
of the debi l i tating conflict that sprang up everywhere between social 
democracy ( which s imultaneous ly  betrayed the working class and repre
sented the interests of an ' el i te ' of petty-bourgeois  and craft workers ) 
and the new Party identifying w ith the USSR;  and ,  finally ,  because of the 
v iolent reactions of a frightened bourgeoi s ie  and the transformation of 
certain  bourgeois democracies  into fascis t  states .  In  other words , the 
Revolution, incarnated in the centre of the world as a long-term praxis 
defined by . definite material  circumstances ,  could not itself develop 
without engendering by i ts  actual course ,  albei t  i n  contradiction w ith 
its leaders ' project the impotence of foreign proletariats .  In thi s  sense , 
it  can be said that its incarnation was in direct contradiction with i ts  
un iversalization .  And th i s  s ituation as a practical con sequence of the 
seizure of power in turn conditioned the USSR ' s  relations  wi th foreign 
proletariats .  The contradiction here derived from the fact that the prole
tarian Revolution in the USSR,  instead of being a factor in the l iberation 
and emancipation of Europe ' s  working-c lass  masse s  as i t  should have 
been was achieved at the cost of plunging them into rel ative  impotence . * 

* There are man y  other factors (techn ical tran sformation s ,  etc . )  th at c an ac count for 
thi �  impotence B ut the key thing i s  that these fac tors were always regrouped in re lat ion to 
the Russian Revolut io n .  The ev ol ut ion of industri al i zation and Malth u s i anism in  France are 
sufficient determinations to e x pl ain the d i v i s ions of our working c l ass .  But the violence of 
internal con fl i c t s  i s  prec isely due to the fact  th at these div i s ions of a tec h n ical and craft origin 
i ntersect w i th p o litical dispute s ,  whose deep s i g n ification i s  a lways d i ffe ri ng att itudes 
tow ards the U S SR. Natural ly ,  we are he re env isag ing the U S S R  in the first phase o f  the 
Revol ution . The subsequent and cruc ial ly  importan t ac hievements that it has made s ince 
then, directly or i n direc t ly ( defe at of Naz i sm, triu mph of c om mun i �rn in China, emerge nce of 
the Th i rd World ) ,  do not h av e  to be taken i nto consideration , bec a u se - al though they were 
pre sent i n  embry o i n  the pe riod i n  q ue stion - they did n ot yet appear e x plicit l y . 
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Once interiorized, this  contradiction was manifested as a confl ict,  and 
thi s  conflict was preci sely the one we have j ust been outlin ing . On the 
one hand, in  fact,  even if i t  had no expectations of them, the revolutionary 
government was obliged in practice to help foreign proletariats as much 
as it could.  On the other hand,  the relative weaknes s  of those proletariats , 
the strength of the bourgeoi s  regimes , threats of war and the economic 
blockade constrained the Soviets to the most extreme prudence . Perhap s 
helping one proletariat in its revolutionary fight would indeed have 
encouraged all the others to act .  But s ince they were paralysed even by 
their div is ion s ,  the only foreseeable result  might well  have been a 
regroupment of the capitalist  powers and war a war that the USSR could 
not have won in  the exi sting s ituation, and that would in  any case have 
made soc ialist construction far harder, whatever the outcome of the 
fighting .  Thi s  difficulty was never to be resolved, because given the 
balance of force s  between the USSR and the bourgeois  democracies i t  
was in reality insoluble . S tal in  h imself, despi te innumerable acts of 
treachery , did s ti l l  he lp the Chinese,  Spanish ,  etc .  to the extent he believed 
possible without provoking armed intervention by the West;  while Trotsky 
himself, in  exi le ,  entrusted the proletariats  of the entire world wi th the task 
of defending the US SR in  the event of its coming under attack, because -
despite everything the foundations of soc ial ism did exi st there . 

From thi s  point of v iew , ' social i sm in  one country ' was the product of 
revolutionary praxi s  reflecting upon its  effects and the contradictions i t  
had engendered .  Synthetical ly , and approaching the dogma v ia  the 
Bol shevik Party ' s  interiorization of these contradictory resu lt s ,  it  can be 
grasped in i ts  inte ll igibi l i ty as an attempt to l ift the mortgage of inter
national i sm,  while retaining the USSR ' s  abi l i ty to give as s i stance to 
foreign revo lutionary parties  in  accordance with its means  and the ri sks 
involved.  What was consciously broken was any relation of reciproci ty :  
if the USS R  could bui ld social ism on its own,  i t  did not really  need 
foreign help;  and if it s ti l l  had to intervene when i t  could to aid 
revolutionaries  in  danger in the capitalist  nations ,  this  was its mission , its 
'generosity ' . In  short ,  the leaders had a free hand.  The s logan theorized 
the practical necess ity . The Trotskyist Left ,  had it been in  power, would 
not have  adopted it ; but if you di scount personal factors (le s s  s ignificant 
in this  case than in many others) ,  i ts policy towards the European and 
Asiatic Communist  Parties would doubtle s s  not have been perceptibly 
different. And at all events that praxi s  would have had to produce its 
own theoretical justification :  in  other words ,  in terms of our earlier 
discussion , its own idea of itself. This  idea, of course,  would not have 
been expres sed by the s logan ' social i sm in  one country ' .  B ut it would 
have contained the same contradiction , albeit as i t  were in reverse . 
Radicalization and universalization would at first  have  been affirmed, but 
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these would then have imposed their  own l imits in the l ight of the 
s i tuation . No doubt it can be said that such an ' ideation ' of praxis  would 
have been more in l ine with real ity ,  more true .  B ut that i s  only because 
we have hypothetical l y  suppressed the other term of the conflict .  Without 
the radical Left,  Stal in would undoubtedly also have given an inter
pretation of the totalizing prax i s  more in  l ine w ith the truth . Conversely ,  
if we v i sualize a maj ori ty led by Trotsky in conflict with a Stal ini s t  
minority , the si tuation would have obliged Trotsky to formulate h i s  
praxi s provocatively ,  in  order to compel S ta l in  and h is  al l ies ei ther to 
capitu late or to proclaim their treason .  

(b) Thi s  conflict pitted men against  one another :  i .e .  practical beings ,  
irreduc ible to ideas or even to a common activity (hyper-organism) . But 
they had first made themselves  into common individuals ,  so that their 
s ingular indiv idual ity as free practical organisms was ,  as we know,  
perpetual transcendence of the inert ex igenc ies of their p ledge at the 
same time as the real ization of these in every concrete circumstance . 
When we go more deeply into the c ircumstances that pitted them against 
one another as common indiv iduals i . e .  as  members of an integrated 
Party in  which they occupied functions defined by the group as a whole 
in the course of past struggles  then the fundamental s i tuation that 
sustained and produced those conflicts takes on a historical density as 
a diachronic totalization of the past by the present.  For the i solation of 
the USSR after the Revolution was not simply what we have j ust  seen it 
to be : the resu lt both sought and suffered of a revolutionary praxis • 
( sought, inasmuch as there was Revolution and negation of the bourgeois  
order with in the foreign nations themselves ; suffered ,  inasmuch as the 
repercussions of that negation placed the Revolution in danger) . In short , 
it  could not be reduced s imply to the i so lation of the first social i st 
country within an ensemble of capi tal i s t  powers . Had England been the 
first to make the Revolution , as Marx sometimes env i saged ,  i t  would 
have produced thanks to its insulari ty,  as wel l  as to the development of 
its industrial technology (and to many other factors , of course) an other 
social ist  i solation ; it  would have been encirc led otherwise . Soviet i solation 
was first and foremost that of a monstrosity : an underdeveloped country 
pass ing without transit ion from the feudal order to soc ial ist  forms of 
production and ownership . This  at once refers us  back to the past,  to 
Tsari sm,  to the economic structure of the country before 1 9 1 4 , and to 
foreign investments (the exi stence of such investments explains , in  fact ,  
the part icular feroc ity of certain economic and financial groups against 
the Soviets ) . 

B ut these relations wi th the outside world were real l y  rooted above all  
in the economic  and soc ial h i story of Russia as a whole ,  seen in the 
context of i ts geopol i t ical s i tuat ion ( inasmuch as that s i  tuation conditioned 
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historical transformations and was condi tioned by them) . We should not 
be worried about introducing a diachronic perspective here , even though 
we have yet to subject it to critical investigation . For what i s  involved 
here i s  not matching it to synchronies ,  but s imp ly showing how in a 
manner that remains to be determined - it const i tutes their  depth . I n  fact ,  
what counts i s  the fact that Rus s ia ' s relationship w ith Western Europe 
was l ived by the Russ ian people through a h i story that produced the 
Tsaris t Empire as a gigantic mediation between Asia and Europe , and as 
a perpetually contested synthes i s  of European and Asiatic populations . 
Sometimes th is changing relationship would  pass  from negative to posi tive 
and v ice versa.  Sometimes it would present it self as a variable combina
t ion of two contradictory atti tudes ( inasmuch as i t  was produced in  
Russia and by the Russ ian people ) :  on the one hand, fasc ination with 
fore ign technology ,  political systems and culture (always more advanced 
than in  the Russ ian Empire) and ,  as a consequence , the sustained effort 
by the rul ing c lasses and the intel lectual s to as s imi l ate Europe ' s  contribu
tions ;  on the other hand, however, a mi strust and particulari sm that were 
based on the radical differences between the sy stems ,  thei r  respectiv e  
rel ations of production , and their ' superstructure s '  ( inc l uding,  espec ially , 

their different religions) . 
In thi s  perspective ,  the conflict  we have  taken as an example assumes 

its s ingular historical depth : a universal i s t  ideo logy and practice ,  born in 
the most industrialized countries  of Europe and imported by circles of 
revolutionary intel lectual s tow ards the end of the nineteenth century ,  in  a 
country that its economic and geopolitical s tructure seems to designate , 
in  the name of Marxi sm itself, as a particu larity i . e .  as a nation so 
' backward ' that Marxi st pract ice (mobi l i zation of the working-class 
masse s ,  etc . ) does not seem to be able  to develop there , at least not 
without profound modifications .  For Tsari sm,  perched on top of a bou r
geoi s ie that was beginn ing its deve lopment,  maintained itself by police 
methods which enforced c landest inity (at first s ight, the opposite of mas s 
action) .  The Marxist experience ,  by contrast ,  involves open struggle  
(even if repres sion temporari l y  obl iges organ izations to reconst i tute 
themselves c landestinely ) .  I t  i s  the actual experience of the pro letariat , as  
engendered and developed by industrial izat ion , in the context of demo
cracies forming and evolv ing under the pressure of that same industrial 
i zation . Acc l imatiz ing Marx ism was thus bound to mean particularizing 
i t ,  s inc e  i t  would be a�ked to guide revolutionary prax i s  i n  a feudal 
country where the proletariat represented practical ly  nothing , wh i le the 

rural mas ses  constituted v irtual ly the total ity of the popu lat ion . Before 
1 9 1 7 , however . R u s s i an Marxi sm was st i ll un iversal ist  and abstract ,  
s ince i t  was a doc trine and a strategy for working-c lass  m i l i tants , intel 
lectual s and em igres .  After the Revolution ,  i t  bec ame the bas i s  of the 
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culture of the masses .  Its sy stematic implantation in the Russ ian people 
was conditioned at once by education,  inasmuch as th is  was defined by 
the rulers ' prax i s ,  and by the constant growth of working-c las s concen-
trat ions i . e .  the draining off of peasants into the factorie s .  These 
workers st i l l  so uncouth , so hasti ly  manufactured and so close to the 
peasantry transformed Marxism as they were be ing imbued with i t .  It 
was incarnated by becoming a popular and national cul ture , when in 
Europe i t  was sti l l  just the theoretico-prac tical movement of History.  To 
speak in  Hegel ian terms (whose ideal i sm i s  too flagrant to be a problem ) ,  
i t  was the ohjective spirit of a people .  I t  became a dogma preci sel y  
inasmuch as i t  al lowed those mystified peasants to l iquidate al l  dogmas;  
i t  was vu lgari zed as i t  knocked the rough edges off them; i t  was 
alienated in them as i t  emancipated them ; it was oss ified as they 
transcended and reinvented i t  in every sys tematic decoding of their 
experience . At the same t ime as it was i ncarnated,  i ts intimate character -
which was ' the becoming-world of philosophy ' contributed to giv ing 
i t ,  in the eyes of a l l ,  a new preponderance as reality lived and 
perpetually produced by the Soviet masses . In  the name of its own 
princ iples , the universal i st  Marx i sm of the West was s ubordinated to a 
particulari st Marxism : a product di st i l led by the Russ ian people and by 
the Revolution entering upon its constructive phase . Thi s was the prime 
invers ion . The incarnated and thus  s ingularized universal i ty became the 
truth of the abstract universal . I t  was for the USSR to comprehend the 
revolutionary movements of the West ,  s ince they s tood on thi s s ide of 
the seizure of power whi l e  the Russ ian Revo lution had passed beyond i t . 
The vast h i storical transformation of that soc iety produced wi thin it the 
transformation of Marxism,  inasmuch as it caused i t  to become the 
ideology of that transformation i .e .  inasmuch as prax i s  conferred i ts 
new features upon i t .  The universal , subordinated to the s ingularity and 
contained with in  it ,  directed and transformed in conformity with the 
transformations of that s ingular h i story ; on the theoretical and cultural 
l eve l ,  th i s  was already the objective real i ty of the s logan ' social i sm in 
one country ' .  And,  at that leve l , the conflict  was c learly designated.  By 
being incarnated in an underdeve loped country as i ts cu lture ,  the theoretico
practical ensemble that was Marxism di s soc iated i ts  un ity as  a universal i st 
d ialectic  into two part icular universal i tie s .  The un iversality of the several 
revol utionary movements of the West became abstract ,  and saw itself 
refused the right to interpret dialectical ly  Sov iet h i s tory as a non
privileged hi storical proces s ;  i ts  s ingulari ty l ay in being an abstraction 
trail ing behind the h i storical and concrete development of incarnated 
Marx ism in th e USSR rece iv ing its  knowledge from the l atter in stead of 
i l luminating i t  th rough re search . The universal i ty of Russian Marxism , 
on the other hand, was to al ienate i tself i n  the hi story of the USSR,  
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preci sely inasmuch as i t  objectified itself in  it .  In  thi s  sense , the s logan 
' soc ialism in  one country ' was at once the definition of that al ienated 
Marxism, the object  of H istory rather than i ts knowledge, and simul
taneously its first theoretico-practi cal product the first determination of 
that uncouth culture.  No doubt things would have been different if a 
sequence of rev olutions ,  diversify ing the incarnations of Marxism,  had 
al lowed it to redi scover v ia  new contradiction s  a l iv ing and concrete 
universality .  

Thu s  the h i storical and revolutionary i solation of the USSR,  the 
ebbing of the revolutionary movements , the capital i st encirclement, the 
s ingularization of Marxism by the Russian masses ,  and the emanc ipation 
of Marx i sm through alienated Marxism : all these were particu lar deter
minations each of which expressed al l the others . I t  i s  at thi s level that 
we fi nd, readopted in the form of practical atti tudes ,  the fundamental 
determination of Soviet  man :  the national ism suffered and proclaimed 
through sociali sm;  the particularism interiorized as an incarnation of the 
universal ; the national pri de ( " this  people  is  the guide of al l peoples ' ) ,  
combined with a l uc id  awareness  of technolog ical backwardness  (uni
versality was already present,  albe i t  in a wholly modified form, in the 
way in which Lenin already ins i s ted strongly on the need to learn from 
experts in the U SA) .  From thi s s tandpoint ,  moreover,  the l iquidation of 
the ' lefti s t ' oppos i tion was to have the effect not of suppress ing the 
contradiction that produced those men, but of defining S tal in i sm ever 
more clearly inasmuch as i t  reproduced the contradiction with in itself. I n  
the same way , Trotsky in ex i le redi scovered v ia Trotsky ism the abstract  
universal i sm of Marxism .  He di s incarnated i t ,  as a theoretico-practical 
schema,  and interpreted the soc ial evolution of the USSR in the l ight of 
universal Marxism.  But he did not e l iminate the contradiction entirely 
and h i s  attitude towards the U SSR reflected , through its osc i l lat ions and 
hesi tations ,  the fact that - despite everything Trotsky ism could grasp 
Sov iet society in the course of its construction only as a dev iation 
operating on the bas is of a rea l  incarnation . (Even if the B ureaucracy 
was to strip them of the i r  rights ,  the foundations of soc ial i sm had been 
laid;  Trotsky gave one of h i s  works the s ignificant  t i tl e  ' The Revolution 
Betrayed ' . )  In that sense ,  the confl ict between the Third and Fourth 
Internationals found its origins in the tens ion that, before World War I ,  

pitted the emigre i nte l lectual s again st the mi l i tants working in Russ ia .  
Born of th i s  ten s ion , the subsequent struggle incorporated i t  trans 
forming and radical i zing i t ,  and endowing it wi th i ts fu l l  meaning . 
Inasmuch as S talin and the S tal i n i st bureauc racy made themselves  in to 
the i nstrumen ts of that part i c u l ari zation of the universal in  the U S SR , 

Soviet  man who was the product  of a part icul ari st prax i s  and of 
Marx i s t  in fluence among the mas s e s reC()Mn i�ed himself' in h is leaders . 
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All  the European revolutionaries ,  by contrast , who wished to adopt the 
Russian Revolution as a capital moment of History , a universal trans
formation , whi le s imultaneously retaining for the European proletariats 
the ir absolute autonomy within the framework of an International of the 
old (universal is t) type, recognized their practical exigencies  in  the activ ity 
pursued by Trotsky . Trotskyism , in short ,  to a certain extent represented 
revolutionary Europe striv ing to release i tself from the Sov iet grip. 
Indeed ,  the actual Trotskyists the act iv i sts  constituting the rank and 
fi le were ' Westerners ' .  

But  the contradiction was not thereby transcended nor could it be . 
because the entire practice of the Fourth International was i n  fact deter
mined by a conflict that p itted two leading factions of the S ov iet Revolution 
again st one another : first within the USSR,  then on both s ides  of the 
frontier, and always about the Revolution as an incarnation . From this 
v iewpoint ,  the s logan ' social i sm in one country ' defined Sov iet man as 
he was produced , and as he produced himself, theoretically and 
practical ly  between the wars . And the overdetermination of that object -
the traces  that both adversaries left upon it  became a pure determina
tion .  That i s  to say, seen from the standpoint  of the whole group ( the 
Party and its all ied sub-partie s  in  the USSR) ,  the oversignifying gap 
between the ex igencies of prax i s  and the dogma that defined the practical 
solution became a s imple signification of the way in  which that country -
stil l traditional i st and peopled by i l literates absorbed and assimi lated, 
al l  at the same time, a transformation of its  secular tradit ions ,  a traditional • 
withdrawal into its she l l ,  and the acquisit ion of new traditions v ia the 
s low absorption of an international i s t  and universal i s t  ideology i l lumin
ating, for peasants sucked in by industry , the passage from rural labour 
to factory labour. The slogan was deformed because , at the level  of the 
leaders ' confl ict ,  it represented the product of contrasting activ i tie s .  
From the viewpoint of the Party i .e .  of the ensemble of objective 
givens ( in teriori zed , as i t  were ,  by a systematic retotalization) the 
deformi ty was in itself a practical and comprehensible signification . In 
its uncouth , mi sguided crudity , i t  s ignalled the reincarnation of Marx i sm 
through men whose wi ld volun tari sm and youthful  barbari sm i t  ex
pres sed by the very deviations i t  received and transmitted . This mon
stros i ty ,  unintel l igible as a verbal idea or theoretico-practical principle , 
was comprehensible as a total izing act which , at that precise moment of 
action , kept together and united the theoretical and the practical , the 
universal and the singular , the tradit ional i st depths of a s ti l l  alienated 
h i story and the movement of cul tural emancipation , the negative move
ment of retreat and the positive movement of hope.  Its s ingularity as an 
ideological deviation was a total ized total ization , s ince i t  expressed and 
s imultaneously reinforced revolutionary praxi s  in  the hi storical singulari ty 
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of its incarnation i . e .  in the particularity of its objective tasks ,  ins ide 
the community under construction and outside in  the practical fie ld. Thus 
the theory of gold as a commodity i s  comprehen sible ,  i nasmuch as i t  i s  
the idea of a certain monetary practice at the time of the ex ploi tation of 
the Peruvian mines .  This should not be taken to mean that the idea i s  
true ,  or self-ev ident , or i n  the case that concerns us  in  conformity 
with the pri nc iple s  of Marxism.  Or even that i t  i s  ' val id ' in the long 
term, i . e .  effective without too many counter-finalities .  The hi storian wil l  
s imply comprehend i t  in a s ingle total izing act, because he wi l l  see i t  not 
as a scientific assertion but as prax i s  itself dev iat ing and going astray , 
on ly to find its way again through its  own contradictions ,  i .e .  through 
conflicts between common individual s .  Inasmuch as the factors are 
diverse , with in a totalization i n  progress ,  we must know that each one of 
them i s  a particular express ion of that total ization. So comprehension 
w ill cons i st in grasping each factor as a perspective at once objective 
and s ingular upon the developing whole , and in total izing these 
perspective s  by the total ization that each of them s ingulari ze s ,  which i s  
al so an enveloping though s ingular synthesi s of all these s ingularizations .  

Thereafter, of  course, complementary cons ideration must also be g iven 
to the s logan (or any other, s imi lar product) in its development as a 
process. I t  w as hardened by i t s  duration (by its  past;  by the s tratification s 
that it helped to produce and that s ustained i t) . I t  borrowed i ts  oss ified 
permanence from the inertia of language and the pledged pass iv ity of 
common i nd iv idual s .  As  such i t  exerci sed powers , developed its counter
fi nalities ,  helped to create the practico-inert of constructive activ ity in 
the Party and in  the new society . But thi s  new problem of the relation
ship between the dialectic and the anti -dialectic i s  not yet wi thin our 
competency , though our investigation wil l soon lead u s  to i t .  What we 
have s triven to show i s  that , w ithin a group, the meaninglessnes s  of any 
given product of secret confl icts appears at the l evel  where the product 
has been constituted not by one act (or by an ensemble of solidary 
activ i ti e s  organi zed around a common aim)  but by at least two actions ,  
each of which tends to cancel the other, or at least to turn it into a mean s  
for destroying the other agent .  And thi s  i s  the level , of course ,  at which 
practices are produced in the ir concrete real ity as groups of people 
themselves determining their activ it ies on the bas is  of a s ituation. But 
these people have been produced as common individuals ins ide the group 
as a whole . Their di sputes l ike the anti - labours which culminate in  the 
product under cons ideration confront each other through their  funda
mental unity (for instance , as leaders of the Bolshevik Party propel led, 
after the sei zure of power, in to the urgent task of preserv ing what had 
been won by bui lding the future society ) .  As  such,  they are l ikewi se 
supported by al l common individuals (at the v arious leve l s  of h ierarchical 
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organization) ,  inasmuch as these constitute the group .  If, moreover, in  the 
first period of struggle such support i s  given simultaneous ly  to both adver
saries , this  i s  because each indiv idual i s  common by v irtue of his  pledge to 
maintain the unity of the total izing group.  I t  i s  al so because the confl ict 
expresses ,  in the form of a real and public contradiction , the implicit  and 
non-thematized contradiction that pits each indiv idual against himself in 
h is  movement to interiorize the objective difficulties of common praxi s .  

From thi s  point of v iew,  through its common activ ity the group 
supports the monstrosit ies generated by anti - labour. It decides irrevocably 
whether they are v iable or sti l lborn . And when it supports one of these 
monstrosit ies i .e .  when it adopts it and real i zes  i t  in  detail through its 
prax is  thi s  praxi s i s  in itself tantamount to comprehension .  Each 
common indiv idual and each sub-group supports and nouri shes the mon
strosity ,  inasmuch as i t  pre sents itself as an intel l igible and practical 
transcendence of their contradictions .  Thi s  certain ly does not mean that 
such transcendence i s  the true synthes i s  of, and solution to, the objective 
difficulties .  Yet the monstros ity i s  comprehens ible through and by v irtue 
of the interiorized contradiction s of everyone , as the re-exteriorization of 
these in  an undertaking .  For the contradiction i s  impl ic it and enveloped 
in  everyone . It occurs as a determination of comprehens ion (among other 
aspects) ,  i . e . as an invis ible l imi t  on  freedom and an immediate fami l iarity 
w i th the object produced. In  the case that concerns  us , the l imit was due 
to the necessary vulgarization and particularization of Marxism,  as the 
first phase of a culture . The particularization and vulgarization of the , 
universal were the contradiction itself, but enveloped, s ince i t  at the 
same time expressed everyone ' s level of culture :  i . e .  their implicit 
familiarity , never seen or mediated, w ith themselves .  B ut in  thi s  negative 
framework ,  incapable at first of grasping the absurdity of the s logan 
' social i sm in one country ' ,  they recognized its pos itive  aspect. For if i t  
was true that the situation , taken in  the abstract,  did not neces sari ly 
i nvolve that dogma, and if it was abstractly possible to base propaganda 
on nlore modest reasons for acting and hoping, everything changes once 
we look at the concrete people who made the new Marxi sm and, in  the 
name of the very ideas Marxist education had produced in  them, pro
c laimed an absolute certainty . For them, in fact ,  the negative moment 
had been transcended . Pursuing the Revolution meant building a new 
order. A s  Trotsky was later to express  i t :  ' The masses needed to breathe . '  
This meant that their  s impl i stic cul ture prevented them from believing in  
the positive value of a systemati cally pursued l iquidation of every last 
trace of the old order. In  their  eyes ,  that order had already di sappeared. 
So  it was not the situation that required thi s  object,  but the actual men 
who l ived i t .  B ut since they made it as they l ived it , we might more 
accurately  say that the abstract exigencies of the si tuation became clear 
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and were imbued w ith (often contradictory) s ignifications by becoming 
concrete exigencies  through l iv ing men . Thi s product became inte l ligible 
in  terms of the totalizing group, inasmuch as i t  was acknowledged and 
supported by common indiv idual s ,  i .e .  inasmuch as they re -produced i t  
as  a response to their own exigencies . And thi s  was j ust what the sub
group whose manoeuvre came off was counting on . It  hoped to be borne 
along in  its operation by the participation of all .  

There i s  s ti l l ,  of course , the case where the conflict i s  adopted as its 
own by the entire group, and where every common indiv idual belongs to 
one camp or the other. In such circumstances ,  the inte l ligibi lity of 
products tends to disappear. B ut thi s i s  because a spl i t  i s  imminent. I n  
fact, i n  the event of one sub-group restoring unity by l iqu idating the 
other, the group as we have seen has to be a permanent mediator .  
This preci sely as sumes that the es sential integrity of the practical 
community i s  preserved and it i s  thi s  i ntegrity which renders the 
products of anti - labour inte l l ig ible . In effect, they become the chosen 
instruments for an operation by the group upon itself. 

3 .  Final ly ,  i t  should be pointed out although such considerations 
take us  to the threshold of d iachronic totalization that if the monstrosity 
survived, it was to be reorganized by common prax is  and lose its 
immediate uninte l l ig ibil i ty by being integrated into a new intell igibil ity .  
Praxi s re -establ i shed i ts practical truth by correcting its own dev iations ,  
and the orig in of thi s  correction lay in the deviations themselves .  But the 
irreversibil i ty of temporali zation  made i t  imposs ible to turn back the 
c lock. So the correction had to function by way of an enriching tran
scendence , which preserved the deviation at the same time as endowing 
it with truth through a someti mes very complex sy s tem of additions ,  
developments,  compensations and transmutations.  

The slogan ' soc ial ism i n  one country ' actuall y  involved a certain 
indeterminat ion from the outset ,  s ince the word ' soc iali sm ' was fairly 
ambiguous .  In  Marxist writi ng ,  the words ' social i sm ' and ' communism ' 
are , in  fact, often used interchangeably to denote a s ingle  social order :  
the society that the proletariat has the task of real izing i n  the future . In  
thi s case ,  the word refers as much to the withering away and disappearance 
of the State as to the el imination of classes , and the ownership by al l  
workers of thei r  instruments of labour. On the other hand, however, 
inasmuch as social democracy too identifies  w ith thi s  key word but 
c laims it w i l l  reach the sociali st society at the end of a long reformist 
evolution , the term ' social ism ' undergoes a s l ight  alteration in  that it can 
serve to denote the reformi st i l l usion of soc ial  democracy .  I n  thi s  case ,  
the term ' communism ' wi l l  have the advantage over i t  of exactnes s :  i t  
wi l l  denote the order in ques tion prec i se ly in so far as thi s  can be 
realized only through Revolution . 
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Thus the word ' social ism ' ,  as employed in the slogan we are cons idering , 
was di stinguished from the word ' communism ' by a s l ight indeter
mination . Thi s  semantic dis tinction was soon to be made sharper, becoming 
a difference i n  the structure of the objects des ignated and in the moments 
of temporal ization.  In other words ,  ' soc ial i sm ' gradual ly  took on a new 
accepted meaning : i t  was what comes before the communist  order or, if 
you l ike ,  the trans it ion between capita l i sm and communism. * This  trans i 
tional order, despite everything , was beyond the revolutionary seizure of 
power. It  was characterized by a necessary and fundamental trans
formation of the re lations  of production : soc iety as a whole appropriated 
the means of produc ing.  Yet the S tate continued to exi st .  I t  was the body 
by whose agency the proletariat exerc i sed i ts  dictatorship. That meant,  of 
course , that classes were not l iquidated far from i t .  In part icular, 
h idden in the depths of the new society, the representati ves of the 
oppres sor classes united and constituted counter-revolutionary forces .  
Later S tal in was not to shrink even from adding that c lass conflicts 
intensify as soc ial i st achievements grow in number and importance . S uch 
a sys tem harassed by enemies w ithout and w i thin ; characterized by a 
strengthened S tate apparatus, at the very moment when transformations 
of ownership were ini tiating the progress ive withering away of that 
apparatus  was necessari ly  riven by contradict ions . I ndeed ,  offic ial 
Marx i sts gradually  began to rai se the question of ' the contradictions of 
socialism ' .  Taking on these new meanings under the pressure of circum
stances ,  the term ' soc ial i sm ' changed i ts s ignification . I t  came to denote 
more narrowly (but st i l l  inadequately) the s ingular order that was pro
gress ive ly e s tabli shed i n  the USSR,  and that presented i tself as trans i 
tional . Did th i s ,  therefore, s imply i nvolve moving backwards and changing 
the content of the concept ' soc ial i snl ' , unti l i t  meant merely what we 
earl ier termed the ' pre-social i s t  order ' ? No.  The term ' pre- social i sm ' ,  by 
i ts  very make-up , involves a serious error of assessment .  For,  in a sense , 
there i s  only one pre-social i s t  order and that i s  capital i sm itself quite 
s imply because i t  comes before .  But when the proletarian Revolution i s  
made , social i sm i s  already there . For what characterizes i t  fundamental ly  
i s  nei ther abundance ,  nor the total el imination of c lasse s ,  nor working
c las s  sovereignty even though these features are indispensable , at least 
as distant aim s of the e s sential transformation . It i s  the el imination of 

* S i m I lar  d i st i nction� m ay be fo u n d  i n  a n u mber of authors , e v e n  before 1 9 1 4 . B ut 
they then had only  a logical  and p h i losophi cal value  Terms were d i s t i n g u i shed i n  the  name 
of theorie� The nov e l ty  appeared when , in the n ame of a dogm a  ( ' soc i a l i sm i n  one 
country ' ) ,  the d i � t i n c t i on between · soc i al i sm '  and . comm u n i � m ' took on a pract ical  and 
pop u l ar v a l ue :  when i t  �erved to denote s t age s i n  the evolut ion of Sov iet  soc i ety . 
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exploitation and oppress ion ,  or in posit ive terms the collective 
appropriation of  the means  of production . 

But thi s  appropriation whatever the d i s tres s  of a country ravaged by 
war, whatever the di lapidation of its industrial in stal lations may be - was 
accompl i shed as soon as the Sov iets took power. I t  was never cal led into 
question , whatever meaning people might seek to ass ign to the emergence 
of a bureaucratic layer reserv ing a con s iderable share of surplus -value 
for itself. And the only real danger i t  ran could be identified with those 
imposed on Sov iet soc iety as a whole by capi tal i st blockade and enc irc le
ment an d the efforts of the enemy within . In fact,  it really was a soc ial i st 
order that was establ ished in the USSR.  However, that order was charac 
terized by the practical necess ity (a necessity of freedom) of e ither 
di sappearing or becoming what i t  was through a gigantic  and bloody 
effort . That col lective appropriation of ruins  beneath the fore ign threat 
had to be changed progress ively , through the l abour of al l ,  into a common 
ownership of the most powerfu l means of production. And i f  i t  was 
necessary to bui ld social i sm in one country , th i s  was prec i sely because 
soc ial ism appeared in i ts  most  abstract and impoveri shed form in a 
country whose i so lation it adopted and accentuated. Thus the fonnula ,  
which was fal se ,  became true prov ided social i sm was made i nto a praxis 

process , bui lding an order on the basi s  of machines and a fundamental 
social i zat ion of the land, in  emergency conditions and through the 
perpetual sacrifice of everything to the most rapid i ntens i  fication of 
production rates .  Doubtles s  i ts  bas ic contradiction lay in  being s imul
taneously a swift v ictory , swiftly institutional ized , and an undertaking 
stretching over several generat ions .  But the emergency conditions wi th 
the practical consequence s  the se entai led (commandi sm, authori tari an 
planning,  ideal i s t voluntari sm ,  s trengthen ing of the State apparatus , 
bureaucracy ,  terror, etc . )  necessaril y entered into the defini t ion of that 
order-undertaking , s ince they were what brought it about as a conse
quence of the terror i t  inspired in  the bourgeoi s democrac ies .  So what 
was left as a di stant objective as the non- incarnated other s ide of the 
dai ly  s truggles and of the whole undertaking was the communist order 
i tself. This i s  what st i l l  defined i tse lf, abstract ly , as internationalizat ion 
of the Revol ution, d i sappearance of the State ,  abundance, l iberty . Social

ism ,  in  th i s  theoretical synthesi s ,  was es sential ly homogeneous with 
communism,  in  so far as the radical  tran sform ation of economic and 
soc ial s truc tures  was carried out i n  the very fi rs t  years of the Revolution . 
It  was quite s imply the mediat ion between the abstrac t moment of 
5 0c ia li;:ation and the concrete moment of conlmon en.loynlen t .  This  meant 
that i n  certain h i s torical c i rcumstances i t  could be a synonym of Hell .  

Thus  the S ta l in i st form ula at fi rst false ,  then nlore and more true -
eventually decayed and lapsed i nto an honor ifi c role when the s i tuation 
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no longer ju st i fied i t :  i . e .  when the Chinese Revol ution and the appearance 
of the people ' s  democrac ies  in  Central Europe abol i shed ' soc ial ist i so la
tion ' and required another prax i s  on the part of the Sov iet  government. 
Meanwhi le ,  of course , the counter-final it ies of that transcended p rax i s 
had transfonned the USSR: strat ificat ions ,  practico-inert structures .  That 
s ingular incarnation was progress ively s ingu Jarized in  the process  of 
ins t i tut ional ization . The adaptation of such a highly specific real ity to the 
new ex igenc ies was to be long , arduous and obstructed .  The fact remains 
that what was essential had been preserved .  The transformations might 
be v iolent, but they would no longer have the character of a revolution. 
In  this way ,  the monstrous s log an acqu ired i ts prac tica l truth, because i t  
had truly been the idea of that monstrous ,  inevi table transformation : of 
that deviant prax i s ,  whose s ingular dev iation was none the less  the 
real i ty (hence the truth) of the incarnation transcending itself in an 
undertaking that i t  cond i tioned from the outset, and that remained qualified 
by it. Through the twin total ization synchron ic and diachronic 
hi storical Reason thu� grasps the product of anti - labour as al so both in  
the particu lar moment and throughout the temporal ization the intel l ig ible 
outcome of the common unity and the totalization-of-envelopment. 
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The Three Phases 0 Historialization 

• • 

• 

HE FOREGOING example has only  a l imited scope , s ince struggle 
appears in  it only as the avatar of an already integrated group . What 

we have basical ly shown i s  that if synthetic unity already exists , as  both 
effect and condition of a common praxis ,  internal conflict as the 
practical assumption of the counter-finalities secreted by action in its 
movement of antagoni stic reciprocity as in  i ts  objective products i s  only 
an incarnation and a hi s torialization of the global totalization , inasmuch 
as this must also total ize its disassimilated and waste products . And we 
have c learly noted that totalization i s  not an ideal and transcendent 
movement, but operates through the discrete activities  of indiv idual s on 
the basi s  of the common pledge. B ut although i t  frequently occurs in  
concrete experience and at all level s of practice in  short, although it 
be longs to the proper domain of History, as  a condi tion and consequence 
of the global evolution of the society where i t  occ urs thi s  priv ileged 
case in which uni ty precedes and engenders internal discord can obvious ly 
present itself only as  a specification of the h i storical process .  And s ince 
the ensembles whose s tructures and temporalization the his torian has to 
study always  pre sent themselves at least at first s ight as deprived of 
true unity ,  the intell igibi l i ty of social struggles seems very hard to 
defend . * And how about our regress ive investigation? What has it taught 
us  about ' societies '  i n  the stric tly h i storical  sense of the term? 

* I am speaking  here only of  national ensembles ,  becau se critical invest igation has to 
pass throu gh national h istories before tackling the problem of so-cal led · world '  or 
' un iversal ' h i story . 

27 . See Preface above,  and plans for the projected w ork in  the Appendix below . 
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Nothing yet , except that they seem to be characterized s imultaneous ly  by a 
un ity of immanence and by a multiplicity of exteriority , whether we are 
dealing wi th a Flemish city in the fifteenth century or wi th ' France ' 
between 1 7 89 and 1 794 .  For there i s  a relationship between the ci ty or 
nation and the ensemble of towns or nations that surround it ;  and th is  
interiorized relationship manifests itself inasmuch as i t  i s  grasped by the 
multipl icity in question as i ts objective practical unity . But i t  wi l l  be 
pointed out ,  of course , that series extend and ramify throughout the entire 
society . So thi s  interiorization unless  i t  i s  carried out by a specific group 
- wil l  be metamorphosed in the mil ieu of recurrence into a serial bond of 
alterity . In the same way , the inst itutional ensemble manifests as such -
and in  the constituted bodies  that are charged with apply ing the law a 
certain sovereign integration of the soc ial plural i ty .  As we have already 
noted,  however, the sovereign ' s power rests on the impotence of series .  28 
I t  i s  as an Other that the practico-inert individual i s  the servant of the law s 
and lets h imself be man ipulated by forms of other-direction. 29 What have 
we seen ,  in  fact? Groups that are heterogeneous ( in  terms both of their  
origin ,  s tructures ,  object ive and speed of temporal ization and of the 
nature , extent ,  intensi ty and importance of the ir actions)  and sometimes 
condition one another more or less  directly ,  sometimes oppose one 
another, and sometimes ignore one another, but are all themselves drawn 
from series  and seem poi sed to l apse back into serial i ty . Apart from that, 
the mediation of worked matter alway s and everywhere between 
indiv idual s  �nd even between groups (when the se are not directly deter
mined in  mutual sol idarity or reciprocal opposit ion) creates the pas sive 
uni ty of the practico-inert , through alteration and reification of the 
immediate bonds of rec iprocity between men . In certain cases ,  as we have 
seen and particularly  when clas ses enter into struggle v ia the mediation 
of organized groups the un ity of the group i s  reflected in the inert depths 
of the col lective as a possibi l i ty of un i ty for each individual (as a 
poss ibi l i ty of transforming his  Other-being i nto common individuality) . 3o 
Were the whole class to l iquidate i ts  serial i ty ,  however, i t  would sti l l  be 
the case that exploitation , oppress ion and the struggle against oppres sion 
are conditioned by the practico-inert rift .  I n  the organized group , the latter 
only ever appears through a praxi s  that has already taken i t  over. In 
' societies ' ,  however, the practico- inert i s  an object ive reali ty that manifests 
i tself independently ,  in and through the alienation of every prax is . It i s  
individual practice that seems taken over and absorbed by inanimate matter. 

28  Critiq u e .  vol . l ,  pp.60 I ff. 
29 Critiq ue.  vol . l ,  pp. 25 3  ff. 
3 0 .  Critique,  vo l . l ,  pp 67 8 ff. 
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Thus  c las s confl ict too appears as a transcendence and taking over of 
counter-final i t ies  by each clas s and against  the other . In  real ity , however, 
combat groups , part ies and unions ,  far from emanating from un ity ,  s tr ive 
to real ize the un ity of one c las s as a practico-inert seria l i ty ag ai nst the 
other. S imi larly , the bas ic (albeit  most abstract and di stant) aim of every 
c lass  organization to s uppres s  the other class or (which comes to the 
same thing) subj ugate it defini tively and constitute i t  as a s lave  demanding 
its enslavement i s  not , as in the organ ized group, i mposed by the 
practical necess i ty of re-e stab l i sh ing unity of action . On the contrary , it 
i s  in order to real i ze [ th i s  aim ]  that unity of action i s  establ ished in each 
c lass ;  and i t  i s  the actual rift of the practico- inert that produces it, as the 
so le conceivable means to create a society governing its materiality ,  in 
which man i s  the permanent mediation between men .  Here , in  short, two 
antagonist ic un ities  are invented, in opposi tion both to one another and 
to a serial ity of impotence produced by a practico- inert process .  Or 
wi thin the group , if you prefer, confl ict was a moment of the constituted 
dialectic . But how shou ld we conceive the dia lectical i ntel l ig ibi l ity of 
that negative rec iproc i ty which i s  instal led on the bas i s  of an anti 
dialectical break separating the consti tuent dialectic and the constituted 
dialectic? I s  History not perhaps ,  at the level  of large ensembles ,  an 
ambiguous interpenetration of unity and plural i ty ,  dialectic and anti 
dialectic , meaning and meaning lessness?  Are there not , according to the 
circumstances and ensemble in question , several total izations with no 
relation between them other than coexistence or some other relationship 
of exteriority? Is  it  not up to the h istorian alone , in h i s  h is torical 
investigation , to determine the d irections in which a s ingle prax i s 
process sees itse lf  resumed and retotal ized at different leve l s ,  and to 
demarcate the s igni fy ing conste llations to which a s ingle event give s ri se 
in  the most di sparate mi l ieux? If we were to accept th i s  thes i s ,  we should  
be return ing by a detour to historical neo-pos itiv i sm.  For many modern 
hi storians admit ,  more or less  i mpl icit ly , what might be termed dialectical 
sequences within a h i story that remains p lural i s tic and analytical .  

Before dec id ing ,  however, we must recall  that men make History in so 
far as i t  makes them. In the present i nstance, this  means that the practico
inert i s  engendered by the counter-final i t ies of prax is prec i se ly in so far 
as serial i t ies of impotence,  by producing the imposs ibi l i ty of l iv ing , g ive  
ri se to the tota l izing uni ty that transcends them. Thus the movement of 
hi stor ial i zation has three phases .  In a first phase , a common praxi s  
transforms soc iety by a total iz ing act ion whose counter-final it ies trans 
form the resu lts  obtained into practico- inert ones .  In a second phase ,  the 
anti social force s of the practico- inert impose a negat ive unity of self
destruction upon society , by usurping the unifying power of the prax i s  
that has produced them. In a thi rd phase , the detotal i zed uni ty i s  retota l ized 
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in the common effort to redi scover the goal by stripping it of counter
final i t ie s .  This i s  what we must study more c losely .  Before embarking on 
the example of bourgeoi s democrac ies3 1  the most  complex and most 
spec ious let us  return to the Russ ian Revo lution ,  but thi s  t ime to 
cons ider it through the his tory of Sov iet soc iety in all its divers ity . 

Unification by the Future 

The goal of the proletarian Rev olution was to al low the construction of a 
society in which the worker would have permanent and integral control 
over the process of production . From thi s  point  of v iew , common 
ownership of the instruments of labour coul d be cons idered the on ly 
poss ible  means of achiev ing such contro l .  But however neces sary thi s  
radical change in the relations of production might be, it represented 
only a n1eans .  I t  was the basic immediate goal ,  in the sen se that the 
revolutionaries could achieve i t  in the first years fol lowing the seizure of 
power. B ut the h is tory of the USSR i s  there to show that nothing had yet 
been achieved:  genu ine contro l over their  labour on the part of the 
workers a lso requ ired them to have a d irect grip on the economic 
process ,  which presupposed a certain prior accumulation of production 
goods .  In thi s sense, the joint decis ion by the Party and the sovereign 
organs to step up as far as poss ible the drive to industrial ize and 
co l lectiv ize ,did not aim j ust to pre serve the foundations , through perpetual 
transformation and enrichment of the economic means .  I t  presented itself 
as the only route leading to man ' s  control over production whose 
meaning c learly had to be the suppression of anti -human mediations (by 
worked matter) and l iquidation of the practico- inert as a field of h uman 
al ienation. This had to mean also that practical freedom implied that the 
workers should have a common rel ation to their  work such that they 
would have the abi lity to suppress  i t s  counter-final i tie s , or at least  
prevent these from ever being able by aggregating into an inert heap -
to reconstitute the ant i -dialectical rift wi th in the new dialectical re lation
ship uni ting the practical organi sm to the common i nd iv idual . In any 
case , it was th is that was involved, as much in this fundamental form as 
in other incarnations at other level s of prax i s .  For example,  i t  was th is 
that was meant by the progress ive  withering away of the State , which -
through progress ive l iquidation of the defeated c las ses and the retreat of 
penury would  gradual ly  become a useless  factor of al ienation,  an 

3 1 . See Preface above and , in the Appe n d i x  be low , Sartre ' s note s on " Total izat ion in  
Non-Dictatorial S oc iet ies ' 
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absurd and harmful  intermediary between the producer and production . 
This sovere ign prax is  (and by sovereign I mean at pre sent the CPSU,  as i t  
developed and changed between the Revolution and 1 954) was total izing 
for a spec ific society , and through it for al l soc ieties , in that it attempted to 
g ive the ensemble of disparate collectives  and groups cal led Russia the 
means that would forge its human unity , on the basis  of a given his torical 
s i tuation . If you prefer, there was a real and present unification of that 
multipl ic ity by the future .  And the future here was neither a s imple 
eventual ity nor a dream, nor even the hope of an indiv idual or group. It 
was the di stant, absolute goal (posited simultaneously as the inev i table 
term of ' pre-his tory ' and as an immediate and fundamental exigency of 
present needs , as wel l as of sufferings and conflicts ) ,  abstract , not 
conceivable but rigorous , on the bas i s  of which the practical hierarchy of 
objectives assigned by the sovere ign to the ruled col lectivi ty was ordered. 
And each producer whatever hi s attitude, i . e .  whatever the nature of hi s 
work and h i s  degree of emancipation grasped this  future (a  common 
direction of the final ly shaken heavy ensem ble ) through the very materiaIi ty 
of the productive effort (advers ity -coeffic ient of the object under construc
tion, grasped through hardship and exhaustion; increased exhaustion and 
hardship, as a function of the destitution fol lowing the years of c iv i l  war) . 
If he agreed w ith thi s  praxi s  (we shall speak in  a moment about opponents ,  
groups and c las ses which rejected i t  or rejected i t  in th is form without 
rejecting the ult imate objective) ,  national unity would first appear to him 
as a future synthes i s  manifesting itself inexorably through a kind of 
convergence of all indiv idual destinies .  Mi l l ions of motives were embarked 
upon trajectories inflected towards one another. In each generation the 
motives exp loded, expel ling new motives , and thi s  change of motives was 
accompanied by a c loser convergence of movements . 

At this  leve l ,  if the indiv idual was not i ntegrated into the sovereign 
(albeit approving h i s  prax i s ) , the action imposed upon him or s imply  
the work that prov ided him with the means of reproduc ing his  l i fe took 
place s imu ltaneous ly as free assent in practice of a Soviet c i tizen and as 
the inexorable objective orientation of his  destiny through his dai ly  l ife .  
From th is  point of v iew,  the convergence i . e .  the sovereign praxis  
grasped as irres is tible force of the hi storical process  was the same in 
every worker:  there was a s ingle continuous drawing c loser of al l 
destinies  in re l ation to each indiv idual one.  Through the temporal ly  
regress ive  hierarchy of objectives ,  the future goal designated the past as 
' national ' preci sely because it was in  itself the ex igency of a suppression 
of nationalit ies .  Through thi s  international i sm a future unity of peoples 

the Soviet c i tizen di scovered that his country was designated {by 
His tory itse lf) to draw al l  nations into the convergence of a s ingle 
destiny . At  the time of national i sm ,  thi s  people was di scovered as the 
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nation that \vould save al l others from their national sol i tudes :  as the 
chosen people ,  in short, whose sufferings and hero i sm had to be 
commensurate wi th its responsibi l ities .  This  destiny could appear only in 
the perspective of a national personality (the very one which would one 
day disappear in  world un i ty , but which at the moment of construction 
- was on the contrary described in  itself by the epic of the Revolution) :  
i . e .  a hi storical past inscribed in the material ity of present c ircumstances .  
Future h is tory of the US SR and past hi story of Russ ia were i l luminated 
by a rec iproc ity of l ights .  But if the unity of past h istory was d i sc losed as 
the l iv ing depth of an ambiguous mul tiplic i ty ,  th i s  was because the inert 
unity of the soc ia l  pas t (as a pass ive synthesi s of worked material ity ) 
was rean imated and reconstituted i n  the indefinite of its former moments,  
as produc ing and undergoing in i ts dep ths the unitary ex igency of i ts 
future destiny and the actions  capable of preparing obscure ly and 
ind irectly the Revolution. The abstract and mys tical unity of Tsari st 
mythology ( the Russ ian people) ,  l it by the s ingularity of the national 
destiny, became a kind of dim awareness (devoid, however, of active 
awareness )  that the Rus sian s  have always had of their extraordinary task.  
In thi s ,  properly speaking, there was neither mystification nor ' feti shiza
tion ' .  It was more a matter of the necessary interaction between two 
popular cu ltures (one folkloric, but partially alienated by the rel igious 
and social ideology of the old regime ; the other material i st , but imbuing 
the peop le  on the bas is  of sovere ign deci s ions and with the inflexibi l ity 
of praxis ) ,  of which the new was singularized by the o ld inasmuch as i t  
rational i zed it .  At the juncture we are considering , in fact, for the peasant 
too hast i ly  transformed into a worker by industria l i zat ion,  receiving a 
Marxist education and thanks to i t  interpreting the historical s ingularity 
of the Revolution in terms of the economic and soc ial c ircumstances that 
had made Russia into that particular country , torn by those particu lar 
contradictions came to much the same th ing as see ing h i s  country in  
the gui se of the chosen nation (even if he had more or less  liquidated his  
rel ig ious bel iefs and given up ' prac ti s ing ' ) .  But the education itself, 
inasmuch as i t  was received, was produced in everyone as praxi s  of the 
sovereign , as a unification undergone and assumed by a taught culture .  It 
was al ready , in short ,  a synthes i s  of al l into one : an effort to make each 
prac tical organ i sm,  through the i nteriorization of an ensemble of the or
etico-practical schemata and determinations ,  into a common individual . 

So i t  would seem, a priori , that the sovere ign praxi s  forged uni ty at the 
same level as the serial di spers ions and against  them. This ,  moreover, i s  
what the offic ial propaganda procl aimed , at home and abroad . The 
elec toral sys tem was des igned , in  fact ,  for majori tie s  to be so great and 
minorities so ti ny that i n  practice the latter tended to be nul l ified and the 
former to become tantamount to unanimity .  The aim here was not just to 
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show that the population supported the government ' s  pol ic ies a big 
maj ority would have been enough for that . I t  was actual ly  a matter of 
retaining the electoral system ,  whi le replac ing  the massify ing di spers ion 

of bourgeoi s  votes (the electoral body i �  nece ssari ly a collective in  
capitali s t democracies )  by a prax i s -process  of reunification . The result of  
the vote , i n  the USSR,  was to reflect everyone ' s  vote back to them as the 
action of a common indiv idual in a group, or more prec i sely sti l l  as the 
unanimous act upon which any even minimal ly durable grouping rests : as 
a pledge (for wherever unanimity comes from , it can emanate only from a 
col lecti ve ;  i t  can be produced only if  every voter a ims to achieve 
agreement w ith al l the others , even at the cost  of cons iderable sacrifices) . 
It mattered l i ttle ,  for the moment, that thi s unanimity was more or less  a 

fac;ade , or even that the sovereign was counting on serial impotence to 
real i ze i t  in  reality . What counted was the determination to fi nd the uni ty 
of an entire society , by integrating i t  i nto an irrevers ible praxi s .  The 
universal ist  culture of a bourgeois  democracy g ives  everyone at least at 
fi rst s ight t imeless  orders . Through cul ture and propaganda, the sovereign 

group in the USSR gave everyone concrete , dated tasks : i . e .  tasks that 
were determined in  relation to a more or less  short-term objective ,  and 
with in  the perspective of the final aim as the parti al ac tiv it ies whose 
i ntegration  would cause the total prax i s  to progress  and whose absence 
would risk provoking its  regre ss ion .  In  thi s  way ,  every practice had to be 
i ntegrated into the totali zing temporalization  wi th a posit ive or negative 
s ign .  And th i s  determinat ion in pos i tiv i ty or negativ ity was itself temporal
izing , s ince i t  marked the functional ity or counter-functionality of practice 
in rel at ion to the orientated development of the total iz ing praxi s .  

From the Government of Men over Things to Bureaucracy :  Praxis 
and Praxis -Process 

Thus  the sovere ign prax i s  d id  i ndeed aim to produce unity . B ut i t  was i ts 
very movement which , via the attempted totali:ation , was to constitu te 
the practico-inert field by developing i ts  counter-final i t ie s .  For when 
S tal in  died, the appropriation of land and machines remained col lect ive .  
On the other hand , control of production had passed entirely into the 
hands of the rul ing bure aucracy .  We find ourselves  i n  the presence of a 
new h i storical fact :  the radical  separation of appropriation and rule . The 
whole French Revolution and al l of the bourgeoi s  nineteenth century were 
characterized by the identification of ruler  and owner .  Thi s  ident ification 
was even ju st ified theoretical l y :  i t  was e xplained that the owner was 
personal l y interested in a w i se admini �tration of the publ ic  weal;  and 
that, ul t imate l y ,  he alone could take command of national affairs , s ince 
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hi s  particular prosperity was a function of the general securi ty and 
prosperi ty . It is striking that social i st  doctrines and Marxi sm itself -
had only to preserve thi s  fundamental re lationship :  in theory,  the com
munity of workers i s  the owner of the means of production ; for that very 
reason , this community m ust command and control the proces s  of produc
tion . And thi s  relationship i s  based on a twofo ld  interest .  On the one 
hand,  it i s  the organized community which alone can decide upon a truly 
conlmon management it i s  its own end.  On the other hand, the new 
ownership  system , by suppress ing the mediation of the practico-inert (for 
example ,  by refus ing the regulatory or pseudo -regulatory ' mechan i sms ' 
of the market and other collectives ) ,  in  the shorter or longer run al lows  
the united producers to construct a se lf- aware economy , which contains 
within i t  and dominates the inerti al forces i t  use s ,  w ithout ever all owing 
them to be posited for themselves as inhuman mediations between men . 
Thus unity of production and management must characterize the soc ial i s t 
order :  social i st man i s  human because he governs  th ings ;  every other 
order is inhuman , to the (variable) extent that things govern man .  

Now the fact i s  that, as soon as the Revolution took place , the 
Bol shevik Party was driven by the dangers press ing in  on it to reduce to 
a minimum the government of men by things .  It was not enough w ith a 
stroke of the pen to wipe out small and medium indiv idual ownership. 
The in terest of the Revolution was to realize common ownership in  all 
sectors including the rural sectors and to replace small farms by large 
ones everywhere :  first of all , because necessarily for example  in  the • 
kolkhozes common ownership of land and machinery enlarged the 
enterpri se ;  secondly ( we are dealing with a circular conditioning) ,  
because productiv ity i s  theoretical ly*  higher in large enterprises than on 
small farms .  So ,  from the outset, there was an apparent match between 
features imposed on the leaders ' prax i s  by the situation and the funda
mental aim of the soci al i st revo lution . Even before the movement of 
industrial ization achieved i ts  ful l tempo it was neces sary , on pain of 
death , to reduce the effects of the practico-inert to a min imum. In  short, 
it  was necess ary as one sociologist  has recently remarked* *  to 
transform an economy in itself into an economy in itself and for itself . . . -

* I s ay ' theoret ica l l y ' ,  bec a u �e the pr inc i p l e  i s  true on l y  in the abstract .  An ensemble 
of h i storical  c i rc um stance s ,  particu larly the att i tude of the rura l c l asse s ,  may dis tort its 
appi J cation In Rakosi '  s H ungary , the prod uct i v i ty of the kolkhozes was on average lower -
all  due  al l o wance being m ade - th an that of the surv iv ing private holdings .  The reason , of 
course, was the pas s i v e  re s i stance of the peasan t s .  We shal 1 come bac k to th i s . 

* *  [Note m i s s i ng In manuscript . The sociolog i �t i s  Raymond A ron . see,  i n  part i c u l ar, 
Eighteen Le( tures on Industrial SOL iety ,  Lon don 1 967 ] 
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But it  was preci sely through interiorization and transcendence of the 
practico-inert sector that the ruling praxis ,  in  the course of i ts  deve lop
ment, was to secrete in Soviet society i . e .  in  the practical field where it  
was exerc i sed new practico- inert concretions and new rifts . For i t  
should be noted that if the Stal ini st sy stem was characterized by unity ( in 
a permanent relationship of circular conditioning) of these two features -
ownership of the instruments of labour by all; rule of a relative narrow 
group over all the original connection between those two features is  
not even conceivable other than as the result of a unify ing praxi s ,  even 
though i t  appears at the same time as an inert characterization of the 
reg ime or, if you l ike, a process . The hi storian , soc iologist  or economist 
grasps the unity of these s ignifications ,  each of which has a meaning 
only through the other. At the same time , however,  he discovers that th is  
unity i s  merely a pass ive synthesi s ,  borrowing its synthetic power from 
praxi s  i tself and inscribing it in  inert matter.  The system, as a proces s ,  
was produced as i t  produced. 

For, at the outset, the leadership found itself confronted by two major 
difficulties .  First ,  i t  had to modify entirely the demographic aspect of the 
country , preci sely inasmuch as it attempted to provide it w i th industrial 
plant .  It had to create its cadres from scratch and increase the size of the 
working c lass  considerably .  It  might have asked for help from a proletariat 
already emancipated by social struggles ,  had the Revolution taken place 
in  an advanced capitali s t  country . B ut i t  could not expect any from those 
workers , many  of whom were sti l l  i l l i terate and remained peasants even 
in  the factory . In a certain w ay ,  i t  can be maintained that Russia forged 
i ts  working class after the October Revolution .  Those rustics trans
formed into townspeople were to emancipate themselves on ly pro
gress ively ,  and s lowly , in  the course of the terrible effort demanded of 
them which could not in i tself be considered revolutionary . * The idea 
of workers ' self-management, workers ' counc i l s ,  etc . entirely accept
able in 1 95 8  had no meaning in 1 930 ,  when the Soviet worker was 
painful ly freeing himself from the peasant gangue and homogeneous 
working-c lass concentrations were st i l l  an empty dream . This emergent 
class sti l l  uncertain ,  and whose most advanced elements had ei ther 
disappeared in the upheavals of the civi l  war or found themselves 
exhausted by ten years of fierce struggle could not counterbalance the 
strength of the Party by exerting a constant pressure on the rul ing strata. 
In the same way, the lack of cadres ,  the t ime that had to be put into 
making a technician ,  and the incompetence of the firs t  hasti ly  formed 
engineers , al l requ i red of managers that they shou l d  as sume every 

* Le t U \)  'iay that i t  i �  usefu l t o  the Rev o l u t i o n '  that i s  a l l .  
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function in  turn . Their authority could not initia l ly  be l imited by their 
competency ; on the contrary , the scope of their competency was deter
mined by their authority . This meant, in  effect,  that the leader produced 
hi s sovereignty as omnipotence , despite himself and in  the absence of 
res i stance shown by men ; but at the same time he speedi ly  had to 
accumulate responsibil i t ies and practical knowledge , in  order to over
come the resi stance of things as quickly as poss ible . Through th i s  
rel ationship with the led ,  the main  features of the leadership were 
gradual ly  produced.  First ,  a reversal of Marxi sm in  practice took the 
form of the pol itical asserting its predominance over the economic . For, 
on the one hand, the lack of technic ians  obliged the pol itic ians to take 
technical dec i s ions hence , to take them as politicians .  On the other 
hand ,  planning which was s imply revolutionary praxi s  itself, inasmuch 
as it continued the Revolution by other means  had both immediate and 
long-term aims of a political nature . The point was to save the regime . 
B ut this regime was incarnated in  a certain  society that had to be 
defended. So the point was actual ly to provide a spec ific country , the 
US SR, with a certain industrial and mil i tary potential , which was deter
mined in the l ight of internal possibi l ities  but al so of rel ations with 
external powers . More generally ,  i t  can be said that the distribution of 
resources (between consumption and investment) and of investments 
between the various  sectors did not become e stabli shed as a simple 
economic  fact ( in the way that things occur or seem to occur in  a 
bourgeois , democracy) .  Instead , they were the object of a genuine 
deci s ion, which took account synthetical ly  of the needs of the popUlation 
(i . e .  the minimum level beneath which di s turbance s  would threaten ,  or 
passive res i stance, or  a real diminution of l abour-power) ; of armament 
needs ( inasmuch as such needs are directly l inked to the armaments of 
foreign powers , and to the international conj uncture) ;  of the obligation to 
develop capital equipment ( in connection with the economic blockade, 
later with the pos sibil i ties for external trade , later s ti l l  with the exigencies 
of a pol icy of expansion and aid to underdeveloped countries) : in  short ,  
of directing the Revolution (maintaining ,  consol idating and deepening it ,  
and extending it to the whole world) .  

The voluntarism of the S talinist  period produced itself on the basis of 
the se practical ex igenc ies .  On the one hand, in  fact,  the ' directory -of-all 
work ' that e stabl i shed itself i n  the leading strata of the Party learned to 
demand everyth ing of itself i .e .  to replace al l the missing or defaulting 
technicians during the transition period .  On the other hand,  the pass iv ity 
of masses i n  mid mutation placed the leaders i n  a s i tuation where they 
were demanding everyth ing of these masses ,  wi thout giving them the 
least responsibi l ity in  exchange . Final ly ,  subordination of the economic 
to the pol itical was i n  practice tantamount to subordinating ' i s '  to 
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' ought ' .  The absolute necess i ty of cutt ing corners (combined develop
ment) and leaping over a fifty - year lag to catch up the West deprived 
p lanning of al l flexibi l i ty .  There was no attempt (because they had 
neither the means nor the right to make it) to allow the different 
economic sectors to determine the ir possibi l it ies and needs themselves ,  
in a reciprocal and at the very least prov i sional independence albeit 
with a v iew to gathering the e st imates together subsequently at the top . 
Central ization ,  necessary at the t ime of the c landestine struggle ,  retained 
i ts  necess i ty i n  the period of construction.  Possibi l it ies were defined on 
the basis of exigencies , rather than the other way round . You must ,  so 
you can . 

But the very development of industry , precisely inasmuch as it was in 
l ine with the p lan i . e .  with the common praxis  - reacted upon the 
rul ing strata to s tratify them and multiply the organs of rul e .  In  fact ,  the 
characteri stic common to al l  l arge industrial enterprise s whether 
capital ist  or of a sov iet type at that prec i se moment of technology and 
production was the fact that they required a considerable development of 
the functions of control , adminis tration , co-ordination and rational ization 
(preparation of tasks , s implification of serv ices ,  etc . ) .  I n  one way or 
another, moreover ,  as Lukacs explained,  every industria l  complex of any 
s ize , if i t  i s  to develop or even maintain i tself, requi res  spec iali sts to 
resort to a kind of economic combinatory .  H i s  mistake was to l imit the 
use of that combinatory to capital ist  enterpri ses .  In  fact,  i t  was l i teral ly  
indispensable to Sov iet planning,  even though i t  was not always  applied 
to the same problems .  Fi rst borrowed from the private enterpri ses of the 
capitali st world ,  it  developed independently . Planning implied an algebra 
of organization and a calculated determination of al l poss ibi l ities ,  on the 
basis  of a calculation of the i nternational conj uncture and its repercus 
sions on the national situation . And organization , of course , as a structure 
of pledged inertia,  i s  identical with the calculation that i s  i t s  practical 
knowledge its deciphering and that furnishes the guidel ines  for i t s  
constitution . We know thi s  type of objective thought:  economic calcula
t ion i s  to organizational groups in industrial societ ies \vhat abstract 
knowledge of kinship relat ions i s  in certain ' archaic ' societies .  Based on 
the possibi l ity of establ i shing or reveal ing rules  i . e .  inert systems of 
relations themselve s based on pledged inert ia its guidel ines are basical ly  
the minimum of synthes ized pas siv i ty (on the bas i s  of the already exis ting 
organizational ensembles)  that prax is  must  transcend towards the practical 
s ituation , in  order to adapt itself to it by a new creation (of a new 
organ ization) .  The organizational schema i s  thus  worked matter. It  i s  the 
inert , abstract ensemble of the general poss ibi l it ies for organizing pledged 
inertia and thus in itself that inertia , but transported to the level of 
abstraction at which (for the calculator) i t  wi l l  be the express  condition 
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of transcendence of the status quo .  In short , the organ izational schema 
represents the i nertial determination that the organ i zer has h imself pro
duced by his  prax i s , and to serve that praxi s  which represents the 
framework indi spensable for any transcendence but, for that very reason ,  
strictly l imits the pos s ib i l i ties  for inventing repl ies  to every si tuation .  
The leadership i s  produced in the very inertia that w il l  gradually define it 
i n  the process  of determining relat ions between the led .  I n  other words ,  it  
interiorizes thei r  pledged or serial inertia (we shall return to th i s ) ,  in  
order to be able to re -exteriorize it transcended and negated by the 
invention of new groupings operating on the basi s  of that serial i ty .  

What i l lustrated most te l l ingly thi s  petri fying backlash of prax i s  upon 
itself, I thi nk ,  was when the leaders confronted the question of wage 
differential s .  The princ iple of the Bol sheviks in 1 9 1 7  and even after that 
was ,  as far as poss ible  in  that first period,  to equalize i ncomes ( i . e . the 
shares of the national income allocated to each i ndiv idual ) .  But, as we 
have seen, the proletarian Revolution , because i t  was incarnated, pre
sented i tself with s ingular ex igencies  deriv ing from the s ingular s ituation 
in  which i t  developed whose s ingularity necessarily contradicted the 
Bolshev iks ' principle s .  It was not true that these could be preserved and 
the Revolution be saved . B ut i t  was not true e i ther that the i ntegrity of 
the revolutionary development could be saved i f  they were thrown 
overboard. I t  was necessary to choose between di s integration and devia
tion of the Revolution. Dev iation al so means detour :  Stalin was the man 
of that detour. ' Hold on ! Produce ! . . .  Later generations wi l l  go back to 
princ iples . ' And thi s  was right, except that he did not see how in thi s  
very way he was producing generations which contained wi thin them -
as the i nert materiali ty of the circumstances to be transcended the 
devi ation that had produced them and that they interiorized (just as the 
development of culture and rai sing of l iv ing s tandards was mak ing it 
poss ible for universal princ iples to reassert themselves and come into 
conflict wi th particulari sm but that i s  another topic ) .  The leadership put 
its intransigence into preserving,  at any cost ,  a real i ty (rather than a 
pri nciple) :  col lective ownership of the mean s of production , inasmuch as 
thi s  had been realized in that moment of History and in that particular 
country . The only way of safeguarding that reali ty ,  moreover, was to 
increase piti less ly ,  day by day , the rate of production.  So what empty 
scruple would prevent  them from introducing wide wage differential s ,  
once they were convinced that h igh wages were the best incentive to 
produce? 

Here again ,  we may observe that the pract ical field they organized 
proposed to them and often imposed upon them the chosen solution. 
Today, the Sov iet leaders l ike to speak of interesting the masses in 
production , and the decentral i zing measures taken by Khrushchev , among 
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others , have this  aim .  B ut thi s  i s  because the present s tandard of l iv ing, 
technical improvements and mass culture make decentralization possible 
and necessary . In  fact, formulated in these di screet and almost ari stocratic 
terms ,  the question being posed i s  that of total control over production.  
Ever s ince the masses became aware of the s i tuation and themselves ,  
there has existed only one way sufficient and necessary to ' interes t '  
them in  producing , which i s  to g ive  them control over management .  
After World War I ,  however, the lack of education and indifference of 
that working c lass in ful l  cris i s  of growth ,  together w ith the poverty of 
the workers , made it  quite imposs ible to awaken a common interest  in 
increasing the rate of production . In the period following the Revolution, 
the politic ized,  emancipated worker already found a new contradiction 
within himse lf: inasmuch as he wanted social i sm,  he could accept 
intensify ing h is  production for the common good and restricting h i s  
consumption; but inasmuch as  social i sm was a/so, indeed in  his  eyes first  
and foremost, the end of overwork and underconsumption, h is  individual 
needs came into contradiction with his  prax i s  as a common indiv idual . 
At once,  he no longer identified so closely w ith revolutionary construction 
as he had done with the social movement (as a negation of the bourgeois 
order) before the Revolution .  Before the Revolution , h is  personal 
demand was the common demand (once competitive antagonisms had 
been overcome by trade-union tie s ) ;  and the common demand had the 
triple effect of maintaining mass agitation, contributing to working-class 
emancipation, and if the bosses yielded shaking the system. After
wards ,  s ince the common activ i ty was a planned construction, the social 
i s t  indiv idual was relegated to the level  of the contingent. H i s  real 
exigencies were presented to him as alway s capable of being reduced,  
preci sely in the name of the common objective .  B ut s ince the common 
objective was such that the means of attaining i t  were the object of 
economic calculations which speciali sts or special ized bureaucrats alone 
could carry out,  i t  was not even he  as a common individual or the unified 
ensemble of h i s  comrades who determined the norms , the y ield and the 
distribution of investments . H i s  fate came to him via  the sovereign, in 
the form of a strict determination of objectiv i ty .  Hi s  tasks  were fixed for 
him,  on the bas i s  of stati stical data establ i shing the exigencies  of plant to 
be produced,  armaments and consumption , and i t  was through simplified 
resumes of these calculated data that they were communicated to him .  

Thi s  implied a reification of the citizen ' s  relations with the sovereign . 
The former was defined through the latter ' s calculations as a mere unit of 
production and consumption .  Between the two of them ,  there was the 
mediation of the Plan : an ambiguous real ity which was both the volun
tari st  political project  of a certain rul ing milieu and at  the same time at 
least as it presented itself through the instructions imposed on th is 
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factory or that combine the s imple , rigorous determination of the 
conditions to be fulfi l led by each and every one in order to save the 
USSR ( the foundations of social i sm) . The most emancipated workers 
were thus  stripped of their rights to control  and leadership,  not by a 
del iberate operation on the part of the leading organs  but by the growing 
di sproportion between the requirements of the economic combinatory 
and their relative ignorance of these problems .  * Their obedience to the 
sovereign was reified (as  much as in capital is t  systems ,  but in a 
qualitatively different way ) ,  inasmuch as i t  was l ived as submiss ion to 
phy sical laws .  Through planning , in fact,  the ful l  rigour of economic 
l aws  that l iberal ism was so fond of evoking was redi scovered the sole 
difference being that thi s  rigour was perceived through a system , whereas 
the l iberals grasped i t  in pure exteriority . The organ izers of the Plan and 
the producers who real ized i t  could be compared to the crew of an 
aeroplane s truggling against a storm and grasping the ' facts of nature ' in 
practice , inasmuch as they had already been fil tered and reassembled by 
the inert synthesis  of the system, whereas the Homo oecononl icus of 
l iberal ism was ,  so to speak, outside submitted to natural forces  wi thout 
mediation , both he and the works he erected outside himself. In any case , 
a first inert constraint created a kind of void between managers and 
producers , which determined the former to assume the functions that the 
latter could not exercise .  

We have sti l l  spoken only  of the conscious core of the emergent 
working clas s .  B ut let us  not forget that non-agricultural jobs  ( tertiary • 
and secondary) went in four years ( 1 92 8  32)  from ten to twenty mill ion 
(out of a population of 1 5 1 million persons ) ,  and from twenty to forty
five mil l ion between 1 932  and 1 95 5 .  S ince ' serv ices ' were less  de
veloped (we shall see why) than in the bourgeois  democracies , most of 
the newly ' urbanized ' j oined the workers of the ' secondary ' sector. For 
the period that interests us ( ' 28 ' 32 ) ,  the doubling of the working class 
had the result  of paralys ing i t .  The newcomers torn from agriculture ; 
i l l i terate , or barely knowing how to read and write ;  brutally  changing 
their rhythm of work and way of l i fe ;  lost  were unable to conceive or 
unders tand the common interest  of workers , unti l  a long and difficult 
adaptation had made them aware of their new condition. When the 
leaders are reproached, moreover, with having deprived them of their 
rights , I am tempted to ask:  ' Supposing that these rights had been 
acknowledged, how and with what intellectual tool s and in the name of 
what unity would they have exercised them? ' I t  i s  obvious ,  moreover, 
that their demands if  they had been able to get a hearing would have 

* [Note missing in manuscript . ]  
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been of a negative kind. Those new workers cost a lot (especial ly in  
heavy  industry) ,  so the wage had to be low; and they were exhausted by 
the effort asked of them. So they  w ould have demanded les s  work and 
h igher wages .  It  goes wi thout saying that such demands could not but 
express  the reality of their needs ,  so they were perfectly justified . But it 
al so goes w ithout say ing that s ince they did not present themselves in  the 
context of general control over production hence i n  connect ion w ith 
positive adj ustments to the Plan they were determined for the leaders 
as pos sible fetters on industrial ization . So  planning took account of 
m inimum needs in order to avoid demands and the poss ibil ity of a 
working-class res i stance that would find i ts uni ty in struggle :  hence , as 
objective and negative e lements that i t  should be pos s ible to contain by a 
minimum expenditure . The barest rational ly calculated sati sfaction of 
needs , combined with propaganda and coercion,  sufficed to prevent a 
negative unity of those workers sti l l  not very aware of their c lass or their  
rights . 

Yet education aimed to transform those social atoms into common 
individuals. B ut it endowed them with the ir  common real ity inasmuch as 
they had to contribute to mai ntain ing and transcending the norms of the 
Plan . Thi s pos i tive  synthes i s  presupposed that mass ify ing forces  would 
continue their  massification from below , and of these force s  the most 
important was the monstrous  growth of the secondary sector. 

So ,  for some , propaganda and education could i nculcate the duty of 
produc ing.  But the interest in producing could not be realized, at the 
level of the masses ,  as an objective condition of their work. They were 
sti l l  too backward to be able to demand control over the process of 
production , while the government was too poor and the P lan required 
investments that were too great in  the capital -goods and armaments 
industries for i t  to be able even to env i sage rai s ing the real s tandard of 
l iv in g in  proportion to the progress  achieved i n  industrial ization . More
over, a ri se of that kind could not occur of its own accord , i n  a system 
resorting to commandi sm in  order to c lose a half-century gap and rush 
through the stage of accumulation . Opening up wide wage different ials 
was a means born of poverty _ The same with productivity bonuses ,  
Stakhanov ism,  emulation . The aim was c lear : ( 1 )  To give anyone the 
chance to improve h i s  own l i v ing s tandard , seeing that i t  was impossible 
to rai se  e\'erybody ' s . By  thi s  method competi tive and antagoni stic prac
tices were reintroduced , not at the level of the capital i st market (which 
no longer ex i sted) but i n  the actual factory , at the level  of production . 
Everyone cou ld be better paid ,  if  he imp o sed upon h imse lf  a harder 
effort ;  b u t  i n  the end o n l y  5;onl e  \v ou l d  benefi t from the bonuses and 

i nc rease s .  ( 2 )  Th e presence i n  a fac tory of a core of act iv i s ts contrib uted 

i n  i t s e l f  to rai s i ng n orm s .  Thereb y , i t  i n troduced a negativ e  interest for 
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the other workers : they would work more so that their }1'age would not 
go down . In short ,  that whole mandarinate of heroes of labour, Stakhan
ovite s ,  activ i sts and S talin prizewinners ; that refu sal to level wages at the 
base ; that working-c las s chin [rank] (where wage differences were further 
accentuated by the opportunity , for the el i te ,  to enjoy spec ial advantages 
- e .g .  an apartment, etc . ) ;  all that emulation they tried to stimulate by 
competitions between factorie s  or by honorific di stinctions ( inclus ion on 
the roster of meri t ,  etc . )  al l that was constituted by the leaders ' prax i s ,  
in  an effort to vertical ize the voluntari sm of production (by means of an 
el i te that would ' rai se ' or " drag along ' the base) ,  for want of having the 
means to stimulate a profound movement in the masses by ' interesting ' 
them in producing .  The leadersh ip ' s  prax i s  had to confront a funda
mental option . S ince it was impossible to obtain increased productiv ity 
by mere coerc ion,  i t  was necessary to choose stimuli and incentives .  B ut 
the necess i ties  of industrial ization prevented them from tel l ing the 
masses they would improve their  lot inasmuch as they increased the rate 
of production. So all that was left was a choice between princi ples ( the 
egal i tariani sm of 1 9 1 7 ) and the on ly  poss ible stimulus  ( which was not a 
s ly return to capitali st competit ion,  but integration of a managed competi 
tion between workers and on the terrain of work into the system) . 

The practical aim which made it  necessary to choose the second term 
of the alternative was thus certain ly not to introduce a strat ified 
h ierarchy into the world of work . I t  was a matter rather of setting off a 
to-and-fro movement between base and el i te ,  and compensating for the 
present misery by open ing up a field of l i  ving poss ibi l i ties  for everyone.  
But whatever the objective  might be , i t  had to be real i zed i n  practice 
through a strati fication . The constant growth of the secondary sector in 
fact  necess itated the creat ion of an ever more extensive system of 
bonuses ,  d istinctions and priv i leged posit ions without there be ing any 
chance of those already occupied becoming free again ( it was young men 
who occupied them , they were not going to reach retirement age for a 
long time) . The effect of th i s  ' creaming ' of the masses  was to produce a 
voluntari s t  e l i te in the image of the ruling groups .  For i ts  members,  it 
}1'as true that they would improve their lot by part ic ipating in industrial 
i zation wi th al l the ir strength : the common in terest  and the indiv idual 
i nterest coinc ided. But  only indiv idual s inasmuch as they constituted 
themselves  as such against the masses (denying that they were part of 
them ; becoming if not bosses ,  at least object ively pacemakers ) could 
achieve thi s  fus ion .  For thi s very reason we find in  them _. inasmuch as 
they in teriorized the sovereign ' s  voluntari sm and re-exteriorized i t  in 
the i r  own work a very singul ar synthes i s ,  proper to the ' Soviet el i tes ' ,  
between i ndiv idual i sm (ambit ion,  personal interest ,  pride) and total 
ded ication to the common cause , i .e .  to soc i al i sm .  But  i n  so far as  i t  was 
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the leaders who had determined for them the pos s ib i l i ty of emerg ing 

from the masses ,  they were hand in g l ove with the sovereign . And in so 
far as the leaders ' prax is had stimulated the e lite in  the voluntari st 
perspective of bu ilding social ism, they conce ived the construc tion of the 
social i st society only through that sovereign praxi s .  For those two 
reasons ,  their disc ip line was mili tary . They temporalized the pract ical 

enterpri se represented by their l ife in  the total i zing mil ieu of the 
globalizing temporalization . They assimilated the ir progres s i ve elevation 
in the h ierarchy to the progres s ive real ization of socialism in one country . 
Thus the leadership recrui ted its own aux i l iaries and created them in the 
perspective of i ts planning ac tiv i ty , as voluntaris t  product s  of its sov
ereign ty and as the depos itaries  of its inflex ible wi l l .  The Plan created 
the man of the Plan . B ut the Plan was a praxi s  of men. 

Conversely , however, the ensemble of rul ing and administrative organs 

suffered the backlash  of i ts praxis : i t  qual ified itself and determined itse l f  
by its wage pol icy . In that hierarchical soc iety that i t  created by  w iden ing 

wage differentials and mu ltiplyin g honours , the ruling group found i tse l f 

objective ly modified by the h ierarch ical s tructures as determ inations of 
the social field into which i t  was integrated . I t  was des ignated no longer  
j ust  as  a revolutionary ensemble ,  which drew i ts  sovere ignty from i t s  
praxi s ,  but as an inst i tutional ized sovereign ,  whose power was objectified  
and determined by the place the directors occupied at the apex of the 
h ierarchy . For how could you conceivably create a hierarchy ,  w ithout 
thereby defining yourse lf as the man (or men) of the top rung? How 

could you distribute honours , i f  you did not enj oy the highe st honori fi c  

distinc tions ?  How could you dec ide the top of the l adder and the bottom 
rungs , w i thout ultimately creating all the intermediary rung s?  How could 
you define wage increases as a recompense ,  w ithout attribut ing to your
self the h ighest wages?  It i s  pointles s  in fact to imagine that a group of 
poor revolutionaries ,  w ithout pr iv i leges ,  refus ing al l d i st inct ions as  
Lenin was could ,  to serve the needs of praxi s , engender a soc iety of 
dign itaries in which merit was ceremon ious ly recompen sed. Yet the 
greater the dangers that were run by the regime and the more arduous the 
effort required,  the more bl atant the ceremon ial had to be . Thus prax is 

developed i ts counter- final ity : via the intermediary of the voluntari sts  
whom it  dist ingui shed and rai sed above the common rut, it transformed 
i ts agents into dign itaries . Social stratification became at once the 
ob l igatory means of real i zing econom ic growth by p lann ing in  that 
underdeve loped country and · as a consequence entai led by prax i s  but 
not w i l led by i t  the practico-i nert and anti -social i st resu l t of the search 
for incentives , in  a si tuation whi ch d i d  not al low interesti ng the masses  
in  production.  

In th is first stage of our investigation , what interests us  primari ly i s  to 
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find the factors which conditioned the appearance in the USSR of a 
practico-inert, and of fi ssures between the social mil ieux .  We have , in 
fact ,  just  seen the birth of those layers of soc ial inertia termed strata ;  and 
i t  must above all be appreciated that this  s tratification occurred as the 
process of praxis. For the separation between managing functions and 
the right of appropriation assuredly represented a structure of negative 
inertia .  An  impassable internal l imit on the rel at ionsh ip between the 
masses and the administrators .  In short, a reification .  But planning,  in 
itself, at once constituted that proletariat formed out of heterogeneous 
layers and constantly growing as a col lective .  The internal s tructure of 
that enormous  mass in perpetual di sequilibrium was the practico-inert 
result of a practical process . For the Plan antic ipated the creation of new 
factorie s  or enlargement of the old ones ,  so it  was directly concerned to 
create working-class jobs for certain members of the peasant population. 
That meant ensuring that these new jobs would find occupants , and 
committing the necessary expenditure to ensure that every occupant 
would have the right tools and to make a ski l led  worker out of an 
agricultural labourer. Eventually , the leaders would themselves define 
the rural zones that could support an exodus .  Perhaps they would even 
sovereignly fix the contribution of each province , according to its human 
resources and the relationship between its population and its production 
( itself j udged from the s tandpoint of the requirements of the Plan ) .  Of 
course , these dec isions could be taken by different bodies  at the top , and 
this possibi.1i ty was itself an express ion of managerial inert-being , to 
which we shall return . No matter. Even if  certain aspects of the task were 
defined by various sub-groups ,  unity remained intact ,  because the central 
body had defined the general l ine ,  the objective s  and the global exigencies 
of the future undertaking (Gosplan ) . The activit ies of the sub-groups had 
the aim of ensuring the specification of praxis .  They operated on the twin 
fundamental bas i s  of synthetic unity of the Plan (which,  in an already 
global and concrete though les s  detailed form, required final 
adj ustments ) and sovereign power. Those two bases were one and the 
same : the central managing group c reated subaltern positions for the 
Plan and by i t ;  so prax i s ,  while being objectified in  the current Plan ,  was 
still and a lways praxis when it  created organs of its  own for i tself (albeit 
on the bas i s  of an already received and inert hierarchical structure) .  It 
was at the level of the demographic upheaval which i t  had produced in 
i ts entirety , and above all of the soc ial consequence s  of the latter ,  that it 
found itself undergoing as a material , inert c ircumstance to be 
transcended and altered its own results. How did th i s  come about? 

The reason was c learly the fol lowing.  H i story has two principle s .  One 
i s  human activ i ty ,  s imultaneous ly  all and nothing , which w ithout the 
inertia of things would at once evaporate l ike a volati le spiri t .  The other 
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is  inert matter, within  the agents themselves and outside them, which 
supports and dev iates the whole practical edifice at the same time as 
hav ing stimulated its construction ( inasmuch as it was already a synthetic 
and passive dev iation of the previous prax i s ) .  Thus every action of the 
group upon inanimate matter (by which I mean a col lective as much as a 
lump of coal ) has as its necessary consequence the interiorization, within 
the group itself and in a form defined by i t s  prev ious structures ,  of the 
very inertia in which its praxis i s  objectified. And through the internal 
transformation of the group interiorized inertia wil l dev iate praxi s  at i ts  
source and be re-exteriorized as dev iated praxis .  The fact  i s  al l  the more 
intel l ig ible in that the group , as the practical free organism, re
exteriorizes i ts  inertia to act upon the inertia outs ide v ia the mediation of 
a directed inertia. At the level of interaction,  moreover, you necessarily 
find in the case of individual work the unity in exteriority of the physico
chemical world ,  but in  the case of common work the unity in exteriority 
of the physico-chemical world and the human world ( inasmuch as th i s  i s  
strewn with worked objects which make medi ations between men) .  In  
1928, the i l l i teracy of the peasants represented a serious danger for the 
Party ' s  agrarian policy .  B ut on thi s  terrain (where we shall meet it  
again) , i t  was a negative material given for the leaders that they inheri ted 
without having produced i t, that they discovered as a passive res istance 
to praxis , and that was characterized at once by its universal i ty and its 
dispersion.  Furthermore , that inertia was merely a lack .  B ut what was 
involved here was not an external negation, as when Marx explains the 
emigration of the Ancient Greeks by their ignorance of the prac tical 
applications of the natural sc iences ,  but an in ternal negation : i .e .  one that 
was discovered and const i tu ted by the action which revealed it, came 
up against i t  and grasped it within itself as the absence of a means , the 
presence of a ri sk and the urgency of inventing a recompense.  

Apart from this negative element, positive and practical features were 
discovered. The peasant from a given region,  who practised a given 
culture in  a specific context,  was characterized by a way of life a 
mixture of abi l i ties and inertia, or rather an ensemble of abi l i ties based 
on the inert ia these had graduall y  produced (e .g .  the capac ity to work in 
conditions that would be almost unendurable for townspeople;  but, 
conversely , determination of a rhythm as a practical schema and inert 
l im it of temporal ization ) .  I t  was the ruling praxi s  that deprived those 
very features as organic resi stance to a new qual ification of their work ,  
and as an inanimate brake on their adaptation to working-c lass  life of 
their practical aspect, v iewing them instead only in  term s  of their inertia .  
I n  real ity , the peasant ' s  abilities were useless  to him in  the factory , since 
they were exc lusive ly a means of  carry ing out his work as a farmer. So 
what was left was the determinations on which they were based 



I S  S T R U G G L E  I N T E L L I G I B L E ?  1 3 7 

part icularly the rhythm of work ,  which by now was only the diffic ulty or 
non-possibility of adapting to production norms .  Lastly , i t  must  be added 
that the peasant ,  at the beginning of his  ' urbanization ' , remained above al l 
a peasant. Lost i n  the ' landscape ' of the working-class  suburbs , he worked 
to l ive and could not at first feel  his  sol idarity with that universe . That 
sense of being lost  (which,  of course , tended to d iminish in the case of a 
particular indiv idual , but remained constant in the working-class masses  
as  a whole, or even increased along wi th the tempo of urbanization) was a 
suffered relationship between the new worker and his  new mil ieu .  Or 
rather, it was the negative relation resulting from their being brought into 
contact: through being brought into contact in this way ( in  accordance 
with the Plan) ,  the material mil ieu as a medium for inert syntheses became 
a mediation between men (habi tat, factories ,  machines ,  etc . ) .  

These inert determinations were the basic relationships upon which all 
others were establ ished.  And it  i s  easy to see that they were produced by 
praxis .  Braking action and res i stance of the organic  rhythm, di sorienta
tion, etc . ,  became negati ve real it ies in the mil ieu of the working-class 
concentrations ; and the latter were not inert groupings around the towns ,  
but demographic currents determined and controlled by the leadership .  * 
Among the elements of those inert determinations ,  moreover, certain 
elements in other mil ieux ( in the rural areas ) could be alive and play an 
active role in production . The essential thing was that sovereign action 
produced a new mi lieu (the working-class concentrations )  in ful l  evolu
tion,  w ithin which i t  maintained a s ingular curvature-tension; and that, • 
through thi s  ten sion and this  inner curvature ,  the previous determinations 
were modified by one another and constituted inert concretions and 
braking or deviating mechani sms .  In short, a practico- inert fie ld .  And 
this  field drew its uni ty from the total izing prax i s :  that alone al lows us  to 
call it  a system, a process ,  or simply a mechanism.  B ut it drew its being 
from the inertias reassem bled  and fused together by that practical 
synthesi s .  In other words ,  for the Russ ian working c lass of the thirties it 
became a source of permanent atomization or serialization , so that th is  
c lass imbued w ith an i deology simpl ified and modified for propaganda 
purposes could find its  unity only outside itself, v ia  the mediat ion of 
the sovereign . Above al l ,  moreover, that transcendent and superficial 
uni ty in fact represented on ly the unity of the sacrifices that were 
demanded of i ts members , whereas the true relations wi th the leadership 

* The l atter, i n  fact ,  d id  not c o n fi ne itself  to increasing urban i zat ion . It also contro l led 
and l imi ted i t  i n  the case of each spec ific town ,  tak i n g  a l l  fac tors i nto account (for e x amp le,  
simultaneously the needs of i nd us try and the hous ing shortage ) It  was forb idden to re side 
i n  Mosco w  if one was not req u i red to l i v e  th ere hJ' a specific fun c tio n or joh .  
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remained provi sional ly reified .  Mystifying mirage of transcendent unity ; 
rei fied relations with the leaders ; internal s tructures of atomization and 
serial ity ;  perpetual i ntermingling as a result of new arrival s : that was the 
reality of the working c lass during i t s  cri s i s  of growth .  That was what 
a priori made i t  inconce ivab le that i t  s hould seize the levers of command 
and exerc i se dictatorship on i t s  own.  That was why the leaders were 
constituted by it, as exerc ising that dictatorship in its place preci se ly  in 
so far as , by its mode of recruitment, they constituted i t  as i ncapable for 
the time being of control l ing production .  So there was a reciprocity of 
conditioning in  inert ia, at the very heart of the total action and the 
practical fie ld that th is  had determined . It was the workers who made the 
leaders ,  in so far as the leaders made the working-class  concentrations . 

To go sti l l  further, however, i t  i s  necessary to understand that the 
features inscribed in that working c lass which did not find any assi stance 
even in its trade unions reflected a st i l l  deeper given, which was no 
more or les s than the very c ircumstance revolutionary act ivi ty sought to 
transcend. (1) From the outset ,  the ' underdeve lopment ' of the USSR 
was neces sarily transferred on to the demographic terrain ,  by  an extra
ordinary numerical di sproportion between the non-agricultural and the 
rural workers :  i n  the domain of customs ,  culture and revolutionary 
consciousnes s ,  thi s  led to radical differences .  (2) The s tate of emergency 
and all the dangers neces si tated an unprecedented acceleration of the 
process  of urbani zation : the working c lass which had made the Revolution 
was , you m ight say ,  i nvaded and dismembered by barbarians .  Thus 
praxis integrated the countryside wi th the town,  tending thereby to 
produce a new balance in whi'ch the masses freshly  emerg ing from the 
hinterland would become partiall y  urbanized,  whereas the urban masses 
- invaded would lose their  autonomy and their unity .  That gap between 
the rural i mmigrants and the o ldes t  workers was simply an incarnation 
and reflection of the gap to be fi lled between the current  s ituation of 
industry and the s ituation i t  was supposed to achieve by the end of the 
Plan .  Moreover, even assuming s ince thi s  was the aim of prax i s  that 
the gap between those two moments of production would be fi l led five 
years later, it  st i l l  remained the case that it had been interiorized by the 
working-class masses ,  inasmuch as they had rece ived with in  themselves 
more alien elements than they could absorb . Everything has its price .  To 
act means to i nteriorize a contradiction through the v ery ensemble of the 
acts that suppress  i t  external ly . The industrial ization of that agricultural 
country was through the urbanization of the peasants the ruralization 
of the working c las s ,  and the prov i sional lowering of its pol i t ical and 
cul tural level  i n  favour of i ts  growth .  Thi s  was al so s ignalled by the fact 
that production increased much faster than productiv ity . 

Thus the prov is ional features of the working c las s were the metamof-
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phosis  into present and reified human re lations of a synthetic relationship 
between the economic s i tuation in the USSR as a practico-inert reality in 
1 928 and its future situation ( in 1 93 3  or subsequently)  as an objective 
defining the sovereign praxis .  The fact that th is class  provi s ional ly had to 
present these features was , wi thout a doubt, inevitable . By thi s  we mean 
that, in the framework of that praxis and on the basis of the circum
stances }'vhich engendered it, urbanization had to be accomplished in that 
way and in no other. B ut that doe s  not at al l  mean that we should present 
i t  as ' typical of (or a model for) industrial growth in socialist countries '  -
as though industrial growth first exi sted as an economic process  determin
ing i tself, and as though its determinations were modified in one way or 
another depending on whether it occurred in a sociali st country or in  a 
capital ist  country . This  non-s ituated and ,  therefore , even non-human 
viewpoint i s  that of economic  soc iology . But it can be said to rejoin the 
anti -human dogmati sm of the transcendent dialectic .  For, instead of 
showing necess i ty as an ensemble of objective practico-inert connections 
alienating prax is ,  it i s  presented to us  as preceding and condition ing the 
latter. According to thi s  hypothesi s ,  the Sov iet  leaders were in the 
service of that transcendent growth : i t  was reali zed by them in so far as i t  
constrained them to real ize i t  whatever they might do . And , of course , 
the sociologists  do not at al l  deny that there i s  a history of that growth ,  
they simply confine themselves to observ ing that this  history i s  not their  
department. That i s  enough to s ignal the autonomy of their economic and 
soc ial model . But  they forget that this model could not stand up , i f  it 
were not the inert objectification of a un ity;  and that th i s  uni ty can 
precisely be noth ing but sovereign activity transcending the present 
towards the future . In  vain do they present i t  in  i ts autonomous 
functioning,  determining it  through stati stics : they wi l l  lose s ight of i ts  
s ignification, if they do not agree to see in it the transformations of a 
practico-inert by a h istory .  To suppress Sov iet history ;  to forget that 
industrial ization was accompl i shed practical ly  under foreign bonlbard
ment (and interrupted by a devastating war) ;  not to take account of the 
consequences i t  had externally (ebbing of the working-class movements , 
fasc i sm,  etc . ) ,  which al so reacted upon it ;  to forget the evolution of the 
revolutionary parties ,  thei r  contradictions , etc . : that amounts to consider
ing an inert sum, without taking account of the orientated total ization 
which produces i t  by i ts operations ,  supports i t  and transcends it .  And 
when Raymond Aron , for example , points out that there are other types 
of soc iali st growth ( the countrie s of Central Europe, China) ,  he forgets 
that those other type s were poss ible with their negative aspects , as with 
thei r  pos i t ive aspects only in  so far as they were grafted on to the 
Soviet ' mode l ' :  i . e .  i n  so far as the industrial i zation of the USSR was 
neces sary to produce them and sustain  the m ;  i n  so far as ev ery o ne of the 



1 42 B O O K  I I I  

depth of the world and must  at every moment resolve problems to which 
it  g ives birth ,  w i thout having been aware of engendering them. The 
proces s  (and from thi s  v iewpoint what economists call growth i s  a 
process )  i s  the exteriority of praxi s ,  inasmuch as i t  reveals i tse l f  at the 
heart of its interiori ty . Al l  industrial soc ieties are doubtless  characterized 
today by growth . * B ut thi s  growth ( something true also , as we shal l see , 
of bourgeois  soc ieties )  i s  the exteriority of a prax is  which in given 
circumstances,  w ith specific  technologies strives to overcome scarc i ty .  
The unity of the process  i s  the projection into the inert of the synthetic 
unification of the total izing praxis .  

Thus ,  to return to our example (Sov iet planning as prax i s -process ) , the 
Russ ian population and the farmlands that fed it  were total ized at every 
moment by the managers . For the immediate practical field of the latter 
( inasmuch as the temporal ization of the most urgent undertaking and its 
spatial izing extens ion determined one another rec iprocal ly)  was preci sely 
the entire nation, with all  its re sources and all its problems , grasped 
through the accompl i shed Revolution ,  the objectives to be attained and 
the interiorizat ion of the threats hang ing over it as a result  of capi tal i s t  
encirc lement. So  i t  got i ts  alienations and deviations from the inert 
concretions  i t  produced in its practical field,  rather than as in the case 
of the indiv idual from outside . In particular, the leading group was in 

the pract ical field that i ts own action transformed, and was what was 
affected by the inert determinations i ts action produced in the field .  So 
praxi s  was to be dev iated by s tratification of the group, and the group 
was strat ified preci sely in  so far as the need to increase production was 
expressed in pract ice by a series of measure s  whose practico-in ert result  
was work ing-class impotence and a hierarchy of wages .  So the dev iation 
of praxis  was not direc tl y the consequence of i ts deve lopment . But i t  
independently became an i nst i tutiona l i zed prax is , recogni::ing itself in 
the chin [ rank]  i t  had es tabl i shed despite i tself when the leaders were 
transformed by the whole soc iety and with i t :  when they ceased to be 
revolutionaries and became dignitaries  of the Revolution . In  other words ,  
in  a social i st society and during the period of commandism the practical 
agents are ins ide the i r  own praxi s  and undergo the backlash of the 
changes i t  inaugurates ,  v i a  the mediation of the pract ico-inert . Prax i s ,  
moreover, changes in turn on ly v i a  th e intermediary of transformation s 
affect ing the agents . Praxi�  makes soc iety ; society , within the framework 
of prax i s ,  makes the l eaders in i t s  image� and the leaders change praxi s ,  
as a func tion of the i r  new he�ris . B u t  th i s  precisely means  th at the 
re lat ionsh ip between ruler and ruled pre sents i tself as a rec iproci ty of 

* [ Note m i s � i ng in man u s c r i pt . ]  
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total ization . The rulers make themselves rulers of those particular ruled 
via the mediation of the practico-inert .  

Industrial growth, to be sure , compri ses a fi rst  phase termed that of 
accumulation , in which it i s  necessary to build the factories  and manufac 
ture the machines  to manufacture machines .  In  that first period , invest
ment goes primari ly  into heavy industry . I t  i s  characterized by a first  
demographic  movement: growth of the secondary sector at the expense 
of the primary ; a l arger number of workers is  necessary because there i s  
a larger number of factories in  absolute terms .  In the second phase of 
growth , however, a new progress  i s  real ized by the increase of ' produc
tivity ' .  The latter impl ies the appearance of another demographic current .  
To be sure , in so far as the numerical diminution of the rural population 
must be compensated for by intensify ing the productiv ity of the agricul
tural l abourers , the primary sector continues more or less to supply the 
new recruits for the secondary sector. But as the s ize of the farms or 
farming groups requires  a permanent labour of control and organization , 
and as at the same time one of the essential factors of productiv ity i s  the 
co-ordination of efforts and preparation of tasks ,  the tertiary sector grows 
at the expense of the secondary . There i s  a c ircularity , since productivity 
requires fewer manual workers and more white-col lar workers . 

In the USSR, commandism, through a combined development, sought 
to carry on s imultaneously the struggle to accumulate production goods 
and the s truggle to increase productiv ity .  For that reason , the strongest 
demographic . current  went from the primary to the secondary sector. 
There exi sted, moreover,  an instinctive re luc tance among the leaders to 
multiply unproductive jobs ; at the same time, as we have mentioned, 
there were not enough cadres ,  despite an admirable effort to develop 
technical schooling .  As  a consequence of this  twofold practical determina
tion , the ensemble of political and administrative organs was constrained 
to as sume the function of the h igher tertiary sector. Thi s was in l ine , 
moreover, with the other objective of praxi s :  to preserve the political 
character of planning . The technic ian determined what was , the polit ician 
determined what could be done , in the l ight of what had to be. B ut the 
very necess i ty of construction obl iged them to demand surplus labour 
from the workers as well as from the peasants . The worker, according to 
Marx , receives a wage representing a lesser value than that which he has 
produced; the remainder, in a capital i s t  society , goes to the boss  and is 
partl y reinvested in the enterpri se .  Thi s  is  what makes accumulation 
possible .  In  a period of soc iali s t  accumulation , however, could things be 
otherwise? How could plant be developed, if the value consumed by the 
producer were equal to that which he had produced? Al l  the same , i t  was 
not a matter of exploitation . Through the Plan , i t  was the whole 
col lec tiv ity which decided in the interest of all to reinvest the 
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difference between the v alue consumed and the value produced. But thi s 
collectivity was not mature enough to control its leaders , sti l l  less to 
manage i tself. Was it not at the same time necessary to create that 
working c las s ,  which was to eInanc ipate itse lf through work and culture? 
So the leaders were awkwardly s i tuated : as a singular group determining 
for everybody the use to be made of what if a bourgeois democracy 
were involved might be cal led surplus -value.  This  highly s ingular 
s ituation was defined by their very action. I t  was necessary to take 
power, exercise it ,  dec ide sovereignly or else give up the idea of 
defending the revolutionary achievement. On the other hand, however, 
they were consti tuted by the very task they assumed as the all ies  of 
the future community against the present masses .  And by ' future com
munity ' I do not mean ,  of course , the far-off communis t  society , but 
s imply these common indiv idual s marked by the same hexis , aware of 
their duties  and their rights , transformed by culture , each of whom might 
be a speci fic example of what i s  called ' Sov iet man ' fitted, as of now , 
by their capabi l it ies and knowledge to support their leaders and, preci sely 
by doing so ,  to control them. In short ,  I mean these young Russians of 
1 95 8 ,  such as their  leaders have very genuinely attempted to produce 
them and such as they have indeed produced them in real i ty .  They make 
Terror pointles s ,  and perhaps they wil l  soon make i t  imposs ible . In 
1 930,  however, the leaders derived their i solation from the masses they 
had forged, and re-exteriorized it in di strust and coercive measures .  Here 
again,  i t  i s  necessary to understand that first fi ssure which sprang from 
action itself. Los s  of contact with the mas ses was not mainly , or first ,  a 
consequence of the Terror: i t  was its source.  For praxi s  was producing 
masses with whom the leading revolutionarie s  no longer had any pos sible  
contact.  First ,  because their s ituation and their activ i ty obl iged them to 
take part of the value they produced from them (to fix even the scale of 
the exaction) ,  in order to reutil ize i t  arbi trari ly (arbi trari ly only  in so far 
as , for those masses, their power was arbitrary and j ustified solely by the 
future outcome) .  Secondly,  because their pre-revolutionary formation, 
their struggles ,  their Marx i st culture, and their interiorized v iolence 
would have brought them far closer to any proletariat in  a capital i st 
country than to those mi l l ions  of lost peasants ,  many of whom had 
undergone the Revolution without making it ,  or e lse had been too young 
to take part in i t ,  and who could not expres s  the desperate v iolence that 
springs from misery other than against the very regime that was making 
them into workers . At the same time,  however, the constructive move
ment they embarked on , with all its revolutionary v iolence , carried them 
ahead with respect to the st i l l  negative phase of the working-class  
movements abroad . For the se i solated groups ,  the only pos sible justi 
fication of their authority was the objective process . The practical 
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succes s  of the October Revolution proved that the time had indeed come 
for the seizure of power. The leaders would be qualified they would 
truly represent the interest of the working c lass  if they achieved 
industrial ization : i . e .  if prax is was a rigorous technique , based on preci se 
measurements and calculations .  Sovereignty was j u stified by absolute 
objectiv ity , and the manager was dis solved into h i s  activ i ty i . e .  i nto the 
strict determination of a plan that l iquidated him and di ssolved him into 
himself, as the mere detector of the objective .  

B ut in  proportion as the leading individual was obl iterated, the leading 
function was affirmed and had to be respected by all .  The hierarchical 
system was constituted in c ircularity . Without a doubt , the necessity of 
introducing emulation (as we saw earlier) did determine a hierarchy at 
the lower echelons ;  moreover, the latter did des ignate the leading circ les  
as the upper ranks ,  sti l l  vague but to be defined and made spec ific  
( relationship :  function H wage ( ) rank) .  Conversely ,  however, that h ier
archized power was i tself undoubtedly the result of the leaders ' author
i tarianism, which merely expressed the need for voluntarism in  a soc iety 
where the base s tirred as it was by various movements remained 
temporarily cut off from the summit.  More deeply s ti l l ,  the stratifications 
of the summit expre ssed the reinteriorization by prax is  of a pol i t ical 
neces sity .  In order to pre serve the predominance of the political (construc
tion of the sociali st world) over the economic and the technical ( in  order 
to e l iminate the risk of a government of experts ,  i . e .  of a technocracy) ,  i t  
was neces sa(y in that society in the throes of development that the 
leaders should not part ic ipate in the universal nlobil i ty of those c lasses 
in  fus ion. Their  action had to be adapted at every moment to new 
c ircumstances ,  to be enriched , and on occasion to be di savowed without 
hesitation; but the extreme flexibil ity of that action necessari ly depended 
on the personnel being maintained in  their posts . The latter had to be the 
permanence that produced, control led and directed change . If personnel 
changes had been too frequent, there wou ld  have  been interference 
between these and the metamorphoses of growth transforming the country : 
the result  would have been paralys i s  or instabi l i ty osci l lations 
fol lowing no inner law. For thi s  very reason , it was quite s imply growth 
that inscribed i tself upon the leaders as its own rule as the permanence 
it  required , in order constantly to adapt to its own problems and to world 
conj unctures in the same way that their own revolutionary culture was 
l imited , reinforced and i l luminated by the lack of culture of the mas ses ;  
and in the same way that, rec iprocal ly ,  thi s  culture alone because it  
was revolutionary defined the lack of cul ture of the masses historically , 
not as the mere absence of universal tools  but as i ts  temporary inabi l ity 
to understand the meaning of the Revolution in  progress .  

Thus  a certain political activ i ty ,  born in  given c ircumstances and 
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exerted by rulers recruited by the former  praxi s ,  determined within  the 
practical field the ensemble of the ruled as integrated into an irrevers ible 
temporal movement rather than (as in other societies)  into a cyclical 
movement of repetition. Thanks to that, a nation was no longer a being 
but a making , an enterprise and thi s  enterpri se aimed to construct 
political ly the economic  foundations of soc ial l ife .  On this bas i s ,  praxis 
designated the sovereign realizing it as a political group assuming 
economic and technical functions :  i .e .  one that l imited and controlled the 
production of tertiary cadres ,  and absorbed into itself al l those produced 
by the tertiary sector, by integrating al l h igh functionaries into the Party . 
Thi s  di strust  of the pure technician (combined w ith the fact  that years 
were needed to produce h im, s ince it was necessary first to produce his  
training) , by  obliging the members of the sovereign to concern them
selves with everything , defined their practical characterist ics for them: a 
hasty , disorganized culture , acquired as new questions were posed; and 
voluntarism ( the technician was a potential saboteur, inasmuch as he was 
the person who dec lared:  ' You can do that  and no more ' ) .  A sovereign 
whose practical field was the total ity of national activ itie s ;  who 
embarked upon a gigantic undertaking s truggled against the scarci ty of 
time as much as against  that of tools or consumer goods ; who combined 
the political and sovereign function w ith tho se of the tertiary sector 
(adminis tration, co-ordination, organizat ion) ;  w hose voluntarism itself -
as an interiorization of the scarcity of t ime ,  and as the consequence of a 
void separating the masses from the managers produced simul
taneous ly ,  at the cost of the most terrible effort ,  a permanent trans 
formation of Soviet society and an ever more developed s tratification of 
the leading circles ,  which consequently p itted the slowness ,  l ack of 
initiative and monol ith i sm of their admin istration against the mobil ity 
required of the ruled by the sovereign , their flexible movements and their 
adaptabil ity (as mas ses stirred by provoked c urrents) :  do we not here 
recognize the Soviet Bureaucracy , as i ts functions of leadership without 
appropriation had made i t ,  i n  the irreversible temporali zation of an 
activ ity that mobi l ized the masses w i thout being able for the t ime 
being to be control led by them? And that Bureaucracy was the inert
being of the sovere ign,  i ts inanimate materiali ty (as we have seen, i t  was 
the rebirth of the collectiv i ty within the sovere ign ) . But there would have 
been no total ization if those practico- inert s tructures had derived from its 
prax i s  as mere suffered effects . In  fact ,  there was a dialectical movement 
of interiorization and re-exteriorization . It i s  necessary to say at one and 
the same t ime that the sovereign was bureaucratized by activ i ty and that 
i t  bureaucratized itself for activ ity . 

Truth to tel l ,  however,  thi s  latter v iewpoint r isks leading us  astray . In 
reality,  bureaucratization was under no c i rc umstances the sovere ign ' s 
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aim,  not even as a means of governing. But v ia the mediation of inert 
material ity , which as we have seen exists  even in the best integrated 
groups ,  bureaucracy became the synthetic meaning in exteriority of all 
the measures the sovereign took in the practical temporal ization. To c ite 
j ust one example , i t  was v ia  the mediation of the masse s '  inertia that the 
fierce wi ll to save the Revolution became an ideal i s t  voluntari sm on the 
sovere ign ' s  part, expressed by the proud consciousness  of alone being 
that Revolution (as a practical temporal ization) .  It was through that 
final i ty ,  everywhere present and everywhere dev iated, that the be ing-in
exteriori ty of prax i s  i . e .  the bureaucratic status of the group drew its 
inert un ification from its object ives and acts , as temporali zed in teriority .  
And because i t  was constituted as a counter- finality through the orientated 
activ i ty of the agents ,  i t  neces sari ly referred back to the aims  of that 
acti v i ty as its foundation, its posit ive means and its permanent unity . So 
it makes no difference whether the his torian sett les the meaning of the 
activ i ty and goes on from there to its counter-finalit ies , i . e .  to the 
external apparatus i t  constituted for i tself; or whether he begins by 
s tudying the transformations of the external apparatus and then goes 
back to the activi ty ,  as the princ iple they required prec i sely in so far as 
they had refracted and dev iated it  and,  in thi s degraded form,  i t  deter
mined their inert unity . 

Ambiguity of the Latent Conflict , 
As for the latent conflict  which , in  the practical field,  pitted the workers 
against the managers (we know there had been sabotage more or less 
everywhere, on several occasions John Scott gave an eye-witnes s  
account of instances  at Magnitogorsk and the conflict could take other 
forms too, such  as passive res i s tance ,  moonl ighting,  black-marketeering, 
etc . ) ,  we now understand that th i s  was the readoption as act iv i ty or as 
practical features more or less expl ic i tl y qualify ing activ ity of the 
pract ico- inert rift engendered by the common praxi s .  The latter produced 
the workers by the work i t  ass igned to them; i t  produced the leaders by 
the workers ' presence in the practical field. In so far as the class -being of 
the workers and the bureaucratic -be ing of the bosses were projections 
into the practico- inert of the synthes i s  in  progress ,  and in so far as 
workers and leaders conditioned one another rec iprocally in their being 
via the mediation of the pass i  ve ex igencies of worked matter, the latent 
conflict as passive res i stance of the former and as authoritarian ism of 
the l atter was an assump tion of the set opposit ions i t  was attempting 
more or less  c learly to transform into a fight .  

Th i s  l atent confl ict ,  however, was not comparable to those we 
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cons idered earl ier. The others (wi thin  the Bo l shev ik Party , for example) 
had occurred ins ide a group whose unity they expres sed . Here ,  the unity sti l l  
exi sted but it was no longer that of the common internal field .  I t  was the 
un ity of the leaders ' ac tiv ity and of the practical fie ld .  Prax i s ,  by 
objectify ing itself, const ituted a practical fie ld  in  which the managers 
and the managed were s imultaneous ly  integrated . In  other words , in the 
politico-economic combinatory the calculators were elements of the 
calculation ,  which dis solved them into itse lf  onl y to reproduce them in 
direct connection with the other elements i t  transformed in  its field .  In 
other words , the conflic t  no longer had the same meaning.  The leaders 
would have l iked to dissolve certain pract ico- inert structures ,  not 
because of their  inertia but because as such and in g iven c i rcumstances 
- they could constitute a braking sy stem that slowed down the activi ty 
undertaken.  From thi s v iewpoint ,  they could be i nduced to increase the 
construction of workers ' housing in order to avoid a concentration of 
miseries .  They could also ,  through propaganda, create the superfici al 
i l lusion that the working c lass  was a group and i ts members were 
common indiv idual s .  At the same time , however, they wanted to nlaintain 
the serial it ies of impotence , whose origin was the heterogeneity of the 
working-c lass  concentrations ,  and which made any concerted ac tiv ity 
practically impossible .  What i s  more ,  by virtue of i t s  inerti a that mass 
became an apparatus you could operate l ike a lever, provided only that 
you knew how to use the pass ive forces of seri al ity .  I t  was then integrated 
into the  common prax i s  l ike a hammer in the hands of a carpenter; it was 
transcended and objectified in  the resul ts  i t  inscribed in the practical 
fie ld .  However paradoxical i t  may seem , in  fact ,  the leading group 
totalized the various series as series .  The measures taken to accelerate 
production in a given sector, to transfer a certain amount of labour from 
one sector to another, and so on , enc l osed within themselves and 
transcended the anticipation of serial reactions ,  and the procedures to 
neutral ize these (or use them)  on the bas i s  of a practical know ledge of 
the s tructures of serial ity . B ut could the sovere ign be sa id to total i ze the 
series , s ince th i s  was defined as the fleeting or wheel ing un i ty of 
detotali zation? That depends on what you mean by ' total ize ' .  If you were 
to mean by it that the leader dis solved inert ia  i n  order to unite the Others 
in a pledged group, it goes wi thout saying that any such attempt 
dangerous to the reg ime was a priori ruled out,  except in its mystifying 
form (and another very secondary form that we shal l examine in  a 
moment ) .  Indeed,  th is real total i zation would have had the effect of 
changing an inert lever into a community forg ing i t s  own sovereignty . 
But if we consider the words used by the leaders - the masses ,  publ i c  
op inion,  the people ,  the workers , etc . we at once observe that they 
were chosen because of' the ir ambiguous s i g n i fi c at ion . In  so far as these 
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words were material and inert real it ie s ,  whose meaning created the 
synthet ic  unity , they seemed to re late to total i zed objects . But the ac tion 
that used and transcended them di sc losed at the same time that they 
referred to scatteri ngs mediated by inanimate matter. Yet that ambiguity 
was reveal ing .  The series was total i zed by the sovereign in  the same way 
in which a mathematic ian total izes ari thmetical recurrences by the notion 
of transfin ite number. These numbers are a practical transcendence in  the 
sense that they are defined, bas ical ly ,  by the ensemble of operations they 
enable one to perform . As transcendence preserves the transcended, 
moreover, the practical modal ity of the operations on transfinite numbers 
i s  determined by the real structures of the seri e s .  Via  the mass media ,  the 
government addres sed i tself to series explic i t ly targeted as such ,  and i t s  
activ ity aimed to obtai n a global resu l t  through the transformation of 
serial i ty i nto other-di rection . So tota lization appeared on ly at the orig in  
and at the end of the process :  at i ts  orig in ,  s ince the movement propagated 
was the object of a synthetic project relating i t  to the total ity of the 
pract ical field;  at i ts  end , s ince in the event of a succes s  the series would 
be object i fi ed in a total i zable outcome . For example , a given collective 
(the workers who work in the blast furnaces ) ,  if hand led capably ,  would 
produce ten mill ion tons of pig- i ron by the end of the five-year p lan . And 
those millions of tons repre sented in one sense a scattering of exteriority 
that corresponded exactly to the seri al scattering. But in another (and the 
most important) , they were total ized by the practical transcendence that 
was already transforming them into machines  v ia  the mediation of 
another work ing-c lass col lective .  

In thi s  sense the total i zation of the series  in its product was carried out 
against itself, s ince it had been objectified in that product as a series and 
the ensemble of worked matter reflected i ts  al ienation to i t .  So what was 
i nvolved was actual ly an operation directed by the sovereign against  the 
masses ; and one that consequently maintained them in the separation of 
alterity , the better to make use of them. But th i s  objective character of 
the ac tiv i ty (whose origin  was accumulat ion )  was not accompanied by a 
premeditated attempt at oppression . S imi larl y (and i t i s  to these groups ,  
selec ted from the col lectives by the sovereign , that I was referring 
earl i er) , activ i s ts and other propagandists created soon-to-be-fragmented 
nucle i  of unity around their  persons ,  just long enough for these local and 
posit ive regroupings to thwart the spontaneous formation of negative 
groups .  1\10reover, the pyramid of organs cons tituting the Soviet  hierarchy 
al so had the effect of removing the cream from the masses ,  depriv ing 
them of the ir  most active elements ; and of preventing insurrectional 
regroupment by creating fields of possibi l it ies and a future external to 
the work ing c lass  - for the ' e l i tes ' .  Assuming the need to make the latter 
carry out surp lus l abour, and adapting their  praxi s  to the i nstab i l i ty and 
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impotence of that giant col lect ive in mid growth, the leaders were 
obliged in practice i . e .  by the synthetic coherence of their  project , and 
by the efficacy achieved with in  th is project  by the pas sive syntheses  i t  
re total ized by transcending them to re -exteriorize the orig inal contradic 
tion of the post-revolutionary period as a latent but constantly pre sent 
oppression . In  th is  they were at least partly responsible for the 
confl ict, inasmuch as they sought reunification of the field .  In the 
hi storical c ircumstance s  of Russ ian industrial ization , the meaning of 
their prax i s  (which does not mean its truth or its j ustification) was to 
destroy those workers as free practical organisms and as common indi
v idual s ' in order to be able  to create man out of the ir destruction .  Of 
course , that i s  what they are reproached with . And our intention here i s  
not to defend them. That they s inned al l  the t ime and every where i s  
obvious just  as i t  i s  obv ious at every moment of every hi storical 
process ,  for all rulers and sometimes al l the ruled .  It wi l l  be necessary 
later on to ascertain what a s in i s ,  and our h i storical investigation wi l l  
doubtless lead us  to pose thi s  quest ion from a formal point of v iew . 32  But 
in  any event, here the s in  may have lain (assuming that we already know 
what a s in i s) in  the harshnes s  of the oppress ion,  or in the concrete use of 
the organs of coerc ion . Oppress ion was i t se lf  the basic characteri s tic of a 
praxi s whose aim was to real ize the phase of accumulation along with 
the phase of product iv i ty .  Lenin ' s  s logan about ' Soviets plus e lectrifica
t ion ' has often been quoted , and people have sought to derive  an 
argument from it against  the principle of S tal in i s t  oppress ion .  I t  should 
have been realized, they say , that those two condit ions are dialectical ly 
l inked and the powers of the sov iets should have been increased pari 
passu with e lectrification . B ut that would  have been poss ible only i f  the 
working c las s  had remained more or less  homogeneous : only if  the 
labour begun by the fathers had been continued by workers ' sons .  People 
forget that rapid industrial ization exploded the structures of the working 
c lass ,  drowning the old workers in  a t ide of newcomers . Emanc ipation 
was indeed to be real ,  as a long-term proces s .  However, although 
workers aware of the ir condition and the future to be defended did 
increase as an abso lute quantity , their proportion - within that 
amorphous mass suffering from overexpansion remained more or less  
identical . I t  i s  only s ince Stal in ' s  death that the radical transformati on of 
that c las s and the high level of i t s  cul ture have been revealed. 

So the leaders ' prax is was qualified as oppress ive ,  by virtue of the 

3 2  Th i�  comment g ives  a h int that the whole invest igation of the C, itique i �  a long 
de tour  in  order  to tack le  once m ore the problem of  eth ic s in  h i story . ra i sed i n  1 947 in 
Cah iers pOllr une morale 



I S  S T R U G G L E  I N T E L L I G I B L E ?  1 5 1  

necess it ies i t  engendered with in i t in  the internal m i l ieu of its total ization.  
I t  i s  a l so necessary to understand the ambiguity of that oppress ion.  For if 
i t  was genuinely necessary to obtain ' at al l costs ' (S tal in ' s  watchword in 1 928)  an almost unendurable tens ion of the work ing-class forces ,  and if  
for that purpose i t  became necessary in practice to maintain the serial i ty 
of impotence , i t  must al so be recognized that the sovereign ' s  mis tru st 
sprang from the internal imbalances of a working c lass  that i t  was i tse lf in  
the process of forging . Moreover, at the same time as it was maintain ing 
recurrence by practices often involv ing pol ice repress ion,  i t  was striv ing 
to lay the foundations for a true soc ial i st community , through a cons ider
able effort to rai se the cultural level of all .  I t  thereby encountered again -
both before the l atent confl ict and beyond i t  the common unity of the 
ruled,  inasmuch as they themsel ves direct ly  became the goal of its prax i s  
and no longer j ust  i ts  means .  Thus the ambiguity of the latent confl ict 
pitting the Bureaucracy against the workers was encountered again in  the 
impl ic i t  contradiction of bureaucratic prax i s .  Or, if you l ike , the pos sibi l i ty 
of conflic t  w ithi n  the practical field was given,  with al l i t s  ambigu ity , in 
the contradiction that was temporal i zed within the total i z ing praxi s .  

Conversely , if  we consider the other term of the conflict the 
working-class mas ses we shall find that same ambiguity . Cons idering 
first only the nucleus that made the October Revolution, it has to be 
recognized that the contradiction emerged within i t  on the morrow of 
v ictory . For at the moment of insurrection i t  was the masses which led 
' the apparatus ' ;  and the organized movement was profoundly trans-• 
formed, in  so far as the masses transformed themselves into organized 
groups .  Without a doubt, the sovereign real i ty of the permanent group -
the Party was grasped deep in  the heart of seriali ty as a poss ible unity 
of serial i ndiv idual s through suppress ion of the series .  I demonstrated 
thi s  earl ier. 3 3 There can also be no doubt that thi s  schematic ex i stence of 
its own total ized unity was l ived from wi th in ,  and under the pressure of 
revolutionary c i rcumstances ,  as a factor of a total ization in progres s .  Yet 
thi s total ization , when i t  took place under emergency conditions ,  aimed 
to submerge the Party or render i t  useless .  The Party control led and 
guided only  i f  i t  could adapt :  i . e .  transcend i ts  own l imits under the 
revolutionary impetus .  The Bol sheviks took charge of the spontaneous 
organizations when they became aware of the real l imits  their prax i s  had 
received, and when they rei nteriorized those l imits  by transcending 
them: i n  other words , when they renounced al l ' stages ' in  favour of 
tak ing power alone and organ iz ing the soc ial i s t  revolution . 

I have shown elsewhere why the masses are necessar i ly radical in  the 

3 3 .  Critique,  vol . l ,  pp .4 1 4  ff. 
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movement of d i s solution of serial itie s . 34 Reality, at the level  of serial 
impotence, i s  the imposs ib i l ity of l iv ing .  The common awakening to 
power through l iquidation of alterity and destruc tion of the practico- i nert 
i s  accompanied by a metamorphosis  of reality :  the latter, a practical field 
of common power, becomes the manifest imposs ibil i ty of any imposs
ib i l ity of l iv ing . Precisely i n  so far as they can want noth ing wi thout 
exploding the sy stem , the mas ses ,  as soon as they unite to demand 
someth ing,  are led by the ir very un ification to demand everyth ing . And 
e veryth ing , in Party terms ,  i s  the seizure of power and the construction 
of a new regime. But in so far as the Party takes control ,  avoids the reefs 
of dual power (sov iets and government apparatus)  and retains  leadership 
of the movement, it involve s i tse lf  in a transformed prax i s  that i s  go ing 
in turn to be determined not j us t  by its conscious aims but by i ts l imits , 
and that w i ll define the Party i tself in  i ts new s ingularity . 

R ight from the seizure of power,  i n  fact  i . e .  from the dec i s ion to 
rad ical i ze its goal it i s  defined by its contrad iction w ith the movement 
to l iqu idate series .  And th i s  contradi ction i s  due prec isely to the fact that 
i t  too total i zes the popular demands ,  but as a Party . For these demands , 
inasmuch as they are the very movement of the united and revolutionary 
masses ,  are atemporal . I t  would be inaccurate to say that the groups i n  
formation demand everyth ing at once . But  i t  would be an even more 
serious mis take to think that the ir  demand takes the form of a long-term 
constructive project .  In real i ty ,  there i s  an immediate and contradictory 
relationship between the obj ective  which i s  plenary human ization of 
the sub-human through sati sfaction of h i s  needs and the practical 
constitution of the popular groups ,  which i s  that selfsame plenary 
humanization but through the v iolent passage from impotence to common 
praxi s .  In  the c l imate of fraternity -terror, i ndeed, man is born as a 
pledged member of a sovere ign group . B ut thi s  m an can be real ly  and 
entirel y humanized onl y  by sati sfying h i s  needs by suppress ing h is  
misery . However, not only are the material condi tions for satisfy ing 
them not g iven , but i n  addi tion the d ist inctive feature of revolutionary 
s i tuations i s  that in a c l imate of v iolence , and pol i tical  and soc ial 
tension a lost war or economic cri s i s  has deprived the country of a 
considerable part of i t s  resources .  So  when the imposs ib i l i ty of l iv ing i s  
no longer j ust the nece ss ity of dying your l ife ,  day after day , under the 
domination of an oppres s ive and exploitative c las s when  i t  means 
instead a real risk of famine or immediate death under the pressure of 
such threats the masses group together and organize to make that 
imposs ibi l i ty impos s ible whatever the c i rcumstances .  And the very 

34 .  Critiqu e .  vol  1 ,  pp.405 -7 . 



I S  S T R U G G L E  I N T E L L I G I B L E ?  1 5 3 

momentum of their regroupment radical izes thei r praxis  to the point of 
making them demand everyth ing .  The atemporal character of th i s  demand 
i s  due to the fac t that the worker freed from the practico- inert as serts 
h imself  as a man confronting death , whereas he i s  a man only  in  order to 
die : no system , no pol icy and no government can at present g ive him the 
means  to live as a man . So Everything i s  s imul taneous ly  g iven and 
refu sed;  immediate and out of reach ; l ived and rea l ized in revolutionary 
prax i s ,  vainly demanded by hunger and mi sery . 

But thi s  contradiction i s  reversed .  The leaders , by adopting the radical  
demands , necessari ly  commit themse lves  to a long-term prax i s .  In  them, 
the Revolution-as-apocalypse becomes a temporal undertaking .  ' Every
thing ' as an immediate object ive of the masses becomes the final 
objective of an organized act iv i ty .  And the immediate objective must  be 
to restore an order. A new order, as suredly ,  but one which s ince the 
inheri ted mi sery i s  that of the ancien regime ,  sometimes temporari l y  
made worse resembles the van i shed order in that it i s  the coerc ive 
organization of penury , and real i ty once again becomes the imposs ibi l ity 
of l iv ing .  So i t  i s  imposs ib le for the revolutionary groups not to produce 
themselves as in conflict with the leaders they have given themselves .  
The latter have to incarnate the imposs ibi l i ty of any immediate ameliora
tion i . e .  reas sume the negative powers against which the oppressed 
clas ses rose up . B ut that neces s ity of vegetating in misery at the very 
moment of v ictory " it  i s  sti l l  popular praxis that create s it ,  in so far as i t  
goes to the political extreme (overthrowing the regime, tak ing power) in , 
order to real ize the economic extreme. I t  i s  popular prax i s  which in the 
practical synthe s i s  by bringing those factors into contact constitutes  
that revolutionary paradox and that pennanent contradic tion between the 
radical i sm of the here and now and the rad ical i sm of the long-term 
undertaking . It  i s  popular prax i s  which produces leaders and pits them 
against the masses  in the process  of fus ion , j ust  as it groups the masses 
by dis solv ing series and pits them against  the leaders emanating from them . 

On the other hand, the workers cannot enter into total confl ict w ith the 
leaders , in so  far as they produce ill themselves the contrad iction that p its 
them against the Party . At the same time they are the temporal under
taking,  inasmuch as th i s  gives itself its own knowledge and engenders 
and di scloses i ts own temporal ization . In other words ,  they are the men 
s imul taneous ly  of the immediate need and the long-term objective 
whi le as c lass  individual s they are the mediat ion between the two . In 
other words ,  those producers are aware that there i s  an identity between 
the u l timate aim of the undertak ing and the most immediate goal of the 
need , at the moment when real i ty i s  imposs ibi l i ty of l i v ing .  

The pos s ib i l i ty of trans lating a s ingle object ive into two languages and 
envi sag ing i t  turn and turn about in  two sy stems the ins tant and the 
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temporalization w as c learly shown by the enthus i asm of the Russ ian 
proletariat when the first pyatiletka was decided i n  October 1 928 . The 
crying needs of the undernouri shed (beyond a certain threshold ,  of 
course, short of wh ich such activ i ty ceases to be poss ible) were de
veloped and temporali zed into a practical tension . It was then a quest ion 
of the sati sfaction of all the needs of everybody being the deep meaning 
of that total mobi l izat ion . The indiv idual ' s  need would not be as suaged, 
but it became the vectoria l  tension of h is  effort and was transposed into 
practical  radical i sm i . e .  into vol untarism . In th i s  practical form (one of 
whose aspects was to be the Terror) , i t  part ly  (and temporarily) lost i ts  
physiological urgency .  In the perspecti ve of soc ia l i  st  construction ,  under
nouri shment whic h  had prev iously been unbearable would be borne 
for a time . In the context of th i s  voluntari sm of conscious  workers , the 
unity of masses and leaders was real i zed . But  obv iously the organism 
would i tself fix  definit ively the threshold that could not be crossed 
(exhaus tion,  s ickn e s s ,  or cons tant hunger, e tc . ) . By thi s re lap se into the 
immediate ( into the phys iologica l  necess ity of immediate sati sfaction) 
the opposi tion of the mas ses to the leaders was resusci tated in un ity . That 
means there was a whole dia lectical movement here . The rank and file 
recogn ized their l e aders because they readopted the ir  project .  They 
ohjectified thei r  hunger by interiorizing the leaders ' voluntari sm . Tension 
- which was real ized  by transcendence and preservation of the need , i n  
and through the undertaking thus became an objective  real i ty within 
them, at once the same and other and ( in certain c ircumstances  that i t  
would  take too long to enumerate ) possible alienation . But prec i sely 
because they recognized the sovereign ' s  powers through the unity of" the 
undertaking ,  they demanded of him and often agains t  h im the means 
to pursue i t .  Need i tself was objectified. It was l ived as suffering and 
danger, and at the same t ime defined as that which had to be assuaged i f  
the rate of product i on was to be i ncreased. On thi s  point ,  moreover, they 
found a common language w i th the leadership ,  which  l ikewise reckoned 
that consumption could not be lowered beyond certain l imits  wi thout 
compromi s ing pro duct iv i ty . The source of opposit ion was neither in  the 
lang uage nor in  the intentions :  i t  lay simultaneously i n  the determination 
of the s tandard of l iv ing below which i t  was no longer poss ible to 
produce and , even  if  agreement was achieved on that point,  in  the 
s lowness of organ i zation , the difficulties of supply and the errors of 
bureaucracy i n  short , everythi ng that const i tuted the sovereign as 
inferior in fact to i t s  funct ion . The deep difference was there . In a system 
of capi tal i st explo i t at ion ,  penury , discomfort and misery are recognized 
as the normal and constant product s  of the soc iety . In  the system of 
soc i al i st constructi on ,  however, they were attributed to the faults of 
groups or of men,  or to the particu lar necess i ties of the moment .  In so far 
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as the opposition of the emancipated proletariat would be able  to manifest  
itse l f  expl icit ly and find its organization and its express ion ,  i t  would 
requi re a change perhaps radical  of the leading personnel and a 
reworking of the Plan ;  but it  would not go back either on the revolu
t ionary basi s of the regime or on the necess ity of pursuing the undertak ing 
in it iated. The prac tico-inert that the workers wanted to suppress  was not 
so much the sc lerosi s of the leading layers and the serial i t ies in the 
labouring c lass .  It was rather  the en semble of secondary counter
final ities (de lay s ,  waste , lack of  co-ordination, lethargy or careeri sm of 
local functionaries ) ,  which were by and large consequences of the bureau
cratic sy stem hence, of prax i s -process  i tself but which in the immedi
ate , spec i fic  instance always presented them sel ves as remediable . On th i s  
point too , moreover, the frictions  presupposed a certain uni ty , s ince the 
dis tinc tive feature of that bureaucracy (not , as has been c laimed ,  of every 
bureaucracy * )  was to proseclite bureaucrats bureaucratically i . e .  to 
attribute mi stakes to men rather than to the sy stem that produced them . It 
i s  wel l  known that in  the soc ial i st democrac ies under Stal in i sm , men 
were sometimes changed spectacu larly i n  order to change things and 
sometimes in  order not to change them . 

To be sure , the unity of the leaders and the rank and fi le was not that 
of members of a group . At the level of the nucleus of revolutionary 
workers , however, i t  must be noted that interiori zation by both leaders 
and rank and file of the original contradiction of social ism hence , the 
adoption of the same inner confl ict  by the leaders and the rank and fi le -
would have made it poss ible to avoid oppression in the true sense of the 
term . For, in  so far as rejection of the impossibi l i ty of l iv ing became 
voluntarism by being tempora li zed, i t  was poss ible to imagine a cen
tral ized,  tough,  authoritarian praxi s ,  but one supported (and thereby 
control led) by the rank and fi l e  themsel ves .  Rec iprocally, the leaders 
would have taken more care to search out and suppress abuses , i f  these 
adj ustments had been demanded i n  the name of the common voluntari sm 
by a working class of which they had been sure .  At thi s  level , the latent 
confl ic t  would thus have man i fested i tself w ithin the unity of the 
cons truc tive prax i s ,  by inte l l i gible products  and not by mi sshapen 

* The b ure ducracy ,  a'-, ine rti a  of the sovere i g n ,  doe s n ot rise u p  ag ainst i tse If i n  the 
h i stor i c a l  g ro u p i n g s  t h at l i v e throu g h  a period of  �tab i l ity . O n  the contrary , i t  e xpres �e s that 
�tab i l i t y  ( wh i ch m ay be a � low movenl e n t  of  i n v o l ut i o n .  for e x ample ) and the latter refl ects 
i t  every th i n g  i �  al l r ight  ( at le a � t tOI the bure a u c rat . who fi nd �  h i s  j u �t i fi c at ion in the 
C O ur�e of th i n g � )  The S tal i n i �t b u re auc racy i s  i n pe rpe t u al contrad i c t ion bec a u li e  it 
c om h i n e �  t w o  incompat i b l e  feat u re �  i t  i s  a \ 'o/ul1 fari H hu r('oll( I GC)' I n  i t ,  there are 
,lm u lfolleou ,l \' combined t h e  fierce " t  ac t i v is m  w i th inert i a .  Or rather. the l atte r I S  the means -
of the fornle r .  Th u " ,  perpet u a l l y , b u re a uc rat I c  act i v i �m d e n o u nce� the bure a uc rab. 
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temporal ization was c learly shown by the enthusiasm of the Russ ian 
pro letariat when the first pyatiletka was dec ided i n  October 1 928 .  The 
cry ing needs of the undernouri shed (beyond a certain threshold,  of 
course ,  short of which such activ i ty ceases to be poss ible) were de
veloped and temporal ized into a practical tension . I t  was then a q uest ion 
of the sati sfact ion of all the needs of everybody being the deep mean ing 
of that total mobi l i zation .  The indiv idual ' s  need would not be as suaged, 
but it  became the vectorial tension of his  effort and was transposed into 
practical radical i sm i . e .  into voluntari sm . In th is pract ical form (one of 
whose aspects was to be the Terror) ,  i t  partl y (and temporarily) lost i ts  
phys iolog ical urgency .  In the perspective of soc ial i st construction, under
nouri shment - which had previous l y been unbearable would be borne 
for a time . In  the context of th is voluntari sm of conscious workers , the 
unity of masses and leaders was real ized . B ut obv iously the organism 
would itself fix definitively the threshold that could not be cros sed 
(exhaustion, s i ckness ,  or cons tant hunger , etc . ) . By thi s  re l apse into the 
immediate ( into the phy s iological necess ity of immediate sati sfaction) 
the opposition of the masses to the leaders was resusc itated in unity .  That 
means there was a whole dial ectical movement here .  The rank and fi le 
recogn ized their  leaders because they readopted their project .  They 
ohjectified the ir  hunger by interiorizing the leaders ' voluntari sm.  Tension 
- which was rea l i zed by transcendence and preservation of the need , i n  
and through the undertaking thus  became an objective reality with in  
them, at once the sanze  and other and ( in  certain c ircumstances that i t  
would take too long to enumerate) possible alienation .  B ut prec isely 
because they recognized the sovereign ' s powers through the unity of the 
undertaking,  they demanded of him and often against h im the means 
to pursue i t .  Need itself was objectified . It was l ived as suffering and 
danger , and at the same t ime defined as that which had to be as suaged i f  
the rate of product ion was to be increased .  On thi s  point ,  moreover, they 
found a common language with the leadersh ip ,  which l ikew i se reckoned 
that consumption could not be lowered beyond certa in l imits without 
compromis ing productiv ity . The source of opposi tion was neither in the 
language nor in the i ntentions :  it  lay simultaneously in  the determination 
of the standard of l i v ing below which i t  was no longer poss ible to 
produce and, even if agreemen t  was ach ieved on that point , i n  the 
s lowness of organization,  the difficult ies of supply and the errors of 
bureaucracy i n  short, everyth i ng that constituted the sovereign as 
inferior in fact to i ts funct ion . The deep difference was there . In  a system 
of capi ta l i st exploi tation , penury , discomfort and misery are recognized 
as the normal and constant products  of the soc iety . In the system of 
soc ia l i st construc tion , however,  they were attr ibute d to the fau lts of 
groups or of men,  or  to the part ic u l ar necessit ies  of the mome n t . In  so far 
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as the opposi t ion of the emanc ipated proletariat would be able to manifest 
itself expl ic itly and find its organization and its express ion,  it would 
req uire a change perhaps rad ical of the lead ing personnel and a 
reworking of the Pl an ;  but i t  would not go back e ither on the revolu
t ionary bas is  of the regime or on the nece ss i ty of pursuing the undertaking 
in i ti ated. The practico- inert that the workers wanted to suppress  was not 
so much the scleros is  of the leading layers and the serial it ies in  the 
labouring c las s .  It was rather the ensemble of secondary counter
final i ties  (de lay s ,  waste ,  lack of co-ordination , lethargy or careeri sm of 
local functionarie s ) ,  wh ich were by and large consequences of the bureau
cratic  system hence, of praxis -process  itself but which in the immedi 
ate , spec i fic  instance always  presented themselves  as remediable . On thi s  
point too ,  moreover, the frictions presupposed a certain uni ty , s ince the 
dist inct ive feature of that bureaucracy (not , as has been c la imed , of every 
bureaucracy * )  was to prosecute bureaucrat s bureaucratical ly  i . e .  to 
attribute mistakes to men rather than to the sy stem that produced them . It 
i s  well  known that i n  the soc ia l i s t  democrac ies  under Stal ini sm,  men 
were sometimes changed spectacularly in order to change th ings and 
sometimes in  order not to change them . 

To be sure , the unity of the leaders and the rank and fi le was not that 
of members of a group . At the level  of the nucleus of revolutionary 
workers , however, it  must be noted that interiorization by both leaders 
and rank and fi le of the original contradiction of social i sm hence ,  the 
adoption of the same inner confl ict  by the leaders and the rank and fi le -
would have made it poss ible to avoid oppress ion in  the true sense of the 
term . For, in  so far as reject ion of the imposs ibi l i ty of l iv ing became 
voluntarism by being temporalized , it  was pos s ible to imag ine a cen
trali zed ,  tough , authoritarian prax i s ,  but one supported (and thereby 
control led) by the rank and fi le themselves .  Rec iprocal l y ,  the leaders 
would  have taken more care to search out and suppress abuses ,  if these 
adj ustments had been demanded in the name of the common voluntari sm 
by a working c lass  of which they had been sure . At thi s level , the latent 
confl ict  would thus have manifested i tself within the uni ty of the 
constructive prax i s ,  by inte l l igible products and not by mi s shapen 

* The b u reaucrac y ,  as inert i a  of the sovereign . doe s not rise u p  against i t se If i n  the 
h i stor i ca l gro u p i n g� that  l i v e  through a peri od of stab i l i t y . O n  the contrary , i t  e x pres ses  that 
st ab i l i t y  ( wh ich may be a s low movemen t of i n v o l ut i on . fo r e x ample ) an d the l atter re fl ects 
i t : e v e ryt h i n g  i �  a l l r ight  ( at leaq t(n the bureauc rat . w h o  fi nd �  h i s  j u �t i fi c at i on in the 
Cour�e of t h mg s ) .  The S t a l i n i st bure a u c racy i s  I n  perpe t ual  c ontrad i c t i on bec au �e it  
c o m b i n e s  t w o  i n compat i b l e  fe at u re s  i t  i s  a \ 'o/ul1 lari \' 1 hurealu ra( y I n  i t ,  there are 
\ l m u lt(J n e{)u � l.\ com bi ned th e  fie rc e�t  ac t i v i sm w i th i ne rt i a .  O r  ra ther . the l at ter  is  the mean s 
of the  former T h u s ,  perpe t u a l l y ,  b u re a uc ra t i c  ac t i v i �m den ounce� the b u re a u c rat� .  
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monsters . Work ing-class pressure would in  fact have tended to suppress 
bureaucratic  exces ses and to l imit h ierarchy . In such a case anyway 
abstract ,  s ince it  s ignal s the beginning of industrial ization the struggle 
as a latent contradic tion in  the leading groups and in the masses  ( i . e .  in 
i ndi viduals suffering the ir  impotence) can be said to be in itself" a factor 
o.f unity :  i t  does not suppress  the authoritarian commandism or the 
p lanning carried out by the guiding centre , but i t  makes oppress ion 
useles s ; perhaps (as ideal i sts who have not understood the fact of 
industrial growth have w i shed) it makes i t  pos s ible to increase the 
powers of the soviets in d irect proport ion to the progress of e lectrification .  

We know , however ,  that this nucleus was shortly to explode under the 
pres sure of immigrants ,  and that the leaders would have to handle a 
volati le ,  uneducated , disunited mass l iable to change from one day to the 
next .  Most of these workers were not revo lutionaries .  Before the seizure 
of power they had been peasants , and even if  they had - set the red cock 
loose ' on big farms or in  chateaux ,  such ac ts of v iolence had expressed 
an uneducated revolt :  though they might lead to the appropriation of 
seigneurial estates ,  they at all events could not spontaneously transform 
themselves into a voluntarism of industrial production . Similarly ,  those 
new workers would clearly long remain urban i zed peasants ,  and their 
class consciousnes s could not be formed for long years to come. And 
what could i t  be , anyway , in those early stages?  What would its practical 
content be , s ince the seizure of power was an accompl i shed fact ;  s ince 
the exploiting c lass  was defeated ; s ince those peasants ,  driven from their 
v i l lages by misery or brutal ly transported, saw work in  i ndustry despite 
everyth ing as a curse especial ly  i f  you think of the prodigious effort 
that was asked of them rather than as a duty or an honour . But wi thout 
yet understanding what the Revol ution was ,  they were not unaware that 
i f  they revolted they would be counter-revolutionaries . That reg ime 
which was proletarianizing them was the same one which had driven out 
the landlords .  The leaders ' mi strust of those yokels ,  most of whom were 
still under the sway of the Orthodox Church ,  was interiorized in  each one 
of the newcomers as mis trust of the rest .  In that social i st country 
achiev ing fu l l  employment , thi s  m istrust which engendered oppres s ion 
- played the role of competit ive ailtagoni sms in  the capital i st world :  i t  
serialized. Everyone became once again the Other for h i s  ne ighbour :  not 
the Other who cou ld be taken on in h is  place ,  but the Other who could 
denounce him or whose imprudence could provoke an arrest .  In that 
immense col lective ,  insurrectional unity was not even imaginable . Radical 
powerlessness was l ived as res ignation , or in  extreme case s tran sformed 
into pas sive res i stance .  I n  other words ,  powerlessness to ri se up was re 
exteriorized as powerlessness  to produce , while sometimes ind iv idual 
violence was expre�sed by an act of sabotage . 
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So the conflict exi sted, but i t  had no name . Oppress ion was not 
exploitation, there was no c lass  struggle ,  and anyway the working class 
ex is ted in itself but not for itself. On the other hand, the newcomers , 
whatever their atti tude towards the regime , were s imultaneous ly seri al ized 
in rel ation to one another ' by the ir origin and h i stories and by the 
leaders ' operations and unified by the sovereign praxi s  (prec i se ly in so 
far as th is  treated them as inert serial uni ties ) , inasmuch as  they were 
in tegrated into the practical field it  de l imited :  i . e .  into the country , as an 
ensemble of material givens (shortages and resources ) ,  accumulated 
goods and men. Thi s integration in  no way prej udged their real rel ations 
w i th any particular practico-inert ensemble  or group. It mere ly  meant 
that everyth ing always came to them v ia  the mediation of the sovereign, 
i . e .  v ia  sovere ign determinations of the practical field . If i t  was a matter 
of founding a city around b last furnaces or steel works , the bureaucracy 
took care of transporting them to the s i te ;  it distributed makeshift 
equipment to them (tents at Magnitogorsk) ; it had already decided to 
bui ld flats ; it would achieve that with numerous delays for which i t  alone 
was responsible .  It was the leadership which took care of supplies ,  or set 
tasks and norms .  If need be i t  would have a double track bui lt ,  to replace 
the s ingle track upon which the freight trains  init ial l y  travel led the 
ones that transported the coal or the s teel . As  the worker became 
educated, as he ass imi lated h i s  craft experience and hi s culture grew,  he 
d iscovered himself more c learly wi thin a sy stem unified and constituted 
by two centres of production,  2 ,000 kilometres apart . One of these,  
s i tuated in the Vrals  (Magnitogorsk) , was constituted around i ron deposits 
(extractive industries ,  steelworks ) ,  whi le the other (Kuzbas) had been 
founded in the v ic inity of coal mines the latter sending fue l  to the 
former, the former sending back to Kuznetsk surplus  iron extracted from 
the Vral s .  On the basi s of th i s ,  the worker grasped h i s  own practical field 
as a tiny determination within the sovereign field .  Hi s work was fore
seen . The practico-inert exigenc ies of hi s machines (we spoke of this  
earl ier35 ) directly expressed the inv i sib le synthetic exigency of the 
sovereign .  Those machines were foreseen by the Plan ,  constructed in 
conformity with i t ,  and their expectation (they awaited their worker) was 
a pass iv ization of the sovereign ' s  expectation . They made themselves the 
conducting m i l ieu of that uni tary praxi s  that came to seek the worker 
out , right to the foot of that Magnetic Mountain where he had been 
transported in ant ic ipation of the needs of production . H i s  l ife ,  i . e .  h i s  
food and the sat isfaction of all h is  other needs ,  depended upon the way 
i n  which he would fulfi l  h i s  prescribed task (which had designated him in -

3 5  Critique ,  v o l . l , pp. 1 85 ff. 
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advance) ; and that prescription was a mere spec ification of the overall 
plan .  But even h i s  zeal could not ensure that he would manage to surpass 
- or merely attain the norms determined by the sovere ign. Even that 
depended on the rate of extrac tion of coal at Kuzbas , and on the 
transport. In  practice,  moreover, that universal dependence did not estab
l ish any sol idarity between him and other workers in other sectors of 
production . What he needed was i ntensive work by the Kuzbas miners , 
by the railwaymen, by the train drivers and - inasmuch as he was 
personally designated to have a fl at by the building workers .  In  fact ,  
that solidarity in  reverse led everyone to demand the most i ntensive 
effort from everyone el se ,  so that he would be able to reproduce hi s l ife 
by pushing h i s  own effort to the max imum . It was with the leadersh ip  
that the worker felt some solidarity . In  order to be able to accompli sh the 
task i t  had prescribed for him , he expected of others exactly ytJhat the 
leadership expected of them : the max imum the ' optimum variant ' . 

Leadership was a mediation between men by things ,  since i t stirred the 
practico-inert by transfinite operations .  It was al so a mediation between 
things by men , s ince the worker i n  the Magnitogorsk steelworks depended 
on the Kuzbas mines and the frequency of transport and at the same time 
on the miners themselves . S ince  in  both case s ,  moreover , the dependence 
turned into a dependence vis -cl - vis the sovereign,  that manipulated inertia 
through i ts very serial i ty revealed the sovereign unity of the man ipulating • praXIS .  

But i f  series  were in  practice totali zed , the serial i ndividual never
theless  remained the man whose freedom in  and through h i s  radical 
al ienation realized his  serial -being through an other-direction that 
revealed i tself as a fasc inat ion with total i ty and an infini te movement 
propagated under the sovereign ' s  influence .  Thi s meant that the serial 
indiv idual was determined inasmuch as he exis ted as Other for the 
sovereign itself: i . e .  for a praxis -knowledge that pre sented h im with h i s  
part icu lar practical field as already totalized by the leadership and with 
h i s  serial-being as express ly  aimed at . In  that sense , the practical 
totalization he carried out at every moment (when he conducted h imself 
in any way as a seri al being) was a totali zation of the already total ized . 
( In the same way , the practical field of ch i ldren i s  the total i zation of a 
field already explored by the ir  parents , where the objects i t  di sc loses are 
already seen , already named, and have an already settled usage . )  In  that 
sense, if the propaganda had succeeded he grasped the sovere ign ' s  
total izat ion as the depth of h i s  own total ization . H i s  pract ical field was 
the country , as i t  was for the Pol i tburo and its  expert ass i stants ,  and if he 
had been able to develop h i s  knowledge and functions infin i te l y "  he 
would merely have redi scovered the total depth of h i �  own fie ld .  In a 
certain way ,  the sovereign total i zat ion was h i s  powerles sness and i gnor-
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ance :  he was determined by it in h i s  negative particularity . In another 
way ,  however, i t  was his pos s ible knowledge and h i s  own partic ipation 
in the praxi s  of al l .  For indiv idual s ,  the sovereign was the mediation 
between their ignorance as particularity and their total knowledge as 
possible total ization of the country by  each and every person . On the 
other hand , the totalization of series ,  though pure ly operational , was 
manifested to every serial indiv idual as a rec uperation of the infinite 
flight by the sovereign ' s  totali zing prax i s .  Thus serial -being was l ived as 
organic-being .  As we have seen , thi s  i s  the very nature of other-directed 
activity . 36 Following the above description, however, i t  remains  the case 
that the leading group ' s  total ization was retotalized by the indiv idual 
preci sely in so far as thi s  retotalization was already foreseen and provoked 
in the leadersh ip ' s totalizing prax i s .  

Although there was a reciprocity of reflection here , however, the 
leading group remained the Other inasmuch as the indiv idual was h imself 
maintained and conditioned by o thers and in the mi lieu of alteri ty . From 
thi s  s tandpoint, the two totalizations presented themselves  s imultaneously 
as the same and as other: or, if you l ike , the indiv idual l ived the 
total ization of hi s  practical field as being deciphered and explained 
elsewhere ,  in those radical ly other beings whose sovere ignty was l i ved as 
group power through serial powerlessne ss .  At that level,  alterity appeared 
as a sacred characteri stic :  totalization of the indiv idual practical field 
remained a synthes i s  at the surface of a synthes i s - in-depth whose type of 
being was . the sacred .  Obvious ly ,  thi s  characteri stic would have di s 
appeared in the event of revolt and insurrectional di ssolution of al l series .  
We are really  accounting here for a particular alienation : inasmuch as an 
individual ' s  daily activity totalized him, the country remained profane ;  
inasmuch as that obscure total ization was carried out in the ful l  c larity of a 
sovereign totalization that escaped it ,  the country became sacred.  

B ut we have also noted the complementary praxis .  Activi sts provoked 
ephemeral di ssolutions of serial i ty at s trategic points that the government 
had carefully determined and that figured as synthetic objectives in its 
totali zing praxis .  In such regroupments , as we have seen , fraternity
terror reappeared wi th the sovereignty of each person,  as a common 
indiv idual readopting the dec i sion of the Party or Pol i tburo. At that 
level , the indiv idual reabsorbed the sacred inasmuch as he  di s solved 
seri al i ty and deepened h i s  pract ical field. There was homogeneity between 
h i s  own totalization and the sovereign ' s .  What i s  more , the movement of 
h i s  own total ization ( inasmuch as he had the importance of some dec i s ion 
- for society as a whole and for himself as a member of i t  explained to 

36.  Critique,  vol . l ,  P 65 5 .  
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him) made it into a kind of moment of the sovereign total ization :  a kind 
of stage on the infinite route that would make it poss ible to reali ze thi s  in 
i ts  entirety . A dialectic was establ i shed between those two contradictory 
relationships of the indi v idual total izat ion to the common total ization 
(alterity and the sacred, on the one hand; radical homogeneity , on the 
other) through a new attempt at total ization by the indiv idual (or in local 
groups) .  The new transformations resu l ting from this  are , for now, of 
l i ttle concern to us .  The example was s imply des igned to indicate : first ,  
that the sovereign totalization integrated non-totali zables  in practice ; 
secondly , that i t  determined itself as a function of the s ingular totaliza
tions which retotal ized i t, and did so in such a way that the retotal ization 
was in conformity with the chosen objectives . And reciprocal ly that , in a 
society thus integrated, each person was as a Sov iet c itizen at  the very 
least, through other-direction,  an intermediary between the serial Other 
and the common indiv idual s ince he totali zed his  practical field within 
a global total ization that he revealed and transformed by each of his  
activ i ties ,  and s ince he acted in any case as  an agent a lready foreseen and 
guided by the total ization in progres s .  

Yet each singular total ization , as a transcendence of the sovereign 
total ization towards a particular goal (work , wage , l iv ing standard , etc . ) ,  
appeared in turn as a total ization of the total ization i .e .  as an ultimate 
totalization . Thus the Leadership ' s  totalization , embrac ing individual s 
and groups ,  found its concrete real i ty only  i n  the diversity of the 
concrete total izations that retotal ized it ,  each from the standpoint of a 
local praxi s .  In  this sense ,  however,. i t  can be said that the sovereign 
totalization was s imply a praxi s  whose objective was to be real ized by 
the foreseen, accompl i shed unity of i ts  retotal izations (be they serial , or 
common, or s ingular) . The heterogeneity of the series and groups did not 
count, s ince the sovereign took account of thi s  or rather rel ied upon i t  
. in order to real ize its own objectives .  As soon as that heterogeneity 
entered into the practical reckoning,  i t  became a necessary moment of 
total ization : the means of orientating and l imiting (etc . ) retotalizations ,  
of opposing or fostering them in the direction of the project .  Everyth ing 
went on as though each individual l ived under the pres sure and in the 
l ight of a sovereign tota l ization , in which he figured as a total ized 
e lement; and as though the sovereign total ization had grasped i tself as a 
project  of pass ion and incarnation, s ince i t  caused itself to be retotal ized 
by everyone as a non-transcendable total ity . 

By th is ,  I do not mean to refer back to any kind of pre-establ i shed 
harmony or social optimism. I t  i s  s imply a matter of showing that, i n  a 
society characterized by the presence of a sovereign , his torical  s ignifica
t ion whatever i t  may be and from wherever it may emanate require s 
to be comprehended i n  the twofold movement  of retotal ized total ization 
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and total ization of the direc ted retotal izations .  After that, dreadful  di sputes 
may ari se ,  and c lan struggles ,  police oppress ion and class confl icts may 
grow worse . Al l  we mean i s  that these very struggles can take p lace only  
within the framework of a retotal ized total i zation . I t  i s  at this  level that 
contradictions explode , at this  level that groups form to oppose the 
sovere ign , prec isely because it i s  at this  level  also that the sovereign 
prax i s  has previously  been able to succeed, i . e .  achieve its objectives 
through directed retotal izations . The posi ti v i st his tori an has di s torted 
His tory and made comprehension imposs ible , whenever he has shown the 
organized forces ' project  determining ' the masses ' ,  or ' public opinion ' ,  or 
any category of indiv iduals or groupings , in the same way that a phys ical 
factor can condi t ion the variations of a ' natural process ' .  He has suppressed 
any pos sibi l ity of total ization, by  suppress ing one of the essential moments 
of his torical prax is  and remaining bl ind to the fol lowing obvious  fact :  
inasmuch as His tory s tudies the action of action upon action , the mi l ieu in  
which any given praxi s may create any other in accordance with strict 
predictions i s  necessari ly  that of retotal ization . From this s tandpoint, 
conflict and the stages of every struggle are comprehens ible : these 
rec iprocal retotal izations of each oppos ing prax i s  by the other, when they 
are themselves retotalized, l ikewi se constitu te a contradictory mi l ieu 
where each action creates the other as its practical nul l ification.  

So the conflict with the sovereign took place w ithin the practical field,  
and in the produced and revealed unity of that field.  The l atter was 
originally  just the moving synthes i s  of the environment by an action in 
progress .  But the contradiction was due here to the fact that in that 
unified env ironment, as particular determinations of the field,  there were 
men i . e .  several sovereigns ( inasmuch as each had his  practical field) . 
This  would sti l l  be only a partial explanation if those men had been 
enemies of the sovereign: i . e .  had negated the practical field embracing 
them and had had to be negated by it .  B ut the real ity of oppress ive 
commandism was more complex . B y  v irtue of the oppress ion that kept 
them in serial i ty and by that very means extracted the maximum effort 
from them - the leadership was against them. They interiorized w ithin 
them their statu s as means · i . e .  as reified individual s ,  as transcended 
transcendence whose sole freedom seemed to be to y ield themselves up 
whol ly  to the sovereign prax i s ,  and to flee reification in the al ien 
voluntari sm that imbued them . On the other hand, however, those means 
of praxis were al so i ts  ends . As  forced labour (or rather, forced consent 
to the mode and to the norms of labour) proceeded and the first re sul ts of 
action made themselves known , Soviet man was created. H i s  pride 
sprang from h i s  first achievements (although and above all  because -
most of them,  e .g .  the g igantic Magnitogorsk steelworks ,  were not 
destined direct ly  to rai se h is s tandard of l i v ing) . H is toughness was just 
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interiorized oppression (he was tough on himself and disciplined, quick 
to denounce as s lackness  the relaxation of h i s  neighbour, who through 
the inverted solidarity establ i shed by the sovereign ri sked s lowing 
down the rate of production for everyone) . Hi s  passivity (entirely 
temporary) vis-a-vis the managers was not j ust the interiorization of h is  
impotence, but also  a fundamental conviction acquired gradually 
through culture that transformation of the leading personnel was in 
itself less important than industrial growth ; and that, as suming the 
system was to be saved,  the indiv idual and col lective tasks , the effort to 
be contributed and the standard of l iv ing would be more or less  the same 
at the same moment of sociali s t  construction. I am not saying that this 
' Sov iet man ' the first really to defi ne the present in  terms of the future 
(and on the bas is  of the past) and his  individual future in terms of the 
social i s t  future had been created cheaply . Perhaps in many cases he 
had even appeared only  w ith the second generation , i . e .  with the sons of 
the pre-war immigrants . It  remain s  the case that thi s  type of man would 
never have  been produced i n  a bourgeois democracy . For oppres sion 
makes no difference to the fact of common ownership of resources and 
the instruments of labour; and the oppression that cau ses people to work 
for the benefit of bosses  i s  one thing, while that which causes  fathers to 
work for the benefit of their sons ,  the latter for the benefit of grandsons , 
etc . ,  in the perspective of a growing l iberation , i s  another thing . 

Thus ,  l i ttle by  l i ttle ,  the newcomers or their children adopted the 
v iewpoint of the revolutionary workers ,  apart from the fact that they had 
the sense of a constant and constantly reformis t  evolution , w ithin a 
State that they were retain ing (along with the pious myth that i t  would 
wither away of its  own accord) because that State had emerged from a 
revolution that they had not made. Thi s  s ingul ar mixture of conservati sm 
and progress iv ism was the interiorization of the totali ty wi thin each 
individual . It expressed the very mean ing of prax i s :  to progress in order 
to maintain (the essential conquests ) ;  and to maintain in order to progress  
(s tratifications born of hierarchization , as  a means  of inciting to produce) .  
At the same time , i t  reali zed the true relation of the urbanized peasant or 
h i s  son to the Revolution , as an insurrectionary seizure of power fol
lowed by a radical change in  the re lat ions of production.  Preci se ly ,  it 
was not he who had made it, but the education given h im by the 
sovereign born of i t ,  as well  as the need to save the meaning of h i s  own 
l ife together with the objective reality of the new regime al l ensured 
that this  received (or suffered, if you prefer) order was nevertheles s  
adopted and could not conceivably be called into question . Or, i f  you 
prefer, education and propaganda had eventually  determined in each 
indiv idual a zone of almost  p ledged inertia that was preci sely the 
Revolution itself, inasmuch as by every concrete action he transcended i t  
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in  its original abstraction and in its past - being � inasmuch as it w as the 
distant aim of his  undertaking and his l ife h i s  non- transcendabLe 
destiny; in  short, i nasmuch  as he realized what others had established as 
an absolute but abstract beg inn ing . From the moment w hen he was 
himself involved and with a s ingle movement grasped his pract ical field as 
a singular determination of the sovereign field - and his own life as an 
undertaking in progress , a l imited singularizat ion of the sovereign temporal 
ization his oppos i tion to the sovereign was waged in the name of the 
sovereign itself. There were no  flats , for example , not as in  a bourgeo i s 
democracy because it was in nobody ' s  i nterest to bui ld  any , but because 
the sovereign and planned dec is ion to stagger their construction over 
months  or years had not been realized. Yet the conflict remained latent, in 
the Stalin ist period, s ince vol untari sm was an optimistic dec i s ion : every
th ing was a/ways going well .  The demands of the masses  can be interpreted 
as a first control exerc i sed over the sovereign in the name of its own 
projects and the praxis that was realizing them. But  s ince optimism was 
always the source and the resul t  of Terror, * the conflict remained at the 
level of a pass ive res i stance at the very heart of the masse s '  voluntarism.  
And that res i stance as an inertia provoked (by bad working condi tions ,  
etc . )  and maintained (as an anonymous manife station) was mere ly the 
interiorization within the unity of the practical field of that other inertia :  
bureaucratic sclerosi s ,  turned back against itself by the very people it 
affected as their negation by the sovereign .  Through the intermediary of 
the se increas ingly consc ious men , S talinist praxis accumulated in its 

practical fie ld transformations that negated it; and this negation was 
turned back against it through the new generations of workers .  Conversely ,  
however , that negative project precisely inasmuch as i t  was contradicted 
by hierarchi zed strat ifications was explicitly contained in  the sovereign 
praxis as one of its long -term objectives . First, because that prax is had 
taken over the theory of w ithering aw ay of the State , even though present 
c ircumstances seemed to it to require the latter ' s  reinforcement. Secondly ,  
because the very effort demanded of the workers in  a period of accumula
tion (along w ith all the practical features emanating from thi s  voluntar
ism , authoritarianism , centralization , terror) was express ly given as tem
p orary .  Final ly , because when the emergency dimini shed (because the 
USSR h ad caught up) ,  al though the State would sti l l  subsist ,  the appearance 
of technical cadres and the human and profess ional culture o f  the workers 
would combine to make the bureaucratic government and the stratified 

* I nasm uch as i t  occ u rs a� a fundame ntal  feat ure of pra x i s  (decis ion 0 11 its pOSSibi li ties ) ,  
at moments when pe s s i m i  5t ic  forecasts  seem the m ost l i ke l y .  I t s  savage c haracte r deri ves 

from the fac t that  i t  be ars w i thin i t  p essi m i � m  an d de spair as net!.uted threats .  
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hierarchy less and less  effective , and would obl ige the ru l ing personnel 
to d isappear or adapt the forms of government to the circumstances .  

Thus the contradiction of S tal inist commandism was that its aim was to 
make i tself useless , through the transformation to which it subjected both 
the ruled and the country ' s  industrial and mi l itary potential . This contra
diction , moreover, was just an expression of the fundamental contradiction 
of social i s t  construction in the period fol lowing the seizure of power. On 
the other hand, bureaucracy obvious ly asserted itself at the same time,  and 
in so far as it was hierarchized S tal inist commandi sm tended to favour 
certain social layers . But this  was because prax i s ,  by  determining the fie ld 
of the practico-inert, had via the intermediary of the whole pract ical field 
" produced Soviet bureaucrats in such a way that they  ass imilated the 
common interest and the private interest .  For we know that these two 
interests were in contradiction i n  the working masses  during the phase of 
pre-revolutionary construction .  B ut we al so know that the appearance of 
working-class hierarchy had tended to create a system of  recompenses 
such that for some of the workers the contradiction had been removed:  to 
work the best and the fastest  was to be the best  paid and most honoured . 
Preci sely in so far as strat ification had frozen the hierarchy , the latter 
tended to maintain itself for itself and against the masses, and at the same 
time for the greater efficacy oj" the common praxis s uch as that efficacy 
might appear to bureaucratized agents . But the latter,  in the very act that 
consol idated their power (and by it) ,  l imited i ts duration : they had become 
aware of thi s (at least the more cult ivated ones which does not mean the 
highest in rank) ,  s ince all the ideology they  had been taught explained how 
their power was ' for a l im ited time ' and almost of an ' interim ' kind.  They 
could bui ld the USSR but not construct a clas s :  their  very act ion prevented 
them from doing so,  despite the priv i leges i t  conferred on them.  Their  
bureaucracy consecrated the separation between management functions 
and mode of appropriation in  a certain phase of industrial growth (whether 
planned or not , as we shall  see ) .  At the same time , however, i t  showed by 
its effects on the ruled the provi s ional character of th is  d i s sociation in a 
social i s t  systelTI .  So it can be said that emancipation of the Soviet worker -
though di fferent  from the emanc ipation of Western workers pronounced 
sentence upon the Bureaucracy .  It must be added,  however, that it  did so 
simultaneously upon that bureaucracy and through it and as a practical 
consequence that the latter had already accepted (at least i n  pri nciple ) .  * 

* This  doe� not at al l n1ean that  e l i m i n at i o n  of the B ureauc rac y m u st n e c e  ... s ari l y  be 
accom p h -.. h e d  th ro u gh "iom e q u i e t  progre s � .  C i rc u mstanc e l.,  a l one c an dete rm ine the �pee d 

and v i o lence of t h at e l i m i n at ion A l l  t hat c an be s a i d  i 5,  t h at the e n �emble  of t he p roc e s s  -
more or l e � �  c om p l ete agreem e n t ,  or  a se r i e � o f  d iffi c u l t adaptat i o n li  or bloody d i �turbance�  - should be �ecn in  the  context  of a I e[ormi.\ l  prax i � .  
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The more thi s  whee l ing ,  omnipresent contradict ion the contradiction of 
planned growth helped to construct the unity of the men i t  had 
produced , i . e .  of the ru lers and the ru led , the more strongl y  and clearly 
did i t  manifest  i tse lf. 

In thi s sense not j ust at the beginning for the revolutionary nucleus ,  
but gradual ly  for a l l individuals and al l groups through the partial 
re inforcement and partial d isso lution of serial i t ies it  was the total i zation 
in progress that c larified the conflict ,  by tightening the inte l l igible un ity . 
Let us simp ly  recal l  that thi s  tota l ization did not d i ssolve the col lecti yes .  
nor was i t  the un ification of a multiplic i ty into a group .  It was actual l y  
that of every sovereignty defining i ts practical field in  a fundamental ly  
un ivocal rel ationship .  The practical fie ld was engendered by prax i s  and 
transformed perpetually  by it .  If  i t  was right to speak of a transformation 
of the agents (and of prax i s )  by the field ,  thi s  transformation did not 
break the un ivocal nature of the fundamental re l ation .  The reaction was 
in fact  produced by bringing di sparate e lements into con tact wi thin  the 
field .  It was activ ity ,  through i ts  temporal profi le and its  qual ification 
(objectives ,  tens ion ,  etc . ) ,  which real i zed that 4 bringing into contact ' ,  as 
a synthetic immanence of exteriority . And it  was through th is  synthes i s 
that exigencies appeared against  a background of interiorization of the 
exterior (e. g .  inasmuch as quantity mil l i on s  of tons of steel or pig - i ron 
- was interiori zed as a scarcity ,  a poss ibi l ity ,  an impossibi l i ty ,  a means ,  
or a short-term aim,  in the determination by praxi s  of its new goal s * ) .  If 
these exigencies transformed the agents and through them dev iated -
praxi s ,  they did not thereby testify to a rec iproc ity .  For they were s imply 
praxi s  i tself, refracted by the materi al . So man was produced v i a  the 
intermediary of h i s  product, without thi s  operation necessari l y  pre 
suppos ing a feti shization of the latter.  I t  i s  in terms of th i s  non
rec iprocity that the relations between the ruled and the sovere i gn must be 
considered . Inasmuch as the ruled were inert , manipulated seria l itie s ,  
the ir  rel ationship with the rulers was univocal .  Series are nlatter worked 
by transfinite operations ;  and the exigencies they manifest as such are 
the inert ex igencies of every pass ive synthesi s ,  i nasmuch as i t  refers 
praxi s back to its agents but overturned, pass iv i zed and produc ing i ts 
own counter-final i ti e s .  I n  the case that concerns  us ,  it was indeed the 
fundamental contradiction of soc ial i sm that was turned back against its 
bui lders , in the form of pass ive imperatives . And it  was these imperatives 
that would transform the sovereign,  through i ts  very attempt to adapt its 
practice to them . In the same way, the individual worker as a free 

* I t  i �  synthe t i c  un i t y  i n to w h i c h  i t  i s  i n teg rate d ,  rathe r than some k i n d  of d i a lect ic  
of N ature w h i ch h e re e nd o w s q u an t i t y  w i th a prac t i cal  quality _  
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transcendence through work (or through sabotage , etc . )  of the s i tuation 
that had produced him could not thereby establ ish even a relationship 
of reciprocity w ith the sovere ign . Yet he was free,  he acted, he submitted 
or res isted freely ( i . e .  by assum ing his  impotence or hi s  possibi l it ies ) . No 
matter. We know that he was seen, foreseen , produced and provided with 
a destiny by the sovere ign, and that h i s  own practical field had i tself 
been defined as a spec ification of the total field.  The sovereign prax i s  
imbued the indiv idual and organized him along with the disparate 
ensemble of the practico-inert. If he objectified himself as a free practice , 
the sovereign was the Other by which the entire world became other ( i . e .  
a l ienated to an inv i sible presence ) .  If  he real ly wanted to be united with 
the total field and assume the imperatives of production as h i s  own, then 
he became the sovereign as Other .  This  c ircular and non-reciprocal unity 
suffices for intel l ig ibi l ity as a dialectical totalization : every object in the 
fie ld was a total ization of al l  the others and their  contradiction s ;  but non
rec iprocity preserved a hierarchy w ithin  the total ization . 

The Open Conflict, Progress towards Unity 

Nevertheless ,  i n  the practical field we have been cons idering,  we have 
not encountered a real autonomy of the practico- inert (as a source of 
conflicts between groups or c las ses ) : i . e .  a genuine res i s tance of the 
prov is ional result of activ i ty to that act iv i ty itself ( inasmuch as i t  was 
incarnated s imultaneous ly  in  the sovereign and in the ruled) .  In the 
example considered,  however, such autonomy did exist :  i t  was what led 
to the veritable c iv i l  war that pitted the sovereign and the working class 
again st the peasants . 

From as early as 1 923 , Trotsky and h i s  friends had wanted to put an 
end to the NEP. They had been the first to insi st on the v i tal necess ity of 
planning , which alone would enable the USSR to catch up industrial ly .  
B ut even at the purely theoretical leve l  of thi s st i l l  abstract project ,  the 
practical unity of the i r  proposal had created new synthetic and inert 
connections wi thin the field .  The development of already exi sting indus
trial centres ,  and the creation of new centre s ,  had no sooner been merely 
conceived than they had presented themselves  as exigencies . Here we 
grasp the most typical example of an internal synthetic connection : the 
mere mul tipl ication of machines entailed the necess i ty of mul tiplying the 
operators . Not because the mach ine in i tself, as a fragment of inert 
matter ,  pre sented that ex igency ;  but because ,  as social and worked 
matter ,  it was the inert support of a pass iv ized human des ign ( that of the 
managers, the eng ineers and the bu i lders ) which consti tuted its unity.  
And when it  had been l iv ing and concrete , this de sign  had consi sted 
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precisel} in determin ing the number of operators as accurately and 
economical ly as poss ible ,  on the bas i s  of the object created and its 
functioning. Through these multiple exigenc ies which grew,  moreover, 
i n  proportion to the number and nature of the machines abstract men 
would be designated as operators required in  the perspective of industrial 
ization . I t  must also be noted that quite independently of the system -
characteristic s and circumstances vary from one country to another. The 
USA, a country of immigration , experienced an influx of foreign workers 
during its period of accumulation . Russ ia ,  encircled and poverty 
s tricken , l ived off its own resources :  thi s  c ircumstance reflected the 
hosti l ity provoked by i ts historical transformations .  So the new machines 
could demand operators only from among the Soviet population itself, 
meaning that every increase demanded in the world of workers was 
necessarily accompanied by a diminution in  the number of agricultural 
labourers. The heterogeneity of these factors wi l l  be noted: machines ;  
the blockade and mi l itary encirclement, as a foreign riposte to the 
October Revolution ; the underdeveloped character of the country , which 
implied that industry ' s  reserves had to be sought in  uneducated rural 
masses formed by centuries of feudal i sm.  If the ensemble of such 
di sparate facts consti tuted a first  necess ity , thi s was because the practical 
synthes i s of the project establ i shed connections of immanence between 
them. Through such connections ,  moreover, new basic relationships were 
disc losed. These bas ic relationships were in themselves of a mathematical 
and 10gis ti�  type ,  meaning that (taken in  i so lat ion) they were the 
prov ince of analytic Reason . There were x workers and 2x jobs to be 
fi l led:  thi s  quantitat ive rel ationship became a practical necess ity for the 
peasants only in  a praxi s  that had the aim not j us t  of fil ling all  the jobs , 
but ac tuall y  of multiplying them . In the same way ,  the strictly negat ive 
relationship : ' there was no foreign immigration ' became a negation in  
interiority ( i . e .  concerned every Rus sian peasant in the innermost depths 
of h i s  individual person) preci se ly  in so far as praxi s  decided to take men 
where they were . We thus arrive at the very origin of the practico-i nert -
the interiorizing integration of rel ations of pure exteriority and thi s  
origin reveal s to us  the fundamental contradiction of human h i story . 37 
But we shall return to thi s .  Let u s  merely note that Trotsky ' s  project 
implied a potential unification of peasants and workers , in  the sense that 
the latter were to be multiplied thanks to a selection made from among 
the former. At once,  as we have seen , the new workers and through 
them the ensemble of the working-class masses temporari ly took on 
characteri stics ,  a hexis , of peasants . B ut preci se ly  in so far as they did so,  

3 7 .  See Append i x ,  p .450, ' I s H i story Essentia l  to M an ? ' .  
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the peasants ' were workerized ' ( i f  on ly  i n  thei r react ions of negati ve 
v iolence) , inasmuch as for each of them the poss ib i l ity of working in  a 
factory could not be excluded a priori . Thi s  project of Trotsky ' s  i mplied 
simultaneously a kind of osmos i s  and a progress ive careful blending of 
populations .  

But the necessities , as internal relations of exteriority , multiplied. I do 
not know whether Trotsky had foreseen the extraordinary movement of 
urbani zation which quadrupled the non -agricul tural l abourers in less  
than thirty years . At all events , he could not have been unaware that the 
demographic transformation would be profound. Whether he had en
v i saged that the sovereign praxis would rai se the number of workers 
from ten to th irty or from ten to forty -five mil l ion , he had not been 
unaware that he would  be able  to reduce the number of rural  producers 
only by rai sing their productivity .  Among the new workers , furthermore , 
many were ass igned to heavy industry . Thi s  meant that the buying power 
of the working-c las s masses was reduced : the urban centres could not 
exchange s low consumption goods for foodstuffs , s ince the l ight industrial 
sector was deliberate ly maintained in a s tate of underdeve lopment .  This 
meant preci sely that the towns did not have the wherewithal to buy the 
peasant crops (or, at least, the fraction of those crops that they needed) .  
For the Left minori ty ,  there was only  one solution:  collectiv ization . Here 
again,  i t  can be observed how the second layer of what wi ll l ater be the 
practico-inert i s  constituted through action . For i t  was the proposal to 
invest above al l  in heavy industry Ca proposal justified by c ircumstances 
of another order : encirclement, etc . )  which abruptly introduced a lacuna - i . e .  an inert breach of continuity into the exchange flows between 
town and countrys ide . To tell  the truth , these flows had already grown 
scarce.  The black market ,  the restoration of medium property,  etc . al l 
these factors , together wi th other, di sparate ones such as deterioration of 
the means of tran sport helped to bring the problem of supply to the 
fore , right from the reg ime ' s very first years .  Yet i f  (an abs urd and 
purely economic hypothes i s )  consumer-good indus trie s  and transport had 
been developed,  exchanges would have increased swiftly .  The regime 
would not have resi sted , but would have col lapsed under the impact of 
other forces  ( such as the foreign armies ) .  The fundamental option in  
favour of heavy industry was expressed by the inert negation of ex
changes :  there was something on one s ide and nothing on the other. 

Trotsky had seen on ly  one solution to that twofold contradiction : to 
increase producti vi ty . For the inert negation was going to be transformed 
into an exigency :  the breakdown of exchange� ri sked destroy ing the 
towns - i . e .  the vvhole regime . We see the contradiction ari se that was to 
pit  country people against town -dwel lers . The former, scarce ly  out of the 
feudal era ,  sti l l  i n  spi te of themselves held the fate of the latter in 
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thei r  hands . When we say ' in spite of themsel ves ' , we do not mean to 
give the impress ion that despi te everything they were favourable to the 
new regime;  but s imply that they were i ndifferent to i t ,  and that thei r  
acti v it ies in  themselves aimed ne ither to preserve nor to destroy i t .  The 
h i s torian Lefebvre has shown admirably how between 1 7 89 and 1 797 the 
French peasantry made its own Revolution , independent of the urban 
Revolution and not perceived by the bourgeoi s or at least not under
stood : thi s was one of the reasons for Thermidor. I t  would have been the 
same after 1 9 1 7  in  the USSR,  if  the sovereign had not embraced the 
total ity of the country in its prax i s .  Trotsky env i saged two main measures .  
Not being able to provide consumer goods ,  i ndustry would supply 
machinery to the countrys ide i . e .  it would speed up the mechanization 
of agriculture : right from the first P lan ,  i t  was neces sary to envisage 
bui lding tractors . But thi s mechanization, accompanied by education of 
the rural population, could be accompl i shed only in and through col l ectiv
ization: tractors , admirably suited  to the great Rus sian plain , lost al l  
uti l i ty in a sy stem of small i ndiv idual ownership ; on the other hand,  the 
productiv ity of a few large collective and mechanized enterpri ses would 
easi ly demonstrate to the indiv idual i stic small  proprietor the technical 
and economic superiori ty of the kolkhoz over exploitation of the land by 
small plots . Thi s  operation would have a fourfold advantage : it  would 
brake the development of the kulaks ,  which was threaten ing the regime; 
i t  would increase production; it  would make i t  pos sible firmly to estab
l i sh State control , always more capable  of superv i s ing large establi sh-, 
ments than the p lethora of indiv idual enterpri ses ; and it would al low the 
S tate to increase the share of the harvest which i t  had to exact by decree. 
These four practical adv antages were complemented by two further ones 
of a less  direct kind ,  in the shape of mechanization and collectiv ization : 
these contributed to bringing agricultural l abour closer to urban labour, 
by making the peasant into a dri ver of machines ; and they smoothly 
accompl i shed the un ification of the socia l i st system of ownership .  Within 
the project, you can see the moments at wh ich sovereign prax i s  uti l i zed 
the practico- inert in  formation , and those at which i t  was consti tuted as a 
human re lation between the sovereign and the cit izens .  The increase in 
productiv ity due to mechan ization was a quantitative re lationship ,  which 
could  be establi shed by a comparison in exteriority :  in  a g iven region , 
the average production of the smal l  peasants was so much ; in the same 
region , for the same crop, that of the large enterpri ses was so much . And 
th i s  l atter average tnerely laid bare the results of a machine i . e .  of a 
physico-chemical sy stem whose i nert un i ty deri ved from human labour 
and the objecti ves pursued . B ut we at once see that the machine i tself 
was quite i ncapable of multiply ing  the yie ld ,  and that i t  was the man oj" 
that machine  w h o  could rai se (or not) agri cul tural productivity (per 
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hectare or per worker, according to the case ) , depending on whether he 
had understood the machine ' s  use , appreciated i ts advantages and accep
ted its constraints . Hence the mechanization of agriculture became 
simultaneously the inert ex igency of a system i n  danger of not surv iv ing 
famine , and the synthetic enterpri se of educators seeking to conv ince 
men by establ ishing human relations with them . 

Trotsky ' s  project was rej ected.  I ts radical i sm on the morrow of the 
NEP alarmed S tali n  and the B ukharinist  Right . B ut above all ,  it took 
no account of an essential factor : scarcity of time .  Even had a start been 
made in 1 924 on developing the industries  necessary for mechanization 
of agriculture , i t  would not have been poss ible to outstrip the peasant 
movement i tself :  thi s  was proceeding towards consolidation of small 
property and capital i s t  concentration (of which the kulaks  were the first 
agents ) ,  and in  1 928 i t  suddenly  confronted Stali n  w ith the fait accompli 
of the ' grain strike ' i . e .  a mortal threat to the towns . Cons idering things 
from the standpoint that concerns us ,  thi s  movement though stric tly 
conditioned in  itself occurred as the re sult of a real indeterminacy of 
re lations between the sovere ign and the agricu l tural masses .  

I t  i s  no part of our plan , in  fact ,  to study the process  whereby , in 
underdeveloped countries ,  the di smemberment of feudal property i s  fo l 
lowed by a concentration of holdings ,  which may lead to the consti tution 
of a rural bourgeois ie .  What i s  certain i s  that thi s  process  can develop to 
the ful l  only i f  the peasant world remains relatively autonomous within  
the nation : i . e .  only if the S tate does not intervene in a system of 
exchanges , sales  (by the poor peasant) and purchases (by the rich 
peasant) that culminates in a capital is t  restructuring of landed property -
or, of course ,  i f  i t  favours such a regrouping.  The autonomy of the 
process  in the USSR te stifi ed to the relat ive impotence of the sovereign . 
Once power had been seized, to be sure , the rural population as a whole 
belonged to the practical fie ld. B ut the ex i stence of a unified practical 
field must never be confused w ith total exploitation and total control of 
thi s  field .  Everyone to borrow the example from the constituent dialectic 
- can see how much indetermination or ignorance his own field envelops . 
Such i l l -known or unknown sectors , moreover, obv iously correspond to 
an inadequate deve lopment of prax i s :  to the absence of techniques and 
instruments that would allow zones of independence and darkness to be 
i l luminated and conditioned . The formal unity of prax is  i s  not com
promi sed, s ince when al l i s  said and done th is  geography of the non
determined purely and s imply reflects back to i t  its powers , its knowledge 
and its organization : in  short , its present level of development .  What may 
be in  danger, however,  i s  the concrete success of the act ion . 

The ' grain strike ' of 1 928  was an i ncarnation of the main features -
and instruments of prax is  up to that date . In  the firs t  place , the 
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Bolshevik  des ire to make the Revolution through the working class and 
in the urban centres ( i . e .  a dec is ion in sharp contrast wi th the one Mao 
Tse- tung was to take a few years later, although that contrast itself 
should be interpreted in terms of the deep di fferences separating the two 
countries :  i n  particular, the Rus sian revolutionary movement was in sep
arable from the rapid development of i ndustry between 1 900 and 1 9 1 4) .  
In  the second place as a consequence of that practical determination -
an imperfect knowledge of the peasant c lass and inabi l i ty to predict  i ts 
reac tions after di stribution of the land.  In the third p lace ,  the inert break 
we have s ignalled i n  the movement of exchanges ,  whose origin lay in  the 
need to indu strial i ze as fast as poss ible .  In  the fourth p lace , the inadequacy 
of the ac tiv i s t  cadre , in re lation to the vastne ss of the country and the 
number of peasants (which merely i ncarnated,  in  another form , the 
di sproportion between the revolutionary c las s i . e .  the working-class  
masses and the guided c lass , which then represented almost the entire 
pop ulation) .  Finally ,  the s lowness and inadequacy of transport a sector 
always sacrificed by Sov iet pl anners hence the scarc i ty and difficulty 
of communications .  Bas ically ,  we encounter here in the form of lac ks -
i . e .  inert negations the very l imits prax is  gave itself, at the moment 
when it determined itse lf  positively in re l at ion to its means and its 
objectives .  Moreover, we know that these l imits themselves originated in 
the material c i rcumstances that praxi s  transcended, negated and pre 
served with in  itself as i t s  spec ification . 

On thi s  bas i s ,  we see a pract ico- inert zone of separation produce and • 
consol idate itself, as a negation of al l prax i s  at the heart of the practical 
fie ld .  The capital ist regrouping of l and holdings was,  in  fact, a seria l 
proces s :  i t  marked the impotent i solation of the poor peasants .  It was this 
i solation that produced ku laks  when c i rcumstances favoured them;  and 
every concentration was the starti ng-point for fresh concentrations ,  in  so 
far as the enrichment of the rich gradual ly determined the impoveri shment 
of the poor. But thi s  serial movement as a mediation of men by the 
land manifested itse lf  on ly as an automati sm escaping human control . 
And this  negative determination constituted it immanently ,  originating as 
i t  did from the fact that the movement occurred with in  a practical fie ld 
subjugated in i t s  tota l i ty to the sovereign ' s  control . In other words ,  th i s  
new recurrence grasped in the practical fie ld  as a negation of the 
sovereign ·  was for the sovere ign, prec i se ly  by v irtue of thi s ,  h i s own 
inner negation.  But thi s  negat ion could take place onl y  wi thin the unity 
of prax i s  and the practical fie ld ,  as a non-rec iprocal recondi t ioning of 
prax i s  by the content of i ts  fie ld .  At the same t ime� moreover and 
because every prax i s i s  a practical seizure of i t s  objects the negation 
man i fested itself as a �pe c i ficat ion against the background of the total 
field; and the total  fie ld  des ignated i t  as an object pos iting i tself for itse lf, 
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and hav ing to be di s solved into the total i ty . Or, if you l ike , the entire 
field manifested itself as the i nert exigency that thi s  foreign concretion 
should be di s solved. This  retotalization by the exigency lnanifested 
itse l f, for example,  as a problem of supply ing the towns and, v ia that 
problem, as an immedi ate cal l ing i nto question of the construct ion of 
soc ial i sm through industrial i zation .  You can see the order of condition
ings  and their c ircularity. ( 1 )  It M'as the sovere ign praxis that  conditioned 
the appearance oj" the practico- inert as a counter-finality .  For in the 
event of a bourgeois  revolution , the deve lopment of heavy industry 
would have had neither the same extent nor the same urgency nor the 
same unity of management. M arket mechan i sms ( and foreign invest
ments)  would have in tervened to regulate exchanges .  A l ight industry 
would undoubtedly have been consti tute d, to respond to the demand of 
the agricul tural l abourers . A certain harmonizat ion would have taken 
place between industrial capi tal i sm and the concentration of landed 
property . The peasants woul d have sold their  h arvest  to the town ,  s ince 
in  a bourgeois soc iety se l l ing would have been the ir spec ific intere st .  At 
the same t ime, the intensi  fication of exchanges  would have in tensi  fied 
the concentration of holdings  and the expropriation of the poor. (2)  I t  
was the practico- in ert which put prax i s  i n  danger of shattering ,  by the 
negative influence it exerted upon its  principal means (the labour-power 
of the workers ) .  For the recurrent movement of concentration developed 
s imultaneously as a result  of the di stribution of l and , and as the conse
quence of a defic iency on the part of the authori t ie s .  The latter reflected 
two pre-ex i st ing features of that underdeveloped country at once : the 
poverty of transport, and the numerical di sproportion between the urban 
and rural populat ions .  Moreover, prec i sely in so far as the sovereign 
sought to suppress that poverty by increas ing indus tr i al production , and 
to dimin i sh that di sproportion by pushing ahead wi th urbanization , i t  
i ncreased i ts own de fic iency s ince i t  had to mobil ize its posi t ive forces 
for the enterprise of i ndus tria l izat ion.  But this  defic iency inasmuch  as 
i t  was l ived and suffered; was transformed in to a problem; engendered a 
new awareness �  and was to be re -exteriorized as solutions (good or bad , 
i t  matters l i t tle )  in its practico- inert consequence became the inner 
vice of the act ion and its in trinsic risk of fai l i ng radi cally . I t  was thus 
integrated into unity , as the fleeting disuni ty that placed uni ty in danger. 
What i s  more , i nasmuch as sovere ign prax i s  encountered the threats of 
famine as one  concrete and universal ri sk  in  al l the towns , counter
fina l i ty robbed the act ion of i ts  un i ty and was integrated in to i t  as the 
un i ty of i t s  negat ion . The mere fac t  that the seri al  event  was then cal led a 
' g rain s trike ' - wh ich impl ied an agreement ,  organ i zed groups ,  a clas s 
consc iousness ,  e tc . shows the e x te n t  to which the l eaders had a 
synthetic reve lat ion of the danger - and through i t  of i ts determining 
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conditions inasmuch as i t  appeared to them through the refractive  and 
teleolog ical medium of the ir  own action. 

B ut ,  in fact ,  there was n o  grain s trike .  There was a complex process (a 
regrouping of land holding s , the emergence of a new soc ia l  order in the 
countryside , a new dependence of the poor vis -a- v is the rich on the bas i s  
of a transformation of the property system i . e .  of the pas sage from 
feudalism to the bourgeois ie  and through thi s  contradiction a m istrust 
of the regime ' s tax col lectors : i t  was not only ,  or mainly ,  the old 
traditi ons of the ancien reg ime that expressed themselves through this 
m i strust, which primarily reflected  the incompatibi l i ty of the order being 

buil t  in the countrys ide i . e .  the concentrat ion of holdings as a collective 
with the order being built  in the tow ns , i .e .  socialism) which was 

basical ly noth ing but the decay of a sovereign activ i ty left neglected for 
want of the means to pursue i t .  However , i t  was not wrong to speak of a 
' stri ke ' . Th at w as not w rong from the standpo int of the sovere i gn and the 
towns,  and in  so far as the urban ensembles saw suppl y from the 
standpoin t of social i st construction as a necessary means n ot just to 
l ive , bu t to win the hattles they }1-'ere waging . It was not wrong for the 
so le reason that, in the mi l ieu of action, everything i s  al w ays  action 

(pos itive or  negative) , and the more urgent praxi s i s ,  the more the 
res i stance of the inert inasmuch as  i t  necessari ly  manife sts i tself 
through men appears as sabotage.  Thus i t  was that when the engineers 
c ame to explain to Rakosi .  after a few months ' work, that the subso i I of 
B udapest was not suitable for the construct ion of a metro , he had them 
thrown into 'pri son : through them, it was the subsoi l he was impri soning .  
Voluntari st optimism i s  necessari l y  Terror: i t  has to underestimate the 
advers i ty -coefficient of things .  Hence. in  the name of i ts  confidence in 
man ' s power, it i gnores the res i s tance of inertia ,  counter-final ity , or the 
s lowne ss of osmosis and impregnat ion (inasmuc h as they increase the 
scarcity of time ) : i t  knows on l y  treason . In th i s  sense too i . e .  in i ts inner 
temporal ization action i s  Manichaean , as M a lraux said. In the truth of 
the sovere ign action, which was of a pract i ca l texture , the complex 
process that turned the peasant c lass  ups ide down was thus a lready a 
unitary prax i s  of counter-revol utionary groups ,  from the moment i t s  
consequences endangered soc i ali sm .  From this  v iewpoint, such a stance 
was the begi nning of a pract ical  re unification of the peasantry through 
coerc i on . A certain dimens ion of black humour may be detected in th i s  

last observ ation.  B ut the humour was w ith in  praxi s itself. Let us recal l  that 
the group- i n-fu s i on i s  born when the col lecti ve interiorizes an external 
threat of e xterm inat ion as a radical l y  negat i ve totaI i zation . Praxis  had to 
explode or di ssolve w i th in i tself  the practico- inert i t  had produced : in a 
first moment it  gave i t the negat i ve unity of a group, and was to seek itse lf 
to produce an other u n ity i n  the rural c lasses .  
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Collectiv ization , as we have seen,  al lowed control to be increased . I t 
was to be the start ing-point for a sovereign operation that rai sed the 
share of agrarian produce requis i t ioned by the S tate from 1 7  per cent to 
35  per cent ,  wh i le it a lso had the immedi ate pol i tical aim of suppre�sing 
the kulaks and transforming the capital i s t concentration already under 
way i n to a soc ial i st concentrat ion . B ut the scarcity of time i . e .  the 
urgency of the danger in 1 928 w as grasped in  practice as an obl igation 
to col lectiv ize under compulsion : i . e .  without mechan ization and w i th o u t  

prel iminary education . The result  of these acts of coerc ion i s  we l l  known 
- two types of unification . On the one hand, transformation of the rural 
masses into communities grouped on large farms and strict ly control led 
(first by the ' forces of order ' ,  then by the establ i shment of the MTS38 ) ;  
on the other hand,  beneath that superfic ial integration into the system, 
the emergence of peasant units  ( usual ly strict ly local ) of re s i stance , 
sometimes  co-ordinated by authentic counter-revolutionaries .  In a word, 
the sovereign ' s  brutal i ntervent ion transformed the practico- i nert i . e .  
the res i s tance of th ings ,  and of men as mediated by things  into human 
groups that uni ted against  its prax i s .  The scarc ity of t ime, combined with 
the scarc ity of resources ,  transformed the contradiction into a contl ict . 

., 

But thi s very conflict ,  as a contradiction adopted by the protagonis t s ,  
although even more dangerous for the global praxi s neverthe less  repre 
sented a higher degree of in tegrat i on . In the first pl ace ,  i t  contributed to 
reducing the heterogeneity of the working-c lass  masses .  They supported 
the sovere ign wi th a common enthus i asm , inasmuch as a common danger 
threatened them . Urban ization was carried on through the infl ux of 
l abour from rural areas , yet un i ty was achieved in the towns against the 
country s ide .  ( I t  matters l i ttl e that people u sed to repeat piously at the 
time that the reg ime ' s  only enem ies were the k u l ak s :  everyone k ne w  that 

any peasant was a potential kulak ; and they knew too that any enemy of 
the regime,  i f  he was a peasant ,  would be treated as a kul ak . )  In the 
second p lace ,  the rural co l lective  was broken . The s it uation , everywhere 
identi cal , provoked iden t ical reacti ons in th e ne" '  groups:  in  that identi ty ,  
however, the condit ion s for an organi zed res i stance were part ial ly  given . 
The resu l t s  are wel l known. The pea sants  destroyed crops and stock with 
the ir  own hands ,  and in  the years 1 932  3 famine raged . If the regime 
d id  not founder in th i s  venture , i t  was fi rst and forenz osl because the 
un i ty of w orkers and peasants (wh ich had al l owed the October Revol u
tion ) had become impos s ible .  In  1 9 1 7 ,  the interests of the se two classes 
had coinc ided . In  1 9 3 0 ,  they we re opposed . The worker� . general ly  i n  
agreement w i th soc ia l i zat ion of the mean s of product ion ,  d id  not agree 

3 R  M ac h i ne and Tractor S tat ion s ,  e�tab l i s hc d  i n  1 9 29 and abo l i s hed i n  1 9S 9  
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with a peasant res i s tance that was defined for them as a rejection of 
soc ial i sm.  That disagreement,  moreover, was signal led in  practice by the 
fact  that the workers ' interest required massive and immediate requi si t ions .  
I f  they were to carry out surplus labour on behalf of the nat ional 
community , the rural labourers would have to agree to feed them by 
surplus labour .  The sovere ign ' s  voluntari st and coerc ive policy  thus 
i ncarnated their own ex igencies they recognized i t  as  emanating from 
them . The other reason the regime was saved was the impos s ibi l i ty for 
the peasants to pursue their pract ical unification through an organization 
branching out al l across the country with common objecti ves and s logans .  
As  a result ,  the di spers ion of groups (replacing that of indiv idual s )  
retotal ized , as a negative condition of the peasant defeat , an ensemble of 
givens already total ized but otherwise by the sovereign prax i s .  The 
vastness of the country , the di versity of its languages and nationalities ,  
and the lack of communications ( shortage of transport ) , affected the rebe ls  
as  much as the sovereign.  More even,  since the latter had acces s  to certain 
means (telecommunications ,  etc . )  that were not available to the former. 
The fact  that the Revolution was above al l urban (a fact that then seemed 
natural , but today s ingularizes the Russian Revolution China ' s Revolu
tion was rural) marked the l im its of Russia ' s  underdevelopment.  Before 1 9 1 4 , an industry had exi sted and had been developing rapidly ,  creating 
s izeable working-class concentrations and thus  determining an immense 
difference between the technological ,  cultural , political , etc . level of the 
townspeople, and that of the peasants . The latter refused to go back to the 
ancien regime they hated (so that the Tsari st counter-revolutionaries ,  
although they had an ideology and sometimes a certain experience at their 
disposal ,  could not real ly attempt to organize them) ,  but they did not have 
the tools that would have allowed them to counter social i sm with an action 
programme based on bourgeoi s l iberal i sm .  

So the main aspects of what has misleadingly been cal led the ' peasant 
war '  sporadic and ' suicidal ' acts of destruction , then pass ive res istance 
- accurately expres sed the ' town countrys ide ' relationship through revolu
tionary prax i s .  The peasants d id  what they could against  the reg ime. 
They had to lose ,  because they could do no more : i .e .  preci sely in so far 
as the reason for their defeat ( impossibi l ity of uniting in a broad 
organ ization or of becoming clearly  aware of a common objective ,  l ack 
of education ,  i l l iteracy ,  technical shortcomings and lack of weapons) was 
quite s imply the underdevelopment that had conditioned and produced 
the October Revolution, and that the revolutionary sovereign transcended 
and preserved in  i tself in  so far as its main aim was to suppress  i t .  The 
leaders , with the inadequate means  avai lable to an underdeve loped 
country , struggled to break the resi stance of men who were the very 
incarnation of that underdevelopment .  When they tried to suppress  Russ ian 
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poverty, they saw ri s ing up agains t  them the men produced by that poverty : 
through these men , poverty and past oppress ion became human to fight 
against  them.  Conversely ,  i t  was the scarc ity of t ime that was incarnated i n  
the atrocious brutal ity wi th which they repressed every attempt at rebe l 1 i on , 
inasmuch as thi s  scarc i ty itself depended on two factors : the twin  
emergencies of the external threat and the i nternal danger. But both these 
emergencies were conditioned by underdevelopment: i t  was necessary to 
industrial ize fast , because the gap between the U S S R  and the capitali s t  
powers was too grea t ; there was no time to develop consumer-good 
industries �  i t  was necessary to col lect ivize by force, because tractors were 
lacking; there �vas no time to educate the peasants . 

Conversel y ,  that bruta l i ty was to unify the sovere ign action ' s  sty le .  The 
B ureaucracy assumed i ts  dictatorship on behalf of the proletariat, and 
could maintain i t  onl y  by l atent oppress ion of the working c las s and open 
oppress ion of the peasant c lass . * It was through the s truggle against the 
peasants that the dictatorship was to be radical i zed , everywhere and in  al l 
sectors , as Terror. I t  w as on the bas is  of that Terror -- which necess itated a 
consolidated power . that the improv i sed h ierarchy was gradual ly to 
become ossified . On thi s  bas is ,  final l y ,  Terror (we have seen by what 
mechan i sm in a previous chapter39) as a sovereign praxis  was interiorized 
and became a wheel ing exterminat ion ins ide the sovereign organs .  The 
internal Terror, as a praxi s  of radical and i f  need be v iolent integration , 
reproduced the movement of the external  Terror, as  a radi cal unification -
if  need be by vio lence - of practico- inert divers i t ies .  And that interioriza
t ion was here again comprehensible .  The sovereign could make i t self into 
the strict and inflex ible unity of i ts  practical field only if it was in itself 
pure unifying power: i . e .  synthetic praxi s  vvithout any passivity . As , i n  
fact ,  passiv i ty was always present .... as a mul tipl ic i ty of common indi 
v idual s  the soverei gn was always involved in  reducing the inert ia that 
gnawed at it .  It  reduced itself both in order to unify the practical fie ld ,  and 
because the divers i ty of the practical field actual ized the sovereign 
multip l ic ity prec ise ly in  so far as prax i s  rea l ized the unification of the 
field.  I t  was in order to apply draconian measures that the leaders had to 
' act as one ' ; but it  was on the occasion of the conception and application 
of the se measures  that they rediscovered themselves (or could redi scover 
themselves ,  that was enough) as several . Un ification of the practical field 
by pure sovereign power of synthes i s ,  and reun ification of prax i s  divers ified 
by the very object it had disso lved in  the totali zation in progress , � & .. 

* The reverse i s  a l so tru e ,  of course 

3 9 .  Critiqu e ,  v o1 . 1 ,  pp . 5 9 1 ff 
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const i tuted dialectical moments of the temporal ization .  
To thi s  extent ,  i t  can be said that the confl ict  was a progress  towards 

un ity : it substituted a c lass struggle for an inert impos sibi l i ty of ex
changes.  Moreover, the c lasses in  question did not really s truggle against  
one another: the working c l ass  was in ful l  growth , wi thout any stabi l i ty ,  
suffused by series and by series of series ;  the peasant c l ass  was 
characterized by its own di spers ion .  In real i ty ,  the confl ic t  appeared 
through the mediation of the sovereign . I t  was the l atter that gave the 
i nert rel ationship i ts  aspect of a synthetic necess i ty ,  by making supply of 
the towns by the countryside i nto an emergency ( i . e .  by transforming . 
on the bas i s  of its own objectives the constant difficult ies of exchange 
into a v i tal question) . The sovere ign a mediator between the c lasses -
establ ished a rec iproc i ty as fi rst moment of the confl ict ,  where there had 
been on ly  a break . In order to avoid the peasant c lass  making i tse l f  into 
the destiny of the working c las s ,  i t  was to use i ts  coercive apparatus in 
the latter ' s  name in order to make i t  into the dest iny of the former.  

B ut the confl i ct however bloody i t  may have been was not 
liquidatory i n  i ts actual aim. I t  was a question of contro l l ing and 
increasing agricul tural product ion and of permitting State organs to levy 
the maximum percentages ,  but on no account  of suppress ing the peasant 
c lass  i n  the way the bourgeois ie  was suppres sed as a c lass . In fact ,  
i ndustry made it possible to begin  the motorization and mechanization of 
agriculture ; so  gradual l y  working-class  production, inasmuch as i t  was 
uti l i zab le by the peasants , was to j ust ify the ' leadersh ip '  of the urban 
workers . In so far as that mechani zation which i s  far from having 
reached completion i s  sti l l  be ing carried on today , we can see i ts goal 
and i ts  l imits .  Beneath the unity of coerc ion , i t  seeks to introduce a 
dravv ing together of men not by a l lowing them to di scuss thei r  respecti ve 
points of v iew ,  but by produc ing them in such a way that the peasant, as 
a special i st in agricul tural machinery ,  differs les s  and less from the 
worker, as a spec ial i st in urban machinery . So i t  i s  neces sary to bear in 
mind the totali z ing but singular character of sovereign praxis  i n  the field .  
Even as i t  brought the field ' s  antagoni sms to fruit ion ( in  order to 
transform into confl ic t  the practico- inert that was in  danger of rending i t  
apart ; and in order to make i t self, s imultaneous ly ,  into the two adver
saries , the synthet ic  unity of each of them, and the coercive force that in  
i tse lf determined the orientation and outcome of the struggle ) , i t  intro
duced despite everything i nto the peasant c las s ,  redefined by the oppres
s ion exerted upon i t ,  not j ust a Marxi st cul ture which , if reduced to 
i tself alone , would not even have been ass imi lated m but,  by slow 
impregnat ion ,  the means of produc tion that were to produce both increased 
productiv ity and the man of that increase, the man of the kolkhoz,  
propel led by his  own tool s into the productiv i ty battle and defined , l ike the 
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worker, by the struggle he was engaged in .  The coerc ive apparatus would 
be able to s lacken i ts  grip , if not i n  the l i fetime of that generation,  at least 
when the new one had taken over from it  for those young kolkhoz 
inmates had known col lecti v ization from chi ldhood, they had seen the 
appearance of machines and the generalization of the i r  use .  So there would 
be homogeneity of the c las ses , a permanent pos s ibi l ity of interpenetration , 
and ultimately with the industrial ization of agricu lture the difference 
between town and countrys ide would tend in  practice towards zero . 

Naturally , these implications of that praxis  are admi ss ible only prov ided 
that certain prec i se reservations are formulated .  In  the first place,  the 
i ndustr ial ization of agriculture cannot be cons idered as a specific result 
of p lanned growth. In the countries  of advanced capitalism, i t  i s  some
times carried out at a far faster tempo . To be s ure , productiv i ty always 
increase s more slowly i n  the primary sector. I t  nevertheless remains  the 
case that in  the USA 6 ,900,000 farmers today feed 1 65 ,000,000 people , 
whereas in the USSR 50,000,000 rural labourers are necessary today to 
feed 2 1 5 ,000 ,000 inhabitants .  In  fact ,  the improvement of productiv ity in  
the Sov iet primary sector i s  far from corre sponding to the very real 
increase i n  the number of agricul tural machines .  I n  1 958  as in  1 928 -
albeit w ith far less  urgency the problem of agricul tural productiv i ty 
remains i n  the forefront of the government ' s  concerns .  

B ut these reservations are expl icable in  so  far as they al low the 
sovereign prax i s  to be i nterpreted in  its exteriority : i . e .  make it poss ible to 
determine the qual ifications that it rece ived from the counter-final itie s  
engendered by i ts  practical field or, if you l ike , from its reflection upon 
itself through the inert materiality i t  had synthes ized . Coerc ion , at the 
same time as i t  prevented i n  advance any pos iti ve  action on the part of the 
oppres sed, or perhaps even any intention of grouping in  order to act,  
maintained those upon which i t  was exerci sed in  a state of permanent 
res i stance .  S ince thi s  res i s tance ,  moreover, was inseparable from impotence 
( s ince constraint ,  under the seeming unity of the production group, 
maintained serial ity) ,  it was characterized as pas s ive res is tance . Nothing 
was done against  the regime something was s imply not done ,  certain 
instructions were not carried out.  The appearance of tractors did not 
regroup farmers , whose re l ation to the machines which had come from 
the town and required additional work and a retraining of workers was 
ambiguous .  They were mistrusted and also rented out as they were by the 
State Tractor S tation seen as a new means  of control and pressure .  Yet i t  
could not be denied that they increased productiv ity .  For such an increase 
to condition a rai s ing of production level s ,  however ,  the rural population 
would indeed have had to we Jcome them w ith enthus iasm i . e .  would 
have had to have accepted entire ly the soc ia l i s t  sy stem and State requis i
t ions .  So the two orientations of the sovereign prax is  (forced col lectiv iza-
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tion and gradual prov i s ion of the means to win acceptance for col lectiv iza
t ion) tended through its re su l ts to confl ic t  with one another. 

The new generation on the kolkhozes ,  however, no longer ca l l s  into 
quest ion mechanization or col l ect ive ownership of the land : the system 
itse lf has ceased to be an i ssue .  Yet although it has been produced by 
motorization , Marx i st educat ion , e tc . ,  it st i l l  bears the mark left upon i t 
by the impotent rages and misfortunes of the previous generation .  At the 
present s tage desp ite the measures  taken by Khrushchev , and in 
particul ar the di sso lution of the MTS (hence , decentra l ization) i t  
demonstrates ,  i f  not a nationa l ly  based separati sm,  at least a kind of 
particulari sm.  Only recently ,  Pravda was repeating some strange state 
ments made by kolkhoz chairmen, aimed at nothing le ss than securing 
the autonomy of kolkhoz sov iets ,  from top to bottom. We might say that 
these s tatements i f, as the ir  publ ication in  Pravda suggests ,  they reflect 
a general tendency denote a kind of class consciousness among the 
peasants. These men . technic ians ,  educated in  Marx i sm, many of whom 
have studied in  the towns as the leaders foresaw in 1 930 are ' Soviet 
men ' :  t irele s s  workers, courageous,  voluntari s t  and conv inced of the 
need to increase food production .  A t  the same time,  however,  they have 
interiori zed the Terror the ir  fami l ies  suffered, i n  the very di s tance they 
maintain with respect to their fe l lows in  the towns . Uneducated ,  their 
fathers rejected compul sory extra labour and the new system of owner
ship . Educated, the sons w i l l  agree to i ncrease production;  they w i l l  
defend collect iv ization i tse lf; and they w i l l  support the Soviet system. 
B ut in them you can discern the consciousness,  as a singularization of 
Sov iet pride , of hav ing reached maturi ty and of rejecting within the 
soc ial i s t sys tem and the better to defend it the tute lage of the workers .  

Thi s att i tude on the part of the kolkhoz workers which must 
engender new changes in  the sovereign prax i s  i s  thus an objectification 
of S tal inist  prax i s .  But th i s  objectification unl ike that which occurs 
when,  for example ,  the i solated worker or restricted group see ou tside 
exteriority robbing them of the ir work or its objective resu l t s  i s 
rea l ized as ins ide exteriority .  That means that th is  hexis of the peasants -
wh ich can itse l f  become act ion incarnates and encapsu lates with in itse lf  
th i rty years of the sovereign prax i s ,  and at the same t ime pronounces 
sentence upon i t .  In short ,  the conc lus ion i s  a retroactive total i zation.  So 
the ambivalence of the rural population ' s  atti tude presents i tse lf  as the 

priv i leged sign ({lcQtion of the sovereign ' s  contradictions ( inasmuch as 
these were expre s sed i n  i ts former act ion ) .  We say privileged and not 
definitive ,  s i nce nothi ng al lows one to predi ct  that the development of 
indus triali zation in the towns and in the country side wi l l  not eventual ly 
real ize  the uni ty  of S ov iet  men . I n  that case , and from the standpoint of 
that ne w re s ul t ,  the prax i s  of the leaders between ] 928 and 1 950  would 
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receive new qual ificat ions .  B ut thi s  further development forms part of 

what, fol low ing so many others , we have cal led diachronic  total izat ion .  It 

i s  through new circumstances ,  unforeseeable problems and an orig inal 

prax i s  that such qual i fications w i l l  come to the former prax i s  and i t  w i l l  

receive them pass ive ly ,  s ince it  w i l l  not have  produced them. The 

priv i l eged s ignifi cat ion i s  the inner conc lus ion of the prax i s ,  i nasmuch as 

i t  i s  the prov is ional l imi t  of the pract ical telnporal i zat ion , and refers solely 

to the re lat ions of immanence (pos i t ive or negat ive)  that have real l y  been 

establ i shed in  the pract i cal fie ld  .. and in the sovere ign ' s  i nteriority in 

the course of prax i s  i tse lf. In that sense,  the present h exis of the peasant 

c las s tota l izes  retrospect ive ly  both the pos i t ive  successes and the negative  

l imi ts of the Stal in i s t  Terror ,  in so far as it s i gnal s the ambiguity of Sov iet 

society as a whole at the same time as the poss ibi l i ty , under certain 

conditions ,  of accompl i sh ing new advances .  Withi n groups formed by 

constraint ,  the effort of coerc ive unificat ion has a l lowed large farm� that 

could use tractors to be set up and maintained;  and under pressure from 

the State apparatus ,  these groups have acqu i red the ir  pract ical  un i ty 
through the progress  of industrial i zat ion ,  whi ch has al lowed motorized 

appl iances to be produced . B ut thi s  oppression even if i t  has negati vel y 

al lowed famine and the col lapse of the system to be avoided has , thanks 
to the resi s tance engendered by i t ,  rendered i tse lf  incapable of ach iev ing 
total integrat ion of the peasant c lass  i nto the ' c lass less  society ' ,  and 
thereby of basing the increased level  of agricu l tural production upon 
i ncreased producti v i ty . And what determines the i nner ,  priv i l eged s ignifica
t ion here i s ,  of course ,  the double changeover (change of generations ,  
change of leaders ) .  I t  nevertheles s remains the case that the c lass  confl ict 
- inasmuch as i t  sought ,  and made i t  poss ib le  (de spite al l parti c ulari sms) , 
to transform Russ ian peasants  into Sov iet men · mus t  be inte l l i gible even 

i n  i t s  outcome , as a means of un ificat ion determined by the sovereign 
prax i s  and in return qua l i fy ing it by i ts counter-final i t ie s .  I ts  shadowy face _. the half-fai lure retrospect ive ly  retotal izes  the inner exteri or i ty of 
actioI4 inasmuch as that half-fai l ure has produced both a si tuat ion and 
men who tran scend i t  by l i v ing i t .  The immanent negat ions contained by 
the priv i leged � ign ificat ion g ive  way retrospect ive ly  to the syn thes i s  of 
paras i t ic  counter-final i ti e s ,  born in  and through the sovere ign uni ty : i n  
short, the process is tota li:ed. The pos i tive struc tures  al low the objective 
mean ing of the undertak ing th at h as been condensed th ere and today i .e .  
i t s  own movement ,  pa�\ t  and in th e past,  of total i zati on to be redi scovered .  
And � of course , the se two d i rect ions of the retrospec t ive study are who l ly  
i n separable �  as they  are a l so  in  the act ion of  the young ko lkhoz workers , 
who retotal i ze them by transcending them . 

Thus ,  w i th in  a soverei gn prax i s ,  the tran sformation of the pract ico
i nert in to a medi ated c l as�  strugg le  represented a d ialect ical progress  
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towards  integration . The sovere ign  sought to l iqu idate the pract ico- inert 
concretions that i t  had i tself produced whi le secret ing i ts counter
fi nal i ti e s .  B ut as the pract ico- i nert a mediation of the i nert between 
men expressed i ts  pass ive res i s tance through the men mediated , the 
Terror was the sovereign ' s  effort to l iqu idate the inert concreti on by 
act ing on the men i t  produced (and ult imate ly by actual l iquidation of 
those indiv idual s ) . The sovere ign ' s  v ic tory , albei t  Pyrrh ic ,  i l l uminates 
the true mean ing of the s truggle for the balance of forces  was in i ts 
favour from the outset . By  th i s ,  however, we obv iously do not mean the 
mere numerical re lat ion,  for the latter would have operated against  the 
working-c lass masses and lead ing bodies . The notion in question ac tual ly  
expresses  a complex,  d ialect ical relation i n  each of the protagoni sts -
between dynamic dens i ty (or men as mediated by the means' of communica
t ion) , the poss ibi l i t i e s  for organization and reorgan ization , emergenc ies ,  
the enthusiasm that such emergenc ies condi tioned in  everyone s ingly and 
collect ive ly ,  and the concrete means  of mobi l iz ing all forces  by a 
programme of demands and act ion in which the graded obj ect ives  of 
prax i s  found the ir uni ty in the most d i s tant objective .  If the sovere ign 
won,  i t  was because these conditions were real ized for i t  but not for 
the oppressed . Indeed, despi te the grave dangers of 1 93 1  2 ,  the uni ty of 
the practical field was never compromi sed by the confl icts in progress .  
For the peasant masses ,  there was nothing to choose between lacking the 
material means to uni te and not hav ing the theoretical tool s that would 
have permi tted them to become consc ious and formulate a programme . • The technical and cu l tural underdevelopment of the rural masses  was 
expressed in the ir pract ical den1ands by the imposs ib i l ity of 
constructing their  uni ty around a programme . Li teral ly ,  the peasants did 
not want col lectiv ization (espec ial ly in  the brutal form that the sovereign 
gave i t ) ,  but they were not consc ious of what they did want because they 
could not want anything .  The true kulaks ,  obv ious ly , struggled to keep 
the ir property . Bu t  the poor peasant could defend neither land that he d id 
not posses s ,  nor the principle of bourgeois  property (which he d id  not 
know) ,  nor especia l ly  that cont inuous sl ippage which stripped him of 
h i s  wretched patch of land and added it to the rich man ' s  estate . Peasant 
re s i s tance was defeated because i t  was }vithout principles . But i t  was 
w i thout pri nc iples because , i n  sp i te of tradi t ion s ,  local i nterests , con 
stra ints and mi strus t ,  the rural population could nowhere fi nd any funda
mental reasons to be in  oppos i t ion . Peasant re s i stance was transcended 
from the outset by the sovere ign prax i s ,  because the former was outmoded 
and the l atter progressive.  I do not g ive these words an absol ute s i gn ifica
t ion .  I cal l  ' progress ive ' ac ti v i t ies  which,  wi thin a total iz ing prax i s  and for 
a g i ven soc i al fie ld ,  al low the projec ted total i zation to be advanced , or at 
al l events  real i zed . I cal l  ' outmoded ' those which , w i thout real l y  being  
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able to produce the di s integration of the g lobal prax i s ,  expres s  in  practice 
the impediments of a practico- inert whose origin  i s  to be sought ( in  part, 
at least) in the material c ircumstances that gave ri se to the prax i s  itself. To 
the extent (always incomplete , except when i t  i s  a matter of abstract 
examples) to which the total izing ensemble prax i s ,  practico- inert and 
practic al field can be considered as an i solated sy stem, the fate of thi s  
res i s tance , however fierce it may be , i s  decided in advance . It  has a chance 
of w inning provisional ly ,  at that only if  i t  benefits at the right moment 
from outs ide assi stance . In thi s  sense although i t  has been invented by 
everyone , l ived, and real ized by free (and sometimes heroic) undertakings 
- it  i s  contained in the sy stem of brakings and accelerations that prax is  
itself engenders , be it only to reabsorb them, on the basis  of the material 
c ircumstances that have g iven ri se to i t  and the objectives it has set itself. 

From this  standpoint, praxis does indeed appear l ike an enormous 
' feedback ' machine , whose un i ty i s  the determination of c irculari ty ( i . e .  
the transformation of the cycle of repetitions into spiral s ) .  Nevertheless ,  
thi s aspect of action i s  prec i sely i ts  in side exteriority . When the sovereign 
organized its constraints and began collectiv ization,  it  s imultaneously 
knew and did not  know i ts opponents ' destiny.  In so far as it was aware 
of the outmoded aspect of their res i s tance ,  i t  foresaw their fi nal defeat. 
But in  so far as the sovereign did not know an ensemble of factors , some 
of which were internal to its action and engendered by it , others of which 
(provoked by that praxis  or not) were external dangers in  so far, too , as 
the very nature of the practical prevented the sovereign from knowing 
the signification and efficacy of i ts  v ictory itself, as an object real iz ing 
the totali zed objectification of the act and creating in that very way , and 
for others , an unforeseeable afterl'vards the sovereign was deciding i n  
the dark .  Its project ,  beneath the abstract and mendacious objectivity of 
economic calculation, recovered the hazardous aspect that characterizes 
every human undertaking : it  i s  necessary to take ri sks and to invent .  B ut 
not to gamble , as people say , s ince gambl ing presupposes  alternatives  al l 
of whose terms are defined.  Here , the final result ,  even if  it was abstractly 
foreseen (victory ) ,  was in practice unforeseeable :  hence ,  undetermined 
for those men inasmuch as they possessed those in tellectual tools . The 
best tran scending their  own tools ,  but without inventing others , merely 
d i scovering their l imits were to be able to sense the outcome negatively .  
We thu s  di scover the human features of prax i s ,  as a l ived aspect of 
prax i s -process and as the motor of the process itself. I t  goes without 
saying ,  moreover? that this  ignorance i . e .  the prec i se margin of 
indetermination of the future was itself an acceptance by the agent of 
the material c ircumstances :  of those very c ircumstances that defined and 
l imi ted  hi s adversary ' s  res i stance . For the s i tuated h i stor ian ,  it i s  thus  not 
an obscurity (as for the agent) but a trans luc id inte l l ig ibil i ty .  

• 
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Conclusion 

We have just  shown that i n  a soc iety whose sovereign i s  a dictator, 
pract ico- inert rifts ,  confl icts and d isharmonies  far from break ing the 
uni ty of prax i s -process  are at once the consequences of that unification 
and the means it chooses in  order to t ighten up st i l l  further. Thus the 
h i storian must be able to comprehend dialect ical l y  � in  the very un ity of 
a soverei gn prax i s  w ith the process that constantly overflows  i t  and that 
i t  constantly re integrates i nto i tself the vas t  h i storical upheaval which ,  
between 1 9 1 7  and 1 95 8 ,  has produced Soviet soc iety as we see i t .  These 
conc lusions are not in themselves  e i ther optimi st ic or pess imi st ic .  We do 
not c laim that the struggle was not atroc ious ,  or that ( innumerable)  
i ndiv idual d i sasters do not i rremediably damn certain  practices (we shal l  
return to the i ndiv idual fai lure at the heart of a common prax i s40) .  At the 
level  of dialect ical invest igat ion we have reached, we do not even have 
the right to say that i t  was imposs ible  to proceed otherw ise (nor, more
over, the opposi te right : we s imply do not yet know anythi ng about the 
possibles4 1 ) . We have s imply d i scovered that the sovereign prax i s ,  what
ever i t  was, always presented i tself in  the form of a total i zat ion .  And in  
i t s  very nature of prax i s -process ,  we have establ i shed i t  i s  our on ly  
optimism that i t  was inte l l ig ible as a constitu ted dialectic . Before 
going on to the examination of a non-dictatorial soc iety , however, a 
number of points ought to be c larified.42 • 

40. See pp.  3 1 3- 1 4  below . 
4 1 . S ee footnote 97 on p . 334 be low.  
42 . If we follow the order of the work as Sartre conceived it in h is  last p lan ( see Append ix ,  

p .446 below ) ,  i t  seem s  that the interrogat ion of synchron ic tota l i zation ( in te l l ig ibi l ity of 
struggles)  in non-d irectorial soc ieties ( wh ich in th i s  p lan he cal l s  'd i sunited societies ' )  would 
have found its p l ace here . Then he would have gone on to the diachronic ( ' but  prec i se ly  i t  i s  
History ' ) , hence , to H i story : and then to the problems of the total i zation-of-envelopment, 
which are cons idered be low but only in  regard to directoria1 soc iet ies .  It  i s  an open quest ion 
w hether this  p lan would have surv ived.  For, in  the case of disun i ted soc iet ies ,  we do not find 
the un i ty to be restored of pledged groups or the ' un i  ficat ion by the future '  of d i rectorial 
soc iet ies ,  wh ich through struggle s make the total iz ing project inte l l ig ib le ;  i n stead , i t  i s  
worked matter that u nites these disun i ted societ ies ,  by the agency of men (see Appendix 
below,  pp.4 33 ff. ) .  We observe from the plan,  moreover, that c lass strugg les  would have been 
stud ied again in  the part dealing with the total ization-of-enve lopment .  

It  should al so be pointed out that in  the notes pub l i shed in  the Appendi x  ( which we have 
arranged in  the most l ike l y  chronological  order) , Sartre first concerned himself  with the 
d iac hronic  (h istorical event,  progress ,  etc . )  - which led him to confront the fundamental 
problem of the meaning  of Hi�tory - before return ing  to h i s  p lan . total izat ion in  non
d i rectoria l  soc ieties ,  and the total i zation-of-enve lopment .  which he �ometlmes calls a 
' system ' 
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H A  T actual ly i s  what we have cal led the totality43-of
envelopme n t? What type of object ive real i ty does thi s  synthes i s  

possess?  By  what expedient, in  what perspect ive and to what observers 
(or what agents ) does i t  reveal itself? Assuming that there ex ists a 
formation of th i s  k ind in  the bourgeois  democrac ies ,  we may surmise 
that it wi l l  be difficult to grasp and fix i t ,  if  we have not first studied i t  i n  
the obvious ly  less  complex s tructures  that define it  at the level of 
directorial soc ieties .44 So i t  wi l l  be enough to go back over our example  
and look in it  for th i s  total ization . 

We already know, in fact,  that i n  Soviet society every local prax i s ,  
every singul ar dest iny ,  i s  an incarnation of the tota l i zing prax i s  and of 
the overal l  process .  In practical terms that means the fol low i ng :  as soon 
as  a system ari ses at the heart of that society i n  movement, whatever i ts  
scale and complexity may be thi s  sy stem col lects with in  i t  al l  the 
features of the prax i s -process  grasped in its total i ty .  The practico- inert 
i tse lf, as we have seen,  inasmuch as i t  i s  produced by the counter
final i t ies of prax i s  as a local determination of the practical fie ld ,  turn s 
back to the sovereign as an inert syn thesis (general1 y as an exigency or a 
danger) the very action through which a practical field ex ists : i . e .  the 
spatial izing temporalization of the fundamental project .  However,  it 
must be noted that every incarnation , being a s ingularizat ion of the 
praxi s -proces s ,  real izes within i t  that prax i s -process  in its integral i ty 

43 Or rather ' tot ali zation ' See end of th i s  paragrap h ,  and pp . 49, 85 -6 and 1 1 7 above;  
a i "o pp.  2 2 8  and 27 8-9 below 

44.  The term s ' d i rec tori al ' or ' dictatorial ' soci ety are used a l most indi scrim i n ate l y ,  
s i n ce the �overei gn may be a re s tricted gro up o r  an individual  The es�ent ia l  thi n g  most of 
the t ime i n  S artre ' s c hosen e x ample  i "  the concen tration of powe r�,  as he �tre sses  i n  a l ater 
pas sage ( see h i s  foo tnote on p . 2 7 3  be l o w ) .  
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(without there nece s sarily  be ing any awarene�s of th i s  real ization) .  This  
i s  what we pointed out in relation to the example of boxing , when we 
stressed that the present incarnation is  not a part icu lar concre te case of 
which the tota l izing prax is -process  is the abstrac t  concept .45 That means  
very concrete ly  that the totali zation-of-envelopment ,  if it  exists , must not 
be a mere ru le or even a syn thetic schema ensuring the 
temporal ization of particular events  from outs ide . It can be real ized as a 
s ingu lar incarnation at a given moment,  and in a g iven fac t (or a given 
action) only if it is i t se lf, in i tse lf, s ingulari ty and incarnation . Thi s ,  
moreover, i s  what consti tutes i t s  h istoricity ;  and it i s  i n  the name of this  
h i storic i ty that we di scover the Russ ian Revolution as a un ique adventure 
and the Stal in regime as a quite s ingular phase of i ts  deve lopment .  It 
remains  to be ascertai ned whether these express ions do not h ide a 
feti shi sm of History , and whether the demyst ified h i stori an does not have 
to stick to pos i tiv i s t  nominal i sm . 

Now the practical rea l i ty of the totalization-of-envelopment i s  proved 
by the d ialectical investigation i tse lf. For we have pointed out that every 
incarnation i s  t ied in two ways to the hi storical ensemble : on the one 
hand , in fact,  i t  real izes i n  i tself the l atter ' s condensat ion;  on the other 
hand, i t  refers back in a decompre ss ive blossoming to the ensemble of 
practical  s ignifications which determine i t  in i ts  belonging to the social 
and historical fie ld .46 Thi s  part icular boxing match takes p lace in  a 
clim ate of i nternational tens ion (for example ,  on the day of the Ansch luss ) :  
the small n umber of spectators i s  the incarnation h ere and a t  th is moment 
of the anxiety of the French . However, at the same time as  this i s  l ived 
heJe by the organizers in  the form of poor takings , and by each 
spectator through the rather di smal look of a hal l normall y  ful l  to 
bursting it necessari ly  refers back to di stant events , which preserve a 
relative autonomy even as they determine i t  in inferiority ,  and to the 
hierarchy of the incarnations produc ing it  in  sectors of the same size or 
larger dimension s .  The spectator, back home, wi l l  say : ' There was 
nobody at the fight . ' And h i s  w ife w i l l  answer:  ' The c inemas are empty 
too. What can you expect ,  people are staying at home . ' And if the 
tension continues ,  luxury s tores and entertainments wi l l  experience a 
cri s i s  that i s  already taking shape and can be foreseen through the fiasco 
of the sport ing event .  Thi s cri s i s  refers back to the deeper s tructures  of 
the French economy and , on the other hand, to the prax i s  of the govern
ment (foreign pol i cy ,  etc . ) .  

I t  matter� l i tt le here whether serial e lements or groups are invo lved : -
45 See p p . 2 8-30 abo v e .  
46.  Sce p.49 abov e .  
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what counts i s  the s imultaneous twofold reference to the interiority of 
the s ingulari zation and to the total i ty that envelops i t .  We sti l l  do not 
know for the moment if, in a bourgeoi s soc iety,  th i s  tota l i ty i s  attainable .  
The s ign ifications refer to one another, to be sure ,  but everything may 
van i sh into the serial or into the void .  B ut for anyone who, through his  
actions,  rea l izes i n  the USSR an event of any kind an i ndividual  one -
in  the practic al field,  thi s  event i s  i n  immanent relation w ith the whole i n  
exteriori ty and in  interiori ty . That means i t  i s  defined in re l ation to the 
sovereign prax i s  and as a s ingular determination of the unified pract ical  
fie ld .  No doubt, the extreme diversity of i ndiv idual des tin ies  can be 
pointed out :  a stone ' s  throw away from the s teelworks on the S iberian 
p lain ,  and i n  the Ural s the ' shaman casts h is  spel l s ' .  I t  i s  easy to 
imagine the di sorder of the universe i n  formation that is  Magnitogorsk, 
with i ts  Sov iet  workers (displaced populations ) , its labourers recruited 
on the spot (S iberian peasants ) ,  its foreign vo lunteers (of great technical 
and profess ional value) and i ts  squads of pri soners sentenced to forced 
labour (most ly ' common criminal s ' ) .  But even thi s  d isparate nature i s  
not a plural i sm . Everyone i s  determined by everyone else and ,  through 
the interiorization of hi s relat ion s  with everyone ( through the sovereign 
praxi s ) ,  realizes a s ingular incarnation of Soviet  soc iety at this moment 
of its construct ion .  The presence of foreign volunteers and the survival 
of shamans demonstrate how far behind the society sti l l  i s  the gap 
between the ex i sting structure of S iberian groups and that of Magnitogorsk, 
as a Soviet tow n  under con struction . In the same way ,  therefore , they all • 
incarnate the sovereign prax i s ,  e i ther inasmuch as i t  builds in conformity 
w ith the Plan it  has decided upon , or inasmuch as i t  restrain s  i tse lf  by 
deve loping i ts  counter-final i ties .  And they a ll refer back  to that tota l izi ng 
prax i s ,  inasmuch as i t  polarizes all  the s ignifications of the field and no 
one or nothing i s  defined except on the basi s of i t  and as an event of i ts  
interiority .  And what everyone refers to i s  i ndeed a s ingu larity of envelop
ment, rather than some dogmatic , de-situated rule .  I t  i s  upon the basi s of 
the local admini strators ' decree itself provoked by a hierarchized series 
of dec i sions taking u s  back to the central organ and to the sovereign 
deci s ion , inasmuch as thi s  i s  the transcendence of a new aspect of the 
practical field i t  i s  upon the bas i s  of th is decree , then ,  that the 
exhaustion or di scontent or incomprehension of some particular peasant,  
urbanized too fast ,  wi l l  be expre ssed objectively by an act of sabotage . 
I n  other words ,  th is specific ac t of sabotage refers back to those specific ,  
dated consequences ( unique in  the temporal ization under way as in  the 
spati al izing rearrangement that underpins  i t )  of a particular (and equal ly  
unique)  admini strative measure motivated , as we have ju st seen ,  by a 
particular reconditioning of prax i s  by i ts  fie ld  and by the transcendence 
- as a s ingular i nvention of the sovereign of th i s  recondi tioni ng .  
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Of course ,  what may strike you here i s  the frequentative or even 
universal nature of the decree, at any level whatsoever of explanation of 
i t .  It generally presents i tself . except at the moment of choice of present 
individual s by an equally present individual - as a j udgement of a 
hypothetical and normative type: ' al l  xs must be ys ' , i . e .  ' if m i s  x, m 
must be y ' .  But when the decree turns thi s  face of universali ty towards 
those subject to it which may deceive them it  i s  the indetermination 
of knowledge that confers thi s  abs tract genera l i ty upon it .  In particular 
circumstances ,  thi s  indetermination might be rediscovered as a lacuna 
w ithin concrete totalities .  For example ,  an order from Army 
Headquarters stipulates that the Seventieth div i sion w il l  be transferred to 
such  and such a district and quartered in  such  and such a town . Head
quarters knows the divis ion ' s  officers , bu t does not know the other ranks 
except as units - I t  knows that the divi s ion i s  ' at ful l  strength ' .  I t  has 
further information at its disposal allowing it to determine the morale of 
thi s  mil i tary unit ( i .e .  a complex relation that we do not have to determine 
here ) ,  which means that i t  decides  to position i t  here or there depending 
on the c ircumstances .  What i s  involved here i s  a singular reality ,  
conceived as such by Headquarters ( i t  has a history ,  in  terms of which it 
i s  evaluated as the means for a new local praxis ) .  B ut this reality i s  that 
of an insti tutional framework fi l led by men. Being incarnated by these 
men and in thi s  practical field , the insti tutional framework has become 
an indiv iduated reali ty .  However, if thi s  unity prevents Headquarters 
from transforming its  indeterm ination of ignorance into universality , we 
can sti l l  see the strict identity between i ts fundamental ignorance here 
and in the event of universalization .  I t  i s  pointless  to stipulate in the 
order: ' If any soldier belongs  to the Seventieth ,  he wi l l  be transferred 
w ith it ,  etc . ' That i s  pointles s  s ince the whole i s  institutional ly  defined. 
B ut it i s  just a matter of orig inally identical formulations transformed by 
the synthetic ensemble that integrates them . Conversel y ,  there exist 
numerous universali st commands in the Army.  Yet i t  knows exactly the 
number of men , sub-groups and groups which make it up the difference 
here comes from the c ircumstances .  For example , the command may be 
addressed v ia  the hierarchy and directly to the indiv idual s themselves : 
e .g . concern ing behaviour to be observed in town,  on leave,  etc . In  that 
case , i t  is  addressed currently to 6,75 2,309 men* (and perhaps 
depending on i ts  nature to the ' rookie s '  who wi l l  replace those 
demobbed, whose number i s  l ikewise determined) . But the total ization 
van i shes under the universalization , inasmuch as the order has to be 
accompl i shed b y  indi v idual s  as such ( i nasmuch as everyone ,  for example ,  

* I am , of c ourse , p i c k i ng a n um be r  at random 
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has to shine his shoes or sow the buttons back on his j acket) . And 
although the goal being aimed at i s  an overal l effect on the civi l ian 
population,  for example or a serial or synthetic one ( the presence of a 
mil itary d iv is ion each of whose individual members i s  ' impeccable ' wil l  
help to increase the confidence of the urban workers , inasmuch as it i s  
likewise i ncarnated pre sence of the sovereign and the discipl ine observed 
allows them under certain conditions to gauge the regime ' s  strength) ,  * 
i t  i s  thi s  very population that wi l l  be serial ized or united by its objective 
movement to synthesize into one common reality each soldier ' s individual 
attitude : h is  casualness  or the care he devotes to h i s  turn-out, the 
behav iour he maintains towards hi s commanders , towards c iv i l ians ,  e tc .  
The soldier i s  the target of his  superior officers ' order, as  the individual 
means of provoking through the mediation of the population 
surrounding h im a synthetic tightening of unity whose very movement 
implies unification of the soldiers by the group (or series)  constituting 
their human mil ieu . B ut thi s  order from the superior officer i s  aimed at 
the soldier inasmuch, preci sely , as he remains unknown in  his  individual 
reality except by the j unior officers who have to deal with restricted 
groups .  Thus these strictly individuated soldiers are aimed at as universal s ,  
inasmuch as thei r  given indiv iduality i s  s imultaneously pointless  and 
ignored here and inasmuch as their behav iour as common indiv iduals has 
to be the same everywhere as a practical transcendence of that g iven . 

In a more genera] way, a deci s ion by the sovereign can in  exteriori ty 
have the appearance of universality .  A law duly pas sed by the competent 
assembl ies as  proposed by the executive may suppress or l imit the right 
to strike for all public employees .  We come back even in the grounds 
for it ,  i f  there are any to the formula 'y f(x) , . I f  x i s  a public 
employee ( i . e .  fulfi ls  certain abstract conditions ,  enjoys specific advan
tages in return for performing certain serv ices ) ,  he cannot be a striker. 
B ut thi s  universality i s  in fact a historical and singular determination . 
Neither the sovere ign nor the constituted bodies obedient to i t  are really  
thi nk ing about strikes in general or servants of the State in general. 
From their  point of v iew , the law i s  a response to certain social disturbances 

* If  we assume that the workers are supporters of the reg ime , what is  involved here 
i s  a synth etic unification of th e townspeople :  confidence gathers them together. I am 
s im p l i fy i ng crude l y ,  of course. Conversely ,  the deployment of disc iplined military u n i ts , 
united to the point of automatism (or the mimed rep resen tation of automati sm) , helps -
through the very unity thi s  mani fests  - to increase serial i mpotence among the di scontented, 
e g .  amon g the peasants .  I n  a peopl e ' s w ar - i . e .  when th e national l iberation army i s  poor 
i n  men and in arm s ,  but su stained, fed and h idden by the ensemble of the rural population � 
the struggle itself i s  a uni fication of the peasants : they unite i nasmuch as they protect the 
army ' s  unity . For thi s  un ity to surv i ve , howev er, an iron di sc ipline must be e stabli shed in 
the mil i tary groups 
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or to a strike that has  just  taken place . It  shows , at thi s  prec ise moment , 
the given (and s ingular) rel ationship between the various forces .  (Can 
the ' forces of order ' implement a general requis i tion order in  the event 
of a s trike? What reacti on may this  action provoke in  the various social 
strata? And so on . )  Moreover,  i t  s ingularizes and realizes on a specific 
point the conception of the S tate that the sovereign formulates :  i . e .  in the 
l ast resort its pol iti cal prax i s ;  and th is in turn reflects in  depth the 
historical conjuncture ( i . e .  once again the rel ationship of forces ,  but 
envi saged in the l ig ht of the economic and social ' whole ' and the 
direction of socio-economic changes) ,  which i s  at its own level 
equally s ingular. Thu s  the decree or law has thi s  dual character of 
determined indetermi nation , into which we shal l go more deeply when 
we tackle the problem of the concrete universa1 .47 

These examples show , in  any case , that the sovereign itself depending 
on the c ircumstances and the practical exigencies can treat the ruled as 
members of more or less  integrated units ,  or address  them in their 
( individual or serial ) i ndetermination through the mediation of the purely 
inert resul t  in which their efforts are objecti fied. It can deci de ,  i n  the 
event of war, that ' the c iv i l ian population of s uch and such a district wi l l  
be evacuated ' ;  or, on the contrary , decree in a plan conceived in  peace
time that ' the number of tons  of pig-iron produced in  x years wi l l  be 
such and such ' .  At a l l  events ,  it  i s  not unaware that i t  i s  imposing a task 
upon a specified ensemble (or one whose very growth i s  spec ified) . In  the 
l atter case , universa lity comes to men through inert matter, i . e .  through 
all the identical tons of pig- iron they have to produce and through which 
- as their future obj ectification the sovere ign grasps them as undeter
mined means. But whether the order i s  aimed at a group or a category , i t  
i s  actually a matter of producing a unique and definite outcome in 
particular circumstances .  Grasped in  exteriority , i . e .  in  the instant or -
which comes to the same thing outside temporalization,  the mi l l i on s  of 
tons of pig- iron are exteriority unified by a pas s ive synthes i s :  i f  the • 

47. It w i l l  be tackle d on ly in directly he re , i n  the pages that fo l lo w .  See also pp . 40 ff. 
above . On th is  subjec t ,  see L ' ldiot de la famille , vol . 3, p .43 1 ,  n . 2 '  ' Hence,  i n  every 
totalization in  progre s s ,  it i s  alway s  neces sary to env i sage, in  their dialectical re lation s ,  the 
d i rect relationship between the general totalization and the si ngular total izat i on (a  
total ization of the singular by the c oncrete general ity) - i .e .  be tween the whole and the part 
- and the one between the macrocosmic totali zation and the microcosmic total ization , 
th rough the m ediation of the c onj uncture :  i . e .  of the con crete uni versal produced by the 
latter, retotal i zed by every part , and determ ining the individual s ingularity at once by the 
conj unctural event (a total ized inc arnation of the total izat ion) and by the general aspect of 
the world (i .e . by the re al relat ion sh ip between all the parts, not inasmuch as they direc t l y  
e x pres s  the whole , but in asmuch a s  the y distingui sh them �el ves from it b y  their  movement 
to retotalize it - to re - e xteriorize it inasmuch as it has c aused itself to be interiorized by 
them ) ' See al so ' L ' Ec ri v ain et sa  langue ' ,  in Situations IX, pp .62 ff. 
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synthes i s  itself di sappears , the physico-chemical ensemble i s  left . B ut if 
they are cons idered with in the practical totalization , they encounter the 
unity of the means at the heart of the l iving end. They exist ,  in fact ,  as 
means necessary for certain practical realizations ( i . e . the quan tity of 
pig-iron produced wil l  be prec i sely what heavy industry and certain 
sectors of l ight industry can and must absorb in the same moment of 
the temporalization) ;  and,  at the same time, they are intersected as ends 
( i . e .  as intermediate objectives)  by another unity (or rather by the same , 
but at another stage of circularity) which synthes izes them in the form of 
passive exigencies (those tons as means of production demanded, for 
example,  by such and such a reg ion in the course of industrial ization -
requi re those means of transport as the spec ific  ensemble that wi l l  allow 
them to fulfi l  their functions ) .  In the other example chosen ' evacuation 
of the c iv i l ian population ' the l ocal military authorities and the soldiers 
who obey them are subordinated as synthetic ensembles to the task that 
must be accompli shed through them. The civ i l ian population , as  object of 
the action and as its end, becomes the transcendent unity of their 
p lurality (of their series , perhaps ) ;  and it i s  the preservation of this unity 
(during the evacuation) that wi l l  realize as a constant s ignification of 
their  acts and as a final outcome ( if  it i s  achieved) of their activity the 
genuine and synthetic obj ectification of the practical multiplici ty that 
they were at the outset .  From this  point of v iew , down to the lowest level 
(or almost) , it  i s  the job to be done which determines the agent in the 
guise of an objective exigency reactualized by the officer so  he i s  
determined only by an abstract relation , one that appears acc idental . It i s  
often ' a  chance ' i f  one regiment rather than another finds itself in  a 
p articular sector at the moment when the enemy,  on the bas i s  of plan s  
dev ised i ndependently of these non-signify ing facts , launches operations 
which necessitate a certain number of ripostes and parries  (and, for 
example, create the urgency of an evacuation of civ i l ians under imminent 
threat of bombardment) . Thu s  the attack (or the information which 
causes it to be anticipated) , the task , the terrain and the l ie of the land,  
etc . , determine an objective exigency that i s  deciphered in the object and 
becomes the sole practical determination of agents otherwise totally  
undetermined. 

B ut the fact i s  that the agent i s  actually only an inertly defined 
instrument: the genuine concrete i s  those women and those children in 
blazing houses . The relative indetermination of the agent comes from the 
plenary and concrete determinat ion of the situation and of the civilians 
who risk death each one of whom specifies the death he ri sks ,  moreover, 
by h i s  age , h i s  sex ,  h i s  state of health , and h i s  s i tuation i n  the spatiali zing 
force field that enc loses him .  

Yet the soldiers of the regiment are not any old soldiers , preci sely in  
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so far as it i s  ult imately  the free practical organism which executes the 
tasks  adopted by the common indiv idual . This  observation starts off 
anew the c ircularity of incarnation, since in its concrete and objective 
truth the task that determines the soldier in  h i s  abstract being becomes 
again , by being executed, a concrete relation between concrete indi
v idual s  and between groups . It i s  with h i s  whole person , h i s  whole 
hi story , al l h i s means ,  that one particular soldier wil l  manage to save 
one particular o ld man (or one particular defence sub-group, one par
ticular  popular ensemble) ;  with the fatigue itself of the preceding march 
( the very one that led him, on orders ,  to thi s  sector) , which itself i s  no 
longer a chance but the prec ise (and, as a rule , s trict) result  of h i s  
biological temporalization in  the framework of a campaign or a war. By  
the final invention , the soldier and the c ivi l ian he snatches from his  
blazing house constitute, in  positive rec iprocity and thanks to mediating 
third parties (officers , other soldiers, other c iv il ians ,  wider and deeper 
exigencies at the level  of social defence) ,  a concrete and s trict unity ,  
whose synthetic totalization i s  the behaviour invented by both (by each 
other and together) . And i t  i s  very preci sely these rec iprocal and common 
actions ,  neces sari l y  individualized by the free transcendence of c ircum
stances,  which are in reality aimed at by the order decreeing the evacuation 
of a particular population . In  the order given by the general , the indeter
mination of the soldier springs from ignorance of the strict c ircumstances 
that wil l  necessari ly occur in  an absolute concretion, but at the same time 
from the empirical ly obvious fact that appl ication of the decreed measures 
could not be ach ieved, even for a moment ,  except as a unique and strictly 
indiv idual determ ination of men by these contractions of space-time, of 
the paths traced i n  space-time by  these men. Universal ity through the 
neces sary ignorance of the commanders i s  only  an economy of means .  
B ut i t  does not refer to any spec ies or genus .  Thi s  abstract determination 
i s  swallowed up and di s solved by the true practical temporalization of 
the agents .  

The lower aspect of the order may , through urgency and need to 
achieve a saving of time,  take the form of an abstract indetermination 
and,  thereby ,  seem to indicate a genus.  However, we know that the same 
order, as an invention of the leaders (at whatever level they may be) , i s  a 
s ingular product ion : i . e .  a concrete and unique response given by an 
original and incomparable group to difficulties s trictly dated and condi
tioned by histori cal circumstances ( i . e .  by circumstances that wi l l  never 
be found again as  they are) . The planning bodies ,  for example, wi l l  
suddenly be obl i ged to introduce an important adj ustment in the plan 
currently being implemented .  B ut we know already that the organs of 
praxi s  have been singu larized by i t ,  and that they wil l  invent by tran
scending their  own intellectual tool s ( i .e .  here by us ing them) .  We know 
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too (to remain in the interiority of the field) that these difficulties reflect 
counter-final ities  and the practico- inert that these produce , inasmuch as 
the same activity which produce s  its own men secretes its own v iruses ,  
on the bas is  of the particular c ircumstances that g ive rise to it .  At the 
level of discovery of the problem and invention of its solution by the 
men of that problem and of that solution , * we again find incarnation as 
c ircularity ( i t  will  be transcended and ' overtaken ' by the dec i s ion) ,  and 
thi s incarnation produces i ts  own knowledge : it  i s  revealed as scarc ity of 
this time , in th is irreversible temporalization , at this moment of the 
temporal ization .  Thus the deci si on whether i t  i s  an indiv idual sovereign ' s  
or a group ' s  i s  produced by and for the person or persons who take it ,  
as an individuality .  In thi s  perspective , it  matters very l i ttle that the data 
of the problem should be s tatistic s  and that i t  should be e laborated by the 
economic combinatory of which we have spoken . The synthetic truth that 
i s  revealed through these figures i s  the very specific threat (for example ,  
in  those months in  the summer of 1 928)  that a historical res i s tance of the 
peasant c lass  in th is lived present  would place the towns on the brink of 
famine , and social ism on the brink of ruin .  And the brusque deci sion 
urgently to take up Trotsky ' s  plan again and embark, al l out and without 
preparation , on collectiv ization of the land and forced industrial ization,  
was preci sely historical and s ingular in a twofold manner. First, in fact,  
a prax is took shape through innumerable difficulties as the sole response 
possible ( i . e .  considered as such by the sovereign) to the danger that 
threatened ; ,and thi s prax i s ,  unaware of i tself in many sec tors , was to 
begin the grandiose,  terrible and irreversible temporalization that in  
History was to take the name of Stalinism. On the other hand , however, 
the hi storical moment of that dec is ion was al so that of the sudden left 
turn which cast the ' Righti sts ' into impotent oppos ition . Trotsky was sti l l  
in the USSR,  but he remained under house arrest. Thus ,  via this new 
circumstance and the dec is ion that transcended it to negate it ,  i t  was the 
total victory of S tal in the individual over al l his  adversaries that was 
realized. 

The dialectical meaning of thi s  v ictory i s  c lear. Stal in had rel ied on 
the Right to exclude Trotsky from the government because he was 
hosti le by  nature (i . e .  by the interiorization of h is  praxis as a mi l i tant) to 
princ iples ,  to radicali sm, to the Permanent Revolution . It  was not the 

* We are not i mply ing  by th i s  any pre-establ i shed harmony : they are the men of that 
problem,  because i t  i s  i n  them as the ir  l im it as wel l  as outside them as the i r  product.  So this 
reci proc al i ncarnation may very wel l  h av e  as i t s  result  ( i n  spec i fi c  conditions ) i nabi l i ty to 
find a v iable  solut ion;  or the inevi table dev i at ion of any n e w  awareness ,  by the in te l lectual 
tools  that produce the pract ical concepti ons,  and that i nteri orized praxis  has produced in  
everyone .  
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content of the Trotskyist  projects that repel led h im,  it was above a ll the 
intrinsic nature of the praxi s  expressed in  them. In  fact, he did not 
understand h i s  Left opponents and, without being strictly speaking oppor
tun i stic, the only dec i s ions that inspired him with confidence were those 
demanded by c ircumstances .  When the ' grain  strike ' required energetic 
measures ,  it did not seem to h im that the circumstances  proved Trotsky 
right : for him, it was a matter of embarking on a concrete undertak ing 
the need for which was vouched for by the urgency of the danger. 
Nothing to do, according to him,  with any inte llectual apriorism : the 
idea  was the thing itself. B ut prec i sely because he wanted to di scover the 
practical idea in the materiality of  current ex igenc ies ,  he detached himself  
from the Right, which l ikewi se struck him as purely theoretic i st ,  s ince its 
project ( social i sm at a snai l ' s  pace) was the product of general cons idera
tions regarding underdeveloped countries  and the Revolution inasmuch 
as i t  had occurred in  the largest of all  in  Russ ia .  Their caution was 
p recisely what the danger of 1 928  condemned: their caution, inasmuch as 
it was theoretical inertia i .e .  a practical instrument l imiting adaptation 
to real i ty * rather than Stalin ' s  dec i sion to be guided (w ithin  the 
perspective of bui lding soc iali sm)  by material imperatives and construct  
h i s  praxis  upon these .  In  short, i t  was the drama of 1 928 that l iquidated 
Zinoviev and Kamenev . B ut i t  l iquidated them through Stalin : not inas 
much as S talin was to be the i nstrument of the s i tuation of H istory as 
Marxi sts too often think :  but, on the contrary , inasmuch as Stalin made 
himself the man of the s i tuation by the reply he gave to the exigencies of 
the moment. I n  other words , the day when the first Plan was dec ided, a 

* For, i n  opposing any overhasty socia l i zation , the B olshevik Right referred to the 
fol low ing princ iple of Marx and Enge ls : i n  order to make the trans ition to com m unism,  you 
must have reached a very h igh l ev e l  of production . (The ide a  w as present in Marx as early 
as 1 844, i n  ' Econom i c s  and Pol itic s '  - which the Bolsheviks did not know � but it cropped 
up again in Enge l s '  s ' Ant i -Dtihrin g ' . )  Thi�  princip le ,  obv i ous in  itself, was nevertheless 
suscept ib le  of different appl icat ion s :  for it  could j ust as wel l  l ead to Kamenev ' s  cautiou� 
s lowness as to the Trotsky i s t  determ ination to do everyth ing  poss ib le to pres s ahead. In �o 
far as the ' Right ' u sed it to j ust ify its oppos i t ion ,  i t  was congealed into a partial truth ( i  e .  
a truth from which the right ist opposit ion c l aimed to e manate as i t�  only possible  
con�equence) ;  at once , inasmuch as i t  prevented the d i s s idents from conce iv ing of other 
poss ib i l it ies , i t  became a non-transcendable inertia - i . e .  an i nert determ inat ion of Io)worn 
pass iv ity . And it would  certa inly be absurd to i magine that the pract ical  att itude of the 
r ight i s ts deril, 'ed from the princ ip le  On the contrary , it was that att i tude which had decided 
upon the latter ' s /in1 l ted, nega tiv e  ut i l i zation . Moreover, I t  i 5  nec e ssary . of cour�e .  to go 
bac k to the h is tory of the revo lu t ion ary movement,  inasmuch as i t  was incarnated a/so i n  
these m e n ,  in  order to d i scover  and comprehend the i r  pract ical determ inat ions B ut the 
c i rc u l ari ty remained genuine , in  th is  case  as in  other� : the opt ion-p l edge , con�t ituted 
through a limited and a priori asse rt ion of the princ ip le , was prec i se l y  what conferred upon 
i t  i ts ine rt r i gour and its non- tran�cendab l e  negat i v e  action .  On th i�  bas i s ,  the princ ip le  as 
an object ive  impo5s i b i l i ty of adapt ing  tran sfo rmed the option into a de5t iny  
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spec ific and indiv idual ized prax i s  replaced a hesitation and greater or 
lesser osc i l lations (the se too given ri se to, in the ir s ingularity,  by the fact 
that the leaders were s imultaneous ly  Len in ' s  successors and the heirs of 
the NEP) . But th i s  prax i s  functioned by a recasting of the leading group 
(and in a c ircular manner occurred as a recasting of that group) , 
which rep laced collective leadership by the sovereignty of a s ingle 
indiv idual . • 



• • 

• • • 

Contingency and Appropriateness oj" the Incarnation 

T I S  N O  part of my intentions to explain here the origin of that 
dictatorship of an indiv idual , any more than to give the s ignification 

of the cult  of personality : I have attempted that el sewhere .48 What 
matters here i s  something quite different. Every contemporary reader 
takes for granted,  in fact, that i t  i s  the movement of society and the 
recastings of the field by common praxi s  which decide the indiv idual ' s  
power and role in the various social sectors . This determination of 
indiv idual power, and of the efficacy of an action undertaken by a s ingle 
person (or on the initiative of one leader) , i s  not necessarily  the same 
(proportionately speaking) for a given society , i n  a given period, in  the 
different branches of human activity . If, wi thin the directive organisms, 
the sovereign i s  an individual (a common indiv idual ) ,  thi s i s  because the 
type of integration demanded by their prax i s  and their  objecti ves  can be 
realized and guaranteed only by abandonment, in  favour of a s ingle 
indiv idual , of the powers spec ific to each.  This abandonment , of course , 
i s  fol lowed by the reverse gesture of the gift: to each , the sovereign gives 
back all or a part of hi s former powers , but as a gratuitous gift emanating 
from his  free sovere ignty . Certain imbalances ,  insoluble confl icts , or 
invas ion of the group by the practico- inert ,  lead to thi s  transformation . 
B ut th i s  does not mean that the soverei gn ' s  power i s  anything other than 
common , or that h i s  sovereignty i s  not a condensation of the sovereign 
powers of the group . I t  i s  s imply that i ts  strength and efficacy derive 
from the fact that ,  w ith his  backing , the ensemble of the directorial group 
or groups has ass igned i tse lf  new structures which lapsing into inertia 

4 8  I n  The SpC{ tre of Stalin 

1 9 8 
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- ground his free mediatory acti v ity upon the impotence of the common 
individual s ,  and upon the neces sity of overcoming these passive res is 
tances by the dual means of an ever more extensive integration and a 
multiplication of mediated relations .  The sovereign, in  a sense , i s  
sustained by the serialization of the sub-groups exerci s ing power 
inasmuch as ,  in given circumstances , he i s  the only one through whom 
this serialization can be dissolved and the groups reconstituted. And, in 
fact , he unremittingly pursue s this  dissolution of series and these 
regroupments ,  by his  total izi ng praxi s  and for it .  B ut di s solution and 
regroupments alike always  remain provi s ional , and are l imited  to making 
a spec ific action pos sible . As  soon as the sovereign w ithdraws ,  in  fact ,  
col lectives reappear. And thi s  i s  al so the means of realizing his  praxi s  
sovereignly ,  through the wheel ing impotence of his  col laborators . 

What matters ,  in  any event, i s  the fol lowing.  A s  a common indiv idual , 
S talin was not a mere person . He was a human pyramid,  deriv ing his  
practical sovereignty from al l the inert structures  and from all the 
support of every leading sub-group (and every individual ) .  So he was 
everywhere , at all level s and every point of the pyramid, s ince hi s 
totalizing praxi s  was transcendence and preservation of al l structures ,  or 
- if you l ike s ince his praxi s  was the synthetic temporalization of that 
entire inert structuration. B ut conversely , inasmuch as he was not just  a 
man cal led S talin but the sovere ign , he was reto talized in  h imself by all 
the complex determinat ions of the pyramid.  He was produced by everyone 
as interiorizing in the synthetic unity of an individual the strata , the 
hierarchy , the zones of c leavage ,  the serial configurations , etc . ,  which 
were preci sely the passive means of his  action and the inert directions of 
the regroupments he carried out .  In  other words ,  as soon as S talin had 
taken personal power, he was incarnated in  the pyramid of ruling bodies 
and that pyramid was incarnated in  him. This common indiv idual , as a 
sovereign , was in addition a col lective indiv idual . However, thi s reci 
procity of incarnation sti l l  remains abstract , s ince i t  does not take 
account of the historical real ity of S tal in , a mi li tant formed on the basi s  
of h i s  mil ieu and his  chi ldhood by the circumstances of his  past struggle .  
The sovereign ,  that collective and common individual , was incarnated in  
an individual unique in  the world whose hexis (as mere interiorization of 
the conditionings he had transcended) was as original as hi s physiognomy 
or his  physiological constitution . This  means that , as happens with every 
incarnation , S tal in was more and something other than that sovereign as 
common-collective we have just described .  Or  rather, that in h is  concrete 
exi stence he was the facticity of that sovere ign prax is  and that pyramid.  
Let us fi rst understand by th i s  that the facticity of the incarnation was 
exclusive of any reciprocity . I t  came to that vast  stratified bureaucracy 
through the man who headed i t .  From thi s  standpoint ,  S tal in  was 
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everywhere : not j ust on all the wal l s  as peerless  face of the Sov iet 
adventure ,  but as a s tructure of interiorized inertia in everyone . In 
everyone , he was the l iv ing (and deceptive) image of pledged pass iv ity , 
and also the concrete unity of al l wi l ls occurring in indiv idual s as a 
strictly indiv idual but other wil l  ( i . e .  as a concrete imperative ) .  But thi s 
time there was no total izing surge that could flow back from the sub
groups over the sovereign , s ince i t  was his past, h is body,  his face , that 
realized the supreme incarnation ; or - if you l ike s ince those particular 
features had been consti tuted in him by h is  former praxis ,  i .e .  before he 
exerci sed h i s  sovere ignty and in a different society . Hence , this  factic ity 
indeed seems an irreduc ible. It i s  not even certain, moreover, at this  
stage of our investigation , that the different traits which make i t  up are 
not irreducible s with respect to one another. * 

B ut the first observation to be made i s  that sovereignty realizes the 
social ization of the indiv idual exercis ing i t .  Thi s means , in the first 
place, that there cannot be a private S talin who might at least abstractly 
- be separated from the publ ic S tal in .  Hi s facticity as a hi storical person 
i s  intimately integrated with h is  prax i s ,  becoming its qualification.  Hexis, 
as interiorized past (with its habits and instruments , etc . ) , i s  indis solubly 
tied to the common individual, to the point  where every sovereign 
practice far from being a free transcendence by the practical organism 
of pledged inertia i s  a unitary transcendence of the common indiv idual 
as a singular indiv idual and v ice versa.  In other words ,  spec ific functions 
in groups ,  inasmuch as they existed before the arrival of the person 
currently exerc i s ing them and inasmuch as they wi l l  subsist  after h i s  
departure for other posts or h i s  death, relate to the common individual 
and constitute him with a certain indetermination as a s ingularized 
individual . And during the entire time that he fulfi l s  hi s function the 
s ingularized individual , although ultimately real i zing each task as a 
concrete determ ination of the temporal ization , remains separated from 
his  function by thi s  very s l ight  gap thi s  imperceptible yet fundamental 
void which i s  constituted by the presence of an inert pledged (hence 
untranscendable) determination at the heart of prax i s ,  which transcends it 
as a movement only to find i t  again in all the objec tives pursued .  On the 
contrary ,  Stal in sovereignly constituted the type and the organs of his  
power: in short, the s ingular real i ty of that power . And although the 
operat ion had taken place through proce sses of subs idence , collapse , 
s tratification , regroupment, etc . ,  in the bureaucratic pyramid,  i t  never
thele ss  remained the synthetic unity ( i . e .  the use there) of those sub-

* Inasm uch , of course,  as they al l refer to d iachronic structures and our  investigation 
has not yet led us  to the bas ic q uestion : is  there a dia( hronlc total izat ion? 
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s idences , etc . B ut the concrete synthetic unity of the soc ial trans 
formations which gave ri se to S talin ' s  personal power was necessaril y  
i ncarnated by th e sovere ign ' s  person his  h i storical an d bodi ly  person -
inasmuch as that power was preci sely a s ingular and chance event,  not  
yet an institu tion (thi s  de scription would be worthless  if it were a matter 
of a dauphin receiving the throne as h i s  inheritance after his  father ' s  
death* It was establ ished by Stal in  and disappeared wi th him. Although 
Khrushchev hol ds  a plurality of offices ,  h i s  vast power is  in no way 
s imi lar to Stal in ' s  power. And even should he exerc i se a personal power 
(an unl ike ly  eve ntual i ty ) ,  he would exerc i se it in  a socie ty whose oss ified 
structures (on certain points )  and whose propens it ies jac ilitate the seizure 
of power by an i ndiv idual , whereas Stalin l'vas establish ing the sovere ignty 
of an individua l within a prax i s that seemed to excl ude any personal 
dictatorship .  Th us , not only was it practical ly imposs ible at least in  
certain cases to determine whether the way i n  whic h a deci s ion had 
been appl ied ( i ts bloody brutal ity , e tc . ) represented the practical  reac tion 
of the leading ensemble to the urgency of the dangers or S tal in ' s  own 
way ( inasmuch as it  re-exteriori zed the interiorization of a past practice) ,  
but the same d istinction was equally imposs ible to estab l i sh in each 
leader (or admi nistrator, from the highest to the most humble) .  For 
everyone held hi s  powers from Stalin  and ,  by v irtue of that very fact, 
was buffeted ab out by Stal in ' s  voluntari sm. At  the same time ,  everyone 
was formed by hi s own prax is  and hi s  possibi l ities for acting  within a 
society s truc�ured in a spec ific way .  B ut this  prax i s  and its poss ibi l i ties  -
inasmuch as they were constantly interiorized, in the inert, as a past 
transcended and preserved had constituted him in fact as a more or less  
distant and indirect emanation of Stal in .  It was Stal in ,  to whom he 
imposed obedience ;  Stal in , who through him was sacred; and S tal in 
alone ,  who everywhere set in motion and particularly there , through 
him the systems of balance and social compensation through which his 
activ i ty was carried on . I have shown e l sewhere how , in the ascending 
re lation (from the secondary leader to Stalin ) ,  the local offic ial was 
cancelled as an individual in S ta l in himself, grasped not as a person but 
as the biological real ity of maximum social integration .49 Conversely ,  he 
was Stalin in person in h is  relations with his  subordin ates .  This  meant 

* Althoug h  every reign has its  ( olour deriving from the k ing , the re remains  - despite 
everything and up to the end (j ust remember the future Louis  XVI ' s  emotion at the death of 
Loui s  X V :  h i s  ang u i sh i n  the face of power) - a gap between pe rson and sovereign ,  in  the 
very sense we have just defined i n  re lat ion to other offices The so vereign- individual  i s  
sacred for himself. he knows in h imself the ambivalence of the fo,acred.  

49 . The Spec tre o} Stalin;  and also Critique,  vol  1 ,  p.655 
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that his  prax i s  of its  own accord reproduced the singular quality intrinsic 
to Stalin : at once because it was the constant ex igency of the Soviet 
adventure ( sc arcity of time) , and because Stal in possessed it .  In the 
indi stinctness  of the indiv idual sphere, the power (as a function ) ,  the 
voluntarism (as  speed of temporal ization) and the savage w il l  of Stal in 
were one and the same thing .  Hence, wi th in  the framework of hi s 
common indiv iduality , [the local official]  received as untranscendable 
exigencies certain absolutely concrete determinations ,  which qual ified 
him as the extended creation of whom Stal in was the creator, and as the 
incarnation here and now, before those people of that sovereign 
individual . Al ienation here corresponded to absolute concretion : Stal in 
was incarnated in the local leader as an Other. I t  remained the case, 
however, that i t  would nowhere be poss ible to differentiate that inert -
though s ingularized alterity of p ledged inertia, even in  the case of a 
deci sion taken at the local level . Stal in gave the Revolution his  own past 
as a common past. 

At once , the s ingular and concrete nature of the leading praxis i s  
apparent to u s .  That real incarnation of an abstract Revolution had to be 
singularized in  such a way by producing, on the basi s  of previous 
c ircumstances ,  its own means of s truggle that it  would be obl iged to 
push integration to the l imit and be incarnated in its turn in  a person . B ut 
we are not going to ponder here at the ri sk  of di sappointing over 
what would have happened if  Stal in had died in  S iberia,  i f  Trotsky had 
been supported by the majority , etc . Would another Stal in  have been 
found? Would Trotsky eventually have taken on the role  of personal 
sovereign? Would he have been led to take practical ly  identical dec isions? 
Would he have been able  to attempt another pol icy? Would the Russian 
Revolution u ltimate ly have fai led? etc . We are not yet cons idering the 
problem of pos s ible s . 5o Moreover ,  Stalin ' s  practical role ,  and his  real 
importance i n  social ization , the conduct of mil itary operations ,  etc . ,  st i l l  
seem il l  defined.  Sometimes ,  for example ,  he i s  portrayed in  his  office 
following the German advance on a globe and demonstrating a can
tankerous incompetence (restrain ing or blocking the in itiative of hi s 
mil itary commanders ) ;  sometimes ,  on the contrary , knowing everything,  
dec iding everything,  organizing everyth ing . The historian wi l l  ass ign 
him his true p lace l ater on . The key thing i s  that th is  sociali st soc iety -
i .e . ,  among other things ,  th i s  society which env i sages people through the 
soc ial mil i eu  that produces them , and reduces  to a minimum the historical 
importance of individual s should be obl iged, by the nature of i t s  
undertaking,  to determine at  all leve l s  i t s  practical currents and its own 

50 .  S ee footnote 9 7  on p . 3 3 4  be low 
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reorganizations through the mediation of an individual . If  you l ike , the 
most important thing is  not to know whether Stal in was competent or 
not,  when it  was a matter of conducting a war.  It i s  to real ize that the 
group of mi l itary leaders , even if ult imately tak ing the dec is ions ,  found 
i t se lf  constitutional ly obl iged to take them through Stalin : i .e .  to provoke 
a synthetic retotal ization in him of the plan of attack they had already 
drawn up . And th i s  retotal ization could be only hypothetical ly an 
incarnation of the original plan : i t  had to contain more and le s s  than the 
l atter; i t  had to express  the l imits and the style of l i fe that characterized 
Stal in .  

This  observation i s  val id ,  of course,  for al l the other sovereign dec i s ions ,  
from the Plan down to i ts  detailed appl ications . In th is  sen se ,  we can 
understand what that need to be incarnated in  one man meant ,  for the 
uni ty of prax i s  and the practical field.  Inasmuch as i t  was that man ,  the 
totaI i zing temporal ization had to take on feature s which did not spring 
from its inner conditioning s .  Incarnation was required , so that the un ity 
of the practical organ i sm should be conferred upon the activ ity of the 
organized groups . B ut with thi s  unification through the concrete indiv idual , 
other aspects  intrins ic to the practical organism found themse lves con
ferred upon prax i s  and s ingularized it  despite i t se lf. First ,  those deriv ing 
from the human condition (ensemble of determinations - l imits  character
iz ing human organi sms in  a certain period) and [above al l ]  the possibi l ity 
of growing old and dying . The sclerosis  of soc iety would be incarnated 
in  the ageing of Stal in ;  and the l atter would maintain i t  beyond the time 
when new contradiction s ,  w ithout h im,  could have exploded i t .  Further
more , the end of one phase of the Revol ution would coinc ide with the 
sovereign ' s  death . Our investigation has shown , in fact ,  that S tal i ni sm 
outlived itself, masking the new structure s  of the society produced ; and 
that the end of Stal inism can wel l  and tru ly  be identified with S tal in ' s 
death . Hence , incarnation was introducing (at least between the firs t  and 
second phases  of the Soviet experience) that d i scontinuity or rupture 
which comes diachronical l y  to men from deaths and birth s ,  but which -
for a given moment of temporal ization i s  not necessari ly the mode of 
development of prax i s .  I n  the system in movement of the sovereign 
practice and i ts  organs ,  that death of Stalin was the inner l imit of the fi rst 
phase , inasmuch as i t  a lready posed the problem of successors and 
constituted for a l l  Soviet c i ti zens (even the opposition ) a death at the 
heart of thei r  l ife .  There would be an a.fter"t'ards , unknown to everybody , 
which would be constituted on the bas i s  of objective c irc umstances ,  to 
be sure ,  but follo1t\'ing a rupture that made it unforeseeable . Thus  the 
ori gi nal phase of prax i s  had to be incarnated in  the temporal ization
towards-death of human l i fe .  A d ialectic was es tabl i shed between , on the 
one hand , the fi ni tude of a l i fe and i ts term i n a l  d i sappearance and ,  on the 
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other, the march towards i ts term of  the prax i s  of accumulation . Death , 
as radical negation of an organi sm,  overtook v ictory , as a pos itive 
succes s  of the first moment of i ndustrial ization .  

B ut that i s  not all .  A s  I have shown else\vhere ,  the e ssent ia l  nature of 
factic ity i s  for each indiv idual the necessity of h is contingency . 5 1 Thi s  
should be taken to mean that each of them is not  in a position to found 
his Ol1'n existence;  that i t  e ludes him , in so far as he ek-sists  i t ;  that i t  i s  
characterized final ly  by a s ingular involvement i n  the world , which 
a priori excludes any aerial l'iew .  There i s  an indiv idual only through this 
finitude ; only through the s ingularity of th is viewpoint . And al l the 
subsequent transcendences ,  far from suppres s ing the origi nal factic it ie s, 
preserve these in themselve s as the very ex igency that qual ifies action 
and pre-sketches the content of changes .  So it i s  not a matter of knowing 
whether hi storical l y  and practically an other could have played Stal in ' s  
role,  or whether Stal in  could have played h is  own differently : that i s  a 
question we shall di scuss  l ater on .  B ut what i s  given in  each person i s  
mere ly  the ir con tingency, which means  prec i sely in so far as Stal in i s  
not his  own foundation  and hi s  facticity c onstitutes him as a certain 
indiv idual among others , who does not derive from himself the reasons 
for his  differences ( in  re lation to oth ers) and h i s  originality ( in  the sense 
in  which every determi nation i s  a negation) . that the total prax i s  of a 
soc iety in  the course of i ndustrial i zation i s  imbued , down to i t s  deepest 
layers , with th i s  contingency .  Far from presenting itself as the engineers 
of the Plan would l ike as the necessary response to quest ions posed by 
the necessary development of objectiv i ty ,  the praxi s appears in  the 
very ri gour of i ts temporalization as perfectly incapable of founding its 
own exi stence : i . e .  as dec iding actions to be taken and resolv ing problems 
on the bas i s  of a past that e ludes i t ,  and through indiv idual l imitations 
which prevent it from grasp ing the field of options as a whole. 

Now , as we have already shown,  there can be no doubt but that prax i s  
- even the prax i s  of an organ ized ensemble of groups and sub-groups -
presents i tse lf  as a con servative transcendence of a factic i ty . What gives 
ri se to it ,  in fact, and what l imits while determining it ,  are former 
circumstances , inasmuch as they reveal themse lves  through needs and 
the original project seeks to change them . In  thi s way , an ensemble of 
practical tools are const i tuted,  among other things �  which oblige agents 
to comprehend the evo lution under way through the inert subs i stence of 
the c i rcumstances  th i s  evolution has to change . Yet th i s  unden iable 
nature of every prax i s  i ts cont ingency as an h eir fi nds i tsel f cons iderably 
re inforced (beyond what prax i s in  general can req u i re) when an indi v idual 

5 1 .  In  BeinR and Not)ungne5 s ,  pp .79 ff. 
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incarnates  thi s contingency by hi s own : when the ignorance and blindnes s  
intrins ic  to every undertaking that casts itself towards an insuffic iently 
determined future are ident ified wi th the ignorance ,  the blindnes s ,  the 
inte llectual l imi ts  and the obstinac ies of one part icular indiv idual . There 
can be no doubt but that thi s rei nforcement can and must have posit ive 
resul ts (at least i n  the ' ascending ' period of act ion) .  It was the Russian 
Revolution ' s  fortune that its voluntari sm should be incarnated in  the w i l l  

of the ' Man of Steel ' .  B ut by the same token , certain negative features  
found themselves exaggerated by s ingularizat ion of the sovere ign .  Stal in 
be ing less cultured than Trotsky , the sovereign as a whole would reproduce 
h i s  shortcomings . The bureaucrat t ired out and,  as c ircumstances 
permitted , hasti ly acquiring knowledge that was al ways new and always 
inadequate would be characterized, inasmuch as he yt'as Stalin h imself, 

by a un iversal incompetence . Marx i sm oss ified into a hardened dog
mati sm . We know,  of course , that th i s  was a practical necess i ty and that 
culture had to be vulgari zed i n  order to rai se the level of the mas ses 
rapidly .  Peasants in the process  of urbanization had made Marx ism 
crude , but the ir  sons benefic iaries  of thi s  absolute ly new inheritance :  
popular cul ture would find again ,  i n  an expanded form , the ex igenc ies 
of revolutionaries under Tsari sm.  On the other hand, however, that 
dogmatic  crudeness was prec i se ly a feature of Stali n  the mi l itant :  a man 
of action for whom princ iples had to remain unshakeable , since it was 
impossible to act and at the same time call them into question.  Likewise 
typical of Stal in was the constant invention of new principles ,  which • 
were added to the others wi thout contradicting them (or w ithout it being 
permitted to make the contradicti ons  expl ic i t ) ,  and whose sole function 
was to furni sh a theoretical j ustification for an opportuni s tic dec is ion. 
Empiric i sm and pedantry : thi s  mixture was not rejected, of course , by 
circumstances ,  but its ac tual source was Stal in  h imself. And when every
thing had been said to explain the appearance of the s logan ' Soc ial i sm in  
one country ' ,  there st i l l  remained that e lus ive res idue that was the 
S tal in i st incarnation : after al l ,  it was Sta lin who had invented i t .  

These comments lead further .  If it were poss ible (though despi te 
appearances th is  poss ib i l i ty i s  rare ly  g iven) for the hi stori an to make a 
prec i se inventory of Vl'hat circumstances demanded, and if  on thi s basi s  
he could construct if  only as an abstract schema the programme that 
could have been real ized by taking account on ly of the objective 
ex igencies ,  then in the case of the sovere ign-individual it might be 
pos s ib le to explain by c onti nge nc y by the finitude of th is man ,. the gap 
between this  min imum programme and the one that was actually imple
mented . Th us i t  i s  that , for many non-Stal in i st Marx ists ,  i ndustrial i zat ion 
and col lectiv ization neces s itated an unbe l ievable intens i ty of national 
effort in the U S SR,  so could not deve lop w i thout constraint .  Peasant 
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resistance too struck them as inevi table ,  and the immediate creat ion 
(from 1 92 8  on) of large agricu ltural farms as the only way of ensuring 
food suppl ies .  They simply wondered whether it "vas not possihle to 
avoid the propaganda l ie s ,  the purges ,  the pol ice oppress ion in working
class centres ,  and the terrible repress ion of peasant revolts . In  so far as 
most concl uded that these ' excesses ' were in fact inev itable , it can be 
said that they acquitted the first  phase of soc ial i sm as a process of 
accelerated growth and blamed Stalin alone (or, which comes to the 
same thing, his  entourage and his  adv i sers ) .  For my part, I am not try ing 
here to determine what could have heen avoided. All  that matters to me 
is the fact that ( in a way which in spite of everyth ing i s  fairly vague, and 
for good reason : the real h i story of the Plans and their implementation i s  
sti l l  more or le ss  i naccess ible  to us)  the s ingularization of sovereignty 
leads to posing the problem of a deformation of prax i s  by the sovereign.  
He ' did '  both more and less  than necessary . In the absence of accurate 
documents ,  it  i s  hard or even i mposs ible to determine the momen t at 

which the s l ippage began , which perhaps made inev i table in those circun1 -

stances the great purges of the last pre-war years . B ut prec i se ly in so far 
as the ex igency of those purges and the ' Moscow Trial s '  was not 
contained in the totalizing objec tiv i ty of i ndustrial growth in  an 
underdeveloped country , the origin of the s l ippage must be imputed to 
S tal in ,  for the s imple  reason that he was at once the sovere ign total 
i zation and the s ingu lari ty of an indiv idual . In th i s  way, i t  seems that we 
are reintroducing a kind of posi ti v i st analys i s  at the heart of the dialectical 
movement : with more flexibil ity , more fores ight ,  more respect for human 
l i  ves ,  one would have been able to obtain the same result  (collectiv ization , 
for example) without shedding a drop of blood ; but Stal in  more 
inflexible , becau se more narrow-minded and less  imaginative took to 
an extreme the tendency of Russ ian constructiv i sm,  which was to sub
ordinate man to the construction of machines ( i . e .  subord inate men to 
worked material i ty ) ;  by his dec is ion ,  production pronounced sentence 
upon men and condemned them to death i f  that was more conven ient .  Do 
we not find again here two series of independent factors , and thereby that 
irrational at the heart of posit ive Reason : chance? 

Let us  temporari ly leave chance aside . 5 2  Let us just examine the two 
series  of fac tors and attempt to determine if  they are real ly independent .  

Let us concede wh ich seems most l ike l y by  far that the ex igencies 
of the process  did not enti rely j us t ify Stalin ' s  procedure s .  If prax is  ( l ike 
truth for Hege l )  hecanle ,  that meant that the resu l ts obtained by Stal in i st 

5 2 .  S e e  foot note 97 o n  p . 3 34 . al so " I �  H i �t ory E '-l se nt ia l  t o  M an " - i n  A ppe n d i x  b e l o w , 
p 4 5 0 .  
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coercion even if quanti tatively they were indeed those that industrial 
ization as a whole required ; even if the number of tons  of pig-iron 
produced in 1 934  was exactly what the experts could foresee and demand* 

were dIfferent from the real izations that the prax i s -process  of safe
guarding soc ialism demanded.  We have seen , in fact, that they were not 
mere quantities ,  but were determined at the heart of total ization by the ir 
relations of interiority with all  the other parts ,  i n  all the other  sectors . 
From thi s  v iewpoint and for soc ialization as the l iberation of man ten 
mi l l ion tons of pig- iron obtained by threats  and bloody measures of 
coercion (executions ,  concentration camps , etc . )  were on no  account 
comparable to ten mill ion tons of pig- iron obtained in the same perspective 
and by an authoritarian government, but without coerc ive measures .  This  
transformation of the result by the use of v iolence had to have its 
repercussions in  the immediate and di stant future . The internally l inked 
ensemble of these transformations and their consequences ,  moreover, 
could in the long run constitute a deviation of prax i s .  We have already 
seen prax i s  dev iated by i ts own results (for example,  when the hier
archization of wages led to the stratification of social layers) .  B ut at least 
that was only an internal reaction of the global action to its counter
final ities .  In so far as the purges and trial s have to be blamed on Stal in ,  
however, the dev iation result ing from them must be attributed to factors 
that were personal ,  and for that very reason extraneous to the revolu
tionary totalization . 

However, let us  have a closer look . What came from prax is  itself was • 
the fact that ,  through its temporali zation,  i t  had engendered c ircum-
stances such that the organs of sovereignty had no other means of 
subsisting and acting than to res ign their powers into the hands of one 
indiv idual . What was involved here was indeed a fundamental inner 
characterization of that praxi s  something which was al l the clearer, in 
that i t  had ari sen in total contradiction with the conception of the Party 
(central ized democracy with a collective leadersh ip) and as the only 
outcome . B ut from the moment  when prax i s  demanded the facticity of the 
individual sovereign , it contained within  i t  as an immediate counter
final ity the need to bear the mark of an i ndiv idual ity . It i s  strictly 
speaking conceivable ,  i n  fact ,  that a project produced by an office each 
detail  of which has been fixed by all the col laborators ,  after di scussion, 
and above al l after a systematic el imination by everyone of the personal 
factor of each individual should be able to present itself as a strictly 
objective response to the objective exigencies of praxi s  and i ts field .  But 
th i s  i s  because the unity of the common individual s has been accompl i shed 

* Actua l ly ,  we know that th i s  was not the case 
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over the negation of every concrete person . Thus an attempt has been 
made to real ize pure and anonymous action , which i s  determined or 
qualified only in accordance w ith its object .  * The truth i s  that , in so far 
as thi s  attempt has been succes sfu l ,  i t  has been confined to producing a 
practical abstraction .  I t  wi l l  be necessary to resort to mediated i ncarnations 
in order to objectify it i n  the fi eld . Th is matters l i ttle , however.  If this  
anonymity thi s  suppress ion of men ,  in favour of a calculated system -
can appear at a certain stage of the programme ' s  construction , i t  i s  all the 
c learer that the personal factor cannot  be el iminated if the sovereign i s  
one person.  Such e l imination presuppose s a wheel ing reciproc ity ; a 
certain distance between everybody and everybody else :  in  short ,  plurality 
and - in  a certain way - an i ntegration that i s  not ye t  too ' extens ive ' .  B ut 
when the system as a whole demands a personal sovere ign i n  the name of 
maximum integration ,  and so that he can be at the apex of the pyramid 
- the l iv ing suppress ion of every multiplic ity ; and when the constructive 
effort of the U SSR implies that thi s  society which has driven out every 
organic i s t  i deology finds  its unity in the biological indissolubil i ty of an 
i ndiv idual ; then i t  i s  not even conceivable that thi s individual could be , 
in himself and in  h i s  praxi s ,  e l iminated as an idiosyncrasy in  favour of 
an abstract obj ectiv i ty .  To be sure , he does not know himself in h is  
particulari sm: S talin did not know S talin and was concerned only with 
the object ive c ircumstances .  B ut it i s  preci sely when he does not know 
himself that the i ndiv idual - whether or not he i s  sovereign - i s  summed 
up in h i s  part icularity. In a leading body , i t  i s  prec ise ly in so far as 
everyone knows  each other ' s  hexis that thi s can be el iminated .  Well , on 
the bas i s  of thi s ,  everything takes on another meaning .  To those who say 
that an other would have had greater abi lit ie s ,  broader views ,  more 
extens ive knowledge,  etc . ,  we shal l reply - w ithout entering into a 
discussion of possibles53  that this other, suppos ing he had exi sted , 
would have been prec i sel y an other:  i .e .  he would not have opposed 
S talin l ike pure objectiv ity opposing idiosyncrasy ,  but l ike one singularity -

* We saw earl ier,  and shal l  see again later ,  that even so one does not escape the 
singu larization of prax i s  as c ommon praxis For i t  i s  not what object iv ity demands , but 
what these given men determ ine , on the bas is  of e x i genc ies which they hav e  gra�ped 
through th e i r  inte llectual too ls . It  remains the case,  of course ,  that the object it self  
corre sponds,  in its very texture ,  to the structures of the contemporary agents .  But  this does 
not imply that you can avoid a certain inequality between the ex igency (of the object .  for 
th ese given men in th is given h i storica l  context)  and the response (of this  col leg ial  group, 
w h ich  has sought to e l im i nate any personal  equat ion ,  but has merely suppressed s ingular 
d ifferenti at ions whi l e  preserving the c ommon s ingulari ty of s tructures and pledged 
inert ias ) .  

5 3  See footnote 97 on p 3 34 below . 
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oppos ing another s ingularity . When Stalin ' s  policy i s  attacked ,  Stal in i sts 
often reply : ' Perhaps , but i f  Trotsky had been in power, we should be 
honouring the memory of the late Rus sian Revolution l ike that of the 
Pari s Commune . '  I do not know if  that i s  true or fal se .  Above al l ,  
moreover, we shall be see ing how much importance shou ld  be attached 
to ' ifs ' .  B ut the argument does have a merit (albeit one not real i zed by 
those who use i t ) . Th i s  i s  the fact that i t  preci sely contrasts the ' par
ticularity ' Trotsky with the ' particularity ' S talin .  ' Yes ,  Trotsky was more 
intel l igent ,  more cultured and, moreover, an excel lent organ izer; but who 
knows whether the radical i sm he expres sed, and which formed part of 
h i s  idiosyncrasy . . .  ? '  So we should be wrong to claim that the system 
required a man , as an indeterminate bearer of praxis, rather than Stal in .  
In  fact (and even in thi s  form we shall see that it i s  only half true) ,  if the 
system requires  a man ,  the latter w i l l in any case be a strict synthes i s  of 
specific determinations (transcended in h i s  idiosyncratic temporal
i zati on) .  The indiv idual required by the system wi l l  be determined, and 
wi l l  determine praxi s by his  very determination .  All  that can be said, i n  
such a case, i s  that his  determination i s  certain ,  but in  relation to the 
ex igency of praxi s  indeterminate . As a consequence , the idiosyncratic 
determination of the totalizing praxi s  and of the system through it i s  
inevitahle , although at the outset i t  remains  indeterminate . The first 
phase of social ization wi l l  bear the mark of a man Trotsky or Stalin  or 
some other which means  that thi s  vast  common undertaking cannot 
give itself a sovereign-indiv idual without i tse lf  becoming , through , 
certa in of h i s  faults and excesses ,  that indiv idual in  person .  What i s  
involved i s  a case of overdetermination of History :  praxi s  i s  obl iged to 
receive more and less than i t  has asked for; it  demands to be integrated 
through the mediation of an indiv idual , but i s  abruptly ind iv idual ized . 
For the absolute model of integration i s  the class ic example of idio
s yncrasy ,  and these two characteri st ics condi tion one another reciprocal ly .  

I f  the process  of planned growth could be directed by an angel , 
moreover, prax i s  would doubt less  have the maximum of unity combined 
with the maximum of objectiv ity.  The angel would never be bl ind,  or pig
headed, or brutal : in every case,  he would do what ought to be done.  For 
thi s  very reason , however, angel s  are not indiv idual s .  They are abstract 
models of v irtue and wi sdom. In a situation,  the genuine indiv idual -
ignorant, anx ious ,  fal l ible ,  disconcerted by the sudden urgency of danger 
- wi l l  react (depending on hi  s h i story) at first too softly ,  then,  on the point 
of being overwhelmed, too brutal l y .  Those jolts , those accelerat ions ,  those 
brak ings ,  those hairpin bends ,  those acts of v i olence which characterized 
S tal i ni sm they were not al l required by the objectives and ex igencies of 
social i zation .  Yet they were i nevi table , inasmuch as that soc ial ization 
demanded, i n  i ts  fi rst phase , to be directed by an indiv idual . 
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We have reduced the role of chance w i thout el iminating i t .  We have 
s ignalled that the necess i t ies of integration made that chance , whatever i t  
might be, necessary.  The fact remains that the content of the chance does 
not seem determined by exigency .  However, let us  return once again to 
the c ircumstances that t ipped the balance in  favour of Stal in .  

For i t  should be recal led first and foremost that the sovereign 
totalization , even when the sovere ign i s  a group ,  i s  in itself already 
s ingularized. Not only does i t  relate to part icular objectives ,  but i t  al so 
relates to them i n  a part icular way. We have seen that one of the aspects 
of pol i tical conflicts within the Bolshev ik Party reflected a certain s ingular 
s i tuation defining the party ' s  hi storical action. By v irtue of th i s  s ingularity , 
praxi s  escaped i tself and was overwhelmed : if  i t  had been able to recover 
and adopt it ,  i n  fact ,  i t  would have become a feature of the final objecti ve 
rather than a qual i ty of the action. Precise ly in  so far as thi s  s ingularity 
was a determination of the pract ical wi thout being a practical determina
tion, prax i s  as a whole closed up and became a process .  

For if we take the leading group in its objective real ity inasmuch as 
the observer or hi storian s i tuates himself outs ide i t  and its  sovereignty -
it  strikes us as a practical community formed by exfol iation from seriality,  
by dis solution w ithin i t  of the alteri ty of impotence. The Bol shevik Party 
was consti tuted through a whole his tory that inc luded becomi ng aware 
(for every member) of the Russ ian s ituation, mi l itant act iv ity i n  Russia ,  
the 1 905 Revolution ,  confl icts among exiles ,  tens ion between the revolu
tionary emigration and the mil i tants who s tayed in  Rus s ia ,  the War, the 
fal l of Tsarism and the October Revolution.  That means ,  first of al l ,  that 
th i s  practical group defined itself by transcendence of its serial-being.  
And th i s  being had defined i tself i n  al ienation as a determination of the 
practico-inert field .  This field i tself was constituted at once as class 
being and nat ional-being.  Thi s  should be taken to mean that the class 
being of the proletariat as a series was particul arized by the synthetic 
ensemble of the economic ,  social and pol i t ical development that was 
contained and determined by the hi storical frontiers . And we do not 
mean j ust  the c ircumstances so often mentioned:  numerical weakness  of 
the bourgeoisie and proletariat; pers i stence of a feudal S tate and a landed 
ari s tocracy ;  rapid i ndustrialization ,  but inadequate and dependent upon 
foreign capital ; contradic tion in the peasantry between a tradi t ionalist  
conservati sm and a genuinely revolutionary v iolence ;  specific features of 
a working c lass  in mid formation and without real homogeneity , etc . We 
are al l uding also to characteri s tics of a geographical and ethnic nature 
( s ituation of Russ ia  as a Eurasian nat ion , national minorities ,  etc . ) ,  as 
well as  to h i s torical and cul tural determinations that depended on these 
(economic , polit ical and cultural relations w i th other countries )  and the 
specifical ly Russ ian contradictions that were the resul t  ( ' European ' 
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tendency to universalization ; particulari st tendency to wi thdrawal into 
itself) .  These characteri stics  cannot for a moment be envi saged as separate 
factors : they ex i sted, in fact ,  on ly in so far as they were transcended by 
col l ective or indiv idual activ i ties  which preserved them by transcending 
them (that of the Baku worker seeking to uni te with other workers who 
did not speak h i s  l anguage; that of the bourgeoi s employer who depended 
on European capital and remained i solated ,  cut off from the great 
economic currents of the West by the pol i tica l  and soc ial predominance 
of the big feudal landlords ; that of the revolut ionary inte l lec tual s ,  
hes i tating between a movement ' towards the people ' springing from 
Chri stianity or anarchism but spec ifical ly Russ ian and a Marxist  
doctrine borrowed from abroad ,  etc . ) . Each of these acti v i t ies was in  its 
s ingulari ty the express ion of a l l  the others and the ir practical compre
hens ion .  Free prax i s ,  in fact, was on ly  a total iz ing transcendence of a l l  
the conditions we have enumerated� and these conditions themselves 
were only the ensemble of al l free practices ,  i nasmuch as they were 
mediated by worked matter and inasmuch as they  were al ienated in the 
practico- inert by be ing objectified in it .  Thus every total iz ing activity 
was a practico-inert e lement of  a detotal ized series  at once in  the 
outpouring of its free total izing project towards an objective goal and in 
its neces sary al ienation . 

From thi s  standpoint ,  the revolutionary movement as a pledged , then 
organized, group was s imply the transcendence of this al ienation and 
this neces s i ty in the common tension of Fraternity-Terror. As  such ,  it 
preserved all i ts characteristic s .  That means ,  in  the first p lace ,  that the 
worker or intel lectual who entered the movement did not thereby lose the 
total ized structures which caused h im to real ize his  serial -be ing through 
the total izing project  that attempted to transcend it .  So everyone , al though 
changing by v i rtue of the oath sworn into a common indiv idual , remained 
a s ingular and al ienated total ization of al l the other total izat ions .  The 
new awareness  which was a common prax is  was not the de-situated 
contemplation of c lass -being or the hi storical ensemble . The process  was 
revealed by the indiv idual s it had produced or, if  you l ike ,  who had 
produced themselves by produc ing it : i .e .  it was itself the l imit  and 
spec ific  qual ity of its revelation , inasmuch as i t  had marked in an 
inde l ible way the practical organi sms it  had produced. In order to make 
this reflex ive reversal more eas i l y  comprehens ib le ,  we shal l express  i t  in 
terms of pure knowledge and say that every mi l i tant deciphered the 
practico-inert process  through and by the principles and presuppos i tions ,  
the schemata and the tradi tions ,  that thi s  process  had produced in  him,  so 
that total i zation was c ircu lar .  Depending on the v iewpoint , i t  i s  j ust as 
poss ible to see reflection as retotalizing the condi tions total ized by 
the unreflecting project ,  as i t  i s  to see the synthetic total i ty of the 
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transcended conditions as total iz ing i n  th i s  very transcendence the 
deciphering carried out by reflection . 

From thi s  s tandpoint,  it was not j ust Stal in but before h is  v ictory 
al l  the members of the sovereign who were s ingul ar. It  was the sovere ign 
i tself whose prax i s  was doubl y s ingular :  on the bas i s  of the common 
stock of former c ircumstances ,  and as a singu lari zed product of the i r  
conflicts and shifting al l iance s .  Now , in th i s  ensemble of organi sms ,  i t  
may on the one hand be cons idered that every common indiv idual w a s  
appropriated to the ex igencies  of the ru led ,  because he had l ived an 
identical past with them, and on the other hand that certain individua l s  
or groups were more specifical ly  c lose to the masse s ,  because they h ad 
l ived that common past in  a certain spec ific  way which caused them to 
comprehend better the situation and the demands of the ruled .  From th i s  
po int of v iew , we have al ready seen that S tal in  defeated Trotsky precisely 

in so jar as the proletar ian Revolution , hy heing horn R ussian , w a s  
national ized and , observ ing the ebb of the revolut ionary movements  
outside , undertook a movement of w ithdrawal into i t se lf  partly the 
product and part ly the source  of Soviet mi s trust of the European prole
tariats . In  other words , when the Revolution M'as incarnated in  the 
USSR,  it automatical l y  effected a weaken ing of the international i st 
emigration i n favour of the nati onal mi l i tants .  Thus ,  from the moment of 
Lenin ' s  death , there was an obvious adaptation of Stal i n ,  the Georgian 
mi l i tant ,  and of the revolut ionary incarnation . We have seen , moreover ,  
that the country even in i ts working-c lass  e l ite was host i le  to theory, 
to universal i sm (an intellectual form of international i sm)  and to radica l 
i sm ,  and prepared to commit  i tself to a cautious ,  pragmatic construct ion 
of i ts new order. Nothing aston i shing in the fact that the ruled found  
S tal in here ,  s ince he had l ived the same past as they and in the same 
way . His  s ingularity as a retotal ization of h i s  pract ical thought by h i s  
past actions met the i r  own,  and that of the social ization under w ay . 
And i t  was indeed as a representative of Russ ian particu lari sm be l iev i n g  
in dO[?nlaS and mi strust ing theories , imbued with the s ingularity of th e 
problem of soc ial ization in Russia ( i . e .  wi th the fundamental s ingul ari ty 
of Rus s ian event s ) ,  conv inced that no Western conception cou ld find a 
field of appl ication in that complex country � assured both of the techno
logical and cu l tural inferi ority of the Russ ians compared with other 
European s and at  the same time of thei r human superiority (energy , 
courage , endurance , etc . )  it was indeed as a pat ient m i l i tant , slow
witted ,  tenacious ,  seek ing to discover the Russ ian truth progess ive ly , 
that he had found the necessary al l iances in the Party and even in  the 
factories to get rid of the Right and Left theori sts who opposed one 
another in  the name of the same universal i ty .  From that moment on , i t  
can be said that the revolutionary incarnation had chosen the s i ngu lar 
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over the universal and the nat ional over the international . And Stal in , 
before be ing the s ingul ar chosen ,  appeared as the incarnation of the 
common choice of the s ingu lar. 

To be sure ,  it i s  not because i t  \vas choosing i tself in  i t s  s ingularity 
that the prax i s  of socia l ization made the choice of a s ingu lar sovere ign .  
We know that Stal in ' s  authori ty came from the emergency ,  and from the 
need for coercion in  an inc ipient soc ial i st order that was interiori zed in  
the leading organisms in  the form of an ever stricter ex igency of integra
t ion.  The Terror chose i tself through Stal in .  B ut even Stal in ' s  p lace was 
marked by the combination of these two movements . The Terror was 
born of the emergency , the latter of the encirclement and blockade -
hence ,  of forced s ingu larity . On the other hand,  the national s ingulariza
tion .. as di strust of foreign countries  and i ntel l ec tual s contained wi th in  
i tse lf, as wi thdrawal into i tse l f, the e lements of a soc ial att itude : suspicion . 
Suspic ion , as a serial rule ,  at once demanded i ts  opposi te ,  the man who 
was above al l suspic ion : he alone would be al lowed to escape the round 
of suspects . Of course , suspicion could ari se wi th max imum intens ity 
on ly if the s ingu larization of experience found i t se lf  fac ing an objective 
emergency requiring Terror. That vague d is trust of foreign lands and all 
that recal led them was transformed, in  the contraction of the milieu that 
was the inner structure of Terror, i nto vigilance against traitors . And 
that di s trust in the contraction-terror was certain ly not devoid of 
object ive foundation : foreign countries  were st i l l  to be feared,  so long as 
the gap had not been c losed between the ir potential for war and industrial 
production and that of the USSR.  And as the very meaning of p lanning 
was precisely ( i n  i ts  urgency) to close that gap as soon as pos s ib le ,  at 
every moment of h i s  own product ive ac tiv ity each person encountered 
the un i ted bourgeoi s democrac ies ,  as  external sources  of the internal 
coercion that was imposed upon h im .  Furthermore , the counter
revol utionaries  were or had been hand in glove with the fore igners ,  as 
the c iv i l  war had proved; faced w ith the growing dangers , moreover, 
everybody thought that the country was teeming with spies .  B ut that 
mistrust ,  as an inner consequence of s ingularization,  was prec i se ly  one 
of Stal in ' s  typical att i tudes :  i . e .  a sediment of h i s  h i story . And w i thout 
going i nto h i s  l ife in detai l ,  i t  i s  wel l  enough known that this  mi strust 
was produced and maintained in  the art iculation of Georgian part iculari sm 
and Russ ian national uni ty ; theory (concei ved as a negati ve dogmat i sm 
from which there was no dev iati ng) and praxi s ;  the emigration that gave 
h im orders and the mi l i tan ts left i n  Russ ia  who obeyed him . 

I t  i s  here that we touch on the fundamental nature of the sovere ign 
incarnat ion.  The common prax i s  demanded to be channel led i nto an 
i nd iv idual prax i s ,  and thereby to submit  i t s  i nner necess i t ies  to the 
synthet i c un i ty of a cont ingent fact i c i ty { in jact, jaced tvith the difficulties 
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of in tegration , the constituted dialectic sought to dissolve itself in the 

constituent dialectic , to return to the womb that had produced it) . Thi s  
meant that it  submitted itself to a sovereign- indiv idual whose qualities 

(hexis) overflowed action and were something other than what it demanded 
(both more and less ) ,  which obliged the common prax i s  i . e .  the 
sovere ign group s imultaneous ly to adopt dev iations whose orig in  was a 

single person and to consider thi s  phase of temporal ization as l imited by 
death (by the death of a single person ) :  i . e .  to accept the ri sks of 
dis integration in the future (and in  a changed si tuation) in  order to avoid 
them in the present. B ut if  i t  i s  true that by be ing incarnated in this  way 
praxis  gave itself a deep structure of contingency,  i t  i s  not true that any 
old indiv idual as contingent was fit  to become i ts sovereign (and I am 
speaking,  of course ,  only of the fe\lv persons who could garner Len in ' s  
heritage) . Totalizing action ,  in fact, al so has its contingent singularity 
(which,  as we shall see , appears mainly to diachronic total ization) ,  
which, for its part, i s  i n  no way excl usive of i ts  dialectical inte ll igibi l i ty .  
The study of Europe in 1 9 1 4  might show that the feudal structures of 
Russia could not res i st a world war, and that the balance of forces 
within a h is torical situation des ignated her alone to make t_he proletarian 
Revolution .  Diachronic total i zation might show , subsequently ,  the strict 
bond between proletarian revolutions and the underdevelopment of the 
countries that make them (and which , paradox ica l ly ,  are the least pre
pared, i t  seems , to make them) . Yet i t  would sti l l  remain the case that 
revolutionary praxis and the total movement of society insp i red by i t  
were the unique (which wil l  remain unique, because i t  happened first in 

time) and s ingular incarnation (the other planned constructions wi l l  
occur in  other c ircumstances ,  and first of all they w il l  occur after th is 

one,  which at once means they wi l l  take Russian methods for a strict  
model and strive to benefit from the Soviet experience in order to avoid 
errors ) ;  and that these features of uniqueness  and s ingulari ty , far from 
being mere inert qualit ies di sclosing themselves to the contemplation of 
historian s ,  reveal themselves on the contrary by their h istorical efficacy .  
Unique , the Russian Revolution could be crushed : the policy of the 
bourgeoi s democracie s was guided by th i s  characterization , and that 
same pol icy interiorized as mis trust was to sustain the Terror. Earl iest  in 
time , the October Revol ution would g ive  the US SR an uncontested 
leadership over the social i st world ,  etc .  We have seen , furthermore , that 
thi s  hi storical uniqueness  nece ssari ly  had to be l ived and real ized as a 
national particular,i sm.  Thus contingency i . e .  the indiv idual qual i t ies  of 
sovereign prax i s  was c i rcumscribed and determined. The Russian 
Revolution rejected Trotsky because Trotsky was the international Revolu
t ion . An undertak ing which launched i tse lf  i nto the unknown , and cou ld 
refuse ne i ther backward steps (as  was seen w i th the NEP) nor compromises 
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(as was seen with the princ iple of national i tie s )  if i t  saw the se as a 
practical necess i ty ,  it  needed the rigidity of dogmas al l the more i n  that it 
did not apply them.  It  kept them inv iolable precisely in so far as it 
departed from them, so as to be able to return to them after s uch 
temporary detours . Hence,  it demanded a sovereign who would be a 
dogmatic opportunist .  Which meant , bas ical ly ,  that th is  sovereign had to 
have a keen awareness of the orig inali ty of the Russian experience ;  and 
that he had both to keep Marx i sm out of range as the distant , universali st  
s ignification of that experience and at the same time subordinate i t  to 
the latter, within prax i s ,  as a practical and changing i l lumi nation of 
events (i . e .  one susceptible of being transformed at any moment by 
them) . It demanded though I shal l not ins is t  on thi s  a mil itant known 
by the militants , knowing them and forged by mil itancy (he alone could 
integrate the Party ) .  He was required too by the job he would perform 
( i .e .  by the additional labour he would impose on the workers and 
peasants , w ith all the well -known consequences )  as inflexible , coolheaded 
and unimaginati ve .  Final ly ,  the very fact that the experience was singular 
demanded that he should adapt action to singular circumstances , without 
any reference (other than formal ) to principles , and that the mi strust 
engendered by i solation result and source of national s ingularization -
should be l ived in  practice by him as h i s  own s ingularization .  I n  so far as 
praxi s  demanded integration , it  demanded al so that its common orienta
tions should become , under the constraint of biological unity , qualities 
i ndis solubly l inked to the sovereign ' s  personal action .  And in  so far as 
these qual i ties  came to the sovereign person as a retotal ization of h i s  
current praxi s  by his revolutionary past ( i . e .  by the common past of the 
Revolution) ,  the exigencies of total ization did not re late to a contingent 
exteriority a happy chance that had supposedly prov ided the sovere ign 
indiv idual with these qual ities but,  quite the contrary , to a certain way 
of hav ing transcended and preserved the common past ,  whose particularity 
appeared in the l ight of the current prax i s  as the developed truth of the 
former practice and experience . Thus ,  not only did prax is  require 
indiv iduality inasmuch as this was forged by prax is  (hence , inasmuch as 
i ts  hexis was the sediment of prax i s ) ,  and so require i tself retrospective ly ;  
but it was al so current action that gave its meaning and its truth to the 
practical experience of the individual it selected.  

The Personal Equation : Necessity of Deviation 

Can we say ,  then ,  that S tal in was required, even in what was most 
s ingu lar about him , even in the determinations that came to h im from h i s  
mi l ieu ,  from his  chi ldhood . from the private features of h i s  adventure 
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(for example ,  attendance at the Seminary,  etc . ) ?  Was that Georgian 

former seminarist real ly  necessary? There wi l l  be a temptation to answer 
yes , if one of the themes developed in  The Prohlem of Method i s  
recalled.54 I showed there ,  in fact ,  that the ch i ld ,  through h i s  fami ly  
situation , reali zes the s ingularization of general itie s (mi l ieu and via the 
mil ieu c lass , national ity , etc . ) .  This i s  what al lowed us to v iew 
psychoanalys i s  as  one of the mediations neces sary wi th i n the Marxis t  
interpretat ion.  So some may perhaps seek to find in S tal in ' s  rough 
chi ldhood , inasmuch as it was interiorized as harshness ,  a factor of his  
future adaptation to revolut ionary praxi s .  And that is  perfectly correct .  
Nevertheless ,  a relative autonomy of mediated sectors must  be cons idered 
here , with in the l iv ing total i ty .  Th i s  does  not mean that each i s  not in the 
other, but i t  does at al l  events imply their  practical irreduc ibi l i ty : i . e .  the 
impossibil ity of di s solv ing them into a moni sm of homogeneity . In other 
words , Stal in ' s  harshness  and inflexibi l ity , inasmuch as they had their 
source in his  earliest  ch ildhood , were indeed the res ults (the preservative 
transcendences)  of the soc ial contradictions which ,  taken in their ful l  
dimensions ,  were certainly among the fundamental factors of the Russian 
Revolution. More accurate ly ,  the chi ld through that rough chi ldhood 
and through the v iolence of h i s  revolt incarnated and singularized the 
practical totalization constituting that moment of Russia ' s  h i s tory . How
ever, in  so far as that chi ldhood tended to structure all h i s  behav iour 
without discrimination inasmuch as it occ urred as a childhood and with 

the specific features of that age th i s  mediation between the indiv idual 
and h i s  soc i al basi s  was al so a separation that posi  ted i tself for i tself, 
unles s  the aim of the h i storian (or mere ly the friend or enemy) i s  to 
comprehend the indiv idual through his  biography.  For in the latter case ,  
s ince the aim remains s ingularization of the soc ial , we shal l end up 
meeting al l mediations in  each one , inasmuch as we are seeking there 

only the syn thetic foundation of idiosyncrasy .  I have shown in  The 
Problem of Method how the various mediation s ,  through a practical and 
singular transcendence,  are organized into a plural ity of irreducible 
dimensions each one of which contains al l the others and refers back to 
al l  the others . 5 5 B ut if our aim ,  as in  the case of totalization of prax i s  by 
the sovereign- individual , i s  to show on the contrary the socialization of 

the singu lar , i t  i s  only the person ' s  revolutionary past that i s  called into 
question , inasmuch as it makes the qual i ty of h i s  current prax i s  (for 
example , the fact that Stal in  was ac tive in Russ ia ,  inasmuch as he was 
thereby predi sposed to understand better and favour the current  of 

54 S e e  Th e Prohlem ()f Method, pp .57  ff. 
5 5  I b i d .  
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national i solationism) .  For i t  i s  that past alone to which the ex igency of 
common ac tion refers .  In other words , there i s  no irreduc ible given ,  i n  
the sense that every separation i s  also a mediat ion and every mediation i s  
i tself mediated (autonomy does not imply an uninte l l ig ible plural i sm) .  * 
In a previously spec ified perspect ive of study , however, the totalizing 
dialectic encounters irreducibles (vary ing in  accordance wi th i ts object) , 
s imp ly  because the se sectors are produced by mediations that do not 
refer to the synchron ic  total i zation in progress (even if, as we shall  see , 
they may be recuperated by diachronic total ization) . 56 From thi s  point of 
view , in relation to the prax i s  that began in 1 928  there are idiosyncrat ic 
and relative ly opaque g ivens,  although from another point of v iew they 
can regain their intel l ig ibi l i ty .  In real i ty ,  i t  i s  not a matter of the pas sage 
from one order of facts to another .  Chi ldhood i s  a soc ial fact and the 
i ncarnation of the process  under way ,  jus t  as the action of the adu lt 
soverei gn i s .  Rather, these are contradictions inherent i n  any irrevers ible 
temporal i zat ion which as we shall  see shortly obl ige the hi storian to 
vary h i s  v iewpoints ,  and to total ize the same soc ial and practical evolution 
in different ways  according to the incarnations under considerat ion . 
From the viewpoint of the dialectical biography of Stal in , noth ing can be 
understood if  you do not go back to that chi ldhood and that mi l ieu .  B ut if  
the s ituation in 1 928  i n  fac t required the sovere ign ' s  inflexibi l i ty ,  th i s  
requirement left undetermined the quest ion of the indi vidual orig ins  of 
that inflexibi l i ty .  And s ince the latter could become the hexis of the 
person req�ired on the basi s  of an infinity of conceivable ch i ldhoods ,  
everything happened as though i ts  genes i s  be ing unimportant - i t  were 
presenting i tself as a given character trait .  For that very reason , moreover, 
i t  would al so and neces sari ly  pre sent i tself as not being exactly the 

inflexibility required. If  engendered by the prax i s  demanding i t ,  it might 
perhaps have been so .  B ut i n  so far as i t  came , despite everything,  from 
elsewhere ( i . e .  from that same praxi s ,  but inasmuch as a certain relation 
of anteriority vary ing according to circumstances made it  other than 

itself) ,  i ts practical objective could not originally be the difficult  construc
tion of a new society ; and the very si tuation that required i t  impl i ed that 
it  was not fitted for its task, but merely more or less  unfitted . Which ,  of 
course , presupposed that the sovere ign-indiv idual would progress ive ly  
adapt himself to prax i s ,  in  so far as prax i s  adapted i tself to h i s pre
fabricated id iosyncrasy .  From one compromi se to another, the balance 

* Unlike pos i t i v i sm .  which enumerate s character tra i t s  without there being any 
poss ibi l ity of moving from one to another :  ' He wa� an ant i -Semite ;  he  l iked tenni s ;  he had 

. . , art i s t ic  tastes .  

56 .  See Preface .  
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would fi nally be achieved by a transformation of the man and a dev iation 
of the undertaking . 

B ut i t  i s  here ,  prec i se ly ,  that the spurious rationality of Plekhanov 
must be rej ected , s ince in fact he s imply referred back to a positi v i st 
irrational . He sought to e l iminate from praxis  even when the sovereign 
was an indiv idual any personal  equation , at least at the level of 
History :  i . e . once triv ial detai l was di scounted. 

Now there are two ways of attempting such an e l imination : h i s  own 
and another, even more extravagant. Both formal ly conce ivable,  but in 
practice absurd .  It cou ld be argued in fact though no one , I think ,  has 
done so that i f  al l  the pos s ible variations of inflexibil ity , in  qual ity and 
in quanti ty , had been produced in the USSR and had produced the ir  men 
(one for each) by plac ing them in a pos ition to take power, common 
praxis ,  through a ' struggle for l ife '  that would have pitted a l l  these 
inftexible s  against  one another, would itself have chosen the indiv idual 
variety that exactly suited it .  In other words ,  it  would be a question here 
of an infinite series ,  in  which the characteri stic required (and the man ,  its 
bearer) would necessari ly be contained as one of the possibles . Teleo
logical adaptation s ince i t  i s  assumed to be lacking i s  rep laced by a 
rational selection . Thi s  Darwin i sm of the sovereign-person i s  in  itself so 
absurd that i t  has never been imagined , other than here precisely as an 
e lement in a reductio ad absurdum . B ut should Plekhanov ' s  Lamarckism 
be seen as any less idiotic? He imagines Napoleon being ki lled at 
Toulon, 57 and Augereau or Moreau replac ing him. 5 8 It had to be one of 
them, s ince the bourgeois ie demanded a personal  sovereign .  Now thi s i s  
to assume not merely and we have critic ized him on this point that 
the consequences of such a change of dictator are h i storically  insignificant,  
but also that es sential ly Augereau or Moreau would have adapted to 
the ex igenc ies  of the Thermidorian bourgeoi s ie without dev iating them;  
that they would have been able to fi ll the post  they had taken;  that they 
would not at once have been overthrown by other general s ;  that they 
would have ended the wars or carried them through v ictoriously i n  any 
case , that they would not have lost them thanks to a serie s of i l l -judged 
battles ,  and above al l to the Army ' s  mi strust .  I t  i s  no use here reply ing 
that the Thermidorian bourgeoi sie had to support the dic tator (who alone 
would give i t  the regime it required) ,  and that the Army as such had to 

win the battles  (given its structure , its intere sts and the new function it  

57 . In  1 79 3 ,  when the c i ty  was taken from the royal i �ts ,  Bonaparte was only a captain of 
art i l lery 

5 8  At the t ime al ready outstanding generals .  We may recal l  that Moreau,  who s upported 
the 1 8  B rumai re, was B onaparte ' s  r i val .  
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exerc ised in the nation) .  For the dic tator was prec i se ly  required when the 
common forces needed his nlediation to carry on the ir ac tion. That 
means this  mediation was not symbol ic but practical :  in other words ,  the 
sovere ign-individual had to achieve the integration of the nati onal forces  
or disappear, ru ining the nation . And th i s ,  of course ,  was due to the very 
circumstances that had structured the social powers of the directing 
groups and the society ruled in such a way that prax i s  would be e i ther 
paraly sed or centralized in the hands of a s ingle person . So Plekhanov ' s 
error i s  manifest .  Becau se he did not understand that soc iety turns i tself 
into an indiv idual in the person of the dictator, and that in these 
conditions the latter ' s  practical role i s  v ital , he imagined that anybody 
would serve the purpose provided he was present at the right moment.  So 
that ul timate ly h i s  Lamarckism (the function creates the man who exer
ci ses i t )  converged with the Darwinism we have rejected:  the hi storical 
process i s  neither incarnated nor i ndiv iduali zed ;  as a general and abstract 
movement, i t  m'ay pick up a man at one moment and as s ign him a 
sovereign function ; but th i s  man wi l l  be produced by h i s  function, hence 
adapted to i t ;  and if  a few contingent qualities overflow his  action (one 
be ing more combative , another more peacefu l ) ,  at a l l  events the process  
under way wi ll by i tse lf correct his  temporary deviations .  That means 
that the proces s  conceived as universal universal izes the action of 
spec ific  indiv idual s .  

Meanin!? of Deviation : Man Is Not Made for Man 

B ut i f  we admit that the c ircumstance i .e .  the mov ing structure of 
soc iety in action dec ides the individual ' s  powers ; if  we hold to be a 
stric t  consequence of that experienti al truth the fact that these powers 
can be immense and consequently demand abilities;  if, on the other 
hand,  we are conv inced by the ensemble of our dialectical studies that 
the adaptation of the man to his  function - when i t  i s  a question of 
adul t s ,  and when i t  i s  the function that produces the functionary i s  a 
difficult  process  (because of the interiorized past)  and often very slow 
(because of the re sistance of that s tructured past) ; if we observe as we 
have j ust done that th is  adaptation , if i t  takes p lace,  dev iates the 
function precise ly in so far as i t  transforms the indiv idual ; and if, final ly ,  
against Plekhanov ' s uni versalization ( i . e .  decompress ion and detotal iza
tion) ,  we pit the concrete and incarnated totalizat ion : then we must 
recogn i ze simultaneously that nothing can l imit a priori the agent ' s  ro le 
in  a given hi storical en semble �  and that , .  when the ensemble requ ires of 
the sovere ign - ind iv idual a genuine ahilit), - human hi story i s  no l onger 
defined mere l y  by the scarc i ty of products , too l s ,  etc . ,  but  also ,  suddenl y ,  
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by the scarcity of men . This  means that if  i t  i s  inflex ibil i ty which i s  
required, not only w i l l  all varieties of inftex ibles not be found, but 
perhaps there wi l l  be j us t  one or sometimes none at all. In  any event,  
the men who wi l l  be i n  a pos ition to exerc i se power wi l l  certain ly 
represent a number of practical poss ibi l ities  infinite l y  smal l  in re lation to 
the totalized series of poss ibles of that kind. And every real ized poss ibi l ity 
- if i t  were to be rep laced in  the total series would be separated by an 
infinity of possibles from the other real i zed possibles . At these momen ts 
of social ization of the indiv idual and indiv idual i zation of society , the 
candidates for sovereignty are rare . None serves  the purpose ful ly .  And 
the one who comes close st to the model requ ired, even if he takes power, 
dragged down by scarc ity of time wil l  begin h i s  operation before he has 
been able to adapt himself to the ex igenc ies of prax i s .  It i s  a strict  
nece ss ity that Hi story , when it  i s  determined by scarcity of men,  should 
be totali zed by a sovere ign whose rel at i  ve unfitness for his function s 
i ncarnates and singul arizes that iron law of scarci ty . As we have seen, 
scarci ty a dialectical fact ,  the interiorization of a practical  re l ation 
between the man and the field affects al l  sectors , al l levels  and a l l  
real i ti e s ,  depending on what circumstances demand.  And every time i t  
s ignifi es that the world is not  made for man . * Under the rubric ' scarcity 
of means ' ,  it  i s  poss ible to c las s ify the scarcity of instruments (worked 
matter) that i s  one of the factors in the consti tution of c lasses  (by 
exploitation) and in the present case , after the overthrow of the 
landowner and bourgeois regime that determines the neces s ity of the 
construction of machines to make machines and tool s .  B ut thi s  scarci ty 
of means in turn «ffeets and defines man , if man i s  to be a means ( in the • 

* It i s  an experience marked j us t  as m uch by superahundance of men. For, in the 
funct iona l ,  primary re lationship of �carc i ty ( i t  would be poss ible to find as  m any example s ,  
a lbe it m ore comple x ,  in secondary and tert i ary scarc i ty ,  etc . ) ,  it may h appen that the 
government takes  men as independent v ar iab les :  in a bes i eged medieva l  c i ty ,  as i n  a 
modern nat ion at a t ime  of economIC recession , the experb w i l l  conc lude that there are 
useless mouths .  In  other  words ,  the ir surplus  character ( in re lat i on to resources ) ,  far from 
be ing compen�ated for by the ir practica l  ut i l i zed ,  become� a dangerous ly  powerfu l brake 
for any common praxi�  attempt ing to correct the in1perfect ion�  of the fi e ld  or to destroy 
counter-fina l i t i e s ,  at the (neces r;; ary) price  of a terrible , savage effort ( fi gh t ing  w ithout  
eating m ore than once a day , if  we go back  to the example  of the peop l e  under  s iege ) .  The 
l iberatory or regu latory action des ignate� i ts  own wdste-product s .  I t  i s  a lway s pos s ible to 
c a�t these out  of the C I ty  ( in the capi ta l i �t period , th i s  means allow ing  the price inde x to 
r ise and poverty  gradua l l y  to l iqu idate the surplus ) .  But  e v e n  these pru( th e L  in the lr  b l i the 
casualne�s ,  are not  a lways  effec t ive  (or  provoke rebe l l i on and the reg ime ' �  overthrow)  

Scarc i ty and s uperab undance of  men are often l i nked .  moreover .  Too m any c andidate� 
for a post. but  none fu lfib the requ i red condit ions .  Depending on the case ,  the post w i l l  n ot 
be ' fi l led ' or i t  w i l l  be fi l led bad ly ;  and i t  w i l l  be nece s � ary to env i �age tran s ferring the 
' un l ucky candidates ' to other �ector� , and perhap� to reskill them i n  work - which 
presupposes a !'Joc ia l  expendi ture . 
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sense in which the sovereign serves prax i s  and i s  a mediator between 
groups) . If i t  i s  true that there are not enough men or not the right men 
- for a spec ific  undertaking,  we sense through thi s scarc ity the incarnation 
of the fol lowing his torical truth : man , as a product of the world ,  i s  not 
made for man .  * 

Th is  experience constitutes the supplementary s ignification which,  at 
moments when the conduct of national affairs i s  entrusted to a person or 
a spec ific ari stocracy (the Venetian Senate and the Counci l s  emanating 
from it) , characteri ze s Hi story itself. The men His tory makes are never 
ent ire ly  those needed to make Hi story , be they even as unrival led as 
Stal in or Napoleon . Of course , the complex nature of the mi l i tary 
dic tatorship ( supported by the bourgeois  and the Army) proposed the 
war; of course ,  i t  rendered war easier to make than peace ; of course,  
Napoleon ended up wishing (but too late) to cal l a hal  t to the bloodshed� 
and ,  of course, the weight of the past re interiorized in the enen1Y camp 
by tense and shifti ng relations among the al l ies  (conflic ts that war alone 
could re solve) and by a stratification of internal structures (mil i tarized 
nations and econom ies : arming and feeding the troops ,  real izing blockade 
economies ,  etc . ) ,  and retranscended in a project  to carry the war through 
to the end almost from the outset left l i ttle chance for negotiations 
(what happened wi th al l the various  meetings and treaties i s  well  known) . 
There can be no doubt, however, that peace was required in the shorter 
or longer term by the bourgeoi s ie  which had supported the coup d' etat , 

and that i t  would have been easy to get the officers to accept i t  (whi l e  as • for the men ,  they were worn out and peace  was the only thi ng they 
wanted) . The man of peace ( that Robespierre would doubtless  have been , 
j ust as he had been the man of war against  the suspected pac ifi sts of 1 794) was in any event not Napoleon . S ince the bloodletting of the 
Terror, he had been absent .  And the most remarkable war leader of 
modern t imes waged war to the bitter end with a people who wanted 
peace ,  while at the same time endowing the latter with insti tutions at 
once republ ican* * (universal i st )  and dictatori al (central ization ) ;  at once 
peacefu l  (the Code has surv ived him, and has surv ived a century in 
which our wars for once have taken up less time than the periods of 
peace) and mil i tary (the idea being to standardize men by standardiz ing 
cul ture and education , etc . ,  and as under the Roman emperors to 
return the indiv idual to his property as his  j uridical and inal i enable 

* lN ote m i �� i ng in  nl anu lo, c r i p t . l  

* *  I e .  bourgeoi � .  The Code w a �  bourgeoi '; ,  s i nce i t  real i zed the w i s h  of the C onst i tuent  
A s sembl y i t  wa�  a ca�u i s try of  pri v ate property .  I t  was m i l i tary,  becau5e i t  reduced the 
per�on to h i s  property ,  wh ich - prov ided propel  (V was,  �c rupu lo u� ly  re spec ted - al lowed 
prac t ical r i gh t s ( freedom ) of  the person to be reduced to zero 
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particularity , whi le stripping hi ln of his  pract ical reality or channell ing 
h i s  actions to the government ' s  advantage : Civ i l  Code, e tc . ) .  

So far as S ta l in is  concerned, we have seen which c ircumstances 
required at the outset the incarnation to be a »'ithdra»'al i n to 

themselves. And we have seen how universal Reason as an abstraction 
of the dialectic was on Trotsky ' s  s ide ,  but not that concrete Reason 
which reveals itself as i t  i s  formulated .  To take just  these few examples ,  
however, such a withdrawal did not demand pushing cultural i solationism 
to absurd lengths .  S imilarl y ,  the difference in l iv ing standards between 
the Western worker and the Soviet  worker was so great at the outset that 
the s ituation proposed the ' iron curtain ' :  but i t  did not demand that 
endless  l ies  should be told about the condition of European workers . 
Especial ly  s ince a few years later the Russ ian people brought into 
contact wi th capi tal i st nations by the armies  of occupation was by and 
large (and contrary to Stal in ' 8  apprehensions)  not at all tempted by the 
regimes i t  d i scovered. In other words , the offic ial ve i l  of l ies and 
omiss ions could have been l ifted progress ively ,  espec ial ly after the 1 945 
contact .  I t  was S tali n  h imself who maintained i t :  who systematical ly  
developed Soviet society ' s  particulari s t  mis trust  (the objective reasons 
for which we know) , and transformed i t  into acute spy-mania around 1 950.  His  ever-present fear of a pos s ible influence of European culture 
was , in a sense,  only the development and new orientation of his  
rejection (between 1 924 and 1 928)  of universal i sm .  We know that thi s  
was to give ri se to the radical negation of cosmopolitanism (merely a 
cruder form of universa l i sm) in favour of nat ional cu lture s .  Yet the 
US SR was not embarrassed - and yvith good reason about importing 
foreign technology ; and the s ituation would have required her to be able 
to import and transform into her own substance fore ign cultural values 
too . Its extraordinary industrial growth for which Stal in ,  as sovereign 
and incarnation of Russ ian society , was primari ly respons ible l ed the 
country in around 1 950 to require a pol icy of expansion , while the 
leader and the organs of hi s power continued, in the ir  mistrust, to pursue 
a pol icy of withdrawal . And it was S tal in again , through h i s  hatred of al l 
international i sm (as a un iversal l ink between social i s t  nations and 
revolutionary parties ) , who forged a political anti -Semit ism at the very 
time when economic evol ution was tending to make rac ial ant i -Semitism 
disappear. I t  i s  l ikely that the i ns ignificance of these facts  would have 
amused Plekhanov . Construct ion was proceeding at fu l l  ti l t ,  the bu i ld ing 
of soc ial i sm wa�  continuing - tha t  »'as »,h a t  l-t'o u ld ha ve co un ted in h is 
eyes . B ut he would  s i mpl y have been unaware of the s lowness  w i th 
which soc i et ies  in growth d i s so l ve  the ir res idue s , as th e v e ry strik ing 

e x ample of American Puri tan i sm proves :  that athe ist re l i g ion which has 
not yet managed to d i s sol ve  i t se l f  in to pure athe i sm ,  and remai n s  l i ke a 
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pledged i nertia at the very heart of al l the numerous contemporary 
conversions to Cathol ic ism. * In  other words ,  he would have been 
unaware of the ' diachron ic ' ,  or would have got rid of it by s imply 
mentioning the res i stance of superseded s ignifications ,  as if such res i st
ance were not a capi tal factor of History . We shall return to thi s . 59 For 
the moment, let us  note that Stalin dead i s  sti l l  i nteriorized in the 
majority of Soviet groups and indiv idual s ,  and that practice st i l l  re
exteriorizes him as hysteresis  of the responses adopted in  relation to 
problems .  He st i l l  represents inert individuality in certain cases of 
collective practice (and it matters l ittle ,  as can easi ly be div ined, whether 
the present agents hated him in h i s  l ifetime or not : the absence of an 
organization gives indiv idual opposition the status merely of a ' subjecti ve ' 
mood; because of thi s ,  Stalin ' s  enemy in  spite of himself and , above 
al l ,  w i thout knowing i t  i s  Stal inized) . 

Excesses and fail ings if the sovereign- indiv idual manages to hold on 
and attain part of the objectives  set obviously go in  the direction of the 
exigenc ies of soc ial praxi s .  Stalin ' s  relative l ack of education was a 
negative element. B ut it protected h im from universal ism : from that 
universal ism which the Revolution rejected , even while formal ly  i nvoking 
it  ( ' Workers of the world , uni te ! ' ) . Conversely ,  h i s  crudity and oppor
tuni stic dogmati sm were useful to a working c lass  that needed to believe 

to be sustained by dogmas defining a hope . B ut i nasmuch as they 
manifested a lagging behind of the indiv idual in  relation to the determined 
exigencies . of action,  they dev iated the latter precise ly  in  so far as they  
made it easier. In that sen se ,  as I have said, the psychoanalytic inter
pretation of Stalin as an i ncarnation of Stal in ism remains  inopportune .  
First, because biographically important factors (and ones that, from the 

* I t  is not true,  as Max Weber bel ieved,  that Protestantism was at the origin of 
c ap i talism.  B ut the opposite is  not true either In  reality ,  they reflected their ex igencies to 
one another at the outset and developed by v i rtue of one another. B ut it was cap ital ism 
which represented the relatively independent variable - to such a point that the progress ive 
secularization of economic sectors ' ought ' to have had as its logical conclusion the 
definitive l iquidation of religion (by its withering away ) .  From th i s  standpoint.  Protestant ism 
- which i n  other respects ,  at the moment when it made its appearance ,  represented a 
revo l ut ionary advance towards atheism - braked the adv ances of irre l igion , by preserving 
the pure , universal i stic , egal itarian Reason and the sy stem of v alues that sprang from the 
synthesis  of the i nd i v idual with universal ity as a sa cred abstraction . So,  as has been 
repeated ad nauseam, the movement towards the future i s  real i zed as an evolution or, when 
urgent,  as a revo l utionary upheav a l ;  but as a past, outworn s ignification , whose inert 
materi al i ty neverthele ss st i l l  c arries  weight , it remains one of the most effective brakes on 
future action . 

59 .  Thi s  s ubject , l inked to diachronic total ization , was not in  fact deal t with in the 
present work (see Preface ) .  However, see "The Hi s torical  Ev ent ' in the Appendix,  pp . 3 97 
ff. below.  
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individual ' s  v iewpoint, i ncarnate both what he has been made and his  
current praxi s )  l ike ,  for example , h i s  relation s with women and h i s  
sexual l ife are practical ly wi thout influence on the practical total
ization ,  or from the standpoint of the soc ia l  task  have only an anecdotal 
importance .  * Secondly ,  because the h i s torical problem i s  not formulated 
as analysts l ike to imagine.  Even if i t  were to be establ i shed that 
Robespierre suffered from an inferiority complex ,  i t  was not that 
complex which made the Terror. It was the neces s itie s  of the practical 
field and the ex igenc ies  of a praxi s  seeking to save the revol utionary 
gains ,  at a moment when the country was threatened with invasion and 
ravaged by c iv i l  war and when terrible struggles were raging among the 
Republ icans  themselves ,  even within the Convention . It was the ex igency 
of the towns (food supp l ies )  and the res i stance of the countryside to 
requis it ions .  I t  was the ambiguous conflic t (which later would decidedly 
be a class struggle) that pitted the sans-culotte s against the J acobins .  I t  
was the necess ity for a petty-bourgeois  government to keep the rich at 
arm ' s  length and, at the same time, to channel and direct towards its own 
ends a Terror of popular origin which - despite a few temporary lul l s  -
had not s topped growing since the tak ing of the B asti l l e .  Certain men 
(Robespierre and others ) had to invent governmental Terror ( as a praxi s  
transcending and uti l izing these contradictions for the safety of the 
Republic )  inasmuch as i t  had to be organized and consequently inten
tional as a practical exteriorization of the objective dangers they had 
interiorized .  In so far as a complex would have sent some of them back 
( i . e .  would have had the strength to send them back) to their private 
part icularity i n  the very course of the work they were developing ,  these 
men would thereby have ceased to be common individuals and would 
have fal len outside collect ive action (as happened to Sade , who was 
president of the Societe des Piques before re l apsing into non 
communication) . 

Thus ,  any interpretation of praxi s -proces s as a glohal ensemhle that 

* I am th inking ,  in  part icular, of the su ic i de of h i s  second w i fe ,  which was a , esult of 
private and p ubl ic fac tors (to w i t ,  Stal in ' s  conj ugal l ife and the dreadfu l wave of repress ion 
that was just beg inn ing) .  B ut th i s  result was not,  in  i ts turn , an origin . Perh aps  it affected in 
Stal in that reality atrophied by action  the private ind i v idual . Perhaps the ' inciden t ' (wh i c h ,  
taken i n  itse lf, was  a s ingu lari z ing i ncarnat ion of the success ion of su ic i des that dec i m ated 
the Bolshevi ks bet ween 1 92 8  and 1 9 3 5 )  part l y  provoke d  the one and on ly  mala ise of wh ich 
Stal i n g av e  a g l i mpse throughout h i s  ent ire prax i �  as a sovere ign,  and wh ich led h i m  to 
propose h i s  res ignation to the Pol i tburo .  A t  al l event s ,  the  epi sode was settled at that very 
s ame meeting - s ince i t  cou ld  not be otherw i � e  For going into re verse would  have meant 
the reg ime ' s  downfal l .  Perhaps they might  have avo ided launching themse lves  so v io le ntly 
into repre s s ion .  Once they had begun , however ,  th ey h ad to contin ue :  which meant th at , on 
the contrary , integ rat ion was tightened rou n d  the leader who h ad taken re sponsibi  l i t y  for 
thi s pol ic y After a �hort s i lence,  Molotov be g ged S t a l i n  to re tain h i s  funct ions .  
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did not l imit i tse lf to comprehending i t  on the basis of itself (i . e .  on the 
bas i s  of the factors we have described) would immediately take u s  back 
to subjective  ideal ism. Conversely ,  however, the dogmatic attitude of 
Plekhanov tends towards objective ideal i sm : pushing it to its ultimate 
implications would lead , in  fact ,  to the idea that every prax i s  i s  always 
everything it can be and everything it must  be and that i t  always  finds 
al l  the men needed to direct i t  (or the men chosen al ways adapt them
selves to their  functions ,  and in the shortest possible time) .  I n  fact ,  i f  it i s  
admitted that real H istory i s  at the level of soc ial s truggles ( rather than, 
as he believes ,  at that of the practico- inert) , the importance of the 
sovere ign - indiv idual (or of the restricted group that exerc i ses sovere ignty) 
- i . e .  the scarci ty of men manifests itself in the dIfferen tial : i . e .  in the 
gap separating the objective ex igencies from the real ization .  And in  the 
world of scarc ity thi s  gap ultimately  means only the deviation of praxis 
by its incarnation . We shall see later that th i s  dev iation manifests itself 
also when sovere ignty i s  not incarnated in an indi vidual . 60 B ut let us for 
the moment stick to our investigation .  In  the case of a sovereign
individual ,  deviation into partial success i . e .  the differential i s  a 
s trictly intell igible meaning of certain practical total izations .  
Historical ly ,  as we have seen ,  and through the concrete exigencies they 
determined, these constituted themselves in certain c ircumstances as 
demanding such and such a sovereign . Thus the indiv idual ization of 
power i s  in  itself comprehensible . Nevertheless ,  from th i s  first standpoint, 
inasmuch �s i t  i s  required by one moment of a prax i s  conditioned by a 
whole  past, it l imits itself to i l luminating the facticity of praxi s  and 
i l luminating itself through the latter:  every praxi s  i s  an inheri tance, every 
agent an heir. As conditioned by former circumstances and the ensemble 
of the field ' s  materiality , the neces sity of withdrawal into self and the 
necess ity of oppress ion (one consequence of which might be Terror) 
manifested themselves as the facticity of the Russian Revolution through 
the facticity of Stal in ,  its product. On the other hand,  however, the 
incarnation here manifested through the differential it caused to appear 
in the resul ts a radical condit ion of that prax i s :  the fact that the action 
of men is  conditioned by their own scarc ity . There i s  a poverty of 
h i storical praxi s  inasmuch as it i s  itself a s truggle against poverty , and 
th i s  poverty as an inner dialectic of scarcity al ways reveal s itself in 
the result ,  which wil l  be at worst a terminal fai lure and at best a 
deviation .  And it matters little that praxi s ,  in its former developments , 

60 . Doubtless  an al l usion to the State in  bourgeois democrac ies  ( see Preface) See a l so 
Sartre ' s  footnote on p 2 7 3  below . 
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might be part ly responsible for th i s  poverty (as can be seen when a 
government ' s  mi stakes and unpopularity deprive i t  of i ts  means of 
defence) . For if i t  i s  true that every praxi s ,  by interiorizing its poverty, 
takes responsibi l ity for i t , i t  i s  al so true that i t  can do noth ing but give it • 
form, never create I t .  

In that sense,  S ta l in  and the Stal in i st dev iation ( i . e .  the dev iation to the 
limited extent  that it can be attributed to S tal in)  expres sed in  all 
dialectical intell igibi lity the i nteriorized need for Soviet praxis  not to 
be just the planned industrial ization of that country , in  tha t  period , after 
that revolution ,  and under the threat of that enci rc lement, but to be also 
the reincarnation,  in indiv idual con tingency , of its own incarnation. 
Suddenly ,  however, Stal i n  as an indiv idual i zation of the soc ial : i . e .  of 
praxi s  as poverty incarnated the dialecti cal inte l l igibi l ity of all the 
inner povertie s  of the practical field ,  from the shortage of machines to 
the peasants ' lack of education . But  an incarnation i s  not a symbol .  He 
did not l imit himself to tranquil ly reflect ing those shortages .  If he 
incarnated them, he also synthetically added the shortage of men, through 
his  own i nadequacies inasmuch as these would produce dev i ations . 
Similarly ,  the genuinely Stalin ist dev iations (the differential ) ,  considered 
in  their outcome , were someth ing other than the global deviation that 
constituted the Russ ian Revoluti on as the proletarian Revolution incarnate . 
Yet they incarnated it ,  inasmuch as they were its  radical ization .  Incarnated 
and s ingularized, the working-clas s Revolution dev iated to the point  of 
demanding the sovereignty of a s ingle person . And this  sovere ign , born 
of a dev iation , pushed i t  to the b itter end and revealed in  the very 
contingency of h i s  policy ,  i . e .  of h i s  own facticity , that praxi s  as an 
incarnation dev iated by i ts  own counter-final i ties , by its heritage and by 
the ensemble of the practico-inert had to lead to the u l timate concrete 
indiv idual ization , by virtue of the very contingency of the unforeseeable 
and differential  dev iations which it had necessari ly given itself without 
knowing i t ,  through the idiosyncratic mediation of the required sovereign.  

But  let  us be clearly understood : the individual and chance character 
of praxi s  can under no circumstances sign ify that i t  deve lops according 
to no laws .  Contingency appears only through strict ex igencies .  Through 
al l its dev iations and al l i ts s ide tracks , we shal l  see later on that the 
historical process continues on i ts path . Only thi s  path i s  not defined 
a priori by the transcendental dialectic . It i s  real ized and determined by 
prax i s ,  i . e .  through corrections ,  rect ifications and minor alterations ;  by 
agreed detours and even sometimes by calculated regre s s ions  across 
the generational rift, which alone creates the necessary perspective for 
new sovereigns : the t iny dis tance that allows them, in the name of 
common objectives ,  to assess  the sl ippages and drift of the former 
prax i s .  We shal l return to these problems concerning diachronic 



T O T  A L I Z A  T I O N  - O F  - E N  Y ELO P M EN T  2 27 

totalization . 6 1 Far from submitting His tory to contingency to chance I 
have sought to show how History integrated chances  and contingency as 
the manifest  s igns and necessary consequences of its own facticity . 
There are too many men .  The majority remain undernouri shed .  B ut there 
are not enough men to make a rigorous hi story on a dai ly bas i s .  This  
does not mean ,  however, that it i s  imposs ible to find rigour, by taking 
broader and more abstract v iews .  Or that al l of prax i s ,  including its 
dev iations ,  i s  not intel l ig ible dialectical ly .  History i s  not rigorous in  so 
far as restricted ensembles are being considered because dialectical and 
total izing reasons (not chance c ircumstances)  oblige it always to be 
real ized as a chance incarnation in relation to the objectives that are the 
source of  prax i s .  It i s  not rigorous , because i t  always proceeds via 
mistakes and corrections ;  because i t  i s  in no way a universal schemati sm, 
but a unique adventure unfolding on the basis  of pre -hi storic 
c ircumstances which in themselves and in relation to all objective s  and 
al l practices  constitute a weighty and i l l -known inheritance of 
fundamental dev iations .  In a word,  S tal in ism saved soc iali zat ion by 
dev iating social i sm.  Its succe ssors remain ,  who have received from it the 
means to correct that dev iation . , • 

6 1 .  See p .238 belo w ,  and Prefac e 

, 
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O R K I N G - C L A S S  revo lution was incarnated in  the October Rev 
o lution .  S talin  was the incarnation of that incarnation . Should one 

understand that he was in  himself the totalization-of-enve lopment? Of 
course not :  but we had to understand the meaning of S talin i sm,  in order to 
understand the problem better. We see from th i s  example that total izat ion 
is  a s ingularizing incarnation ,  s ince it presents itself in the case under 
consideration as the i ndividual i zation of society in dialectical connec 
tion w ith the sociali zation of the sovereign- individual . Yet we al ready 
know that the total ization-of-envelopment can be neither a being (tran
scendental dogmati sm),  nor an exi stent (hyper-organicism) ,  nor a rule 
imposing itse lf  on the s ingular adventure (universal i sm of exteriori ty ) .  So 
it i s  appropriate to ask onese lf what kind of objective (and indiv idual)  
reality i t  does posses s .  Thi s  question would risk remain ing in soluble ,  if  
we had not already establ ished that total i zation does not mean total i ty .  In 
other words ,  i t  actual ly  belongs to the category of objects for which we 
have reserved the name of prax i s-process .  A pure and constituent prax i s  
(for example , the work of an i solated individual ,  taken by abstraction -
outside the social condi t ions of i t s  exec ution : Sunday odd jobs , for 
instance)  i s  separab le from the practical agent only abstractl y ,  un less  i t  i s  
cons idered as the synthetic unity of the transformations pass ive ly  endured 
by the object .  In  real i ty ,  it i s  the l iv ing and uni  vocal relat ionship (with a 
halo of quas i -rec iprocity) between the pract ical organ i sm and worked 
matter,  v ia the mediation of i ts fie ld and tool s .  It i s  not poss ible to 
dist ingui sh man ' s  ac t ,  for it  i s  abstract to di s tinguish the work from the 
nlaterial : the concrete real ity i s  a-man - shap ing -ma tter-hy - h is - Ia bo ur.  As 

Marx showed clearly , i t  i s  the soc ial sy stem of exploitat ion whi ch , i n  
spec ific  c i rcumstance s ,  turn s the worker ' s  l abour back against  him a�  a 
hosti le force .  From th i s viewpoin t , the s tructure of constituent tota l iza

tion i s  qu i te different from that of constituted total ization . It i s  

2 2 H  
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not labour that total i ze s  the agent,  nor h is  objectification ( i . e .  h i s  
i nscription in i nert ia) .  On the contrary , i t  i s  the agent who total izes  
h imself, through the l imited transcendence that projects h im towards 
certain object ives and through the concrete l abour he carries out in  the 
course of temporal ization . Temporary un ity return s from the future to the 
present and thereby determines the s ign i fication of the past, at the same 
t ime as the progress ive movement of labouring temporal ization incarnates 
and supports through the difficul tie s of construct ion and the advers ity
coefficient of matter - the short-term and long-term objective s  as  i ts 
future raison d' etre , i t s  unity , the meaning of i ts  orientat ion , the 
approximate determination of the total temporal i zation and the deep 
s i gn ification of i ts  effort . Yet we should see here s imply the practical 
agent himself, inasmuch as his  reali ty i s  s imu ltaneous l y  to be ' on 
deferment ' and to total ize himself constantly by action . For each of us , it 
i s  one and the same th ing to ex i st ,  to transcend oneself towards one ' s  
ends , to be total ized by thi s very transcendence , and to produce the 
demoniacal , inverted reflection of total i zation and the foundation of 
H i story : the inert syntheses of worked matter. I n  short , from thi s  
v iewpoint  there are indiv iduals and that i s  al l .  

Once i t  i s  a matter of groups ,  or en sembles  compri s ing sovere ign 
groups and series ,  prax i s  attains a re lative independence which al lows  i t  
to pos i t  i tse lf for i tself and as an object in  the face of every agent .  It i s  
for thi s  reason that we have  been able  to s ignal a twofold movement :  [ the 
agent]  incarnates the practical total i zation, i t  transcends him and he 
refers the matter to the ensemble of object ive s tructures constitut ing i t .  
A s  we have seen , the reason is  that in each indiv idual and for each 
indiv idual common prax i s  i s  wholly immanent,  i nasmuch as he i s  a 
common indiv idual and differentiat ion of functions i s  g iven , as  a 
superficial nece ss ity that does not achieve e i ther the absolute un i ty of 
sworn fai th or that Fraterni ty -Terror which i s  the right and obl igation to 
be everywhere the same ,  here and there . In other words ,  organic sol idarity 
i s  only a redeployment of un i ty .  On the other hand , however, i n  so far as 
the group i s  div ided into sub-groups ,  and in  so far as the act ion of some 
particular organ demands  the collaboration of some other and the 
synchronization of these two tasks can be realized on l y  by a thi rd organ 

i t self control led ,  l ike the others , by an organ of co-ordination or 
regulation,  etc . the ac tion of each uni ty does not remain the mere 
object ification of a practical project .  It becomes i t se lf  a pass ive object of 
control and co-ordination , adapted from outs ide to the needs of the 
en�emble .  I n  th i s  sen se , the acti ve sub-group ( inasn1 uch as it  necessarily 
presents an inertia : mult i p l i c i ty of i ts members ,  physi co-chemical mater
ial i ty of the biological  organ i sm s ,  etc . )  i t se lf  becomes  worked matter ( i t  
i s  of l i tt le importance , moreover,  whether i t  consents to th i s  w i th 
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enthusiasm or reluctantly ) .  I t  i s  shifted, it i s  t i ghtened up, i t  i s  increased,  
i t  i s  modified from outside by creating e l sewhere another sub-group 
whose functions ,  by thei r  mere coexi stence in  a prac tical field , al ter i ts 

own, etc . Lastly as all  socio logi s ts  have already noted i t s  re lati ve 

permanence and the re lative instab i l i ty of i ts membersh ip  ( some only  
pass through i t ,  others stay there , but  re t irement  or death w i l l cau se them 
to s ink outside it) contribute in reciprocal combination to g i ve i t  a kind 
of constituted or pre- inst i tutional inertia. B ut as every organ i s  defined 
by i ts function and i t  i s  the l atter w h ich i s  cond i t ioned from outs ide ( i .e .  
ins ide the group, outside the s ub-group under con siderat ion ) ,  i t  i s  ul t i 
mate ly  the funct ion i tself  wh ich i n thi s  form of predictable and 
modifiable objectivi ty becomes a prax is -objec t . 

Th u s ,  prec i se ly in so far as each person grasps himself object i vely -
and rightl y as incarnating the common prax i s ,  he grasps h imself al so 
as a cog in  an extremely complex machine , each element of which i s  at 
once pass ive  and passive ly conditi oned by certa in others and for 
certain others an e x igency or praxis  positively of condition ing . At thi s  
level ,  the del ays ,  the counter-orders and h i tches , a whole braking of 
temporal i zation by spatial dispers ion or the difficult ies of communi 
eating , the lack of transport , the fatigue of long journeys ,  etc . real ize 
consti tuted praxi s  as a material and inert real i ty to be constantly  sustained 
and corrected by human labour . We know . on thi s  basi s  - that thi s  first 
s tructure of pass ive objectiv ity w il l  soon be enriched by the determina
tions of the prac tico- inert , through the counter-finalities of prax i s .  It i s ,  
in  fact ,  w i th in the practical proces s  that determinations i n  exteriori ty 
lodge themselves ,  prec i se ly becau se sub-groups as mediated by direct
ing bodie s - thanks to one another enter a state of  pass ive exteriori ty 
(and no longer one of mere differentiation wi thin a negative in teri ori ty ) . 
Through thi s  ensemble , common prax i s ,  by v irtue of i ts very efficacy , i s  
burdened and darkened by its O\-1:n e.rteriority :  i . e .  preci se l y  by the 
prac tico- inert that wil l  inflect  it ,  and that i t  wi l l  have to di ssolve in  order 
to recover i ts original orien tation . Thu s , through i ts necessary references 
to the other sub-groups (from wh ich i t  demands such and s uch a contribu
tion,  or which demand of it such and such a serv ice v ia  the appropriate 
med i ation s )  and to the s truc tures of the ensemble ,  the sub-group under 
cons ideration recovers a circular hi erarchy of s ign ifications that i s  the 

projection , on the level of the practical community , of the very thing i t  

i ncarnates in  i ts  spec ific action . Structures and s ign ifications support 
between them a bond of exteriorized in teriori ty which tends in  the 
decompression and scattering  of the inert to tran sform itself constantly 
into a total exteriorization of interiori ty ( i .e .  into a d i s in tegration of the 
group) . B ut preci se ly because of th i s  ri sk and as the deep mean ing of 
the ri sk i tself th i s  i n terior e x teriorizat i on of prax i s  take s p l ace agai n st a 
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backgrolind of immanence .  And th is immanence can be only the living 
unity of the common activ i ty .  

The contradiction thus  manifests  i t self in the fol lowing way.  The 
ensemble of passive syntheses fornl an action group only if they represent, 
in a certain manner, the body of praxis : the very inertia through which 
the so l i tary organ i sm as much as the community act upon the inertia of 
the fie ld .  In other words ,  so long as every sub-group really contributes to 
the common action ,  prax is  maintains i t s  exteriori ty ( i . e .  i ts deterioration 
due to the wastes  and tox ins  it secretes within itself in the course of i ts 
effort to real ize its object ives)  w i thin the framework of its l iv ing 
interiori ty , i . e .  of i ts  di alectical temporal ization : in the temporo- spatial 
fie ld, the temporal synthes is  integrates extens ion . But for every sub
group ,  and for every member of these sub-groups ,  this global unity of 
practical temporal ization reveal s itself as the beyond of interiority , and 
they can refer to i t  only v ia the mediation of the practico- inert exteriori ty 
that gnaws at the common field.  In thi s  sense , in  the movement of work ,  
i . e .  of compression and incarnation, every sub-group redi scovers in itself 

because  it re-produces i t  the unity of integration that i s  the total 
prax i s  and i s  the same i n  each.  As soon as the delays ,  the l ack of 
suppl ies ,  the s lowness  of communications �  etc . ,  steer i t  back into hierarch
ical channel s ,  thi s  praxi s ,  without therefore be ing annihi lated ,  passes 
behind the exteriority that i t  sustains ,  sometimes uses  and transforms -
and that ri sks  ruining i t .  At thi s  level , there can be an enve loping 
total ization onl y  i f  i t  satisfies  the two fol lowing conditions : to take , 
account in itself of decompress ion in exteriori ty ; to incarnate , in the 
very movement of that integration , compress ion and incarnation as a 
concrete real ization of the common praxi s  within every sub-group. For in 
this  way the totalization-of-envelopment wi l l  disclose its real di fference 
from subordinate i ncarnations .  I t  supports ,  by i tself and in i tse lf, the 
hierarchy of s ignifying s tructures  and the inert movement of the process .  
So  through thi s high ly  structured system it  marks the p lace of every 
possible incarnation , and the ensembl e  of correspondences that makes of 
each in i ts  p lace and wi thin i ts perspective the incarnation of al l .  In 
other words , this  structuration i s  preci sely what i s  not found as an inert 
framework in secondary tota l izations ,  because each of the se transforms 
such re lations of exteriori ty into immanent and synthetic conditions of 
praxi s .  * Bu t  it i s  preci se ly  what al lows them to ex i st ,  as a practical 

* Any s ub-group,  i nasmuch as i t  has a numher of membe rs,  h ierarchized or 
otherwise ,  and i t s  funct ion del imits  a portion of the pract ical  fi e ld,  likewise support s - for 
each of the common indiv idua l s  compos, ing  i t  - a system of in tenori zed e x teriority B ut 
these detai led structures  do not necessari l y ,  or even freq uent ly , symbol ize the framew ork 
of the total izing system .  
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retotal ization of an ordered system : in  short, i t  i s  what produces thi s  
ske leton of i nert (but governed and perpetual l y  transformed from outside) 
rel ations , without which the possibi l i ty of any incarnation would not 
even be given.  I t  must be added that i t  i s  prec ise ly  the be ing wi thout 
which the total ization-of-envelopment would vani sh ,  but which in 
i tself and wi thout its power of practical uni fication would be scattered 
in  exterior ity .  Final ly ,  we have seen by what mediations the real  ensem ble 
of thi s  practico- inert gradually deviates the praxi s  that engenders and 
sustains  it .  We have shown, for example ,  how the first h ierarchical  
determinations of the bas ic leve l s  had ended by transforming the sovereign. 

So the total ization-of-envelopment, inasmuch as i t  i s  impl ied and 
aimed at by all the partial totai i zations ,  i s  prax i s  itself inasmuch as i t  
engenders the corporeity that sustains  and dev iates it ,  and inasmuch as it 
attempts at every moment to di s solve its own exteriority into immanence . 
Th i s  l atter point does not j ust  presuppose that prax i s  i s  objectified , 
sustained and l imited by its object ificat ion in the inert, in the shape of 
process .  It further impl ies  that the incarnation of envelopment i s  real i zed 
at al l levels of the practical proces s  as a mediation and as a dissolution of 
the practico-inert (or as its uti l ization) . As  we reject any ideal is t  
i nterpretation, however, i t  goes without say ing that th is  d issolv ing 
mediation i s  carried out by men . And s ince we have not left the example 
of Sov iet soc iety , thi s  mediation was originally the ach ievement of the 
sovereign . B y  this , we should understand his  omnipresence a practical 
corollary of h i s  indissoluble un ity as an individual .  For i t  was because he 
could be everywhere '1yvholly that he occupied (by his  image , by h i s  
speeches , by the propaganda in  the mass media, e tc . )  a l l  premi ses .  He 
was both the task and the observer who checked the work . He was the 
boss , the eyes and the impalpable substance of the union i . e .  the USSR 
personified .  He manifested himself at every point of that d isparate 
ensemble ,  as the seamless  unity of that undefined multipl i c ity .  H is 
mi l l ions of portraits were j ust one portrait :  i n  every home,  i n  every 
office , in every workshop , i t  real ized the presence of al l the rest ,  in  the 
form of a synthetic mi l i eu  and an i nexorable surve i l lance . Serial i zed by 
his presence in al l  terms of al l series , he w as a collective s ingle
handedly�  and that immediate , constant presence contributed, when 
necessary,  to mainta ining recurrence in the deceptive guise of un ity .  At 
the same time , however,  wherever integration w as real i zed to extremes ,  
i t  was real ized by him or i n  h i s  pre sence .  His vo luntari sm was produced 
in  each  person as an al terity of separation and as a wi l l  to un ion . He 
represented the identity of outs ide and ins ide .  The cult  of h i s personal ity 
was in  fact addressed to the object i fi ed interiorization of that enormous 
temporal and spati al event: the social i zation of Russ ia  ( i .e .  to Russ ia  
inasm uch as that ' fatherl and ' w as soc ial ized , and to soc ial i sm inasmuch 
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as i ts appearance in the USSR added a new glory to the nation) .  So what 
was the total ization-of-enve lopment during the S talin phase of social is t  
construction? I t  was Stal in ,  if  you l ike , but inasmuch as he was made and 
sustained by the prax i s  of al l ,  as the sovere ign uniqueness  that was to 
integrate i ts structures and contain i ts  exteriority . In other words ,  i t  was 
first of all Stal in ,  inasmuch as the sovereign praxis  of the leaders (of 
whom he was one) proposed him and u lt imate ly produced him as a non
transcendable  model of unity , and with the i l lu sory mandate to dis solve 
constituted praxi s  in the dialectical integrat ion of i ts  free consti tuent 
practice .  And in the total izing movement i t  was  then Stal in as a socialized 
indiv idual , i . e .  one retotal ized by the con structive movement of a l l  (or, at 
the very least ,  al l the directing organisms)  in  that very constituent praxi s  
that through the common retotal ization became the s imple reactual ization 
of constituted praxi s :  in other words , Stal in sovereignly determining the 
tasks of that society, inasmuch as i t  determined him itself and was 
interiorized in  him by the sovereignty i t  al lowed him to take ; inasmuch 
as in the ascending movement that produced and sustai ned him it  
constituted h is depth . And then, in a new moment of that temporalization,  
i t  was S talin  re -exteriorizing with the dev iation s imposed by h is  
idiosyncrasy that interiorized depth : i . e .  transcending towards i ts 
common solutions the common exigenc ies that retotal ized h im.  At thi s  
moment of prax i s ,  he sovereignly took hold of the national fie ld and by 
thi s  very means integrated the practico- inert ensemble into the un ity of 
a praxi s .  We redi scover here the schema of  enveloping total ization, as • 
we have indicated it in the abstract .  However ,  in  so far as  it was 
produced as common prax i s  maintaining i t s  exteriority w ith in  the non
transcendable l imits of an organic interiority , i t  was  reactual i zed in every 
incarnation as a corporeal and v i s ib le presence of unity .  What i s  more , i t  
was thi s biological unity that everywhere pres ided over the incarnations 
( i .e .  the s ingu lar total izat ion s )  and gave them their meaning and their 
orientation.  In fact ,  this new moment of tota l i zation shows us Soviet 
society assimilating Stal in ,  being individual i zed by h im,  making h is 
omnipresence into the proof that the agent ' s  indis soluble unity was the 
truth of the apparent di spers ion of men and things .  But this  meant that ,  
w ith the help of the lower leadersh ip bodies ,  thi s  soc iety riven by 
conflicts grasped itse lf  at the same time through each of i ts members 
(whether supporter or opponent) as a national personal ity , whose 
thoroughgoing i ntegration had been radical ized to become the idio
syncrasy of a s ing le  individual . For i f  the circu lar movement of total iza
t ion i s  grasped, there was a practical and dynamic  un ity of Stalin ' s  
retotal i zation by the leading group�  and the social i st nat ion ' s  retotal i za
tion by S talin : i . e .  of the deep ass imi l at ion of a fatherl and as a semi
abstrac t enti ty wi th a person as a non-tran scendabl e l i mit of the concrete . 
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B ut thi s  s ingularization of a s ingular incarnation was a praxi s  of the 
sovere ign, whose instruments were the mass media, ceremonies ,  activ i sts , 
e tc . ,  and whose distant objective was the self-donlestication of indi 
v idual s .  S talin  thought the withering away of the S tate wou ld begin once it 
became useless : i . e .  once it had been ful ly  real i zed (which meant :  once it 
had imbued all sectors and been interiorized in al l  indiv idual s ) .  When al l  
individual s in a soc ial  ensemble were constituted as common individuals 
in relation to that ensemble , however vast i t  might be when they had 
interiorized its constraints and censorships ,  to the point of transforming 
them into a ' second (or third) nature ' , i .e .  into spontaneity then the S tate 
as a separate ( for all  its extens ion)  and spec i fic reality would no longer 
have any raison d' etre . Every indiv idual , in  his  very real ity , would be a 
fundamenta l  re lation to sovereignty as other and act spontaneous ly as an 
Other than himself. In thi s  perspective ,  the cult  of personal ity in stalled the 
sovereign S tate wi th in  every indiv idual , as a censor and superego in the 
concrete guise of an Other :  an Other completely indiv idual ized wi th a 
face that photographers could make benevolent and l ikeable  who 
inhabited them all as if to mask from them the necessarily abstract 
character of duty. In thi s  s ingu larizing incarnation that was Rus sia on the 
march towards social i sm,  every worker ' s  obligations were s ingularized by 
the face and voice of the one who imposed them. And th i s  formidable 
sovereign strove to interiorize himself in every i solated or serial ized 
molecule of the toi ling mas ses ,  in order to become there the worker or 
peasant h imself as an Other i . e .  as a sacred personality so that the 
sovereign order could s imultaneously be heard by everyone on the radio 
and be pronounced w ithin every l i stener as h i s  own sovere ign deci s ion , 
inasmuch as he himself was S tal in : i . e .  the indi s soluble organic  incarnation 
of the social i st fatherland. B y  thi s common impregnation of all indi
v idual s by the sovereign , Sov iet soc iety through Stalin ' s  mediation -
strove to bring the man of the masses closer to the common indiv idual of 
groups . The cult of personal i ty was the first known attempt to change into 
a pledged group a soc iety in which , at the outset, the dis semination of 
farmers far outweighed ( in terms of the number of scattered indiv iduals )  
the working-cl ass  concentrations . 
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H U S  the total ization-of-envelopment was here the twofold  move
ment r is ing and fal l i ng .. of groups escaping impotence (engendered 

by the practico - inert) through the mediation of an indiv idual sovereign,  
who was soc ial ized as an indiv idual by becoming the idiosyncrasy of a 
national soc iety : i .e .  the omnipresent incarnation internal and external 

of a regime , a l imitless  task and a nation . In the same c i rcular 
perspecti ve ,  moving back again from thi s indiv idual ized soc iety to the 
soc ial i zed ind iv idual , we shall see the new stratifications engendered by 
h i s  praxis  transform the leading s trata and ,  through i t ,  change him as a 
pract ical and sovere ign support for common action : hence , deviate the 
prax is  that he p urs ued through soc iety and soc iety pursued through him. 
We shall see the con sequences of thi s  deviation in the transformations of 
the practical field and, by mov ing down again from the sovereign to 
soc iety as wel l  as by re-s i tuat ing soc iety in  the modified field we 
shall find i ts consequences in  the human re l at ions of production as i n  
other sectors , on ly  to return thence to the constituted sovere ign and 
di scover in  h im the modi fications produced by h is  new retotal ization . If 
we were to carry on th i s  circular examinat ion long enough , we should 
ev en t ual l y find a k i nd of h iatus between the sovereign ,  the rea] state of 

soc i e ty and the awareness  it had of itself. Between 1 948 and 1 953 , 
S tal i n ' s  prax i s  became a monstrous caricature of i tse l f. He cou ld not 
resolve the problem s posed by the exi stence of new soc ial i st S t ate s .  The 

man of retreat and sol i tude fe l t  only mistrust when Russ ia  emerged from 
i so lat ion : quarre l w ith Tito ,  absurd and criminal tr ia ls  in the people ' s  
democrac i e s ,  re surgence of pol i t ic al anti - S e miti sm - noth i ng w as lacking.  
The s ame mi s tr u s t  le d him to condemn Mao for want i n g  to resume 
ho�ti l i ti e s .  At  home , the ri se of ne w generations  and the grow i n g  number 
of techn ic i ans al armed h i m :  he re turned to Terror and purges .  The fact 
was that he had g ro w n  o l d  and become the p ure prod u c t  of h i "i  fo rmer 

2 3 5  
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praxi s .  In that body and brain worn out by thirty years of furious work, 
the old formulae governing h i s stratagems the themes that were 
organ ized in h i s  actions had become mortgages on the future : non
transcendable inertias .  However, the soc iety he had produced required a 
policy radical ly different from his  own. So thi s  time the individualization 
of the man w as the result  of his  praxi s  (on the bas i s ,  i t  i s  true , of 
phys iological ageing ) .  Thi s  prax i s ,  as we have seen , was by and large 
what the s ituation required (give or take a ' differential ' ) .  B ut inasmuch 
as it was no longer incarnated anywhere except in  him and inasmuch as 
it defined him by new l imits , i solating him from the true soc ial move
ment i t  gave h im the tragic idiosyncrasy of impotence and fai l ure . Yet 
he was st i l l  the priv i leged mediation , in a soc iety that sti l l  remained 
retotali zed by his  sovereign indiv iduality . B ut Stal in became oss ified in 
everyone as he became ossified in himself. For Sov iet man he became 
the negative element separating him from others , from the practical field 
and from his  own real i ty : he was the source of ignorance and unaware
ness .  In thi s  last period totalization remained circular, even i f  i t  had the 
result of revealing an e xp los ive contradiction between the sti l l  very timid 
ex igencies of a world forged by Stal in  and the man Stalin  as he forged 
himself in forging that world and by the world he forged. For it was 
within the very unity of interiority , and as the last moment of the circuit ,  
that the contradiction had to explode . 

Thus circularity alone can reveal the total i zation-of-envelopment to 
us .  And as the l atter i s  a movement never completed,  that c ircularity in 
the perspective of temporali zation becomes a spiral . Of course ,  this  can 
under no c ircumstances mean that only c ircular rel ations exist in the 
society under cons ideration : the relationships  may be s imply vertical , 
oblique or horizontal . Only i t  must  not be forgotten that they are 
establi shed through a movement of spatiali z ing  temporalization , which 
gives a certain curvature to every new fact .  In other words ,  in  a society 
of the type we have j us t  been study ing (and perhaps in  other societies62 -
we shall come back to thi s  shortly ) , whatever the s tructure of the 
relations cons idered m ay be , they necessari ly participate in the type of 
contraction or refrac tion that const itute s the inner movement of the 
total ization-of-envelopment . Whatever, for example , the incarnation un
der consideration m ay be ,  the agent works in a practical field enti rely 
conditioned by the sovere ign- individual .  Moreover, he i s  imbued with 
the propaganda of the mass med ia.  Final l y ,  none of h i s  actions i s  quite 
immateria1 to that soc iety so deeply integrated (amid the very conflicts 

6 2 .  See,  in  the Appendix , the notes on ' Total izat ion in Non -Dictatori al  Soc ieties ' ,  
pp.42R ff. 
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that rend it  apart) by emergency hence ,  to the sovereign himself or hi s 
local representatives .  No more i s  needed for h is  friendships or even h i s  
loves while remaining horizontal relations of rec iproc i ty to have a 
dimension of circularity .  In other words , in one way or another every 
event however ' private ' i t  may be must  be considered as an 
incarnation. And each event,  as an enveloped totalization , incarnates al l 
the others v ia  the mediation of the enveloping total ization .  

Looking at thi s  more c losely , however, i t  i s  clear that the totalization
of-envelopment i s  not a praxi s ( i . e .  the action of a free organ i sm) , nor 
even a common praxis  ( in the sense in  which the action constantly  
checked, co-ordinated and directed of a sports team, for example , can 
be so called) . There can be no doubt, to be sure , that we are not leav ing 
the teleological sector: the action of the rulers has obj ect ives ,  i t  never 
ceases to be corrected , the action of the ruled too sets its own goal s .  And 
it i s  certainly not the appearance of practico- inert concretions in the field 
of praxi s  that could change thi s .  When the practico- inert appears as a 
danger, a negative inertia, a counter-finality at the heart of the pract ical 
field,  the action sets i tse lf the goal of eliminating i t :  that i s  al l .  Of course ,  
we have noted that thi s act ion used to di stil its counter-final ities  
unwittingly ,  and would then discover them through conflicts or inert 
negations of its objective . So already praxi s  has marginal res ults that did 
not enter into the calculations of the experts . No matter. Necess i ty 
appears , inasmuch as action mediates between separate elements of 
material i ty .  And the relationships thus e stabli shed remain within the 
unity of a total ization, s ince  they were produced by action and would not 
ex i st without its power of synthes i s .  In the same way ,  counter-final i t ies  
are destructive for the real and present men who struggle against them. 
Formal ly ,  however, they endanger the overall unity only in so far as they 
attack its content . For in  themselves they are final itie s  in  reverse , which 
could not exis t  outside a practical mil ieu and without borrowing their 
negative being from the posit ive ends that agents seek to ach ieve.  
However, as we have  seen , the objectification of praxi s  with the 
ensemble of counter-finalities accompanying i t  has the result of 
changing the men who have undertaken it ,  and thereby of deviating i t  
without the knowledge of its agents . Circularity appears here ,  s ince one 
i s  moving from men to their practical field through prax i s ,  only to return 
from the practical field to men and to modified praxi s .  

Now, on th i s  occasion,  the result  of thi s  action of men upon them
se lves via the medi ation of things i s  not j ust  unfore seen,  i t  e scapes the 
very ones who are i ts  v ictims ;  or else , i f  they di scover it , i t  i s  through a 
faint unease and by means of in tel lectual tools that are themselves 
devi ated .  We are at the level  at which prax i s ,  as an immanent l i nk 
between man and things ,  produces i ts  own exteriori ty : i t  has an outer 
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guise a body .  Thi s is what wi l l  al low the c i rcularity prec i sely in so 
far as the ensemble of these unknown modifications i s  reduced to inert 
determinations , strata and structures .  However, as  we have seen ,  the 
agents maintain the uni ty of the action ; they ensure the interiorization of 
the exterior. But that itself transforms them , and within the sti l l  pre
served unity without ever ceasi ng to act and,  perhaps ,  succeed the 
ensemble i s  imperceptibly transformed. After a few turns ,  these men 
have become other men intent on attain ing other objectives  by other 
means yet they do not even know it . Of course ,  I am taking an extreme 
case.  D istant objectives can because of their  very distance remain 
more or les s  unchanged. B ut a swift flash of awareness fac i l i tated by 
certain circumstances :  e . g .  by a generational shift or a too blatant 
contradiction may lead to a rev i sion, and then the dev iation can be 
more or les s  rapid.  Everyth ing depends on the context .  In its essence , 
however, i t  remains the case that the spiral of envelopment manifests an 
alteration of praxi s  through inner and non-conscious reactions .  

Yet thi s  real ity in movement cannot be called practico-inert. What 
characterizes the practico-inert, despite everything, i s  inertia .  Here,  from 
one end to the other, al l  i s  action . In our chosen example ,  al l  is  activ i sm 
and voluntari sm. There i s  not a s ingle one of the secondary and negative 
reactions which does not orig inate from praxi s  and its power of unity. 
Totalization is temporalized preci sely in so far as total ized men are 
temporalized by act ion . Or, if you l ike , the totali zation-of-envelopment, 
which c loses upon agents and the ir  metamorphoses , has as its real 
duration the dialectical temporal i zation of constituted praxi s .  For the 
same reasons ,  you could not speak of alienation . Alienation i s  the theft 
of the act by the outside : I act here , and the action of an other or a 
group over there modifies  the mean ing of my act from without. Here , 
nothing of the k ind. The deteriorat ion comes from the inside . The agent 
and the praxi s  were modified , to be sure , by the practico-inert but in 
immanence : inasmuch as they were working ins ide the practi cal field. 
Final ly ,  let us  not forget that the practico-inert,  through serial alteri ty , 
opens into indetermination and the universal (as undetermined) .  The 
total i zation-of-envelopment, by contrast ,  is  the incarnat ion of History ' s  
factic ity by the facticity of an idiosyncratic (and whol ly determined) • contIngency . 

Indeed , the total ization-of-envelopment represents the moment of 
temporal i zation in which the agent despite h i s  success ( if  he succeeds ) 
or perhaps because of it  loses h imse lf in  the act that produces h im,  
derai l s  him, and dev iates itself through him. Thus i t  i s  the act overflo"ving 
the man that i s  total ized . It retains within it its wastes  and di sas s imi lation 
products , and i f  i t  i s  transformed by them th i s  i s  because i t  has gi ven 
them in and through practical integration · the inner unity that allowed 
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them to become effective .  So although the deviations e scape the agent 
(himself transformed from within) ,  it i s  solely v ia the aspect of practical 
unity that we shall tackle the totalization-of-envelopment in our 
hi storical investigation.  The proof i s  that when it was a matter of 
j udging the measures  taken by Stal in ,  h is  foreign policy , some demon
stration ' or some statement made to the pres s  the action would appear 
to contemporarie s  in the bourgeois  democracies as pure praxis , escaping 
determinations of facticity and internal breakdowns of structure or 
balance .  Western Communists saw there only an objective and rigorous 
response to the spec ific and equally rigorous exigencies of the s ituation. 
Anti -Communists first discerned the 'manoeuvre ' (propaganda for dom
e stic or foreign consumption , etc . ) .  At the same time , in order to be able 
to j udge Stalin more harshly ,  they stripped al l  h is  praxi s  s ince 1 928 of 
the ' pretexts ' of efficacy and necessity . Since 'manoeuvres ' are never 
required (at least in the specific form of their realization) s ince it  was 
possible to halt the ' grain strike ' ,  for instance, without that headlong 
collectivization that pushed the leaders on to the sl ippery s lope of 
repres sion it  was patent that the measure adopted, the agrarian pol icy 
pursued, etc . ,  reflected Stalin ' s  character alone (or the ev i l  nature of the 
Communists) .  Conversely , after having long dec lared the five-year plans  
ineffecti ve for the s imple reason that they did not be lieve in their 
success ,  when it  became necessary to acknowledge the extraordinary 
growth of Soviet industry they h it upon another expedient. Before 1 9 1 4 
(and thi s  i s .  a fact) Russia ' s  industri alization had been growing very 
rapidly . Without the pointles s  October Revolution , i t  would have carried 
on and the growth rate of production , under a capitali st system, would 
have been roughly equal in a given period to the social i st rate , whi le  
nobody would have resorted to coercion . The point i s  not to di scuss  thi s 
futile and baseless  hypothes i s ,  but to indicate its function in the prop
aganda war .  If planning, and the bloody repress ion that accompanied it ,  
led to nothing other than what a peaceful l iberal and bourgeois indus 
trialization would have sufficed to produce ,  social i s t  commandism was 
not even required by the objective to be attained. It was mere ly  the 
systematic appl ication of intellectual theorie s  by a handful of tyrants 
tyrannized by the most tyrannical of all .  Curiously ,  by stripping an 
action of i ts  real efficacy ,  you s imultaneously wipe out the weight of 
things and their adversity-coefficient: the action i s  no longer dominated 
by its own objectification by the inert syntheses that it creates .  
Ineffective and inexpert when i t  was a matter of building a new economy ,  
the Bol sheviks within thi s  perspective had retained an absolute 
effectiveness  when it was a matter of impri soning or exterminating.  The 
more gratuitous  these crimes were , the freer they became. Imagining the 
difficulties of construction , one would at least be at l iberty to ask oneself 
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- in the name of those very difficulties whether measures of generali zed 
repres sion were not going to compromise immediately ( I  am not even 
speaking of long-term dev iations )  the economic growth of the USSR.  If 
at the outset, however,  you consider such growth as assured under any 
system and whatever may be the perspectives ,  you are coming back to 
Plekhanov and turning his  arguments against Marx . The Plekhanovist  
bourgeois  makes the sovereign bodies s imultaneously into p ure ep i 
phenomena ( in  the domain of the economy)  and at the same time into 
criminal and total ly  responsible ( inexcusable) agents on the terrain of the 
repress ive campaigns and the Terror . Ineffective as i t  was , that Terror 
came from them alone . Even w ithout it, the development of the USSR 
was assured .  I t  did not manage even to s low the latter down .  In  one 
domain ,  however, i ts efficacy remained complete : the sovereigns re
created and general ized the forced labour they  were c laiming to abol i sh ,  
and they kil led . These absolute acts all the more free in that they were 
gratuitous were characterized by their  sole efficacy :  destruction . And 
the latter was given, of course, as their objective .  So the B ol shev iks -
different in  thi s  from the industrial bourgeoi s appear as ful ly  responsible 
for the negative and destructive praxi s  imputed to them. The USSR 
appears through the mesh of the ir free activ ities ,  which surround it .  And 
thi s Shirt of Nessus  transparent and corrosive ,  enveloping in a mesh of 
mortal activ it ies that nation independently pursuing its industrial growth 
- i s  precisely the totali ty-of-envelopment, inasmuch as it i s  manifested to 
the anti-Communist  as freedom to do badly . Its immediate character i s  to 
be a practical synthes i s ;  and i nasmuch as the anti-Communis t  discovers 
i t  or thinks to di scover it in  the sufferings undergone within the 
practical field by groups or individual s ,  he deciphers these passions ( in 
the l iteral sense) as referring h im back to the total izing and concrete 
action that provokes them . Thus the common i l lus ion i s  that action as a 
pure force i s  exerc ised upon its field in  the manner of the S toic ' cause ' ,  
without undergoing the counter- shock of the changes it brings to i t .  I t  
can be modified only by itself. And this  control that i t  exerc i se s  upon 
itse lf  in  order to adapt itself to c ircumstances represents the highest 
degree of praxi s ,  s ince it is a practical self-awareness and reflection of 
the act upon itself. * 

B ut thi s  i l lus ion would not even be poss ible , if the investigat ion 

* Th i s  struc ture of the ac t ex i sts,  and w e  have described i t  in relation to group s .  I t  
e x i sts also for the S ta l inist bureaucrat;  i t  is  even fetish ized under the name of sel f-critici s m  
( i . e .  i t  i s  transformed into a synthetic determination of verbal matter and bec omes a thing) . 
B ut even were it to keep al l its transluc idity,  it is  sti l l  not what i s  i n  q uestion . Though 
in terior to the total ization-of-enve lopment, as one of its prac tical  structure s ,  i t  i s  covered 
by the modifications u ndergone by praxis -process .  
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carried out by the anti -Communist  abroad (or h is  adversary the Com
munist)  did not reveal the USSR to him i n  the international practical 
field as pure praxi s  without pas s iv i ty .  Even today , after Stal in ' s  death, 
the sovereign sti l l  reveal s i tself by acts ( internal measures ,  l ike dissolv ing 
the MTS ; measures  vis-a - vis the outside world, l ike the uni lateral 
suspension of atomic tests ;  practical achievements , l ike the launching of 
earth sate l li te s )  which seem separated by obscure periods of gestation. 
This means that the main feature of the total ization-of-envelopment ( in 
the case of dictatorship by a man or a party )  i s  to produce itself above all 

in relation to s i tuated witnesses  as the unity of a praxi s  that i s. 
temporalized. Or, if you l ike ,  that the exteriori ty of prax i s  ( its  exterior
being) i s  hidden within its very transparency .  We have shown how 
practical measures (recourse to bonuses and ' honours ' to st imulate produc
tion) , by transforming the leaders from outside ,  deviated their praxi s  
through the fol lowing di stinction : a chin [rank] had to be re-establ i shed, 
which would ult imately CREATE in  every job an interest to be defended 
for i ts occupant .  Or, if you l ike, the functionary ' s  interest i s  his  own 
a l ienated obj ectification in  the material and honorific advantages of his  
function . For most observers , the stratification and the appearance of 
interests as a repercussion of praxi s  remained inv i s ible .  Communists  saw 
in  the privi leges of the B ureaucracy only the deserved recompense of the 
bureaucrats ' absolute dedication to soc ial ization. Anti -Communists 
argued as though the material interests ex is ted first and the leading 
c ircles  in  the name of these interes ts or, as was u sually c laimed, out of 
se�f- interest had allocated to themselves the l ion ' s  share (had sys tem
atically  diverted the major share of the national income into their  own 
pockets ) .  The activ i st i l lus ion i s  here carried to its climax. It presupposes 
a perenniality of human nature (everyone pursuing their own interests ) ,  
and praxis becomes the instrument of individual selfishness or the 
particulari sm of certain groups .  In other words ,  the ambiguous position 
of this  B ureaucracy which has given itself interests on the basis of its 
absolute dedication to the Cause ,  and found itself ' interested ' even 
before understanding what was happen ing to i t  all van ishes , in  favour 
of a rapacious and logical act iv i ty that inflexibly combines its means 
wi th a v iew to attaining selfish ends , and unfail ingly achieves  i ts goal ; it 
i s  not the practico-inert as being synthetically unified by praxi s  that 
has dev iated the latter by the transformations i t  has caused men to 
undergo , but from the outset or at any rate from the moment the 
objective  poss ibi l i ty for thi s was given i t  was the leaders who (without 
changing themselves : they were already self-in terested) deviated praxi s  
i n  favour of themselves ,  and del iberately  sacrificed the revolutionary 
ideal to their own interests . 

In  order to avoid fal l ing e i ther into thi s  error or into transcendental 
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dogmatism which wi l l  explain the entire evolution of Stalin i sm by de 
situated laws of exteriority we shall say that the totalization-of
envelopment i s  autonomous praxi s  asserting itself as such, inasmuch as i t  
produces ,  undergoes ,  harbours and conceal s its own heteronomy as the 
passive and reactualized unity of its own by-products . In thi s  sense , the 
totalization-of-envelopment reveals itself as a dialectical l ink between 
the intended result  (with its foreseen consequences )  and the unforeseeable 
consequences of that result, ina smuch as its incarnation i n  the total ization 
of the practical field has to condition from afar all the e lements of that 
field, including the agents themselves .  It alone allows in  the 
temporalized spiral interpretation by one another of, on the one hand, 
the practical organization of sovere ignty as a function of the emergency 
and, on the other (v ia  a backlash) ,  the appearance of a proces s  of 
stratification borrowing its synthetic unity , i ts orientation and its counter
finality from action itself, and being produced at the heart of the latter as 
the actual waste-product of its temporalization . So we see forming as 
the interior exteriority of a vast common undertaking,  as a function of it ,  
and in the guise of its proj ection into the inert a vast society-object, 
which wil l  be simultaneous ly  an inert movement of industrial growth 
and, in  its own structure , a soc ial ensemble defined by the separation of 
ownership and sovereignty . B ut we should lose the guiding thread of thi s  
i nvestigation if we did not see that it i s  the undertaking itself in its  
calculated responses to the v i tal questions posed by the practical field -
that produces itself and instrumentalizes itself as this society-object .  
More precisely sti l l ,  if we do not  understand that the s ignification of this 
society i s  that undertaking as praxi s-proces s  (as we attempted to show 
earl ier) , j u st as this society which makes its necess i ty w ith action 
retaining the practico- inert within i t  i s  the destiny of this undertaking. 

Taken on its own, society would be a matter for sociology : you would 
l ink inert syntheses together unities  without unity and sometimes 
growth would lead to stratification , sometimes stratification to growth , 
and sometimes they would lead to one another, depending on the 
soc iologi st. B ut the actual s ign ification of a unitary phenomenon l ike an 
e lement of growth, or a determination of social morphology,  must 
radical ly e scape sociology , s ince  this  s ign ification necessarily refers 
back to the very source of the inert unity which can only be action .  The 
soc iologist i n  thi s  case i s  l ike a man present at a game of bridge , who 
thinks he can con struct an absolutely objective  account by confin ing 
himself to describing the movement of the cards ,  thei r  success ive pos i 
tions , the dealing of the packs , their sudden reassembly and then their 
fresh  div i s ion , w ithout ever mentioning either the presence of the players 
(with their eyes which see,  their  hands which p ick up) or the rules of the 
game (leav ing to future sociologists after a proliferation of mono-
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graphic works on the shifting movements of playing-cards on so-called 
bridge tables the task of reconstituting these rules by a bold , d isputable 
and at all  events di sputed proces s  of deduction,  which, moreover, would 
e stablish them as a kind of natural law : i . e .  in exteriority ) .  

Conversely , however, if we were to consider prax is -proces s  l ike the 
Stoic ' cause ' ,  we should fal l  into the error of Stalinism,  which never 
knew itself as it was because it saw i tself as a bodi less  activ ity . That kind 
of ideal ism was not direct it had come from the situation.  Objectivity -
i .e .  for the leaders the practico- inert in the field was thei r  raw material ; 
or, if you l ike , the object upon which their efficacy was exerc ised. B ut as 
a result i t  fel l  outside prax i s ,  which was nothing other than the synthetic 
and practical bringing into contact (through modification of the e lements 
of the field) of men , instruments and obj ects that until then had had no 
concrete contact .  That bringing into contact itself (construction of a 
rai lway ,  for example) was defined on the bas i s  of objective resources 
and ex igencies as  the maximum (exactly calculated) of what could be 
done within the overall perspective ( i tself governed by common objectives  
and the field as a whole) .  Praxi s  as a response discovered in objectivity ,  
and as an economic calculus of obj ective poss ibles could thu s  be 
known as an object only  in i ts objectification : i . e .  in i ts  result .  And, to be 
sure, mistakes could be made . But these ei ther had their  origin in our 
nothingness  (haste , lack of understanding , l ightmindednes s ,  indolence , 
etc . )  or e lse they were bogus  mistakes ,  hiding a counter-revolutionary act 
of sabotage . They could be e l iminated by negation of the negation • 
(coercion ) .  B ut when a ful ly  pos i tive operation had been objectified in i ts  
result ,  the latter was nothing more and nothing less  than the realization 
of the requi si te ex igency w ith the means available . Therein lay all the 
S talinist  optimism:  the constructors e scaped the consequences of the 
construction, the construction was in conformity w ith the objectives  of 
the constructors . To be sure , the latter made themselves as they made 
things :  but by making the right thing, they made themse lves in the right 
way .  And when Stalin dec lared that History was a science , he meant that 
S talinist soc iety had no hi story ( in  the sense in which , prec i sely ,  History 
i s  also dest iny) . The S tal inist  made History , but History did not make 
him. He foresaw deeds and reactions on the bas i s  of rigorous  arguments , 
but he was outside the domain in which Marx i sm applied.  He could be 
neither an object for a Marxist interpretation nor foreseeable as an 
object .  He was a subject of History,  and governed it as he l iked .  The 
cri s i s  of Marx i sm came partly from that : a bound ensemble of social i s t  
nations escaped Hi story at the heart of Hi story , s ince they claimed to 
make it  without undergoing i t ;  and since Marxi sm (theoretico-practical) 
was obliged to i nterpret theoretical ly  the bourgeois democrac ies ,  and to 
justify practically (at the cost of what deformations ! )  the activ i ties of the 



244 B O O K  I I I  

Soviet leaders . In  short, Stal in i st praxi s did not seek to assume its 
exteriority , and for that very reason lapsed into blindness : self-awareness 
was  what it  had to deny i tself. So  its attitude towards History , in the 
totalization-of-envelopment, became an integral part of i ts hi storic des 
t iny : i .e .  of the being that the act had given it . 

The movement of circularity allows one , by contrast ,  to pas s  con
t inuously from being (as sustained and produced by the act)  to the act (as 
express ing i ts  being by the very transcendence that preserves  as it 
negates it) . And it i s  precisely thi s  perpetual passage in  the temporal 
spiral from the being of the act to the act of being, from the practical 
s ignification of destiny to the destiny of praxi s ;  i t  i s  the imposs ibi l i ty of 
considering for an instant the structured ensemble as a pass ive object,  
w i thout at once rediscovering the group or groups as organizing them
selves  for and through the undertaking; it i s  the impossibi l i ty of total izing 
the res ults of action, without being referred back by these very results to 
their resu l ts at the heart of the practical temporal ization sedimentations , 
deposi ts ,  concretions ,  s trata , deviations ;  i t  i s  that perpetual necess ity to 
c l imb to the apex of sovereignty , only to descend again to the base : it i s  
a l l  of the se which constitute at once the mode of knowledge appropriate 
to the total ization-of-envelopment and the type of objective reality that 
defines it .  

In  a certain way ,  it reali ze s  in  practice the objectives  of the agents  (the 
leaders and the others ) ;  in  another way ,  i t  transforms them into other 
men d iscovering other res ults , but bel ieving they have attained their 
goals s ince they have transformed themselves  at the same time as these . 
I n  short, men reali ze themselves by obj ectify ing themselve s ,  and this 
obj ectification alters them (of course,  in the abstract hypothes is  of a 
complete totalization , one not capped by other syntheses  coming from 
e l se where) . B ut as the alteration comes precise ly  from the realization,  
and s ince the real i zation i s  altered in success ,  between s ignification and 
destiny  a rel ation of deep intel l igibi l i ty i s  revealed . Thi s  particular 
s i gnification had to produce thi s  destiny : the l atter i s  already found in  it 
as  i t s  future being , through i t s  present relations with the practico- inert; 
and the destiny realized i s  the s ignification of this  s ignification in the 
sense in which the objectified result represents projected into the 
practico-inert the l imitation and deviation that this  s ignification had to 
g ive  i tself, through the very praxi s  that real ized it . One can c learly see , 
for example ,  the link between th is society -object ( Stal in i s t  society) and 
th is prax i s  of planned and accelerated growth in th is underdeveloped 
soci ety ; and , equally wel l ,  the relation l inking the past transcended and 
pre served in  praxi s  to the objectification of the latter as an inert synthes is  
i n  B eing :  i . e .  in materiality , or which comes to the same thing i n  the 
past .  Between the becoming-past of the act and the becoming-act  (or 
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inert structure of the act) of the past ,  there i s  a rec iproc ity of perspecti ves ;  
as  there i s  between the sovereign-indiv idual pivot of praxi s  and the 
dev iation undergone ; of s ignification and destiny  and the bogus unity 
given by his common in teriorization to inert and practical ensembles :  i . e .  
to workers undergoing their condition and producing (by realizing the 
latter prec isely through transcending it) thei r  equipment and their means 
of subsistence .  -

From thi s  standpoint, the totali zation i s  real ly exhaustive .  Thi s  should 
be taken to mean that it i s  not the abstract interp lay of a formal 
s ignificat ion and a very general destiny : i t  l eaves  no e lement of the 
practical field (men, things ,  praxi s ,  practico-inert, series ,  groups ,  
indiv idual s )  outside it ,  and thi s  for the reason that i t  i s  produced by all .  
Planning , as a determination of the rul ing prax i s ,  wi l l  remain j ust a 
dream if all the workers w i ll ingly or under constraint  do not 
contribute to real i zing the Plan . Conversely ,  however, it  i s  inasmuch as 
these men endure in serial impotence (or for others who are activ ists -
in  enthusiasm) pressures that transform them, and social reorgan izations 
that strip them of any power and re-create h ierarchies , only to be v ictims 
in  the end of a systematic enterprise of ' pos se ss ion ' by the sovereign
individual ; it  i s  in  so far as peasant revolts and the repress ion of these 
create that new man,  at once loyal is t  and separatist, repre sented by the 
kolkhoz worker :  i t  i s  to that  extent,  in  short, that thi s  society -object (with 
i ts  oppositionists ,  i ts supporters and its neutrals ;  with i ts  hierarchy , its 
astoni shing elan and its inertia; with its relations of production, its • 
relationships between rulers and ruled, i ts  ' infrastructure ' and its ' super-
structures '  * ) has a reality, a practical efficacy,  an idiosyncrasy ,  a 
concrete wealth and a future. If we were to remain at the level  of abstract 
structures and objectives ,  we should merely find ourselves  back with 
sociology . 

* I am using these te rm s prov i sion al ly .  We shall see l ater on whether it is useful  to 
keep them , or whether the perspective of c irc ularity does not remove all  s ignificati on from 
them.63 

6 3  S artre was not , in fac t, te return to th i s  problem in the present work . B ut it may be 
interesting in this c onnection to read his  1 966 Cahiers de Philosophie interv iew on 
anthropology , in  S ituations IX. 
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O W E V E R ,  let us  not now lapse into hyper-organicism. No supra
human synthes i s  i s  being real ized here .  Every one of the men who, 

in  their very movement, formed Russia as a soc ial ization in progres s  
remained a free practical organism,  transcending the circumstances that 
had produced him ,  even if only  to al ienate himself in  the practico-inert 
or to integrate himself into some group in  the form of a common 
indiv idual . Unity came s imply from three factors . 

1 .  The first i s  that the rul ing praxis  was real , material and coercive,  
based on a party and a pol ice apparatus that gave it  i ts  true weight .  Orders 
were not mere verbal determinations ,  graceful ly interiorized by those who 
received them. And unity was not that of the ' kingdom of ends ' ,  or the unity 
which ideali sm terms a mutual agreement of minds : it cons i sted in an 
integration obtained by a labour by the pretty disgusting labour that cops 
execute upon suspects ( i . e .  everybody) in a dictatorship (even a soc ial ist  
one) . But i t  real ly was a labour. Tracking down , arresting,  dragging off to 
prison, beating or j ust watching,  fol lowing , searching al l th is  was 
energy expended. And the blows or the years of impri sonment , the l ife in  
the camps those were real results , and there was a labour on the sufferer ' s  
part to reabsorb them as submiss ion . In so far as thi s  twofold labour aimed 
to reduce oppos i tion,  moreover, it operated with in the broader framework 
of the labour of the regime ' s  supporters , who sought to preserve its unity 
and (while producing in accordance with the dynamic unity of the P lan )  
exerci sed their control and cen sorsh ip really upon each other and each 
upon himself. Thus prax i s  was maintained by a labour of integration that 
was exerc i sed constantly and was a material action by man upon man ,  
provoking in the l abourer an expenditure of energy and in  the sufferer 
organ ic modifications .  The unity of prax i s  was thus  a material production 
of men at work (and tak ing themselves  as an object of their work) . I t  was not 
a spontaneous unity , but estab l i shed .  I t  wa� even that un i ty (anyway in 

246 
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progress and never completed) as an ontological real ity of the common 
praxis constituting,  if you l ike , the first appearance of the inert at the heart 
of total ization . And when I say ' firs t ' ,  I mean only to mention the 
fundamental and logical priority of the abstract framework within which 
pass ive syntheses were inscribed .  

2 .  On the other hand ,  the creation by coerc i  ve force and by al l forms 
of labour of a sovereign unity i . e .  an ins titutional and practical 
relationship between the sovereign and the practical field transformed 
for everyone the mil ieu  of his  l ife into a spatio-temporal determination 
of the sacred field of the sovereign-Other; and s imultaneously constituted 
the field of the indiv idual  and sub-group as v irtually coinciding with the 
field of sovere ignty ( inasmuch as everyone was himself, and inasmuch as 
he was the Other i . e .  Stalin a mystifying unity situated at the infinity 
of al l serial i ties :  but this d ialectic cannot be developed here it  would 
take us  too far) . It i s  not a question here ,  of course , of ' subjective ' 
determinat ions . Very really and very objectively in the field of 
sovere ign total ization and v ia the mediation of the sovere ign (Le .  v ia 
admini strative and pol ice apparatuses or propaganda organs ,  etc . )  
nothing could be produced any�vhere without provoking everywhere, 
from far away and without any practical relation hav ing exi s ted prior to 
thi s  influence, an inner modification of all human facts (from the organic 
and constituent prax i s  of that person to the practico- inert) . The logical 
foundation of that poss ibi l i ty ,  of course , was the formal rec iproc ity that 
l inks anyon� to anyone (as I establ ished at the appropriate point) .  Every 
man is  l inked to every man , even if they are unknown to one another, by 
a reciprocal bond of immanence. B ut th i s  fundamental bond i s  entirely 
undetermined as much in i ts  content as in  i ts s ign (pos i  ti ve or negati ve)  
or spec ific ten sion (strength of the bond of sol idarity or antagoni sm) . 
Thi s indetermination of realit ies in constant readiness to be actual ized 
(what at a first encoun ter, for example, i s  called a ' mutual l ik ing '  or a 
' mutual antipathy ' )  reveals through this  new knowledge the re l ationship 
of two persons as having always existed .64 B y  the judgement ' I don ' t  
l ike him ' ,  generally unmotivated , each aims at the other in  his  total ized 
past ,  and in hi s future conce ived as repetition . And precisely in so doing,  
he i s  determined in the same way. ' From the day of h i s  birth until the 
day of his  death , thi s i ndiv idual  i s  made to be di sliked (or l iked) by that 
one ' gives way to an even more rigorous and objective determination , 
beneath the unifying and sovere ign action . This  i s  fundamental in the 
fie ld , inasmuch as it  everywhere marks the objective paths of immanent 
relations .  B ut the concrete un ification of the field ,  through this  infinity of 

64 . Critiqu e ,  vol 1 ,  p. l 09 
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infini ties of paths , produces every singular modification as having to 
affect all the occupants of the fie ld (men and things ,  men via the 
mediation of things , things v ia the mediation of men) through the 
actualization of certain of these paths .  

In that sense , rec iprocity is  a relational milieu (l ike geometric space) 
in which the act,  by its very movement, creates thoroughfares .  To take 
things at the level of the most abstract significations , stat istical data on 
individuals ' standard of l iv ing do not have the same meaning at all if one 
tries to e stabl ish them (which i s ,  as everyone knows ,  very hard if not 
practically impossible for want of a real term of comparison) for an 
ensemble made up of different peoples (the ' underdeveloped countries ' ,  
Europe , or the entire popUlation of the Globe) as they do in relation to 
the USSR.  We shal l see what they s ignify in the former case : 65 but i t  i s  
immediately comprehensible prec isely because of the difficu lty of 
finding the common denominator between men whose way s  of l i v ing are 
extremely different that quantitative relations should be establi shed in 
exteriority , and on the basi s  of a certain character ( apparent  or profound, 
provi s ional or definitive : we shall have to ask ourselves  thi s )  of di spersion 
and detotal ization. Whereas , in the case of the USSR,  the quantitative 
appears against  a background of unity and prepares the unity of a 
sovereign deci s ion and its appl ication . Each person ' s  standard of l iving 
conditions the production of al l .  So  each person i s  determined by all in 
the very perspective of the praxi s  of socialization . In  that sense,  the 
averages are true . Of course ,  they do not y ield the concrete individual , 
and depending on the information available to them they sometimes 
do not take sufficient account of regional differences .  What then? That 
means that other averages should be taken, nothing more . The s tandard 
of living at the regional level (even taking account of social categories) 
i s  no closer to the indiv idual case : i t  gives a better account of structures ,  
that i s  all .  But that typical living-standard which i s  nobody ' s  i s  in  
fact that of each indiv idual and of everybody . B efore knowing the 
averages calculated (which they w il l  perhaps never know) ,  all workers 
have realized for themselves a kind of average . Disadvantaged in relation 
to certain social s trata which they envy,  and in  relation to which they 
define their own purchasing power and the possibil i t ies refused to them -
they are priv ileged in relation to other milieux (albeit very s l ightly) ,  on 
whom they are dependent (for production) and w hose desti tution alarms 
them . [The salary of the individual] 66 priv ileged and disadvantaged all 

65 . S artre was not to return to the problems of total ization at the level of world hi story . 
66.  S artre ' s manuscript had :  ' Privi leged and dis adv antaged all  at once , oppressed [ . . .  ] ,  

the salary of the individual . "  ' 
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at once,  oppres sed by some and subordinate to others marks the 
latter ' s  objectiv ity at the heart of totalization :  the synthetic ensemble of 
h i s  powers and obligations , inasmuch as they are determined on the 
basi s  of Others . The relationship between his  l iv ing-standard and that of 
the social categories immediately above and immediately below defines 
for him at once the real re lation of his objective existence to that of 
Others (through the wage , the sovereign determines for each person the 
qualification of hi s labour : i . e .  turns his profess ional abi l ity in such and 
such a job into a quality -val ue )  and his opportunities for maintaining 
his  integration into the common praxi s  (directly , and above all  through 
his  relation to the less  advantaged, since it i s  u l timately thi s  relation 
that objective ly  decides his  attitude towards them if they carry on 
pas sive res istance or rebel openl y :  for if the gap between their standard 
of l iv ing and his  own i s  narrower than it i s  between h is  standard of 
l iv ing and that of the closest people with priv i leges  over h im and, of 
course,  in the absence of any other factor then he can reveal himself 
objective ly  as ' one of them ' ;  while in the oppos i te event, in  solidarity 
w ith the closest people w ith priv ileges , he wi l l  be simultaneous ly against  
them and subordinate to them and the more against them, the more 
answerable  to them he i s  and the more h i s  own wage , tied to his  
production , depends upon the ir labour) . B y  thi s  means ,  the wage of 
Others constantly enters his own wage ,  and can even through the 
unrest  provoked by its inadequacy reduce the purchasing power of the 
i ndividual under consideration without affecting h is  nominal wage.  Thu s  • 
the misery of a particular agricultural province i s  directly contained in  
his  purchasing power (in h i s  real wage) as a threat as the fragility of 
his l iving-standard while the privi leges granted to others are also to 
be found in the immanent determination of that l iv ing-standard, as i ts 
unjustifiability .  The demand (even implicit ; even unknown to himself) 
that privi leges should be reduced to a minimum i s  joined w ith this  other 
demand:  ' My suppliers [of raw materials or food products ] must have 
enough to fi l l  their be l l ies ' ;  and to thi s  third : ' My standard of l iving 
must be rai sed ' (numerous inquiries have shown in the West, it i s  
true , but the fact i s  not dependent on the system that everyone , 
whatever h i s  material situation and the radical i sm of his  social and 
political att itudes ,  demands an increase in  his  real wage vary ing between 25 and 3 3  per cent; thi s  constant and immediate claim can naturally be 
more unyielding or les s  so ,  depending on l iv ing conditions ) .  And the 
unity of the three demands tends  in  itself to e stablish a kind of unified 
wage , which would bring some down to a s l ightly lower l iv ing-standard 
i n  order to rai se  the others to a higher leve l .  The unity of thi s ideal 
wage i s  preci sely the womb in whose unity stati stical assessments of 
the real wage are produced. 
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Furthermore, the functionary himself without giv ing up h i s  priv i leges  
- sees wages (as a share of national income strictly  defined by the Plan) 
as hav ing to be fixed , taking account both of the ' voluntaris t '  hierarchy 
that has forged him and that he represents and of an adj ustment of 
l iv ing-standards (by rais ing the lowest and freezing the highest ;  by an 
authoritarian lowering of all prices ;  etc . )  such that nobody can be 
rendered incapable of working,  by malnutrition or s ickness .  That propa
ganda poster the Poles saw on the walls one day (at which they had a 
good laugh ,  and which was indeed laughable as a sign of the elimination 
of men by objects) ' Tuberculos i s  Holds B ack Production ' manifests 
at once a thoroughgoing ideal ist  aberration and, in spite of everything , 
the exigency of a certain equal ity of condi tions (which does  not mean i t  
can be achieved), in  the name prec isely of production . One privilege ,  at  
least, should not be reserved for the ruling bureaucracy :  to be exempt 
from tuberculos is .  If the Tuberculosis campaign could be brought off, 
the miner would be made equal to the minis ter at least in  thi s  particular 
respect. Prec i sely,  however, in thi s  movement of internal reorganization 
of conditions ( if  not through wages ,  at least as in the Pol i sh example -
through increased social services) ,  the moment of stati s tics i s  indispens 
able ; and it reveals the synthetic unity of the practico-inert, inasmuch as 
this  i s  maintained, forged and to a variable degree liquidated by praxis . 
The unity of averages in a people ' s  democracy or the US SR is  the 
inner unity of exteriori ty , inasmuch as i t  i s  produced and reunited by  
praxi s .  If  the di spersion of indiv idual cases of i l lness can be grouped into 
regions  and localized according to job, housing and social category , etc . ,  
that is  because already the sovereign praxi s  has defined its own 
objectives .  It a lready defines i tself by the obligation to improve conditions 
in the regions (before even knowing these ,  though a pre-statistical 
knowledge actual ly  al lows it to determine them by and large) ;  to devote 
a larger share of income to building houses , clinics, etc . ;  to struggle in  
the factories themselves against the counter-finalities of certain jobs and 
the occupational i l lnesses caused by them ; lastl y  to the extent that thi s  
is  possible to rai se in  one way or another the l iv ing-standard of those 
social categories where the scourge is  most v irulent .  Thus statistics are 
merely exteriori ty itself (at least ,  i n  the case of the sovereign-individual ) 
being revealed through the interiority of praxis as itself constituted by 
relations of i nteriority between men and things ,  or between men via its 
mediation. It di scloses the practico-inert outcome at the heart of praxi s 
as the outcome of a unitary practice ,  and as a product of di sassimilation 
which reveals itself in  the perspective of an already constituted under
taking that aims  to di ssolve i t .  

But  synthetic inter-conditionings are not confined to big events that 
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can be measured .  * The appearance or disappearance of a group modifies 
the deep reality of any individual, even one s i tuated outs ide this  com
munity . An inte l lectual work published in  certain circumstances albei t  
devoted to relatively non-current questions such as the hi story of the 
Tsars , or to giv ing an account of sc ientific experiments without any 
prospect of immediate practical application sees its inner meaning 
transformed to the point of changing i ts  author i nto a counter
revolutionary or an opposi tionis t  (hence ,  a traitor) , for the sole reason 
that circumstances have changed and he i s  changed by them. Some 
historical work exalting the ' spontaneous '  res is tance the Russian people 
put up against  Napoleon during the Russ ian Campaign might be extolled 
in 1 930 :  i t  helped to glorify the popular epic , attributing to the people 
the merit that Tsarist his torians used to c laim for the feudal armies ;  i t  
was i n  l ine with the national is t  particularism of socialization; and in the 
event of war,  i t  offered a model to the peasants .  Fifteen years later, 
however, in another practical concretion , i t  received from outside 
another signification . Distrust of popular spontaneity was at its peak, the 
hierarchical system had become ossified and the cult of personali ty was 
being maintained by every means .  The official version of the 1 940 war 
was as follows :  i t  had been won by the Russ ian Army under Stalin ' s  
leadership. The Russian Army was its soldiers , to be sure ,  but only 
inasmuch as they were led by their officers . Even if honour was accorded 
to the Res i s tance and the activ ity of partisan s  behind enemy l ines,  i t  
went without saying that the heroic peasants waging that terrible s truggle 
were inspired and led by the Party . Fadeyev was obliged to correct  h i s  
work The Young Guard, because he had not taken sufficient account of 
the role played by the Party . What was at stake, i n  that moment of 
exacerbated S tal inism, was exactly thi s :  any regroupment of the masses 
not carried out under the guidance of the established cadres ,  be i t  even to 
defend the regime, was seen as counter-revolutionary or at all events 
dangerous . On that bas is ,  the work extolled fifteen years earlier -
received a subversive content.  And, let us be clear , it  received it objectively .  
First, by v irtue of the very hosti l ity that its republication would arouse 
among the bureaucrats and in part of the working popUlation ( the part that 
had ral l ied totall y  to the regime and would see its obedience challenged) . 
Secondly ,  because for other c i rc les i t  would represent precisely an 
element of demystification and perhaps regroupment. 

Let me be wel l  unders tood. This description of the dev iation of the 

* I c all tuberc ulosi s an event and n ot a state of the society under consideration, i n  so 
far as the l atter stri ves to reduce it  and s ucceeds - albeit to a min imal exten t  - rather than 
enduring i t  as an i nert burden . 
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meaning of a work through the deviation of common praxi s  i s  a s imple 
description of the data yie lded by dialectical investigation . By no means 
does it imply political and moral approval  suppressing any even retro
spective freedom of express ion, in that ultimately the work was 
banned and i t s  author forced to make self-criticism prec isely in so far as 
it might contribute to a new awareness and a correction of the dev iated 
action. B ut our problem is  purely formal , and we must recognize that the 
s ignification of the work had really changed, for the s imple reason that 
its relation to current real i ty had been modified through modifications to 
that reality i tself. It was the other term that was transformed . B ut as the 
work a past and (in this strict sense) inert determination of culture -
did not change, the relation altered.  If this  work (like Soviet 
encyclopaedias , or offic ial h istories of the Bolshev ik Party) could have 
been continually touched up, by the mere fact of its constantly checked 
adaptation to the synthetic mil ieu and its transformations i t  would have 
remained the same,  i n  so far as i t  would have become other. This means 
that its l iv ing relation to the Soviet reader (as a relation of univocal 
immanence and quasi-reciprocity)  would have remained constant, in 
proportion as i t  moved away from its absolute meaning : i .e .  from the 
meaning that had been establ ished at the moment of publication , through 
the dialectical interaction between the author ' s intentions and the exigen
cies of hi s audience .  In  so far, however, as i t  persevered in i ts cultural 
being , the readers condemned it ,  cons idering that they had been misled 
by sham appearances when they had approved it .  For we have seen that 
at the same time as action dev iate s ,  i t  loses any chance of knowing its 
deviation.  So it  was not Sov iet society that could assess i ts own drift in 
relation to its 1 925 reality or rather, it assessed that drift inasmuch as it 
appeared to be that of the book itself. 

For the same reason, all condemnations are retrospective . Even if i t  i s  
a recent act which i s  the object of the sanction , the grounds seek out past 
- hence, inert acts that the practical drift, inasmuch as it i s  unconscious , 
has constituted as culpable . From thi s  standpoint, I cannot refrain from 
citing the example of an incident that occurred in the USA, and that I 
came to know about (even though our inquiry i s  devoted solely to the 
USSR) .  For in the first place , we shall thu s  be able to glimpse that this  
type of refringence of the practical milieu i s  encountered in all societies ,  
albeit  in  obviously differing forms .  And secondly ,  the case was absolutely 
typical . It involved a public official who was seriously harassed in 1 95 2  
because he had sQouted ' Long Live Russia ' some ten years earlier, when 
Field-Marshal Paulus  surrendered at Stalingrad . It was of no avai l for 
him to point out to the investigators and h i s  superiors that the USSR had 
then been an ally of the United States .  The others , as may be imagined, 
had not forgotten thi s .  They had merely not, jar their part, shouted 
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' Long Live Rus sia ' on that day neither had anybody they had ever heard 
of. So the exi stence in the past of that differential ( in significant at the time 
when it  appeared : people would  have called it exuberance, or perhaps  -
wi thout real anger progress ive sympathies)  became,  through the practical 
mil ieu of 1 95 2 ,  the proof that the individual in question had long been an 
other, an enclave wi thin the nation.  

As may easi ly  be surmised, integration of the US SR by the praxis  of 
social ization could only exaggerate that tendency of the past to make 
i tself the denouncer of the present. Some person who had been arrested 
for his  l inks  w ith the opposition between 1 927 and 1 930 ,  but soon 
released, would often be arrested ten years l ater on the same grounds -
and thi s  time executed. This i s  because,  at the fluid moment when 
tendencies had been c lashing and the rivals (al l  of them, and each for the 
other) had incarnated in  a certain way the unity of communist  praxi s ,  the 
fault ascribed to the accused man had been venial : he had made a mistake , 
he had let himself be seduced by an unviable programme or specious 
propaganda, but how could that l apse  ally him w ith counter-revolution , 
s ince the defeated leaders the Right and Left oppos i tioni sts were 
sti l l  Communists ,  who were seriously mistaken but not counter
revolutionaries?  Ten years later, the exi led Trotsky was objectively and 
subjectively a traitor for the Soviets . The Right oppositioni s ts had been 
executed or else ,  like Bukharin,  they had admitted their crimes .  Ever 
closer integration around the sovere ign-individual ; oppre ss ion of the 
workers ; Terror rebounding even on the B ureaucracy ;  the threat of war -
all these contributed to the radicalization of grievances .  B ut i f  Trotsky 
was a traitor, if  he had been preparing his  criminal actions s ince the death 
of Lenin ,  his  supposed former ' all ies ' had in  reality been h i s  accomplices 
and their so-cal led l ightmindednes s  became in fact a treason . Of course ,  i t  
wi l l  be said that this  i s  not true.  Even if  Trotsky ' s treason were to be 
admitted, in l ine with the S talini st propaganda, that would not necessari ly  
imply the culpabi l i ty of his  all ies  in 1 927.  Mistakes can be made in good 
faith . By  thi s  very judgement, however, we are s ignalling that our degree 
of integration into praxis  i s  at the very least much lower that that of the 
Sov iet functionary or activi st .  Because  of the emergency , he defines his  
acts by their practical outcome they wil l  be positive or negative and 
deliberately  confuses  their global s ign ification w ith their intention . In a 
sense,  as we saw in The Problem of Method, this  attitude i s  correct (more 
than ours , which remains ideal i st) on condition that the act i s  v iewed in 
its multidimensional objectiv i ty , or if you l ike at all the levels of its 
relations with the social ensemble and with groups  and individual s .67 B ut 

67 . The Problem of Method, p 98 ,  n . 1 
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since the only practical aim was to construct, the Stalinist apparatus -
o ssified round its priv ileges and identify ing with construction never 
v iewed the act other than in its relations with the sovereign ( seen as a 
mere faceles s  force) . On thi s bas i s ,  that sovereign bureaucracy which 
sought to change men by acting upon the material  conditions of their 
l ives coul d  not even conceive that the guilty might change, or adapt. It 
endowed them with an immutable -being , because it grasped them on the 
bas is  of its own oss ification : i . e .  its alienation from the interests it had 
given itsel f. So what changed in the past of Sov iet individuals was not 
j ust the material  fact (the all iance with the oppositionist  becoming 
complicity with the traitor) but through bureaucratic changes  the way 
of evaluating them (rejection of nuances : complicity became immutable , 
the di stant past always had more importance than the present or, if you 
l ike, the immediate past) . Whatever the individual ' s  recent service record 
might be, moreover, i t  would be interpreted on the basis of h i s  old errors . 
If he had been successfu l  in  the post to which he had been appointed 
between two purges ,  this  meant that he was seeking to evade the v igilance 
of the apparatus .  How should the sti l l  fluid ensemble of hi s present 
undertakings weigh in the balance ,  as compared with the v ast monolithic 
block of the old error? 

B y  being interiorized, thi s  way of judging of judging oneself ended 
up making Stalinist man into an extraordinary contradiction . He was 
wholly thrown forward like a bridge towards the social i s t  future , and at 
the same time he remained indefinitely  what he was . His past,  against all 
experience , became his  unalterable law. For everyone was modified , 
even in his  self-awareness , by a b ureaucratic ossification that inasmuch 
as he was not a bureaucrat was not produced directly w ithin him, but -
inasmuch as  he was l inked to the Bureaucracy ,  at least by the immanent 
relation of obedience determined h im from afar, whether he modified 
himself to adapt to the modi fication of the other term and preserve the 
inner relationship that united them (command-obedience) or did not 
manage to modify h imself and appeared in society itself as drifting 
beneath the weight of h i s  o ld actions : i . e .  as suspect .  In the former case , 
the induced transformation was absolute, the identity relative to the 
system in which he was s ituated. In the latter case , the transformation 
was graspable only in and by the change in the system (and its 
unawarenes s  of changing) ,  so it would be termed relative ;  on the other 
hand, to assert that identity remained absolute it  was necessary oneself to 
be s ituated outside the system .  In conclusion , therefore , it was merely a 
matter of different reference points . If one v iews things in th i s  way , it i s  
eas i ly  understandable that the members of the system in  evolution should 
reasonably be able to reverse the terms ,  treating as an absolute what we 
term relative (and v ice versa ) .  It goes wi thout saying, of course , that on 
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thi s  bas is a dialectic at once s ingular and polarized by the orientated 
temporalization of everything is es tabli shed, in every group and every 
indiv idual, between the absolute and the rel ative (whatever definition 
may be given of each of these) ; and thi s dialectic has to determine from 
afar certain transformations in  other social categories .  

I think i t  i s  worth recalling, to conclude thi s  section , that action from 
afar and via  the mediation of the relation of immanence must be 
distinguished radically from all forms of direct activity of men upon 
things or upon other men. 68 For it i s  a matter of a supplementary 
outcome of the sovereign praxi s  of integration , rather than ordinary 
practices (orders , obedience,  constraints , indoctrination , explanations ,  
distribution of tasks ,  divi sion of labour as a function of the exigencies of 
material and equipment, profess ional activi ties ,  etc . ) .  The totalization-of
envelopment at least at the level at which we are considering it :  i . e .  on 
the supposition of maximum integration produces itself as a unity of 
astringency in  the mil ieu in which indiv iduals live ( i . e .  in  the practical 
field such as the sovereign has defined it ,  and such as it  has defined the 
sovereign).  And its dialectical law perfectly intell igible ,  moreover, 
since i t  i s  quite s imply the relationship between a totality in the process 
of being accomplished and its parts , and mutually between its parts v ia  
the intermediary of the totality demands that every determination of 
the practical temporalization , wherever it may take place , be actualized 
as a determination in  interiority by all the elements participating in thi s  
temporalization . I t  must be added, however, that certain type s of  internal 
activ ity above all in  struggle can utilize this law to transform an 
individual or group without seeming to touch them. For example, a 
regroupment elsewhere of certain ensembles i s  enough to fill  a restricted 
community with inefficacy :  to make it ,  despite itself, s l ip to the Far Left 
or the Far Right. On other occasions ,  provoking the disappearance of the 
most left-wing group has been enough to oblige the adjacent group to 
take on its role,  despite itself (th i s  misadventure happened, as i s  well 
known, to Chaumette and Hebert after the arrest  of Roux and Varlet) .69 
But thi s  more or les s  pragmatic use of the rule of totalization can in 
any case appear only in the polarized mil ieu , and following integration 
(although it can, subsequently ,  intensify the latter) . 

3 .  The third factor of totaliz ing unity i s  incarnation . By thi s  I no 
longer mean the incarnation of the summit i . e .  the sovereign but 

68 . Critique , vol.  1 ,  pp.664-5 . 
6 9 .  The Hebertists, of course, hav ing helped to eliminate the Enrages (Roux, Varlet),  

adopted their programme and were themselve s  condemned to death by the Revolutionary 
Tribunal in 1 794 . 
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s imply ,  at all  levels ,  the retotalization of the totalization-of-envelopment 
by every event, every praxi s  and every particular hexis . I shall not come 
back to thi s ,  s ince I have already spoken about it .  I just want to note a 
few of its features ,  inasmuch as it occurs in the polarized mil ieu of 
spatial izing-temporalization. In so far as the unity of the drama, for the 
individual , implies the diversity of levels at which i t  i s  played, and in so 
far as every aspect of behaviour can be considered at once as referring to 
the organic totality ( i .e .  to the ensemble of significations of the whole 
person) and as incarnating in  a particular mi l ieu  defined by its 
astringency and its degree of explicitness , involution (or display) ,  v iol
ence and radicali sm,  etc .  that same free totali ty of the practical  
organism,  to that extent the s ingular incarnations of the totality-of
envelopment are rigorously grounded. I have shown elsewhere how the 
intrusion of adults into the moral life of an adole scent can be felt 
ethically as a condemnation and as an inj ustice, but l ived sexually as a 
rape. 70 Sexuality ,  here, radicalizes s imply because it has to grasp all 
conflicts as a confrontation of bodie s  by desire .  So in so far as this  
intrusion must be felt by the body in its materiality (and precisely in  so 
far as adults have  made impossible a non-sexual incorporation of the 
condemnation:  for example, by avoiding ' corporal ' mistreatment) this 
relationship of non-reciprocity wi l l  be l ived sexually .  Sex, if you l ike, 
wi l l  be the form of incorporation . S uddenly  the intrusion a pure 
practical signification : they  have watched the child, caught him,  forced 
open hi s drawer to steal hi s secrets from him takes p lace carnall y  as 
penetration . The flesh real izes  the metaphor by the only passion i t  
knows.  And the child ' s  ambivalence towards adults wi l l  become an 
ambivalent structure of desi re (horror of penetration by the other; 
fascination by the role of rape v ictim) .  The whole event i s  thus incarnated. 
I t  i s  other, and it  i s  total .  If  the analy st intervenes ,  i t  wi l l  precisely be to 
real ize a Catharsis  and explain as a synthetical ly  bonded ensemble of 
transcendent significations what sexual procedures realize ful ly ,  but 
obscurely .  Thi s  fleshing out of incorporation has effectively radicalized 
the event. Hav ing itself  become the body , i t  w i ll be resuscitated in des ire 
i tself by the orientation it  g ives to thi s .  And if by thi s  very means the 
adolescent s l ides towards homosexual ity , he wi l l  l ive as incorporated 
by carnal procedures and their consequences (reactions of others) this  
relatively benign condemnation as a radical exclusion. I t  i s  not his  free 
practice that set itself exclusion as an objective ,  nor i s  it some outraged 
unconscious .  Sex and sexual l ife ,  however, being in themselves the 
source of a radical i sm and the domain of a mute violence ,  the sexualized 

70.  In Saint Genet A ctor and Martyr, Ne w York 1 963 . 
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offence was realized with maximum v iolence and as irreparable . 
Thi s  example al lows u s  to understand that every individua l  procedure 

repre sents , from the standpoint that concerns us , the re-production of the 
social totalization-of-envelopment in the form of an enveloped totaliza
tion. Can it be denied, in fact ,  that s ticking to our chosen example the 
praxi s  of soc ializ ing integration has to be i nteriorized in everyone as 
incorporation? No doubt thi s  incorporation i s  complex for the very 
reason that symbol s  are replaced by real actions .  It i s  effected just as 
well by the interiorization of assemblies Uob skill) , by fatigue , by 
affective procedures (that are nothing but l ived praxis)  and occupational 
i l lnesses ,  or by a certain way of reproducing within [oneself] the urgency 
and extreme speed of a constantly accelerated temporalization as 
nervousness , instabili ty or, on the other hand, voluntarist harshness as 
i t  is  by a strictly sexual procedure . Yet there i s  no doubt but that 
sexual i ty is affected. I have reported the case of those neo-proletarians -
peasants recruited from the hinterland by the new factories of Le Mans 
and transformed into workers after s ix  months ' apprenticeship who 
became electrical welders and paid for thi s  overhasty transition from 
rural to industrial rhythms with the more or les s  total ruin of their sexual 
life :  the percentage of impotence (there,  as in  S aint-Nazaire for the same 
job) i s  considerable from the age of twenty-eight on. The exploitation of 
the peasant the violent action exerted upon his  body, and upon the 
organic rhythms defining his behav iour he l ives  radical ly ,  at the level 
of sex, as castration : in short, as an irreparable deficit. In others , 
however, l e s s  radical sexual procedures can be found, and our experts 
think they can detect traces here of that invisible and phantasmagorical 
reality they term the psychic j ust because radical passivity i s  replaced 
by passive procedures: sexual indolence ;  scarcity and crude simplification 
of des ire , w hich when it does arise becomes indifferent to i ts  object; long 
periods of indifference; intermittent impotence ,  etc . In the former  case , 
impotence was the direct, phys iological result  of adaptation di sorders . 
But the procedures  I have j ust enumerated are nothing different. Only,  as 
the deficit i s  not so great , they  are stil l lived in the form of a need-project 
(or rej ection of the project, through temporary absence of the need) ; 
which means that the organism remains defined by a relation to the 
future , instead of the future on thi s singular score being simply blocked 
by a total , inert negation. In the case of impotence as it  i s  merely 
suffered, in the guise of an inert determination of the physiological it 
can be said that incarnation i s  reduced to its  simplest expre ss ion; or, if 
you l ike,  that it i s  a matter of a negative (and for that very reason 
abstract) consequence rather than a singularized totalization . Of course ,  
this impotence i s  l ived in  interiority as an incorporation of l ife ' s  m isery , 
exploitation and transplantation, and in turn as a moral diminution and 
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injury to the l iving source of praxis .  But these are already incarnations 
of the latter, in other practical s ectors , whereas in itself it retains the 
indetermination that characterizes every deprivation. B y  contrast, how
ever, in the case of the sexual procedures  we have enumerated in which 
the practical and the physiological remain basical l y  undifferentiated -
incarnation is  whole , s ince there i s  a reassumption of the determinations 
suffered and the life imposed, but on the plane of sexual ity . Without a 
doubt, sexual procedures in one way or another incarnated the accelerated 
urbanization in the US SR of peasants recruited by industry and, as a 
consequence , the extraordinary exodus of those w ho have s ince been 
called ' displaced persons ' :  i . e .  at once the exodus ,  the difficulties of 
acc l imatization, and the reaction of the practical organism to those 
determinations undergone. Even if  the l atter negates them, in fact, he 
interiorizes them to re-exteriorize them. From thi s  very standpoint, he 
radical izes them.  It i s  perhaps on thi s  plane that he will  express  the 
rejection the irreconci lable opposition that he does not have the 
means  to express  el sewhere .  Or else ,  qui te to the contrary , a certain 
indifference to sexuality , riven by v iolent, brutal and s implified desires ,  
may be realized in  some people as the incarnation of activism: i .e .  of a 
practice entire ly devoted to work and social action .  This practice becomes 
a pure negative presence in the organic  milieu of sexuality . However, at 
the same time precisely because thi s  pre sent ' negatite ' i s  not a pure 
and simple destruction i t  i s  re-exteriorized in a twofold transcendence : 
one enveloping, the other enveloped . 

(a) From the former standpoint, sexual indifference ( since thi s  i s  our 
example) i s  already preserved in  the soc ial and political praxis  that 
transcends it .  For at thi s  level ,  celibacy as freedom to produce (or, if  i t  
i s  a matter of ambition, as  freedom to succeed by such productive 
activity) may find itself implicitly contained in  the very temporalizat ion 
of praxis ,  as  an immediate consequence of the scarcity of time . Circum
stance s  wi l l  or wi l l  not be able to explain afterwards thi s  provi sional 
option . It should above all not be thought, moreover, that celibacy as 
an implicit option i s  a pure absence of any relation w ith marriage . The 
sexual bond i s a real and constant determination of the reciprocal rela
tions between men and women. It exists within the practice of celibacy ,  
because thi s  practice i s  an abstention in relation to an institutionalized 
and socialized mediation of the carnal relation ship as a bond of funda
mental reciprocity . (It is wel l  known that thi s  mediation , in every 
society , aims  to transform the ambiv alent reciproci ty of the couple by 
creating on its behalf a sovereign mediation God or the law which 
transforms [the partners ]  into pledged or common individuals .  In  other 
words,  the couple institutionalized v ia  the mediation of a mandated 
third party constitutes itself as a unity of integration for th is third party :  
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i .e .  for the sovereign. And in relation to thi s  mediated and non
transcendable unity , each partner i s  defined as the same common indi
vidual ,  here and now, as their partner. In  fact, the non-transcendable 
unity of the couple i s  an alienation, preci se ly  in so far as i t  hides 
reciprocity . The more thi s  alienation reflects a social h ierarchy for 
example ,  the superiority of the male  the more rec iprocity i s  driven 
back into subterranean relations of eroticism.  B y  contrast ,  the more 
social circumstances highlight reciprocity , the more the synthetic institu 
tionality of the couple i s  fragi le and the more its unity i s  called into 
question. ) In the same way , the celibacy of priests i s  not just  an attitude 
towards their fundamental sexuality but a transcendence of that sexuality ,  
whose value itself must come in a sacrificial perspective from the 
fact that it  i s  preserved as it i s  transcended. In short ,  even in the case of 
the young activ i st set on celibacy (at least temporarily ) ,  the problem of 
sexual life i s  implicit ly present through the very presence of the flesh (as 
a permanent poss ibi lity of incorporation) :  wi l l  he be chaste , or wi l l  he 
confine himself to brief encounters at the behest of h is  desire s?  The 
decision may be explic it only  in the case of deliberate chastity . Depending 
on the v arious v iewpoints ( internal to Soviet society ) ,  the other option 
may appear a kind of blithe confidence in  life ,  or a ' mi litary leave ' ,  or -
on the contrary a pers i stence of the past, bourgeois  customs ,  etc . And 
such v iewpoints , of course, are not those of just any old individual s ,  
reacting at the whim of a more or less innate ' character ' .  Rather, they 
define in themselves ,  and on the plane of sexuality the various 
milieux and groups ,  and the functions differentiating them. The practical 
weight of such options (many of which are already pass ivized, particularly 
in the upper echelons of the hierarchy) wi ll partly decide the activi st ' s  
individual choice . B ut thi s  i tself shows u s ,  in cross -section, h is  real 
relations with the various strata of society . Depending on whether he i s  
merely after an increased wage or wants to try and make a career, he wi l l  
have contacts with different l ayers of the Bureaucracy .  Conversely ,  
however, his  contacts at least implicitly ,  and inasmuch as h i s  origin or 
original behaviour have themselves determined these by defining him 
through a position (an inert perch) and through a particularization of the 
field of poss ibi lities ,  themselve s  take account of the open ing of his 
ambition . It i s  w ithin thi s  circularity that he decides  his praxi s ,  and his  
praxi s  decides  on h i s  s incerity . Thus his  sexual option even though it 
remains i mplicit  nevertheles s  succeeds in  situating h im in the social 
ensemble : above all ,  if he i s  considered in h is  singularity a.nd in h is  
developments (chastity can be a labour, and in a sense the practice of 
sexual freedom can become one too) .  On the level  of the total prax i s  that 
characterizes the indiv idual and always mobi l izes h im as a whole what
ever he may do (even, and above all , i f  he wishes to abstain) at the 
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level even of the social , ethical options ,  or relations w ith institutions -
sex i s  present as a synthetic determination in interiority , and as the 
rel ationship of reciprocal immanence of thi s  man with any woman , 
inasmuch as every woman absent or present, and in  one way or another 
- determines also his  praxis -body as a carnal body . 

(b) B ut that particular totalization is  the totalization of the practical 
organism as a free constituent prax i s .  As  such,  it might be compared to 
the totalization-of-envelopment (although one is the dialectic itself, as a 
free constituent foundation of inte l l igibility , while the other is  the dialectic
as-constituted-reason) .  Moreover, the same sexual attitude can obviously 
be encountered again in the form of an enveloped totality .  Whatever, in 
fact, h is personal option may be, the fundamental exi stence of the sexes 
as a bond of reciprocity (undetermined, of course , outside c ircumstances 
and movement) disposes [the individual J in  hi s carnal depth and within 
the framework of the hi storical conj uncture to reactualize ,  by tran
scending , the relation of immanence that condition s him in his  flesh by 
means  of that particular woman : i . e . to realize himself as sexual behaviour 
at every ' opportunity ' ,  i n  every encounter, i . e .  (outside of work) in a 
permanent way � whether it i s  a matter of rejecting , renouncing , seducing 
or brutalizing . Desire i s  at the bottom of these procedures :  either as his  
own desire , or as the desire of the other � troubling, alarming, repUls ive ,  
etc . I have explained e lsewhere how the body makes itself flesh .7 1  B ut it 
must be added also that the flesh becomes act, whi le retaining the opaque 
passivity of fle shly thickening , to the very point of orientating practically 
(towards the other ' s  fleshly thickening) and revealing its own arousal .  
That i s  what gives its deep meaning to the term (of ethical and rel igious  
origin) : ' the carnal act ' . The body-instrument becomes facticity , inas
much as it i s  determined i n  interiori ty by the concrete encounter of a 
particular other body (of the other sex) and through thi s  facticity 
transcended towards the other strives to wrest the other ' s  body away 
from instrumental ity . The result ,  if  the carnal act takes place , is  that it i s  
the flesh being transcended in  i ts very sol itude and in its contingency -
towards the solitude and contingency of the other. So i ts ambivalence i s  
understandable , s ince i t  is simultaneously action and passion . It i s ,  in  
fact, the carnal contingency of l ived experience being transcended by 
being turned into passivity ,  only to act through thi s  very pass ivity upon 
the flesh of the other .  And its objective i s  itself carnal , for we are beneath 
the level of corporeal instrumentali ty setting an abstract obj ective through 
its procedures :  i . e .  outl ining ,  within temporal ization,  a schematic future 
that every new way of behaving wi l l  help to particularize .  The object of 

7 1 .  In  Being and Nothingness , pp 387 ff. 



T O T  A L I Z A  T I O N  - O F - E N V EL O P M E N T  2 6 1  

desire i s  an immediately present concrete real i ty : the flesh of each 
person , in himself and in the other, inasmuch as it cannot be realized or 
even desired except through the movement of the instrument to become 
flesh in itself and in the other.  

Now this  relation,  as a reciprocal action , i s  particularized in every case 
by a finite albeit hard to enumerate ensemble of factors . I t  matters 
l i ttle to u s .  What counts for us  i s  the fact that in the case of the ambitious 
young man we have env isaged, the carnal relation inasmuch as he i s  
one of its terms ,  and we are viewing him (abstractly) apart from the other 

has to incarnate in  turn h i s  totaliz ing option . To the extent, for 
example, that he has produced himself, through his  actual labour, as 
instrumental hexis i . e .  to the extent that the ensemble of hi s pro
cedures ,  ins ide and outs ide work, tend to maintain (simultaneously as an 
ensemble of motor habits ,  and a synthetic perception of the practical 
field and through i t  of his  own body,  and at the same time as a kind of 
pledged inertia) the practical reality of his body as that of an instrument 
for directing instruments ( i . e .  as  inertia exteriorized and controlled by 
praxi s) and as efficacy of inertia moulded upon inert materiality to that 
extent, the threshold to be crossed (under the sway of need more than 
desire) in order to pass from instrumentality to the flesh wi l l  be higher. 
And even were thi s  threshold to be crossed, the sexual behaviour risks 
remaining more instrumental than carnal . The offered pass ivity of the 
other appears l ike a l iving matter to be handled; to be di sposed in such 
and such a way ;  to be penetrated yet carnal contingency i s  not 
experienced deeply as such,  but remains the abstract prop of arousal . 

Of course,  this  sexual behaviour may be of v ariou s  kinds .  What counts is  
that in the s ingular moment of the embrace or the cares s  i t  resumes -
and,  in a transcending movement to real ize itse l f  and attain its goal , 
incarnates the boy ' s  total behav iour. For if it were the mere inert 
outcome of hi s social activ ities ,  we would not be able to v iew it as a 
l iv ing incarnation : at most,  it would refer to the decompressed ensemble 
of practices .  B ut it i s  a matter of the real relations between him and some 
woman or other, in their particular development and in their s ingular 
temporalization . Moreover, everything i s  indeed s ingular, as the irrever
s ible unfolding of an affair common to two indiv idual s .  From the outset, 
the woman ' s  physical and moral personality i s  already a kind of internal 
factor in the singularity of this young man ' s  pre sent behaviour patterns -
with respect to his  comrades and himself. These relations whether he 
rejects the woman or seduces her are a free practical invention , in so 
far as the flesh i s  transcended towards the flesh and the circumstances of 
their union (or conflict) simultaneously require certain behav ioural forms .  
B ut thi s  very invention i s  the project that transcends and negates 
the former circumstances , thereby preserv ing them as its internal 
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characteri stic . In particular, it  must  be understood that the sexual relation 
of thi s  indiv idual to thi s woman realizes his  practical relation of instru
mentality with inert matter, as the actual l imit of h i s  arousal or as the 
particularity of his  sexual l ife .  In other words , h i s  total prax is  i s  realized 
here, in thi s  i nstant, in  and by the se acts which preserve a k ind of private 
singularity and in thi s very way fal l  outside the great historical 
undertaking in  which he seeks to play h is  role . Not j ust in the strict 
realization of the ' carnal act ' ,  moreover, but actually  in the bound 
ensemble of behavioural forms ( against  a background of explicit  or hidden 
reciproci ty of the sexes)  which have prepared h is  union w ith this  woman, 
and which by v irtue of that very preparation have given i t  a certain 
ethico-practical s tructure . Indeed , if he has shown himself ' s ly ' ,  ' boastful ' ,  
' cowardly ' ,  etc . ,  or, on the contrary , ' frank ' ,  ' open ' ,  etc . ,  these ' qual ities 
and defects ' which for the woman who loves  him merely represent h i s  
private character, and concern only h i s  private relations with her are on 
the contrary the actual real ization of his  objective relations with hi s work 
and his  bosses :  h i s  poss ibi l itie s of ' getting ahead ' and wresting himself 
away from the masse s ,  and as a function of this his  opportunism ( i . e .  the 
quality of h is  total praxi s  and, at the same time,  the s ignification of h i s  
social activ ities )  or, on the contrary , h is  sectarianism, etc . 

Sti l l  more fundamentally ,  moreover as  the sexual relationship i s  a 
relationship of contingency , arousal and flesh,  but for that very reason i s  
perhaps the deepest  incarnation of the relation of rec iprocity between 
' human beings ' ,  at once as free organisms and as products of the society in 
which they l ive i t  i s  not j ust the indiv idual who pronounces sentence upon 
himself and his  human real ity through the relations he establ i shes :  it  i s  
society that causes i tself to be judged by thi s  free incarnation . Not that 
' worse ' or ' better ' re lations cannot be found in other circumstances ,  and by 
considering other couples .  B ut s imply because the fundamental relation 
between the sexes i s  defined as a field of poss ibles within the objective l imits 
set by the worst and best couples .  These l imits , as i s  wel l  known, for a specific 
soc iety and a specific moment are not so far away from one another. Every 
indiv idual , in every couple , condenses the sexual and conj ugal field by h i s  
very incarnation , inasmuch as he produces himself through the synthetic 
determination of the field and as the real ization of one of its possibi l itie s .  It 
wi l l  already be c lear, in fact ,  that thi s  very field as an integral part of the 
sovere ign field i s  interi orized by everyone, inasmuch as rel at ions of 
production , institutions ,  total i zing prax i s ,  education and traditions (rein
forced or combated depending on the case ) produce him as a sexual ly 
soc ial ized ind iv idual , de fin ing anew through him the fundamental 
relationship between the sexes and giv ing th i s  a new and s ingular 
promi nence,  by virtue of the rec iprocal s ignifications and reflections 
establ i shed by each indiv idual between the sexual institution and other • • • I n stI tutIons .  
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o THE enve loping totalization i s  incarnated by every singularity , and 
every s ingu larity defines itself s imultaneously as an incarnation and 

an enveloped totalization .  Yet there i s  nothing irrational here : neither 
Gestalt ism nor any of those ambiguous ,  vague forms that strive to re
e stabl i sh a hyper-organici sm,  i n  one shape or another. The se enveloped 
totalizations incarnate the totalization-of-envelopment for the sole reason 
that indiv iduals as practical organisms are total izing projects , and there 
i s  nothing e l se  to totalize in a society integrated by a sovereign
indiv idual except the totalization-of-envelopment i tself. The latter 
totalizes them (by concerted and co-ordinated actions and by the ex igen
cies  of the practico-inert,  as wel l  as by the determination in interiori ty of 
each person by everybody and everything) inasmuch as it produces them. 
They retotali ze it ,  inasmuch as it i s  through the practical transcendence 
of the interiorized factors that they make themselves its products . B ut 
thi s  retotalization enriches i t  wi th the concrete ensemble of part icular 
circumstances  and goal s .  So  the totalization-of-envelopment i s  found in 
every enveloped totalization as its s ignification : i . e .  as its integration into 
everything . I t  should not be thought , however, that the signification of 
envelopment i s  to the enveloped incarnation as the abstract i s  to the 
concrete . In  a prax i s  whose sovereign i s  an indiv idual , the s ignification 
of envelopment i s  itself as we have seen indiv iduated:  i .e .  the 
practical unity of action i s  al so the indis soluble organic synthes i s  repre
sented by a man; and for thi s  reason the totalizing total i zation likewise 
defines itself by contingency ,  by concrete factic ity , by the l imits and 
riches of the singular .  

However, as  we have also seen, although the sovereign praxi s  can be 
described as individuali zed (as praxi s  of th is sovereign ,  obeyed by these 
men and not others ) and thus di scloses the scarcity of men as one of the 
counter-finalit ies of human h i story , i t  s t i l l  remains  the case that the praxi s  

263 
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i s  defined in  th i s  very s ingulari ty as an objective response to the real 
exigencies  of objectiv ity (on the bas i s  of the already posited goal s ) .  
S ingularization i s  merely facticity as necessary contingency ,  and as 
incarnation of a common action whose objective laws emanate from the 
external circumstances ,  the aims and the counter-finalities  secreted in  the 
course of temporalization. * Here i n  th is hi storical conjuncture the 
objecti ve l aws  of the group ' s (or nation ' s) praxi s  must  be incarnated by the 
option of the sovereign- individual, and as posses sing the dual aspect 
described earlier :  a fanning out of objective prescriptions concerning 
imperfectly determined i ndividual s or groups ;  and the i ndiv idual temporal 
ization of one option, through transcendence and actual ization of th is 
particular practical organ i sm.  In thi s sense ,  we shall encounter in the 
decree at once the common indiv idual constituted by the sovereign 
forged by c ircumstances and his  speci fic differential , as  a lag in this 
perspective between his  incarnation of the revolutionary past (and,  beyond 
that even, of some vanished Rus sia) and the actualization demanded by 
c ircumstances . It i s  remarkab le ,  moreover, that thi s  differential i s  grasped 
in  the decree inasmuch as  i t  offers i tself as common obj ectiv ity and -
falsely as a universal l aw . If  no oppositioni s t  notices i t ,  at least the 
historian wi l l  unearth i t .  But the key thing here i s  that idiosyncrasy , as a 
differential , appears through an insufficiency or exaggeration of the 
pseudo-universal content of the l aw .  Al l  things considered , the h i s torian -
with all the documents at h is  di sposal declares (and even thi s  i s  
questioned , though eventual ly accepted) that the objecti v e  situation did 
not require all those stipulati ons ; or that i t  required sti l l  more ; or, above all 
(th is  i s  the most common case) , that i t  required more , fewer and something 
e l se (within the very l im its where idiosyncrasy can play a part) . Through 
these comparisons between objective , partial l y  undetermi ned possibles  
and obj ective  exigencies (of imperfectly determined categories  of men; or 
of the practico- inert i l luminated by the objectives to be achieved),  i t  i s  
paradoxical that one should be able  to determine an idiosyncrasy. But the 
paradox di sappears when you reflect that s ince the indiv idual i s  soc iali zed 
in  so far as he has indiv iduated h i s  society , hi s idiosyncrasy i s precisely 
that objective lag (and considering the temporal ization throughout i ts  
development that objective drift) , i nasmuch as i t  i s  not produced as a 
parasitic development of the practico- inert ins ide the fie ld, but on the 
contrary refers to a practical option : its immediate foundation.  And thi s  
option inasmuch as i t  involves synthetic operations ,  a final dec i s ion , and 
the formulation of a project through serv ices and corrections  contributed 

* Leaving aside,  hy pothet ical l y ,  tran sce ndent acti ons by e x ternal  group s ,  fore ign • 
n atIon s ,  etc . 
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by the sovereign i s  i tself noth ing other than the synthetic temporal ization 
of that decree , inasmuch as the un ity of the temporal development gives 
the latter its synthet ic  real i ty ( through irrevers ible integration) and its 
borrowed power to transcend itself. The sovere ign i s  s imply the practical 
unity of the project ,  and thi s  unity of l iv ing immanence characterizes i tself 
in interiority by the lags and drifts which s ignal the objective content of the 
law or decree . Thi s  orig inally s ignifies  s imply that i t  i s  this particular 
sovere ign idiosyncrasy from which emanates THIS lag a/ the practical with 
respect to principles and objects .  It i s  possible , for example ,  to consider 
that the way i n  which Stal in  conceived and uti l ized the notion of 
' optimum variant ' (borrowed by him from the first programmes of Trotsky 
and the Left before 1 925) clearly reveals h is  characteri stic ' brutal ity ' .  In 
the case of such a sovereign, however, what w il l  brutality be if not 
preci sely a voluntarism expressed in decis ions by a gap between the 
exigenc ies of the obj ective or the real s ituation and the tasks (pointless ly 
multipl ied, pointles sly  arduous)  sovereignly exacted by the real praxi s  
( such as i t  is , not s uch as it ought to be)? Interiorizat ion of thi s  ' brutal i ty ' -
for the opposi tionis t ,  or for the historian cons ists in seeing it  as the free 
future of sovereign d eci sions and as the destiny of c i tizens .  Hence,  this 
simply means that its re-exteriorization i s  foreseen , in measures to come 
(literall y  to come,  for the oppositionis t  l iv ing under S talin ;  not yet s tudied 
ful ly  by the hi storian of planned growth in the USSR,  so determining the 
future content destined to appear in  his work) . 

The best example  i s  perhaps S talinist  anti -Semitism. If S tal in had been 
obl iged to answer for h is  actions before some revolutionary court, he 
would have denied fiercely having been an anti-Semite and to a 
considerable extent he  would have been s incere . For anti -Semiti sm, in its 
basic form as racism (th is particular Jew i s  irredeemably lost by v irtue of 
the ex istence within him of his race,  which drives him to act badly :  
drives  him into anti -national or anti social activ ities ) , was obviously 
condemned by Marx i s t ideology (as,  indeed,  by mere democratic l iberal 
i sm as a mystification based upon posi ti v i st Reason) .  Hi s  atti tude 
towards the Jewi sh  problem , the increasingly anti - Semitic measures  he 
took against  Soviet  c itizens of Hebrew origin that whole well -known 
ensemble was obj ectively motivated in the sovereign ' s  eyes by the 
political difficulties which integrating Jews into the nation of sociali sm 
caused. The links (real or imagined* )  between Jews at home and in  the 

* It  is  true that, after the T�arist  pogroms, emigration h ad the effec t  of p art ly 
dispersing Russ ia ' s  Jewish famil ies  - so that every Jew has,  or may have,  a cousin in the 
West .  B ut it  i s  also true that the se people have long been separated;  that they no  l onger 
have anything in  common;  and that they no l onger communicate (partly al so becau se of the 
Terror, which prevents all Sov iet c it lzens from communicat ing free ly with other countries ) ,  
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capitali s t  nations and later the emergence of a Jewish state under the 
particular control of American capital ism (v ia  the mediation of Jews in 
the United States ) ,  the activit ies of the Zionist  League, etc . a l l  thi s  
represented to the suspic ious S talin not just a possibility of nuc lei  
forming, but the real pre sence of a nucleus of traitors with in ( some 
active ,  others potential , a l l  in  cahoots) .  The old n ightmare of revolu 
tionaries  was re incarnated here , in  an unexpected form: what the men  of 
1 793 used to cal l  ' the emigre within ' .  The notion of racism was  thus  
( seemingly ,  at least) not applicable . It  s imply happened that h is torical 
c ircumstances ,  by multip lying their l inks  with the capitali st foe ,  had 
constituted a specific ensemble of Sov iet c itizens precisely the Jews  -
as a permanent danger to social ization . Thi s  first meant that any spec ificity 
had to be denied them (whereas the l inguistic or folkloristic spec ificit ies 
of national minorities were developed) . Yiddish , for example , i f  i t  were 
to become the organ of a Jewish culture (with novel s  and p lays in 
Yiddish) , would heighten the integration of that harmful grouping and -
for that very reason its self-awareness  as a spec ific ity .  That culture and 
that l anguage could have only one result .  B y  uniting the Jews  against 
other Soviet c itizens (or at least by i solating them from the latter) they 
activated their l inks with other Jews those who spoke Yiddish and had 
created a Yiddish culture in  the countries hostile to soc ial ization. 
Liquidation of the specific tools  of thei r  culture , however, was accom
panied by a police survei l lance that at once destroyed any poss ib i l i ty of 
integration . The contradiction was manifest :  they were denied any cu ltural 
autonomy ,  because it prevented integration ; but they were denied i ntegra
tion, because their hi storical past already des ignated them as tra i tors and 
they had to be kept under constant surveil l ance . On that bas i s ,  of course 
- w ithin the sovereign field,  where relations of immanence conditioned 
everything by everything from afar the opportunities for repress ion and 
deportation multipl ied ad infinitum .  Indeed,  by virtue of the very contra
diction of S tal in ' s  pol icy and s ince the Jews had to be de -lewified 
without i t  being poss ible for them to be integrated the inescapable 
solution was extermination .  Ass imi lation,  through total phys ical l iquida
tion of the ass imilated ,  for the benefit  of the ass imi lator ! 

In so far as thi s  policy defined S talin above all  the Stal in of h i s  l as t  
years as a v irulent ant i -Semite ,  it  des ignated him prec ise ly by the 
measures he had taken and by those he would take (or that death would 
prevent him from taking) .  From that standpoint,  we shal l  recognize i n  h i s  
policy towards the Jews a neo-anti -Semitism of a political rather than 
ethnic origin ,  springing from the suspic ion of the sovereign (and through 
him of the entire indiv iduated society) towards any soc ial ensemble that 
m ight regroup independently outside the sovereign direct ives i n  the 
name of a common hi storical past or certain s imilarities of s ituat ion ;  and 
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at the same time from the part iculari sm incarnated by Stalin himse lf, 
who rejected universali ty and outside the USSR saw only the rotten 
world of capital i sm.  (From the standpoint of that particulari sm, the l ink 
between a Moscow Jew and a Jew from Tel Aviv or London could only 
be corrupting in the name of a fal se universal i sm,  a Western bourgeois  
was seeking to corrupt a soc ial i st worker and universal i sm was 
repudiated in the degraded form of cosmopoiitanism , etc . ) .  

It forms no part of my purpose to study the Jewish problem in the 
USSR under Stal in .  The example interests u s  here from another 
viewpoint :  it raises  the question of the idiosyncrasy of the deeper leve l s .  
Should the historian content himself with reproduc ing poli tical anti 
Semitism, in its real i ty and its s ignifications , as an immediately graspable 
idiosyncrasy of the sovereign:  i . e .  as a pattern of behaviour provoked by 
fal se problems and false ex igencies that only the sovereign and h i s  team 
of secondary leaders could determine , inasmuch as they had themselves 
been produced by Terror, mistrust  and ant i -universal i sm (a backlash of 
praxi s  described above)? Or should he not ask himself  whether that 
s upposed ' neo-anti - Semitism ' did not spring from the old anti -Semitic 
rac i sm and derive its v irulence from that? 

The question i s  rai sed, to tell the truth, on two distinct level s at first 
s ight, at least .  For if you look at the measures taken and their implementa
tion as praxi s  realizing i tself through the vertical regroupment it 
produces by i ts  very temporali zation i n  the various social layers there 
can be no doubt but that the sovere ign practices  were partly sustained by 
the young mistrust of encircled sociali sm . B ut i t  i s  even more obv ious 
that these populations knew and shared the rac i s t  anti -Semiti sm of 
Tsari sm, and had not been demystified (even less so,  in  that pol i tical 
anti -Semiti sm made demystification imposs ible : educators condemned 
racism in words ,  but - by v irtue of its very resemblance to Tsari st 
persecution the persecution of Jews  by the sovereign obliged such 
education to remain a dead l etter) . In thi s sense , as you moved farther 
away from the top level ( i t  i s  pure ly  prov i s ional ly , moreover, that we are 
granting this  level the benefit  of the doubt) , the driv ing force for the 
subal tern official s  and the masses  was s ti l l  rac i sm.  Thi s  was enough to 
transform the sovereign practice , through the soc ial layers it regrouped 
in  the unity of a prov is ional temporal ization. Perhaps neo-anti - Semit ism,  
as  a pol icy towards the Jews ,  was real ly applicable on l y  in so far 
prec i sely as at the lower level s of soc iety it qui te s imply di s solved into 
rac i sm . I f  that i s  true , i t  must be said that Stal in  exploited the rac i sm of 
the masses ( i t  matters l i ttle , from the standpoint we are adopting here , 
whether or not he meant to) and , there by , the socia l i s t  sovere ign accepted 
such raci sm and by i ts actions helped to re inforce i t .  Popular anti
Serni ti sm, i n  the USSR as e l sewhere ,  had actual l y  had an economic 
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foundation : the peasants had been anti - Semitic when the merchants were 
Jews .  Social i zation, from the outset ,  had contributed to dissolv ing thi s  
foundation. What remained was the petrified web of traditions (outdated 
significations , activ i ty of the Church, etc . ) .  These too would have 
dissolved in  their  turn , i f  the sovere ign had not revived them by replacing 
the v anished foundation with a pol i tical bas i s . Conversely ,  those anti 
Semitized masses could henceforth espec ial ly  at moments of danger -
demand out of racism that the government should organize pogroms ,  or 
sanction those which they carried out spontaneous ly .  The campaign 
against the Jews once more took on that divers ionary aspect that it had 
alway s  had, under al l  governments .  B y  reinforcing racism,  pol i tical anti 
Semitism ended up di ssolv ing into i t .  

Thus the Stal inist  option revealed more clearly its idiosyncrasy . Rather 
than renounce political segregation, the sovereign ri sked a resurgence of 
rac i sm .  Anti -Jewish rac ism was thereby determined as  less  dangerous for 
soc ial i sm than the free exi stence of Jewi sh communit ies or indiv iduals  
joined together by cu l tural bonds .  Thereby,  the sovereign was called in to 
question . To be sure ,  S tal in ,  under the pressure of c ircumstances , had 
often compromised on principles (the less he had respected them, the 
more dogmatical ly  he would reas sert them, albei t  with an imperceptible 
deviation) ;  but here the gap was so big that i t  had perturbed hi s own 
troops (or, at least , the more enligh tened minority of the executive) . For 
S tal in not to recoi l  a priori from those pol ice methods ,  which could have 
no other effect than to reawaken the rac i sm of the masses and for the 
rebirth of the old Tsari st  anti -Semitism not to strike him, at all events , as 
a regress ion on the part of the working classes and , as such,  as a negative 
resul t  to be avoided at al l costs must Stalin not have been won over, 
subtly and right from his  harsh Georgian childhood, to the traditional 
(rural or semi -rural ) forms of ant i -Semitic rac i sm? In order really to 
have believed in the Jew i sh danger,  in  the USSR of 1 950 (even if  Zionist  
fol l ie s ,  spying affairs , etc . ,  are taken into account) , revolutionary and 
particulari s t  mi strust  were insufficient .  For i t  was necessary already (and 
in  all countrie s )  to be rac i st to consider that, out of all the specific 
groups (nat ional minorities ,  or c losed societies  w ithin  the larger one 
particu larized by their  working or l iv ing condi tions ) ,  the Jewi sh group 
was dangerous by its  nature in  order to attach any real importance  to 
the potential  relations that Sov iet Jew s might ( i f the regime were 
different) maintain wi th Western Jews . If the question i �  posed i n  th i s  
l ight ,  i t  i s  immediate ly  clear that the supposed poli tical neo-ant i 
Semitism in  the USSR had al ways ex isted in bourgeoi s countries ,  as  one 
of the s tructures of ant i -Semitic rac i sm.  For the bourgeois  too , Jews are 
countryless . I t  was the bourgeoi s who first  condemned the universal i sm 
of Reason the very same that Stal in  termed ' cosmopol itan i sm ' 
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baptizing it with the name ' Jewish International ' .  It was the bourgeois  
(which was why Marx called ant i -Semitism the soc ial ism of foo l s )  who , 
confus ing the international relations between capital i sms with the human 
re lations between Jews be longing to different countries ,  first saw the 
Hebrew as an indiv idual i n  the service of foreign interests ,  whose nay
say ing universal i sm parading as Reason sought to dis solve the 
national particul arity of what ought to be h i s  country . And this  ' concep
tion ' formu lated,  as  may wel l  be imagined, in the less  stupid anti 
Semitic c i rcles seeks to preserve rac i sm while claiming to transcend i t .  
For those who advance such propositions usual ly  add that , for their own 
part, they would have nothing against Jews if they would only  leave the 
nation on which they are battening,  and go off to populate some new 
country or settle in I srael ; for i t  i s  not some internal v irus ,  but H istory -
the ' d iaspora' that has made them what they are . Thi s  latter point,  
though , was not accepted ful l y  by Stal inist anti -Semiti sm:  for i t  would 
have meant allowing Jews  to opt between Tel Aviv  and Moscow , whereas 
it woul d  have been an intolerable  absurdity for a Soviet c itizen even a 
Jew to have been able to show that in certain cases it was pos sible to 
prefer a bourgeois  democracy to the fatherland of socia l i sm .  S o  the 
US SR would keep i ts Jews ,  in order to exterminate them . 

Hence , the sovere ign did not l imit himself · as we had initi al l y  said -
to making use of the old rac i sm,  in order to maintain a pol icy of 
repress ion rooted in politics . In defining that policy (by actions )  he 
actual ly reconstituted racist  anti -Semitism in all its s ignification (and 
across  a l l  soc ial l ayers ) .  He merely reserved for himself and the rul ing 
c ircles the option of concealing the baser currents ,  through e luc idat ion of 
higher s ignifications ;  and of disgui sing the rac ist movement in the 
historical interpretation . We need onl y  re- identify c ircularity as a common 
law of the practical event and our invest igation , in  order to grasp the 
conditioning of the masses by the sovere ign act (a poli t ica l  praxi s  
claiming to be Marx ist) and the total i zing reconditioning of the sovereign 
by the masses reinforced in their  rac i sm .  

For the inte l l igibi l i ty of the tota l ization-of-envelopment,  thi s  i s  enough . 
Stal in and h i s  col laborators were retotal ized as  rac i sts by the masses .  
The act ,  v i a  the mediation of the whole soc iety , came back to them and 
determined them. You can see why intention , in this case,  was i rre levant .  
If i t  had not been racist at the outset, the act had sti l l  obj ectively been 
the result  of rac ism;  above al l ,  moreover, through the very operation of 
c i rcu lar i ty , the intention was to become racist subsequently .  You can 
grasp here from real l ife the extent to which the sovereign autonomy 
of prax i s  was not incompatible wi th its s tr ict  condi tioning . It  was not 
necessarily as an interiori zation of popular reactions ,  and as a tran 
scendence of these , that rac ism was re-exteriori zed as an intentional 
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s ignification (among others) of action . Through th e action from afar that 
hi s  sovere ignty made pos s ible ,  rather, the sovere ign found himself 
qualified as hav ing to undertake a pol it ical  campaign against  the Jews in 
a soc iety whose masses revealed themselves  in a l l  the ir rac i sm,  and that 

-' 

he would  h imself integrate by rac i s t slogans (or semi-rac i s t  ones ,  to 
leave the princ iple  intact ) .  Th i s  meant prec i sely that he reinven ted 
grassroot rac i sm, as a means for h i s  pol it ical campaign and, perhaps ,  as a 
poss ible procedure for integrat ion . Gradual ly determined* by the 
ci rcumstances that gave r ise to i t ,  the obj ect ive it pursued, the means i t  
created for i tself, the retotal i zation of groups and series  that i t  effected , 
and the intrins ic  currents which thi s  retotal i zation produced and which 
in the form of exigenc ies  retotal ized the sovereign through h is  under
tak ing th i s  prax i s  became spec i fi ed in the course of i ts  spiral temporaI
ization and ended up defining itself as a free choice of a single possible . 
For the choice did remain free ,  in the d ialect ical sense in which we 
understand i t .  I t transcended the present towards an objecti ve  defined by 
negation of the former c ircumstances .  And by v i rtue of hav ing been 
chosen among others, the most faraway poss ible object ive of that prax i s  
was and would remain defined by the option (what i s  more , i t  could 
not even be sa id a priori that new c ircumstances ,  in the his torical 
context ,  made i t  necessary to pursue i ts aim) .  B ut through the circular 
interact ions we have pointed out (which were al l synthetic and integrative) 
action found i tself compelled to invent its sole current possible and 
invent i t  freely . For it transcended theoretical res i stances in order to 
choose rac i sm as the sole poss ible way of making that pol icy popular. 
Choosing i t ,  moreover,  i t  turned i tself into raci sm.  Mental reservations or 
cynic i sm were merely verbal determinati ons .  When they did ex i st ,  they 
showed the oppos i te of what the leaders sought to convey by them . They 
confirmed that anti -Semi t i sm i s  rac i s t  through the des i re ev inced by a 
part icular indiv idual (at some informal gathering ,  or to h imself) to take 
h i s  d is tance as an isolated individual from the common praxis :  i . e .  
from the common indiv idual who was helping,  in himse lf, to real i ze i t .  

These observat ions  al low us to understand that the second question we 
were posing j ust now may remain unanswered ,  from the v iewpoint  of the 
synchronic total ization-of-envelopment .  S ince c i rcu lari ty shows us  the 
transformation of neo-ant i - Semiti sm i nto raci sm as at once free and 
inev i table ,  and s ince it al l ows  us  to grasp i ts intel l i gibi l i ty through the 
re lation s between total i t ies  in progress and their  parts � it matters l i ttle 
whether S tal in  through the backlash of h i s  prax i s  chose one particular  
action because the inner tran sformat ions of the fie ld had dissolved all 

* l Note m i � s i n g  i n  man usc ript } 

J 
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poss ibles save that one,  or whether (in addi tion to that free necess i ty of 
dev i ation) references to the sovere ign ' s  past have to be introduced as 
supplementary factors . In reality as frequently if  not a lways occurs in  
hi story , as we shall see - there was an overdetermination . Polit ical anti
Semiti sm became rac i s t  anti -Semiti sm through an inexorable dialect ic . 
After that, i t  i s  very poss ible even probable that S tal in  carri ed to h i s  
grave the marks of a childhood rac i sm that dared not speak its name . 
From that v iewpoint ,  however, i t  i s  a biography that his torical research 
w ill i l luminate : Stal in ' s , of course, but not as a sovereign mediating 
between enveloped total i zations ;  rather, as a certain enveloped total iza
t ion incarnating  the pos sess ion of every i ndividual by the sovereign
person . Moreover, the incarnation can be s tudied only in the movement 
of the diachronic synthes i s .  B ut our h is torical investigation has not g iven 
us  the tools for th i s  new study. The fact  remains that, in a certain way ,  
Stalin  a practising and unconscious anti -Semite appears as the 
synchronic and enveloped incarnation of praxi s -proces s ,  inasmuch as it  
i s  made (in th is case) without knowing i tself and grasps the dis tance  or 
the transformation of i ts objects as a negative movement deriving from 
them , whereas th i s  practical knowledge i s  mere ly  the fal se consc iousness 
of its drift. 
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I T H  T H I S  last example we have closed the circ le ,  s ince we have 
seen the sovereign as an enveloped totalization of his  sovereignty . 

So now we can gather together in a few pages the concl us ions of our 
i nvestigation of the totali ty -of-envelopment72 ( in the case of a society 
with a personal sovereign) .  

It i s  an objective and material reali ty ,  manife sting itself through 
orientated transmutations of energy. It would be quite impossible to 
escape ideali sm ,  if you forgot that everything be it  a battle or an 
execution i s  always human labour. In every i nstance ,  reserves of 
energy ( in the organism at work , and in  the objects he works  as well  as 
in  the tools  that he lp him work) are expended in order to rai se in specific 
proportions the energy potential of certain practical realit ies (or to 
destroy that of enemies or counter-finalit ies ) .  Conversel y ,  however,  we 
would lapse i nto the most absurd meaninglessness if we did not define 
the ensemble of such transformations w ithin the human perspective of a 
temporalization orientated towards a series of staggered objectives .  

For if we took these movements merely in  their strict physico
chemical real i ty ,  they would scatter beneath our eyes in molecu lar 
agitations .  We should redi scover the laws of Nature , but we should have 
lost the spec ifici ty of human i ntel l igibi l ity . It must be added, moreover, 
that thi s observation i s  v al id  for every practical multiplicity .  If the 
Universe i s  everywhere made up of force fields (fields of attraction , 
magnetic fields , meson fields ,  etc . ) ,  whatever the operation under cons idera
t ion may be , i t  w ill have to be seen as the temporal ization towards an 
objective of transmutations based on the principl e s  s imul taneously of 
conservation of energy and i t s  diss ipat i on . In the case of men ,  if the 

7 2 .  See footnote 43 on p . 1 8 7 above .  
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objective i s  posit ive i t  can be only a di spl acement of energy resources , 
carried out i n  one given sector at another ' s  expense ,  i n  order to ward off 
an emergency : i . e .  suppres s  a scarc i ty .  On th i s  bas i s ,  however, as we 
have seen , s ince the domination of matter (even relative , or above a ll 
re lative)  i s  paid for in human al ienation (or alteration of h uman 
actions ) , 7 3 men at work mediated by worked matter consti tute the 
l ayer of the practico-inert that defines the first structures of praxi s and 
simultaneously oss ifies  them , rea l izi ng the equivalence of the agent and 
the acted instrument. We shal l see whether, despite seri al it ies and 
recurrence ,  bourgeoi s soc ieties manifest  themselves as totalizations-of
envelopment .14 At the level of our investigation , however, thi s  totalization 
i s  the vast physico-chemical and practico-inert process ,  inasmuch as al l 
that inertia of exteriori ty i s  unified and interiorized i n  the practical fiel d 
by a personal sovereign .  I t  i s  he ass i sted by the organs of leadership, 
co-ordination ,  administration , control and repre ss ion who defi ne s  the 
common objective ( inasmuch as h i s torical c ircumstances ,  and the exigen
c ies  of the workers and the practico-inert, designate him to fulfi l  thi s  ro le  
as the personage who wi l l be least ill suited to h i s  function) .  Thi s  t ight,  
rigorous  unity , * in i tia l l y  at least ,  does not so much defi ne the tasks as 
produce an inner synthetic mi l ieu where everyth ing i s  a function of 
everything,  and every reali ty even a col lective determines the other 
real i ties from afar, in  the very i ntegration of the temporalization towards 
an objective graduall y  specified. 

Nevertheless ,  although the temporalization i s  the e s sential determina
tion here (as the metamorphosis  of a society with its rhythm, its speed , 
etc . towards a goal ) , i t  must be pointed out that total izations remain 
synchronic . For i t  goes w ithout say ing that synchroni sm does not appl y  
j ust  to the moment to the momentary cross -section in  a prax i s  under 
way for the moment i s  j ust an abstraction. B y  synchronism, we mean 
the deve lopment of prax i s -process inasmuch as it i s  defined by an 
ensemble of the fol lowing : former circumstances ;  objectives defined in 

* A less striking example of authori tar i an integration could have been taken by 
recal l ing in broad outl i ne the hi story of patric ian Venice.  For what co unts i s  not abo ve all 
that a sinr:;le individual should be in power ; i t  i s  that the en se mble of true leaders ( an 
indi v i dual or a very res tr icted oligarch y )  shou l d  de fi ne the rigour of i ts  internal integration 
by that of the inte gration it imposes upon soc iety as a who le ( and vice v ersa) . Of co urse , 
very d i ffe ren t  - and pe rhap� i nc omparable - sy stems are inv olved Nevertheless ,  for the 
p urposes of our study,  the borderl ine  run s between h i stor ical soc i et ie s  defin ed by the 
conc en tration of powers and those defi ned by their  separation .  

7 3 .  Critique ,  vol I ,  pp 1 84 ff. 
74.  See Preface , and the notes i n  the Appendi x  on ' Total izat ion in  Non-D ictatori al 

Soc i et i es ' (p.42 8 ) ,  ' Total i zat i on : [ the  H i story of] Venice ' (pp .442 ff. ) ,  and ' Total ization
of- Enve lopment ' (pp.447 ff. )  
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terms of those circumstances (hence exc luding al l those that wi l l  be 
defined subsequentl y ,  on the bas i s  of the real ization and transcendence 
- of the first) ; detail ed resources ,  whose scarcity gives  the action i ts 
present urgency ;  operations governing one another; and the permanency 
of certain operators ( sovereigns ) . This was how the p lanned growth of 
Soviet industry in  a period of capital i st encirc lement and after the 
ravage s  of war cons ti tuted a ' first stage ' of socia lization , conc luding 
with Stal in ' s death ( i .e .  its end was marked not by objective exigencies ,  
but by the sovereign ' s  factici ty as i ts  fatal contingency ) .  Throughout the 
whole  of thi s  stage the totalization-of-envelopment remained synchronic ,  
because it did not aim to integrate the restricted tempora l ization into 
v aster temporal ensembles ,  i n  which it would be necessary to take into 
consideration ruptures between generations ,  the passage of prax is  in to 
the past inasmuch as i t  was taken over and transcended by the new 
personnel  and the emergence of new significations retrospective ly  
determining the meaning of the e lapsed stage i n  a univocal  rel ation (the 
generational rupture does not a l low the past to condition the present in 
continuity ,  i . e .  synthetica l l y  and totally ; the pre sent,  on the other hand,  
constitutes the mean ing of the past without the l atter hav ing any recourse 
other than a di stant future , where the di scontinuity of men w i l l  a l low the 
past to be j udged on appeal ;  and i t  does so by the very fact of determining 
its own immediate past,  sovereignly and without recourse ) .  There was a 
unity of S tal in ism that was temporal , one of whose main features was 
that the past  as an inner determination of the temporal ization adhered 
to the present without any gap and ,  by forming the inert determination of 
each and every person , i tse lf  produced the tools to eval uate it .  So 
however craz i ly  the machine might z igzag , the tempora l ization remained 
a synchronic total ization because there ex isted a c ircularity between past 
and present,  and because that society which made itself without 
knowing itse lf  never real l y  d isposed of the proper di s tance for 
determining its past .  

This synchronic temporal ization a mere real ization of an undertaking 
- does not always have the very c lear l imits that marked the first s tage of 
Sov iet soc ial ization.  The action may become lost i n  itself, bogged down 
in its own waste -products ; or the drift may be such that it suddenly 
considers i ts past as other and defines i tself in re l ation to that drift ;  or 
el se either internal c ircumstances ( scarc ity of men or resources ) or 
external ones (foreign intervention) may dis integrate it ( i . e .  conclude i t  
with a fai l ure ) ,  which can al so be effected by the in i t ial ly  unnoticed 
development of i nherited contrad ictions �  or e lse , again , a more funda
mental but i ntegrated ,  masked and totalized praxis  - on the occasion of a 
sequence of given c i rcum stances  may turn back upon the total i ty -of
envelopment and total i ze i t  in i ts turn , transforming the meaning of the 



T O T  A L I Z A  T I O N  - O F- E N V E L O P M E N T  275 

undertaking,  i ts  objectives and its means ,  without the agents hav ing any 
fee li ng of a genuine break (it  seems to them, rather, that the objectives 
manifest  a di sturbing and unexpected ambigu i ty that they have become 
' unrecognizable ' ;  by keeping the same s logan s ,  a ski lfu l  propaganda wi l l  
persuade individual s that they are the only ones who have changed) . In 
that case as much in itself as for the s ituated h i storian no precise 
moment (even approximate)  can mark the date of a transformation that 
was continuous .  What might be called here ( in  a very different sense 
from that which i s  usuall y  understood) the reversal of prax i s  seems a 
revolution ,  however, more than an evolution ; but thi s  revolut ion may 
remain masked by the identity of certain enveloped total it ies (which ,  
however, no l onger have the same mean ing ) .  In the case of the sovereign
individual , for example ,  i t  has been known to happen after a palace 
revolution that some indiv idual , reduced to the most total impotence , is  
retained offic ial ly  wi th his  sovereign attributes to demonstrate the 
continuity of a pol i tic s .  A thousand other cases could be c ited . Dialectical 
inte l l ig ibi l ity has nothing in common with the contemplation of an 
order; or, i f  you prefer, the posit ivist  order i s  an outer skeleton supporting 
analyt ic Reason , while the di alectical order i s  s imply intel l ig ibi lity i tself 
(Le . the c irc ular synthes i s  of the di sorder of order and the order of 
di sorder, in  the temporali zation of envelopment ;  disorder i s  ac tual ly  an 
other order here , at the heart of prax i s ,  i t  i s  the practical order as an 
other) .  

For anything l ike the dial ec tical and synchron ic inte l l igibi l ity of a 
society i n  development ( in  the case of a sovere ign-person) to be pro
duced , i t  i s  necessary and sufficient for that development to be produced 
- to be real ized even for a brief moment ,  before dis integrating under 
external pressure or being rent by contradict ions ;  and for thi s  real ization , 
as an orientated temporal ization of a vast material upheaval , to be 
determined as a prax i s  generated through everything and ( in  immanence) 
i n  everyone, v ia  the mediation of a plan establ i shed by the sovere ign , 
which for everyone , and for everyone ' s  mutual re lations w i l l  be 
retotal ized as a spec ific  prax i s , and retotalizing  as a fate . For the s i tuated 
his torian , in te l l igibi l i ty i s  in the relation of the total objective to the 
ensemble of former c ircumstances ,  inasmuch as th i s  re lation i s  tem
poral ized as a re lation of prax i s  to i t s  objects and its products of 
d i sas s imi lation : i .e .  as the structuration of a society by the b io logical 
uni ty of a sovereign , and the social i zation of a sovere ign by the soc ial 
retotal i zation of hi s orders . If fai l ure or dis i ntegration can be explained 
( whol l y  or in  part ) by  inner determinat ions ,  th i s  brutal end wi l l  d ial ec
t ical ly  help to cl arify the undertak ing even as i t  used to be when 
marc h i n g  to vi ctory . B ut i t  may happen that the group ' s  disappearance 
has � c  inner relationsh ip with the development of i t s  praxi s .  Although i t  
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does not involve a soc iety wi th a sovereign- indiv idual , I shall cite the 
[fol lowing] example , which c l arifies the question quite wel l . Historians 
of Ancient Rome al l agree upon the fact that social struggles  of growing 
feroc i ty were tak ing place in Pompe i i  at the time of the eruption that 
destroyed the c ity and i ts  inhabitants . The outcome of the same confl icts 
in  the contemporary Roman world as a whole,  moreover, certainly does 
make it  poss ible to determine the maximum possihle variat ion for a 
specific case . The annih i lat ion of that town did not punch a hole in 
History .  If we at l east disposed of the necessary documents , however 
(wh ich i s  not the case) , i t  i s  not these abstract l imits things cou ld 
proceed only so jar which ground the inte l l igibi l ity of the antagoni sti c 
undertakings .  I t  i s  in  a very real sense iron1 within the ir practical 
production of themselves towards object ives in the process of be ing 
more and more closely spec i fied. In thi s case prec i se ly  because the 
destruction of that soci ety depended on soc io-phys ical fac tors defin ing 
the technical relati on of contemporaries to Nature ,  but  not the s ingularized 
action of that particular social group , s ince there was a real exteriority of 
negation and it would have to be explained by a negation of exteri ori ty 
(as when you read in  Marx that the colonization of As ia M inor by the 
Greeks was due to the fact that the l atter did not knovv how to appl y the 
natural sciences to technology) the Pompei ian adventure remains 
general l y  inte l l igib le . Or rather wh ich amounts to saying the same 
thing in a more preci se  way its intellig ib i lity depends on ly o n  itse lf. If 
dialectical i nte l l ig ibi l ity must  be able to be the characteris tic of History 
for itself, thi s  can on no account s ign ify that History i s  simple and 
harmonious ;  that i t  deve lops wi thout c lashes,  regress ion or dev i ations; o r  

even at the leve l of synchron ic  total ization* that i t  has any meaning , 
or i s  ' going somewhere ' .  Moreover, i t  does not mean e i  ther that this 
inte l l ig ib i l i ty imposes i tse lf, without previous research and as a con 
templative i ntui tion . The h i storian wi l l  find i t  if  he has the means  (which 
he does not al  ways or even usual ly .. have)  to reconsti tute the move
ment of the enve loping total i zation. Al l  we were try ing to say was that, 
in  a practical system with un i tary sovereignty ,  the intel l igibi l ity of the 
undertak ing does not depend upon internal  contradict ions , or upon 
contingency as the inev i tab i l i ty of factic i ty ( i . e .  of the concrete as such) ,  
or again upon the final outcome . 

So the total i zation-of-enve lopment i s  a material ( i . e .  human and 
practical )  real i ty , which ,. turn ing upon i tself  draws i ts unity from its 
transcendence towards a goal . Thi s is true at a l l  i ts level s of depth . 
Transm utations of energy ,  inasmuch as they would appear  to pos i t i v i st 

* [Note m i �s ing In  man uscri pt . ]  
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Reason , would assuredly verify already establ ished phys ico-chemical 
l aws .  But their irreversibi l i ty i . e .  their  order of succes sion would at 
thi s level  remain as an unintel l ig ible fact .  Uninte l l igible to the positivist, 
s ince it i s  a matter not of phys ico-chemical i rrevers ibi l i ty (which finds 
its expl anation in  the actual features of the ' reaction ' )  but of an 
irrevers ibi l i ty whose princip le  i s  not given to analytic Reason.  Thi s  
s ign ifies  prec ise ly  that the materiality of such a real development i s  
dialectical . It occurs through the total material ity of man i . e .  on the 
bas i s  of the fact that physiological and practical interiority i s  the 
i nteriorization of the ' natural ' exteriority ; and that thi s  i nteriorization i s  
s imultaneously the source of the problems ( i . e .  of the needs and the 
be ing- in -danger of i nteriority in exteriori ty) and the means of re solv ing 
them (at least prov is ionall y ) ,  s ince i t  i s  itself, in itsel f, a mediation 
between the inert and prax i s  and through thi s  radical assertion of the 
unity of organic  temporal ization :  need as the negation of a negation . 
Thus it  i s  through need it self seeking to be sat isfied and producing ,  
through labour and through unification of the practical  fie ld, a 
government of man by worked matter strictly proporti onate to the 
government of inan imate matter by man ( in  short ,  the practico- inert) -
that a prac tical configuration of exteriority (for example, a geography of 
resources : an i l lumination of the external poss ibi l it ies by a synthetic 
regrouping of the ' natural ' g ivens ,  in combination with tool s and tech
n iques and on the basi s  of the needs of an already structured socia l  
ensemble ) and a practica l  con figuration of soc iety (a  div i s ion of l abour 
on the basi s  of technique s ,  serial ization,  etc . )  are determined s imul 
taneously and by one another. B ut both the need and the praxis  attempting 
to sati sfy it are themselves a mediation , and show us  a rudimentary 
aspect of c ircularity . For i t  i s  the organism and its needs that defi ne the 
resources  ( in their  contingent di stribution : contingent for these given 
organisms)  which determined by technology recondition the l atter,  
and pas s with all  their inertia ( in the form of raw matter and worked 
matter) into the primary socia l  structuration . In our chosen example ,  
however which,  be ing already more complex ,  presupposes a prev ious 
hi story and a revolt  of men against the practico- inert ( in  other words , 
through i t ,  against other men) the rigorous , biological unity of the 
sovere ign was founded upon the urgent need to l iquidate the practico
inert ,  as a legacy of the overthrown c lass .  For i ts very being ( i f  i t  did not 
change) would always condition the same soc ial structures ,  whatever 
the se might be cal led . That s ignified the obl i gation for praxi s  to transform 
equipment ,  resource s ,  production and the producers jointly  and , of 
course ,  by one another .  The rad ical  s ignification of thi s prax i s  was thus 
unification as transcendence bei ng temporal i zed towards a goal ;  and the 
sovereign was at once the organi zer of the integrated soc iety and i ts  

-
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future objective .  At th i s  level  and by v irtue of the very fact that 
soc iety , despite the crazy swerves of the l eadersh ip and al l the mistakes  
and confl ic t s ,  d id survive everything was recondi tioned and total i zed ,  
at once by the labour of the apparatus wi th its coerc ive organ s and by the 
pract ice of the rank and fi le .  B ut th i s  observation cannot l ead to opt imism.  
By dissolv ing the inherited pract ico- inert ,  the sovereign and through i t  
society interiorized the soc ial s truc tures i t  had formerly conditioned . 
And the transcendence of th i s  in teriorizat ion i . e .  i t s  pract ical re
exteriorization had the re su l t ,  in a rather different techn ical context ,  of 
const i tuting another prac tico- i nert *  that recondi tioned men,  inter-human 
structures ,  i nst i tutions ,  and final ly prax i s  i t se lf. Inasmuch as the l atter -
dev i ated constant ly went back over the i nert concreti ons and di ssolved 
them, and inasmuch as i t  produced others by counter-fina l i t ies  that re 
exteriori zed the former c irc umstances ( i  . e .  the dissol ved practico-inert) , 
c i rcu lari ty manifested itse lf  as an internal s tructure of the practical 
total ity and became in the form of sp i ra ls  - the movement of i ts 
temporal i zation towards  the objective .  The axial  direction repre sented 
the practical transcendence ,  i nasmuch as under the pressure of need, 
and in  the emergency of the given s i tuation i t  had posited its own 
goal s .  I t  was in relation to this direction that the ' drift '  of the action 
i tse lf took pl ace ,  in  so far as the interiori zation by c i rcu larity of its own 
resul ts  deprived it of the means to straighten the real d irection and bring 
i t  c loser to the v irtual d irection ; or, more prec i sely , const i tuted i t  for 
i tself through new inte l lectual  tool s  as always transcending i tse lf  in 
the same direct ion .  

This  total izing real i ty was thus characterized by the immanence of the 
bonds un i ting the e lements that made i t  up ( synthetic s tructure of the 
field) and, at the same t ime ,  by the presence of practico- inert concret ions 
producing col l ect ives within i t  and tending to reify human relations .  This  
contradict ion , far from being i n  i t se lf  and formal ly  the rea l  destruc ti on of 
the tota l i zation,  on the contrary consti tuted the motor of the temporal iza
t ion . Wi thout the internal ex is tence of the practico-inert, the tota l i zation 
would be a tota l i ty or i t  would not be at al l .  I t  would not be , s ince the 
prac tico- i nert founded upon needs ,  resources and techniques  i s  
prec i se ly  the pas sive synthes i s  on the basi s  of which [ the total i zation ] i s  
engendered, and which the latter then enve lops  and d i s so lves .  And i f  i t  
were to be encountered ( in inconceivable c ircumstances ,  formal l y  pos s ible 
elsewhere) ,  then c ircu lari ty would vani sh ,  along wi th the spiral of • 

* For example ,  the " necess i t y '  of widening the salary range, or the . nece ss i ty ' of 
repre�sion ( to i nc re ase  the mean� of product ion ) ,  are i n  part legac ies  of the abo l i shed 
reg ime ,  i n a�much as its o w n  pract ico- inert remain s .  
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temporal ized retotal izations .  We should be faced with a whol e :  al ive ,  
as suredly ,  but without any temporal and practical determination , since 
the onl y  mediation between the free  organi sms would be other equal ly 
free organisms .  So the practico - inert appears in c i rcu larity as what has to 
be d isso lved by praxi s ,  and as the determination of prax i s  by itse lf  in 
exteriori ty . It i s  what dev iates praxi s ,  but i t  i s  al so what retains wi th in  i t  
the deep layers of passi ve material ity ; and i t  is  through its  inert synthesis  
that act ion can sovere ign ly  regu late the order and proportions of trans 
mutations of energy . In th i s  sense ,  the inertia of exteriority ri ses up from 
the phys ico-chemical l ayers of the field to the sovereign organisms .  To 
take just one example ,  i t  was ' natural ' exteriori ty which through the 
pract ico- inert was to be found in the stratified hierarchy of the Stal in i st 
bureaucracy .  At the pract ical moment  of c ircu larity , however, praxis  
transcends i ts  exteriori ty towards new obj ectives ,  thereby synthet ical ly 
determining the opening of i ts  practical fie ld .  It is  w i thin th i s  interiority 
that re l ations of rec iprocal immanence  are es tab l i shed between al l the 
e lements of the fie ld .  The ex i stence of series and col lectives changes  
nothing of thi s .  The seri al impotence of this particu l ar ind ividua l ,  and 
the reification of his  rel ations with other persons within some serial ized 
ensemble ,  do not imply that h i s  other human re l ations are serial , nor 
(above a l l )  that h is  behaviour patterns do not retotal i ze the tota l ization 
of-envelopment even, and above a l l , with its structures of seriality .  

Furthermore , in so far as serial i ty becomes a way of rul ing , the rel ations 
between seri al indiv idual s without los ing thei r character of reified 
exteriority ,  or ceasing to unite those individual s as Others by virtue of 
the sovere ign practice take on a character of quasi - in teriority .  

What seems more important is  not to mi sunderstand the meaning [ of 
the term] ' c ircu larity ' .  For if  we look at a s ingle practical dec i s ion,  there 
i s  a moment of action in interiori ty by internal rearrangement of the 
field and a moment of determination in ex teriority , in which the inert 
resu l ts  of pass ive syntheses through the agents themselves  infect 
with their inertia the structures of the praxis that has produced them. B ut 
thi s  does not, therefore , mean that the sovere ign activity has been 
interrupted , to make way for th i s  skeletal image of i tself. Quite the 

contrary ; i t  carries  on , and through it the inert strata of exteriori ty 
are maintained in unity and rendered effective .  Moreover, other actions 
spring from the sovere ign :  uni ted in  their orig in , and i n the ir basic 
objecti ve ;  divers ified by their  immedi ate objectives ;  connected by rec i p
rocal ex igencie s ,  which by v irtue of a s l ight  l ag ,  due to the pres sures 
and order of the problems to be resolved are produced in the moment 
of interiority , at the very t ime when the former praxi s  i s  al ready affected 
by the inerti a i t  has  cre at ed .  So i t  i s  nece ssary to concei  ve the c irc u l ari ty 
of envelopment as actual l y  constituted b y several circularities , whose 
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different l ag s  make it imposs ib le  s imply to find one circ le and tM'O 

complementary moments . Every e lement of exteriori ty , whatever the 
moment of its constitution, can directly or ind irect ly dev iate any parti al 
ac tiv i ty even i f  thi s  occ urs much l ater .  In the same way , every inert 
element i s  associated with other e lements to make up the skeleton that 
the socio log i st w i l l  study , whatever the period of its sedimentation.  But  
i f  these pas s ive interconditionings are pos s ib le  and if, through them , 
the ensemble  of the skeleton influences the tota l izing prax i s  thi s i s  
because the partial activ i t ies serve as a mediation between the various 
sediments . It i s  c lear from thi s  that a s ing le  total i z ing prax i s  i s  recondi
tioned from within by deposi ts  of differing ages .  However, thi s makes no 
change to the law of circu larity , s ince such deposits have been formed by 
the latter and recondition it  through the current mediation of spec ific  
activ it ies ,  inasmuch as these are integrated as i ts parts into the prax i s  of 
tota l ization.  So the movement of circu lari ty far from preventing the 
most complex interplay of condition ings and recondition ings ,  w i th the 
temporal l ags  and delays characteri stic of certain reactions i s  their  sole 
foundation . B ut precise ly because i t  is  prod uced as the intimate move
ment of temporal ization , i t  i s  in depth that the h i s torian must find i t; and 
the total ization-of-envelopment ( in  the case of a sovereign-indiv idual ) 
first presents i tself as an inextri cable j umble of inert deposits and 
actions .  If i t  remains at the leve l  of such empirical  knowl edge , His tory 
w i l l  go astray . For i t  risks fading away before soci ology ,  or j uxtapos ing 
institutions and practices ,  or deriv ing them from one another at random, 
so long as it has not understood the dialectical law of c ircu larity and i ts 
epi stemological corol l ary , the law of circular interpretation . 



• • 

• 

F W E  seek to grasp more c learly ,  on that bas i s ,  the meaning of the 
total ity 75 of envelopment as prax is -process ,  we can advance the 

following remarks .  
1 .  This  reali ty i s  entire ly  a human real ization of man . For it can be 

produced and develop onl y  by pos iting objectives :  i . e .  by a negation of 
the past in  terms of the future . In other words , the very s tructure of its 
development the temporalization i s  spec ifical ly human. * Even in  
the very heart of present reality, prax is -process  is  defined by the future 
that comes to negate the pas t in it .  Furthermore , nothing occurs in  i t  -
whether in detai l or in overal l operations that i s  not engendered by 
human effort, by labour. Even i f  i t  i s  carried out under coercion , this  

* This does not mean there i s  no problem of temporalization. In fact ,  the praxi s  of 
the free organism i s  totali zed and objectified in i ts result  v ia  what we shall cal l  the 
constituent temporalization. Already in the c ase of the group, however, and especia l ly  in  
that of the total ization-of-enve lopment, the question of the constituted temporalization i s  
posed. The problem here i s  to know how the tempora l ization of envelopment can be 
produced , inasmuch as i t  i s  engendered by enveloped or constituent temporalizations as 

such , and how i t  can serve as a mi l ieu  for the latter. And also to know how const i tuent 
temporal izations are retemporal ized in  their t urn , through interiorization of the temporalizing 
mi l ieu that draws them towards the common objective .  We have already seen how th is  
essentially dialectical problem was radicaU y  dist inct  from another problem fami l iar to al l : 
how i s  the unity of time-space in physics  compatible wi th the m ultip l ic ity of constituent 
temporal i zation s? Or ( if  you prefer) through what mediation s ,  and in what h i storic al 
c ircumstance s ,  d id  the practical temporalizations produce this abstract determination as 
their inert container, and how was the operation possible? Th e response to th i s  second 
question i s  actual ly  contained in these s imple words .  the time of c locks i s  a col lective ,  
hence - for eve ryone - the time of the Other. The total izing and constituted temporal
ization, however, i s  a synthetic , dialectical development and would have to be fol lowed 
dialectica l ly  to i t s  genesi s ,  in re l ation to every h i storical total ization 

7 5 .  See footnote 43 on p . 1 87 above 

28 1 
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l abour i s  agreed . Not as ha� too often been c l aimed because i t  i s  at al l 
events preferred to death ( I  have expla ined how only spec ific c ircum
s tances were ab le to determine death as a poss ib le term of an option 76) . 
But quite s imply because its execution i s  an immediate reass umption of 
the goal . Or, if  you prefer, because the agent i s  a man,  and a man even 
a slave i s  sovere ign in  h is  l abour, even if the practico- inert alienates i ts  
resu lts as soon as the labourer object ifies himself  in them , even if  the 
l abour i s  sold as a commodity , and even i f  i t  ri ses up as a hosti le  force 
and i s  realized as a ' loss  of substance ' .  For he has to pe1form that l abour 

which means that he wants to do so.  An integral prax i s ,  suffered 
( interiorization) and repeated (ex teriorization ) by thousands or mi l l ions  
of agents ,  for whom it becomes at once the being ( serial impotence, 
re lap�e into hexis, fate as a suffered future )  and the act; the unity of a 
fie ld to which all the agents belong ( i nc l uding the sovereign) ,  where 
prax is  i tse lf  de fines  what might be cal led the law of immanence Ca bond 
of interiori ty between everyth ing and everyth ing) and the l aw of incarna
t ion : al l these features of prax i s -process are exclusively human ( in so far 
as we know no pract i cal  mul tipl ic it ies other than human societies )  and, 
from the v iewpoint of knowledge , are inte l l igible only for men (and for 
practica l  mult ipl ic i t ies of an equal or greater mental development) . 
Every attempt to reduce th i s  total izing progress  to an ensemble of facts 
access ible to posit ive Reason alone wou ld  end up trans forming the 
spec ific interiority of hi storia l ization into pure exteriority . The synthetic 
unification would thus  be reduced to the s tati stical truths of posit ive  
Reason ( incomplete and irrational truths , s ince they derive the ir coherence 
from synthetic s tructures  that they negate) . 

2 .  However, the rea l i ty of the dev iation (as it i s  produced in every 
spiral , and as it i s  encapsu lated in the drift away from a given object ive,  
fi xed at the outset ) comes to impose a term on pure and s imple  
comprehension, prec ise l y  in  so far as action, e scaping,  i s  exteriorized 
and comes l ike a vis a tergo to change from without those who 
produce i t  from within them selves  as their transcendence . In  so far as 
you then reach a resu lt that had not been  either projected or foreseen , or 
even di scovered along the way - and in so far as you can say that th ings 
have produced men and given them a fal se consciousness  of themselves ,  
of  the past and of thei r future objecti ves  the tota l ization seems anti
human . I say anti -human and not inhuman, for i t  i s  not a matter of a 
return to the natural world ;  and prax is -process ,  from th i s  standpoint ,  
does not reveal i tself as a vague b lock of inanimate matter. Quite the 
contrary : l ike the Dev i l  according to the Church Fathers , the exteriority 

7 6 .  Cl ;tique ,  v o l  1 ,  p . 1 9 0 
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of prax is  i s  paras i ti c ,  borrowing i t s  efficacy  and i ts be ing as we have 
seen from interiority . I t  i s  through a whol ly human field of immanence 
and te leological unification that sediments are formed, via the mediation 
of all fornls of activity .  Prax i s .  as i t  approaches i ts  goal , in pract ice 
consti tutes an outside for i tse lf and , prec i sely in th i s .  reveal s i tse lf  as 
human prax is ;  for on ly  a human society can establ i sh synthetic re l at ions 
of such a kind between inanimate objects ,  without present rel ations , that 
they wrest themselves out of their  inertia and mutual l y  manifest  imperious 
exigencie s ,  whose origin i s  a need for exteriority awoken , sustained and 
unified by the astringent mi l ieu of practical syntheses .  Praxis -process  
thus appears as a human process ,  wi thout ceas ing to be human act ion ;  
and action i s  produced within i t  as burdening i t se lf  wi th the inertias freed 
by the dissolut ion or transformation of the inert s truc tures of i ts field .  
Everyth ing has i ts cost , and the total ization-of-enve lopment shows us at  
once resu l ts and act ion paying its own expenses (for example ,  as suming 
the scarc i ty of resources or equipment,  and reduc ing th i s  gradual ly , at 
the price of be ing transformed itself by i ts own spec ific scarc i ty :  the 
scarc i ty of men ) .  

I t  i s  perfectly conceivable ,  to be sure , for the enveloping total ization 
to be produced in itself and for itself: In  spec ific c ircum stances ones ,  
moreover,  which would presuppose a less  pronounced emergency ,  a 
more homogeneous culture of both leaders and masses ,  less scarc i ty of 
men , etc . achieving awareness  of dev iation (at whatever leve l  thi s  
might occ ur) wou ld  make i t  poss ible to control and reduce i t .  B ut of 
course,  a very great flu idity and quasi -homogene ity of soc ial mi l ieux 
would be needed , and another relat ion from the outset between the 
sovere ign and the ruled : i .e .  a more advanced form of w i thering away of 
the State . Bes ides ,  even i f  one then succeeded in  cons tantly rect ifying 
the orientat ion of prax i s ,  the pract ical results might be more favourable 
but the c ircu larity as a formal s tructure would remain unchanged . And i t  
would l ikew i se remai n unchanged i n  a more radical  hypothesi s ,  which 
would require a techno logy and economy entire ly  conscious of them
selve� ,  as  we l l  as the app l icat ion of a tran sformed and developed 
cyberneti c s  to the internal organization of an enterpri se-soc iety . For i t  i s  
not inconcei vable at least for certain  domains  (part icu l ar ly p lanning) -
to condi t ion circularity i t self, and through i t  determine a k ind of feedback. 
Indeed, s ince praxi s -process i s  c i rcu lar, it i s  i tself a feedback: i ts  con
sequences react upon i ts  principles and i ts outcomes upon the forces  that 
have produced them . Thi s  recondi t ion ing in ex terior i ty of the ac tion by 
i tself v ia  the agents - is a feedback. I t  wi l l  simply be cal led negat ive , 
s i nce i t s  effect i s  to w arp prax i s  rather  th an to correct i t .  Hence ,  i t  might 
be i mag ined that a soci ety i n  w h i c h  sc ience and technology were more 
advanced,  far from cl a iming l i ke S t al in i s t soc i ety to e s c ape c i rc u l ari ty , 
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would submit  to i t  in order to govern i t  and ,  by  means of a sys tem of 
compensating dev ices ,  automatica l ly  correct the dev iation by its effect s .  
B ut these two procedures interest u s  on ly  from the formal  v iewpoint .  
For, in  themse lves ,  it can be said that they have a lways been used (even 
criti cism used to ex i s t  in the S ta l in  period, whi le as for feedback, i t i s  
what democratic consti tutions have often resorted to in  order to guard 
the State against  the danger of its own power) and,  at the same time, that 
nothing guarantees that they ever wi l l  be ( in  the guise of sy stematic 
correctives of praxi s ) .  These remarks refer us  back to the problem of the 
meaning of History, and to d iachronic tota l ization . What I wanted to 
point out was j ust that in  both cases ( the only conceivable remedies for 
deviation , i n  a period of scarcity ) the precondi tion for the procedures 
described above be ing appl icable and effective i s  prec i se ly  the prior 
recogni tion that the h i s torical process  i s  that feedback: i . e .  the disc losure 
of c ircu larity . The practical  progress  would be immense,  and the dialec
t ical  and formal transfiguration would be l imited , i f  through the labour 
of men prax i s -process  controlled its dev iations by a directed c ircularity .  
For with each new problem the wi ld c ircu lari ty would reappear, and the 
need for new adaptations . Moreover whatever the system employed , 
and because everything has its cost awareness  as much as feedback, 
while suppress ing the primary dev iat ion , wo uld engender a reflexive 
circularity wi th second- leve l dev iations .  

3 .  From the v iewpoint  of hi storical  knowledge , does c ircularity al low 
a total comprehens ion of praxi s-process?  For we know that the com
prehension of consti tuted actions ,  although itself differen t  from con 

s ti tuent  comprehension , i s  nevertheless possi ble and wholly appropriate 
so long as an organ ized action i s  involved .  For comprehens ion i s  

praxis i tse lf, nothing e l se .  As  consti tuted comprehension of a comnlon 
prax i s ,  i t  emanates s imply from the hi storian ,  inasmuch as he can nlake 
himse lf  into a common indiv idual by v irtue of a p ledge . B ut the 
total ization-of-envelopment comprises a turning back of the inert upon 
the agent ,  to recondit ion h im .  Is  i t  the task of comprehension to grasp 
this  process  of involution? We must  frank ly rep ly :  yes .  For such 
recondition ing at al l events  e l udes posit ive Reason.  I t  i s  true that i t  
eventual l y  const i tu tes the ex teriori ty of the interior; but i t  does not i t�elf 
operate in  exteriority . The determinations of agents by the pract ico- inert 
they have themsel ves estab l  i shed are made through remote l inks , and by  
the enveloped i ncarnation const i tuted by each of the ir behav iour pattern s .  
As we have seen , th i s  i s  how,  for example , the const i tut ion and 
strat ification of the Sta l in i st Bureaucracy can be inte rpre te d .  So i t  wa� a 
matter of dialectical inte l l ig i  b i l i ty ,  at al l events . There was in te l l  ig ib il i ty � 

s ince the process  of strati fi c at ion en tai led i t �  own obv iousne s s �  and this  
i ntel l ig ib i l i ty was di alectica l , s ince the pract ico - i nert was refrac ted 
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through the dialectical medium of total ization and was effective by  
virtue of i t  a lone,  i nasmuch as i t  borrowed from i t  i t s  own synthetic 
activ i ty .  You wi l l  say i t  i s  st i l l  the case that in tellig ible and dialectical 
perhaps do not necessari ly lnean cOfl1prehensible . I s  i t  not true that these 
remote determinations paras i tic  upon ac tion are � in any case , not 
practical activ it ies at al l ?  No doubt . And this  remark reveal s to us one 
important aspect of that society c losed upon itself, locked and bolted by 
i ts  sovereign : i t  sought to integrate the field of the anti -dialect ic into the 
totalization as a constituted dialectic . For us , as we ponder in  the present 
chapter over the re lationsh ip between the dialectic and the anti -dialec ti c ,  
here is  a first example of their poss ible relations . One closed upon the 
other, in  order to d i s solve and ass imilate i t .  I t  succeeded only by the 
realization of a general ized cancer. In  so far as the practico- inert ( i . e .  the 
anti -di alectic )  was used and suffused by the dialectic , praxi s  (as a 
constituted dialectic) was poi soned from w i th in by the anti -dialectic . The 
deviation was the anti -dialectical reconditioning of the dialectic ;  i t  was 
the sovereign prax i s ,  inasmuch as thi s  was (part ial l y) i tself an ant i 
dialectic .  For thi s very reason , however, those various transformations 
did not transcend the l imits of consti tuted comprehension . For the l atter 
doe� not confine itse lf  any more than consti tuent comprehension does -
to grasping ac t ion in  its purity . On the contrary , I have  shown i n  The 
Problem of Method how the comprehens ion of an indiv idual act (my 
interlocutor gets up to open the window) focuses at once upon the pure 
mean ing of that act i . e .  upon the temporal relation of the need to the 
objective , v ia  the mediation of the means and upon i ts concrete real i ty , 
i .e .  its incarnation and i t s  dev iation ( there i s  too much in i t ,  or not 
enough, or something el se) , 77 If my friend suddenly gets up , in the 
middle of an animated conversation , and rushes towards the window as 
though he were st ifl ing ,  the particul ar features of hi s conduct are auto
matical ly revealed as not being required by the objective , or by the mere 
need for air such as I may imagine it  abstractly .  I f  he i s  suffocating,  he 
should have thought sooner about opening the window . If i t  is  very cold 
outs ide and the temperature i s  bearable inside,  hi s haste cannot be 
explained by some dangerous emergency . If  he knows that I always feel 
ch i l ly ,  he could have asked my opin ion at the beginning of our conversa
tion or after an hour.  B ut precisely the se particu larities  in  so far as they 
dist inguish the act ion from its ' normal ' ,  abstract model refer me 
through a regress ive act of comprehension to specific features of my 
interlocutor: i . e .  to what he has himself made him self into, through 
the i nteriori zation and tran�cendence of certain former condit ion ings . 

77 The Prohlem of Method, pp. 1 5 2-4 
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Dial ect ical comprehension disc loses the present v ia  the future , and the 
past v ia the present :  as soon as he gets up , suffocating ,  it  passes from the 
open window to h i s  red, sweating face and awaits h im in the depths of 
the immediate future ;  at the same t ime, however,  i t  plunges into the past 
i n  order to find,  through various memories  ( ' He i s  always  l ike that ' ) �  the 
source of so many hasty , uncontrol led behav iour pattern s ,  so much 
abruptness ,  and that odd unawareness of h i s  body and i t s  needs which 
never manifest  themselves other than at the last moment, when they have 
to be sat isfied urgent ly .  There i s comprehens ion ,  for the s imple reason 
that th i s  s l ight maladj ustment i s  real i zed in  the form of behav iour 
patterns .  The abruptnesses ,  the haste , etc . ,  are act ions : they transcend 
more basic condit ions ,  defend themselves against  them,  negate them,  
preserve them,  and try to adapt to them . So the c ircumstance i tself i s  
merely an abstrac tion for me mere ly  the back-mean ing of a behav iour 
pattern and I never encounter i t  except in  th i s act ive form . I t  does not 
manifest i tself e i ther to me or, above all , to i tself in  the form of a 
state . 

Wel l ,  the same i s  true for consti tuted comprehension and for recondi 
t ioned praxi s .  There i s  a Sov iet  model-society that the sociologis t  can 
reconstruct ,  if he has stati sti cal information at his  disposal , and that he 
wi l l  v iew as a prop for a process  (grasped i n  exteriori ty)  of p lanned 
industrial izat ion . B ut the soc iologis t  wi l l  throw l ight on this  soc iety by 
adopting a non-dialectical and non-comprehens ive attitude that i s  h i s  
right . The object  described belongs to positive Reason : it can be seen 
with the eyes of a positi v i st .  If we return to the concrete , however i . e .  
to History we grasp thi s  social ensemble only through the dev iations of 
common prax i s  and parti cul ar act iv i t ies .  To be sure , i t  i s  necessary first 
to quest ion the soc iologist  and to cons ider w ith h im h i s  abs tract model , 
the s tratifications s igna l l ed by the difference in  l i v ing standards ,  honour s ,  
powers , etc . B ut that i s  j ust  i n  order to be able to re in teriorize [ th i s  
model ]  at the heart of groups or  common individual s ,  as the abstract 
mean ing of the dev iation that manifests  i t self as a l iv ing feature of 

praxis . In real i ty ,  the movement of c i rculari ty involves the estab l i shment 
of exteriori ty only as an abstrac t , schematic geography of deposits , strata 
and sedimentat ions .  If  you l ike ,  i t i s  the t ime of the anti -d ialecti c :  the 
h i storian ' s  comprehens ion has rnoved from former c ircumstances and the 
chosen objective  to the bound ,  un ified divers ity of detai led ac t ions 
(des ti ned to produce the means for the mean s  of attain ing the objective ) ;  
and he has grasped in the very object ificat ion of the agents through the 
re su l t s  achieved the ambi gu i ty ,  or the uncertainty , o r  the contra
dict ions , that characteri ze these fi rst gropings .  Th i s  i s  where a " soc io
logical ' study can prov i de h i m  w i th the �ys tematic en�emb l e  of the gaps 
between forecas t s and ach ievements : s uch gap� as an inert ske leton of 
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abstract s ignifi cations wi ll constitute the model-society .  B ut thi s 
moment of the anti -dialectic i s  there only to guide research . His torical 
comprehension goes back to sovereign acts ;  i t  comprehends them in  their 
particulari ty w ith respect to the new objectives and as cons ti tuent 
comprehens ion does for the indiv idual wi th respect to the past  they 
i l I uminate . For the latter appears , in i ts  transcended but preserved 
abstraction , through particulari ty and as its source . The past presents 
i tse lf  to comprehension as the new foundation which such act s  have 
gained , on the basi s of which they have produced themselves ,  and which 
they maintain in the ir  very transcendence wi thout thei r  author knowing 
it . And thi s  abstract foundat ion of man,  h i s  praxi s  and the knowledge 
that can enl ighten h im ,  i s  prec isely the social model es tabl i shed by the 
sociologi st ,  but it acquires  reali ty only as an abstract reverse s ignification 
i l luminating the dev iat ion of the sovereign ' s act ions ,  those of the leading 
groups ,  and everyone ' s :  what the h i s torian wi l l  be able to grasp by 
moving down comprehensive ly from the sovereign praxis  to the masses 
and the new modifications of the pract ico - inert ,  and then moving up 
again through new abstract ,  s tatis tical determinat ions  to the sovere ign 
reconditioned by new results of its action .  So  c ircu lar intel l ig ibi l ity i s  
always comprehensive,  s ince the h i s torian never has to deal wi th any
thing but prax i s  and discovers the inert l ike a residue at the bottom of the 
cruc ible of action.  So  the movement of h i s  comprehens ion i s  regress ive ,  
then progress ive ;  for he wi l l  di scover the inert by the dev iation ,  and 
interpret tbe lat ter by the former. 

4 .  This  comment on comprehens ion has brought us  to a compari son 
between indi vidual action and the sovereign total ization , which wi l l  
enable us to c larify further the meaning of this  totalization .  For if i t  i s  
true that the enveloping total ization confuses us  by virtue of the e lement 
of inhumani ty i t  secretes ,  i t  must  be pointed out that the dev iat ion of 
praxis  i s  not something l inked sole l y  to common actions or co l lective 
ventures .  The circular and the exteriority of interiority already reveal 
themselves even at the level of consti tuent praxi s .  We noted thi s in 
pass ing , when we returned to the example of The Problem of Method. In 
connection with that anyway very ambiguous example ,  however, i t  might 
be thought that the only alteration of indiv idual prax is  was its alienation 
in the practico- inert , and that its only source of dev iation lay i n  the 
in teriorizat ion by the agent of former alienations .  In  rea l i ty ,  i t  i s  true that 
the most general foundation of indiv idual deviat ion s  i s  the former or 
immediate ly future al ienation , which in fact , and by the introduction of 
transcendence ( the realm of the pract ico- inert ,  and the third party ) 
obv ious ly  excludes the circular struc ture of the dev iated praxi s ,  even if 
methodologically the c ircularity of the inquiry i s  preserved by the 
h i storian . But c i rcul ari ty also characterize s certain aspects of indiv idual 
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prax i s .  From th i s  v iewpoint ,  the universal case of fatigue i s  characteri s t i c .  
Here ,  of course, it i s  a quest i on of considering abstract ly the relationship 
between work and fatigue , without referring to any part icular kind of 
society ; or if  i t  is  a matter of our own,  wi thout knowing whether the 
worker i s  a smallholder, whether he owns the tool s of h i s  trade (as some 
tax i -drivers own their tax i s ), or whether he sel l s  h i s  labour-power as a 
commodity . What counts i s  that s ince everyth ing has its cost (a synthet ic 
princ iple  defining prax is  in a field of scarcity,  and in  terms of the 
princ iple of conservation of energy) , any transformation of the individual 
practical field (e .g .  any accumulation of in i t ial l y  di spersed energy 
resources :  harvesting, gathering in ,  e tc . )  i s  effected as a transmutation of 
energy .  Hence i f  the worker i s  v iewed as a man , rather than just a 
certain energy potent ial i t  implies for the agent  an expenditure oj' 
energy (ox idi zation and ' burning ' of certain re serves ;  inev itable wastage 
of part of the energy in a degraded form , through rai s ing of the outs ide 
temperature , transpirati on ,  etc ; production through combust ion itself of 
waste-products , SOIne of which are quickly e l iminated whi le others 
remain for a greater or lesser t ime ) .  On the most  favourable  assumption ,  
this  expenditure i s  the exact  equivalent of the energy costs of the 
outcome that was proposed ( i t  i s  the i deal case we shall consider: in 
real i ty ,  there are false costs which may be cons iderable ) .  And if  the 
outcome i s  despi te everything a profit ,  thi s means that from another 
standpoint ( that of need, or sales ,  or the protection of crops ,  e tc . )  and 
upon another terrain i t  appears as pure creat ion as a sudden increase in  
the desirable potential . I t  al so mean s that thi s  increase in  the new field 
under cons ideration finds i tse l f  constituted by c irc umstances as tran 
scending the l osses i t  has caused for the worker. 

B ut need and danger create emergency condit ions in  any soc iety . 
When famine threatens or an enemy work i s  harsh : one spade - stroke 
- or a hundred of them to dig a di tch are not enough ; ten thousand are 
needed to rai se an earth rampart, and in  the shortest time pos s ible . So  
every indiv idual repeats h i s  ac tion as often as circumstances require i t ;  
and each t ime he repeats i t  hi s fatigue grows ( his reserves  mel t  away , 
waste-products and tox ins accumulate) and makes reproduction of the 
same action more difficul t  (preci sely because of what every worker 
experiences as a � loss  of substance ' :  ' I  need to restore my strength ' ,  
people often say ) .  

In real ity , th ings are not so s imple . There is  a psychophys iology of 
fatigue , and its profile in the course of a working day inc ludes  s lack 
periods and others of sudden increase .  What remains crucial is  the fact 
that the accompl ished act ion , through the i nert modification s i t  provokes 
in  the subject (a negative inert ia of absence of the resources consumed 
and presence of toxins and waste -products in the organism , as counter-
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final itie s :  means of no longer be ing able to work) , makes the latter less  
and less  capable of reproducing i t .  S ince fatigue has qualitative effects , i t  
i s  above al l  the fac t  that the action itself i s  modified (as in  the case of the 
sovereign- indiv idual ) by  the effect of i ts  results upon the practical 
organism:  once a certain threshold has been  crossed , gestures become 
less prec ise and less  effective ,  attention s lackens ,  e tc .  If  he i s  free , the 
worker s tops ,  saying :  ' I 'm not doing anything usefu l  any more . ' I f  he  i s  
not free ,  or if  he keeps working away but lacks se lf-control , the risk of 
mis takes  grows ,  as does the number of ' botches ' actually produced . Any 
one of these ' botched ' objects can provide us wi th an objective example 
of the deviation . For a given worker, the goal was to increase hi s hourly 
production i n  order to obtain a productiv i ty bonus ,  so it was a matter of 
producing x perfect i tems in  the eight hours . The x i tems wi l l  have been 
produced , but the percentage nix of ' botched ' i tems denotes the deviation .  
Through fatigue , the objective i s  altered and becomes :  not to let go ,  to 
hang on,  to s tick at al l  costs to the planned number of operations ,  etc . 
B lind exhaustion, wandering attention and above al l  con traction of h i s  
field are bound to create ' botches ' ,  s ince these are now the tool s of h i s  
trade . Intent on transcending them, however (by keeping hi s eyes  open , 
remembering al l  the instructions ,  etc . ) ,  he no longer maintains the 
neces sary d i s tance to become aware of them (Le .  to become aware of the 
fact  that an impoverished man i s  working in h i s  place ) .  Objectively ,  as 
the supposed transcendence of h i s  dimini shed functions i s  in  reality only 
thei r  pure and simple exercise (the only way for attention to real ize its 
deficiency in  a period of pressure i s  to struggle agains t  th i s ,  mobi l ize 
i tself totally , engross  i tself so intensely in taking account of everything 
and be so aware of i ts  tasks that i t  realizes in  all h i s  gestures and 
through the fight i t  puts up the defici t  for which it i s  seeking to 
compensate * ) ,  the ' botch ' as a dev iat ion inscribed in  worked matter 
(and as the synthetic unity of a counter-finality) e ludes the worker, 
prec ise ly i n  so far as the worker has assumed himself such that h is  real 
acts  and their objectification must e lude him . Moreover, at the heart of 
this relati onship between the man and h i s  work represented by fatigue , 
we find the true problem of the practical total i ty as a responsibil i ty . I t  i s  
not j ust a matter of referring  back to Kanti sm ' s pos i tive  intention (he has 
taken the ri sk of doing bad work ) .  Fatigue is praxis  at a certain moment,  
and the man i s  qual ified at thi s  moment by h i s way of l iving his  fatigue : 
in relation to h i s  phys iological s tructures and the past these have 

* I doubt l e s s  do not need to point out  that I am not  tak i ng attention as a fac ulty - or 
e v e n  a function - but as the whole  of pra x i � ,  inasm uch as i t  p roduc e s  its own org ans o f  
c ontro l and c o n d i t i o n 5!  them by i t s  total de v e l opment 
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interiorized ( i l lnes ses ,  inj uries ,  work acc idents ) ,  but at the same time 
also in relation to the internal fie lds that constitute him ( interiori zation of 
the soc ial , transcendence,  etc . )  and to the mult idimens ionality of h i s  
personal s ign ifications through the forms of behav iour that ac tual i ze 
them.  Everyone produce s  h imself and re-produces h imself wholly in  his  
own res is tance to fatigue ; and i t  i s  at this  practical level that he himself -
and l1r'ithout knowing it pronounces sentence upon hi s original intention 
( i .e . dec ides in practice whether he was wrong or right to set h imself that 
i ncrease in production as a goal * ) .  

So c ircularity ex i sts in indiv idual praxis  and ,  i n  a certain way , 
consti tutes its basis inasmuch as it manifests itself as fatigue . So it i s  not 
something specific  to constituted prax i s , even though practical multi 
pl icit ies in  all their forms reproduce and ampl ify it as a fundamental 
structure of the ir total izing temporal ization . Rather, in  a certain way it i s  
the practical relation of the agent to worked matter. And its very 
princ iple i s  that, in the energy transmutation, there i s  and i s  not 
equivalence ( independently of any � di s sipation ' )  between the energy 
suppl ied and the energy received.  For that which i s  suppl ied as an 
expenditure made by an organ i sm (or practic al mult ipl ic i ty)  wi th a v iew 
to producing a resul t  i s  characteri zed for the organism (or multiplic ity) 
and in  the field of scarcity as an inert imposs ibi l ity (temporary or 
definitive)  of re-producing the result obtained,  or of produc ing other 
transformations in other domains .  Absorbed by worked matter, i t  becomes 
in i tself the pass ive synthes i s  of exteriority . Expended by a whole or a 
total ization , i t s  defic it i s  produced in the organism (or practical multi
p l ic ity ) as the appearance of exteriori ty at the heart of a practical 
synthes i s  (not just as a lack , but also as a presence of waste-products ) .  In  
other words , i n  these transformations there i s  an expenditure which is  a 
material and pract ical fact,  s ince it presupposes a world of objectives �  
exigencies  and ri sks compel l ing continual options and an economy of 
resources and an organic (or social) memory of that expenditure , 
i nasmuch as it i s  l ived ,  for example ,  as an imposs ib i l ity of carry ing out a 
new piece of work, thus as an absence  of practical connection w ith some 
particular new ex igency of exterior objectiv ity .  C ircularity , for the 
organi sm ,  i s  rooted in what we may term the costs of ac tion - and , for 
totalizations in  progress ,  the costs of History . 

Th is compari son had the a im of helping us  to comprehend the rel ation -

* Taking the e x ample ab� tract ly ,  I am natural ly not speaking about  the indiv idual ' s  
soc ial respon�ibi l itie s ,  i n  a soc iety that seek s  to pu�h the growth of the gene ral rate of 
product ion to the l i m it .  Let us  mere ly note that the pract Ical sentence of which I am 
speak ing ,  in a concrete soc iety . i s  obv ious ly  conditioned by the worker ' s re lation to his  
c la�s and,  through th i s ,  to the soc i a l  ensemble .  
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sh ip between the human and the anti -human (prax i s  and anti -prax i s ,  
dialectic and anti -dialectic) at the heart of the total ization-of
envelopment.  For in  a certain way , and even outs ide of any al ienation 
(although al ienation i nev i tably captures it and i s  usual ly  its source) ,  the 
indissoluble unity of the human and the anti -human manifests  i tself at 
every moment of dai ly l i fe ,  and in al l  the indiv idual s we encounter.  To 
te ll the truth , it i s  thi s  very unity that makes the man .  Th is  one laughs too 
much , that other one talks too loudly or too quietly ,  thi s th ird one i s  too 
c l  umsy .  One takes such precautions in transport ing a frag i le object that 
he ends up breaking it ,  or e l se he fi les away a valuable document so 
carefully that he no longer knows where he has h idden i t ; the other 
organizes a reception but i s  too anx ious for everyone to enjoy themselves 
- he spoi l s  everyth ing by his  eagerness .  Pointless  to multiply examples :  
it i s  our very l ife .  And these inadequacies or these excesses ,  thi s  
maladj ustment at the heart of adj ustment ,  i s  prec isely  in everyone what 
he does not know or what he learns from others :  h is  exteriority , inasmuch 
as it reveals itself as an inner l imit  of h i s  practical interiori ty . Perhaps an 
analyst ,  at the end of a therapy,  might be able to reveal such secret 
inertias and defic i ts .  B ut we do not see our own since they_ are our 
spectac les ,  our very eyes and we grasp those of others only through 
dev iated prax i s ,  as the abstract s ignification of that deviation . I n  other 
words , the Other offers h imself up to my investigation as a practice ,  and 
on ly as such (even when he undergoes the coercion of oppressors or of 
the practico.- inert) ; h i s  exteriority is merely the differentia l of his practice .  
So the action i tself of my friend or of this  pas ser-by provides  hi s 
objective and h i s  drift away from it .  Both the s ignification and the ant i 
s ign ification . are offered in the indis soluble unity of the investigation . 

Accord ingl y ,  that s ignification overwhelmed by counter-finalitie s ,  al
be it  remaining prac tical , loses its log ical rigour: act ive and pass ive 
present themelves to comprehension in the unity of mean ing . Thi s  woman 
pas s ing i n  front of me i s  certainly modest and decent; she works ,  and her 
serious face and unobtrus ive manner show that she has  l i ttle taste for 
scandal . Yet she is  dressed in gaudy fabrics  and wears a loud, vulgar hat. 
Thi s apparel te st ifies to an action of which it i s  the result :  she has 
purchased the dress  and the headgear she has chosen them . Through 
that action ,  however, something of its pas s ive determinations dev iating 
the action that tran scends them has been i ncarnated in the v io lent  clash 
between the bright red and the apple  green , in the contrast between that 
' l oud ' hat and that casual , unselfconsc ious head. The pass iv i ty of worked 
matter, and the i nert synthes i s  of the � cut ' ,  e xpress  pretty accurate ly the 
very i nerti a that the young woman interiori zes :  in  that sense,  her c lothes 
are the exteriority of her act ion . This ex teriority can be grasped , more
over, inasmuch as the c lashes noted above refer back i mmediatel y to the 
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action (the choice, the purchase) and its drift, at the same time as to the 
transcended inertia that it contains and reactualizes as a dev iation . It i s  
because she i s  indifferent to her toi let and quite devoid of narc i s s i sm or 
coquetry , it i s  because she does not even imagine relating those fabric s  
to herself in  short , it i s  because of her inexperience and naivety (the 
counterpart to her true, practical seriousness  as a mother or a worker) -
that she has let herself be seduced by the crude flashiness  of the fabric s  
and the ' amusing ' shape of the hat, and has let the saleswoman palm 
them off on her. She was thinking about owning them l ike a bit  of that 
l ive ly joy of which she know s nothing rather than about wearing them.  
Yet thi s  di spl acement of the immediate des ire i s  l ike a d is traction at the 
heart of the real action, s ince she did in  fact  very rational ly - go to 
acquire some c lothes and so replace an outworn dress and headgear. Her 
action was premeditated s he had to save up for three month s .  Hence, in  
so far as  the person i s  reactual i zed inopportunely in  that dis traction , 
her action undergoes a s l i ght  dev iation whi le remaining l argely un
changed . And although the maxinl and the objective remain the same, the 
chosen objec t  i s  altered by the way of choosing i t :  dark, plain dresses 
and neutral h ues  w i ll be neglected in favour of that blaze of colour. In a 
sense ,  however, i t  can be said that she has performed the action she 
wanted to perform . She has spent her sav ings (amassed for that purpose) 
on buying a dress  and hat. That dress  and that hat have  been chosen in 
her measurements from thi s  point of v iew they suit  her.  What i s  
deviated i s  a more vei led,  and vaguer, intention of her whole person in  
al l circumstances .  In  her way of behav ing,  observ ing the ritual s and 
customs of her mi l ieu and speaking, a s ingle concern always reveal s 
itself: not to ' draw attention to herself' ; ' to be just l ike everybody el se ' .  
And i t  i s  indeed true that she normal l y  goes unnoticed. I t  i s  in so far as 
thi s  aim remains impl ic i t  when she i s  choosing clothes that i t  may be 
unfu lfi l led .  And i t  i s  in the clash between her unobtrusive behaviour and 
her shocking atti re that the synthesis  by praxis  of two aspects of her 
hexis wil l  manifest  itself: through the practic al option of the purchase ,  
indifference to herself (and the very crude taste of her intuitive delight in 
the object) i s  combined wi th her wish to be unobtrusive , as what for the 
time being obscures her (whatever the other ,  deeper relations between 
these g ivens)  and deviates her action towards an object ive with unforeseen 
consequence s .  In fact, preci sely because the woman is not ri ch ,  it wi l l  be 
necessary for her to wear the Sh irt of Nessus  the scandal unti l the 
materi al wears out .  If the woman perce ives  that she i s  scandalous .  she 
wi l l str ive to become more unobtrus ive st i l l . Rather than j us t  modest ,  she 
w i l l  become hunted.  B ut her unease - making vi s ib le  to all the fact that 
she is not  cu t  out  to wear that  outfi t wi l l  y ie ld  her up defencele s s ly  to 
every eye . Th i s  signifying l ayer presents i tse l f, of course�  in unity with 
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the rest i n  the fie ld  of our investigation . And thi s  other too :  those clothes 
have  not been made by her and express ly  for her; they are not unique 
items of finery , of the kind that expose the fol ly  (the asoc ial nature) of 
those who rig themselves  out in them.  They are actual ly  standardized 
products , and in  making them the manufacturer has aimed at a certain 
social category . Which one? He  i s  not quite sure himself: he j ust  knows 
that in some shops,  products of that kind always find takers . So the 
object designates its purchaser and c las s ifies  them social ly : i t  wi l l , for 
example ,  fit  the youth,  gaiety and exuberance of women of the town -
very poor and very crude, with paint inches deep on their cheeks for 
whom scandal i s  one means among others to attract c l ient s .  The exteriority 
of prax i s  i s  revealed by thi s last contrast ,  which i s  soc ial . Through the 
deviation of prax is , the purchaser causes herse lf to be des ignated by her 
c lothes as be longing to a soc ial category of which i t  i s  obvious  from 
her behaviour and her express ion that she has never been a member. 
And what designates her as such i s  the j udgement that other soc ial strata 
del iver upon the borrowed category , which manifests i tse lf  in  the possible 
options that society proposes to i t  ( in this  instance ,  through the c lothes 
made for persons belonging to thi s  category) .  Of course ,  the options 
retain - but recondition the aspirations  speci fie to consumers from the 
category in question . Thi s  complex s ignification the demand,  the 
reconditioning of the demand by a confection reflecting certain prejudices ,  
the non-conscious acceptance of thi s recondition ing by those who express  
the demand is  sociality as a pass ive synthe si s of worked matter, or ( if  
you prefer) it i s  th is  materiali ty as a social idea. It goes wi thout saying 
that it organizes i tself independently in the s i tuated investigation with 
the three other s ign ify ing layers . It then becomes a false des ignation or 
rather fal se soc ial identity - of the person , and al so an overarching 
relationship between the woman and the soc ial ensemble that must  
situate her. That i s  enough : the cruc ial th ing i s  that all these s ign i fi cations 

organized into the concrete un i ty of the person,  her features ,  her 
gestures ,  her dres s  and her hat constitute a very real obv iousnes� ,  or 
even the person herself, inasmuch as she i s  produced in  a practical fie ld 
of social temporal i zation.  

But th is  obviousness  can no longer be termed a signification , in the 
sense in wh ich the un i ty of such  significations involves  the dev iation of 
each one by each and every other one .  That i s  why we shall  cal l  this  
situated relation to the soc ial future surrounding i t ,  in the obv iousness 
and inte l l ig ib i l i ty of i t s concrete presence , the meaning of the person 
rather than the signifi cat ion of her behav iour.  For it  i s  enough to imagine 
the rational i ty of the options for a ri ch woman , a customer of the great 
couturiers , accus tomed from c h i l dh ood to reflect  the taste of her c las s in 
her own taste , i n  order to un derstand the di fference .  In  the l atter case , 
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everyth ing i s  s ign ifying;  the meaning ,  i f  i t  e x i sts , i s  e lsewhere .  In the 
former case , we do real ly  see the exteriorization of interiority but on ly 
i nasmuch as th i s  exteriorization i s  s imu l taneous ly  recaptured by the 
i nterioriz ing unity of indiv idual praxi s ,  and d i luted in other layers of 
s ignification that drag i t  towards soc ialization . Here, the anti -human i s  
the dress  turning upon the woman and des ignating her ( i n  vain) as a 
whore . The human i s  the woman myst ified by her own modes ty , loving 
the fabric  and fal l ing into the trap of obj ect iv i ty , to end up wearing i t  as 
the uniform of a group that i s  not her own ;  and i t  i s  the woman 
reproducing herself beyond that dress  (but transformed by i t  despite 
everyth ing) ,  and agai nst that choice now become a pas s ive sentence in  
her modesty and her d i scretion as an unobtrus ive person , because she has 
nei ther the taste nor the time to think about herself. And i t  i s  al so 
(human and anti -human s imultaneously)  the humble taste profoundl y 
legit imate , yet mystify ing . . .  and myst i fied · for something that, i n  i ts 
objective ,  stands out against  the greyness  of l ife . For that bad taste that 
4 vulgarity ' i s  s impl y the vague presentiment of beauty . 

It i s  at thi s l evel i . e .  at the level  of meaning and no other that the 
question i s  posed of the person with her objectives rat ional l y  defined,  
never whol ly  achieved or wholly unachieved; always  overwhelmed by 
the transcendent mean ing of what she real ize s ,  and never bei ng anyth ing 
other than what she does , i . e .  what she does with what has been done 
wi th her; human , prec isely , as a suspended synthes i s  of the human and 
the anti -human human , inasmuch as she e ludes herse lf  and i s  unaware 
of herself, i nasmuch as she recovers , knows herse lf  and controls  herself, 
i nasmuch as in  that very control her praxi s  i s  dev iated :  i n  short, always 
reinterioriz ing her exteriority and then re-exterioriz ing i t  at a secondary 
level by becoming reflexively aware of herself. And i t  i s ,  i ndeed ,  on the 
bas i s  of th i s  c ircu lari ty that we comprehend a man:  we grasp h i s  ac tion 
through h im, we grasp h im through h i s  action . The meaning i s  the 
synthetic ind ication of the tasks to be accompl i shed both regress ive 
and progress ive .  

Taking the term in th i s  sen se ,  we can say adopting thi s  t ime the 
v iewpoint of hi storical reconstruct ion that prax i s -proce ss  i s  d i sc losed 
as a temporal ization that has taken the form of realization of a mean ing . 
It  i s  not yet, of course , a matter of the diachronic problem of the 
mean ing of H i story , but qui te s imply of the synchronic  meaning of a 
l imi ted, e lapsed temporai ization . From th i s  s tandpoint ,  although H i story 
manifests i tself as prax i s -process  i . e .  (even in the case of n1axinlunl 
i ntegrat ion ) as a loss oj control ;  as an ac tion that escapes i tself and 
overflows and congeal s i t s  agent ;  as ignorance , non-consc iousness  or 
fal se consc iousnes s ,  i . e .  a s  prax i s that does not recogn ize i tse lf  and /or 
that very reason i s  human , i t  i s  neverthele s s  di s -order in soc ial ensembles ,  



T O T  A L I Z A  T I O N  - O F - E N V E L O P M E N T  295 

inasmuch as  these pay the costs of the order prov i s ional ly establi shed 
among things ,  and it i s  the al teration of th is  real order through the 
progress ive  intens ification of soc i al di sorder (with or without a pos s i 
b i l i ty of correction) .  Meaning,  as an orientation of the temporal spira l , i s  
i tself a practica l  s ignification and can be comprehended only in and 
through temporal ization . Al l  those , for example ,  who present what they 
ca l l ' S tal in i sm ' as a strict mechan i sm that starts as soon as i t  i s  wound 
up , l ike a mus ical  table-mat ,  are los ing s ight (because of the real 
sc leros i s  of the l ast years ) of the fact that i f  Sta l in i sm as a theoretico
practical unity of all the results ach ieved ( in  the actual order that they 
were) , the operations that enabled them to be achieved , the means used, 
the resources expended , the transformations of the agents by their action , 
and the theories  engendered by and for the action i tself can be 
described in the form of a permanence ( inert structure s ,  repetitions ,  
frequentatives ) ,  th i s  mechanical inter-conditioning of the e lements that 
make i t  up i s  j ust a purely theoretical v iew ,  or ( if  you prefer) a cross 
section of prax i s -process  in  the last moments of its temporal ization . For 
- however,  and v i a  whatever mediation , I may combine the notions of 
planned growth in  an underdeveloped country , bureaucracy ,  ideal i s t  
voluntari sm , cult  of personal ity , etc . ( I  am choosing the se determinations 
at random and simply as examples )  the constituted ensemble wi ll 
present i tself as  a prototype.  I shall  thus be abl e  to try and find i t  again -
more or less  deformed in  other hi storical cases (to the point where 
some observers think they can infer the fol lowing law from their 
compari sons :  the dictatorship of the Communist  Parties i s  the best or 
onl y  way for underdeveloped countries to achieve their i ndustrial ization 
most rapidly) . For th i s  very reason , however, the prototype as an object 
of concepts (albeit syntheti cal l y  l i nked) loses i t s  temporal determinations 
and i s  universal i zed.  It represents , in  the last resort , the exteriority of the 
process inasmuch as i t  has been separated from practical  i nteriority . I t  
becomes a signification again ,  in  the sense that the bound ensemble of 
verbal formulations relating to an inanimate and atemporal object ( i . e .  
conceived in  its re lative permanence and by prov i sional l y  abstracting 
from the temporal i zation that produces i t ,  wears i t  away and destroys it) 
- for example , to a tool  or a phys ico-chemical  fact can be strictly 
defined as the abstract s ignification of that object .  B ut mean ing  has 
d i sappeared with Hi story . For what we shall  ca l l  meaning i s the indis
solubl e uni ty of Stal in i sm with the unique and peerless temporal ization 
that consti tutes i t .  If you l ike , it i s  the perfect revers ibi l i ty at the heart 
of that uni ty of two movements : one regress ive ,  moving back from the 
sclerotic practice s of 1 950 to the evol  ution that began in  1 928 (or 
perhaps in  1 9 1 7 , or even earl i er : i t  i s  h i s torical comprehens ion that wi l l  
determine the date ) ,  a� if to i l luminate every revolutionary action from 
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the outset by the future Destiny of the Revol ution ; the other progress ive ,  
which in the c ircul ar comprehension of a unique adventure sees the 
gradual production through tox ic secretions and counter-finalitie s ,  at 
the same t ime as through the extraordinary v ic tories of the struggle 
against scarcity of dev iations ,  always practical , al ways indiv idual , 
always invented as nluch as suffered, whose ensemble wil l  become 
Stalin ism as a system when they are already part of the transcended past .  
In short, the meaning of p lanned growth as a venture of the USSR in its 
first phase i s  S tal in ism,  inasnluch as i t  i s  s imultaneously today the future 
of a past temporalization and the past  of the present temporalization ; 
inasmuch as its genes i s  and i ts  degeneration are integrated into thi s  
schematic system , in order to become its concrete (hence temporal)  
depth , i ts idiosyncrasy and i ts determination (as a negation and as a 
rejection of the uni versal ) . I t  i s  (to u se a word that has just  been of use to 
us)  S talini sm-as -a-venture , contain ing wi thin i t  its own temporal ization , 
and not S tal inism-as-a-prototype (a schema whose elementary rel at ions 
condition one another horizontally , wi thout the sources  of its being 
simultaneously being sought and found i n  the vert ical i ty of the 
temporal ized past) . 

From thi s  v iewpoint, i t  can be  said that the meaning of prax i s -process  
i s  everywhere within i t ,  in  so far as a l imited temporal ization i s  incarnated 
in  its interior. I t  i s  thus that the meaning of the ancien regime (to 
antic ipate our further inve stigation 78) , of the minor German courts , of 
Protestantism in the early e ighteenth century , of the clash between 
� reason ' and ' tradition ' ,  as  wel l  as of the soc ial h ierarchy and the status 
of the arti st ,  etc . ,  i s  temporally reproduced in  our ears by the play ing of 
a B ach fugue on the harps ichord .  Through this retemporalization - an 
incarnation of Bach ' s  l ife itself the conceptual ensemble we have jus t  
described i s  re incarnated as an ongoing process -praxi s through our tirfle .  
And in so far as w ithout knowing the piece p layed, or even perhaps 
ever having heard many Bach compositions we recognize that the work 
be longs to the baroque eighteenth century , th i s  movement of the 
inc ipient century i s  ' pre sent i fied ' as the transcendent meaning of the 
fugue :  a fin ite synthes i s  of an object (the fugue , with its laws ,  its 
structure s ,  etc . ) and of a prax i s  (the performance equi valent for the 
l i stener to creation) contain ing the total i ty of that h i storical movement 
between the two end l im its of i t s  actualization . 

1 have not scrupled to choose this  example al though i t  i n  fact 

7 8 .  Namel y , of the d i ac h ron i c .  O n  mean i n g  in h i  �tory . �ee the fragnl e nt · H i s tory 
Appeals to H i story ' in  the  Append i x ,  p 45 3 be l ow , a lso  the notes  on Progre � s ,  p p . 40 2-24 
b e l o w .  
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assumes that we have already reached a l ater, and more concrete , point 
i n  our crit ical investigation because here it represents l i ttle more than 
an image . I wanted to give an intuit ive idea of the real enjoyment of a 
h i storical meaning . However,  re turning to the case that concern s us  -
that of personal sovereignty i t  w in  be noticed that the h i s torian h imself 
real i zes the retemporal ization of the enti re prax i s -process ,  when he 
temporal izes h imself in  the present by  operating as a h i storian: for 
example ,  by producing the l imi ted activ i ty that consi sts i n  reading 
documents or eye-witnes s  accounts and reconstituting a s ingle event 
through the divers i ty of source s . In  the act of reading,  for example , the 
meaning i s  given in every paragraph,  as a l i nk between the future-as
destiny and the future-as-product :  inasmuch as th is  paragraph can be 
comprehended only through the unity of the book , and the l atter only 
through much vaster practical uni tie s .  The meaning i s  thus not the object 
of a concept , but an indiv idual real i ty enc losing i ts  own temporalization 
with in  the l imits  of i ts reactual ization and through the re-production of 
certain enveloped totalities  ( in  principle , all of them : but as we are here 
adopting the v iewpoint of the s i tuated historian , we take account of the 
resources he has at h i s  d isposal and the exigencies specific to h i s  
i nquiry ) .  The hi storian ' s explanation of that meaning wil l  be dialectical , 
i n  that i t  wi l l  bring out its secondary structures as the different internal 
profiles  of the temporalizat ion, i n  the synthetic un ity of the final outcome.  

Wil l  it  be said that there are several meanings of the synchronic 
totalization , rather than just one? That i s  as you l ike .  Or, i f  you prefer, 
there are indeed several meanings very different from each other, too -
for the various levels and sectors ; but in  each , prec i sely ( inasmuch as the 
part of a whole i s  that whole i tself, if not in the determination that 
produces i t  at least in the substance  that i s  determined) , the unity of the 
total meaning i s  to be found as i ts  foundation and its product .  Converse ly ,  
that total meaning itse lf must  be grasped as the mediation between all the 
partial meaning s .  I t  i s  often ,  moreover, the jux tapos i tion of the se that wi l l  
bring forth fi rst  as an exigency ,  then as an invention the total i zing 
meaning as first a medi ation , then a substant ial foundation of each .  

The same real ity wi l l  be a to talization-oJ-envelopment, inasmuch as i t  
i s  produced by the temporalization of the hi storical  agents , and a 
meaning ,  i nasmuch as i t  i s  reactual ized by the labour of the s i tuated 
h istori an . B ut it should not be conc l uded that this meaning i s relat ive to 
the knowledge the hi storian gains of i t .  It  must  first be noted that i t  ex i sts 
implic i t ly  in and through every partic ular ac t ion and in the very 
interiori ty of praxi s  - inasmuch as every enveloped total i zation incarnate s 
al so the rel ation of the latter to the future , as a product and as a dest iny 
(a  dest iny that c auses i tself  to be produced ) ;  i nasmuch a s  every one i s  
actual ized through the rhythm of the temporal i zat ion , i ts s l umps and i t s  



298 B O O K  I I I  

accelerations ,  etc . In short , every real stage in  a h i storical venture has its 
taste , which i s  the objective presence of the whole in  everyone .  And that 
taste explanation of which i s  prevented by the lack of a nece ssary 
di stance i s  the meaning ' s  actual i ty .  Hence ,  i t  i s  not that the h i s torian 
constitutes i t :  he confines h imself to explaining i t .  In re lat ion to h im,  th i s  
practical determination  has become an object .  But  i t  i s  not the hi storian 
who i s  respons ible for thi s objectificati on : i t  i s  s imply produced by the 
metamorphos i s  of praxi s  in to a past. And, which comes to the same 
th ing,  by the at least part ial rea l ization  of the objecti ves  set . The 
his torian uncovers,  explains  that i s  all .  He  re stores for everyone an 
objective  m ode of be ing of the h i storical total ization :  i ts being-already
past (we shal l  return to thi s  being i n  our study of d iachronic totalization) . 
And it can doubtless  be said that the structure s he uncovers are a 
function of h is  knowledge ,  the material s he has at his di sposal , hi s 
intel lectual too l s ,  and through all th i s  the social and practical 
ensemble to which he belongs .  B ut thi s comment cannot relativize the 
' meaning ' of the reconstructed praxi s-process .  For if the his torian 
circumscribes the meaning of the totalization by his  assumptions and 
methods ,  thi s determination  s ituates him i n  relation to the ensemble 
being studied as much and more than i t  s ituates thi s  ensemble in 
relation to him.  What i s  relat ive  in  the object ,  and provis ional too , i s  the 
l imitation of mean ing ( i . e .  i ts  determination as a negation ) .  More 
appropriate procedure s ,  unpubl i shed documents , the l iquidation  of certain 
c las s prej udices (whose source i s  the very society that has produced 
h im 79) , w ould make it pos s ible to deepen and enlarge h is  results : 
i ntegratin g  into them, for example,  other facts that contradict them,  but 
wi th in  the very unity of a synthesi s founding and supporting its own 
contradict ion s .  Furthermore , as we shal l  see later, the reactualization of 
one total ization can take on i t s  true scope onl y  i f  i t  i s  carried out agains t  
the background of human h i s tory as a whole . The broadest hi storical 
syntheses are st i l l  to come : they depend on future methods and the 
methods depend on them. In th i s  situated inquiry ,  therefore , i t  i s  the 
object  that s i tuate s the scholar in  relation to the future . As a unique and 
concrete real ity , and as a total i zati on total ized by Universal H i story , i t  
prescribes an infinite task for h im . This  means  that i t  refers v ia  the 
present generation  to the seri e s  of future generations , and defines the 
h i storian i n  relation to the h i storians  of tomorrow and the day after as 
being noth ing except l-vhat he  has discovered. In th is  perspective ,  i t  can 
be sai d that i t  i s  Being that defines  knowledge as re lative ( inasmuch as 
the l atter i s  the object ive bond jo ining the real i ty uncovered to the 

7 9  Th at i s  to  s a y ,  produced the h i storian . 
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h i storian who uncovers i t ) .  Knowledge but not the kno"H/n . What i s  in  
fact revealed through the s i tuated reconstruction i s  that part of Be ing 
which the chosen perspective allows  to be d i scovered.  And th i s  part of 
Be ing i s  total l y  and ful ly  rea l .  Al l  that i s  re lat ive i s  the l imit which 
separates w ithin i t  the known from the unknown,  and reflects  other 
l imits : those of present-day h i s torians .  It i s  th i s  l imit  which wi l l  g ive 
way , inasmuch as it i s  a determination of the known (hence a negation of 
al l that remains  to be known)  through a negation of a negation that the 
known be ing demands right no�' i n  reference to a fu ture where the 
present h i s torian wi l l  no longer be . 

Yet the h i storian , inasmuch as he belongs to a new undertaking,  
transforms the past event in to i t s  meaning .  B ut th i s  i s  inasmuch as that 
h i s torian as a part ic ipant in  the pre sent undertaking of all and ,  i n  th i s  
gui se , even as a h istorian contributes to the prax is -process ,  i s  
temporal ized in  the tempora l izat ion of envelopment and towards i ts short
term and long-term aims ,  and in h imself and through all h i s  activ it ies -
makes h imself an enveloped total i ty . For through History in progress ,  
the meaning of completed H i s tory i s  tran sformed. 8o I shal l g ive  j ust one 
example , but  i t  i s  a strik ing one, which we shal l  examine in deta i l  at the 
diachronic moment of our d ial ect ical  investigat ion .  Let i t  serve here as a 
s ign and as a schema. Past h i story i s  a pluralist h istory . Separated by 
obstacles that they do not have the means to overcome on a day-to-day 
bas i s ,  peoples  except in  the case of great migrat ions and i nvasions -
form re lat ively closed ensembles . And each i s  d i st inguished from the • 
others by irreduc ible parti cu lari t ies :  i t  i s  the se , in fact ,  which first strike 
you and which foreign travel lers report . Th i s  pl ural i sm i s  tending to 
become reduced .  However, up to (and inc luding) the nineteenth century , 
reasons that we shall have to adduce kept the As ian cont i nent de spite 
coloni al and semi -coloni al penetration - and the 'Western world '  in a 
re lative state of non-communication .  The ensemble of present factors 
involved in the ' One World ' (an industria l  revo lution requiring a global 
economy , through and by v i rtue of imperial i sm;  regroupment and decol 
onization of the colon ial or semi -co loni al peop les ;  industri al i zation of 
the underdeveloped coun tries  under commun i st control ) i s  for the first 
time lead ing the h i  storica l  proces s  to total ize the concrete , present 
humani ty : i . e .  the two thousand mi l l i on men today working on Earth , 
whose needs , l abours . the products  of those labours , and the various 
soc ial orders they generate . react upon one another ,  upon the condit ion 
of every indiv idual . and for the fi rs t  t ime w i th in  the  unity of a mutual 
condit ion i ng .  Con �eq uent ly , the fornler p /ura/i,\ fn i ,� a unit}, . Fi rst , because 

�()  See thc  fragnlcnt  H I '-I tO I  y Appcal.\ to H i " tory ' i n  the Appen d i x .  p -1-5 3 be l o w  
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the un ity i n  progress makes poss ible comparat ive soc iology and com
parati ve h i story (we shal l see the sense i n  which the compar i son i s  true 
and concrete , and the sense in which i t  i s  abstract ) .  Secondly ,  because 
these separate ensembles  are constitu ted as convergent by their  future 
un i ty .  Prec i sel y in so far as th i s  ' One World ' of our bloody struggles and 
our all iances of our ind issoluble terrestri al unity - i s  const ituted 
through u s  as thei r  Destiny , i t  creates them in the past as having that 
Destiny as the ir  fatality and as their product. A reclas s ification is  carried 
out,  which without neglec ting the negati ve practices of separation , 
ignorance  and rej ect ion tends to pl ace the accent on the posit ive 
re lat ions between groups,  between tribes and between nations .  The h i s tory 
of trade, of communication routes  (Si l k  Road, etc . ) ,  of the cu l tural l i nks  
establ i shed by wars , etc .  in  short ,  of mutual i nterpenetrat ion� and the i r  
consequences for each ensemble , and ult imate l y  for al l becomes the 
cruc ial th i ng �  not a priori , because i t  i s  the h i story of the pos i t ive ,  but 
because the ' One World ' of 1 950  has made that posi t ive into the truth of 
H i story . We shal l return to this ,  as I have al ready said .  B ut what matters 
here i s  the fac t that one changes the meaning of a past total ization 
( indirectly) by act ing upon the present s i tuation (and,  through repercus 
s ion,  upon the past-being i n  i ts mean i ng ) ,  but not by rounding upon that 
mean ing i n  order to know i t .  I t  i s  not the historian who imposes the 
convergence of the ir  practices  upon the former ensembles .  He discloses 
i t ,  on the abstract terrain of rigorous reconstruct ion of the past ,  because 
he constitutes it through a temporal izat ion that enve lops h im and total izes  
h i s  partial act ion w ith those of al l the others . This influence of the future 
on the past ,  far from ideal iz ing the meaning (as  a present residue of a 
total ization that was , and as a permanent pos s ib i l i ty of its reactualization 
i n  the form of a temporal izat ion strictl y confined with in  our temporal iza
tion ) ,  confirms the real ity of i t s  being . Th i s  heing , in fact ,  s ituates those 
who want to know it ,  through its pass ive  res i stances and through the 
more or less  superfi c ial truths i t  y ie lds  to them . It  i s  s i tuated only in 
action and throURh it (and we shall see that i t  changes the act ion 
prec i sely i n  so far as the action can change i t ) .  
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H E S E  onto logical observations  al low us  to tackl e  the main question, 
the one that must prec i se ly  di stingui sh the s i tuated dia lect ic from any 

ideal i sm (be it a material i st dogmati sm or a h i s torical re lativ i sm) .  For we 
have to ask ourse lves , on the basi s of what we have establ ished about the 
being of meaninf? that form- in-the-past of the total ization-of
envelopment what the real-being of that total ization i s , as an ongoing 
praxi s -proces s .  I am not hereby intending to study ontologically the 
complex structures that consti tute thi s  real-being : i . e .  the dialectical 
unity of the human and the ant i -human in al l thei r forms ,  i nasmuch as 
th i s  rests upon the practical un ification of physico-chemical (and zoolog
ical ) exteriori ty into a milieu ( later i nto a fie ld)  by the organism,  and 
upon the recondit ion ing of the organ i sm by the phys ico-chemical through 
the indispensable synthet ic unity of the milieu and the field. This  difficul t  
problem belongs to an ontology of H i story , not to the crit ique of 
d i alectical Reason . What counts for us is  s imply to determ ine whether it 
i s  necessary to env i sage the total i zation-of-enve lopment through a posi t i 
v i st nominal i sm,  or in  the perspective of a radicaI i z ing real i sm .  Th i s  
moment of our crit ical  invest igation i s  c ruc ial , s ince i t  determines  the 
relations between Being and Knowledge,  and s i nce i t  cal l s  into question 
again the very foundation of the s i tuated di alecti c .  For the latter ri sks 
appearing as a phenomenological ideal i sm ,  so long as the re lation uni ting 
si tuation and totaI ization has not been c larified .  

8 1  Th i �  chapter appeared in S artre ' �  m a n u � c r i p t  as sect ion 5 of the fore g o i n g  n u mbered 
seq uence How e v e r ,  the argument became wider  I n  sc ope as i t  w e nt along , and changing 
the s ec t i on I n to an i n depe nde n t  c h apte r ha�  al l o w ed the v an ous  po i n t �  treated to be thrown 
into � h arpe r re l i e f  by g I v i n g  the m the i r  o w n  s ub-di v i s ion� .  I t  w i l l  be noted that the  
arg u ment doe 5 not re m a i n  c onfined to the  e x am p l e  of  d ire c torial  S O C I et ie s .  

30 1 
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The Being - in - itself of the Totalization -o.f-Envelopment 
Can Only Be Vain ly A imed A t  

When we say that the d ialect ic i s  s i tuated,  what are we try ing to convey? 
Just  th i s :  that hi storians  cannot look at th ings ji'om the standpoint  (�f the 

inhuman in order to know and comprehend h i storical real i ty .  There are 
two ways of de-situating yourself with re spect to the object .  One i s  to 
turn yourself into Nature and see yourself produc ing human h i story as 
one of your d ialect i cal hypostase s .  The other le�s  eas i ly  detectable i s  
to reject  the s i tuation as a rec i proc i ty : in  other words , to s ituate the event 
or object be i ng  studied i n  re lation to the researcher and h i s  research,  yet 
wi thout s i tuating the re searcher and h i s  di sc ip l ine  w i th in  h i storical deve lop
ment through the ex igenc ies  of that event or object and the way in which 
the se are sati sfied.  The former type of de-s i  tuat ion l eads to the dialectical 
dogmati sm of the outside � the latter to the dogmatic and posi ti v i s t  
ideal i sm of conservat i ve  h i stori an s .  At a l l  events , the de - s i tuat ion ends  
by posit ing objecti v i ty inasmuch as i t  i s  the ac tual object  di sclos ing 
i tse l f  as an absolute reality . If  the re searcher (or the ensemble of 
researchers who make up the current sc ience)  is de- s i tuated in re l ation to 
the object under cons iderat ion ei ther because he cons iders prax i s 
process from the standpoint of ' natural ' exteriori ty , or because he has 
a priori establ i shed himse lf  in truth i tself as an etern ity contemplat ing the 
change from the v i ewpoin t  of what does not change the object loses 
part of i ts qual ification ( i ts  human meaning and i ts  structure of pract ica l  
interiori ty in the former case ,  its real i ty as a tempora l i zation in the 
l atter* ) ,  but wins  ( i l l usori ly , of course ) the abso l ute autonomy of i ts  
be ing . Th i s  passage to the absol ute derives  s im u l taneous ly  from sc ien 
t i st ic dogmatism and from the h i storian ' s  negati on of the re lat ions of 
immanence bindi ng  him to hi s object .  For the l atter takes i t s  be ing from 
Nature an abso l ute be ing ,  and an absol ute knowledge of the modes i t  
I N  ature 1 engenders - or from Truth � as ab�ol ute substance of the 
appari tion s i t  prod uces and i l l uminate s and as an etern ization of their 
be ing as an eternal object  of knowl edge . B ut ,  i n  addi tion , the breaking of 
the bond of rec iproc ity confers in both cases a rec iproca l  independence 
upon the obJec t  and upon the researcher an i ndependence that i s  
rec iprocal in �o far as i t  i �  reduced ,  bas ica l l y ,  to the abs tract negation of 
m utual dependency .  Th i s  spl i t ,  maintai ned \vi th in a rec iproc i ty  that i s  
nece ssary to the � i tuat ion . seem s to real i ze the separation of Be ing  and 

* I t  \ h o u l d  be added that .  I n  "'0 far a� prac t i c a l  i n te ri o ri t )  i �  1 0"' ( ,  tem pora i i n.lt ion  i �  
t ra n 'i form e d  in to phy� ico-chcnl lca l  t i m e .  a n d  c o n vc r  ... e l y .  t h e  e l i m i nat i o n  o f  te1n pora l i 7 at i o n  
by the eternal  m u l.,(  affe c t  the agent ' � prac t H.: a l rea l i t y .  to t h e  v e ry he art o f  h i �  fre e d i a l e c t i c  
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Knowing ,  which deve lop i n  para l lel but autonomous ly .  
We di scussed these v iews at the beginning of the present work/Q and 

showed how the dia lec tic could not be the object of a cri t ical  inves tigation 
outside the pract ical  mi l ieu of which it i s  s imul taneous ly  the action 
( inasmuch as  i t  g ives i tse l f  i ts own laws) ,  the knowl edge (as dialectica l  
control of action by itse lf) and the cogn itive law ( inasmuch as knowledge 
of the dialect ic require s  a dia lectical tempora l i zation of know ledge) .  The 
fundamental ident i ty of Doing and Knol1Jing thus  presented the re l at ion
ship between a praxi s  and the hi storian study ing i t  as the bond of 
interiority l inking fl'VO actions through a spat io- temporal gap ; and thi s  
bond of interiority (which imp l ied that the hi storian should be questioned 
about the prax i s  of h i s  own society) was u l t imate l y  nothing but the 
situation of the two agents with respect to one another, inasmuch as thi s  
must be determined on the bas i s  of the hi storic al en semble . 

Thi s  bond of dependence , as we have seen ,  did not imply an ontological  
re l at iv i sm.  Preci se ly  because human actions were invo lved,  the practical 
reality of each e luded the other on princ ip le .  Or rather,  we were abl e  to 
assert that onto logica l  autonomy - and consequent ly the i rreducibi l i ty of 
Be ing to being-known - so l ong as the object  of knowledge was being 
tempora l ized wi thin a larger soc ial ensemble ,  and so  l ong as i t  was defined 
solely by human co-ordinates :  i . e .  as being in its objective reality and in 
its autonomy a mere determination and a s ingu l arizing incarnation of the 
tempora l ization i n  progress ,  i . e .  of the tota l izat ion-of-enve lopment. 

I t  i s  at th,i s l evel , however, that the ques tion of ideal i sm and real i sm 
w i l l be posed. For as soon as we recognize the ex i stence of a tota l i ty-of
envelopment,8 3 cons idered as the tempora l i zation of the prax i s -proces s ,  
we di scover that our analysis situs [ana lys i s  of the s i tuat ion ]  was 
incomplete , and that it  can emerge from indeterminat ion onl y  by ca l l ing 
the ontologica l  rea l i ty of the enveloping tota l i zation i nto que stion . 

An attempt has been made to avoid thi s problem by reducing the 
tota l izat ion -of-enve lopment to be ing mere l y  the idea l  unity of enve loped 
tota l ization s :  prax i s -process  would then be l ike a monadic un iverse 
reflect ing i tse l f  different ly in every monad and not ex isting outside its 
various reflect ions .  At the same time, by a converse movement, every 
agent, every activ i ty ,  every event and every product i s  here reduced to 
being just a determination of the human mi l ieu . I t  i s  not produced in the 
vo id  of universal exteriority but carved into the so l idi t ies of the practical 
ternporal ization , from which i t  receives i ts exi stence a long with i ts 
i ts gradient, profi l e ,  speed, etc . The human ( i . e .  the hi storica l  

8 2 .  Critique,  v o l  1 ,  " I ntrod uc t i o n ' 
8 3  See footnote 4 3  on p 1 8 7 above 



304 B O O K  I I I  

praxis -process)  i s  here a finite but limi t less  sol id (whose re lations with 
the non-human no one can thus  define , even as a prob lematic l imi t ) ,  
producing its own spec ifications ,  i ncarnations ,  etc . ,  in the way that the 
substance produces i ts  modes for Spinoza. This way of suppres sing 
difficulties by removing the means of unmasking them employs a con
ception of His tory that may seem c lose to our own , but i s  in fact  
radically opposed to i t .  Th i s  conception actual ly rests upon a system of 
metaphors , whose metaphorical character i s  concealed and which end up 
being taken l i terally .  What such metaphors e xpres s  i s  true if you bear in 
mind that they express i t  metaphorically .  

To give an example of such terminology ,  the truth of its content and 
the dev iation of the true by language , let us  imagine we wanted to 
express  from th is v iewpoint the differences separating the l i terary 
vocation in the USSR from its counterpart in the bourgeoi s democrac ies ,  
during the second half of the first s tage of soc ial i sm.  We should show,  
among other things ,  how the s ingular objective of the Sov iet writer i s  
necessarily a spec ification of the common objective  (v ia the mediation of 
social i st real i sm ,  etc . ) ; how the orientation,  speed, urgency and rhythm 
of the creativ e  temporal ization are determined by the sovereign and 
common temporali zati on (rhythm of planned growth) that nouri shes and 
sustains i t ;  and how literature ( as a complex ensemble of soc ial re lations 
s ituating the wri ter under consideration with respect to his  col leagues 
and the reading publ ic)  i s  at the same time metamorphosed into a 
necessari ly progressive movement, i . e .  contributes to the advances of 
soc ial is t  construction and progresses directly and indirectly through 
those very advances . So the temporal profile of h i s  l iterary l ife merges 
wi th the ri sing curve of l iterature , inasmuch as th i s  di scip l ine is i tself 
carried along by the ri s ing industri al potential , s tandard of l iv ing  and 
cultural level . The writer does not real i ze hi s fu l l  flowering the great 
val ue of the works  produced in  hi s maturi ty ,  or the i ncrease i n  h i s  
audience (numerical ly)  and h i s infl uence over h i s  readers in  the same 
way that h i s  colleagues i n  the bourgeois democracies  would :  s imply as 
the results of h i s  personal labour, hi s experience and h i s  age , and of 
some favourable  conjuncture creating a temporary need on the publ ic ' s  
part to receive the very ' mes sage ' he i s  able to del iver .  To be sure , he 
does not discard any of these factors , in  some of which he takes great 
pride ; but he sees h i s  merits and h i s  succes ses above all as the products -
and the incarnation -� of the successes obtained in al l domains  by the 
sovereign p lann ing .  Moreover, as the writer a member of the leading 
strata has made h i s  choice to wri te in  h i s  non - transcendable inerti a as a 
common ind iv idua l ,  and as thi s option has in  the last resort determined 
on ly  the particu l ar way in  which th i s  common indiv idual wi l l serve the 
aim pursued by a l l ,  the movement of h i s  l i fe i s  rea l i zed as a s i ng ulari zing 
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incarnation of the movement of social izat ion , and hi s own success  as the 
incarnated tri umph of the prax i s -proces s .  

You wi l l  recognize th is  language.  It i s  our own , i t  i s  that of all 
d ial ectic ians ,  and indeed it presents no danger i f  you see it as merely an 
ensemble of swift ,  picturesque phrases ,  which save time and are annulled 
in the very act of comprehension .  B ut if  it i s  to be taken l i terally ,  it 
p lunges  us back i nto an ideal is t ,  unprincipled optimism . For if  you take 
the words as  they are i . e .  without correcting them you are i nduced to 
identify realism with humanism. The internal l imit  of every s i tuation i s  
actually the relation ship of men with one another, directly or v ia  the" 
intermediary of human things ;  or e lse the relationship between men and 
human th ings ,  directly or v ia the mediation of other men .  This  is  what 
' humanis t  real i sm ' (that ideal ism of the human) expresses through 
images which make prax i s -process  as a hunlan-reality i nto the 
substance of particular ac ts and local events . 

Now i t  i s  quite true that in  a practical  field unified by the sovereign 
indiv idual every particu lar real ity i s  conditioned from with in  by an 
essential s tructure of the field :  the re lat ion s of immanence between 
everything and everything e l se .  B ut it i s  al so true that we should l apse 
back into the GestaI ti st i l lus ion if  we forgot that a totali zation in 
progress  i s  not a total i ty , and that the elements of the field are discrete 
reali t ies which produce their  integration against the multip l ic ity that 
affects them, by transcending [ the latter] w ithout suppress ing i t .  Above 
al l ,  the total iz ing temporalization i s  a result  in  progress  the resul t  of 
particular acti v it ie s ,  and of the sovereign prax is  inasmuch as thi s  
reconditions them through the organs of propaganda or coerc ion with 
which i t  has provided itself but i t  would be a terrible m istake to see i t  
as the temporal evolution of some hyper-organi sm imposing itself on i ts  
social cel l s .  Acts are autonomous and discontinuous .  They ari se every 
where at once .  Each ,  to be sure , total izes the others by incarnating them . 
Each modifies  the mi l ieu  surrounding each of the others . B ut these 
i ncarnations have nothing to do with the production of fin ite modes by a 
substance . They are real ized in di scontinuity as autonomous transcen 
dences ,  and most of the t ime what recondi tions them is  the ensemble of 
the material c i rcumstances that they s imul taneously transcend and pre 
serve .  From thi s  v iewpoint ,  on the contrary , i t  i s  neces sary to return to 
the prime truth of Marxism that it i s  men who make History . And as it i s  
His tory that produces men ( inasmuch as they make it) , we understand as 
self-evident that the ' substance ' of the human act ,  i f  such a th ing were to 
exi st ( i f  the biological organism could be des ignated by th i s  name, 
without fear of mi sunderstanding) ,  would 011 the contrary be the non 
human (or ,  at a pinch , the pre -human ) ,  inasmuch as i t  i s  preci se ly  the 
d i screte materi ality of everyone .  Through the act ,  an organi sm makes 
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itself" a man , by interioriz ing and re-exterioriz ing the techniques and the 
cu lture which define man in these h istorical circumstances and with in  
the ( s imultaneous ly  human and non-human) perspective of reproducing 
his  l ife ( sati sfying hi s needs) .  Prec i sely in so far as the indiv idual i s  the 
product of h is  product (and in so far as the ac tion of the productive 
process i s  inscribed in  h i s  very lungs or in  h i s  l iver occupational 
i l lnesses ,  etc . ) , he i s  the product  of a certain  man and a certain  woman. If 
his  parents are affected in  the ir  very bodies by the condit ions imposed 
upon them by the exigenc ies of the sovere ign (and,  through these ,  of the 
practico- inert) ,  moreover , he w i l l  integrate himself into the practical 
synthesi s  with a certain number of negative  features ,  which he does get 
from the social, to be sure , but  v ia the animal intermediary of an 
inherited constitution . If i t  i s  true that nature and cul ture are indi ssolubl y 
l inked in  each and every person,  thi s also means that culture runs 
natural risks : that i t  i s  i n  mortal danger in each  and every biolog ical 
indiv idual i ty .  We have already seen that thi s  jacticity of prax i s  i s  
incarnated in  the fragi l i ty of the sovereign - indiv i dual ,  i . e .  in the depen
dency  of the prax i s-process  in  relation to one phys iological organism.  To 
be sure ,  one death has never sufficed to overturn praxis  entirely . B ut i t  i s  
sti l l  the case that the sovere ign ' s  i s  reinteriorized by everyone , then re 
exteriorized as modifications  of varying importance , depending on the 
circumstances of the total iz ing  activi ty and its objectives . So inasmuch 
as the individual integrates fundamentally  non-human elements into the 
human synthes i s ,  and inasmuch as h is  specific features  represent hi s 
ini ti al c ircumstances transcended and pre served and the source of 
fundamental dev iations ,  through which hi s several pract ices have  been 
constituted (and which we inherit as incarnated culture and as accultured 
nature) every soci al man must  be defined as a certa in real ity of the 
material universe producing i tse lf  in and through i ts relation to all the 
others (from the same sovere ign fie ld) as transcended nature . 

But  through thi s  irreduc ible material i ty which characterize s the 
agent and realizes the act that transcends i t  the indiv idual and the 
groups ,  through the practical  field and beyond i ts l imits , maintain an 
ontological relationship  w ith exteriority :  i . e .  with the whole of the 
world .  The be ing- in- the -world that defines the practical organ i sm and 
c i rcumscribes i ts fie ld of action i s  coupled with a being - in - the-midst-of
the -world by v i rtue of which i t  receives the same status as al l other 
real i t ies .  The mere possib i l i ty that a cool ing of the sun might stop 
H istory and leave i ts diachronic meaning for ever undec ided i s  
enough to cons titute him (even if i t  never happens)  as an exteriori ty in 
relation to his h istory .  For in  th i s  case he wi l l  not complete i t ,  but 
ne ither w i l l  he be destroyed by it (as would happen if an atomic war 
were to cause the d i sappearance of humanity ) .  So  Hi s tory becomes the 
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undertaking you pursue all other th ings being equal, and whose chances 
of succeeding (assuming that a goal i s  proposed we shall come back to 
thi s84) depend upon the maintenance of a statu s quo in at least  th i s  sec tor 
of the Uni verse : i . e .  of an ensemble of energy transmutations operating 
in exteriority* and without any te leological determination . **  

So being - in -the-midst-of-the-world as an exterior l imit  upon being- in 
the-world marks each and every one of us  and consti tutes  the transcendent 
aspect of our material i ty .  Thi s  does not real ly  involve anyth ing funda
mental l y  new .  We have a lready seen the practical organ i sm in danger in 
i ts practical field.  In this field , moreover, which defines i t s  powers , 
danger even phys ical  i s  a human danger. The only difference i s  that 
be ing- in - the-midst-of-the -world as a l imi t  upon being- in - the -world 
determines us in relation to our impotence.  In that sense,  the 
transcendent be ing of ind iv idual s  and groups cannot be l ived or known 
as such within the interiori ty of the field .  Except in one spec ific 
c i rcumstance in which it i s  incarnated as a negat ion , and to whi ch I shall  
return short l y , 85 it  i s  interiorized and re -ex teriori zed practically and 

* If there were to be a ' d ia lectic of Nature ' ,  noth ing would be a l tered in the 
condit ions we have j us t  described . Furthermore , sc ient ific and technical advances indubitably 
have the effec t o f  enlarging the pract ical fi e l d ,  and perhaps w i l l  in  fact  make i t  poss ib le 
later on to av ert some disasters B ut th i s  i s  not the re al que stion Eve n  if, contained in  germ 
in  h uman knowledge , there were a pract ical  poss ib i l ity  for man (once a certa in �c ient ific 
and techn ical l e v e l  was reached ) to s urv i ve any s i dereal  c atas trophe , n othing would yet 
prove that such catas trophes would wait  to OCcur unt i l we had the means  to avert them.  
Noth ing wou l d  prove it , because noth ing can prove i t  two d i fferent series are involved.  So 
if  the ensemble of cosmic c irc um stances rea l ly  allowed u s  to reach a certain threshold and 
pass beyond i t ,  the condi t ions  that gave us the opportuni ty of perpetuat i ng ourse l ves  would  
mark us  in exteriority n o  more and no le ss than the catac lysm that destroyed our species .  

* *  The modificat ions which experimental b iology m ay introduce i nto the  generat ion 
and development of the embryo are i rre levant h e re .  To be sure ,  inasm uch as they deri v e  
from the appl ication of  technology and w i l l  be conditioned by social  i mperatives ,  they m ust 
be considered as social. However,  e v e n  if people h ad s ucceeded in  producing l i fe and 
th ereby creat ing ' synthet ic  men ' , these new indiv iduals  - as products  of a soc iety ,  i .e of a 
concrete un iver-;al ity - wou ld be determined,  even i n  their v ery emergence,  by soc ia l i ty 
B ut each of them, i n  his  very wei gh t  and a lso Ln  h i ")  frag i l ity , th rough the laws th at had 
d irected h i s  deve lopment - l aws  of inert matter and laws of l ife - would (even i f  as a man 
of anti-phys i s )  remain bound i n  transce ndence to the U n i v erse , j u ")t l ike that Chinese v ase 
or that block of stee l  I n  othe r word� , he wou ld be produced - and be pre served in  h i s  
real i ty  - i n  re lation to an infi n i ty of exterior i ty  whose c haracte r i �t ic  feature ( seen through 
our spy-g las s )  i s  to sustain or de stroy prac t i c al ind iv idual s w i t h  eq ual indifference : i e to 
be a l l  at once h uman ,  inhuman.  pre-human ,  trans-human and non-h uman 

84 Th i s  topi c ,  wh ich be longs to the diachron i c ,  wa� not i n  fact  dealt w i th in  the pre �ent 
work A l l us ion i s  made to i t  on p . 3 3 5  be low ' the e s sent i al a im of His tory-as-an-undertak ing 
i s  l in ked to the e x i stence and the perception of d i achron ic  meaning ,  i e of ' the ax ia l  
d i rect i on i n  re l at ion to wh i ch e ve ry poss ib le  dr i ft ,  today and in  the infi ni te  future o f  
i nte riori t y .  c o u l d  be d e fined (and corrected ) , . 

8 5 .  See p p . 309 ff. below i t  i s  d e ath which , l i ved as  an absol ute exteri ori t y  w i th i n  
i nte ri or i t y , gI ves  the e x perience of the envelop ing  rota l i za t i on ' I.,  be i n g- i n - I t�e l f. 
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teleolog ically as a de facto lim it to our power: i . e .  as a human determina
tion of technology by social h i story and the hi story of science , and 
simultaneously as a frontier to be pushed back and which i s  indeed 
alway s heing pushed hack. 

Moreover, we now understand that th i s  transcendent l imit  does not 
confine i tself to determin ing everyone (or the mere sum of all  indi 
v iduals )from outside, but i s  the be ing- in - the-midst-of-the -world of praxis 
process i tself. For the l atter, when it  succeeds,  imposes i tself in a 
restr icted sector of Being ;  but i ts triumph over things ,  within th i s  sector, 
presupposes that it i s  tolerated by the Universe .  In other words ,  prax i s 
process  i s  grasped,  in  i ts  i nteriori ty , as making itself through i ts products .  
But i ts transcendent qual ificat ion constitute s i t  as a real ity that i s  not the 
foundat ion of its own pos sibi l ity . Thi s  real  character of i ts be ing eludes 
it ,  as it  e l udes the individual . Prax i s -process calcu lates and takes i ts r i sks 
in a given s ituation, e . g .  by transcending a contradiction of the practico
inert or by g iv ing i tsel f the task of sati sfy ing  a need.  Whol l y  defined jor 
itself by thi s  transcendence that brings a future object ive i nto relation 
wi th a present danger or a need (and thus  encounters the ri sk that the 
agent may no longer be ab l e  to act or even l i ve but an interiorized ri sk ,  
i .e .  one integrated into the fie ld  as a posi t ive  or negative  ex igency ) ,  i t  
engenders i ts own knowledge to avoid the interior pos s ibi l ity of fai lure 
or dis integration, and has neither the need nor the le i sure to grasp itse l f  
from outside as a dead-pos sibi l i ty defined in exteriority on the bas is  of 
undisclosed regions of the Universe . Yet although thi s  poss ib i l i ty 
remains a more or less  formal determinat ion so long as a c ircumstance 
has not realized as a threat -to-man some transformation of the s idereal 
field be ing - in-transcendence imbues and qual ifies  prax i s -process  within 
i ts  very interiority . For prax i s-process produces i tself in  a world where 
the ensemble of cele stial and cosmic revolutions ,  by v irtue of the con
sequences they are i n  the process  of enta il ing , pronounces  sentence upon 
i t ,  upon its poss ibles  and upon its objecti ve s .  

So human ideal i sm86 i s  wrong tw ice over .  The practical in tegration of 
indiv idual s could not l i qu idate the mul tip l ic i ty of exteriority that charac
terizes those same indiv iduals as substances . The tota l i zation-of
envelopment ex i s ts and i s  defined wi th in  the fi n i tude of in teriori ty of the 
undertaking ( in  short , it produces through its objectives , the material i ty 
of the fie ld ,  etc . i t s  own l imi t s ) . For that very reason� thi s finitude 
becomes a s tructure of exterior i ty in its be ing- in - transcendence . The 
feature spec ific  to prax i s -proces�  i s  thus ,  from the ontolog ical v iewpoint,  -

86.  W h i ch i s  al so a ' re a l i sm ' S e e  abo v e ,  p . 305 th i s h u man i s t rea l i � m  i �  an  i de al i sm of 

the human .  
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the opposi te of that which Hegel ascribes to the movement of consc ious
ness  in The Phenomenology of Mind. For idea l i sm sees be ing - in - itself as  
an abstract moment that of essence � of the ' becoming-other ' of the 
l iv ing substance .  It  contras ts w ith the for- itself in  dis soc iat ion , as the raw 
given of objectification a l ienated to the negation which repeats and 
posits i tself i n  the unic i ty of the subject .  Total ization wil l  be carried out 
at the moment when with the in - itself transcended and preserved in the 
for- itse lf  be ing i s  reali zed as in- itself and for- i tself: i .e .  as absolute 
subject contain ing i ts own determinations with in  itself, and defined by 
the consciousness  of bei ng its own mediation in  i ts becoming-other.  
Roughly speak ing , be ing- in - itself as an e ssence i s  that outer aspect of 
Being that consciousness takes back into itself s ince i t  can ex is t  only for 
consciousness .  In our d ial ect ical investigation , however, we find the 
being- in - i tself of prax i s -process as what might be termed its unas s i 
mi lable and non-recuperable real i ty .  And thi s  being - in- i tself, as an 
exterior l imi t  of totalizat ion ,  real izes itself as an interior l imit  of 
transcendent exteriori ty ( it produces i tself on the basi s  of the di spers ion 
of exteriority as a l imi tation of that di spersion by a development in 
interiority) .  As a twofold l imi t , however, being- in - i tself cannot present 
itself to investigation , as we have seen . As  a reve lation immanent to the 
practical fie ld,  the being- in-exteriority that defines i ts  ontological status 
eludes it by v i rtue of its very structure . It can at best be aimed at 
abstractly (as i s  the case here ) , through verbal formulations .  As an 
interiority produced as a l imit upon the infinite ' natural ' di spers ion,  i t  
could be the object of a concrete knowledge only if th i s  as Nav i l le 
would l ike came towards i t  from the infinite horizons of the Universe .  
But thi s  infin ite thought wou ld  at once swal low i t  up as a moment of its 
practical field.  For the universe of dispers ion,  as  object of a practical 
thought, would become a field un ified by prax i s ;  and human h i story 
would no longer contrast with thi s  as the l imitation of ex teriority by 
interiority ,  but as  a local event contrasting with the total fie ld .  So what i s  
revealed to us i s  not the anteriority of be ing- in - i tself in  re lation to being
for- itse lf, but its autonomy. Not only does i t  not need to be known in 
order to be , but i t  on principle eludes knowledge.  

D eath , Experience of Noth ingness - in - itself as a 
Windolrv on to Being- in - itself: History Riddled with Holes 

You wi l l  perhaps ask how i t  happens  that we can so m uch as speak -
albeit formal ly and wide of the mark about th i s  ontological status ,  s ince 
i t s  very real i ty implies that i t  transcends knowledge.  The answer to that 
i s ,  fi rst , that th i s  non-knowable i s not an i rrational : i t  merel y signals the 
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impossibi l i ty for H i story to be at once,  and for itself, immanence and 
transcendence . I t  i s  useless ,  of course , for the pol it ic ian or technician to 
try and determine the l imits of prax i s -proces s :  at least ,  it i s  useless in 
present c i rcumstances and al l things be ing equal , moreover s ince we 
have no knowledge of a s idereal catastrophe that might threaten our 
species (or slow evolutions certain ly preparing our disappearance) . B ut 
philosophical reflect ion (whose practical function we shal l  see more 
c learly in a forthcoming chapter87) i s led to total ize the arguments 
against ideali sm by aiming wi ldly at th i s  ontological transcendence : the 
be ing-in- itse lf  of the enve loping total ization . 

Ahove all ,  moreover, as I h ave al ready mentioned , there ex i sts at least 
one case where we experience absolute ex teriority within interiori ty : this 
specific case (but one wh ich i s  reproduced everywhere, at ev ery in stant) 
i s  to give it first in al l i ts  original complex ity v io lent death 
condemning an indiv idual or group to utter fai l ure . For such a death i s  
realized as the incarnation of the enveloping totalization inasmuch as it 
is in itself, rather than as a determination for i tself of intersubjectiv i ty .  

If, for example , you first take the s imple case of an acc idental death 
(whether it be that of a ti ler hav ing a fal l or a motori st  involved in a 
col l i s ion) ,  the utensi lity and the counter-final it ies that are the immediate 
source of thi s  death (a  brick came away under the worker ' s  foot� the car 
was a standard model and all cars of that model had the same defect,  
etc . )  do not manage to give the death a human character (nor which 
comes to the same th ing here an anti -human ,  practico- inert one) .  Or 
rather , yes ,  such a death i s  wholly human : social  ensembles choose their  
deaths (by applying different selective systems :  the distribution of 
dispensaries ,  increased occupational r isks in a capital ist  sys tem thanks 
to competit ion and in a soc ial i s t  one to exhaustion caused by the 
accelerated growth of industry and so on) and certain men chose this 
death through the ir  own battle against the inert exigenc ies of their  task . 
The practico- inert goes further, i t  des ignates its v ict ims :  a supplementary 
determination w i l l  be enough for the choice to be real ized by the event 
( the brakes drag to the left ,  so  al l purchasers are de s ignated as belonging 
to a serie s  of possihle deaths ;  the determination for th is particular one 
wi l l  come from addi tional c i rcumstances ,  which for the i r  part define 
poss ible but incompletely determined deaths :  s l ippery road , rain ,  hai rpin 
bends,  lack of road s igns ,  etc . ) .  So i t  i s  perfectl y leg i timate to see every -

8 7 .  The topic was not to be stud i e d  i n  the present  work , but i t  \V a� broac hed in  a lec ture 
that S a rtre gave i n  1 959 ( one y e ar a fter  the pre s e n t  text was w r i t te n ) ,  e n t i t l e d  ' Wh y  
Ph i l o �ophers ? ' and publ i � hed i n  March 1 984 in the jo u rnal Le Dehut. S ee also the interv i e w  
o n  anthropo l ogy i n  Situations,  IX. 
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death as a soc ial and human product  taking place as a temporal ized real ity 
within the interiority of the enve loping temporal izat ion.  Th is  wi ll be the 
viewpoint of the legi s lator, magi s trate or technic ian ,  for example .  In  a 
certain way it i s  also partly the v iewpoint of parents and close re lat ives ,  
who always (more or less vaguely)  have i t  in  for the collectiv i ty that has 
al lowed a part icular individual to die (the ear fac tory , which has abnormally 
increased the ri sks inherent in  driv i ng a motorcar� the whole soc iety ,  
which through i ts  lack of organization has al lowed him to run useless  
dangers or exhaust himself by to i l �  and so on ) �  for the technic ians who 
could have saved him but did not try ( the doctor who treated him, the trade 
union which should long ago have ins i sted that the management should 
take safety measure s ,  ete . ) ;  or directl y for the roadhog ' who kil led hi m ' or 
the foreman whose idiotic order forced him to do a dangerous job that 
ended in the fatal acc ident .  In  th i s way ,  people make death into an event in  
human his tory or rather an event in  the individual l ife .  And they are 
right. With the advances of medic ine (wh ich accompany the deve lopment 
of industry) a particular i l lness goes into dec l ine or disappears , while 
another occupational ly based and thus direct ly  connected w i th the use of 
certain machines to manufacture certain products makes i t s  appearance .  
The accumulation of capital makes i t  poss ible to increase the share of 
revenue distributed to unproductive people , so to increase the number of 
doctors , etc . From th is viewpoint, we shall say that every v iolent death i s  
the incarnation of the inner l imit  to the enveloping total izat ion .  The 
boundaries of the pract ical field are touched, but from wi th in in  
immanence and death presen ts i tself as a destruction realized through 
the pract ical relations of men with one another. 

At  the same time ,  however, death is grasped by the surv ivors ( some
times even by the person who i s  about to die , if  he becomes aware of his  
fate) as a pure and simple deficit :  both in relation to the group which 
needs these men and can no longer use them ( in his tory , i t  often happen s 
that a revolutionary party i s  systematical ly deprived of its el ite s  through 
decimation,  cont inual death sentences ,  etc . )  and also in relation to the 
actual agent (be i t  an indiv idual or a sub-group) who is subtracted or 
stolen as if by a trick from his  own future : i . e .  from his  des t iny and 
his  practical object ives ,  from his  ' rendezvous w i th H istory ' ,  and from 
the l ife he had already traced for himself. From thi s  new standpoint , 
comprehension in interiori ty finds i ts  l imit :  If men are mortal , that death 
sentence and that execution in other words , those two acts by l iv ing 
people exerci sed upon a l i v ing  person can and must be comprehended . 
Death i s  a means  of His tory , or l i fe and death occupy a specific (and 
always very complex) place i n  the sys tem of values produced by praxi s
process .  B ut death itse lf  i s  not a product of His tory : on the contrary (at 
least in  the case of human h i s tory ) ,  i t  i s  what produces H i story . The 
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strugg le  to govern th ings and enslave them to needs i s  produced as the 
labour of mortal organ i sms ,  for whom the non-sati sfac tion of certain 
needs entai l s  death . And the s truggle of men among themselves v ia the 
mediation of th ings and for the government of th ings draws i ts urgency 
from the danger of death. A transpos i tion of emergencies ,  under pressure 
from the danger of dy ing ,  leads  men to produce f'or others the death they 
w i sh to avoid themselves .  And the revolts  provoked by th i s  oppress ion 
draw their c l imate of fraterni ty-terror from the twofold threat of death 
(dy ing of famine or poverty ;  dying through exterminat ion) .  Thi s  interior
i zed threat i s  itself fraterni ty-terror, as a new di splacement of mortal 
fragi l i ty :  the interiorization of death becomes a punishment by death of 
secessions and betrayal s w ithin the combat group .  

But however that may be , death as  a determination of the human 
condition i s  a qual ification of His tory in transcendence,  s ince i t  is  its 
(universal ) presence which obl iges us to make a h istory of mortal 
organisms :  i . e .  a h i story , every praxi s-process  of which i s  defined in  
terms of the nece ss ity of dying.  And the necessi ty of dying i s  i tself 
defined as a necess ity for every indiv idual (and every group) to disappear 
in the course of i ts  own action ; to vacate the premises the theatre of 
i t s  functions before i t  has completed its role (or sometimes long after: at 
al l events the gap ex i sts) ; which s ignifies  conversely for every praxi s  
the neces s ity of be ing deserted along the way by i ts agent  and continuing 
as an inert prax i s  (of the same kind as counter-final it ies ) ,  or of disappear
ing ( leaving unresolved the pract ical que st ion i t  sought to reso lve) ,  or of 
being taken up and dev iated by others . From thi s  s tandpoint death entai l s  
those faults in  H i story (connected wi th new births)  which people cal l 
' generational conflicts ' and which are the source of the complexity of 
diachronic synthe ses . 88 Through his  death , the agent has thi s  dest iny : to 
beg in  or resume what he does not fini sh  and what no one wi l l finish 
( s ince h i s  replacement w i l l dev i ate the prax i s ) . Thi s means that he must  
h imself pursue h i s  ac t ion , bearing in mind h is  ever poss ible death ( i . e .  
make h i s  wi l l ,  or if  he i s  a sovere ign ensure h i s  success ion , e tc . ) ; hence , 
he must qual ify i t  i n  i ts  h i s toric i  ty on the bas i s  of a trans-h i s torical 
condition . * Through the very modal i t ies of the transmi ss ion of powers 

* That S c ience may one day be ab le to prolong l i fe i s  a probabi l i ty that  in  no way 
alte rs the fu ndamental q ue st ion .  For, so  long as man i s  mortal i n  a fi e l d  of scarc i t y ,  th i s  
q u e st ion c annot fi n d  i t s  an swer in an y v ariat ion o f  h i s  l i fe - s pan . Mo reover,  I re fuse to 
e n v i �age the h y poth e � i �  of an imm ortal i ty tec h n i c al ly  ac q u i red i n  the m i d s t  of abundanc e :  
this  who l l y indeterm inate dream , i f  i t  were one day to be re alized , wou l d  s i gn a l  the end o f  
h unlan h i.\ tory , that i �  al l  Furthe rmore ,  an i m m o rt al i ty hecome i n  th i s  way w o u l d  
n e c e s � ar i l y  re tain i t s  former mo rta l ity a �  t h e  ori ginal  source of i ts dev i at io n s .  

8 8  L ' ldiot de la /am ille , v o l  3 ,  p p . 4 3 6  ff 
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i . e .  thro ugh the agenf s ant ic ipation of h i s  own disappearance , and 
through h i s  transcendence towards a modified,  altered and continued 
prax i s  the action itself" rec�ives i ts  intra-hi storical description as non
his toric ity . Actual ly ,  i t  orientates i t se lf  in re lat ion to a certain  human fact 
- which in real ity i s  the man ' s  disappearance and makes i t  i nto the 
agent ' s  permanent poss ib i l i ty .  Wel l ,  on the one hand this disappearance 
i s  a radical negation . As  a contingent brutal i ty i . e .  as a naked 
manifestation of fact ic i ty i t  i s  unass imi lable and non-transcendable, 
and at the very heart of H is tory manifests i t se lf  as a rupture of the 
synthetic l inks of i nteriority . * From th i s  point of v iew,  it fundamental ly 
e ludes comprehens ion . On the other hand, i t  always manifests itsel f  as a 
cessation of History ,  even or above al l if it i s  the hi storical struggle 
that has provoked i t .  Not on l y  has the indiv idual been stripped away 
from History , but H i s tory required h i s  death ( inasmuch as he i s  the 
v ict im of a systematic repres s ion) on ly  in so far as i t  - and al l human 
deaths are at once transcendent conditions and transcendent aims in 
relation to H istory . Conditioned by death , History through the prax i s 
process  of  the temporary v ictors real izes  i tse lf  by  depriv ing the 
adversaries of any human pos s ibi l ity of making Hi story . And thi s  
permanent defic i t  remains  sustained by the subsequent deve lopment of 
the prax i s-proces s ,  whatever i t  may be , as the inert unity of a l acuna in 
the h i storia l ization of that society ( these men were missed hy their 
practical group , thei r  fami l i e s ,  etc . ) .  I n  the unth inkable moment when 
death reveal s the condit ioning i n  exteriority of a l l  human action ( i t  seems 
that h is  former actions were tolerated by c ircumstances ,  s ince they 
already contained the danger that came to an end through thi s death) -
when , by a mystify ing paradox ,  the mortal act (or the acc ident) occ urs as 
a retotal ization of a whole man and , by that very retotal ization which 
attacks h i s  innermost being,  transforms him into nothingness :  i .e .  into an 
inert and non-totalizable lacuna, pos iting itse lf  at the heart of immanence 
as a non-transcendable transcendence History reveal s itse lf to warring 
indiv idual s  and groups as riddled with holes . Its deaths are b i l l ions of 
holes piercing i t .  And each time , through that fundamental poros i ty , the 
frag i l ity of the prax is -process presents itse lf  experiential ly as the un i 
versal presence of i ts be ing-in-exteriori ty .  Through the pit i le s s  necess ity 
of h i s  death -agony , a traveller l ost in  the desert experiences  the non
humanity of the Universe, and thereby the transcendent l imi t  of the 

* A death , as a ne gative and soc ial  e v e nt ,  become� the term of an infi n ity of re l at io ns 
of i mmane nce between age n t s  Th i s  part i c u l ar death re s u l t s  i n  this  p art i c u l ar p ro m otion and 
the latter c h ange � the l i v e s  of al l the s u bordinate s .  I n  i t s e l f, however,  the de ath of th i s  or  
that person pre se n t s  i ts e l f  as  the c e 'isat ion for him ( not  for h i s  work , whatev e r  th i s  m ay be)  
o f  al l re l at ions  o f  I mmanenc e .  
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human adventure manifests i tself to h im in  i ts  ful l  horror ,  as h i s  
imposs ibi l ity of l i v ing and as the imposs ibi l i ty of be ing a man . But an 
insurgent arrested by men , sentenced and kept in  custody by men ,  and 
knowing that other men w i l l  put h im to death grasps no differently 
( through the fai lure of h i s  attempt and the inev i table ' phys ical l iquidation ' 
that wi l l follow i t) the imposs ib i l i ty ,  for himse lf and those he was 
seeking to deliver,  of l i v ing and of be ing a man . For what i s  l i ved and 
experienced here as the being- in- i tself of Hi s tory i s  not , of course , the 
ensemble of mis takes and bad luck that led the revolt to di saster. The 
fact i s  that through th i s  ensemble of errors and counter-final i t ies the 
result  comes inexorably to the agent as a definiti ve  imposs ibi l i ty of 
acting h i storical l y ,  transcending hi s defeat or drawing the necessary 
experience from i t  to continue the strugg le : in  short ( in  so far as the 
others are ' ant i -men ' for h im) ,  as an imposs ibi l i ty for h im and h i s  all ies  
to make human h i story . If  the strugg le continues wi thout h im,  he may 
transcend th is  experience by uti lizing hi s  death by making i t  into an 
exemplary act. But prec i se ly  in so far as he makes use of i t  and h i s  
comrades outside can exploit  the popular indignat ion, thi s  means that the 
deep meaning of the event i s  l ived by the masses themselves as a non 
transcendable ,  shocking inner faul t  of Hi s tory ; as an abrupt, terrify ing 
apparit ion of the human adventure as conditioned i n  exteriority . Thus ,  
through fai lure and death , the being- in- i tself of H istory as i rremediable 
factic ity of human organ i sms reveals  its omnipresence ( that death 
poisons everyth ing ) :  i t  i s  the human adventure , inasmuch as i ts onto
logical status comes to i t  also from the outside world. 

This  experience ,  moreover (which may be more confused and, in  the 
last  resort ,  manifest  i tself in connection wi th anyth ing ,  through the mere 
i nterplay of impl ications of synthetic rec iprocity between death s as 
spec ific ,  dated events and fai lures ,  etc . , inasmuch as , even w ithout 
costing human l i ves ,  these end up incarnating death) ,  yields us no 
intuit ive knowledge . For we know noth ing of death : not in  the sense that 
there i s  anyth ing to know about i t  ( leav ing aside the biological knowledge 
that al lows i t  to be defined) , but preci sel y because i t  is noth ing , or i s  the 
transformation of man ' s  human i ty as pract ical ex is tence in  a field of 
interiority into a mere inert lacuna.  We do not comprehend i t ,  not 
because it i s  some mystery surpass ing human Reason , but merely because 
factors in exteriori ty real ize i n  a certain case the rational ( in  the posi ti v i st 
sense) but non-comprehens ible possibi l i ty that comprehens ion should be 
for ever impos sible . 

Th i s  experience terrifies ,  because i t  i s  that of Noth ingness - in- itself as 
a window on to Be ing- in- i tself. Th i s  s ignifies  that in  every case i t 
d i srupts and rends an optimist ic re lativ i sm which at once re-forms .  
Th i s  re l at i v i sm i s  as character i s t ic  of ce rta i n Marx i st s  as i t  i s  of bourgeo i s  
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historians .  Material i st dialect ic ians are even espec ial ly l iable  to develop 
i t .  In vain do they define Be ing through prax i s ,  or just through efficacy :  
the fact remains that they see the whole complex of processe s  as be ing 
w i  th in totalization (whether they cal l i t  that or someth ing e l se ) ;  and that 
the formula ' be ing i s  acting or be ing-acted ' i s  the principle of a pragmatic 
ideal ism, in  the same way that the other formula, ' be ing i s  perceiv ing or 
being percei ved ' ,  grounds intel lectual i st ic ideal i sm .  At th i s  level  of 
optimi sm ,  there i s  a refusal to take account for the ontological status of 
men of the i r  tran scendent determinations of non-human ity . Or rather, 
everyth ing i s  integrated .  Of course , the action of previous c ircumstances 
i s  studied,  and it  i s  shown how the cond it ions of l i fe and its reproduction , 
the contradict ions between the producti ve force s  and the re lations of 
production , etc . ,  are the very basi s of History by virtue of the c lass 
s truggles they engender. But the ensemble of these factors al ready 
belongs to the pract ical fie ld :  tool s and machine s undoubtedly determine 
phenomena as different as the quantity of production , the div i s ion of 
l abour, the particul ar form of exploi tation , etc . Doubtles s ,  moreover, in a 
society that has not become aware of its contradicti ons and thei r  true 
conditions , the condi t ioning of the pol i tical by the economi c  (for 
example)  may more or less escape notice . Raymond Aron has spoken of 
soc ieties that have an economy in itself, but which because they do not 
know i t  (do not have the tool s that would allow them to become aware of 
i t )  wi l l  not transform i t  into an economy for itself. 89 U sing thi s  
vocabulary, we  could equall y  wel l speak of events in themselves ( i . e .  
events whose meaning, and whose importance or efficacy ,  remained 
unnoticed at the actual moment when they were occurring) and events 
for themselves (where in  action produces i ts own knowledge not just  in  
order to cast l ight outs ide , but i n  order to control i tse lf) .  In a word, the 
theory of dev iation that we have  advanced (and,  in a general way , our 
whole attempt to show Hi story inasmuch as i t  overflows i tse lf) cou ld be 
expres sed in terms of in- i tself and for- i tse lf. I have further described the 
practico- inert ,  and the drift that i t  continuousl y engenders i n  prax is  
i tse lf, as ' exteriori ty ' .  

The Being - in - itself of Praxis -Process : an Exterior 
Lim it of Interiority and an In terior Lim it of Exteriority 

However, th i s  exteriority and th i s  in- i tsel f  have on ly  a relat ive mean ing 
here . For let  u s  remember that praxi s -process  re sumes everyth ing in 

g9 .  See edltor ' �  note on p 1 25 above 
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interiori ty . Not only can the in - itse If ( in  thi s sense c lose to Hegel ian i sm)  
sometimes be disso lv ed at least partly into the for- itself, but even in 
itself it acts through i ts i nert relations of exteriority on ly  because it has 
been produced at the heart of a synthet ic immanence that c loses over it 
and serves it  as a conducting med ium. It i s  more or l e s s  unified, precise ly  
in so far as  i t  uni fies  ( i . e . determines)  among the synthetical ly uni ted 
terms of a multip l ic i ty the omnipresent unity of a re ification. Thus ,  in  
"'orked matter, inert exteriority (under the pre s sure of the pas sive 
syntheses that give i t  form) ac ts upon man and the human v ia  human 
mediat ion , inasmuch as needs as hi storical ly  condit ioned and prax i s  
i tself g ive it i ts  efficacy .  The error of naive material ism, as we have seen, 
i s  to bel ieve that phys ico-chenl i cal processes  as such condi tion act ion 
and techniques ,  whereas right from the univocal relat ion of the practical 
organism to i ts  field of activ i ty - i nert material i ty i s  already imbued with 
human s ignifications : i . e .  already "'orked. However, we should  ri sk 
avoiding the pitfal l of such an ideal i st mater ia l i sm only to fal l in to that 
of an instrumental i st humani sm i f  because we never encounter material 
inert ia  except through the s ign ification s that un ify i t  (which holds good, 
of course , through hodologica}90 determinat ions of extension,  for the 
env ironment whatever i t  may be : i .e .  for any real i ty grasped in terms of 
the being - in-the-world of men of a g i  ven epoch )  we were to reduce that 
inert ia to the pure and s imple being of those s ignification s ,  inasmuch as 
they posit  themselves  for themselves in the world of men . 

For such i s  indeed the contradiction that pits h i storical real i sm -
radicall y  d i stinguishing being- in- i tse l f  from being -known or be ing-acted 
(or knowing and acting)  against  the s ituated method, which brings to 
l ight s igni fications , laws and objects in so far as i t  reveal s them by 
modify ing them and be ing modified by them. Each of the two pos i tions 
i s  truth in  i tself, but each wi thout the other s l ips into error and turn s into 
one of the fam i l iar forms of ideal i sm .  Our abstrac t investigation of 
Being- in - itself serves  prec ise ly to show the synthes i s  of the two tru ths in 
a total i zing onto logical truth . 

For the real mistake would be to be l ieve that the be ing- in - i tself of 
prax i s -process ,  inasmuch as i t  ari ses  wi th in  the exteriority of Nature , 
must be cons idered on l y  as the absolute exteriori ty of the material i ty of 
the practical fie ld ;  or, i f  you prefer, cons idered on ly as if i t  were reduced 
to the ensemble of phy s ico-chemica l  determinat ion s ,  or in a more exact • 

90 . K u rt Lew i n  ( 1 890- 1 947 ) ,  fo u nde r of topo l og ic a l  p � yc h o l ogy , i n fl uenced by the 
G estalt m o v e men t ,  d i st i n g u i �hed a threefo l d  seri e �  of con cept � · topo l o g i c a l  ( repre " e n t i n g  
the � truc t u re s  o f  acti v ity ) .  vec tor ia l ( I t �  causal  de term i n at io n )  and hod o l og ic a l  ( repre 
sent i n g  the pat h �  w h e reby tens ions a re re�olved ) .  I Tra n5 } 
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way i rreversi ble transformations of energy,  which const itute hi story
as -a-proces s ,  through the labours and struggle s  of men and through the 
catastrophes (floods , fires ,  etc . )  which destroy al l  or part of those labours 
(and whose negative  efficacy in  the practical field can be l imited by 
human act ivi ty ) .  In real ity , in order to suppress  the s ignifications and 
practical orientations of such transformations ,  it i s  necessary to have 
chosen a perspective a select ive viewpoint .  And thi s perspective i s  that 
of knowledge , for it i s  knowledge alone that can sy stematical ly  set as ide 
an ensemble of structures  in the name of i ts  right to select .  In  other 
words , it involves taking an overv iew of the whole universe from the 
vievvpoint of a pos i tive Reason that makes i tself bl ind to s igns ,  that takes 

with respect to l ife and the human the v iewpoint of mineral s or 
atoms ,  and that (as knowledge of the human by the physico-chemical ) 
finds in man only  that same phys ico-chemical . This  attitude entire ly 
despi te itself has the result of treating the products of handicrafts and 
industry as the physiocrats once used to do.  For, if  the heing of 
significations i s  negated or at least reduced to what appears of them 
\vithin the interiority of the field then the spec ificity of the worked 
obj ect as such ( i . e .  the gathering together of its dispers ion through a 
pass ive synthes i s ,  and the rel ative i solation that al lows its e lements to 
condition one another in  a pre -establi shed order) must be dis solved 
radically under the action of mineral Reason.  For the ensemble of these 
modifications i s  reintegrated into the immense di spers ion of exteriority , 
and its condit ionings in exteriority are enough to explain the succession 
of these movements .  To be sure , specific changes were necessary to 
produce thi s particular local vortex which exteriori ty wi l l  soon di s solve 
into its elements . B ut those very changes (which define themselves ,  
wi thin the interiority of the field ,  as  action or labour) in the Daltonism of 
mineral Reason are reduced s imply to their non- s ignify ing exteriori ty : 
i . e .  to transmutations that find thei r  source in other, earlier transmutations .  
From this standpoint ,  H istory i s  only a local dream of matter:  there 
remains the phys ical  universe , the sole reality .  

Precisely ,  however, the being - in - i tself of the historical totalization 
cannot s ign ify its non-being or i ts  heing-known through the anti
hi storical Reason of pure exteriority . The be ing- in - itself of prax i s 
process i s  precisely independent of any knowledge . It i s  the l imitation of 
the in terior by the exterior, to be sure , but i t  i s  also that of the exterior by 
in teriori ty . Th i s  means  that the conditioning of the total ization-of
envelopment in its being i s  produced in exteriori ty , as a determination by 
phy s ical forces of a sector of the U niverse on the bas is  of which it i s  
necessary and poss ib l e ;  and that th i s  total i zation engendered from top 
to bottom through the concatenation of these factors w i l l  ari se as the 
necessary mediation between them selves and the i r  pass ive un i ty as a 
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system . From the v iewpoint of exteriority , the moment of s ignification i s  
required as a necessary condi tion for the transformation of ore into an 
i ron bar or, through al loy s ,  into steel ; for the l iquefaction of air; or for 
the path of certain waves .  If you l ike ,  phys ico-chemical conditions (for 
example)  account for everything except for what w ith in the physico
chemical i s  the negation of natural universality : for example,  of the 
unique fact  that , in a certain sector of the material di spers ion , the 
ensemble of combined factors have produced the l iquefaction of air, in 
conformity with the great laws of phys ic s  and chemistry but against all 
probability .  So being- in - itself itself produces the s ignifications that 
engender its interiority only it engenders them on the bas i s  of the 
Universe .  On the bas i s  of the Universe , a certain sector i s  s ingular ized 
by the apparition of l ife ; and th is  l ife produces  in thi s sector (on Earth , 
for example) through a fi rst interiorization natural but improbable 
modifications of the mil ieu  (e . g .  of atmospheric pressure or the oxygen 
content of air) , which condition an evolution in interiority whose profile 
i s  itself unique and ,  in  i ts  interior l imit ,  improbable . It  i s  on the basi s  of 
universal exteriority i n  an ensemble of worlds in which al l l iv ing 
kingdoms and h istories  are distributed in s uch and such a way , and 
which determines each of these  adventures in relation to all the others ( in  
its rhythm, i ts  acceleration and its chances of succeeding) as a produc 
tion error, or as the resul t  of exceptional chances, at the same time as it 
realizes itself whol ly as the destiny that can engulf them and against  
which they wage an uncertain battle in short ,  i t  i s  on the bas is  of al l 
these beings and of Being as a whole that human hi story produces itself, 
at the furthest point of the local movement of ex teriori ty,  as determined 
in exteriority to the very heart of its interiority by the exterior (from 
this standpoint, for example ,  it i s  the ensemble of the cosmic processes 
that i s  to be found in the very di stribution of mineral resources , 
inasmuch as these govern Hi story ) and in in feriority through infinite 
exteriority by all the adventures of life on other planets ( if there i s  l i fe 
elsewhere :  but if, against al l probabi l i ty ,  the onl y  place where the 
Universe has produced l ife as its own local interiority were to be the 
terrestrial Globe � even that would be a qual ification interior to Hi story by 
virtue of the absence of exterior interiority ) .  At th is  leve l ,  interiori ty 
remains  a linz it upon the exterior, in  the sense that goal s are produced in  
the interior of Hi story and without being able to transform the Universe 
into a prac t ical  fie ld ,  or at least for the t ime be ing to have themselves  
acknowledged , shared or combated by other groups pursuing other 
h i stories e l sewhere .  So exterior i ty produces in  exteriority a certain 
interiori ty  that escapes i t �  and whose uniqueness i s  s igna l led in exteriority 
by the improbabi l i ty of the concatenations that i t  in turn produces .  On 
the bas i s  of the fi n i te and l im i t less  di spers ion of the co�mos . a be ing- i n -
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i tself i s  engendered whose relation -to- i ts-goal s i s  real hut in itself 
( inasmuch as its total be ing i s  not as an interior l imit  to exteriority a 
heing-comprehended) ; whose meanings , as real mediations  between 
exterior condition ings and the ir systematic reconditioning (in its very 
improhahility ) ,  receive their ontological status as a l imit  in interiority 
separating two proces ses of exteriority from the cosmos ;  and whose 
ensemble of immanent relations i s  determined on the bas i s  of the original 
sector as indi s solubly l inked to mean ings and goal s (as the generatrix of 
those transcendences of Being by itself, through the new structures  
determined by interiori ty : e .g .  l ack , all the categories of negation, and 
ri sk as a call ing into question of the unity of interiority by the 
universal bond of exteriority between all natural processes ins ide and 
outside it) . The being- in- itself of praxis -process  i s  the strict equivalence 
between the total i zation-of-envelopment in the Universe and the Universe 
in the total ization-of-envelopment.  

As  deeply and traditional ly  ideal is t  habits of thought ri sk obscuring 
thi s  ontological investigation in the reader ' s  eyes ,  I think it wi l l  be made 
c learer if it i s  transcribed for a moment and in the guise rather of an 
image or metaphor i n  terms of transcendent knowledge . Most readers 
of science fiction are, in fact ,  seeking to recover an awareness of the 
being- in - itself of our h i story . But their ideal i s t  habits oblige them to 
conceive this being- in- i tself merely in so far as it appears to some 
Martian (a 1 95 8  Micromegas) general ly endowed with an inte l l igence 
and a scientific and technical level superior to our own , who thus reduces 
human history to its cosmic provincial i sm . * 

* In real ity , the ideal i s t  character of works o f  sc ienc e fi ction doe s not orig inate sole l y  in 
bourgeois ideal ism - i . e .  the ideo l ogy of the Western world .  It springs directly from a relation 
between East and We s t .  For, in a certain way , We sterners feel  uneasily that the social ist 
world - even if it has so far used them very badly , and even i f  it  does not have at its di sposal 
the empirical  know ledge We stern re searchers have acc um ulated over the past hal f-cent ury -
possesses cognit ive too l s  that al l ow it  to comprehend and s ituate both the ensemble and the 
details of c ap ital i st evolution between 1 9 1 7  and 1 95 0 .  On the other hand, the emp ir icism of 
anti - Marx i st i n te l lectuals was orig inal ly a re fusal to u se the enem y ' s  princ iples,  which after a 
certa in t ime became an incapac ity to think the evolut ion of  the world s ynthet ical ly ( that of 
the West and that of the East s imu ltaneou s l y : i .e in the latter case an inability to compreh end 
- and consequent l y  transcend - those who comprehended that empiricism , i . e .  knew its origin 
and its ro le i n  the confl ict rending the world and ev ery We stern soc iety ) .  That inc apacity i s  
fe lt  as a malaise.  One of the reasons for the Ame rican Great Fear was the confu sed feel ing in 
eve ryone of be ing an ohject of H i story , of which the Sov iets were the subject. For some 
month s now, people have been di sco vering i n  the East too that History has been made in the 
darkne s s  and that soc ial i st man does not know himself: but th i s  anxiety i s  of a very di fferent 
orde r. For if  he doe s not yet know h i m self, at least the man of the people ' s  democracies has 
not lost  the inte l lectual tool : he needs only to re learn how to use i t .  And so long as he has not 
done so , he w i l l  be able to say - and i t  w i l l  be true - that no human group today i s  any longer 
c onsc ious of i tself  or other group s :  in short , that H i story remains the same battle between 
b l ack men in a p i tch -dark tunnel  that i t  has been for fi fty years ( i t  i s  also a vast progre s s  i n  the 
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For th i s  Martian,  therefore , or th i s  Venus ian ,  who has long known the 
technique of inter-planetary nav igation , we are - for example an 
an imal spec ies whose sc ient ific and i ntel lectual development have been 
retarded by certain c ircumstances .  He knows these c ircumstances ,  he has 
di scovered our s low-wittedness  and the factors conditioning it :  factors , 
of course ,  that he sees as connected w ith the s truc ture of our planet, and 
that he knows do not exi st e l sewhere or at any rate not on the planet he 
inhabits . So he sees man ,  in the very compari son he immediately 
es tab l i shes between him and the inhabitants of other heaven ly bodies , as 
a cosmic product retaining with in him the particu larities of h i s  prov ince 
- and ,  for example ,  the absence of certain substances  h ighly necessary 
for cerebral and nervous ac tiv ity .  The differences in our respective 
phys iological constitution s ,  h is tories ,  leve ls  of development, etc . ,  
assuredly do not prevent him from comprehending us  in our practical 
reality as indiv idual s who are making a h istory in common . B ut the 
particular goal s we pursue w i l l ,  i n  a whole number of cases ,  remain al ien 
to h im:  our aesthetic pleasures ,  for example , if he  has different sense s 
from ours . So he wi l l  define our goal s in exteriori ty , without stripping 
them of their  character as goal s ,  but wi thout being able to share them .  He 
wi l l  merely note that the inhabitants of thi s underdeveloped planet have 
certain behavioural patterns orientated towards certain objec tives ;  and 
that certain systems of soc ial options or val ues  condition the hierarchy of 
our preferences .  Being unable to share some particular goal , he wi l l  
grasp our praxis in  a given case as hexis . He may say : ' men l ike 
alcohol ic  drinks ' .  The characteristic so etched no longer has anything to 
do with the evidence accompany ing a man ' s  comprehension of another 
man ' s  goal s ;  i t  refers to our cosmic factic i ty ,  i . e .  to the fact that a certain 
cosmic scarc i ty (absence of certain s ubstances , or presence of negative 
elements) has produced th is  half-fai lure :  man . * In the same way, 
moreover, for th is  product of a high industrial c iv i l ization , our inter
minable h i s tory endless ly  dragging i tself towards a level  that Mars 

achievement of consc iousness :  but  th i s  contrad ic t ion in any case operate") to the advantage of 
the soc ial i st forces) .  In  a word , he w i l l  be ab le  to recognize that pre sent-day H istory i s  made 
in non-knowledge;  but th i s  observation - whatever d i squiet  and whatever rebe l l ion it  may 
entail  - has noth ing in  common wi th  the feel ing that i s  so common in bourgeo i s  soc ieties :  
' they can theori:e us ,  for they have the tool and we do not ' . To a great extent ,  i t  i s  g loomy 
dream s about this  strange s ituat ion (of  groups whose objectiv ity i s  i n  the hands of their  
enem ies ) which have inflected nove l s  of sc ient i fic  predict ion ( whose orig in  has many other 
sources ,  though these are of no i nterest here )  towards the idea l i 'im that characterizes most of 
them , and s hows men <;een by anti-men ( i  e .  by men constructed different ly : more 
powerfu l ,  more luc id ,  but genera l l y  nasty ) .  

* It goes  w ith out r;;ay ing that I l eave to the Marti an the respons ibi l ity for th i s  
defi ni t ion of man in  interiority of exteriori ty 
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surpassed three centuries ago has the tw in  determination of a pract ice 
( i t  is made) and a factual g iven (h is  knowledge of  h is torical conditionings 
allows him to grasp the fetters that prevent men from advanc ing more 
sw iftly ) .  In this way , our backward , prov inc ial his tory seems to him also 

in its cosmic conditioning of exteriority to contain within i t  a 
negative force ( that he di scovers in interiority and through compari son, 
but that i s  only the pure absence of what , on Mars , i s  a favourable 
presence) .  In  the same way , that which in  the interiority of human 
history can in no case be taken as a real determination for example , 
ignorance of exteriori ty for h im becomes a substantial qual ification of 
praxis -proces s .  By  ' ignorance of exteriori ty ' (which I mentioned earl ier9 1 )  
I mean , for example , the fact that in  such and such a specific period as 
a function of the posit ive deve lopment of technology and culture s uch 
and such a society finds itself at one particular scientific  level and not at  
another. As I have said ,  the ital ic ized phrase ' and not  at another '  can on 
no account be cons idered ( in interiori ty) as re lat ing to a real condi tion of 
backwardnes s :  a negative and act ive impeding factor ( i t  i s  not for want 
of aeroplanes that Napoleon lost  the B attle of Waterloo) .  B ut thi s  same 
ignorance , when i t  reveals itself to an exterior agent who knows what we 
do not know , becomes a deep opaci ty , shadows  in our understanding , a 
negation of interiority in our hearts . The transformation i s  real.  For if  -
as in the colonial wars of the n ineteenth century the nati ves do not 
know how to handle firearms and are incapable of manufacturing them, 
thi s  ignorance i s  constituted by the colon ial troops in the rel at ion of 
antagonist ic rec iprocity as a practical inferiority of the other.  For the 
Martian of sc ience fiction (whether he wishes to conquer or to pacify 
Earth) , our ignorance whether i t  helps h im to enslave men or prevents 
them from understanding h im - w il l  become a determination of every 
one of us by the culture of Mars : hence , a negative particularization.  At 
the same time ,  th is  inter-planetary traveller (as numerous authors have 
described h im to us ) ,  hav ing made inter-s te l lar space into h i s  pract ical 
fie ld  with Earth ins ide it i s  not unaware that we are threatened by a 
cosmic catac lysm (which the M artians have long been able to avoid) . 
Prec ise ly in so far as he sees our h i story emerging from the terrestrial s i l t  
and drawing its cosmic particulari ties  and i t s  negations from that mud, 
he grasps it as anachronistic in  v iew of the danger that threatens  it : the 
col l i s ion that may destroy i t, and that it has not yet g iven itself the means 
to avoid .  If  the catastrophe i s  a l ong-term one , he sees us as involved in a 
race against  the clock . Shal l we win? Here prediction stops , even for a 

9 1 .  I n  Critique ,  vol 1 ,  p . l 0 3 .  See also B e ing and Noth ingness,  pp 52 1 ff. , and Cahiers 
POUl une m orale, pp . 306 ff. , 347 ff. 
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Martian , s ince the question i s  settled also in interiority . H is tory i s ,  in 
itself, its own acceleration. The fact remains that the witnes s  can 
particu larize the es sential fragi l ity that i s  proper to al l  h i stories . In our 
case,  i t  i s  constituted as a st i l l  uncertain relationship w ith a ri sk of 
which we are unaware . It indiv idualizes our adventure on the bas i s  of 
the cosmos , and we shal l for ever be those who wi l l  perish  to the last 
man in that inter-planetary col l i sion or those who wi ll manage to 
survive it .  So through the myth of the Martian, a whole history in 
exteriority made up of traps ,  ambushes ,  and possible or certain rel ations 
with other practical organisms inhabiting other planets , and revealing 
thi s character of man (which we are prone to take in interiori ty as the 
mark of the universal ) to be an idiosyncrasy produced by the cosmos 
i tself a whole exterior his tory, unified by the reassumed consequences 
that i t  produces  in its interior, i s  constituted and constitutes us as cosmic 
individuals . 

If we leave the Martian for now in the property-room, thi s  myth for 
al l its chi ldishness  wi l l at least have rendered us  one serv ice :  we shall 
have understood that the being-in-itself of prax is -process  i s  the founda
tion of any pos sible objec tiv i ty of our hi story for a witnes s  external to 
the human species . I t  remains the case that man cannot, under any 
circumstances ,  make himself into that w itness . 92 If he increases his  
technical and sc ientific know ledge, i t  i s  the scientific and technical 
knowledge of all  that he wi l l  be developing and we shal l  not leave the 
c ircle  of interiority . The sputnik enlarge s  the practical field,  but i t  does 
not leave it .  And then,  of course , the Martian ' s  v iewpoint whatever h i s  
knowledge of the Universe i s  a part icularization and putting into 
perspective  of certain relations .  The disc losure effected i s  a situation :  
i . e .  it reveal s the Martian through men as much as the latter through the 
former. Being-in- itself overflows the knowledge he acquires of i t ,  by 
v irtue of his  fundamental nature : he i s  the particular centre of infinite ly 
infinite relations with the whole Universe .  Thus ,  to take j ust  one example , 
certain human goal s are defined by the inhabitant of Mars as objective 
but alien goal s :  he does not share them . B ut the goal s of the praxi s 
process ,  as considered in their  being-in- i tself, are neither in terior nor 
alien ; they do not take part only in  hexis , or in the guise of immanent 
object i  yes  in  praxi s  alone.  Or rather, precisely because our investigation 
bears on the conditions of Be ing and not on those of Knowing , they are 
at the same time immanent and transcendent , in  the very indistinctnes s  

92.  On the imposs ibi l ity for man to make h imself  into h i s  own w i tness ,  i t  i s  interesting 
to read Frantz ' s  dialogues wi th the Thirtieth Century in Th e Condemn ed of A /tona (New 
York 1 964) ,  which S artre wa� writing at the same t ime .  



T O T  A L 1 Z A  T I O N  - O F - E N V E L O P M E N T  323 

of their ontological status .  Transcendent in their immanence ,  s ince the 
character of non- shared goal s necessari ly refers to the agent who does 
not share , so their  being- in- itself - as grounding the permanent poss ibil ity 
of not bei ng shared i s  the mere ontological affirmation of themselves ,  
i nasmuch as (by virtue of the very fact of ari s ing in  the U n i  verse) they 
overflow any immanent relation with the group or social ensemble that 
has posited them.  Immanent in  their  transcendence , since whether or 
not they are known by a w itness ,  and whatever may be the reservation 
or  rejection expressed by that witness if he exi sts their inner relation 
to the agent remains  etched in  the ontological affirmation of  tran
scendence ,  as the mediation required between a given series  of physico
chemical transformations and a given system of energy transmutations 
flow ing from it :  thi s  re lation represents the irreducible structure of the 
act, the objective  moment of prax i s  as necessity of freedom. We mean 
by this  that the systematized and temporari ly  i solated results of 
mere natural transmutations could neither real ize themse lves  (improb
abil i ty ) nor maintain themselves (pressure of universal forces)  if prax is 
hexis did not exi st ,  at once as a being constituted on the basi s  of the 
Universe qual ified and l imited by other his tories and as a creative 
and regulatory transcendence of exterior being towards itself. 

Hence , our investigation of l imits  through i ts failure to hit the mark 
reveals the presence within being-in- itself of the infinite cosmic 

di spers ion , as an absolute condi tioning of human history by the universal 
force s  of non-hi story (and the presence of the multiplic i ty of non-, 
human histories as a l imit i n  exteriority and as an external internal 
relation : the poss ibi l i ty of one day being in  the field of another species 
a priori modifying the human object) . Converse ly ,  however, it at the 
same time discloses the transcendent (and no longer for-itself, for-man) 
real i ty of the energy transmutation orientated by a future objective :  i .e .  
the teleological structure of certain  cosmic sectors . Thi s  means neither 
that these teleological sectors have themselves  been prepared and defined 
a priori by agents (which would be absurd and return u s  to theology) 
nor that there i s  i n  ' Nature ' in  the sense in  which Engels  understands 
i t  a teleological princip le ,  albeit embryonic (which as I have  already 
mentioned as an i nner, material content of our vain investigation of 
l imits in exteriority can be neither asserted nor rejected) .  It simply 
means  that if we consider a sector whose main features al l ow l ife ,  
and in which l ife through an embryonic circularity continual ly  modifies 
these feature s ( albeit in its most elementary forms ,  and by the sole 
action of choices  of foodstuff, combustion , production of waste s ,  e tc . )  -
it i s  necessary to v iew as an absolute real ity the apparition of practical , 
tool-making organi sms wi th the i r  own temporal ization , the trans 
formation of the sector by their waste-products ,  and above al l  the 
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inlprobahle* physico-chemical systems that these organi sms engender 
and imbue more or less  w i th their own c ircularity . The teleological 
s tructure (hence , History ,  at least in  a fie ld of scarcity)  i s  not just an 
i nterior re lat ion of the organ ism to its goal s :  in  certain sectors , i t  i s  the 
inner l imit  of interiority of exterior being .  Within the indi stinctnes s  of 
Being,  the exteriority of di spersion produces thi s  interiority (or at any 
rate makes i t  poss ible) ; plunges into it  and transforms it into a world 
marketplace battered by every cosmic wind ;  consti tutes its destiny by its 
permanently revocable tolerance;  and makes itself into the universal 
factor of the hi storical idiosyncrasy ' s  outside . Reciprocally ,  it i s  entire ly  
marked in in feriority by these c ircumstances of control ,  orientated condi 
t ioning ,  pass ive synthes i s  and ' feedback ' ,  as it i s  by i nterior l imits of the 

, 

exterior .  I t  i s  untrue that the human adventure i s ,  from thi s v iewpoint , an 
adventure of Nature (or the Universe) , as peop le  too often tend to repeat. 
For that i s  to confuse the sector of our action and i ts  interiorization 
(practical field) with the infinite di spersion in  exteriority that we wrongly 
unify ( in  s ignification) by the word Universe . * *  We should  l im it ourselves 
to say ing as any real i sm requires that the being- in- i tself of human 
activ i ty , even if replaced in the myriad of worlds ,  i s  an absolute with in 
its own sector and in its own place.  Whether or not there are other 
practical multipl ic i ties ,  the h i story of man res i sts i ts determination in 
exteriority and remains  as the absolute centre of an infinity of new 
relations between things .  

We can now understand that the movement of our investigation , 
although it has yielded us formal  si gnifications , contrasts with that of 
Hegel ian ideal i sm . The transcendent being of H istory i s  being-in- itself 
ass imilating the being-for- i tself  of interior i ty w ithout modifying its 
tel eological structure , and becoming the being-in- itself of that being-for
i tself prec i sely in  so  far as al l human action (whether ind iv idual or 
common; whoever the part ic ipants may be , and w hatever awareness  they 
may have of their act and its s ign ification wi thin the interiority of the 
practical fie ld :  i n  short , whatever with in  interiority i ts structure of 
reflection upon itself may be) must  eventual ly ei ther be engulfed in 
ideal i ty ,  dream and epiphenomenal i sm,  or e lse produce i tse l f  in exteriority 

* I m probab le  w i th re s pect to p u re l y  p h y � ico-che m ic a l  tran sform at ion�  More o r  
l e � s  p robab le  - O r  absolute l y  c e rt a i n  - w i t h  respect to the e nsem b le of c o s m ic m u lt i p l i c i t i e s  
of t h e  g a l ax i e s ,  i f s u c h  e x i s t :  a s c i e nce t h at cou ld  e x tend t o  t h e m  m i ght be  able to 
determ i n e  what chance there i �  for prac t i c a l  en sembles to pa��  thro u gh the d iffe re nt 
momenh of o u r  h i story . A n d  i t  m i ght thereby i nc re al.,e the inte grat ion of t h e  l i mits  of 
i n ter iority I n to  e x teriori ty . and v i ce versa 

* *  N ot t h at t h e re i s  a p/urali flm e i th er, w h i c h  w o u l d  p res uppose a p l u ral i ty  of 
i ncom m u n i c able  uni ti es .  
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(and as a product of exteriority ) in the absolute sol i tude of being
w ithout-a-witnes s ,  together with i ts  immanent and reflexive s tructures .  
For the in- itself here comes to the for- itself from its absolute reali ty . The 
reflection of prax i s  upon itself i s  human , practical and s ituated in 
interiority .  Produced as it is ,  however, with in the decompre ssed tem
poral ity of universal di spersion and in  relation to cosmic transformations 
that , through i t ,  become transcendent factors of his tory its reality 
eludes  i t ,  inasmuch as  i ts  knowledge comes from within and the l imits 
that determine i t  come on principle from the unknown and in practice 
unatta inable zone of exteriority ; inasmuch too as i ts  temporal ization of 
interiority , by realizing i tself in a sector of exteriori ty , constitutes from 
afar (and w ithout even suspecting i t) certain external circumstances as its 
destiny , and constitutes itself with its qual ities and its destiny on the 
bas i s  of these c ircumstances .  Thi s  freezing of the l iv ing structures of 
interiority on the basi s of external being , and as an affirmation of that 
external being ,  can be grasped from with in in relation to the experi 
ences I have  mentioned as our abandonment. In  exteriority , however, i t  
presents itself only as being at once the affirmation of these structures and 
their l imitation , on the bas i s  of an external-being that supports them and 
reduces them to being what they are for themselves only through what 
they do not know about themselves . In other words ,  praxis -process  has the 
onto logical status  of absolute-being,  under its determinations in  ex
teriority , in so far as i ts being fundamental ly eludes man ' s  practice and 
knowledge : i . e .  in so far as it i s  fundamental l y  the outs ide of the inside .  Of 
course , it wi l l  be c lear that thi s  e lusive grasping of oneself has noth ing 
mysterious or irrational about it .  Practical knowledge can develop and 
extend to everything . But if i t  i s  to be realized, i t  must involve a 
fundamental ignorance:  it  cannot know the exteriority of its interiority . * 

However, as  l ong as it i s  not objectified, thi s  ontological transcendence 
i s  not even an i ssue for agents , except as an abstract l imit  upon their 
poss ibil ity of action grasped in terms of death or circumstances  l inked to 
thi s .  For objectification would be the practical l ocal ization of the human 
spec ies ,  at such and such a level of development, in the practical field of 
Martian s  (or others) discovering our l imits and condi tionings as a means 
to be set in operation in order to enslave or destroy us .  On thi s  basi s ,  
man ' s  praxi s  would involve - in the gui se of a v ital urgency and as his  
prime objective the discovery of our cosmic conditionings in order to 
act upon the se and shield them from hostile ac tion . We encounter science 

* Except ,  to a certain extent and in c ircumstances  that we shal l  see , retrospecti vely . 
thi s  i s  one of the abstract structures of what we have cal led meaning.93 

93 .  See ' The Hi storical Event ' .  in  the Appendi x ,  pp . 397 ff. below. 
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fiction again here , but we encounter too a feature described in connection 
w i th antagonistic actions .  As such objectiv ity always partial , anyway -
i s  not g iven , any more than the real or poss ible threats emanating from 
cosmic forces , the transcendence of being-in - itself reduces  prax is 
proces s  to interiority as  its practical reality .  The absolute of exteriority 
refers back as a necessary l imit and a lack of knowledge to the 
absolute of interiority : it i s  what a priori we cannot take into account .  If 
we knew about some di saster that in  one thousand or one hundred 
years was going to exterminate our spec ies ,  the properly human and 
hi storical priorities of our present situation would not change in any 
way . For the men of today , i t  would be necessary to l ive ,  eat,  work , and 
struggle against exploitation , oppre ss ion and colon ial i sm .  For the '�source 
of our pre sent struggles l ies  not in  theoretical princip les or values 
(principles and values  that the imminent death of humanity m ight cal l  
into question) ,  but directly or by way of mediations in  the absolute 
urgency of needs . This ,  moreover,  i s  what makes the absurd i ty of the 
hypothes i s  al l the more blatant .  For the future catastrophe could be a 
practical knowledge ( i . e .  act upon men and transform their  ac tion) only  
i f  the ensemble of sc ientific  and technical advances  already made it  
poss ible to acquire th i s .  But  s uch advances would not take p lace  without 
an enlargement of the practical field ( inter-planetary journeys ,  etc . ) ,  and 
the new priorit ies could manifes t  themse lves only within a total ization
of-envelopment modified by the development of our power,  and by the 
consequent alteration of our objectives  and the internal structures  of our 
soc ial ensemble s .  In reality , the present relation to our h i story of an 
unknown threat i s  exterior and univocal . It qual ifies the total ization in 
progres s  from outside , i t  perhaps ass igns it a dest iny from outs ide , but 
the practical real ity of our action cannot be determined as a function of 
that threat .  Not just because  we are ignorant of it (which would be a 
negative factor of exteriority ) ,  but above al l  because the positive  fabric of 
our prax i s -process  has been woven in such  a way that i t  leaves  no place 
for it , as a condi t ion of prax i s  in  the interiority of the pract ical field .  

These remarks , far from const i tut ing prax is in interiority as  an epipheno
menon , restore to it i ts  absolute real i ty .  And th i s  reali ty i s  in scribed 
both in the immanence of the field and in  be ing- in- itself. For in 
immanence whatever i ts  profile in exteriority thi s  action taken as a 
whole cannot be other than i t  i s  ( which does not prej udge the question of 
interior possibles ) .  The ensemble of prev ious c irc umstances  i . e .  at once 
the orig inal sector and the ensemble of dev iated ac tions springing from i t  

in  fac t condit ion s the course of Hi story , i ts speed,  i t s  rhythms ,  i ts  
orientation , and the regulated success ion of i ts  objectives . And i t  i s  
prax is  i tse lf  which , through the tran scendence of these condit ions , causes 
there to be a history in  th i s  sec tor.  Without the real i ty of prax i s -proces s ,  
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i t  would be imposs ible even to conceive the internal and external real i ty 
of inert and improbable material combinations (machines ,  etc . ) .  Con
versely ,  interiority i s  itself a l imiting structure of being- in- i tself, as we 
have seen . Thi s  means that finality as  an absol ute structure of be ing - in
itse lf, and as  a reason for the pass ive un ity of improbable combinations 

involves interiority as its immanent medium. For finality , even en
v i saged in its transcendent being,  constitutes itself as  revealing
transcendence of an ensemble of material c ircumstances on the bas i s  of a 
need ; and as the i l lumination of thi s  ensemble and itself, on the basis of 
determination of a future objective .  Thus , even in the in- i tself, immanence 
i s  a mediation between two transcendent states .  B ut just as the being-in
itself of praxis -process  is  an exterior l imitation of the latter, i t  i s  pro
duced as an interior l imitation of exteriority . From the s tandpoint of 
knowledge th is  means that a Micromegas can grasp the interiority of the 
exterior as the meaning and as a l imit  of the process  he i s  cons idering , 
but he can comprehend the movement of thi s  h is tory in interiority only 
by making himself  ( if he has the means )  interior to it. 

Thi s  observation can serve as  an approach for grasping and fixing the 
onto logical signification of the in terior l imit  as a frontier of exteriori ty . 
In other words ,  thi s  i nteriority i s  produced in the in- itself as a l imit  of 
d ispersion, a passive synthes i s ,  a unity produced and maintained by 
systems ,  and the relative  i solation of a material ensemble . And these 
features of the in- itself are real ized  in i t  as alien,  and as the results  of a 
reflecting, conservative transcendence that wi th in the very fragil ity of 
its temporal ization affirms itself in  its independence as the indispens
able autonomy of mediation.  In other words ,  interiority as a mediation
cum-rupture between states and transmutations i s ,  i n  i tself, the l imit of 
its being-in- itself in so far as , within the framework of that being,  i t  is 
not but interiorizes itself. Totalization i s  one moment of the proces s ,  but 
a heterogeneous moment in so far as far from being (even a total ity) -
it  totalizes itself. Being- in-itse lf i s  everywhere , transfixes  everything, 
and in  a certain way congeal s everything ; but it  i s  i ts own l imit ,  preci sely 
in so far as at the moment of mediation the law of th i s  be ing i s  to 
make itself. Thi s  distinction can be comprehended through an image : if, 
as I walk along the street ,  I see a certain employee sweeping the entrance 
of the same shop wi th the same gestures as she performs every morning 
at the same hour,  her act becomes hexis and ,  through thi s  hexis, I 
glimpse her c lass -being.  Yet thi s hexis (however real i t  i s )  and thi s  c lass 
being can be real ized in  her, and for her, only through the reflecting 
transcendence of praxi s .  What holds good for these sti l l  human features 
of B eing (prax i s  as interiority and mean ing of hexis) we encounter again 
at the leve l of absolute B eing :  i t  i s  quite s imply the i n -itse lf  c losing 
again upon the for- itself and keeping i t  within i tself as i ts  i nner l imi t, 
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which can be l ived only in  the movement of a practical temporalizat ion.  
These comments are enough to show that being-in-exteriority , far from 

transforming interiority i nto a dream , guarantees i t  i ts absolute reali ty .  
For it produces w ithin  the universal di spers ion the practical total i za
tion as impos ing the unity of i ts ends upon things (upon certain e lements 
of the sector) ; as  an imparter of meaning , by v irtue of its very function ; 
and as having a meaning (and s ignification) only i n  i t s  interiority for 
agents · although i ts  structure of mediation , through a reflecting tran
scendence,  i s  i n scribed in  being - in - i tself as an abstract determination . As  
soon as there i s  a h i story , the practical multipl ic ity through which (and 
for which) thi s h i s tory ex i sts finds itself defined and situated by the field, 
that i t  determines .  Each of the obj ectives  it pursues finds itself, to be 
sure ,  defined in  exteriori ty by the entire Universe .  B ut for thi s  tran
scendent definiti on to be able to occur, thi s  same objective has to be 
produced i n  a re lationship of absolute immanence , as the future determina
t ion of the need i ts sati sfaction by the means at hand,  v i a  the de facto 
givens characteriz ing the s i tuation .  S imi larly ,  from the ontological stand
point i t  i s  doubtless  necessary to cons ider that every agent i s  the product, 
in  h i s  needs as in h i s  practical structures ,  of an i nfini ty of material 
c i rcumstances which overflowing History , pre-hi story , natural history 
and even geology have produced him ( in  the real comparison that can 
al ways be instituted w ith other forms of l ife on other p lanets ) as being 
that and being only that; and which, as a g iven  material ensemble (on the 
basis of which i t  i s  poss ible  to go back ad infinitum i n  phys ical t ime) , 
have already consti tuted i ts organic  features ,  means of action ,  etc . ,  as a 
fundamental dev iation of every poss ible prax i s .  B ut when you have gone 
back as far as poss ible then when ,  through ' the hi s tory of Earth ' and 
the hi story of all spec ies ,  you have re-engendered the human species  
w ith i ts  distingu ishing marks ( in  relation not j ust  to the lower an imal s 
but to other possible practical organ i sms)  and w i th i ts  practical lags and 
its drifts nothing wi l l  prevent these features from being produced as 
practical .features , through the action which instrumental ize s  them by 
transcending them towards i ts  objective and . in and through the use i t  
makes of them i tse lf determines  (on the bas i s  of i ts  goal , and in  
rel ation to thi s )  the drift that they wi l l  cause i t  to undergo. The being of 
worked matter requ ires th i s  leap o uts ide Be ing , towards the Being that i s  
prax i s  i tself as interiority . And th i s  prax i s  finds i ts l imi ts  ( and the 
determined-being these confer upon i t ,  on the bas i s  of everything) from 
outs ide ,  only in  so far as i t  i s  in i tself its own internal l imits , on the 
bas i s  of the transcendence of former c ircumstances .  

S uch,  therefore , i s  the be ing- in - itself of the total ization-of
envelopment, i nasm uch as it i s  aimed at from wi th in  by the agents of 
H i story . It  i s  every w here . It  i s  the infi ni te ly  infini te depth of thi s  
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total ization , inasmuch as its depth i s  the Universe that condit ions i t  fronl 
outs ide through an infin ity of re lations and in  thi s  very way pushes  
its idiosyncrasy to the utmost .  I t  produces itself as the outer l imi t  of the 
spiral , the dev iation and the future i l l uminating it ;  and at the same time 
as the radical spec ification of thi s  drift and its meaning ,  by virtue of its 
emergence in  a definite sector of the world and thereby in  the world 
as a whol e ,  as being - in-the-midst-of-the-world .  So it i s  at once dev iation 
( in  i ts relation to the H i story that produces it and that i t  produces )  and 
abandonment (as the other-being of th i s  absolute final i ty in a universe 
indifferent to its ends) . A l l  thi s ,  of course,  refers the absolute of human 
h i story (or any his tory) back to i nteriority . I n  other words , abandonment 
creates the absolute of interiority : i . e .  grounds the immanent-being of all 
hi storical ends . At the same time , i t  transfixes all  i nteriority , i t  i s  
everywhere :  being- in -exteriority i s  the very being that makes the strength 
of our arms ,  our exhaustion,  the continued inert ia of pass ive synthe ses ,  
our multiplicity and , lastly ,  our waste-products and our drift .  B ut we do 
not have any real experience of i t ,  as an exterior l imi t  of interiority any 
more than as an omnipresent inertia  transfixing immanence . We disc lose 
inan imate materia l ity by working i t  in our practical fie ld  as a 
mediat ion between man and the objects of hi s des i re ;  and as a mediation 
between men ,  already acted by men whose inert material i ty i s  already 
integrated by the organ ic synthes i s ,  and transcended by the act or 
engendered by serial (but sti l l  human)  impotence in the practico- inert. 

Thus  the reali ty of totali zation stems from the presence of these two , 
absolutes  and thei r  rec iprocity of envelopment. If  you now ask what i s  
the being of a h i storical event l ike the insurrect ion of 1 9  August 1 792,  
for example ,  we can answer that i t  i s  in fact  reducible ne ither to the 
ac tions of the partic ipants ; nor to such awareness  of it as the latter, or 
wi tnes ses ,  acquired ; nor, again ,  to the consequences it provoked (and 
which,  ontological ly ,  were homogeneous with i t) , i .e .  i ts inner efficacy ;  
nor to the energy transmutations that produced i t ,  and that i t  produced on 
the terrain of pure exteriori ty .  Rather, it was a l l  at once a moment of the 
Revolution as a total i zation-of-envelopment grasped in  interiority 
and , in its absolute sol i tude as in  its irreduc ible unity , the infini te 
determination by an infinity of exterior relat ions of that idiosyncrasy ,  
inasmuch as its ends ari se in the Universe as ends not shared and it 
constitutes i tself as a unitary structure in  the midst of a di spersed 
universe : i . e .  as that l i ne wi thout thickness  which i s  the interior l imi t  of 
al l exteriori ty . The total i zati on grasped i n  interiori ty i s  praxis-process; 
but  when it i s  env i saged as a being- in- i tse l f  contain ing with in  i t  i ts 
being-for- i tse l f, i t  becomes as a vain  object  of our aim what we sha l l  
cal l  process -p raxis . From the formal v i ewpoint which concern s us ,  at 
any rate which i s  that of the dial ectic i t  goes wi thout saying th at the 
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critical investigation has c ircumscribed the field of the consti tuted 
dialectic . For we do not know the true l inks between the cosmos and 
being-in- i tself, except in  their  formal real i ty .  The only domain in  which 
the dialectic reveal s i tse lf  as an absol ute movement of temporal ization i s  
the field of practical interiority , so our investigation l imits and establ i shes 
i ts scope. 

We renounce the right to say anything about the type of rel ations 
uniting being- in - i tself w i th cosmic forces and other practical multip l ic i ties ,  
i f  there are any .  We know that some of these relations have to be grasped 
i n  pure ex teriori ty ,  and thi s know ledge i s  founded on experience ,  s i nce 
certain dangers which manife st themselves  in  the practical fie ld ( and 
consequently  are already interiorized)  present themselves  to us immedi 
ately  as coming from pure exteriority .  Storms and hail  may appear l ike 
thi s  to farmers , so long as their soc iety does not have  the means to control 
c l imates and atmospheric prec ipitations .  Thi s  part icular storm formed 
elsewhere , outside History . If  i t  never real ly belonged to the pure 
exteriority of the in- i tself, thi s  was because i ts poss ibility (as a com mon 
l imit  to our knowledge and our ignorance)  was already given , in  the 
soc iety where i t  made i ts appearance . S imi larly ,  as we have seen , defeat 
and death (and al so,  through the different  s tructures  of the event, al l that 
directly or i ndirectly relates to these)  make us  real ize the absolute but vain  
experience of transcendent-being as a l imit  of exteriori ty and a nul l ification 
of al l comprehens ion .  Whether there are or can be other relations  of 
another kind, i s  something we can nei ther affirm nor deny a priori . * 
What we can say at any rate negatively and formal ly  i s  that these 

* To give a purely  imaginary example of these poss ible relations , it is  what h appens in 
sc ience-fict ion novels  when men discover that they (they and Earth) are i n  the pract ical 
fie ld of an organ ic mult ip l ic ity which i s  manoeuvring them by unknown mean s ,  and 
w ithout their being able to di scern i t  e xcept through certai n improbable events real ized by 
it  in  the interiority of the human field .  From the viewpoint of in teriority , this exterior and 
exteriorizing interiori ty ( its  be ing-an-object for the al ien multipl ic ity) presents itse lf as a 
reversed dialectic .  In  other words , i t  i s  nece5,sary to grasp the interiorization of the exterior 
(integrat ion of the human fie ld  into the ' M artian ' field .  or any other of the same 
dimen�ions )  as a produc tion of exteriority in  the interior (an apparit ion of synthetic and 
dialect ical events whose temporal ization.  inasmuch  as  it expresses that of the al iens 
penetrating our own,  i s  a source for us - by virtue , indeed ,  of its very uni ty  - of 
massification and re ificat ion of human re lationsh ips ,  to the po int  of complete atom ization 
of indiv idual s and d i s integrat ion of the pract ical fie ld ,  or to the po int  of t he i r  total 
submiss ion to the const i tuted practico- i nert of the exterior: i e .  of the interior of the fie ld 
enveloping our own ) .  A s  c an be seen , th i s  reversed d i alectic can have i ts own intelligibilIty 
( moreover, i t  mere ly  radical iLe s  certain experiences of the struggle men wage among 
themselves - e g .  those of defeat) . Whatever  its possible inte l l ig ibility , however, we must 
recogn ize that i t  has noth ing to do with the dia lect ic  as an internal logic of action ; and at 
the sam e  t ime , that i t  h as never  (except in  sc ience-fict ion nove ls )  been the object of a real 
investigation that would make i t  poss ible to leave human interiori ty .  
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conditionings i n  exteriority (or even , as explained in the footnote , through 
interiorization of the exterior, a synthetic presence of total exteriority at 
the heart of the human field) have at all events no feature in common with 
the di alectic of practical interior i ty .  For as the latter i s  all that i t can be , i t  
can be neither modified nor completed by the absolute transcendent ,  so the 
latter remains  heterogeneous to i t .  For an outside witness ,  i t  would be the 
object of another knowledge ; i ts  relations with the l imit of i nteriority i t  
sustains would be of another inte l l igibi l i ty .  We shall return to th i s  
problem, of fundamental importance for pos ing correctly the question of 
the diachronic meaning of History . 94 For the moment, i t  i s  enough to note 
that if  temporalization involves dev iations and i nstances of backwardness 
and ignorance ,  these are its own dev iations and its own instances  of 
ignorance and backwardness .  It engenders them as a dialectical total
izat ion,  and through the c irculari ty which produces the interior unity of 
exteriority as a deviat ion of interiori ty . Of course ,  the exteriori ty pre sent 
in the in terior i s  the very in - i tself and di spersive s tructure of the Universe . 
B ut ,  precisely ,  thi s  in - i tself appears only as a l imit  of exteriori ty vainly 
aimed at; and the exteriority of the interior appears and develops i ts 
efficacy wi thin the framework of immanence . What we cal l  process 
prax is  i s  the hidden card the reverse s ide of prax i s -proces s .  B ut despite 
everything,  prax is -proces s  threatened, conditioned , determined from the 
exterior and as a being- in- i tse lf  remains the formal foundation of i ts 
being-in-the-midst-of-the-world ( if not of the latter ' s  content) ,  because it 
ensures that there i s  something in  the U n i  verse l ike the reverse side of • 
cards .  * So the ontological primacy of be ing- in - itself i s  transformed 
into a primacy of His tory . And the moment of prax is -proces s as an 
indi spensable  mediation of action i s  produced · as that of which being
in- i tse lf i s  the i nfini te reverse s ide in  and through the medi um of 
interiority . For i t  i s  necessary for everything to be human in the total 
i zation of human his tory even ant i -human forces ,  even man ' s  counter
human ity (except death)  for man to be able ,  in  h i s  being-in-i tself of 
exteriori ty , to produce himself as a l imit of interiori ty of the inh uman 

* I have al ready shown how the character of ' de struct ive  force ' .  in the prac t ical 
fi e ld ,  came from human prax i�  to the catastrophes that overturned the l atte r ' s  effects . 95 In 
absolute e xteriority, there e x i sts an ana1 ogou� re l at ion - but congealed in the in - itself -

which  determines  the Universe as i nd ifferenc e ,  a mi l ieu of abandonment,  etc . ,  o n  the basis 
(�f the l i m i t  of e x terior  i n teriori ty In a certai n way , th i s  u n ificat i on of the d i �persed as such 
by the absolute but  congealed u n ity  of a �ol i tary act may appear a� the inert , negat ive 
�ynthes i s  of  the U n i verse by the H i!',tory i t  c ru shes 

94. See Preface above .  abo " Total i zat ion-of- Enve lopmen t '  in the Appe ndi x ,  p .447 

be low 
95 CritIqu e ,  vo l .  I .  pp 1 6 1  ff. 
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forces  and ,  consequently , as an absolute equivalence between the human
i zation of the i nhuman and the i nhumanization of the human . 

B ut precisely because the inhuman i s  everywhere in interiori ty , as the 
re s i s tance of H istory and i ts  foundation , but aht'ays transcended -
disclosed or secretly condit ioning the drifts of act ion, and in  all  cases 
bei ng effective through the latter and by v irtue of it  the dialect ic  (rule 
of being-in- interiority) presents i tself to investigation as the absolute of 
temporal iz ing transcendence .  The transcendence of be ing- in- i tself to
wards being- in - i tse l f  through i nteriority , proceeding from one absolute 
determination to another, can be only an absolute efficacy . One would 
have to go back here to the analyses  of existence as nihilat ion which I 
attempted elsewhere : 96 but that would be to move beyond our present 
argument . It  i s  enough to recal l  here that praxi s  springs from being-in
i tself as its negat ion . Hence it i s  not relative to the in- i tse lf  which i t  

negates , but makes itself' i ts negation absolute ly  by temporal iz ing i tself 
towards i ts objective (which i s  that same negation , but etched into the in
i tself) .  The negation of a d i spersion can be only the un ity which preserves 
thi s  di spersion w i th in  itself at the same time as unify ing i t  ( transcendence 
and integration into prax i s) , or else the pas s ive synthes i s  which imposes 
i t s  sway over that very d i spers ion .  Need itself, moreover,  i s  already the 
unity of what i s  mis s ing or the uni ty of what threatens in teriorized 
and re-exterior ized in the field .  Consequently ,  being- in - i tself i s  
everywhere v is ib le  th rough the transparency of prax i s  . as a condition ,  
a threat , an instrument,  or a worked product .  B ut that astringent trans
parency alone i s  enough to transform i t :  it i s  al ways discovered through 
i ts future , i . e .  inasmuch as i t s  inert metamorphoses become its hun1an 
.future through the prax i s  under way.  

I t  i s  from thi s standpoint  that the onto l ogical status of the agen ts and 
through them of th e total i zation . i s  the fundamental u n i ty of a 
contradi ction . The first synthet ic  transcendence of di spersion by prax is  
(based upon an organic integration of the diverse) i s  the real production 
of mul tipl i c i ty .  For the multip le i s  real ized as exteriority onl y  upon (and 
by virtue of) the foundation of i nteriority . Every relation of one e lement 
of thi s  multiple wi th the rest presupposes a prac tical and formal synthesi s ,  
and a di spers ion ( non-re lati onship of term s )  accepted as the content of 
th i s  synthes i s .  The re -tran scendence of the pure multiple by a fresh 

proj ec t  of i ntegration produces  the ident i ty of the e lements as content of 
the formal uni ty ,  and real izes the quanti tative s tatus of the being- in - i tself 
on whose bas i s  fre sh determ inations  (part icularl y the passive synth e se s 
of work ) w il l  be obtaine d .  B ut prec i se l y in  so far as praxi s produces 

96 R e r ng and NOfh ingl1 {, " pp 2 1  ff 
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quantitative multip l ic ities , the worked being- in- itself modifies the agents 
and transforms them into a multipl ic i ty (the di spersion of organisms 
becomes a numerable multip l i c ity within the i nteriority of the fie ld) . The 
interiority of the i n- itse l f  as a quantity has the effect of affecting every 
practical organ i sm with exteriority in relation to the others , and of 
introduc ing quantit y as an element of separat ion betvveen agents: i .e .  
bet�'een actions .  Thi s  fundamental rel ationship between interiori ty and 
exteriority real i zed i n  practice as a first c i rcularity (un ification of the 
d iverse by the mul tiple and by quantity ; actualization of the diversity of 
acts by the quantification of agents in terms of inert quanti t ies)  i s  the 
ontological and practical foundation of the dialectic , as a totali zation 
perpetual l y  reconditioned by the di spers ion that i t  total izes and ceaseless ly  
retotal i zing the multip l ic i ti e s  that each of i ts  practical syntheses produces 
w ith in interiori ty . 

From th is  v iewpoint , !tfe as a fact of fundamental in tegrati on of the 
dispersed; as a harmonization of guided energy transformations  i s  the 
un itary process grounding the di alectic (relat ions  between multipl ic i t ies  
through the mediation of unity ; multipl ication of unity through un i 
fication) .  The future unity of projected object ives  on the bas i s  of need 
derives i ts real i ty from the ontological status of the l iving be ing ,  and 
from the perpetuall y  maintained un i ty cons tituting the be ing- in- itself of 
the agent and the transcendent framework of every temporalization (for, 
once there i s  need, the re lation ship w i th the future as medium of the act 
i s  engendered) . But these remarks,  far from showing a prime dialectic i n  
l ife ,  instead have the effect of asserting the autonomy of the constituent 
dialectic .  The latter, as a mere internal  alterati on l inked to 
c i rcumstances  of the shift ing re l at ionship between the biological 
organism and its mi l ieu,  i s  produced and sustained by the organ i sm 
itse lf. B ut the transcendent unity of act ion comes and grafts itse lf on to 
the immanent unity of l ife, prec i se ly  in so far as temporal ization (as a 
wrench away from the c ircular time of the biological ) and transcendence 
(as a non- integral organ ization  of the inorgan ic ) represent a fresh solution 
- not contai ned in  the very princ iple of l ife to fresh problems (posed 
by  scarc ity ) .  Through cyc l ical repeti t ion biological  ac tions of lower 
l ife-forms and an archaic cycle of soc ial labours the organism re in
tegrates transcendence into immanence and vectoria l  temporal ization 
into c ircu lar temporal i ty .  B ut al ready,  through the prax i s  of th is particu lar 
organ i sm or that one ,  etc . ,  there are several organisms .  The practical 
un i ty of the fie ld produces as a nlu /tip licity (hence as separat ion , 
antagonist ic rec iproc i ty ,  etc . )  the d i sper� ion of agent� (scarcity becomes 
an inter-human and ,  in  each person , anti -human force) . When .  
breaking the c i rc l e  of the soc iet ie s w i tho u t h i s tory , a soc ial en semble i s  
rea l l y  overwhe l m e d  by i t �  o w n  m ul ti p l i c i t y ,  i n a s m uch a s  i t  i s  condi ti oned 
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by the real l abour of its organi sms  and the real products of th is  l abour -
and when the agents attempt to d i s solve it (they and Others) by producing 
themselves as the elements of thei r  own practica l  field at that instant 
the stitch s l ips .  The organic c irculari ty i s  masked and dev iated by the 
spiral s of reconditioned condition ing.  And the movement of prax i s , 

whatever i t  may be , cannot turn back into the immediate un ity of the 
cyc l ical ; for that unity has shattered, and i ts  fragments wi l l  become the 
object of a fresh attempt at unification, whose agents wi l l  in  thi s very 
way be divers ified and come into conflict wi th one another and attempt 
to take themselves as the object to be unified whi le ,  correlat ive ly ,  the 
type of passive synthes i s  determin ing the practical  fi e ld i s  modi fied by 
prax i s ,  and impose s dev iations and divi sions on prax i s  which obl ige it to 
take i tself as an object . Through its re -mul t ipl ication by the inert the 
practical un i ty i s  once more cal led into quest ion ,  and its object i ve 
becomes its retotali zation through a praxi s  that w i l l reorganize it as a 
function of it s  tasks and worked matter .  B ut the interp lay of the s ing le  
and the multiple ,  involving the permanent dev iation of the former by the 
l atter (the uni ty of the multiple  i s  a multipl i cation of the s ingle ) ,  induces 
the practical movement inasmuch as it exerts i ts own contro l over it ,  
and has to control thi s control (as a new plural ity ) , and so on and so forth 

never to c lose upon itself. From this standpoint, it can be said that 
Hi story appears as a brutal rupture of cyc l ical repetit ion : i . e .  as tran
scendence and spiral ity . These two features represent the inevi table 
recovery by prax is  of its former condi tioning . They are generators of 
immanence and , at the same time , of the pract ica l field :  i . e .  the sector of 
the dialectic and the anti -dialectic as determinations of prax i s . Making 
oneself and overflowing onese lf; gathering oneself on ly to flee onese lf; 
hav ing onese lf  determined in the present by a future determinat ion , and 
thus producing oneself as a movement towards the i nfinite indetermination 
of the future ;  real izing development in  a spi ral , as a compromise between 
the ax ial l i ne running from the need to the object ive and the perpetual ly 
recommenced fai lure of rewinding on to oneself ( i .e .  unifying the mult iple 
by a continuous displacement of quanti ty and scarc i ty ) ;  in short , at once 
turn ing and s imultaneously fleeing l ike a s l ipping stitch ,  engendering 
not-knotving,  the not-knovvn and the uncerta in (and, as we shal l see , the 
poss ible and the probable97 ) as determination s of be ing- in - in teriori ty ; 
produc ing l1'ith in immanence a reference back to l imit less temporal i zat ion 

97 .  S artre was n ot to re t urn to i t  i n t he pre s ent  work ( �ee pp 4 1 . 8 5 ,  1 R3 , 202 .  20g . and 
2 1 9  ff , a l � o  The Prohlem of Method, p p  9 3  ff ) I n  t h e  m arg i n  of h i �  note�  o n  the  
d i ac h ron i c .  fo u r  m aj o r problem � to be de alt  w i t h  are m e n t i o ne d ,  a�  a re m I nde r '  Po� s i ble , 
C h a nc e .  Progre s s .  V I o l ence . Con s u l t  a l so L ' ldiot de la f'amille.  vol  2 .  p 1 8 1 5 . n . 2  
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(even if thi s would rece ive a l imit in exteriori ty from movements of inert 
matter or the projects of other practical multipl ic ities )  i t  i s  prec i se ly  al l 
th i s  that our cri tical i nvestigation reveal s to us  as an absolute event (or 
the advent of History ) :  i . e .  as the transformation of the free consti tuent 
prax is  into prax i s -process in other words ,  into a constitu ted dialectic. 

It remains to be signalled,  of course ,  that the ex i stence of a diachronic 
meaning of His tory i s  not even implied by the foregoing arguments , at 
thi s stage of our investigation .  And by diachronic meaning we mere ly  
mean the ax ial direction in  relation to which one might define (and 
correct) any possible drift ,  today and in the infinite future of interiority . 
We shall return to thi s problem , which requires  inte l lectual too l s  that we  
have not yet forged for ourse] ves .98 Let us  recall , furthermore , that this  
wholly formal characterizat ion of the total izing movement has been 
made as a pure , empty abstraction from a standpoint of quasi 
exteriority . In  the immanent practical fi eld , the goal i s  under no circum
stances i n  itself and absolute ly the reduction of multipl ic i ty .  Even 
when , as frequently occurs ,  unity posits i tself for i tself as an objective to 
be attained, or as a status to be maintained at al l  costs , i t  i s  always on the 
fundamental bas is  of a concrete objective :  as a means of struggling 
against men or  against  scarcity , or as a positive organization of the 
productive force s  around the means of production . Genuine practical 
problems (how to industrial ize the USSR whi le safeguarding in order 
to safeguard its social i st bas i s ;  how to supply a growing working-class 
population by a dwindling peasant population whose product iv i ty i s  not 
increas ing; and so  on and so forth) become genuine his torical  problems :  
was Stal ini sm a dev iation? . . .  What did the cult  of personality s ignify? . . .  
What i s  the Soviet ' bureaucracy ' ?  . . .  and so on .  And the schematic 
c i rcularity of the s ingle and the multiple in the immanent field of scarc ity  
i s  only the skeleton of the movement of enveloping temporalization . The 
concrete and absolute reality of Hi story can be only in the s ingularity of 
the practical relations un iting s ingular men to the s ingular objecti ves 
they pursue , in the s ingularity of the conj uncture .  The term praxis
process has no function other than to designate the totalization-of
enve lopment, inasmuch as i t  forges its pass ive syntheses and these 
reintroduce multipl ici ty (and,  i n a more general way, extensive and 
intensive quantity)  into i t ,  as an i nternal ri sk of rupture ( i . e .  of multi
pl ication and atomizat ion ) .  

From thi s  v iewpoint ,  it i s  al so nece ssary to s ignal an ontological l imit 
to totalizat ion,  such as thi s presents i tse lf  today to our inves tigation . 
Organisms ,  as act ive unities  of the inert mult ipl ic i ty of their e lements , 

98 S e e  n ote � on ' Prog re � s ' i n  A ppen d i x ,  pp .402 ff. bel ow.  
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can produce only pass ive syntheses  of phys ico-chemical substances . It  i s  
imposs ible to say today whether a temporary or a defi nit ive inabil ity i s  
i nvolved: the current state of the biochemical sci ences does not allow 
thi s  to be determined. B ut at a l l events . and even i f  i t  were to be 
assumed that, i n  a relat ively di stant future (for we are in any case very 
far away from the sc ientific level  that would at least allow u s  to pose the 
question correctly ) ,  human soc ieties  i nherit ing our techniques w il l  be 
able to accompl ish the synthes is  of l ife it would sti l l  remain the case 
that humanity has h i storical ly defined i tself as arriving at the reproduction 
of organ i sms  ( i . e .  of unity maintain ing itself autonomously within  the 
framework of the l imited variations of a given mi l ieu) through the 
production of tools  and machines ( i . e . of inert unity sustained by the 
inertia of temporari ly  assembled materia ls ) . To be sure ,  l ife reproduces 
i tself. Spec ies  some at any rate perpetuate themselves . And it  i s  also 
true that we are able to act upon l ife either through life (grafts ,  hybrids ,  
etc . )  or through inorganic substances (medic ine ,  surgery , biological 
e xperi ments on chromosomes and the protoplasmic ' soup ' )  or through a 
complex praxis organ izing both types of conditioning in conjunction . But  
it  remain s  the case that in  all these  activ it ies  l i fe i s  a precondition which 
- in one form or another must always be given.  To sow , seed is needed . 
To ferti lize a sea-urchin with sea-water, the urchin i s  needed. And 
whatever its goal and its technique,  the praxi s  modify ing l ife i s  s imilar -
in i ts  first moment to that which i s  exerted upon inorganic matter .  I n  its 
second moment, i t  entrusts the organic movement of l ife with the task of 
real izing the outcome of human action ploughing and sowing,  acts that 
are exerted or could be exerted upon the practico- inert in  accordance 
w ith its own law s  of interiority . The gesture of the sower cou ld be 
repeated identical l y  if he were throwing lead shot .  I n  real ity , i ts  breadth 
and rhythm are conditioned by the specific  characteri stic s of grain (for 
example,  i ts  l ightness ) , i nasmuch as these make it more or l e s s  difficult 
to attain the obj ective aimed at . But  these characteristics are of a 
physical nature . Physical too are the positive and negative determinations 
of the pract ical field (for example , direction and strength of the wind)  to 
which the peasant has to adapt h i s  behav iour. It  i s  the seed itself that wil l  
see to the rest .  





• • • 

• • 
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I S T O R I C A L praxi s i s  thus  characterized as a rel at ion between the 
organi sm and the inorgan ic ,  or as its relation to other organ i sms  v ia  

the common mediation of inorgan ic i nertia ( in the agent as in  the acted
upon [ les agis ] ) .  Prax i s  i s  in i tself a degradation and a decompress ion of 
organic i ntegration.  A decompress ion ,  s ince it  unifies as a function of 
perpetual ly future unities (the ends to be achieved) ; a degradation , s ince 
i t  does not integrate inorganic substances  i nto a biological un ity ( i . e .  
does not produce a being whose ontological status i s  equal to its own) ,  
but confines i tself to wre sting them from the world of di spersed exteriority 
and marking them with the seal of l i fe ,  without communicating th i s  l i fe 
itself to them . These pass ive  syntheses have the object of maintaining the 
practical organ i sm in l ife , and depending on c ircumstances they 
succeed in  two ways .  When the organ ism direc t ly needs inorganic 
substances  (water, air, etc . ) ,  or when it protects i tself again st over-abrupt 
variations in the surrounding mil ieu ,  worked matter d irec tl y conditions 
l ife (puri fication of an air laden with toxin s ,  vent i lation systems in  
mineshafts ,  etc . ,  or heating appl iances ,  e tc . ) .  When the organism nouri shes 
its own l ife w ith l i  v ing substances (which i s  a feature of hi storical 
facticity in  man : he i s  the l iv ing be ing who feeds off plants and animal s ,  
but cannot by  himself direct ly realize the l iv ing synthes i s of inorganic 
substances) ,  pas s ive synthese s p lay the role of practico - inert mediations 
between l ife and l ife . If, as a pure ly  logical hypothes i s ,  we envisage a 
l iv ing spec ies on some other planet a lready hav ing the practical 
poss ibi l i ty of producing l i fe from the inert, i t  wi ll be eas ier to grasp the 
spec ificity of our h is torical praxi s  (cons idered up to the present con
j uncture ) .  For the agent who produces I ife by the integration of non
l iv ing tnateria l s thereby defines  a prax i s  ent ire l y  different from our 

339  
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own .*  In  the first place , h i s  action i s  in tegrative :  i .e .  it confers i ts own 
unity upon the physico-chemical substances it assembles (even if i ts  aim 
was mere ly  to use them for food) .  The action of l i fe upon inorgan ic 
matter would here have the effect and aim of transforming the latter into 
l i fe .  The ohjectification of prax i s  would take on a quite different s ignifica
tion , s ince th is  prax i s  would be recovered and reassumed as  an immanent 
free organization by i ts  very product .  The action of the l i v ing thing 
would become l iv ing,  as the very being of another l iv ing th ing;  and i t  
would be reflected back to the agent in its s ingulari ty : i . e .  in  i ts organic 
autonomy.  Doing would here be the mediation between the l i  v ing be ing 
(as a producer) and the l i v ing being (as a product ,  escaping the producer 
and real i zing h i s  object ives through i ts own autonomy) . Th i s  praxis 

would as  a rule  suppress  neither scarc i ty (everythi ng would depend on 
the chances of producing l i fe) nor the d i a lectic of the s ingle and the 
multiple.  B ut i t  would reduce ( and cou ld  suppress)  the practico- inert , 
since the origin of the l atter i s  the worked inorganic  as a mediation 
between men ; and the creative prax i s  would produce organ i sms ,  as a 
mediation between other organi sms (obv iously th i s  does not necessari l y  
imply any massive reduction of the practico- inert, s ince production of 
the organi c from the inorgan ic may necess i tate the accumulat ion of tool s  
and machines) . Final ly ,  i n  so far as th i s  creation was total i . e .  the 
practical organ i sm could produce its counterpart the problem of scarc i ty 
of men as  a condition of Hi story would tend to disappear. In any case , 
the rec iprocity of the producer and h i s  product ;  the reversal of be ing- in 
exteriority (the inert becoming the matter of l i fe in i ts  be ing- in- i tse lf) ;  
the progress ive dis sol ution of the practico- inert; and ,  above al l ,  the 
subordination of action as a transi tory mediation to integration , and to 
organ ic syntheses  as a proces s  of immanence in short , al l  these features 
and many others that we cannot even concei ve  - would have as  the ir  
inev itable consequence a profound transformation of Hi story and the 
cons tituted d ialectic . 

But the sole aim of th i s  sc ience-fi ction hypothes i s  w i I 1  be to spec ify 
the singulari ty of our d ialect ic and our human hi story . Different from 
those fictive organ isms in that we do not produce l i fe ,  we di ffer too from 
plants and perhaps from unknown organ isms on other pl anets in that 
we cannot real ize in ourse lves , and through the inner chemistry of the 
organ i sm ,  the l iv i ng  synthe s i s  of mineral s .  We real l y  act onl y upon the 

* I t  i �  nece��ary to i magine . of  course . that the agen t  does not con fi ne h imself to 
rea l i z ing the e lementary cond i t i ons for the l i v l Og �ynthe� i s ,  but th at he possesse s the 
necessary techn iq ues and ins trument� to gu ide - v ia a succe� � ion of a l ready l i v mg reaction� 
- th e prod uced organ i�m toward s  an Id iosync rasy de fi ned i n  advance a s  the terminal 
object ive . 

I 
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inorgan ic  (or through i ts mediation) ,  yet we cannot directly ass imi late 
mineral s .  We l ive by consuming other l ives ,  but do not have the means 
to produce l iv ing  syntheses .  Our prax i s  i s  defined by th i s  twofold 
negative relationship : we fashion only the inert, we ass im i l ate only the 
organic . [Were we] , l ike plants ,  directly l inked to mineral substances ,  
ac tion would disappear or be reduced to a minimum. Scarc ity could give  
way (under certain condi tions )  to abundance . If we were capable of 
producing l ife , however, l i fe would become as directed integration -
the higher form of action ; or, if you l ike , action would thicken into the 
immanent-being of the integrated organ i sm .  What (for us  and in our 
h i story ) ensures  that action whose original raison d' etre i s  to reproduce 
l i fe i s  l ike a transcendence of the organi sm itself, and l ike the most 
complete and autonomous form of the l i v ing temporal ization , i s  the fact 
that through it l ife does not move directly towards itself but, by virtue of 
the factic ity of our organs and our condition , escapes and places i ts seal 
upon the inorganic .  Prax i s ,  as an intermediary between the synthes is  in 
immanence of the l iv ing and the passive synthesis  of the inert, receives 
from the former the very possibi lity of projecting l iv ing unity as its 
u l timate goal , and from the latter the rigorous permanence and the 
exteriority that a l low the disclosure of objectives  and means (for ex
teriority , as a synthetic negation at the heart of unity ,  al lows  the distance 
which engenders objectivity) . 

In itse lf, praxi s  i s  thus a synthetic mediation between interiority and 
exteriori ty : th i s  i s  i ts autonomy in  relation to l ife .  It i s  itself, in itself, the 
unification of the unity of immanence with exteriority . That i s  what 
characterizes it in  compari son w ith the organic function . For the structures 
of a prax i s  imply a reciprocal exteriority of its parts and at least as a 
moment positing itself' for itself a kind of temporary stabi l i ty in  the 
orientated flow.  A practical framework i s  e stabl i shed, as a structure of 
the pract ical temporal ization at a part icular moment of i ts deve lopment; 
and, within thi s  framework ,  operations are governed and real ized which 
eventual ly d issolve the frame\vork into themselves ,  and posi t themselves 
as beyond the d i s solved framework whi le  producing a new framed 
moment of action .  The exteriority of the parts i s  prec isely the exterioriza
tion (of the organic immanence of functions into organized action) 
required by the necess ity for a prax i s  to be everywhere outside itself, in  
the inorganic di spersion that holds wi thin i t  the interiori ty of its field .  
For the person who constructs and uses a tool ,  contradictory necessities  
must be united with in  the very structure of tran scendence .  No detailed 
operat ion can be attempted without a fundamental ri sk of fai lure , except 
on the bas i s  of unity of the field,  itself real ized on the bas i s  of the 
objective :  i .e .  of the maintenance or future restitution of organic  integri ty , 
despite the surrounding variat ions . The result  i s  that everyth ing in thi s  
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field i s  a bond of synthetic immanence even negations .  But  as the 
uni fied ensemble nevertheless  remains subjected to i ts inorgan ic status 
( i . e .  the di spers ion of exteriori ty ) ,  the partial operation relates to an 
exteriorized parcel oj" the field: i . e .  a un ified �  i solated parce l ,  whose 
unified so l i tude i s  itse lf  the product of the two antagonist ic , though 
solidary , statu ses .  It isolates itselj" i n  the infinite di spers ion because of 
this  dispers ion itself, which precisely allows th is to be exterior to that .  It  
i s  sti l l  nece ssary that there should be th ises and {hats .  And the di spersion 
of exteriority i s  produced as  an exteriority of the parts of an ensemble 
only if the ensemble is unified as dispersive, and if  di spersion i s  l ived 
temporall y  in every s ingular operation as the unity of a local passi v i ty ,  
and as the halt prov is ionall y imposed upon infini te di spers ion as an 
atomization of the interior by the exterior. However, the bonds of 
i nteriority are real it ies .  Their  synthetic power to unify i s  real , s ince in a 
Universe that had destroyed its  men ,  as we have seen , fragments of 
physico-physiological unity would subsist  in the ir absolute reali ty ,  even 
in  the exterior tran sformations that would eventual ly  d i s solve them . 

Prec ise ly ,  however,  the status of the bond of immanence i s  rigorously 
practical. In the social field ,  if  some part icular local transformation has 
the consequence of modify ing in its interiority a certain ensemble from 
afar, without touching it ,  through the mere reorganizing effect it entai l s  
- thi s  i s  obviously because the modification has been constituted within a • 
field of action . In  other words ,  the distant modification modifies  from 
afar the present object in its interiority , through the mediation of an 
already constituent action ( i . e .  one already being exerci sed on a field) . If 
some death of an unknown person , which has taken place very far away 
from me in the Mid i ,  has an infl uence on my career and thereby on my 
very real i ty ,  it  i s  v ia  a system of in stitutions (constitut ing,  for example,  
the laws  of recruitment and promotion i n  a particular branch of the c iv i l  
service;  or the more or less  immediately establ i shed ,  more or less  -
organized ,  customs corresponding to the same problems in private enter
prises ) .  B ut the Institution - as a reversal of worked material i ty g ives  
human prax i s  its inert-being ,  for the s imple reason that i t  imposes i t s  
indi spensable practical synthes is  on the m ultipl ic i ty of agents . Through 
the mediation of inert permanence .  it i s  practice that modifies  my l i fe .  As  
a function of th is  practice cod ified or tradi tional the official ' s  death i s  
reveal ed as an exigency  that prov i s ion should at once be made for h i s  
replacement (his action left in  abeyance ,  for example , i tself designates as 
incomplete and demanding to be completed at once in the movement of 
common temporal ization the tasks with which he had recentl y been 
entrusted) . In an organized and function ing system , moreover, th i s  
ex igency itself becomes  the reason why se lective and restorative mechan
i sms �wing abruptly into operation (replacements wi l l  be se lec ted, in 
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accordance with a certain practical  schema, to put the system back in  
work ing order at minimum cost) . So  it  i s  the pract ical  ten sion that 
e stab l i shes the bond of immanence . In the example quoted ,  of course , a 
prax i s  h ighly conscious of i ts means and i ts  ends may be involved :  if, for 
instance ,  I had long been designated in accordance with the very ru les  
governing promotion in that branch of the c iv i l  serv ice to take the dead 
man ' s place  ( if  I were already h i s  deputy , pri vy  to al l h is  bus ines s �  etc . ) .  
On the other hand,  i t  may be a matter of a bond which in the very 
interiority of the field e scapes ac tion itself overwhelmed by i t s  mul ti 
pl icity (by the multip l ic i ty of object ive s ,  dangers , means ,  agents , etc . ) .  
We have given some examples  of thi s ,  which could be multiplied ad 
infinitum , s ince th i s  immanence of everything in  everything i s  the law of 
interiori ty . B ut when the bond i s  establ i shed v i a  prax i s  without being 
foreseen or projected or perhaps ever known by i t ,  prax i s  neverthel e s s  
remains  the conducting medi um of interiori ty , inasmuch as i t  draws 
everything in i ts  temporal i zation towards an end. Thus  the bond of 
immanence as a producer of events and objects i s  i tself a primary 
product :  the di spersive multip l ic i ty at the heart of prax i s  i s  temporali zed 
in  the pract ical torrent as a mul tipl ic ity (otherwise the re lation of 
immanence would become an interpenetration)  and as materia l  in  fus ion 
of the future unity .  It i s  as a multiplicity ( a  d i spers ion a lready reunified 
by the practical synthes i s )  that i t  receives and transforms unification (as 
a progress tOl,vards unity) into a kind of �'i'andering unity of the diverse -
every e lement of the field being interior to everything , prec ise l y  in so far 
as each remains  exterior to all .  

In  the se few observations ,  I have been trying to stress  the s ingularity 
of human prax i s .  For the inner cohesion of action i s  en sured by bonds of 
immanence .  Now ,  w.e observe that these can present themselve s as the 
pre-unification in  progress of d i spersion; but equally well as the relaxation 
of organic un i ty and its  transformation into a pract ical unification , 
through i ts rel ation wi th the d i spers ive and v ia  i ts  first synthes i s  of 
exteriority ( i . e .  from the moment when , through need, the being- interior
to-itself of the l iv ing creature becomes i ts be ing-outside- i tself in  the field 
of scarcity , and when in  a form sti l l  more organic than practical the 
restored organism,  as an implici t  objective and as  the organism ' s  future , 
finds i tself separated from itse lf  and reun ited ,  in its fi rst temporal ization , 
by the mi l ieu  as  inertia) . To exp lain  what I mean more c learly (and 
returning, j ust  as an example ,  to the sphere of knowledge) , we may note 
that prax is  has forged its idea of unity by unifying;  and that th i s  very idea 
- as a schema regulating a l l  human activ i ty i s  the equivalence between 
d is integration  of the organic by the inorganic , and integration of the 
latter into a form engendered by the former. Nothing shows th is  better 
than the unity of Platon ic ' forms ' .  or that wh ich ph i losophers st i  1 1  often 
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attribute to geometrical entit ies .  For Liard (albeit  a posit iv i st) , a geo
metrical figure as a determination of pure space keeps its parts 
enlaced by a kind of cohesive force,  which i s  its very be ing.  However, i t  
goes  without saying that i ts spatial essence makes i t  su sceptible to 
infinite divi s ion and ,  what i s  more ,  that thi s  infi nite d iv i s ion i s  an eternal 
and eternal ly present feature of its essence . We find in th i s  description 
what so many  other rational ists have said or implied (Spinoza, for 
instance, speaking of affirmative part icular essences ) .  There i s ,  as i t  
were ,  an aberrant mirror-effect here , where in the figure is  endowed with 
a being in actu (as people also put i t) and th is  act i s  endowed with two 
s imultaneous ontological statuses ,  whose incompatibi l i ty i s  concealed 
from us  by leav ing them in shadow .  The first i s  prec i sely the being of the 
practical field during the action : in  th is  case , however, the act emanates 
not from the object itself but from the synthetic (and human) movement 
that engenders it ;  i t  makes the geometrical object into a symbol of 
worked matter; the human act here assembles  and contain s ,  in  the un ity 
of a gesture , the d ispersion of exteriori ty represented here by infinite ly 
div i s ible space .  In thi s form, the conception i s  admiss ible .  B ut the 
rational ism of es sences requires  the act to be the unity that the object 
imposes on itself of its own accord : the synthes is  i t  realizes of its 
multipl icities of inertia .  Moreover, there i s  no man to make thi s act ,  and 
thought i s  on ly the place where this  form i s  actualized as unity of the 
diverse (and without the effective pre sence of diversity ) .  Seen in thi s  
way (which i s ,  i ndeed, how i t  i s  seen) ,  thi s  activ ity of the i nert th is  
unification by itself of di spers ion , inasmuch as i t  remains wholly di�
persion is not intelligible . It i s not a matter here of denying that unit ies 
can be produced in the Universe (the l iv ing organism is one such) ;  but of 
stres sing how th is  common conception attributes to the object, in  the 
form of a cohesive force ,  that which i s  the extended re sult  of human 
action . This conception thus conceal s an underly ing recourse to the unity 
that produces itself: in  other words ,  organic unity .  Organic i s t  thought i s  
everywhere , s l ipping in  beh ind practical thought every time it i s  a 
question of hypostatiz ing action by cutting  it off from the agent . In the 
example under consideration , however, the organ ic unity of envelopment 
would not have been able to e stabl i sh i tsel f. For the organi sm , unity i s  
actual ly the perpetual restoration of unity.  From th is  v iewpoint ,  there i s  
no  di fference between its synthetic reality as a consi stency at the heart 
of temporal izations of envelopment and the accompl i shment of its 
functions :  eating to l ive ,  and l iv ing to eat , are one and the same thing .  

For unity manifests i t self as the total ization of the functions that 
preserve i t .  These functions ,  moreover, ceaseless ly  turn back upon them
selves in a c i rcularity that i s  on ly  the first temporal ization of permanence ,  
s ince the ir  tasks are al ways s imi lar and always conditioned by the same 
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' feedback ' .  For we find in  organ ic uni ty ne i ther the One-as -a-be ing nor 
the One -as-the-future -object -of-an-act ,  but instead the identity of Oneness  
[ Unite] as an ontological status and Unity as a perpetual repairing of 
damage . I t  i s  hexis which real izes the l iv ing mediation between the two :  
Unity ceaseless ly  temporal izes  i tse lf by functions ;  but funct ion s ,  through 
their  infin i te cyc l ical return,  produce permanence as the ir temporal being 
( i . e .  as the inert l imitation of poss ible operations and of temporal ization ) .  
Hexis , as an eternal return , i s  the permanent unity of the organ i sm 
inasmuch as i t  i s  living ; i t  i s  l i fe i tse lf, creating for itself its determinations 
of inertia .  * B ut th i s  hexis even in the inertia that may affect  i t  from 
outs ide ( imposs ib i l ity of adapting itse lf, when the variat ions of the 
mi l ieu cross  over a certain threshold) rejects the di spers ion of  ex teriority . 
I t  i s  nei ther a MJhole nor a tota lization .  The whole,  i f  i t  i s  to have an 
onto logical statu s ,  must produce i tself through a continued but purely 
affirmative creation as the new being of d iversi ty (w i th the d iverse no 
longer being an obstac le , [any more than] an inc itement ,  to unification ,  
but in  an immobi le transcendence of i tself becoming the means of 
which to tality as a real being i s  the end, and finding in  th i s  total i ty as a 
real ized end i ts  meaning and i t s  raison d' etre : as though totali ty had 
retrospectively engendered d ivers i ty on1 y to produce itself through the 
l iquidation into i t  of the diverse as such,  and through i ts  pre servation as a 
qual itat ive variety in  un ity ) .  Total ization , for i ts  part , i s  transcendence ,  
always induced to retotal i ze i tse lf and control i ts  dev iations .  For, although 
the agent  ( s,imple or multiple) from which i t  emanate s may himse lf  be 
part of the practical field,  total ization as a praxi s  effects the in teriorizing 
synthes is  of extraneous elements ( i . e .  of inorganic matter ,  and some
times through it of biological processes ) .  In  thi s  sense , i t  i s  al way s 
creative .  These remarks a mere reminder of de scriptions  pre sented 
earl ier99 al low us  to comprehend that hexis i s  a whole onl y inasmuch as 
i t s  total ization i s  effected upon i tself and in i ts  own interiority ; and (do 
we even have to add?)  inasmuch as the pure [cycl ical character] without 
spirality of the total iz ing operation determines i t  on the bas i s  of a 
future of inert exteriority (by v i rtue of thei r  very identity , the several 
operations always  repeated form a jux taposition of dest inies wi thout 
inner rel ations )  and a past oss ified ad infin itum (as an infi ni te superposition 
of the same digestion , etc . )  as though stri cken wi th immobil i ty at the 
heart of i ts perpetual movement (thus people say 'my l iver ' ,  ' my blood ' 

* I nasmuch as these d i sc l ose them selves as the re verse s ide of an adaptat ion to the 
specifi c  m i l ie u .  

99 See,  I n  part i c u l ar, ' Introd u c t i on ' to Critique,  vol  1 .  pp . 45� 7 .  
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and also ' my dige stion ' ,  to denote the k ind of s ingular be ings that can be 
cal led frequentat ives ,  and that change only to remain the same in  the 
midst of a changing environment) . 
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o T H E  organ ic i st aspect of unity ,  as a synthetic category of prax is  
and knowledge, i s  at bottom only a determination of the inorgan ic by 

the organic hexis : inasmuch as it i s  contained in the object ive that 
i l l uminate s (whi le s imultaneous ly  de l imi t ing) the field ,  as  '0.1hat is to he 

restored; and inasmuch as ( l i ke a qual i ty of the objective ' s  i l l umination 
and meaning) it  reverts to the un ified object .  I n  fact ,  if we leave aside the 
sphere of arts whose objects are imaginary , human praxi s consti tuent 
and constituted can in any case never produce a total ity in actu . For 
every total i ty forces its divers i ty back into product ive �  un ifying action . 
The One supports and produces  the diverse .  B y  contrast ,  i n  our inorganic 
products i t  i s  the diverse which pre-ex i st s .  Unity as a pas s ive synthes i s  -
is  etched into i t  wi th the help of certain temporary combinations (cohes ion 
of a metal after casting) and i s  ultimate ly  guaranteed by the inertia of the 
di verse . So long as external c ircumstances  do not di sperse these elements , 
they wi l l  remain bound together for they are incapable of unbinding 
themselves .  In  a word , the terrestrial mi l ieu according to our investiga
t ion . produces hexis , that strange uni ty which takes i tself as an end and 
automatical ly merges with the internal means of preserv ing i t .  And human 
praxis , as a transcendence (and preservation) of hexis , creates total ization 
as an ever open , never fini shed, spirality of temporali zation . B ut the �'vhole _. as a h idden structure of the category of synthetic unity i s  i tself a 
schematic tool of thought and action , w ithout any real correspondence in  
the practical field .  I t  has been produced by the transcended organism, the 
transcending action and worked materi al i ty al l at once . When prax i s  
di scloses the produced object ,  i t s  structure as a mediat ion (between two 
moments of the organ ic ,  v ia  the inorgan ic )  causes  i t  to grasp the object via 
l ife and , at the same t ime,  to qual ify l i fe by the objec t . I t  d i scovers the 
uni ty of the organ i sm through the pas s ive synthes i s of the i norganic . For 
th i s  unity perpe t ua l l y produced, reproduced and res tored through 

347 
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cyclical changes i s  not a unity for itself. Quite the contrary : within the 
interiority of the field it i s  the coherence of the tool , together w ith the l ink 
between i ts practical determinations  and the goal being pursued , which 
appear to underpin the pass i  ve synthes is ;  while the latter, against the 
background of the practical field,  yields i ts  being-for-the-other (for the 
agent) as unity (which gives rise  to a reversal and application of the 
unitary schema to the agent himself as an organism) . Prec i se ly , however, 
thi s unity would collapse into a pseudo-integration, should we see it as 
merely an inert synthes is  of di spers ion, the result of orientated transforma
tions .  In other words,  the inertia sustaining the permanence of properties 
i s  disclosed by action itself as an act producing that permanence .  What i s  
involved here i s  both a projection of organic l ife at the basi s of the 
synthes is  as continued creation of a permanence ;  and, at the same time,  an 
impregnation of worked matter by the act ( labour) , which i s  changed there 
into a pass ive s tructure prec i se ly in so  far as it surrenders i ts  tran
scendence to i t .  For organic l ife i s  permanence as hexis : i t  i s  condensed 
into the renewed instant of pas sivity ,  and repetition of the same functional 
operations i s  transformed into a repetition of the creation of the same 
object. Here , the unity of the whole i s  the projecti ve identification in the 
instant - of inertia ,  as a pure negation of change,  w ith the affirmative 
creation of the object by itself as a positive perseverance of Being in its 
being . I t  remains the case that the momentary unity of the implement (as 
pass ive  flashes of Being) ,  trapped by the infinite simal moment,  would run 
the ri sk of having suppres sed the multipl ic ity of substances only to 
replace it by the infinite div i s ib i l i ty of time , and [causing us ]  to come up 
once more against the Cartesian problem (how to pass from one point in  
time to another) , if  praxi s  as a synthetic temporali zation did not integrate 
into the practical field the inert di spers ions of the time of things :  enlacing 
i ns tants by the movement that transcends them, and producing their 
succession (re lations of strict  exteriority between points in  time) as a 
specific determination of unanimous interiority . 

In  the practical interiority of transcendence (i . e .  inasmuch as the 
object remains in l iving hi s tory and i s  sti l l  active within it) , organi c  l ife i s  
transformed after that object  into a total i tarian , continuous creation of i ts 
being by itself. In  thi s sense ,  the inertia of Being i s  disclosed as identical 
to i ts affi rmation . * At the same time, as we have  seen , integration and 

* That does not signify that th i s  identification is real, In the sen se in which  we have 
s aid that te leological structures were absolute ly real , right to the being-in-itse l f  as a l imit  of 
interiority of the exterior . l OO Nor does it mean that it is  u nreal (as a dream or fiction may 
be) .  S imply ,  it draws its reality ( in the inferiority of the practical field)  from the 
fundamental structures  of praxi s ,  and - in the pract ico-inert reversal - from i ts efficacy as a 
factor and qua l ifi c ation of the various species  of al ienation.  

1 00 See pp .323-4 above.  
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transcendence of the implement reflect the action that produces i t  and the 
action that uses i t  indi s solubly l inked as passive humanity of the tool 
(and, as we have noted , as human efficacy of the inert: a magic power to 
cut and carve as the knife ' s  given transcendence 1 0 1 ) .  These different 
unificatory schemata (as produced and conditioned by the action of 
which they are the instruments of control and d isclosure) constitute , in 
their turn , an efficacy of worked matter ( inasmuch as i t  i s  defined as 
such, and from these angles, within the practical mul tipl ic ity : round the 
arrow poisoned with vegetable substances discovered and blended in a 
pos itiv i st tradition of empiric i sm and technicity ,  rel igious ceremonies are 
insti tuted to reactualize the abi lity to pi erce l iving bodies and poi son 
them, inasmuch as i t  becomes their practica l  real i ty as petrified action ) .  
Thus the practical unification and the functional unity ( transcendence 
and organici sm) in practice reali ze the being-one of inert matter as a 
deep truth of its inertia .  Through it ,  in  a rec iprocity of perspectives ,  the 
organic becomes practical (hexis makes itself affirmation as the act)  and 
the practical organic ( the function of the tool , as congealed tran
scendence and s ignification, becomes a function of an organ , as mysterious 
and condensed l i fe of a whole ) .  

So  the v ery category of unity far from being a mere transparent 
principle i s  characterized, l ike every human reality , as the twofold 
determination of worked matter by the organism (origin and final goal) 
and by action (as mediation) ,  i nasmuch as the l aw of interiority governing 
the practical field determine s  the two aspects of thi s determination by 
one another and in  immanence . The unity of  a tool i s  that : i t  i s  an action 
which becomes an organic  hexis by defining the s ignification of the 
i nstrument ;  and i t  i s  an organic ,  diffuse l i fe produced ins ide the object  
and within i ts  very being, as an ontological function i .e .  as  a continued 
creation and as a total i zed  total i ty . 

To be sure , investigation wi l l  reveal other forms of practical synthes i s :  
totalization-of-envelopment,  incarnation , enveloped totalization,  c ircular 

, 

synthes i s .  Nevertheless ,  it  must be noted that these different structures -
which all  relate to the dialectical development of praxis  in the soc ial and 
hi storical field refer us to a unification in progress and never to the 
accomplished unification (except in  certain relations to past-being that 
we shal l find in problems of diachronic totali zation) . 1 02 The truth i s  that 
unity ,  as a practical category of labour and dai ly l ife , i s  only a dev iant 
determinat ion of the agent by the specific feature s of h i s  prax i s .  Between 

1 0 1 .  Cri tiq u e .  vol . 1 ,  p . l S 3 .  n . S 8 .  and p . S t 5  
1 02 .  See Append ix ,  part icu l  arly the fragment�  ' H i �tory Appeals to Hi story ' and · I s  

History Essential  to Man? ' 
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organic integration, maintained and res tored by the hexis-function , and 
totalization, as a temporalizing unification of the inorganic , unity i s  
required nei ther by analytic Reason (other than as a prel iminary frame
work that analys i s  w il l  d i ssolve)  nor by dialectical Reason. Yet i t  
characterizes the human act as such, s ince the practical organism, 
objectifying itself in order to reproduce itself, has man as an agent 
whose task i s  to work upon the inorganic announced to i t  through the 
inertia of pass ive syntheses .  There in l i e s  the source of al ienation , as we 
have mentioned.  Anti -human matter - inasmuch as i t i s  ex i led from the 
pure realm of exteriori ty w i thout ever attaining l i fe in the name of 
unity (and, in  every instance , with the content of th i s  unity ) reflects 
man ' s  anti -h umani ty back to all men as their  true human reali ty . I t  i s  at 
th i s  level that essences (pure pract ical ideas engendered by the worked 
object  in i ts pass ive action , i . e .  as a mediation between men) exis t; and 
also contemplative thought ,  as a pure al ienation of empirical intuit ion 
(and the action that produces i t )  to those abstract ,  inert unities  and to the 
re l ations of interiorized exteriority they maintain (as the th ings which 
produce them through men) in the immanence of the practica l  field.  This  
captive thought i s  a l so ,  qui te s imply , conceptual thought. Analys i s  
dissolves  i t  into external re lations ,  the dialectic e xplodes i t  by virtue of 
i ts  temporal i zing power. B ut i t  i s  continually reborn as man ' s  ' natural ' 
thought ,  or rather as thoughts that things produce in the totaliz ing 
c ircularity by their recondi ti oning of men.  

We have already said thi s , 1 03 and shal l be returning to i t .  B ut what 
matters here i s  that conceptual i s t  inte l lectual i sm as determ inations of 
the Logos by other pass ive syntheses through the agent represents a 
part icularity , i . e .  a negative l imi t ,  of human praxis .  I t  i s  because thi s  
prax i s ,  a mediat ion between two heterogeneous terms neither of which i t  
can produce ,  i s  in itself a passage from the organic to the inorganic and 
on account of i ts twofo ld  s ignification ( the organ ism ' s  becoming- inert 
producing itself wi th a v iew to organizing the inert) that the dia lectical 
ensemble of i ts structures exi sts and conditions the hi storical adventure 
in  i ts  spec i fi c i ty .  Circu lari ty ,  al ienation , practico- inert ,  drift ,  etc . a l l  
these features  have  their  source (al though , of course , a whole dialectical 
progress ion and the synthet ic  combination of other factors are necessary 
to produce them) in  the fol lowing basic characteri s tic of human action : 
tota l i zation and temporal ization as transcendence spring from need, i . e . --
from an explos ion of the organ ic cycle as hexis ; and this explo� ion 
condit ioned by scarc i ty manifests both the encompass ing presence of 
i norgan ic  e x teriority and , at the same time , the imposs ib i l i ty for these ... 

1 03 .  C, i{ique .  v o l  I .  rp . 1 70-7 1 
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particular organ i sms directly to transform mineral substances into integral 
elements of the l iving substance .  The organism ' s  immanent ,  univocal 
relat ion to the inorganic mi l ieu (wi th i ts u ses and its adversity
coefficients)  i s  already the act ion as a whole ; and it i s  our history up 
until today , and very probably unti l  tomorrow or the day after (we shall 
see what the permanence of a fac tor throughout the totalizing trans
formation of the whole practical fie ld 1 04 s ignifies ) .  B ut by govern ing i ts 
inertia to act upon the inert , the practical organi sm produces its action as 
a non-organic efficacy .  B iological integration i s  projected as a total iz ing 
temporal i zation ; and i ts objectives ,  as future syntheses of pre sent means ,  
al low its  organ ic cohesion and the deep sol idarity of its organs to be 
used. However, by the very act which governs the organi sm like an 
instrument, the latter - as an agent sustains  a certain non-organic 
temporal reali ty . His  own action i s  a production of himself  as a pass ive 
synthe si s ,  v i a  the inert unification he imparts to the objec ts organi zed.  To 
be sure , the action breaks the cyc le  of adaptation , i n  which it is the 
Universe which upsets the balance and the organ i sm changes only to find 
itself i n  the same objective relationship w i th the environment.  Whereas 
the act re -establ ishes the relationship by acting directly outside i tself 
upon the Universe , and by restoring the former order or offsetting the 
changes that have occurred. I t  i s  this  feature that makes the ac t into a 
transcendence of organic l i fe ,  by giving i t  as i ts fundamental structure 
of being a synthetic and practical relation between the interior and the 
exterior. F,rom the moment when the organ i sm real i ze s  modifications 
outside in  the l ight of an objective , we can speak of an act. And this  
definition i s  enough to show that the first  practices are far from beginning 
with the human species  or even with mammals .  If human acts alone 
concern us here , it i s  because for reasons that i t  i s  pointles s  to go into -
they are the only ones on Earth to be integrated into a h i s tory . B ut i f  we 
cal l the modification produced an ohjectified act, we show by thi s  that -
at a certain level of real ity the pass ive un ity of the worked objec t  is  
(grasped and contrac ted in the instant) the very unity of the act ' in 
person ' . 

Thi s  is  sti l l  c learer when the tool i s  cons idered as a materialized 
(inorgan ic )  mediation between the agent and the inert thi ng . For the 
latter indicates in its inertia and by its structure (pas s ively borne) the 
way i n  which the worker can use it .  The act i s  an inorganic  material ity , 
sealed i n  thi s  momentary form. For the existence of the tool makes us 
see that ac tion (whatever i t  may be ) ,  as  imposing a unity upon the 

1 04 ,  Thi s prob lem , l i n ked to d i ac h ron ic tota l i zat ion , w as not to be dealt w ith i n  the 
pre se n t  w ork . 
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diverse,  i s  i t self fragmented (within unity ) by the diverse to be unified. 
There are diverse tasks , whose origin i s  the qual i ty of the d iverse 
material s .  The total operation i s  temporaI ized as unificat ion, but ins tal l s  
exteriority wi thin the temporal ization i tself. The necess i ty (deri v ing from 
objects)  of first reducing some obstac le  or other (by movements them
selves separate or separable) ,  then resolving some difficulty (preparatory 
act iv ities )  and tackl ing matter wi th some treatment or other (purification , 
for example) ,  manifests  i tself as an exteriority (within the interiority of 
the temporal izing movement) of every action . Let us  be c lear: in a 
certain s tate of technology ,  means  of production, etc . , th is or that 
operation i s  indispensable wi thin the framework of the activ i ty whose 
aim is  to refine oi l .  I t  i s  even poss ible that th is given action of a political 
nature (abandoning Venezuela ,  wi th al l  i t s  unrest ,  and establi shing 
refineries on the calmer i s land of Cura�ao) was ind ispensable to Shel l ,  as  
a huge capital i s t  enterpri se . Bu t  i t  s t i l l  remains  the case that partia l  
actions reach completion at the heart of the total action . Even if, for 
example , one were to reduce to an infini te s imal ins tant the moment 
separating cons truct ion of the o i l  c i ty at Cura�ao from the start-up of the 
machines ,  and even if (as often happens)  one were to observe that 
construction of the buildings overlapped with their use in the first 
refining operations ,  the ins tant when some particular segment of the total 
act ion i s  s uppre ssed (because i t  has reached i t s  terminus ad quem) and 
some other i s  produced i s  in fact a double negation : in it the terminus a 
quo negates and rejects the terminus ad quem . The result  of past act ion , 
as a former circumstance,  part ic ipates in the inert ia of the object and in  
the being of the transcended past .  

Thi s  i s  wel l  demons trated by the his torical fact of the d iv i s ion of 
labour and i ts  temporary conclusion (prior to automation) :  i .e .  the div ision 
of l abour among men becoming a div i s ion among machines . A funda
mental characteri s tic  of the act i s  involved here : i t  can be reduced 
(depending on technology)  to a mul tipl ic i ty of tasks performed by a 
mul tiplic i ty of individual s .  In o ther words ,  the inert mult ip l ic i ty of the 
diverse , by requalify ing the act that transforms i t ,  de s ignates i t self 
through i t  as a possible mul t ipl ic i ty of agents (and one practical l y  
neces sary in general c i rcumstances ) .  Of course , thi s new multipl ic i ty 
refers to a new integration : in order to rea l ize th is part icular pas s ive 
synthes is  (an al loy , a minting of coins ,  e tc . ) ,  i t  i s  nece ssary to carry out 
the synthesis of the agents concerned. The objective has to be all the 
more clearly defined s ince i t  i s  that of a plural i ty ,  which could di sperse if  
i t  were imprec i se .  The preparation of tasks and their  d i stribut ion ,  the 
instal lation and use of mechani sms of control and constraint,  e tc . a l l  
this shows that the pract ical  un i ty has merely  been di splaced . I t  comes to 
the mult ip le from the manager or the management bod ies . No matter. In 
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the movement of the di v i s ion of labour, the synthetic function of unity 
and control posits itself as exterior to the functions  of production .  And as 
for unity cons idered inasmuch as it unite s  the workers in the factory , 
for example i t  can be perfectly effective ,  in a given s i tuation, when it i s  
merely the pass ive synthes i s  of an atomized d ivers i ty .  At th i s  level if, 
for example , l abour i s  con sidered inasmuch as i t  produces unitari ly a 
certain result  in a certain factory at a certain moment and in a particular 
capitali st society it can be observed (as we have already described at 
length) that the men are united  by the machines  I 05 (the assembly line i s  
the unity of those doing assembly work ) .  Every human operation i s  
i solated from the next by the material , inert separation of the two 
organi sms . Every operation of one man i s  joined to every other by the 
operation of a machine (for example , the continuous movement of the 
assembly l ine) to which i t  i s  homogeneous .  B ut precise ly in  so far as 
there i s  homogeneity between the specific operation of a compart
mental i zed machine and the action prescribed for an indiv idual , thi s  
means that praxis itself i s  basical ly the directed action of inertia upon 
inertia .  Or, if you l ike , in a fie ld of interiority defined by need (hence , by 
the organi sm) and on the bas i s  of the objective , posited as meaning, 
orientation and unification the inert acts upon itself. Eventual ly ,  the 
special ized machine replace s human special ization (as a qual ification) ,  
and at a further level of technical improvement with automation,  
' electronic brains '  and the control of processes by cybernetic s  human 
labour consis ts  in bui lding the machine . B ut i t  i s  the machine itself 
which assumes  the whole activ i ty of production (under the control 
merely of smal l teams) .  The bas ic poss ibi l i ty of th is  transformation was 
given at any moment in History (as a future possibi l ity , whose realization 
could remain uncertain or be interrupted through the agency of external 
factors ) ,  in the sense that in  praxi s  even indiv idual praxi s  the 
organism,  by defining itself as d irected inert ia ,  constitute s  i tse lf outside 
itself and through the exteriori ty of i ts  unity as a machine .  The most 
backward peasant in  the world , when he uses h i s  weight to flatten freshly 
dug earth (or to tread grapes ) ,  i s  already behaving l ike a machine 
control led by its operator. By  j umping on the ground or dancing in the 
vat, he expends certain reserves  of energy to produce a physico-chemical 
result  (flattening or crushing,  by weight ) .  And when he uses  h i s  fu l l  
weight to depress a lever, the machine i s  there in i ts  entirety .  Trans
mutations of energy , the ac tion of his  weight  upon the lever and 
through i ts techn ical use the rai s ing of some concrete obj ect  or other, 
a l l th i s  has j ust  one meaning :  the use of inertia by organic inert ia in  the 

1 05 .  Critique,  vo l .  1 ,  pp . 2 3 9  ff. 
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direction determined by  ' the un ity ' of the organism , i . e .  by  the future 
restorat ion of its functions .  

Action i s  d isclosed to us , through a cri tical and regress ive invest igation 
(starting from rohots as agents produced by action) ,  as the inorganic  
transcendence of the organi sm inasn1uch as i t  transfers the unity of 
immanence to exterior e lements in  the form of a pass i  ve synthes i s ,  and 
inasmuch as i t  defines by los ing itself in  th i s  objectificat ion a spatio
temporal fie ld of i nteriority as a medium for the relat ions between inert 
matter and men . The agent i s  not directly identifiable with the organism.  
Quite the contrary , he manifests h imself in  action as a practical ex terior
ization of inert ia :  i . e .  as a mechanical system, as an ensemble of weight 
and counterweight,  and as a source of energy (through combustion of 
certain substances ) .  And a l l  the operations he carries out ( a l l  the treat
ments to which he subjects the raw material through the self
modifications he imposes on himself) are on princip le reproducible by a 
machine ( if  not at the moment under cons ideration , at l east as a basic 
possibi l i ty ) .  From now on , moreover,  not only i s  there no action for 
which a phys ico-chemical process  i s  not or could not be before long -
a perfect equivalent, hut also the perfecting of certain instruments makes 
i t  pos s ib le  to exerc i se through the intermediary oj' inert matter forms of 
control or  action of which the organism alone woul d  be incapable . 
Final ly ,  by reducing an ensemble of human operations (for example ,  an 
aerial duel)  to what they also are positions in  a sector of practical 
extent i t  i s  poss ible both to dissolve the human real i ty of the undertaking 
(for example ,  i ts  antagoni st ic  rec iprocity ) and ,  at the same time , to 
constitute through technique and calcu lation, on the basi s of spec ific  
c i rcumstances ,  instruments which modify their action depending on their  
positions or those of other material sy stems and which automatical l y  
take account of al l the mechanical rel ations that are estab l i shed in  
ensembles in movement (for example ,  in ' fighters ' ,  machine-guns which 
automatical l y  correct the i r  m istakes and rectify their  aim as a conse
quence of these mi stakes ) .  

I t  i s  the paradox of our actions that they can al l  be and most are in  
fact  reducible to a success ion of inert processe s .  The great shock of the 
nineteenth century which has been intens ified in  the twentieth ,  with 
spec ial ized machines  was , through de-ski l l ing of the worker, the more 
general de-ski l l ing of all human activity :  i . e .  the di scovery of the per
manent poss ib i l i ty of break ing down any prax i s  into e lementary pro
cedures each of which could be carried out equal ly wel l by a practica l  • • • organ i sm or an Inorganic s ystem.  



• • 

U T  I F  we were to leave i t  at that if  we were to break human 
conduct down in  the way behaviourists do , or if we saw a human act 

as  the mere assemblage (by bonds of exteriority) of s imple or conditioned 
reflexes we should see only the negative aspect of prax i s .  Thi s  aspect i s  
the most important as always when a dialectic i s  involved because i t  
manifests at once materiality , adversi ty and particulari ty (and thereby 
freedom as a practical perception of contradictions ) .  B ut prec i sely because 
i t  i s  a negative determination , the crit ical invest igation must grasp i t  i n  
i ts  relation with that  of which it is the negation . Well ,  i n  so far as the 
organi sm can nei ther reproduce l ife with in  i tself on the bas i s  of the , 
i norganic ,  nor create i t  outs ide as a transcendence of pas sive  syntheses -
in so far, too , as al l  l ife i s  in  i t se lf  an integration and transcendence of 
non- l ife (not just because i t  has real ized the organic  synthes i s  wi th in  i t ,  
but because i t  is  also,  i n  rel at ion to exteriori ty , an exterior system) 
action i s  produced as the negation of the organ ic  by the organ i sm ,  
inasmuch as the l atter i s  attacked by the exterior and inasmuch as i t  seeks ,  
by exteriorizing i tself, to recover the functional interiority which deter
mines i t .  So action i s  a succe ss ion of i nert proces ses ,  in  so far as the 
transcendence of the original s ituation towards the restoration of  interior
ity invents the unity of these processes  as the immanent meaning of 
temporal ization .  On this bas i s ,  i t  matters l ittle whether unity l i es  in the 
apparent indis solubi l i ty of the moments of an action ( as might be 
thought, watching the feint or dodge invented at the moment of danger by 
the boxer in the ring) or whether it res ides in  their recompos i tion after 
analys i s  has broken them down . Invention as synthetic unity at whatever 
level  i t  may be produced i s  necessari ly  the projection of the l iv ing 
synthes i s  as an ex igency in the future . The uni fi cation that causes a tool , a 
machine or an action to be invented i s  necessari l y  the i ntrus ion of l i fe ,  as 
an exigency of i n tegration , in to the world of ex terior d i spers ion .  At the 

3 5 5  
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same time , however, what is integrated (at least unti l  the synthes i s  of l ife 
has been real i zed) i s  nece s sari ly  an ensemble of i nert processes ,  whose 
unity of temporalization l ike i t s  inert spatial gathering cannot even 
be conceived without the support of the practical project .  The agent 
relapses in to the i norganic  as a performer of h is  undertakings .  He casts 
himself beyond the organism,  by positing bio logical  in tegrity as an en d 
( instead of l iv ing i t  cycl ical ly )  and by producing on the bas i s  of thi s 
living i ntegrity an absol ute category (whose orig in i s  nei ther the inert 
nor l ife ,  but the sh ifting relations between these two statuses) : the 
passive synthes i s ,  a petrification of the organic  by the inert and a 
subjection of the i nert as such (and without modifying i t )  to organic 
unity . Thi s  practical category or rather, th i s  synthetic schema of al l  
objectiv ity i s  s imultaneous ly : the production of a distance a perspective 
(or, orig inal ly ,  the pos s ibi l i ty of a perspective)  whose origin i s  a 
double  negat ion (the impossibi l i ty of any dis tance-from-oneself in  the 
organ i sm,  and the non-organic-be ing of worked matter) ; the first i l lumina
tion of the diverse from thi s  perspective (un ity , as an organ ic foundation 
of the inorganic objective , everywhere reali zes  on the bas i s  of the 
objective being pursued and within the practical field prov i s ional 
pass ive syntheses , which l iquidate themselves  i n  the temporal develop
ment or are l iquidated in favour of other equal ly  provi sional syntheses of 
the same kind,  and represent the fi rs t  regroupments quantit ies ,  unit ies 
of mul tipl ici ties  and of crowds grasped from afar, etc . :  th i s  i s  perception 
i tself) ;  and the very framework of practical invention . 

For there i s  no fundamental  difference between knowledge and inven
tion. Knowledge , such as we have  j ust described i t ,  i s  the unification of 
the inert as divers i ty of the practical fie ld  on the bas i s  of an aim to be 
real i zed . Thi s  unity , however, i s  an invention . First of a l l ,  because i t  
comes to the diverse through human praxi s .  Before the l atter, the diverse 
i s  nei ther multiple nor unified, s ince these two pract ical notions come 
from a qual ification in interiority of exteriori ty .  For thi s  reason , to 
perceive (for example )  i s  to produce ,  in the s imultane ity of prax i s , a 
serie s  of possible syntheses of materia l  p luralit ie s ;  and these shifting 
unities  are completed,  pitted against one another, and interpenetrated , at 
the whim of movements of the body : i .e .  of outl i ned synthetic realizations .  
The specific character of perception as a sh ifting unification of con
trast ing or interpenetrating uni fications  i s  prec i se ly  that the disclosed 
fie ld i s  determined according to different directions and through various 
interpretative poss ibi l i ti e s .  B ut such interpretation s sti l l  represent the 
outl i ne of a prax i s .  Thus the mountain s  blocking the horizon reveal 
themse lves  in and through the movement of my eyebal l s .  But  th i s  bodi ly  
movement shou ld  not be confused w ith the one whereby in  Kant th e 

mathem ati c i an engenders the lin e .  Fi  rs t of al l , because the opaq ue , 
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substantial un ity of the mineral i s  given before the movement, as a 
synthetic and mass ive  presence in the practical field and upon the 
foundation of the fie ld ' s  un ity . In other words ,  the re lationship between 
di spersi on and the organ i sm in  the practical fie ld  manifests i tself as 
an original  presence in the field of di spersion , in  the form of blocks of 
quasi -unit ies in  permanent di s integration . * At once , the synthetic opera
t ion remain s  inessential . It  does not real l y  en lace the various elements or 
real ize their  quasi - unity which comes from them . On the contrary , it  
merges into them and i s  entire ly d i s solved in them.  For th i s  movement of 
the eyes i s  not in itself constitutive and unifying,  in the sense in  which 
the real ized praxis can be . I t  refers to the pos s ib i l ity of a true prax i s ,  
whose temporal orientation it  real izes schematical l y .  In  the case under 
cons ideration , i t  i s  that of struggling up the s lopes of the mountain ,  or 
that of coming back down again .  An e lementary form of thought i s  
involved here , and the s ign in its s implest  funct ion :  the meaning of the 
block of compact presence i s  defined by the actions that unified it with 
the other e lements of the field .  B ut the sol idarity of organic functions 

* The quas i -un ity of the b loc k  i s  a fundamental d i sc l osure , not j u st because the 
total izat i ng unification consti tutes the fie ld  of i mmanence in  which  i t  appears,  but also 
because th is  indi st inction i s  prior - al l  at once - to expl ic i t  syntheses.  to re al izat ion of the 
One , and to syntheses of deta iled un ities al low ing the d i sc losure of quantity as a s ign of 
d i spers ion.  In  real ity , the quantitative mul t ip l ic i ty i s  the resu l t  of a prac t ical operation 
l im i t ing unity by d iv i s ibi l ity , as i t  does div i s ib i l i ty by the unity of indiv is ib le  e lenlents ;  and 
i n  the form of summation (mult ipl ication and div is ion) ,  prov id ing the synthet ic  rule of i ts  
temporal ization.  B ut mult ipl ic ity , as a uni ty of the diverse qua disunited - and of i ts  
e lements qua ind i v i s ible (more or less ,  re lativel y or absol ute ly)  - const i tutes for d ispers ion 
a privileged status : i . e  orders it as an order (re l at ions between  the m u lt iple and the One ) .  
Plato saw th i s  c learl y :  it i s  already a quest ion of worked material i ty . Take away the l abour, 
the unity spec ific to the part disappears � and w ith it the div is ibi l ity of the ensemble under 
consideration If the parts are lure s ,  the ensemble i s  wi th out parts . At onc e ,  i ts  part le�s  
exteriority man ifests  itse l f  as a q uas i -uni ty . Of course, these quas i -uni ties  reveal them
selves with I n  th e un ity of th e pra l tieal field as a real and pre-quan titatire re lat ionship  
between an organism and blocks of exteriority . In  th is  form - the most elementary - labour, 
properl y speak ing ,  has not transformed inert m atter. B u t  already the inert coherence of 
block s  i s  the grasping of their  compact emergence w i th in  the interiority of the field.  
A l ready Nature is  outside as our ignorance .  Already the c l i ff, i n  the immanence of 
rec iprocal relat ion s ,  i s  ( u lture - or ( i f  you prefer) is illuminated hy cu lture . In the being-in
itse l f  of exteriori ty ,  in fact ,  the quas i -unity of the compact pudding formed by m ineral it ies 
i s  ind is solubl y  l inked to quantity - as a complex re lat ion sh ip  between mul t iple un i ty  and 
m u ltiple unities - as we l l  as to the d i spersed being ' s  real  pu] veru lcnce (depending on 
certain structures of Being)  rather than i ts  d iv is ibi l i ty ,  which  refers only to  a certain human 
operation at once al ways po�s ible and al ways l im i ted by tec hnology .  D ispers ion and 
opac ity thus interpene trate , as do other  statutory qual i t i e s  of Be ing The pract ical operation 
seeks  zones of c leav age,  and chooses i t r;; operat ive perspect ives  as a funct ion of these In 
th i s  sense � and by v i rtue of al l the operat ional poss ib i l i t ie�  i t  harbours for th e practica l 
oJ)�anism and i n  ontol og ic al ind is t inct ion - the qua� i -un i tary block of inert opac ity i�  the 
pract ical status  of inorganic  matter (as present in the fie ld , around the fie ld ,  and in  the 
organ ism ) which c omes c losest to its ontological statu.;; of exteriori ty 
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allows  actions (as a synthetical ly bound ensemble of inorganic procedures 
of exteriority) to be performed in any way , by and in any part of the 
organic total ity . If the eyes fol low the s ides  of the mountain moving 
from the bottom upwards ,  i t  i s  the whole body which, through them, 
makes the cl imb.  I t  i s  the body which comes  down , if  they come down.  
Thi s  i s  a matter not of a symbol , but of real izing an operation at the least 
possible cost .  If  the real ascent were to be attempted subsequently ,  one 
would have to see i t  as  a resumption ( rather than a first attempt) which 
corresponds , moreover, to everyone ' s  experience . The real undertak ing 
(which brings the whole body into play)  always appears i n  its relations 
( themse lves  variable ,  and sometimes  founded upon the most v iolent 
contradictions) w ith the same ,  inasmuch as the body has real  ized it at 
les ser cost in  different  circumstances .  

I t  i s  manifestly at thi s  level  that thought, as a re l ation of the organism 
to s ignifications ,  i s  determined as  action becoming its own knowledge .  
The ascending movement of the eye is not i n  itself a thought. I t  has not 
been produced as a substitute for an impos sible operation .  It i s  the 
operation i tself, dictated by circumstances and reduced to its simplest 
expression . The movement i s  real and produces an objective determina
t ion of B eing :  the objective rel at ionship between the mountain and the 
travel ler (or the fugi tive ) .  At the same moment, however, through i ts  
functional un i ty ,  thi s  schematic act i s  determined as a certain way of 
real izing the undertaking : a way at once total and abstract i n  relation to 
all  others . So i t  refers back in  and through the un ification i t  effects to 
all  the other ways of carry ing out thi s  operation : ways that have passed 
into i t  and are inscribed by it i n  the object as i ts  destiny (to be accepted 
or rejected) . Thought appears here as the relation between the real act of 
fol lowing the mountain s lope w ith one ' s  eyes ,  the consti tution in thi s  
very way of the mountain as ascending in i ts very being,  and the ascent 
as a concrete and totalizing practice of the whole organism , now become 
the destiny of th i s  organism ( the future of this movement of the eyes ) .  
The c l imbing movement  of the eyes ,  as a schematic act of the whole 
organism , produces and di scovers the mountain as a s lope up which to 
struggle by realizing there in  the s imple temporal ization of th i s  move
ment the vvhole organism as d i sc los ing the compact ex teriority of that 
threatening block b)' its abandonment 0 11 the mountain itself, and the 
obligat ion of finding there its de facto contingency and i ts sol i tude i n  the 
indi spensable and peri lous undertak ing of reaching the summit .  Through 
the real and present ( though schematic) act,  two objective realities are 
d i sclosed, one as a meaning [ sens ,  al so = direction] of Being,  the other as 
the orientation of a future (or mere ly  poss ib le)  ac tion .  And the real 
invention of the present act (movement of the eyes)  i s  expressed by a 
pract ica l  i nvention in the field: i . e .  by a twofold rec iprocal determination 
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of matter by the total praxi s ,  and of the latter by matter .  The eye 
movement reveals that the mountain is  a rising up of matter ( th i s  is  the 
meaning of the myth of the Titan s ,  and of Ossa on Pelion ) ,  in  so far as 
th i s  ri s ing up i s  disc losed as an object ive exigency through the future 
movement of the organism : of myself, as far as my eyes can see ,  and lost 
- tomorrow in  those snows .  It i s  a future operation that I sense as my 
destiny (wrest ing of the practical organism away from itself, to await 
itself beyond the ordea l )  in  so far as the meaning of my effort the 
orientation of my prax i s  i s  defined by that ascending structure of the 
mountains . But  the twofold determination i s  uni fied as a re lation and in  
each of i t s  terms ,  inasmuch as the perceptive interpretation invents i ts 
own practical meaning for itself, by  inventing the unity to be produced 
(and disc losed) within the inert materiality . 

I t  wi l l  be noted,  however, that invention of the act of revealing and 
unifying transcendence i s  not neces sari l y  real i zed under the pre s sure of 
acute dangers or immediate exigencies .  There i s  no need whatsoever for 
me to struggle up the s lopes of that mountain tomorrow,  in order to be 
able to realize its ' steepness ' .  In thi s  part icular case , the practical 
relation i s  invented w ithin a context ,  as a function of poss ibi l i t ies  as yet 
i l l  defined, tradi tions and neces s it ies  regulating the relations between 
man and that massif w ith its peaks and i ts chasms ,  without determining 
them enti re ly  and in detai l .  In thi s  case , we observe :  ( 1 )  that the unity of 
the material mean ing has a tendency to dissolve along with the urgency  
of the operation.  I f  I must go into ex i le tomorrow by crossing that , 
particular pass ,  i t  i s  my sufferings ,  my exhaustion , and the dangers I 
shal l  be experiencing tomorrow that wil l  d isclose to me the terrible 
negative unity of the mountain .  It  i s  enough to struggle up i t ,  to cross  the 
pas s ,  etc . ,  in  order to transform that block of opac ity into worked matter. 
I t  i s  final success  that wi ll al so di sclose to me i ts positive unity : after al l ,  
there are routes in  the mountain s  and the mountain itself i s  a route . B ut if 
I do not reckon to real i ze thi s  undertaking by bringing my whole 
organ ism into play in  every way in its facticity ,  the eye movement I 
make today i s  only the indication of a poss ib le  reading (by others , 
perhaps) .  Hence , th i s  reading v ani shes in the objective , but at the same 
t ime indicate s a practical direction for grasping the vast  objects ri s ing 
before us . (2) On the other hand,  the descent on this bas i s  i s  a 
possibi l i ty l ikewise defi ned and corresponding to a reverse movement of 
the reading . It matters l ittle that, from a log ical viewpoint,  you first  have 
to go up before you can come down.  Apart from the fact that there 
perhaps ex i st v i l l ages ,  meteorolog ical stations ,  etc . ,  whose inhabi tants 
came up long ago and can now on l y  remain at the top or go down -
which tends to make those two contrary procedures whol ly external to 
one another - there i s  above a l l the fol lowing cons ideration : s ince no 
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concrete operation i s  required of the organism,  real ity does not impose 
any priori ty . The truth i s ,  if I confine myself to grasping Being through 
the perceptual undertaking, I can equal ly well  take a s ingle leap to perch 
on the summit before coming down from it ,  or set off from the val leys 
and climb up.  In  real ity , every onlooker does both : through the two 
movements d i scloses two opposite undertakings , and through these s imul
taneously produces  two contradictory unities of the material block .  
Matter rises up proudly towards the sky (it i s  upright, l ike a man) , and at 
the same time perpetually  col lapses : i t  i s  a frozen avalanche.  Both 
meanings interpenetrate each other, i n  so far as our eye movements 
succeed one another contradictori ly and without any logic (at least ,  
wi thout any logic determined i n  relation to the object) . One i s  organic 
and characterized by interiority .  The other i s  i norgan ic and characteri zed 
by di spers ion in exteriority .  The syncretism of these meanings (and 
twenty others l inked to them) must  make clear to us how the practical 
field for any organism , as for any organized group i s  an inter
penetrating multipl ic i ty of the possible unit ies of the diverse . Everything 
i s  al ways revealed as united to everything , prec isely in  so far as diverse 
and poss ible actions necess itate and reveal s uch unifications (and at the 
same time disappear, because the real undertaking sets them aside) .  
Stable forms are i solated as foundations and exigenc ies of the ongoing 
praxi s and it i s  praxis which determines ,  v ia  the unity of the field, the 
relations of immanence ( subs tance and form, whole and part, etc . )  which 
people have sought to hypostatize and substant ivize under the name of 
' Gestalti s t '  laws .  At the same time, it i s  the i ndeterminations and s tases 
of thi s  praxis  which by al lowing other undertakings to be outl ined (and 
roughly begun or at once abandoned) and by defining negatively the 
tolerated undertakings al low the wandering and interpenetration of 
partial unities wi thin the un ification in  progress  (hence , w ithin the 
immanence of the practical field) . 

The other essential feature identify ing knowledge with invention (within 
praxis )  i s  the fact that the organic unity of the aimed-at objective ,  by 
be ing produced as an inert synthes i s  of inorganic  material s ,  g ives an 
ontological s tatus within the interiority of the practical field to these 
unified divers i ti e s ,  which i s  real ized only through that unity and which -
prec i se ly because it i s  orig inal l y  neither that of i nert matter nor that of 
l ife arises- in- the-world ,  in interiori ty and in exteriority ( let  us  recall  
the absolute being of te leological determinations 1 06 ) ,  as a real and new 
determination , drawing its real ity from its novelty and its novelty from 
its real i ty .  Who then could deny thi s  novelty of pass ive syntheses 

1 06 See pp 323  ff above 
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inasmuch as they reflect at once the organic , the inorganic ,  and the act as 
mediation? In the combination of words ' pass ive synthesi s ' ,  an interior 
movement may be surmised : the synthes i s  makes itself inert hence, 
loses i ts  organic meaning and its content so that inerti a should make 
itse lf unity and present itself real ly as an improbable , systematic order of 
the combinations of matter.  The object  a caricature of l ife by non-life ,  
a wresting of inertia away from naturalnes s  by v irtue of i ts  s tatus 
e scapes any ideal i s t  reduction, in so  far as i t  i s  precisely not reducible to 
anything : neither to the organ nor to pure di spers ion. And it  i s  thi s  
i rreducibil ity that , in itself, constitutes  the being- in- itself we were speaking 
of earl ier . So any unity inside the practical field i s  already determined by 
thi s  new production constituted by the field itself (or the organism 
negative ly  defined by need and making itself i nto knowledge in  order to 
give the environment the unity of thi s  negation) .  Furthermore , however, 
i t  produces i tself in its most concre te determination,  inasmuch as praxis 
is  detai led and becomes ramified  without div iding under the sway of 
objective exigenc ies ( i . e .  passive expressions of need by negations of 
inertia) . On this bas i s ,  every object i s  at once produced (by labour) and a 
reality ( inasmuch as i t  escapes l abour by i t s  very being and gives 
inorganic -being to the organic uni ty that i s  deposi ted in it) . Wel l , every 
moment of praxis  transcends and preserves  former c ircumstances  inasmuch 
as thi s  moment assumes the organic unity of these inorganic beings :  i .e .  
inasmuch as i t  rediscovers the unity deposited in them as a mark by past 
labour, and , inasmuch as thi s  redi scovery is effected in a new movement 
of temporal ization towards an end i . e .  inasmuch as it produces a new 
unity on the bas is  of a recogni tion of past unities .  

This operation i s  knowledge , prec isely in so far as i t  discovers the real 
such as it is (and not such as i t  m ight mani fest  i tself through categories 
and principles ) .  I t  i s  an invention , in  so far as the complex category of 
unity (as organic- inorganic ,  and as a mediation by the agent) i s  a 
category of Doing in the absolute sense of the term : i . e .  i n  so far as i t  
determines the orientation of an absolute production (or creation) ,  i .e .  
the emergence i rreducible , overflowing and transcending at the heart of 
immanence of those beings which impose themselves upon action and 
investigation , pass ive syntheses .  To know i s  to create , s ince knowledge 
i s  a determination of Being based upon the practical category of unity . 
De facto ,  the uni ty of human experience i s  in fact a practical unification 
of the multiplic ities interior to the field .  Conversely ,  to create i s  to know,  
s ince i t  involves producing ( through inert synthes i s ) beings  wholly 
extraneous to man as a biological indiv idual , whose ex igencies  as a re
exteriorization of pract ical interiori ty w i l l  have to be learned ( i . e .  
determined by their  negation, or in the practical transcendence that 
suppre sse s them by sati sfying them) on the bas i s  of a unificat ion ' in 
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progress ' :  i . e .  another synthetic ,  inert be ing in  the process  of being 
manufactured. The necess ity of the laws  of Knowing i s  s imply  the 
neces sity of the laws of Being, inasmuch as they manifest themselves in 
the field created by the agent ' s  free  praxi s  and through the temporal 
i zation of this  action. At the same time , however, they may be identified 
with the laws  of Doing, i nasmuch as practice is preci sely the unification 
realized by the agent on the basi s of the organ i sm ' s  future and past unity ;  
and above all inasmuch as the knowable s tructures and processes of 
materiality are relations condensed and actualized by the unificatory 
integration of the diverse into the practical field,  and by the specification 
of detai l s .  

The ensemble of sc ientific  discoverie s  i s  so c losely l inked wi th the 
tools  and techniques of the period that the system of knowledge con
s tituted in the same period must be seen  simultaneously as the techno
log ical and anthropological e xpress ion of men ' s  relations with the world 
and one another, v ia  the mediation of their  techniques of construction 
( i . e .  v ia  the techniques allowing these too l s  to be made , rather than those 
emanating from their use)  and also as the real-being of the Universe :  not 
as relative to science and technology,  but on the contrary as the 
unification of an absolute reality by History , manifesting itself as an 
absolute reality by v irtue of the H i story it  produces for contemporaries 
and men of the future through the agents of i ts  unification. Whatever 
i l lusions there may have been at the outset, the discovery of America 
was temporal ized (as a diachronic proces s :  exploration conquest  
exploitation of resources ,  e tc . )  as  the discovery of a continent. And that 
vast continent i tself crushed and of i tself annihilated whatever might 
be left of medieval i l lus ions  concern ing the Globe . It was its being which 
dis sipated those outworn s ign ifications into non -being . B ut although its  
unity as a continent was one of the zones of c leavage constituting the 
directions of being- in-exteriori ty , for that zone to exist  as such and as a 
unitary determination men had to exist  in  Europe : men who went to the 
Americas , through all the dangers of the sea, and constituted the peri lous 
term of the ir voyage into the unity of an objective .  And other men had to 
ex i st in  America, for the l imit  in  exteriority running round the cont inent 
to con stitute i t  in  interiority too ,  as a more or les s  spec ific practical field  
of the ' nati ves ' .  If practical agents on Earth were to l ive and move about 
solely underwater, the wheeling obstacle c losed upon itself ( impene
trable) that the two Americas would constitute to free movement 
throughout all seas could be only a negativity (the material combination 
of a type unsuitable for l i fe wi th its adversity -coeffic ient) . Perhaps the 
continents would then turn out to be those vast  expanses of water 
(medium of al l h i s torical events for those sub-marine  agents ) the Atlan tic 
Continent and the Pacific Continent. And Hi story would change , to the 
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very extent that the biological  condition would have changed the geo
graphical hexis; for practical multipl icit ies would be able to communicate 
or fight on l y  through the narrow polar straits , unt i l  such time as techno
logy allowed them to perfect machines enabl ing them to emerge ,  c l imb 
on to dry land and l ive there (and to cross the sol id element, in  order to 
go and attack their enemies  i n  the l iquid e lement) . But that practical 
un ity , belated ly discovered in  its interiority,  would al ways  remain second
ary in  relation to the un i ty of water .  In  other words ,  i ts interiority 
would be integrated into the prac t ical field of agents as a separation 
crossed (a dangerous medi um of non- l ife ,  whose peri l s  appeared in and 
through the machines striv ing to avert them) .  To other organisms,  
d ifferently consti tuted and possess ing other techniques ,  the difference 
between the so l id  state , the l iqu id state and the gaseous s tate might wel l  
appear secondary . In  that case ,  moreover, the precise l imits the continent 
sets to our efforts to enter it  (through the efforts of those who inhabit  it) 
m ight well  become blurred and be replaced by other groupings . I t  i s  true 
that continents acquire their h i storical be ing (and receive the i r  modifica
t ion in itself of gathered , configured i nertia)  on the bas i s  of a complex 
and strictly human ensemble (nav igational techn iques ; commerc ial geo
graphy l inked to these techniques ,  and favouring one ' nation ' or another 
on the bas i s  of the technique i n  question; human confl icts ari s ing between 
c lasses inside the country , and between gove rnments represent ing the 
rul ing c lasses of the various countries , c reating  commercial  exigencies 
through the col lected pass iv i ty of the sea, etc . ) .  B ut it i s  equal l y  true that , 
the complex of anthropological determ inations constituting the emergent 
l and  as a continent i s  the very same wh ich under the pres sure of 
ex teriority (th is particular exteriori ty ) suffered by organ i sms whose 
spec ific i ties come from i t  has been constituted as the interiorization of 
a d i spers ion of men on Earth and wi l l  be re -exteriorized by the 
constituent discovery of the New Continent (as i t  already had been in ,  
and through , commerc ial voyages from the days of Antiqu i ty) . If, as 
many hi storian s  believe today � the American Indians are Asians  brought 
by some mysterious exodus to the territories  now designated by the name 
A nlerican , and i f  geological upheaval s subsequent ly  cut them off from 
the ir  reg ion of birth by s ubmerging all the sol id 1 and across which they 
had pas sed , it can just  as we l l  be said that the continent made them as it 
made itself. The extraord inary sol i tude of Maya hi story,  for example ,  i ts  
almost total disappearance (other than as an object oj' scholarship ,  but 
w i  thout the reciproc ity s i gnalled above) ,  and the ex termination practices 
adopted by the Span iard s after Columbus ' s  fai l ure , etc . - al l th i s  acc urate ly  
reflect s the fact  that the separation into continents ,  i n i ti al ly  not known 
and u l timate ly transcen ded,  was mean�lh i l e c o n st i tu ted as the destinv of � 
certain soc i al groups and ( for v ariou s  materi al realO)on s that i t  wou ld  take 
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too long to enumerate here) pronounced a death sentence upon them . 
Colonization ,  moreover, i nasmuch as i t  negatively consti tuted routes and 
itineraries  cri s s -cross ing the World and was to become a factor of planetary 
unification against itself (through its total overthrow) i . e .  modern 
colonization, in  the h i storical ensemble of i ts development necessarily 
had to base i tse lf  init ial ly  upon the d iv is ion of lands and continents , and 
upon i ts re-exterior ized interiorization .  

Thi s  real , practical bond between the environment and the uni ficatory 
organism thus has nothing in  common with those shown us by ' relati v i sm ' .  
In the rec iprocity of conditionings , i t  can be seen that the surrounding 
produces the material content and that the surrounded organism gives 
unity to the force s  condition ing i t ,  through the biological structures and 
practical ex igencies that these forces have themselves determined as the 
biological real ity of its functional unity . The continent as a quas i -unity 
already has enough being to determine in their ' nature '  and in thei r 
' h istory ' practical organ i sms ,  whose action wi l l  be unified within  its 
practical field i n  the practico-human form of a particular continent . At 
al l  events , th i s  final (though perhaps temporary , depending on trans
formations of techniques and h i storical objecti ves)  integration i s  an 
invention of Being , as i s  c learly s ignal led by the labour carried out on 
language by earlier generations :  invenire (to find) i s  the source of a 
French word meaning ' to create ' .  The ambiguity recurs even i n  the term 
' inventor ' which ,  in  its relation to techniques ,  s ignifies the perfection of 
a new method, a new proces s  for raw material s ,  etc . ,  and also (as can be 
seen from the s ign '/nventeurs ' fixed over one of the counters in a 
French lost-property office) the d iscoverer of an object  that exists ,  but i s  
h idden or lost or forgotten .  In the same way ,  to discover which 
properly speaking means to reveal reality by removing i ts  ' cover ' i s  a 
verb commonly appl ied to invention by a creator : gunpowder and the 
compass figure among Great Discoveries ,  as though they had been 
mere ly  h idden i n  some basement where someone had found them. The 
fact i s  that unification of the means with a v iew to an objective i s  a real 
l abour, which di scovers actual i zed relat ions by i ntegrat ing their  terms 
into an inert synthesi s .  

The most e lementary prax i s  of the organi sm is  thus knowledge : uni ty 
of the fie ld  i s the background against  which the object ' s  unification i s  
produced (through a labour) . Nothing would be more absurd than to 
separate action and know ledge at the level of man ual labour (e ven the 
most primit ive or fragmentary) .  Conversel y ,  however, the most abstract 
knowledge i s  action . The geometr ical figure whose" being- in-act Liard 
used to describe i s  simply a passive synthe s i s  effected by a generatin!: 
act: i . e . by a construction un ify ing an ensemble of points or loc i by 
means  of a ruler .  And i t  remains in its pas s iv i ty ,  as a new determination 
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and selective el ucidation of an atemporal rel ation of exteriority , so long 
as i t  figures as an organized e lement in a vaster undertaking bringing 
other more complex figures  into play (mathematical development) . How
ever,  geometrical  proof on the bas i s  of a synthetic unification that i s  
never cons idered dialectical ly  ( i . e .  as such) rests  solely upon relations of 
strict exteriori ty .  So even in geometry we encounter the indispensable 
unification cons ti tuting human prax i s ,  and the permanent possibi l i ty -
prec i sely in  the name of unity of resolv ing the synthesis  into an infin ity 
of re lations of exteriority . However, the needs of knowledge or practice 
deduct a spec ific  number of determinations from the infinity anyway 
indifferent of these re lations (every point of every figure has infinite ly  
infinite rel ations w i  th al l the other points in  space ) .  So choice as a 
negati ve unity i s  invis ible and present in exteriority itself, inasmuch as 
the latter suddenly reappears against the masked background of the 
unification of figures .  



• • 

H E  F I R S T  aim of the foregoing comments i s  to make u�  understand 
th at the Cartes ians ' problem (how to reconc i le freedom of opinion 

w ith the eternal being of essences )  i s  a fal se one.  For every essence i s  
constituted on the basi s  of objects as the pass ive synthes i s  of i ts abstract 
determinat ions ,  inasmuch as the combination of these qual ities  has to be 
produced by a practical , autonomous operation (for un i ty derives  from 
the agent-organi sm,  not from the un ified real ity ) .  If  the object  i n  quest ion 
i s a man or a constituted group,  i t  goes wi thout saying that th i s  obj ect -
bearing and creating i ts own unity i tse l f  sustains i ts  own determination s 
in the unification of the organ i sm or of prax i s .  At th i s  level , however, 
such a synthetic production i s  l ived dialectical l y  through the concrete . I t 
i s  in no way comparable to the permanence of the inert synthes i s .  
Production of the e s sence i s ,  in th i s  case , a specification of the relation 
of alterity . The knower s i tuates himself  as Other vis - a - vis the known � 
being,  in so far as he constitutes the latter as the Other .  In  the prac tical  
investi gation , th i s  O ther (as  transcended tran scendence) produces h imse lf  
( inasmuch as he i s  not comprehended, but taken stock of) th rough the 

rec iprocal ex te riori ty of h i s  e lementary behav iour pattern s .  From th i s  
s tandpoint and f·or the knovver ' these various determinations lap se into 
the inert , inasmuch as they are ex terior to one another and the i r  sole 
unity is  that of the agent (an abstract uni ty , grasped as a po int of 
common reference rather than as a unifying act iv i ty ) .  B y  reproduc ing 
th i s  uni ty as  a foundat ion for empirical determinations ,  the knol1 'er 

produces t h e i r  inert synthe s i s .  For it i s  on the bas i s of the uni ty of h is 

field that he co l l ec t s  them,  as  disparate elements whose synthet ic found
at ion i s  prec i �e ly  h i s  o\vn prax i s  ( on the bas i s  of future UDi ty as the 
organic de s t iny of h is o�'n organi sm ) .  In th i s  c ase , the part ic u l ar essence 
of an i nd iv idual - for example i s  quite s impl y the pas s i v i zation of  h i s  
ex i stence and i t s  project ion into the be ing of e x teri ori ty . s i n1 ul taneously 
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with the unification of the diverse through the unifying prax i s  of the 
knowing organ i sm .  The operation i s  effected material ly by the production 
of verbal formulat ions and their  synthetic un ification . Through the 
ensemble of these formulations with the exteriori ty of sentences re 
producing that of elementary behav iour pattern s an object  i s  created 
which i s  neither the dialectical uni ty of a practical l ife ,  nor the re
grasping in exteriority of that l i fe by be ing- in- itself. Thi s  obj ect  i s  the 
indiv idual ' s essence (or, at a more advanced degree of degradation ,  hi s 
character) . This inert synthes i s  as  a surrogate for the unifying prax i s ,  
such as i t  manifests i tself in  the Other (prec i sely in  so far as the knowing 
witness  refuses to share the other-ends of th at Other) pos sesses  a 
practical efficacy that i s  the measure of its truth . On the bas i s  of well 
executed observations ,  I shall  be able to define a hexis , or an inert system 
wi th cycl ical repetit ions . I shall say ,  for example : he is brave and 
inte l l igent, but scatterbrained,  etc . And these characteri sti c s  wi l l  reassume 
a l iv ing unity of rec iprocal condition ing in and through my action . I 
shal l  entrust him with my l i fe ,  but not my secret s ,  i f  I am his  h ierarchical 
superior. This mistrustful trust  as a quality of my relations with h im i s  
the rei nteriorization of the di spers ive unfolding of qual i ti e s .  And i t  i s  
incontestable that if the pas sive  synthes i s  (as dialectical reali ty ' s  surrogate 
for my action) has been properly effected,  my behav iour by v irtue of 
its practical success  wi l l  d i scover (di scovery - invention) i ts  truth. 

Thi s  does not stop the essence from being a product:  the product of 
my labour. This l abour has necessari ly  been carried out on the bas i s  of 
my refusal to comprehend the personal  aims of my subordinate , along 
with his  orig ins ,  the c ircumstances  that have qualified hi s project ,  and 
the d ialectical development of h i s  praxi s .  It has turned out, at the outset, 
that our common social s ituation (as much as the practico- inert condi 
t ioning our labours) has introduced a certain reification into our human 
relations .  Thi s  reification i s  s imply the rec iprocal exteriori ty which 
manifests itself i n  rej ection of the other ' s  aims .  I t  may have quite a 
number of sources ,  depending on how deep i t goes ,  one of them (the 
most important) perhaps being the d iv i sion of society into c lasses and 
exploi tation.  At  al l events ,  thi s  reification i s  interiorized and re
exteriorized by practical knowledge . The resu lt ing construction of the 
e ssence i s ,  above all , the search for a real means of us ing the i nferior as 
an ins trument (or, negative ly ,  the s uperior: he i s  angry ,  e spec ial ly  in  the 
mornings ;  on Fridays  for reasons to do with h i s  private l i fe ' he ' s  l ike 
a bear wi th a sore head ' �  if you want to ask h im for something ,  Tuesday 
afternoon i s  the best  time , etc . ) . In  conformity with thi s  objective ,  
moreover, i t  i s  the construction of a mechanical equivalent for h is  
actions .  As  i s  wel l  known,  however, the words are the th ing : i n  the 
absence of the i r  object , they destroy i t  by pas sing themselves off as i t ;  in  
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i ts presence ,  they cluster round i ts  physical being l ike real qual ities 
(moreover, they are real qualit ies ) .  In  thi s  sense the e ssence can be seen 
as the belonging,  specific to a given organism, of the inertia (worked by 
Others) which constitutes its model in exteriority . I t  w i l l  be noted , of 
course ,  that this pass ive synthes i s  as the truth of the actions of both of 
them (truth of the subordinate ' s  actions ,  inasmuch as they justify the 
superior ' s  predictions ;  truth of the superior ' s  actions ,  inasmuch as these 
more complex activ ities involve an integration of the inferior as a 
subal tern agent i nto the global prax i s ,  and inasmuch as thi s  prax is  has 
succeeded) is l inked to the real , dialectical praxis of the free organism 
through a relation of immanence . In so far as thi s  relat ion ends up 
producing itself as the essentia l for the known too (through the actions 
of others , which constantly refer to it) , the agent ' s relation to his  
particu lar e ssence must be seen as an important aspect of alienation . 

To be sure ,  when the essence of i nert objects (which already present 
themselves  in the form of a pass ive synthes i s )  i s  involved , the i ntegration 
of words into the real substance has the result  of constituting a verbal 
body for that physico-chemical body . The agent makes himself a mediation 
between these two determinations i n  exteriori ty . I t  can legitimatel y  be 
said that he determines verbal matter through the materiali ty of th ings . 
Pass ive syntheses ,  as a unification of the diverse (although resulting 
from different operations when they impose themselves upon phys ical 
bodies ,  for example ,  or upon the verbal  body ) ,  nevertheless  remain 
fundamental ly  i dentica l ,  inasmuch as in facts and in  words the 
organization of the inorganic i s  real ized through the passion of organic 
unity.  So  the essence of i nert bodies i s  most of the time produced 
directly as a supplementary piece of work by the labour that i s  
carried out upon them (even if  thi s  crude essence [essence, al so fuel ]  
later requires a special refining proces s ,  as a function of the evolution of 
techniques ) .  On thi s plane , there are not two truths .  A person thinks with 
h i s  hands and with the tool they w ield;  and thought i s  forged by forging 
its object ,  which eventual ly  c loses on it and the words it expresses .  B ut 
when it  i s  a matter of practical organisms , there are two truths both 
forged by action and with a v iew to action one of which exc ludes the 
other. For the essence , as a thought of inertia ,  i s  an i nertia of thought .  It  
contrasts absolute ly  with what we have cal led comprehension . And it  i s  
here , in conclus ion , that we shal l  di scover the meaning of th i s  contra
diction : how can the dialectical unity of a prax i s  reconstitute itself in  
exteriori ty through the inert movements of a machine? 
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O M P R E H E N S I O N  i s  prax is  i tself as accompanied by the s ituated 
....,.,. observer. Its structure is  the very s truc ture of direct action .  I t  grasps  

the practical temporal ization on the bas i s  of i t s  u ltimate, future term : in  
other words ,  on the bas is  of i ts  end. And although the teleological 
character of the act or i ts  products can be observed from outside, without 
the witness taking up the ends being purs ued, the only way of abandoning 
thi s schematic determination in  favour of grasping the operation con
cretely ( s ince plenary comprehens ion i s  comprehens ion of the concrete) 
remains  to ?dopt - albeit  temporari ly the objective,  and then come 
back and i l luminate by i ts  l ight the moments of the total ization ( in order 
to be able ,  converse ly ,  to grasp the d ifferentiat ion and growing enrichment 
of the end by the means ) .  Hence ,  in comprehension as the d ialect ical 
grasping of an orientated temporal i zation the problem of the exteriority 
of actions i s  relegated to the background. For we understood by thi s  
exteriority (generating an inert s uccession)  that every action was indepen
dent as an i solated task to be performed at a certain moment and i n  a 
certain order from every other previous or subsequent action . To be 
sure , i t  i s  necessary to have obtained result  M before undertaking the 
construction of N which depends upon i t .  But prov ided that M is  given in 
the agent ' s  practical experience and access ible , i t  matters l i ttle to us  -
formal ly whether i t  has been produced by the prev ious labour of the 
same practical organism or some other, or whether i t  i s  the re su l t  of an 
acc ident of nature . 

B ut if we look more c losely at th is  exteriori ty , we understand preci sely 
that i t  i s  an exteriori zation of the organism ' s  mechanical (or physico
chemical)  inertia ,  inasmuch as thi s i nertia is c losely applied to the inertia 
of exterior objects  with a practical  view to unify ing them . So  i t  i s  the 
means  of un i ty ,  c h o sen on the basi s  of the future objective and in  the 
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l ight of this  objective ;  and we must  either see i t , on the basi s  of the goal , 
as the progre s sive real ization of the transcendent project ,  or e l se s top 
comprehending the action. And if  we look more c losely sti l l ,  we observe 
that the inertia of the raw material defines the exteriorized inert ia of the 
organism .  It i s  the configuration of the worked object that governs bodily 
attitudes ,  inasmuch as the body ' s  relation to the object i s  governed by an 
aim .  The man who braces  h imself agains t  that rock i s  a mechanical 
energy system acting upon it in exteriority , in conform i ty w ith the 
princ iple of inertia .  B ut if  this  i s  the case ,  and he can actual ly  be 
replaced advantageous ly  by a bul ldozer, this  i s  because in  the world  of 
exteriority there i s  no way of acting on an inert body other than by 
communicating to i t  as  an inert body an exterior movement, received 
from the exterior. B y  v irtue of his  reserves  of fuel  and his  abi l i ty to 
expend these at the requis i te moment, man i s  hi s own inertia and h i s  own 
exteriority for h imself. He communicates h i s  own movement to h imself 
from outside , by burning h is  e ssence .  B ut th i s  way proper to the l i v i ng 
being of being his  own exteriori ty can ,  in itself, be conce ived only  as 
an interiorization of the exterior by exteriori zation of the interior. In 
short, on the bas i s  of the object i ve we comprehend the exteriori ty of 
practical conduct :  it  i s  i nteriori ty produc ing itself i n  exteriori ty as a l imit  
jointl y defined by the l i v ing body and the worked object .  And by th is 
word interiority we do not mean to allude to some mysterious organic 
immanence or other, but s imply to the fact that integration of the inert 
into the orientated temporal ization can be conceived only as a s tructure 
of interiority . 

In the same way ,  if it i s  true that the complex conditions of a craft 
worker can be broken down into elementary procedures ,  each of which 
can be reproduced separately  (and by another) , i t  must first be noted that 
the temporal exteriority of the success ive procedures  i s  conditioned by 
the ex teriority of the tasks , and the latter by the inert dispersion of the 
raw material .  It would be conce ivable logical ly , at least for an 
operation di rectly performed upon l iv ing matter (which is a synthes is )  
i tself to be synthetic ,  if it  were directly to condit ion l ife .  The fact  that we 
act on l i fe by the inorganic  (medicaments , surgery , etc . )  proves only ,  as I 
have already mentioned, that we set in  train a transformation which we 
are neither able to produce in  itself nor to control and which i s  
specifi cal ly  organic . And i f  synthetic action ( i . e .  as a unity , impossible to 
break down , of uni fied procedures )  i s  impos sible for us i n  this  domain ,  it 
i s  sti l l  the case that the procedures which take persons or groups for their  
objec t  very often have to assume such a character. S o  this  means that the 
practical movement i s  real ized as a pure temporalization ,  and that the 
di sti nction i nto before and after i s  i tself governed by the unity of the 
development and the rec iprocity of immanence of i ts  condition ings .  We 



S I N G U L A R I T Y  O F  P R A X I S  3 7 1 

are here s imply  recal l i ng the s tructure of any prax i s  particu larly soc ial 
prax i s  in wh ich we have seen the future determining the past through 
temporal ization of the present .  So if  the procedure which produces in  
exteriori ty the resul t  M,  as a fi rst prac tical synthes i s ,  i s  in itself separable 
from that which produces N ,  this  is  because the re sult  M albeit a 
condit ion of N in itself remains exterior to the consequences produced . 
I t  i s  necessary to dig this  ditch ,  if  you want moist  earth to construct  a 
rampart or embankment. B ut the d i tch i s  not in the embankment, nor i s  the 
embankment in the d i tch .  And if  a truck bringing a load of earth i n  fact 
suffices to make digging pointle s s ,  th i s  i s  precisely because the earth i s  in 
itself unaffected by the way in which we have obtained it .  At mosL it 
might be said that the act is the transformation of this particular matter 
inasmuch as  it i s  produced by an exterior energy source ;  and for that very 
reason the avatars of the raw material /all outs ide one another. Exteriority 
here comes from the di spersion of inertia as a feature of pass ive tem
poral ity .  * And i f  we were to imagine a fable in  which an all -powerful 
demi urge produced modifications of matter by wi l led l ightn ing flashes ,  
these flashes would be success ive ( i n  the temporal iz ing unity of the 
terminal objective) because the succes s ion of exteriori ty would be required 
by the material s tates  to be produced . So action d iv ides into exterior 
moments inasmuch as it identifies with the movements of its object. 

For that very reason, however, comprehens ion restores to us  the 
ind i s so luble unity in which an organism causes itself to be des ignated in  
i ts inertia by an exterior raw material , i nasmuch as thi s  organism itself, 
or i ts  res toration (or preservation) ,  defines the operation on the bas i s  of 
the projected future (negation of the past) . What i s  indi ssoluble i s  the 
invention of this part icu lar group of procedures ,  inasmuch as th i s  inven
tion (continual ly  corrected and enriched by the movement of its reali za
tion )  defines i n  uni ty an order of their s uccess ion : i . e .  determines ,  with a 
view to the goal , the necessary s uccess ion of passive states ( inert syn
these s)  which wil l  u l timately produce the requ i red modification and its 
organic consequence (preservation of the li v ing being ) .  And it i s  actually 
prec i sely th is which we comprehend : when we grasp a gesture of the 
worker  and by the modification this  produces in exteriori ty we 
s uddenly comprehend its end and i ts beg inning , we may pos s ibly  be 
i ncapable of predicting one by one the procedures that wi l l  ensue ,  and 
unable to recover those that went before . But what counts i s  the ' presence ' 
of the future in that gesture :  i nasmuch as i t  i l l um inates the latter by 
s ubsequent gestures and the goal ;  and i nasmuch as it makes the currently 

* I t  i s  n o t  part of the � u bject  u nd e r  d i �c uss ion h e re to study pas � i v e  tempora l i ty as 
a qua, ; - U l i i ty  of dI spers i v e  s uc c e s s ion w i th te mpora l i z at i on 
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ach ieved resul t  into a means,  and thereby confers upon i t  i t s  human 
signification - as transcendence ( surpassal towards the future) and as 
exigency .  In  a word , if every operation i s  exterior to the rest ,  their 
ensemble i s  a tota li:ation . Not in  the sense that i t  would real ly be 
poss ible to unify them in the ir  very mult ipl ic ity , but in the sense that 
each one, at the very moment when it  i s  separated from the rest ,  can be 
comprehended only in terms of the result  be ing aimed at, which thanks 
to the organic end presents i tself as the ir  total izing summary .  In th i s  
future object ive ,  they are al l folded back into a relat ive indis tinctness .  
Not that there i s  no unity ,  or that thi s  uni ty i s  not an order, but because 
every moment appears there as an abstract s tructure and ,  above al l ,  as an 
option among various poss ibi l i t ie s .  For in  that complex system it  i s  
above al l the re lations between rel at ions that are e luc idated in the order 
of a un ifying temporal i zation .  I t  i s  up to the real ization and i ts  concrete 
problems to determine the particul ar options and procedures .  Prax i s ,  
through i ts  final i ty , d i scloses the material characteri s tics  of the object . I t  
unfolds these one by one i n  the success ion of exteriority characteriz ing 
the inert .  Bu t  th i s  success ion i s  actual ly in tegrated into the interior 
temporal ization , s ince the latter makes i t  into the time f'or exploration 
within the temporalizing invention . To give an example : the t ime of 
waiting when an experimenter has real ized the condit ions for a chemical 
experiment and brought substance s  into contac t ,  i solating them as he has 
decided thi s  waiting time , therefore , which measures in  exteriority the 
speed of the chemical react ion , i s  l ike a rending of the practical temporal
i zation (there i s  nothing more to do , i t  i s  neces sary to wait) by the 
exteriority of success ions .  At the same t ime , however, recovered and 
engendered by the very synthes i s  that i t  rends , th i s  exterior t ime - every 
inert instant of which i s  l i ved actively as separation , i lnpatience ,  etc . i s  
mere ly the exterior l imi t  of the interior temporal izat ion�  or, i f  you J ike,  
i ts  way of integrat ing the t ime of th ings  into i t se lf  as a direc t contact 
wi th the ir inert ia .  

In thi s  sense ,  inert ia in human ac tion i s  to be comprehended as i tself 
bei ng the fundamental act and the source of all  ac ts . Through the 
metamorphos i s  that creates prax i s  before and beyond organic integrity , 
and in the latter ' s  serv ice ,  the temporal ization ari ses as a synthetic and 
l iv ing inversion of the readings of success ion ; and the un ity of invention 
cons i sts in  defining on the bas i s  of the present pass iv ization ,  and in the 
l ight of the future the general perspective  of a treatment of that 
material i ty .  The determinations (first abstract ,  then gradual ly concrete ) 
of the moments of th i s  treatment are prod uced ( in the temporal iz ing act 
of practical predict ion i . e .  predict ion-production - and then , later, i n  
the course of part icular options)  as neutral states. This  must be taken as 
mean ing that prax i s  operates the rigorous unification of pract ical inertia 
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(govern ing the agent) wi th the inertia of th ings ( inertia of exterior 
processes) .  There i s  a prediction of already united materia l states 
(pass ive syntheses of the exterior multip le : i . e . pass ive syntheses of the 
body at work includi ng its too l s  with worked matter) , each of which ,  
in its unity , i s  wholly unaffected by the fol lowing state , inasmuch as 
both are taken in absol ute exteriori ty ;  but which,  replaced in  the move
ment of creation that i s  labour and in re lation to the unity that gives them 
their meaning , are all indicated as a precondition and all realized as an 
inert de signation-ex igency of the fol lowing moment.  Conversely ,  the 
latter as a procedure -s tate remains exterior to the prev ious one but, 
on the actual level of temporal ization, cond it ions i t  in  interiority ( i . e .  
inasmuch as man as a hi storical agent i s  a mediation between these 
neutrals) . The costs ( i . e .  in  one way or another the expenditure of 
energy) have been so great that the action is produced and comprehended 
in its irrevers ibility .  Either the agent gives up but thi s  means the ruin 
and d i sorgan ization of the temporal ization ( introduction of an inert not) - or his  only way of recuperating h i s  lost strength (and more than thi s ,  
perhaps) i s  to push the act through to the end (between these two 
extreme terms of the option there are others ; but they reffect one or other 
of them , to a greater or lesser extent) . In both cases , going back i s  
forbidden . In particular,  the man who re l inquishes an undertaking wil l  
for ever remain , in the human milieu ,  the person who began it .  

So that is what characterizes the comprehended action . The organism 
invents for itse lf in  the unity of  the project the direction s  of i ts  own 
exteriorization,  inasmuch as i t  defines the perspectives  of transforming 
passive materi ality wi th a view to a goal . And thi s  immediately practical 
i nvention i s  realized at once on al l level s .  The body becomes its own 
exterior source of energy , in order to communicate i ts movements from 
the exterior as received impulses .  The concrete invention reproduces and 
sustains within i tself the time of exteriority , as the sole mil ieu in which 
passive states can be foreseen and engendered on the basi s  of the ir  
abstract schemata ; but th is  exterior time , within the temporalization,  i s  
merely the production through labour of a mediation between the unifica
tion in progress  and the d i spers ion that i t  i s  to gather up . Technical 
thought, for example ,  after the syncretic movement of the project ,  must 
make itself in itself a succession of exteriority , s ince the thought of 
inertia i s  an inertia of thought. For dialectical comprehension , however, 
none of the moments of the metamorphos i s ,  none of its states ,  none of its 
leve l s ,  i s  i solated . The organism attacked in its biological functions 
negates i tself as an organism and i ncapable ( in  the case of our Hi story ) 
of transforming the inert into organic i tself makes i tself inert and 
commits i ts subs i st ing functions to producing and preserv ing th i s  inertia ,  
wi th an actua  1 v i e w  to t ransform ing e x teri ori ty through exteriori ty . 
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Through th i s  negation of itse lf  and the exterior mi l ieu ,  i t  consti tutes 
exteriori ty with in  i tse lf and outs ide as the means of res toring to i tself the 
integrity of i ts organic funct ions .  The fundamental choice of th i s  
passion , inasmuch as i t  i s  real ized through labour ,  i s  s imply the action . 
B ut this new re lationship at once produces the new exis tent who i s  to 
realize i t  the agent who i s  ne i ther the organism nor the confused 
inert ia of outs ide , but i s  ac tual i zed in the l atter as a directed passion to 
save  the former ( i . e .  to des troy i tse l f  on behalf of biological functions )  
and ,  through thi s pas sion, determined as mediation (between the organ ic  
and the organic through the inorgan ic ) ,  transcendence ,  project and temporal
ization . None of these determinations can characterize the organism as 
such,  since each springs from its  practical relation to exteriority . In that 
sense,  posit iv i s t  Reason can ignore them . That passion oj' thought (for, 
s ince the latter is  the inertia of Reason , i t  must  as such be the obj ect of a 
constant option) i s  merely exteriority itself, as a practical rule for 
operat ions .  It real izes the negation of the organism by itse lf, but at the 
level of the inert. As such,  i t  has no ins trument for becoming aware of 
the total izi ng temporalization which governs and sustains  i t ,  al though it 
l ives that uni ty as the very foundation of its reasons .  I t  produces i tself as 
a time oj" succession of exteriority in the dialectical temporal ization : i . e .  
at the heart of a Reason that knows it  and uses i t ,  and that i t  does not 
know . Through this  pass ive synthes is  of inert success ions ,  the agent 
knows himself and governs himself at the firs t  level of action : i . e .  in the 
inert ia  of h i s  procedures .  The infini te divis ib i l i ty  of inert t ime consti tutes 
the infinite d iv i sibi l i ty of behaviour, and through the homogenization 
of the latter w ith worked matter the practical equivalence of energy 
sources .  I t  becomes immaterial whether a given resu l t  i s  produced by an 
organism expending its reserves ,  or by any other energy source; im
material , too , whether the pass iv ized organism i s  a medi ation between all 
the s uccess ive s tates of the thing ,  or ju st the source of a phys ico
chemical proces s .  

De facto , the organism is no  longer. Posit ive Reason does not know i t .  
There are only success ive s tates  of inert matter. Through th i s  infinite 
s uccess ion , d ialectical Reason by means of the forged tool that i s  
positiv i st Reason wil l  make i ts detailed options ,  i l luminated by the 
object ive to be attained. In  part icu lar, d ialectical unity w i thin the 
perspecti ve of the project  being ac tual i zed leads analyt ic Reason to 
produce orienta ted phy sico-chemical processes ,  from which the fac tors 
' organism ' and ' human agent ' are e l iminated. Not because they do not , 
be long to them (a l though they might be only at the ir source) ,  but  because 
they are anyway defined only i n  exteriority . Posi t ive Reason a pas s ive 
synthes i s  of inert s uccess ions funct ions by i ts own laws of exteriori ty 
within the unity of the d ia lect ical temporal izat ion,  and prov ides its 
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results as a function of that unified ex teriority : so i t  can be cal led our 
fi rst  mach ine . In rea l i ty ,  i ts  h i storical deve lopment as a Reason of 
exteriority (for i t  i s  in the exterior,  rather than ' in  us ' )  inasmuch as i t  i s  
guided by creative invent ion ( the uni fi cation of exteriori ty in pass i v i ty ) , 
necessari l y  leads i t  to produce machines .  For machines are only i tself as 
unified exteriori ty ; and i t  i s  i tself only a machine for producing machines . 
Between an electron ic  brain and posi t ive Reason , there i s  equivalence .  
Or, i f  you prefer, one i s  the Reason of the other. And for these two 
equal ly inert and material Reasons , each of which produces the other, 
un ity comes from the dialec t ical  interiority surrounding and sustaining 
the i r  exteriority . I t i s  easy to understand ,  on thi s  bas i s ,  that posit ive 
Reason as an object ive  ru le  of interior ex teriori ty i s  at once the 
passion of the organ i sm producing its own inert ia as a contac t  with 
things and, at the same t ime, the grasping of every practical action as a 
pure inert proces s :  i . e .  an energy transformation. It can also be compre
hended how the unity of i ts  function ing comes to the machine (as a 
product of human labour) via analytic Reason ( which  i s  here simply 
labour, inasmuch as i t  makes i tself ex teriority and control s i tse lf as 
such) , but not by virtue of it; and how , ult imatel y ,  i t  remains unnoticed 
as long as the terrain of posit iv i sm is not abandoned . Or, if you prefer, 
posit ive Reason i s  the permanent means  of prax i s ,  but i s  not i tse lf a • prac tIce . 

A twin consequence flows from thi s observation , whose effect  i s  to 
bring the inert and the organic agent  c loser. I t  i s  true that analyt ic 
Reason a l lows a rationalization of act ion,  by v irt ue of i t s  non 
comprehension of the latter ' s  synthetic character and by v irtue of i t s  
molecular monism (which reduces  the element of action gesture , reflex ,  
etc . to a mere transmutat ion of energy) .  B ut it is true also that tools  
(and machines too) are no more access ible , in concrete real i ty ,  to that 
Reason of di spersed exteriority ; and that as too l s  and as machines -
they require comprehension (the very same that uncovers the prax i s  of 
men )  to come and disc lose them in the ir  truth . 

For no one whether an economis t  or a technic ian;  and in any period 
whatsoever, at the time of ' universal ' machines as much as at the time of 
automation who i s  invi ted to v i s i t  a real ly  modern fac tory , with the 
most up- to -date plant , can confine h imself to studying the series of 
phys ico-chemical processes wi th their various condi t ioning s .  For h i s  
attitude (as a special i st who wants to knol1' the most - advanced ' real ization 
i n  h i s  spec ia l i sm) i s  differential .  He reckons to assess  ( i . e .  measure) the 
differences separating thi s  establ i shment from those he already knows . 
F or h im ,  moreover, the se differences must be advances.  We know 
rough l y  what the se m easura b le advances can be : lower costs ,  i ncreased 
productiv i ty of the workers , better s afety and hygiene condi t ion s ,  e tc . 
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And these very general results  can themselve s be achieved only by 
detailed improvements , whose abstract features we roughly  know . The 
new machine consumes less . This means that i t  does the same work for a 
lower expendi ture of energy ;  or e l se that it involves some way of 
uti l izing its waste-products ; or that its exterior arrangements make it 
poss ible to organize the work (and the d iv i sion of labour) in a more 
rational way that avoids time-wasting (and consequently to reduce ' extras ' , 
and payment for ineffic ient work ,  in favour of investment) . Safety is 
improved. By reducing the ri sk of accidents at work , you neces sari ly 
reduce the expenses connected with them : i . e .  there wi l l  be less compensa
tion to be paid ,  and fewer of those ruinous strikes by which when a 
man has died the workforce seeks to protest at the ri sks i t  i s  forced to 
run .  Of course , i t  must be c learly understood that the expenditure 
involved in improv ing safety at all events remains  lower than or at 
most equal to the average costs entailed by acc idents before the 
installation of the new machine .  Most of the t ime, for th is  very reason,  
the problems of safety and productiv i ty wi l l  be found synthetical ly 
l inked in  technological research : a combination wi l l  be sought that 
el iminates r isks al l  the better in  that i t  makes it poss ible to produce 
more ,  etc . 

The ensemble of features  that we have briefly enumerated remains 
i nseparable from teleological s tructures .  Every specific feature of the 
new machine manifests itself in i ts inertia as a response to an objective 
problem . The safety system has been produced on the basis of stati sti c s  
for acc idents at work,  and in order to respond to the e xigenc ies of 
production : how to dev i se and construct a new layout for the old 
machines ,  enabl ing the costs entailed by accidents to be reduced , without 
the expenditure needed for ins tall ation going beyond a spec ific threshold. 
I n  th i s  case , as we saw in connection with the steam-eng ine , the inventor 
invents by making himself into the inert mechan i sm required by c ircum
stances . I 07 And, for th i s  very reason , the inert mechani sm is  an inert 
synthesi s :  i . e .  the seal of final i ty marks i t  in its being (wi thin the 
practical fie ld  and at the heart of dispersed exteriority) . Through the 
inventor ' s mediation, the object ive ex igency i s  imprinted in matter as a 
negation of interiority , and as the condition for a transcendence of thi s  
matter by itself. And thi s  transcendence towards the exigency is effected 
by inert material i ty itself as a passion of the inventor, inasmuch as the 
l i ved un ity of th i s  passion determines i t  synthetical ly  and orientates i t  
i rrevers ibly .  From this s tandpoint ,  a change in  the conditioning of the 
series  brings a different ( in exteriority ) ensemble of changes into the 

1 07 Crifique , vo l  I .  pp 1 9 1 -, 
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process .  It i s  analytic Reason which determines thi s .  But such changes 
are synthetically gathered up and grasped in  interiori ty by the di alectical 
praxi s ,  inasmuch as they directly find the ir s ignification i . e .  their un i ty 
- in synthetic human facts :  such as the need for manufacturers , at a given 
stage of capi tal ism,  to reduce costs by increas ing production . Moreover, 
the inventor  as a singular indiv idual i s  further conditioned by h is  own 
needs and by his  des ire (for money , g lory , honours , etc . ) :  i . e .  by the 
incarnation in  h i s  practical person of the objecti ve exigenc ies of the 
rul ing c lass . Invention i s  a mediation between th is incarnation and the 
ex igenc ies that it incarnates .  It has to enrich the inventor in proportion to 
the advantages it brings to manufacturers (of course ,  it i s  precisely not  
what i s  produced; but the princ iple of the latter i s  pos ited by the creative 
praxi s itself) .  

We have already shown how when a ' primi tive ' gives information to 
an anthropologist and describes schematic al ly  the soc ial s tructures that 
he real izes in  practice with everybody a broad , dialectical thought 
sus tains  and overflows a technical thought deriv ing its unity from i t ,  
which i t  handles  l ike an i nert object . 1 08 Here we encounter the same 
duali ty . The thought of inertia as an inertia of thought is  at once the 
thought that thinks ( it analy ses the process ,  brings factors to l ight ,  
determines al l the consequences for such and such  a variation of such 
and such an order) and ,  at the same time , the thought that is thought ( its 
inertia would di sperse i t  into non -thought, if the dialectical temporal 
ization did not grasp it  and produce it  in its orientated unity on the 
bas is  of pass ive or l iv ing syntheses ,  organizations and ex igenc ies by 
directing its inertia along teleological l ines of force ,  albeit  letting it  
string itself together alone in accordance with a necessity that the 
unifying synthes is  has created in  it ,  through a total izing reconc iliation of 
its terms ) .  It i s  the thought of th ings and it i s  a thought-thing,  an 
instrument perpetual ly acted-upon by the temporal ization of free prax i s .  
It is  a technical invention and , as such , could not be the true knowl 
edge of molecularized ex teriority . At the same time , however, it i s  
wholly homogeneous  with other technical i nventions (as passive syn
theses)  and reproduces their being in the form of signifying determina
tions of verbal matter .  However, in so far as its forged (and inert) un ity i s  
what allows i t  to grasp [these pas sive syntheses]  i n  the ir forged unity , 
th i s  common unity i s  passed over in s i lence :  it  does not belong to them . 
I t  i s  they which belong to i t , inasmuch as i t  can be produced and , 
therefore , comprehended only by a dialectical Reason ,  i . e .  a tota l izing • practIce . 

1 08 Critique,  v o l  L pp .500 ff 
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Hence , an expert studying the advantages of modern plant, in  so far as 
he studies these with in  the te leological perspective of an improvement, 
has to comprehend the mach i ne s .  H i s  operations of posit iv i st (and analytic ) 
inte l lection are merely the means necessary for real iz ing the process  in i ts  
function , and determining its  value as a response to prior ex igencies .  He 
comprehends a machine ( some of its features have init ially di sconcerted 
him,  others may have e scaped him,  others have manifested themselves 
solely  as processes  conditioned by others ) when he uncovers and unifies 
i ts structures and movements on the bas is of the objectives pursued by its 
inventor, and when he can progress ively enrich and concretize hi s knowl
edge of these objecti ves on the bas is  of a more thorough investigation of 
the machine . It i s  c lear that the comprehension i s  not different in kind 
from that which uncovers , in their deep s ignification, the acts of practical 
organ i sms or organized groups .  Let us  add , moreover, that the technologi st 
and the h i storian of techniques must also comprehend the meaning of such 
mechan i sms ,  i n  the same way that we have shown the meaning of an 
action be ing grasped ( i ts  hexis di sclosing the drift of praxi s ) .  To appreciate 
thi s ,  it i s  enough to v i si t  a museum of industrial sc ience or technology in 
any capital . You wi l l  see that the form of these inert syntheses i s  defined 
not just by their functions ,  but also by the options of the soc iety they 
produced (we saw an example of this  above :  the first capitali sts of the 
' i ron and coal complex ' rejected the improvements to the steam-engine 
proposed by Frankl in and Watt (the reburn ing of coal fumes ;  a device to 
reduce noise) because those v iolent bourgeoi s saw the chimneys ,  the black 
fumes and the din as s igns of the ir power 1 09 ) .  

I f  you ask, moreover, where the difference l ies  between the machine in  
operation and the man in  action , we shal l say that from th is particu lar 
viewpoint there i s  none . To be sure , the man i s  a free practical organ i sm 
- i .e .  a l iv ing integration that makes itself into a passion in order to act -
whereas the machine i s  not. And it is  he alone who could attempt passive 
syntheses ,  s ince in him exteriority i s  i nteriorized and then re 
exteriorized . B ut i t  i s  not that which counts , nor the infinite flexibi l ity of 
his  adaptations to the practical fie ld (a  machine too can be flexible ;  and 
when it involves � feedback ' it i s  adaptable) .  If the practical fie ld i s  
cons idered from the standpoint of posit ive Reason , human actions do not 
differ at al l from the ways in  which machines behave .  It i s  true that the man 
i s  miss ing . However and th is  i s  the essential point if  you con s ider the 
man or machine as a d ialectical intel l ig ibi l ity , i . e .  in comprehension , 
then what counts i s  the fac t that the succes s ion of inert determinations ,  
processes and transmutations i s  rigorousl y and irrevers ibly orientated 

1 09 .  Cl l fique .  v o l  l .  pp 1 93-6 
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towards an end,  by the synthetic , creati ve movement of l abour under the 
control of a pos i t iv i s t  Reason always superv i sed by the total iz ing prax i s .  
And i f  it  i s  precise ly th is which counts if, on the one hand, the inertia
passion of the organ i sm must use e xterior mediations and construct too l s  
as i ts pre l iminary syntheses ;  and if, on the other hand, the most rational 
machine ( today , the e lectronic brain) ex i sts  on ly  as a real product of 
human labour and can function only through the mediation of the l abour 
impregnating it then human ac tion is effect ive ly  irreducible to any 
other process , inasmuch as i t  i s  defined as a prac t ical organ ization of 
inert multip l ic i t ies (wi th a view to an end concerning the organ ism) by 
an inertia-pass ion and v ia an irres is t ible proj ect  to integrate al l the 
e lements of the pract ical fie ld :  i . e .  inasm uch as i t  i s  transcendence ,  
temporal ization , unification, and totali zat ion .  But  s ince that i s  i t s  spec ific  
real i ty , and since it i s  inseparable from an organism producing its inert ia  
and its own source of movement as exteriori ty , as well  as from the inert 
elements of the pract ical  fie ld ,  i t  matters l i tt le  ultimately from the 
formal v iewpoint we are adopting that the e lementary moments of 
action as inert processes should be direct ly engendered by one organism;  
that the ir exteriority should make i t  convenient or indi spensable to 
redi stribute them among various organized indiv idual s ,  and thus reinforce 
the ir temporal exteriori ty by a spat ia l  d ispersion ; or that w i th the 
d iv is ion of labour pas s ing to the machines the movements imposed by 
i ts structure as a pas s ive synthes i s  upon an inert materiali ty should end 
up substituting themselves for the procedures directly fol lowed by agents . 
All  the more as we have already pointed out in that the agent be longs 
to the pract ical field and, within the indiv i s ible un i ty of this field , suffers 
al l the repercuss ions of his  action . 

So when he perfects that machine for making machines which we have 
termed inert Reason , it would be wrong to imagine that he has s tuck a 
grid in h i s  brain or distorting spectacles on hi s nose.  I t  i s  an objective 
machine , which i s  coextens ive with the whole pract ical field and condi 
t ions h im l ike al l the other elements of that field .  This means he i s  
himself s i tuated ins ide al l  the practica l  synthe ses of the inert and in i ts  
very inert ia .  Or, if  you prefer, the advances  of pos i tive Reason ( i . e .  the 
accumulation of rational , reasoning machines )  must be expre s sed for him 
by a constant deepening of h i s  determinat ions in inert ia .  I t  i s  in the 
original fac t of l ife i tself that analyt ic Reason di scovers exteriority  and ,  
u l t imate ly ,  the inorgan ic .  On the other hand , the very un i ty of human 
praxi s  the total ization i s  what defines  act ion in its i rreducibil i ty;  th is  
praxi s  produces and superv i ses  (we shal l  see in what sense) the develop
ment of i ts  science and techno logy ;  and every supplementary determina
t ion in inertia  of the organic body i s  produced as a new condition ing of 
the latter in  ex teriori ty , thus  a l l owing the agent through a techn ical ac tion 
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to govern h im better and more intimate ly .  Consequently ,  the moment 
analytic Reason effected a radical decomposition of the organism into the 
inorganic ,  and of life into a phys ico-chemical process ,  would al so be the 
moment when that same organism would be condit ioned by its own prax i s  
with the help of all the inert e lements of the field ,  thus finding in its total 
reduction to the inorganic through praxi s  the power to transform inert 
substances into i ts  own l iv ing substance . To be sure , th is  ideal goal of 
technical and sc ientific progres s  can be envi saged here only as a hypo
thesi s .  Yet it has a clear s ignification. The pass ion- inertia of the organ i sm 
i s  produced with in the framework of prax is  as inert Reason or exterior 
power over exteriori ty . This  Reason grasps i t  in the very field of its 
appl ication as an ensemble of i nert processes  ( ins ide , in  the very meta
bol i sm of l ife ;  outside , in  work procedures  themselves ) .  The inertia 
produced thus reacts upon it in the unified field (and through unification of 
the field) and is  radical ized.  Preci sely ,  however, thi s  return i s  the work of 
the practical total ization . It i s  in  and through its irreducible prax i s  that the 
organism d i sc loses itself to i ts  means inert thought as an ensemble of 
pass ive syntheses .  And the conditioning of the organism by the inert 
syntheses of material i ty ,  effected under the control of action, must 
succeed in freeing praxis by affirming the commutativ i ty of al l elements 
of the practical field ( i . e .  the ever-growing poss ibil i ty of replac ing one by 
another in some praxi s  or other at some level or other of the means inert 
syntheses and according to spec ific rule s ) .  If the l imiting-moment of 
omnipotence i s  envisaged , the striking thing i s  that the practical field i s  
wholly subordinated to the organism,  precisely in so far as the latter has 
been broken down into non-organic proces se s .  For action presupposes the 
permanence of the practical organism,  as an agent of transmutations and 
as an orientation of equivalence s .  It  i s  itself permanent because of the 
permanence of the initial objectives  (which are neither achieved nor 
greatly transformed,  though they are constantly modified) : i . e .  because of 
the permanence of needs .  The aim remains �  roughly speaking,  to ensure 
the poss ibil ity of l ife to human organi sms in  a un iverse that long ago 
di sclosed its indifference to man ' s  fate (roughly speaking , i t  i s  always in  
one way or another a matter of scarci ty and i ts avatars , in  a world 
governed by laws of exteriori ty ) .  Despi te the bio logical organism ' s  
d i ssolution into the inert, therefore , the practical organi sm remains ,  
because the l iv ing organ i sm with i ts  functions and needs has not d is 
appeared e ither .  And final ly ,  in  thi s  l imiting case , the practical field -
through a posi tiv ist  dis solution of the organi sm-as-agent has become a • 
vast network of machines driven in sequence ,  whose aim (grasped in 
comprehens ion) i s  to sati sfy the needs of the biological organism (which 
they negate) under the control of the practical organism,  which they 
cannot even reproduce .  



H I S  example merely shows ,  by pushing equivalence to the l imit ,  that 
praxi s  wi l l  develop the re lation of inertia between the organ and the 

thing in two different directions .  For on the one hand the organ becomes 
inertia, in order to modify the thing (as in original action ) .  On the other 
hand, however, in th i s  fundamental d irection of the practical , a counter
shock (spec ific ,  moreover, to exteriority as a relation )  i s  g iven:  the 
conditioning of the organ i sm in reaction ,  via i ts  inert being,  by the 
inertia that i t  works .  Thi s counter- shock long maintained at the level of 
counter-final itie s appears at first only as the source of negative mod
ifications (pass iv ization of ever broader areas of the organism by work 
dis tortions and acc idents ,  occupational i l lnesses ,  etc . ) ,  which praxi s  had 
only to seek to negate and if  possible destroy .  Or e l se i t  i s  uti l ized,  but 
against  the enemy (a weapon i s  the adversity-coefficient of certain 
physico-chemical proces ses  becoming a tool for annihi lating the adver
sary : i . e .  the anti-man) .  At the outset, medicine itself hes i tates .  Either i t  
thinks to heal the organic  by the organic , or e lse i t  seeks to el iminate the 
inert results of a process  by mechanical means .  Everything takes place in 
the shadow of fetishized prax i s .  Yet the new direction of action i s  
already present everywhere sometimes expl ic i tly , on other occasions in  
an implici t  state : guiding the reactions of the inert, predicting reper
cuss ions and us ing them to recondition the organism,  directly or indirectly ,  
through i ts inertia .  The deve lopment of th is  form of action (posi ti ve 
transcendence of the negative of the prev ious praxi s )  must not be seen 
first as the possibi l i ty of caus ing inert materials to be ass imi lated by 
l iv ing organisms .  And that would anyway not mean in  th is perspective 
of negation of a negation that the inert would be rendered as simi lable ; 
s imply that one would act hy the inert upon organic functions ,  in such a 
way as to g ive human organi sms certain funct ions  of plants .  Whether thi s 
pure ly  formal l imit can be ach ieved or not, what counts today i s  the fact 
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that, without nourishing the organism by the inert, one acts  by the l atter 
upon the former ' s  functions ,  condit ions  them, regularizes them , s lows 
down some of them and speeds up others , rai ses the individual ' s  practical 
abi l i t ies  and endurance for a specific time, even begins  to replace certain 
organs by inorganic  systems (which proves not that organic l ife and the 
machine are ontologicall y equivalent, but on the contrary that d ialectical 
Reason , by direc t ing the Reason of analys i s ,  better knows the margin of 
the internal and external variations wi thin which an organism can preserve 
i tself as such) .  

I t  i s  remarkable , moreover, that the progres sive replacement in  the 
exterior of the practical organism by the spec ial ized machine (which  
be longs to praxi s type No.  1 )  should be contemporary wi th the fi rst 
serious attempts to replace in the interior an organ in its functions by 
a machine that the whole organism controls and governs .  Hi therto , 
replacement of the l iv ing by the inert would end in a net defic i t  (a war 
veteran ' s  wooden leg;  the hook fixed to an ampu tee ' s  arm to replace hi  s 
hand;  the art ific ial anus of a cancer sufferer which,  unl ike the anal 
sph incter, allows all the matter excreted by the intestine to pas s through 
it) . Today , in a l imited number of cases , the inert object inasmuch as 
the organism surv ives as i ts support , i ts source of energy and i t s  un ity -
can replace the organ by (more or less  crude ly )  ensuring certain of its 
functions .  In thi s  case, act ion type No.  2 is necessarily grounded upon 
the advances of praxis  No .  1 .  That i s  not all .  The inert object  introduced 
into the organ i sm is the product of human l abour. I t  has formed the 
objec t  of research and discovery.  I t  has been real ized by machines , 
themselves cons tructed through labour. The circulari ty of the action 
manifests i t self in  the fact that th is  machine introduced into us i s  a 
product of human labour, and . w i th in the perspective of absolute 
equival ence of means  carries  out a l abour under control ( the organi sm 
exerc i ses a first contro l ,  but i t  i s  medical prax i s  which . in  real ity 
realizes th i s  control , through the organ i sm and for ends already defi ned 
in the future ) .  In  other words , th i s  machine i s  an action of man at the 
heart of the organi sm . In certain condi tions and for certain functions ,  the 
organ can be replaced by a product of ac tion and the function by the 
action of this  product. The action , as an exteriorization of the inert by the 
organism , complete s the circ le by re in teriorizing itse lf. In  order to 
re store organic  integrity , or in  order to safeguard i t ,  i t  decides in 
certain spec ific sectors - to replace l ife by the act .  I t i s  in the perspective 
of th i s  governed circulari ty (wh ich ,  however ,  mere ly  uti l i zes  one of the 
forms of dev iant c irc u lar i ty)  that everyth ing becomes an act in  the 
prac tical  field ,  precise ly because thi s  fie ld i s  defi ned by the c i rcul ar 
recondi t ion ings  of the inert by i t se l f  under the contro l of prax i s ,  whose 
pract ical  fie ld  u lt imate ly  becomes the real hody (a� fac t ic i ty and a� 



, 

1 

S I N G U L A R I T Y  O F  P R A X I S  3 83 

efficacy)  and whose organic bodies remain the negative foundation as 
s ingularized facticity and need requiring satisfaction . 

Such,  therefore , i s  our praxis . On th i s  bas i s ,  we have the necessary 
instruments to comprehend its structures ,  and in particular the moment of 
construc tion of the means.  It i s  the restoration and preservation of the 
organ i sm ,  as an aim projected into the future , which wi l l  determine the 
p lace  of the means and its function in the mil ieu .  In  other words , the 
practical category of ' means ' i s  grounded upon the heterogeneity of the 
mil ieu (as an i nert env ironment) , in re lation to the two terms of the 
action : the organism,  and i ts  need for restoration of i ts  functions and 
organs .  To be sure , the means are not in the course of the totali zation -
heterogeneous to such and such a result  whose achievement they  make 
possib le .  And these re sults wi th in the temporali zation and before being 
achieved have indeed received the s tructure of objectives .  In real i ty ,  
however, they are al so means .  Ends i n  relation to the present state of the 
practical fie ld ,  they are means in relation to its future state as i s  the 
latter in relation to some other state . But the whole series  i s  suspended 
from an end which i s  not a means for anything,  and refers to no state 
because i t  i s  not itself a s tate : i . e .  the organi sm,  demanding its restoration 
and preservation from the depth s of the future . We in  fact know perfect ly  
well that in  some societies  the maintenance and reproduction of l ife may 
be reduced to the status of a means (as i s  the case when the wage al lows 
the worker j ust  barely to meet h i s  e lementary needs ,  so that  he can carry 
on h is  labour: he eats to l ive and l ives to work) . B ut we are not placing 
ourselves here at the leve l  at which technology brings about a reorgan
ization of social ensembles ,  and in  the very course of this  reorganization 
men are mediated by things .  The direct  movement of praxi s remains that 
of an organism (or organized group)  striv ing to make its material milieu 
into a combination of i nert elements favourable to i ts  l ife .  So  the 
practical field as a fundamental , real  but abstract unification of al l  the 
surrounding elements i s  the total ization of possible means ;  or which 
amounts to the same thing the matrix of real means .  Everything i s  a 
possible means (and s imultaneous l y  a poss ible risk) in  thi s  unity ,  because 
it is itself a heterogeneous mediation between two moments of life . So 
the four words  ' mediation ' ,  ' mi l ieu ' , ' in termediary ' and ' means ' designate 
one single real i ty : inert exteriority , in  so far as th i s  conditions organic 
immanence as a bei ng-outs ide-oneself- in -the-world ,  and in so far as the 
transcendence of the project causes i t  first to be conditioned by the 
passion of the organism. 
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T HAS doubtless  already been noticed that I have not sought to plunge 
actions and machines back into the synthetic interiority of the h i storical 

field and the total ization-of-envelopment. We should then have observed 
that every process  of exteriority,  inasmuch as it i s  interior to the unitary 
field,  i s  l inked to all others and all  agents by bonds of immanence . We 
have already spoken ,  moreover, of the action from afar that i s  typical in 
the common practical field .  We have no intention of returning to that 
now, however, if only because the complex developments of action 
through the various dialectical fields do not consti tute the pre sent object  
of our study . What matters to u s  for the moment i s  to define human 
prax is  the only one we can comprehend in  the immediate and 
fundamental simplic i ty of its s ingularity . And by that I mean the follow
ing : s ince our intention i s  to provide the formal elements of a theory of 
practical multipl icitie s ,  we have encountered  one praxis  in  our investiga
tion that of men. * The other possible types of prax i s  remain unknown,  
and can be abstractly addres sed in their formal undifferent iation .  If  we 
wish in a radical way and within human experience to account for the 
formal pos sibi l ity that different multipl icities  may exist ,  d ifferently condi 
tioned and being transcended by different kinds of prax i s ,  we have on ly 
one way of doing it :  by posit ive comprehens ion of the relations of our 
praxis with our conditions of l ife ,  to stres s  what today makes our 

* The whole complex of behav i our patte rn s of certain i n sects and m am m a l s  may 
be called act ion or ac tiv ity.  It can even be noted that act iv ity on earth beg i n s  with s ingle
c e l led c reature s  themsel ve� . At al l events ,  the q ue stion s posed by such act i v i ty h ave 
nothing in common w ith those that would be po sed by the e x i stence of practic a l  
mu lt ipl ic it ies who se tec hnological  deve lopment was equ al or s uperi or to our own,  a lbe it 
differently orientated by v i rtue of the di fference i n  the organ i s m s  and the pract ical 
problem s .  

3 8 4  
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actions spec ific .  Or, i f  you prefer,  we sha l l  have comprehended human 
praxi s  ful ly  in  its determination i .e . in its limits if we see it making 
i tself by wresting itself away from a certain factici ty : from the contingent 
(for us ,  today)  form of our neces sary contingency .  

Now the foregoing comments have , on the one hand , revealed to us 
features characterizing every praxis :  for example,  transcendence (although 
thi s  i s  not necessari ly  defined by the relationship of the organism to the 
inert) , synthetic unity , temporal ization , totalization , and fi nal ly as the 
law of Doing, Being and Knowing dialectical Reason.  But these 
comments have also made it possible ,  through the specific determination 
of these schemata on the bas i s  of factic ity,  to s ingularize our action as 
h i s torical agents , inasmuch as these agents are men of the present or a 
knowable past .  And i t  i s  precisely thi s overal l  determination that we can 
reproduce here , to conc lude this  brief study . To be sure ,  we shal l not 
therefore know in what - and by virtue of what  other practical  
multipl ic i ties  (real or formal ly  possible) differ from th is  one . B ut we 
shal l know why thi s  multip l ic i ty produces its actions as a singularization 
of every pos s ible praxi s .  

We already know that a practical organism, engaged in a fie ld of 
scarc ity in  the midst of a universe of exteriority if, furthermore ,  it  can 
reproduce neither outside itself nor within itself the synthes i s  of l ife on 
the bas is  of mineral substances  makes itself into exteriority in  order to 
condition the exterior and communicate to it ,  through pas s ive syntheses ,  
an inert fi nali ty : the inert concern to preserve l ife .  We know too that 
action, as a mediation between the organic and the inorganic , i s  entirely 
both at once;  that i t  i s  the inertia of the organism engendering the 
organization of the inert from the exterior; and that you can cut it at wi l l  
into inert segments (Taylorization ,  etc . ) ,  or grasp it in the transcendent 
unity of invention i . e .  on the bas is  of its ultimate aim ,  the preservation 
of l ife .  

But here precise ly  l ies  the fundamental character of human praxi s  and 
its s ingularity : in short, inasmuch as man makes History,  the fi rst determina
tion of our historicity . As  we have j ust  said ,  human praxi s  has a non
transcendable aim :  to preserve l ife . * In other words , prax i s  i s  original ly a 
rel ation of the organism with i tself, v ia the inorganic  mil ieu ;  when the 
aim is  achieved, th i s  relation i s  suppressed.  We shal l return in  a moment 
to objectification , so dear to Hegel and Marx . But we are obliged to 

* Nothing warran ts the asse rtion t hat th i �  end wou l d  remain non -transcendable,  even i f  
h u m an ity one day freed itself  from the yoke of scarcity .  On the other hand . i t  i s  c lear that i t  
i s  our own Hi story - the h i story of need - which w e  are de scribing . and that the other, i f  it 
doe s e x i st one day as a tran scendence of ' pre- h i story ' .  i s  as unknown to u s  a s  that of 
another spec ie s l i v i ng on another p l anet  
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acknowledge that the organism which reproduces i ts l i fe cannot be 
objectified anywhere except in  the inert ; at al l  events ,  i t  i s  certainly not 
object ified in i ts  own res toration or health . For if by an act ,  whatever thi s  
may be , i t  succeeds in reproducing i ts l ife i . e .  in feeding i tself, for 
example it returns to the funct ional , cyc l ical  uni ty from which need has 
wrested i t �  and th i s  unity , prec i sely because i t  i s  l iv ing , preserves no 
trace of the i nert syntheses that have made i t  pos s ible .  From thi s  v iew
point, act ion is  fundamental l y  the negation of a negation,  and nu l l ifies 
i tse lf in  i ts  outcome. To the organism in the course of ass imi lating 
organic  products , i t  remains a matter of indifference whether these lay 
directly w i thin i ts  reach ,  or whether i t  had to change itself in to an agent  
in  order to procure them . Yet it  wi l l  be said that ac tion modifies the 
organs .  That i s  true , but we shal l  be coming to i t .  Let us for the moment 
s imply note thi s  primary characteri st ic of the ac t :  i t  i s  relative ,  trans itory , 
and governed by l ife ; and i t  i s  abo l i shed in l i fe ,  which dissolves i t  in to 
i tse lf as i t  redi s solves and reas s imi lates i t s  inert-being .  At  all events , 
whatever we may be able to d i scover at present ,  th i s  evanescent character 
of action an inorganic i ty produced, sustained and d i s solved in i t  by the 
organism remains i ts  orig inal ,  fundamental determination : i t  can be 
disguised,  but not  suppressed .  

However,  th i s  same action i s  a transcendence of former c ircumstances  
towards an object ive only in  so  far as the transcendence i s  real and not 
ideal : mean ing that i t  has to be real i zed through a rigorous orientation of 
physico-chemical processes  and the determination of partial , inert unit ies 
(as particular means) w ithin the unity of the practical field . The passive 
syntheses thus reali zed are not necessari ly ,  or even frequently , d i s 
membered by sati sfaction of the organic  need. Very often , on the contrary , 
they remain prec i sely because they can be used again .  Now,  we have 
already commented that the pass ive unity of the material combination 
was right to i ts being -in- i tself the absolute hallmark of i t s  te leological 
charac ter. So  action , which the organ i sm reabsorbs ,  produces absolute 
real i t ies in  the field of the inorgan ic ,  and i t  i s  these inorgan ic real i ties 
which are i ts ohjectification . At the moment of success ,  the agent i s  
d i s solved by the organ i sm and s imul taneously preserved in  the form of a 
pas s ive  synthes i s  by the inorganic .  Or rather,  act ion inasmuch as  i t s  
inert outcome prolongs i t  becomes the mere relation of the Io mechanical 
s lave '  to the organ i sm .  I t  i s  th is heat, i nasmuch as i t  consti tutes the 
organism "s medium of l i fe .  Bu t  such a un ivocal and synthetic re lation 
(the organism ' s  functional development i n  a favourable mi l ieu)  no longer 
contains  any trace of an ac t ,  but on the contrary i s  the reversal of one : 
inert ia putting i tself in the service of l ife . 

In so far ,  however,  as these ' real izations ' are pos i ted for themsel  ves 
and through a bond of immanence entai l  modifications from afar of 
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other  objects and men within the practical fie ld ,  the action of each and 
every person i s  recondi t ioned by h i s  own products : inert ex igencies 
develop ,  and it i s  neces sary to readj ust ,  correct,  oversee , etc . This  time , 
moreover, these actions are immediate ly governed by the inert . Of 
course , they have meaning only in relat ion to the non-transcendable aim .  
Why sati sfy the pass ive ex igenc ies of matter� un less  by neglecting them 
you ri sked death in the shorter or longer run? Yet it i s  indubitable that an 
order of passive ex igencies  i s  constituted at the l evel of the practical 
field ,  via the determination of products by one another and of men by 
the ir  products .  This  is  the level at which we have seen the practico-inert 
appear; the leve l ,  too,  at which groups wi l l  form to break i ts  carapace . 
Al l  th i s interests us here on ly in so far as the action,  absorbed by i ts end , 
i s  nevertheless sustained,  pro longed, posited for i tself and developed by 
the very ex igenc ies of its products . These products include the agent 
h imself, whose inequality wi th the organ i sm becomes more and more 
pronounced.  Hi s occupational deformations qual ify h im through h i s  
work , and h i s  technical ski l l s  constitute a new hexis for him : practical 
and non-functional , although it can act upon h i s  functions (n ight work 
alters the hours and the qual i ty of sleep) . So  the agent has a twofold 
s tatus in the organism itself: he i s  d i s solved as acting ;  but he remains  as 
hexis , and has h imself supported as a pass ive synthes i s by the l iv ing 
synthes i s . Meanwhile ,  the progress ive complication of the reasoning 
machine , and of inert Reason , tends increasingl y  to e l iminate the organic 
as a support for the act, and thereby tends to qual ify the agent by h i s  
practical transcendence of inert gatherings more than by  his biological 
origin .  So  everything occurs , bas ical ly ,  as though a new exi s tent the 
agent were tending to detach himself, w ith wholly original structure s ,  
from the organism whence he has emerged .  The de facto effect of the 
divis ion of soc ial labour i s  that a given agent wi l l  be remunerated for an 
action which has no direct  l ink with the reproduction of l ife ( if, for 
example , he i s  a worker in a factory making candles and holy objects)  
and which ,  consequently ,  tends to present i ts  own end as non
transcendable :  i ts spec ific  objecti fication as its ac tual reality . In exploita
tive societies ,  moreover (to con sider only  these two examples) ,  i t  i s  the 
role of certain members of the rul ing c las s  to engage in activ ities  posited 
in themselves in the i r  absol ute gratui tousness  (arts , games ,  sports , the 
gratuitous acts of bourgeois  moral i s t s ,  etc . ) .  At  thi s  level ,  action c laims  
to be autonomous :  i t  receives i ts laws from its end and from the 
determinations of the practical fie ld . Act ing seems the specific  function 
of man ,  and practical ideal i sm radical ly  separates the action posi ting 
itself for i tself from the organism that supports i t .  

On the contrary ,  however, i t  i s necessary to point out the fol lowing .  
J .  The ac t ion pos i ting i t se l f  for i t s e l f  i s  reduced t o  produc i ng a 
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passive synthes is , for i t  i s  rigorous ly  defi ned by the absolute end i t  has 
g iven itself. 

2 .  The agent of the action i s  defined by thi s  pas s ive synthes i s  given as 
its objectification , and the latter becomes the s ignifier of which through 
a counter- shock h i s  occupational deformations (along with i l lnesses 
and accidents due to his  occupation) become the signified .  This  means 
that the pass ive  syn thesis  i s  the robot engendering posit ive Reason, and 
reflecting to the person the i norganic image of his  organism.  In the last 
resort, indeed ,  the action by posit ing itself for itself in exteriority as a 
relationship  of exteriority would lose its relation to its ends , s ince 
nothing in the world of exteriority (and ends not shared) can favour one 
material combination with respect to the others , or constitute some 
poss ible processes  as preferable to others . For there are no longer any 
standpoin ts from which i t  i s  possible to prefer this  to that. 

3 .  So the world of ends- in-themselves (as inanimate syntheses)  does 
not have enough being , and although i t  forms constantly (at h ierarchized, 
diverse leve ls  of social praxi s ,  moreover) i t  could exis t  only in relation 
to a twofo ld foundation :  perpetuation of the organism,  as an end tran
scendent to the action ; and the dialectic i tself, as a law of creative 
transcendence of all  means towards the end,  and as di s solv ing within i t  
al l inert syntheses .  

4 .  This  i s  what i s  shown clearly by the observations which led us  to 
discover the practico-inert .  For at this  level we see the action alienating 
i tself into its products , and the latter through the counter-finalit ies they 
develop as inert mediations between agents ,  and as an inert re-production 
of the agent who has produced them manifesting anti -human e xigenc ies : 
i . e .  presenting the inert as the end to which organisms must  sacrifice 
themselves .  In industrial societie s ,  the agent ex is ts for the machine;  and 
his  very labour ,  as labour-power, i s  sold on the market as a quantity of 
energy. 

Preci se ly ,  however, the practico-inert i s  pos sible and the ex igenc ies 
of the inert take on a meaning because , basically ,  the ensemble made 
up of the economic process  and the organi zation of labour relates to 
preservation o.f the organ ism . I do not mean by thi s  that the laws 
governing the ensemble in question cannot, in specific c i rcumstances,  
produce catastrophic ' cri ses ' ,  culminating in wastage of l ives ; nor that 
the rul ing c lasses are concerned with preserving the l ives as such of the 
manual workers ; but simply that nei ther the practico-inert , nor oppression,  
nor exploitation , nor th is given al ienation, would be possible if the huge . 
ponderous soc io-economic mach ine were not sustained, conditioned and 
set in moti on bJ' needs . Whatever theft may l ie  at the very foundation of 
the wage , it i s  in order to live (hence , in order to earn that wage and 
spend i t  on reproduc ing  his  own l i fe) that the worker se l l s  h i s  labour-
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power. And if machines give him orders , and are consti tuted for him as 
imperiou s ends , i t  i s  in a mi lieu of scarc ity where the reproduction of h i s  
l ife i s  at s take . Conversely ,  the most gratuitous labour that which 
seems to set its aim autonomously and can whol ly suffice the labourer, 
such as the labour of the arti st is fundamental ly (and whatever the 
pass ion of the painter or sculptor may be) just a means of existence . 
What the painter may feel  and think matters little here . Objective ly ,  i t  i s  
st i l l  the case that the arti st se l l s his  canvases to l ive ,  and that he makes 
them to se l l .  Let me be c learly understood . He can and must through art 
pursue certain cultural ends (we shall  return to thi s) which are not 
direc tly l inked to the sati sfaction of h i s  own needs .  As  we shal l see , 
however, qui te apart from the fact that the real aim of art i s  to recover 
the organic , and needs , and integrate these into the cu l tural field in new 
forms ,  1 1 0 in  a society conditioned by scarc ity i t  remains a labour which 
takes the sati sfaction of the arti st ' s  needs as a means to continue , 
precisely in  so far as those needs have chosen art as the means of 
satisfying them which appears immediate ly ,  in the signification of the 
painting or statue.  In the same way , in  the alienated world of exploitation ,  
we have seen when the sati sfaction of needs i s  assured practico-inert 
conditionings (e .g .  interest  or interests)  replac ing organic  ex igenc ies .  1 1  I 
Wel l  fed ,  wel l  c lothed, well  housed ,  the manufacturer pursues h is interest : 
in other words , he i s  alienated into h i s  property (the factory with its 
machines)  and obeys its ex igencies .  But apart from the fac t  that the wage 
he gives h i s  workers i s  destined to maintain their exi stence (as a means ,  
it i s  true , to continue the production of pas s ive syntheses) , i t  must be 
added that the very foundation of his  interest  remains  the owner ' s  own 
organic l ife , inasmuch as in the world of scarc ity and competition -
thi s  too gives its urgency to the ex igency of the machine .  The practico
inert , as a practical equivalence of the agent to h i s  machine , can be 
constituted only on the bas i s  of an action pursuing with increasingly 
compl icated means an ever identical and non-transcendable goal : the 
perpetuation of l ife .  And it i s  prec isely when the present forms of the 
practico-inert tend ,  by virtue of their contradictions ,  to make th is per
petuation imposs ible (or less  and and less  poss ible ) for the majority : i t  i s  
then,  and in the name of the need, that groups organize to smash these 
forms or modify them in part. The bourgeois  Revolution, at a certain 
l evel of hi stori cal s ignifications ,  can be real ized as the contradiction 

1 1 0 .  The manuscript ends wi thout th i s  reflect ion on art having been in i t I ated . It w i  1 1  be 
found in  L '  Idiot de la farnille , vol . 3 ,  an in terpretat ion of Art-as-a-neuro� i  'i i n  Flaubert and 
some of h i s  contemporaries ,  seen as an incarnat ion of the soc i al antinom ies of the i r  period . 

I I I  C, itique ,  vo l  1 ,  pp . 1 97 ff. 
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between the relat ions of production spec ific  to the ancien regime ( landed 
ari s tocracy ,  feudal ownership , l ocal particu lari sms,  etc . )  and develop
ment of the productive forces ( industrial techniques , mercanti l i s t uni 
versal i sm,  economic powers of the bourgeois ie ) . This contrad ict ion could 
not i tself have been productive  without the hunger of which it was both 
the source and the express ion .  Between June and October [ 1 7 89] , the 
bourgeois ie  won the first round because the people lacked bread. In other 
words ,  j us t  as according to Kant the dove thinks i t  would fly  more eas i ly 
w i thout the air which supports i t ,  so it i s  often thought that the ac t would 
be purer and i ts  end more rigorous wi thout its dependence ,  d i rect or 
i ndirect , [ upon] the organism and i t s  needs . B ut exactly the oppos i te i s  
the case.  There wou ld  be no acts wi thout needs (at  least  in  the present 
s tate of organisms and th ings)  not even any  dream of act ing .  The most 
abstract, autonomous end ult imately deri ves  i ts  content and i ts urgency 
from needs .  It would vanish along w ith them ,  and its autonomy would 
vani sh w i th i t .  

So every s tudy taking as i ts  object a theoret ical ly autonomous sector 
of human acti v i ty must obv ious ly  determine through experience the l aws 
governing that sector. B ut nothing wi l l  have been ach ieved i f  thi s  
activ i ty i s  not attached to the ensemble of organisms and needs in  
relation to which i t  has been produced, and if  the autonomous laws 
governing i t  are not explained simultaneously - in  thei r  autonomous 
inter-conditioning within  the practical un i ty and in depth as the un
folding of a prax i s  born of a need ,  defined by i t  and receiv ing its fi rst 
multiple determ inat ions from inert ex teriority .  A relat ive autonomy of 
pract ical sectors , and at the same time a determination of the whole 
action by the need which i t  transcends to satisfy ,  and preserves wi thin 
i tself as i t s  urgency and sole rea l i ty :  such i s  the foundation of h i s torical 
materi al i sm . I t  i s ,  of course ,  a matter of human act ion,  s ince nothing 
j ustifies the cla im that suppress ion of scarc ity would  have the effect of 
suppress ing a l l  prax i s ,  i n  favour of a return to mere organ ic  funct ions .  
B ut th i s  twofo ld  determination inasmuch as we have grasped i t  in i ts 
ori gin , in asmuch as we have seen it spring from circumstances them
se l ves ,  and inasmuch as we have been able to fol low the movement of its 
genes i s  - is  produced as the fundamental inte l l ig ibi l i ty of that materia l i sm .  
The scarc i ty l ived in interiori ty by the organ i s  the inorganic produc ing 
i tse lf  as a negati ve determination of the organi sm .  And thi s  lacuna -
inasmuch as the whole organ ism i s  modified by i t  is the need. But the 
need , in  turn . [ i n ] pos i t ing i ts suppress ion as an absolute end v ia the 
inorganic mi l ieu i s  the materia/it}' of the action , i ts rea l ity and i ts 

foundation, i ts substance,  and i t s  urgency .  Through the need.  the indi
v idual whoever he may be , and however gratui tous hi s ac t may be -
acts upon pain of de ath , d i rect ly or indirectly ,  for h imself or for others .  
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5 .  B ut the real structure of the act ion cannot be grasped by posi t ive 
(or combinatory) Reason . On the other hand,  however,  ne ither i ts  
objec tification alienated in i ts  product ,  nor i ts bond of dependence upon 
the organ ism (whether thi s  grounds i t  at the start or reabsorbs i t  at the 
fi nish) , wi l l  be what makes i t  pos s ible to determine the ac t ion wholl y  and 
in i ts spec ific  real i ty :  i . e .  to comprehend i t .  The ac tion,  as a mediation 
between the organic and the inorganic , can be nei ther one nor the other .  
Moreover, even if  i t  were produced as the un ity of these two statuses ,  
such a uni ty would itself be an entire ly  new status ,  which would reveal 
i tself only to dialectical invest igation . For what appears striking i s  the 
fac t that the action i s  tran s-i t ive ,  whereas the inert i s  permanence (changes 
and wear come to i t  from outside) and the organism repetition.  Unity 
springs ,  in fact , from the quartering of the cycl ical [movement] by  
changes of exteriority (phys ico-chemical transmutations ) .  The cyc le  is  
actually there , s ince the end as an ultimate term wil l  be identified with 
the original term (the function before the need) : in other words ,  s ince the 
organism must  be at both ex tremities of the process . Only thi s  projected 
re storation i s  precisely not cyclical, s ince i t  depends on a never prev ious ly 
encountered d i spos i tion of the field ' s  inert e lements ; and s ince,  
moreover, thi s  d isposi tion - inasmuch as i t  must  be produced by the 
agent impl ies  that the organism transforms itself in order to real ize i t ,  
and i s  transformed by i t s  real ization . In the most favourable hypothes i s ,  
the res tored organism i s  other in  an other mil ieu .  Only the relation of the 
former to the latter can remain identical . The irreversib i l i ty of processes 
of exteriori ty , inasmuch as i t  i s  produced and governed by a quartered 
and exploded cycl ical [movement] , i s  preci sely that . i n  i t s  tran
scendence of a g iven towards the deviated reproduction of the same , 
which i s  the prac tical unity (or, if you prefer ,  the ontological s tatus )  of 
the action . In th i s  elementary moment ,  moreover, we grasp that the 
action as a proce ss under way can never be a uni ty ,  only a unification : 
which means that every moment appears as a divers i ty that wi ll find i ts  
in tegration in  the prev ious divers i ty total integration hav ing to be the 
restoration of the organism . From thi s  s tandpoint i t  wi l l  eas i ly  be under
s tood that every stas i s  of praxi s ,  defin ing the agent  and h is  act by the 
objec t  they have produced , g ives  the dead uni ty of a pas s ive synthesis  
for the real movement of unification . In the course of the temporal
ization,  in fact ,  i t  can be a matter only of a certain material combination 
that w il l  be found at a higher degree of integration in  the fol lowing 
movement, and that derives its meaning ( as a pass ive  transcendence)  
only from i t s  relation to the subsequent moment. The al ienating halt -
the stasi s  of the ac tion can derive from the soc ial order. At a certain 
moment of technology and soci al hi s tory , wage labour i s  defined by tasks 
that are shared among the labourers , none of which in i tself con sti tutes  



392 B O O K  I I I  

the tota lization of the undertaking and most of which are reduced to 
e lementary procedures .  The man whom the regime determines in h is 
rea lity as an agent by the number of needles he fixes  hourly on to 
nautical instruments , and in h is organism by the means it gives h im  to 
sati sfy hi s needs ,  i s alienated and reified : he is  an inert synthes i s .  B ut, 
precisely ,  praxis  refuses in him and in  all the others to let itself be 
l imited to that.  The action struggles agains t  its own alienation through 
matter (and through men , it goes  wi thout say ing) ,  inasmuch as it pos its 
i tself dialectical ly  as the un ifying temporali zation transcending and 
pre serving within i t  al l forms of unity . So the dialectic appears as that 
which i s  tru ly irreduc ible in the action : between the inert synthes i s  and 
the functional integration , i t  as serts i ts ontological s tatus as a temporal
izing synthes is  which unifies  i tself by unifying,  and in  order to unify 
itself; and never lets i tself be defined by the result  whatever it may be 
- that i t  has jus t  obtained. 1 1 2  

[The main ( 1 95 8 )  manuscript breaks off at thi s  point] 

1 1 2 .  I have separated off the preceding fi fty-odd pages and made them into an 
i ndependent  S ection C ,  because they s udden l y  took on the aspect of  an autonomous ,  part ly  
recapituJatory, study of prax i s ,  whereas what was i n it i a l l y  i n volved was S Imply to indicate 
a l i m i t  to the ontology of tot al i zation , l i nked to one feature of pra x i � .  its inabil ity to create 
l i fe ( see pp. 3 5-6 above) .  Th i s  study could we l l  have been env i saged as a tran s i t ion to the 
projec ted sec ond major part of the work, i n  w h i ch the que stion o f  d iachronlc  total ization was 
to be posed ; for we may note the s tre s s  on the tem po ral deve lopment of the con�tituen t  
prax i s , whose bas ic  featu res  cond i t ion the ad vent of Hi story However,  the problem of 
synchron ic  total i zation i n  non -directorial soc iet ies - annou nced o n  pp. 1 2 1  and 1 8 3 as be in g  
p l anned to fol low that of Sov iet  soc iety - h ad not yet been broached 





The in terest of' the reflections contained in the follovving pages lies in the 
,(act that  they g ive the reader a glimpse of the route along 'vvhich the 
author l1'as intending to lead him to the book ' s end. Ne vertheless , I 
hesitated hefore publishing them .  Sartre tvas fond of sa.,ving that he 
thought as he wrote . What does that mean ? That he did not set dovvn on 
paper just ideas already formed or  in the process of germination . That 
instead it often happened that he 'vvould explore at  length the possibilities 
of an argument ,  and simply break off If a difficulty arose (l1'ithout 
seeking to correct his attempt) , only to recommence his dialogue w'ith 
himself from scratch on another sheet .  Thus ,  more perhaps than .(or 
other philosophers , the status of h is notes remains in doubt. 

A .E . -S .  
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Has the effect of transforming our own past ( ' 39 war transforming our 
past into an easy prey) :  i . e .  its signification .  In short ,  of distinguishing 
the lived, which was nevertheless  the absolute , from the real i ty which 
was l ived .  And of rejecting as an i l lus ion what was grasped as an 
absolute . Whether one submits  (as was the case with us  in  1 939) ;  or 
whether one acts and fail s  (at bottom, fai lure necessarily condemns a 
conspiracy ,  and does so al l the more , the fewer the chance e lements to 
which it i s  due ; it  makes the person who fai l s  into someone who has 
l ived h is  life as a myth ) ;  or whether one succeeds (the triumphant v ictor 
i s  other, and sees h i s  quest as other : secret fai lure of v ictory ) .  

So  the fact i s  that the h i storical event , whatever i t  may be , gives our 
past its transformation by v irtue of the fact that it  was not expected; or 
because even if expected it  was the expected unexpected.  Wel l ,  this 
past i s  the transcended ;  but it i s  also  the e ssence created beh ind us , 
which helps us  (a  trampoline of transcendence) .  We modify i t  ourselves 
in our l ives ,  but (apart from a cri s i s ,  an adventure or an acc ident) 
generally  do so continuously .  The h i storical fact :  Charles B ovary dis
covering the letters . 

So it i s  understood that the h i s torical event rends the past .  Well , the 
past i s  being (a soc ial determination ,  a priori : the worker) , essence 
(conditioning of oneself by the matter one has worked) ,  and a pledge 
(membership of a group ) .  

Wel l ,  being i s  transformed 1 1 4  (example : de-ski l l ing of the craft worker, 

1 1 3 .  In the m ain te x t  of this  second vol ume of the Critique,  the t i t les  and sub-tit les have 
al l  been inserted by the editor. In the frag ments whic h fol low , however,  Sartre has usual ly 
h i mself indicated the topic  on which he i s  reflecting : only w ords between square brackets 
repre sent editorial addi t ion� .  

1 1 4 .  In the margi n  of th i s  sentence . S artre noted:  ' H i story ::::: feedback The effect 
tran�form� i t�  c au�e.  ' 

3 9 7  
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technological  unemployment , etc . ,  e tc . ,  through the transformation of 
worked matter) . The essence i s  reversed : the matter worked by me 
assumes another meaning in the context .  The anarcho-syndical i s t  trade 
unions , di scovering the masses and the i r  impotence in 1 9 1 4 � grasped 
themselves as not having been ab le to adjus t ,  as  hav ing functioned 
ineffectual ly  when they had thought  they were function ing to fu l l  effect 
(bad faith :  the truth was that in  some way they had not been func tion ing 
a l l  that wel l ) . In a word , changes to the world exterior to me 
transform me in  my essence , which i s  an inner re lationship ( a  negation 
retaining w i thin i tself in order to transcend) . For example , i t  was the 
appearance of the masses s inging the Marseillaise that stupefied the 
trade-union leaders and changed them . B ut they had not made those 
masses , and the masses did not act d i rect ly upon them . As  for the pledge ,  

they were not released from i t ,  yet they were no longer obl iged to fu lfi l  
i t ,  s ince i t  was inlposs ible to fulfi l  i t .  A choice : you wi l l  do what you 
swore to al l the same ( impl ic i t  pledge by Chal l e  to the insurrect ioni sts in 
January 1 960 : 1 1 5  ' Go home, A lgeria wi l l  remain French ' ) :  you stick to i t ,  
in  order to assert yourse lf. You may die ( su ic ide ) :  that means you affi rm 
yourse l f  by death as not changing .  Su ic ide in  th i s  case - an aggress ive 
ac t against  H i s tory . You choose the absolute permanence of Being . 
Dupery : you have chosen non-being and being-an -object-.for future 
History . 

So the h i s torical event appears as the exterior transforming interiori ty 
from the interior ,  but without any necessary action of the exterior upon 
exteriority (prax i s -v i olence)  and without an immediate act of interior
i zation .  The event comes like a th ief: An u lt imatum : e i ther I must  be 

other (and there i s  a good chance I wi l l  not be able to manage i t ) , which 
means make myself an other ,  or I must k i l l  myselL otherwi se I shal l 
remain in bad faith throughout my l i fe . . .  The bad fai th :  Hi story i s  
absurd . An example : refusa l  to see decoloni zat ion ( and permanent 
revol ution) a pol i cy  of betrayal is attributed to de Gaul le .  A s trange 
s i tuation : one i s  disqualified and at the same time free and povreli'ul .  The 
Europeans of Algeria are disqualzfied, but they can revolt and ki l l . Can 
choose to die ki l l ing (which impl ies  that they have lost  and know i t :  
interiorization a s  a negat ion in the nanze ql' being of the practical 
change ) .  Bu t  you can al so refuse to see your di squal i fi cation as anything 

other than an acciden t  that you can change and so 5 tand fas t :  betrayaL 
etc .  You act w i th the fee l ing that you are re -establish inJ.? the sta tus quo 
( 1 3  May) . 

1 1 5 D u ri ng the "I o -c a l led . Da y �  of the B arri c ade � '  i n  A J g i er� - a re ac t i o n  on the part of 
the European pop u l a t i o n  to G e n e ra l  de G a u l le ' � A l ge r i an poJ  i c y  
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So the his torical event modifies  me according to the past ek-s tasis : i . e .  
in my being . 

B ut al so in the ek-s tas is  of the future : 
(a) The most important th ing : i t  can destroy me or change me brutal ly  

in my inertia and my pass iv i ty .  1 am impri soned. A war: 1 am ki l led .  My 
interes t :  I am ruined . 

(b) B u t  also i t  makes me , in the prax is of the social indi v idual , into an 
other .  I become a warrior ( 1 940) ,  my concerns  w i ll  be other : to  ki l l , not 
to be ki l led, etc . 

This  may solely affect the indiv idual in  h i s  indiv idual l ife :  the ruin of 
my parents (a social fact ,  but not necessarily  h istorical in the active 
sense)  c uts short my studies ,  ob liges me to earn my l iv ing .  

(c) B ut ,  above all ,  I am involved in a changed society and one that 
gives i tself other aims .  So I change . 

Case of the man of the Left ( an SFIO soc ial i st )  transformed by the 
general movement of His tory into a reactionary , albe i t  remaining what 
he i s .  Case of the Second International trade unioni st  ( a  craft worker) . 
Case of the craft worker and h i s  means of action : a l imited s trike , 
because he i s  needed; but - with spec ialized machines . a s trike w i thout 
power. While the masses find their own riposte , there i s  no longer any 
spec ific  remedy for the craft worker .  H i s  s trike becomes  a trap, which 
has tens de-skill ing and technological unemployment. So all that remain s  
i s  to become l ike a new man. Try to get by ,  invent prac tices in a 
tran sformed practical field.  

(d) B ut the free practical organism is himself affected . As  a rule  he has 
freedom to adapt,  on condition that he sys tematical ly and dialectical ly 
carries  out  the l iquidation being , essence,  pledge .  If he does not do so in 
t ime, he passes into another soc ial c ategory (example : reac tionary , or 
less left -wing) . In th is  posit ion, however, h i s  interes ts and needs  lead 
him to perform acts  and defend causes  which can no longer be such :  
reason leads him to use arguments which are obsolete . A real trans 
formation through transformation of the practical field. In other words : 
h i s  obligations obl ige h im to seek arguments or practical defences which 
are no longer there . He has become stupid. And yet he  may remain  
bril l iant ,  impress ive : people do not see his  object ive s tupidity (which i s  
interiorized he  does not see i t  e i ther) . 

This  radical transformation i s  real (dec l ine in purchasing power, 
mobilization , e tc . )  and material :  for i ts  source i s  al ways .  more or less  
direc tly , transformations of worked matter .  An example :  German indus
trial expans ion before 1 9 1 4 leads  to the imperial i st s truggle for markets .  
Hence,  war .  Problem posed anew after defeat lead s  to  World War 1 1 .  
With a second solution sti l l  capi tal i s t .  Ruin of social democracy .  

Inasmuch as thi s  transformation i s  materi al , i t  i s  incomprehensible at 
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first for individuals and ensemble s :  comprehension i s  prax i s .  But we are 
at the level of the prac tico- inert, and i t  i s  the practico- inert which 
transforms itself in the individual ( lesser evil ) ,  and transforms the social 
indiv idual and even the free practical organism.  But the practico- inert i s 
anti -dialectical and not comprehensible :  i t  i s  reversal of  prax i s ,  and 
counter-finality . So  the non-comprehens ible enters into the com
prehensible and the modification i s  an unintel l igible theft. 

At the same time , it i s  an apparition of the Other (for example : 
advancement of the Arabs)  as an other : i . e .  the Other I become for 
myself springs from the revealed exi stence of others . Of course , 
al ienation i s  dai ly (example :  a worker) . But the change of al ienation 
comes from others (a  mobil ized worker) . 

Lastly ,  I am myself respons ible and I fee l  it ( the settlers in bad faith) . 
In a certain way, I produce the exterior object  which comes upon me l ike 
a thief and I grasp myself as producing it (even on the Left :  the generals ' 
revolt l 1 6 was a reaction to an ac tion that had comprehended the v i rtual 
certainty of that revolt) . 1 1 7 

1 1 6 .  In A l g iers,  i n  Apri l 1 96 1  

1 1 7 .  Compare th i s  w ith what S artre says about the h i storical  event in L ' Idiot de la 
fam ille , vol . 3 ,  p . 4 3 4 .  The thre e  vol umes of that work are i nterest ing  to read as a 
c omplement to the Critiqu e of D ialectica l Reason . In them, Sartre went more deep l y  into 
n u merous themes dea l t  with here ,  es pec i a l l y  in vol ume 3 , where he interpreted the 
ohjecti ve s ide of Flaubert ' s  neurosis . i . e .  what it owed to the soc ial environment and 
h i s tori c a l  even t s .  



• 

There are several kinds in h i s tory . 
1 .  Time of the system : capital i sm.  
2 .  Time of secondary systems :  colon ial i sm.  

If  capital i sm can sustain the cost  of decolonization (even temporari ly -
in the long run i t  cannot) , the secondary system i s  overthrown ins ide 
capital i sm. 

3 .  Time of general and partial events :  Algerian War - seven years »'ere 
necessary .  

4 .  Very swift time of the Apri l mi l i tary insurrection (won or lost  in three 
days ) ,  time of particu lar men .  

40 1 



I S I G N I F I C A  T I O N  A N D  M E A N I N G  I N  H I S T O R  Y 
(a) First resolve thi s question . The s ignificat ion of a h istory i s  not i ts 
meaning . An arrested hi story ( that of Pompeii  or the Incas) has no 
meaning for u s .  I t  had one for those who l ived i t  in in teriority . It may 
have a signification : if we find the ensemble of factors th at helped to 
arrest  i t .  At the same time , the factors that developed i t .  An example : 
agrari an society , i ts cei l ing reached , demographic growth (or a catas
trophe , a famine) , system no l onger functioning ( ins ti tutions no longer 
allowing counter-measures :  stockpil ing,  etc . ) signification .  Meaning = 

what i s  l ived in  interiority . The meaning of an agrarian society may be 
i ts  everlasting nature . Let us be clear : an archetype ,  etc . (an ideology ) 
and a pract ice of preservation . In  other words , mean ing i s  a practice 
sett ing its goal v ia  an ideology . 

Neverthe les s ,  mean ing may be partial (never fal se) or total , depending 
on whether i t  i s  set on the bas i s  of a total or a parti al conception of man 
(for example ,  the meaning of conservative hi stories  negating Hi story -
i s  partial : in them, History i s  made by negating i tself and consequent l y  
escapes the practica l  and becomes part of process) . Moreover, as we shal l  
see,  the total meaning i s  grounded upon need and the human re lation . 
(Another example :  end of the ancient world .  No meaning . Or a Spengler
i an meaning .  Or a meaning of universal h i s tory . )  

(b) Progre s s cannot be a s ignification : i t  is lived i n  interiority , a 
practical organi zation of the total ization . It i s  an act.  For i t  includes the 
future ( in the form of bel ief-wi l l ) .  And , at the same time , a total iz ing 
knowledge : society is in progress and I continue i ts progress . 

Whether His tory has a meaning : a di alect ical problem . l I 8 To be 

1 1 8 .  In  orde r to fol l o w  the evolut ion of S artre ' s  th ought regarding the re l at i onship  
betw een d i alectic and H i story , and reg ard ing prog re s � ,  see the 1 947 Cah iers pour une 
morale,  e spec i a l l y  pp.54-7 1 .  
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considered ins ide History , as a conception of total ization . B asical l y ,  a 
totalization under way - a mean ing . But th i s  i s  not enough : the 
totalization must  be given as be ing th is particular total izat ion.  (Destiny .  
Permanence . Decadence and involution . Progress . )  At  the same time as 
be ing a practice , however, meaning overflows the agent :  there i s  a 
dialect ica l rigour that e scapes .  I make H istory , l ike everybody ,  but I am 
not i t :  if it has a meaning,  thi s  is  inasmuch as it  i s . 1 1 9  

I I  P R O G R E S S  I N  T H E  U S U A L  P R A C T I C A L  S E N S E  

De facto , whether progre s s  ex i st� in  His tory or not ,  the fact of g iv ing a 
name to the total meaning of Hi story is  an extrapolation of its  primary • meaning . 

So what i s  progres s  (non-relat i ve : an art i s t ' s  progress  i s  absolute , for 
example) but ins ide H i story? 

Thi s  bas ic notion i s  al so a knowable ,  comprehens ible and l ived reality : 
on the bas i s  of the practical free organism . 

In so far as the organism reproduces h i s  l i fe and on completing h i s  
effort finds himself the same,  i t  i s  poss ible at a pinch to speak of a 
progres s  on the bas is  of a deterioration . But th i s  is  in order to re 
establ i sh what i s .  The interest  of th i s  progress  (progress  of digest ion : 
people hardly speak of i t  in  those terms)  i s  that i t  shows the necess ity ,  in 
order to define progress , of an original term res tored in the future . The 
progres s  after deterioration of an organic en semble i s  a movement 
towards its ,re storation . But the l imit  imposed here by restoration of 
the identical ( in theory) causes progress  to be given as lim ited. I t  
i s  a passage from the identical to the identical . Hence ,  a means and 
not an end .  Extrapolation, if the end i s  infinite ly  di stant , makes the latter 
into a direc t ing idea ( in  the Kantian sense) and progres s  into an end in 
i tself. 

Characteri sti c s  of progress : 
1 .  A phenomenon of direction .  Goes from x to y.  Hence ,  observable :  • an organIsm.  
(a) Nutrition and ass imi lat ion . 
(b) Reproduction .  
Note , however:  a recurrent phenomenon.  Hence , one already observed on 

l1un1erous occasions .  Even for reproduct ion : recurrence and preservation 1 19 I n sert ion on the bac k ( norm a l l y  l e ft b l ank ) of the prece d i ng M S  page : 
· Does Hi story h a re a mea n i n g ?  B ut " hav ing" i �  ab�urd ,  I n  re a l i ty ' 

( a )  H i s tory , i f  i t  e x i �t � ,  i �  the pe rnlanent  po'-, � i b i l i ty  of a mean i n g  for h uman l i fe 
( b )  \1e a n i ng i �  the  perm a ne n t  po�� i b i l i t y .  for the m an of the pre5ent ,  t h at a H i �tory . , e X I s t s  
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of an order;  the directing e lements protect the spec ific features .  Orig inal l y :  
karyokines i s  reconstitu tion .  Whence the idea of immortal ity .  In case 
No . 1 (nutrition) ,  the aim i s  the preservation of order through an exterior 
change. The resul t ,  in  spite of everything,  i s  an in terior change: ( i )  food : 
may be inadequate , adequate , poor or too abundant � causes disass imi la
tion , and if it i s  too rich � karyokines i s ;  ( i i )  karyokinesis : maintenance 
of  order, immorta l i ty ,  but i denti ty becomes dua l .  Order i s  not preserved,  
but recommenced. I n  short ,  a complex fact :  identity i s  aimed at , as 
against change , but ach ieved by change and at once changed in i ts  very 
real ity . Changing to remain the same . At once , i t  remains the same and 
changes .  It i s  other and the same .  Chang ing to remain the same means 
remaining the same and changing . It i s  opting for change ( rather than for 
death ) . The wealth of the organ i sm comes from the fact  that i t  i s  a 
nihi l ation of identity , i . e . of inert-being.  I t  i s  inertia that i s  lacking , and 
wi shes to reconstitute i tse lf, and ins tead of heing becomes  the 
poss ible of an organism that i s  s im ul taneous ly  al l inert ia  and ,  at the same 
time , an absence of be ing :  i .e .  an absence of inert ia .  

But the orientated process i s  not of i tse lf  a progress ,  although i t  show s 
us  the di alectic of change and the identical , at the leve l  of the s ingle 
direc tion . 

Why?  Because there i s  no finality .  Even though , dialectical l y ,  we did 
see the end emerge at th is level . For there i s  no perseverance of the 
organism in i ts  being ,  s ince the organ i sm has no being , merely a tendency 
to acquire i ts being to be that be ing which it i s  not .  So we do not have 
the immanent end that people suppose ,  but already in part a 
transcendent end.  The organism in the c i rcu larity of i ts  functions ,  for 
example, i s  perpetual ly itse lf  ( i t  i s  i tse lf: breath ing ,  even when it  breathes 
out or breathes in)  at whatever moment i t  i s  v iewed. Yet practical ly  i t  
never stops changing. Th is means that the end is not in i t ,  but haunts i t . 

2 .  But the term must rea l ly  be posed as an end. I t  i s  not necessary to 
adopt th i s  end, i t  i s  enough to recognize i t ,  i . e .  comprehend i t .  Analytic 
Reason cannot comprehend progres s : it i s  an object of comprehension -
which , of course , fi rs t  means that on l y  a praxis can recognize progre s s .  
In other words ,  progress  i s  a practica l structure in  i ts  d ial ect ica l  
completion . The progress  of cu l ture .  But you can also worry about the 
progres s  of i l l i teracy . An end i s  ascribed to a serial consequence of some 
given pol icy .  Actual ly ,  that i s  not so wrong :  a counter-final ity and 
sometimes (no el ite ) a fina l i ty .  Enemy force s  are progres sing (at the cost 
of heavy losses)  inside the country , towards the capi tal . In th i s  case , an 
orientated process in space- time i s  invol ved (advancing at such and such 
a speed) , but one where space i s  g iven as the dom inant . (Time is cruc ial ,  
and can lose or win everything for that process .  But the aim is to occupy 
space , as quickly as pos s ib l e .  In the case of d ige st i v e proc e s s e s ,  t ime i s  

, 
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cruc ial restoration as fas t  as  poss ible space i s  the means . )  Ass imi lation 
to an end: the i l lness  i s  progress ing  (counter-final ity : the i l lness  holds i ts  
total i tary un ity from the retotaliz ing movement of the organism) .  

In �hort ,  at the point we have reached : _. progress  impl ies  a pract ical comprehens ion ; 
- progres s  comprehens ive s tudy of a prax i s  in  development ; 
- progress imp l ies a transcendent  goal first set; 
- progres s  - const i tuent dialectic ;  
- progress  contradiction between change and permanence. In fact ,  i n  

th is  contradiction a term always escapes man as an agent. Both the 
permanence of relat ions must  adapt to the change (but i s  al ways 
affected) and the change has to break permanent s tructures . Hence ,  at the 
very source (cons ti tuent dialectic )  of the notion,  there is  in the very 
notion of progres s  the idea of something e scaping action being 
exteriority wi th respect to ac tion and yet a result  of i t .  We can count 
upon man to accompl i sh his  aim ,  but something outside of h im and us  
must  (if you l ike) be a favourable counter-finality.  

From th i s  viewpoint ,  the tendency to i solate progres s  from the goal i s  
very s ignificant :  you make progres s ;  there i s  progres s .  In the chi ld ' s  
upbringing ,  i t  i s  ultimately (g iven these  aims)  the current praxis which 
serves as a means ( apprenticesh ip : you do the work in  order to do other 
work) . Progres s  i s  grasped not solely in  some success (a  problem 
re solved) but in i ts  speed, deci s ivenes s ,  elegance , etc . The assumption i s  
thus : making teaches you to make . The tool i s  forged as it forges .  B ut 
th is  s ignifies a certain inertia at the basi s  of activ ity (motor habits ,  
mental schemata, etc . ) ;  and thi s  inertia itself ( inasmuch as it will be 
someth ing to be transcended: both in order, v i a  i t ,  to manage the next 
exerci se ,  and in  order to transcend yourself v ia  the exerc i se towards a 
new complex of schemata and set -ups)  becomes a moment of progres s .  
S imi larly ,  progres s  w i l l  manifes t  itself ins ide the pract ical fie ld through 
every moment of the reorganization. A tool i s  made at every moment of 
the operation ; a certain s tate ( recorded labour) of the inert ,  bringing the 
tool closer to its end,  represents a moment of progres s .  

3 .  Progress  i s  originally the fact of direction ,  the orientated process  
called labour, grasped in  its development . But this  impl ies , at the very 
leve l  of the free practical organi sm, that progres s  i s  dialectical: i .e .  that 
the only technique of progres s  i s  contradiction .  

(a )  Direct meaning of praxis : 
practi cal field,  
contradictions through determination , etc . 
(h) Temporal l y :  
if  there i s  progre s s ,  there i s  an irreduc ibi l i ty of change , i . e .  of one 

moment to the preced i n g  moment : not an i rrevers ibi l i ty (for you can 
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undo what you have done)  but an inab i  l ity to as sert the identity of M 1 
with M .  No causal i ty . A dialectic . And non-retrogradabi l i ty :  you can 
return to 0, but you are no longer the same.  In every sense .  Hence , 
ontological  non-retrogradab i l i  ty and irreducibi l i ty , in the sense of knolA.'I

edge and reality .  1 20 

So progres s  cannot except in  very particul ar instances ,  and above a l l  
as  a momentary determination present i tself as continuous growth . The 
fact  of moving from one point to another (a  s imple growth-curve)  cannot 
characterize a progress ive proces s :  that would be to forget counter
final ity . Practical fie ld .  Worked matter. Counter-finali ty (expenses ; or 
e lse ,  by ac ting upon a given e lement, you make some other e lement more 
frag i le ,  etc . ) . Reduction of counter-final i ty . Return to the task ,  but 
obligation to compensate . In short , constant contro l ,  constant correction . 

Even if you know in adv ance the moments of l abour, the counter
fi nal i t ies that wi l l  develop,  and the means  to reduce them, it w i l l  never
theless  be neces sary to carry out the operation anew ,  d ia lectical ly .  Even 
if  the circumstances are s ti l l  the same . (B ut that i s  an abstract :  in fact ,  
they are al way s  new in some way . )  B ut how to know that a new (and 
perhaps s tronger) contradiction wi l l  bring you c loser to your goal?  You 
know it i f  the operation has already been carried out.  Or if you can see 
ahead. 

Regarding dialectical predictability :  i t  i s  not,  l ike analyt ic predict
abi l i ty , the projection into the future of the present invariant system . 
The l atter i s  necessary (with i ts  mathematical apparatus ) ,  but true 
prediction retain s  i t  w ithin  i t se lf: it i s  a reasoned invention of the future . 
On the bas i s  of relatively fi xed structure s ,  and of invariant and combined 
elements . B ut ,  above al l ,  on the bas i s  of an ' idle ' practica l movement,  
by an abstract  operation producing an abstract future . 

In other words ,  the d ialectical future i s  alone capable of justifying 
predic tion : in order to be other and the same , I cast  myse lf  towards a 
future that already reveal s i tse l f  as the same and other. The i rreducibi l i ty 
of the new would make predict ion imposs i  ble ,  if my re l ation to the 
coming new were not already an irreduc ibi l i ty . In short , if  the practical 
organ i sm were not i ts own future . Or, if  you l ike , if the dialectical 

1 20 .  See . in  vo l  I ,  a cr i t ique of the Cartes ian not ion of t ime as a h omogeneous 

contin uum - such as is �t i l l  accepted ,  accord i ng to the author,  by contemporary Marx l �m -
and of the concept ion of progress  wh ich such a notion de termines ' D ialect ic  as a 
movement of real i t y  co l l ap se s  i f  t ime i s  not d i alect ical . .  Marx i s m  caught a g l i m pse of t rue 
tempora l i t y  when i t  c r i,t ic i zed and de stroye d  the bourgeo i s  not ion of " prog re�s" - wh ich 
nece s sa ri l y  i m pl ies a homogeneou� mi l ieu  and co-ord inate s which would a l low us  to s i tuate 
the poin t of departure and the point of arrival . B ut - wi thout  ever hav ing said so - Marx i sm 
has renounced the se studies and preferred to make use of " progre s � " aga in  for i ts  own 
benefi t . ' ( Th e  P, oh/em o{ Meth od. pp 9 1 -2 . )  
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movement were not ori ginal ly the l ived re l ationship of the irreduc ible �  
predicted future ( i . e .  made present to me, wi thout leaving the future and 
abstract ion) , inasmuch as  i t  creates the present through determinat ion of 
the past .  X i s  going to leave Y .  He f()resees h i s  regret .  B ut to foresee , here ,  
i s  not to know : it i s  already to experience ,  as an emotional abstrac t ,  the 
irreducible novelty of h i s  sol i tude . I have taken a negative example as 
be ing simpler, but pos itive ones abound .  In other words : in in teriority ,  
quanti ty i s  transformed into qual i ty . S imply because it  i s  interiorized .  The 
increased quanti ty i s  thus predictable by analytic Reason , on the bas i s  of 
precise data . But through it (because dialectical Reason maintains  uni ty)  
the qual itative  transformation must itself be foreseen : i . e .  experienced. 

The time of Hi s tory i s  a dialectic . But i t  i s  a constituted dialectic . 
To foresee the present - to comprehend the present as it wi l l  appear in 

the future . To effect the rec l as si ficati on of forces that wil l be implemented 
in i tself (by p lacing oneself ins ide ) . 1 2 1  

4 .  Internal contradic tion of progres s .  
Progre s s  i s  necessari ly  a totalization . For it i s  pursu i t  of the re storation 

or es tabli shment of a totality (the organism res tores i tself, in order to 
remain whole ) .  A s tudent advances towards interiorization of a knowl
edge that is  a total i ty . 

Let us  take th i s  example .  We know : 
(a) that he wi l l  never succeed ,  should that total i ty exis t ;  
( b)  that thi s  total ity does not exis t  outs ide the permanent totali zation 
of totalizations ;  
(c)  that during h i s  study, achieved science (as sumed to be total) i s  
transcended by developing sc ience (which i s  not taught) ; 
(d) that the student wants the sc ience only in order to transcend it (for 
example ,  as a scienti s t ,  he wants to go further) and not merely in order 
to apply i t .  
For th i s  very reason , however, every new degree of progress  represents 

the totalization of acquired knowledge by that which has j u st been 
acquired .  The new knowledge inc ludes within  it all the old forms of 
knowledge that i l l uminate the new .  The new knowledge i s  a totalization 
of al l  the old forms set in motion by the resolu tion of the new problem, 
which assumes something more in  addit ion .  Conversely ,  the novelty 
i l luminates the old forms of knowledge : the fundamental i s  in the future , 
because it  i s  the total . The original foundations are abstract .  In  real ity,  
there i s  always a circularity :  the new turns  back upon the old,  
which conditions i t .  ' Feedback . '  B ut c irc ularity totalization;  prax is  = 

totalizat ion.  The enemy Army ' s  progress  towards the capital impl ies 

1 2 1 . T h i s  paragraph i s  on the bac k  of  the pre c e d I n g  MS page . 
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organization of the conquered provinces .  The fall of the cap ital i s  aimed at 
as a negative totalization (disappearance of the means of defence) ;  and 
al so positively as a total occupation , or (Pari s 1 940) the equivalent of a 
total occupation (with the industrial and developed zone in Army hands) .  

This totalization i s  at once a totaliz ing reorganization of the practical 
field, and a total ization of the time of the practical operation . The 
operation as such has alway s become:  i . e .  the present prax i s ,  as a 
temporal development, envelops the past praxi s  within i t . But immedi 
ately  in human progre ss ,  i . e .  progres s  towards an end the end 
achieved (Madame Bovary wri tten) i s  in no way the real ization pure and 
s imple of the pro-jected end. It i s  i t s  totalization with all the totalizations 
of totalizations which have been i ts  moments . In such a way that 

the contradiction of progress  
i s  that 
prediction i s  necessary : the end i s  pro-jected in  order to be achieved ,  

and, in a certain manner, something i s  known, something i s  pro-jected;  
from another angle ,  however, the prediction the original pro-ject or end 
- i s  itself retotali zed by the end achieved and thus can in  no way predict 
its concrete retotalization . It  predicts that it wi l l  be retotalized, but not 
how . 

So in progress we go towards what we want (goal) and what we could 
neither want nor predict (totalizing end) . 

Furthermore , labour transforms u s  and we  arrive  other at the pursued 
end. 

But how to judge, in such conditions , whether there i s  progress ,  s ince 
we know schematically in the abstract but do not know in i ts  total 
concrete reality the end which turns back upon the project,  in order to 
absorb it  and i l luminate i t  otherwise? In order to give ourselves 
become other another i l lumination of ourselves having an abstract 
project at the outset? 

Here we find all the difference that separates the process  of direction 
(going from the organism to the organ i sm where all thi s  exi sts , but 
enveloped) from progress (as a pas sage by human praxi s  from i ts 
abstract goal to its reali zation) .  Progress  does not restore, it institutes . 

So we arrive  at the following first conclus ion.  
Progress  is never a restoration .  If it ex i st s ,  i t  i s  as orientated change.  

And thi s  real change (constant i rreducibil ity,  i rreversibil ity ) takes  place 
towards a term that the free practical organi sm can know only in part. 
Thi s  term , at the same time as it real izes the original prediction
intention , envelops and transcends i t  by totalizing i t  with all the 
subsequent moments that are i rreducible to it ( temporal ity )  and wi th al l 
its results ( inscribed in matter) and by incarnating it  (contact w ith the 
world ,  unfore�een results ) .  It i s  already not entire ly [a  restoration ] for the 

• 
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organism itself. For the restored term, despite everything, implies a 
change (as we have seen ) ,  and besides ,  there i s  a practical action in the 
fact  (for example ) of eating . You transform the field :  e .g .  you cancel the 
surrounding food, and compel yourself as a pure organism to 
abandon the place or die (animal migrations ) .  

In thi s case , however, how do you determine whether you are going 
towards real ization , or towards (for example) death or a les ser be ing? 
Who says that what you want no longer existing , other than as a partial 
structure ,  in what you wi l l  have done wil l  not be a change such that :  
(a) in the s implest case ,  it  contradicts the schematic beginning; (b) in the 
more complex case , i t  creates a practical indiv idual radica l ly  different 
from the one existing at the beginning? In other words ,  what e lement of 
compari son wi l l  ensure that you decide you are getting c loser to a goal , 
such as it was original ly given? 

If there i s  repetition ,  progres s  may be noted : I foresee the past. 
Hunting or gathering : repetition of the act . Known consequences .  If there 
i s  innovation (the hunter moves territory) :  imposs ible to be entirely sure 
of the result .  Change of hunting grounds ,  change of weapons : unforeseen 
consequences to be lotalized (I  am not even th inking about incarnation -
action of the world but about e lements of the c irc ui t :  appearance of 
some different mode or other) . Introduction of the s l ave (for a 
family)  progre ss ,  but transforms its internal structure . Appearance of 
trade and trading posts for the Eskimos progress  and also de struction .  
The Danish economy i s  introduced into the circui t .  The reproduction of 
l ife (a direct rel ationship between you , your labour in  the environment, 
and your self) gives way to the indirect relationship: I produce for the 
other (div is ion of labour) , who in exchange conditions me (rudi 
mentary colonization) .  I change my hunting (walrus ,  seal , bear � fox, 
formerly despi sed because its meat is  poor) . I enter the c ircu it of profit; 
i . e .  these pelts are sold not for the needs of others , which would st i l l  
have been direct ,  but for the profit of some people in a developed society 
where the sati sfaction of needs i s  always indirect, as a (hidden)  economic 
motor, and where accumulation allows luxury ( i . e .  symbolic , rather than 
productive or reproductive) expenditure .  Who shall  say if  thi s  i s  progress?  
And from what point of v iew? However, i t  might be said that if need is 
satisfied more easily ,  and if th is is the aim , s tudying the s tandard of 
l iv ing al l ows one to pronounce . Cf. Eskimos : standard of l iv ing higher 
than an unskil led worker ' s? But are s uch compari sons real ly possib le?  
Do they have any meaning? Furthermore � i s  thi s  change that wi l l  l iquidate 
the superstructures ( Christian ity , money)  an advance in this domain 
(pauperization) ?  Lastly ,  does the change of diet (albeit  l imi ted) not 
destroy the organism? 

The example must be taken up ind iv idual ly .  On the bas i s  of trading 
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posts be ing set up, let  us  imagine a fami ly  head tempted to exploit their 
advantages :  the idea of improvement.  

In thi s sense , for the person who has hi storical awareness  at the outset, 
progress  becomes no longer maintenance by the act but a posi tive 
transformation of the practical field by me, of me by my total i zing effort, 
and of me by the pract ical  field ,  leading to transformation of myself and 
the fie ld in  such a way that , be tween this new be ing and thi s new field, 
the relations wi l l  be better than between me and my field .  

But th i s  presupposes a hazard an element cont inually eluding me -
given that , even thus ,  posi t ive (purely positive) improvement i s  a gamble .  
Also,  a calculation of the new counter-finaliti e s .  

No matter. What may it be , th is  re lationship with someth ing other than 
me and my field,  which i s  none the le ss  me and my field? 

Two aspects : 
1 .  the most common : changing to stay the same. Here again, two aspects : 
(a) the field ' s  resources increase , but also its counter-fi nal i ties or its 

resources change. I preserve the relationship :  changing to stay the same . 
The image of change may be supplied to me by others , without my 
appreciating the consequences ( 1 8 30 :  purchase of machines ) .  

Enlargement s i tuat ion 1 Narrowing 

of the field t s i tuation 11  of the field 

(b) The field ' s  resources dimin ish .  [Conditions J tougher. So I invent a 
too l ;  or I tnake (marginal )  sacrifices to remain alive or what I was . I t  
may move towards regression : I change by dimin ishing , i n  order to keep 
the minimum of what I cal l  me (perhaps the simple l ife) . 

2 .  Changing to improve yourself: in power, in  effi cacy ,  or in interiorized 
qual i tie s (knowledge , etc . ) .  

(a)  Negative :  
Thi s i s  sti l l  s imple .  The si tuation is unacceptable. An unacceptable 

practical field ,  because for example food i s  inadequate ( I  emigrate , I 
ru in my ne ighbour, I invent a tool ) .  Comprehensible ,  because I move 
from the non-human to the human . An out-of-work I tal ian from the 
South, I leave I taly or go up to the North , because I am other than an 
enforced id ler ;  because as a man I consider myself a ltvorker. Because 
I want to real i ze my poss ible , which is to work and reproduce my l ife . So 
I go to Mi lan. But in  M ilan I am proletarianized ( if  I used to be a 
peasant) and northernized. Rocco and his Brothers : 1 22 uprooting . An 

1 2 2 Fi l In by V i �cont i  ( 1 960 ) .  
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unpredictable transformation. The person who ends up there will make 
me into an other,  at the same time as real i z ing the poss ible that I am. 

(b) Positive : 
Thi s  i s  the hardest to grasp . Basical l y :  I take adv antage of favourable 

c ircumstances to increase my potency ,  my efficacy ,  my as sets , beyond 
what ( see I .  (a) above) would be necessary in a mi l ieu in growth to 
maintain me such as I am (changing to be the same) .  Changing to 
become other. 

Reasons :  
1 .  I t  i s  perhaps c ircumstances themse lves which obl ige me to do i t .  

The nelV incarnation in  the practical fie ld  does not al low me to remain 
the same any longer. It i s  necessary to d i sappear, or e l se to become much 
more effect ive much more powerful in the new society than you were 
in the previous one . The process  embarked upon impl ies  abandoning,  one 
by one ,  al l  the set-ups and al i the struc tures  that made me what I was ; 
and furthermore acceding , in the soc iety itself, to a nett} leve l  of power, 
wealth, etc .  I buy a machine, but competition operates in such a way that 
this i s  not enough . I f  I buy several , I beat my competitors but find myself 
at the head of a large enterpri se . To protect my interests I become quite 
other, wi th other interests  and an other fragi l i ty .  

2 .  The main [reason] :  
Contradiction in us  between repeti tion and change . Our person i s  

sanctioned at the outset by recurring feasts repetition . For example :  I 
am my birthday , or my name day . I am French and 1 4  Ju ly . I t  i s  
sanct ioned at the same time by rites of passage, which integrate develop
ment as being my essence. Initiation . Marriage,  etc . In firms ,  promotion . 
The source is  the biological movement of the organism; and integration 
into a soc iety for which my education i s  a cost, and which consequently 
wants the expendi ture to have a return and pushes for more and more 
i ntegration. I must  move from one (maintained) state to the other (as a 
producer, or at any rate a worker l i beral i f  not manual) .  Even thi s  is  a 
repetition :  the common ensemble ,  today as yesterday , needs manual 
workers with the same techn ical  abi l i ty (assuming that , over a short 
cyc le ,  techniques do not change or bare ly  so) . And the child already 
knows he i s  going to repeat (his  father, or the people of h i s  father ' s  
generation) . At the same time ,  however, he has to change h imself in 
order to repeat (apprenticeship ,  etc . )  and the change brings him into a 
certain ambiguous posi tion . It makes h im become what he i s :  i .e .  gives 
him the (past) essence of his predecessors as a future . At the same t ime 
(d iachron ic  element) it  pos its in the form of an essence (a  transcended 
past) a less  determ i ned future , whose origin comes from the (interiorized) 
contradict ions between the teachi ng of sc ience and technical innovations .  
So  he \v i l l  be beyond hi s past e s sence : he  wil l  transcend i t  towards 
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himself (actual ization) .  This  h imself i s  an essence,  but constituted contra
dic tori ly  by a past being ( that of fathers) and a poss ible . The possible i s  
beyond the transcended being;  but although rigorously given as a tran
scendence towards , i t  does not have the prec i sion of being . I t  envelops that 
precision , transcends it and keeps i t ,  and moves towards a state of greater 
prec i sion : well  defined inasmuch as it will be greater precision , but in 
reality indeterminate (precis ion of instruments :  but which ones? , etc . ) .  

In short , in so far as the child changes to be the same (as h i s  father) he 
wi l l  affirm his  possibil ity of being other, inasmuch as he i s  beyond his  
father to the extent that the emergent techniques are beyond the old ones .  

It goes without saying that thi s  inc ipient movement can be carried out 
only in certain classes and at certain moments .  The young worker,  before 
being a revolutionary and in a period of technical stagnation , sees before 
him h i s  father ' s  destiny recommenced.  That can happen in the bourgeois 
c lass (see Nizan) .  In short, h is  destiny i s  h i s  father ' s  past (combination 
of the two ek-stases :  future and past) . This may bring about a rupture , 
through a rejection of Destiny . But then ,  a rejection of oneself: oneself 
that was the possible beyond being ; by breaking one ' s  being,  however, 
one finds oneself on the naked path of one ' s  own relation w ith the 
indetermination of a possible .  What to become? 

So we have : 
1 .  continuously appearing progress  (transcendence without contra

diction) . In real ity , contradiction i s  i nstantly given in the negation of the 
already given being . In a word, the self of a chi ld i s  the negation through 
transcendence of the roles that constitute the essence he i s  given (his 
father' s  being) ;  

2. catastrophic progress : the negation of Destiny drives  you to break 
the essence rather than transcend i t  (you do both : you break, but you 
preserve) .  Nizan retaining to the end a relationship with h is  father that 
ultimately manifested itself in  his  break wi th the Party ( 1 939) :  redi scovers 
his alienation . However, the broken essence ceases to be an element of 
direction ; between the past alienation and the new ali enation , there i s  a 
transcendence w ithout any clear determination . 

In other words ,  continuity i s  never real ly  continuous di scontinuity 
presupposes continuous transcendence or, if you l ike , presupposes refer
ences  of continui ty . 1 23 

But  above all ,  from the outset ,  there i s  an ontological interiori zation of 
the organic development ,  through negation and preservation in tran-

1 2 3 .  In L '  Idiot de la famille , vol  3 ,  pp.4 34-43 , S artre carrie s on h i s  meditation on the 
i nterplay of the continuous and t he di scontinuous i n  h is tory - no l onger s i mp l y  at the level  
of the c h i ld and the prev iou s generatio n ,  but now con s ide ri ng the succe�S10n of ge neral i on� . 
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scendence : of itself, the organ i sm i s  a sys tem in progres sive ,  then 
regress ive ,  development. The regress ion i s  grasped only dimly at the 
outset:  the child fears death but not old age . Even the adult finds i t  hard 
to imagine . Trotsky : old age i s  the most unpredictable event that can 
happen to man . He meant that forces i n  mid development cannot transcend 
themselves  towards the prediction of their regress ion ( i t  i s  on the basis  of 
an incipient regress ion that i t  becomes possible for downcast spirits to 
foresee their decrepitude) . So  the ch i ld conceives change towards the 
plenitude of h i s  being (when I ' m  grown up, etc . ) .  At that moment he i s  
going (see Being and Nothingness l 24) towards h i s  being (already alien
ated :  ' What wi l l  you be when you grow up? '  ' I 'm going to be an 
admiral , a boxer, a pi lot ' ,  etc . ) , or perhaps : ' I want  to be Chateaubriand 
and nothing e lse . ' Role of identification with the father, or of models . At 
thi s  leve l ,  being ( in  itself and for i tself) becomes the regulating idea of 
change.  It  orientates transcendence . It  alienates .  At the same time : 
v iolent negativ i ty (contrad ict ions ,  etc . ) .  Imposs ibility for Flaubert to 
identify with h i s  father as h i s  e lder brother does .  These two aspects are 
l inked : profound negativ ity of soci al ized factic i ty .  Socialized facticity :  
not only  am I not the foundation of my own ex is tence , I am not even that 
of i ts  soc ial predeterminations .  Example :  for young Algerians s ince the 
Constantine massacre , 1 25 impossibility of demanding integration (not j ust 
out of resentment, but through disintegration of the concept) ; instead, 
they were (and other generations st i l l  more so)  conditioned to demand 
independence and the nation by their  fathers ' defeat. However, at the 
same time they have been formed by previous c ircumstances and 
ass imi lation . Hence, catastrophic progress  induced by consequences . 
What i s  left? Ambivalence towards France.  With every Frenchman who 
sees them as brothers , they have a feel ing of brotherhood. And at the 
same time socialized facticity future . Their future : a future of change 
and repeti tion .  And within , novel transformations of the s i tuation 
(technology ,  Constantine massacre , etc . ) .  

I t  i s  the ensemble of thi s  catastrophic s ide (a  negation of soc ial ized 
facticity) and of thi s  repetitive but actuall y  changing s ide (a  realization 
of social ized factic i ty by apprenticeship,  and d isparity between the s i tua
tion foreseen by the fathers and that l ived by their chi ldren )  which 
constitutes progress ,  as a march towards everyone ' s  being (at once 
determined and indeterminate) . 

Synthetic organi zation  of the whole :  

1 24 .  Being and No th ingness, pp. 1 24 ff. and 566 ff. 
1 2 5 .  The reference i s  to the h arsh repress ion of the riots which oc c u rred in the 

Constanti nois  i n  May 1 945 . 
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(a) B iological change gives (maturation) identity as a reason for 
change (a rule) . I t  i s  the s tructure itself of progress .  Nature . 

( b) Upon this fundamental structure ,  every culture i s  buil t .  Apprentice 
ship ,  exercise ,  rite of passage. Along with the myth that man is  the adult 
(an equ i librium until the beginning of old age) . 1 26 Hence, social l ife and 
technical l ife upon the biological temporal structure . B ut enti rely social 
ized (hence,  transformed) . Result :  progres s  movement towards oneself, 
but a self in perpetual retreat. An attempt, in reality , at reali zing socialized 
facticity .  Roles ,  attitudes ,  set-ups ,  knowledge . Aim : I ' m  going to be a 
doctor, etc . Essence of the past adult to be real ized in the future . 

(c) Within the a priori gi  v ens (essence of the adult ,  set -ups ,  etc . + 
a priori  determinations of the chi ld by family and social s truc tures) , the 
true negation .  Negation of the given as self-assertion . Hence ,  identifica
tion w ith the father ,  and rejection of the identification;  apprenticeship , 
and e scape from apprenticeship towards the assertion of a self who i s  
other. 

(d) Technical i neq uali ties  (differences between the transcended world 
taught to him and the present and evolv ing world) , grasped as means to 
transcend social ized facticity towards h i s  own being (accepts social ized 
facticity : I ' m  going to be a doctor, but thi s  doctor i s  going to be better) . 

The ensemble through actions and reactions , all comprehensible --
thus consti tuting the s ingular progre s s  of everyone towards h imse lf. 

Of course , thi s  must  be in a c lass and at a hi storical moment in which 
the advances  of technology and science are directl y util izable .  Whence a 
circularity :  the origin of social progress must  be sought in indiv iduals in 
progress . And, conversely , the very idea of personal progress  its 
original impetus must be sustained by soc ial progress  (a  society of 
repetition without technological progress  suppress ion of progress . 
Progres s  passage from potential ity to the act. Nothing more) . 

So  the fact that some people can be defined as progress towards 
themselves depends upon soc ial progress , and refers us  to i t .  Conversely , 
however, social progres s  must be to indiv idual progress as the organiza
tion (with i ts  d ialectical reason and its practico- inert) i s  to the practical • organIsm. 

Example of progress :  Verdi . 
(a) Free progress  in the sense of development of the sy stem up to 

about 1 870.  
(b) From Don Carlos onwards : - �. 
1 26 See L '  Idior de la fam ille , v o l .  3 ,  p . 1 2 . 
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He i s ,  for himself, as simi lable to the Nation (Risorgimento .  Viva Verdi 
= Long l ive King Victor Emmanuel ) .  

And s ince polit ics is  l inked to music Ca basic element) : musical 
national i sm .  Theatre and bel can to .  

His ideological interest :  to be the national representative of I taly ,  seen 
as hel canto and theatre . Minimal role of the orchestra. His  interest  
(himself as an inert reality in danger: h is  lEuvre) i s  musical national i sm:  
no foreigners , secondary role for the orchestra. Hence,  in  the first place 
negative : a sharp check . A marked contradiction : Wagner the symphonic 
and Gounod the intimist .  

But, prec isely ,  to save his  interest i s  to integrate the contradiction into 
the work : Don Carlos .  Hence ,  progress . What does this  mean? He wants 
to keep lyric ism and s inging.  That i s  the v ital thing . But i t  i s  necessary to 
integrate harmony (ponderousness  of Don Carlos) and develop the role 
of the orchestra . I f  he were to subordinate the voice to the instrument, he 
would s imply change and become a Wagnerian .  But wanting to subor
dinate the instrument to the l ine in order to enrich i t ,  he creates a new 
tens ion (Otello)  and thus progresses : for the preserved unity i s  enriched 
( increased complex ity in  the tension and order) . Thence, a new meaning 
sought : ' total opera ' , which i s  modern but Italian ( i . e .  voices predom
inate ) .  

I n  sum : a spontaneous progres s ,  which could in itself have led him 
( though less  profoundly)  to break the barrier between aria and rec itative 
(as early as Il Trovatore and La Traviata) , but in addition forced 
progres s :  changing and en larging himself in order to remain the same 
whi le developing the orchestra . On that basi s ,  a synthes i s  (F alstaff) : the 
role of the orchestra, i ts  dialogue with the characters , i s  more effective 
sti l l  at al lowing the integration and di sappearance of the rec itative.  

Interest (my inert real ity , my seal) is  i n  danger. Progress  cons i sts i n  
pre serving it  as a regulatory ideal  (it i s  my project) , by introducing into 
it external modifications that ri sk destroying i t .  Progress :  interiorizing 
the adversary in  an undertaking which transforms interest (work done) 
into an end (asserting it again by integrating the remainder without 
causing it to explode) .  

An  example to be given for changing to stay the same . 
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I I I  S O C I A L  P R O G R E S S  

Societies without progress : they need to be taken into account first .  They 
are : 

societies without history (repetition) 
societies which deny their history (a past superior to the present) : 

agrarian soc ietie s , for example . 
The se societies are either without real progres s  ( the first kind) or have 

not reached any awarenes s  regarding progress .  
But in addition 
these soc ieties as such are not necessarily constituted so that progress  

would affect them. 
Soc ieties investing 5 per cent in the production of industrial goods , 
societies having reached a ceiling (with agricultural production hav ing 

reached a cei ling , given existing techniques) ,  
societies  in regress ion (production hav ing reached a cei l ing � demo

graphic growth ) .  
These soc ieties cannot progre ss .  Progress  can be establ i shed only on 

their ruins .  This means that another society w ith other s tructures (and 
sometimes ,  in part, with the same men) i s  e stabl i shed on the ruins of the 
former. And that it i s  better. Or (more accurately)  more advanced in the 
direction of the final term. 

In the l ight of thi s ,  two questions are posed : 
1 .  Who originally fi xed the term? 
2 .  Who benefits from progress?  
3 .  Progres s  over a short cycle long-term progress .  

Problems : 
1 .  Compari son [between] continuous growth curve and real curve 

(Vi lar) . Progress  over short cycles not admiss ible . In fact, contradictions. 
Passing from one contradiction to another : what i s  progres s ,  if the next 
one i s  more catastrophic (where i s  the progres s  in the passage from 
s laves  to capital ism?) Economic ,  yes . B ut human (for those people)? 
Progres s  over l ong cyc le s ,  very wel l .  B ut :  

2 .  In that case ,  what i s  the subject of the progress?  Who are the people 
making progress? Or who benefi t  from the progress?  

3 . In the short cycle ,  counter-final i ties do not allow us to calculate 
progress .  [The problem] has to be env i saged from the standpoint of the 
long cycle . In that case , however, progres s  e ludes man : ( i )  because it 
cannot be foreseen over a long range . We can say today that the 
appearance of mechanizat ion was a progress . But contemporaries? We 
can conce ive of a fact of contemporary progres s  today , but that i s  
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because we have discovered progress .  Progress i s  our myth. 1 27 ( i i )  
Because it i s  constituted , at least partly ,  by  the interplay of counter
finalit ies that are not our own : in other words ,  inasmuch as matter serves  
as  a mediation between men .  ( i i i )  Because the men who wil l  benefit from 
progres s  wi l l  be other than those who are v ictims of a catastrophe : the 
increase in wages caused by the Plague certainly constitutes  a progres s  
(from the very general standpoint of humanism) but not for the workers 
whom the Plague ki l led .  Does progress  a natural dialectical necess i ty ,  
or an action of praxi s?  

4 .  What i s  the aim of the orientated movement? Who can decide that 
it i s  thi s or that? And how? 

Social problem of progress .  Conclus ion : the answer i s  in the question -
which makes it hard to grasp progress ;  which masks it ,  or constantly 
brings  i t  into question , or deprives  it of al l  possibil i ty?  The organization 
of need � l abour � practico-inert � counter-final itie s/al ienations .  Which 
makes progres s  genuine : the same organization of factors , but seen 
differently .  

Science and Progress 

Reason for the progress  of science :  it  has to do with pure exteriority 
grasped as pure exteriority . Hence ,  quantity . B ut also the pos sibil ity of 
accumulating (which presupposes dialectical uni ty : you do not accumulate 
wi thout a tens ion of the field) .  In a word ,  progres s  comes from a 
relationship in exteriority within a relation . Transition from the ancient 
world (which i s  already imbued with it) to the modern world :  a reversal 
of dialectical interiority into exteriority . (The phenomenon of the natural  
bond: interiority . The phenomenon of exteriori ty :  if it goes up, that i s  
because it i s  pushed) .  Analytic Reason , etc . Wil l  sc ience always remain 
l ike that (problem of the dialectic of Nature) ?  Imposs ible to know. 
Mathematic s  deal s with everything , you wi l l  say . Yes , but in  exteriority :  
prov ided you exteriorize . In short, science i s  exteriority itself di sclosing 
i tself everywhere . 

Science : a dialectical invention of exteriority . How? 
It  i s  contained in the moment of inertia of the organism, subsequently 

1 27 .  With respect  to the myth of  Progress as alienation,  l inked to the industrial 
revolut ion ,  cons ult  L '  Idiot de la fam ille , vol .  3 ,  pp.272-84 · ' Interest thus manifests itse lf  to 
the owner as a twofold alienat ion . to others,  through m anufac ture ; to manufacture,  through 
all  the others . It i s  profit,  as man ' s  objective truth and an inhuman necess ity ; it is  the 
inexorable obl igation to advance . . .  ' 
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transposed by the tool : an exteriorization of i nertia which i s  transformed 
into an inertia of exteriority (homogeneity : the tool can be wielded only  by 
an organism making itself passive) . Science ( anthropology i tse lf) i s  the 
exploration in exteriority of exteriority .  Why in exteriority? I t  i s  necessary 
from the start to act from the exterior upon the exterior to interiorize it .  A 
moment of pure exteriority : the organism making itself inert in the face of 
the inert, in order to seek the inert means to wie ld through its inertia. This  
practical moment i s  preci sely al so the moment of nascent analytic Reason :  
a totalizing organism, whose aim i s  to reinteriorize i ts  totalization , makes 
itself exterior in order to interiorize the exterior. And, at that moment, the 
totalizing unity of interiority seemingly gives way to exteriority, but 
remains as the d irect ing schema of the transformation.  S o  d ialect ical 
Reason directs the scientific  operation , but gives way to analysis. Science 
i s  given at the outset :  a practical investigation of exteriority, inasmuch as I 
am exterior to it. The fact that in  micro-physics one di scovers an interiori ty 
of the experimenter to the experiment i s  certainly s triking, but does not 
modify the general idea . The fact i s ,  i f  you l ike , that at a certain leve l  
praxis i s  discovered (the luminous ray changes the movement of the atom) ,  
but only  in  its results of exteriority . It merely reveal s that our exteriority i s  
a moment of the interiorization of the practical fie ld . Hence, ( i )  a tendency 
to interiorization : an immediately  dialectical tendency (anthropomor
phism) , c alled observation � ( i i )  thi s tendency i s  alway s  combated by the 
need and search for tool s  (higher apes) : the former, in fact,  comes from a 
kind of perceptive interiorization of the field.  We grasp it as an organism 
through our own.  Hence ,  modifications appear organic . B ut decompos ition 
by prax i s :  need i s  already a conditioning by the outs ide , and negation i s  to 
condition the outside by need . Al l  thi s  refers back to the very level  of the 
organism that i s  constituted by the inert and the exterior (chemical 
products) and i s  of itself a totali zation of thi s  exterior (an orientated 
maintenance of rel ationships , exchanges ,  the metabol ism , etc . ) .  So the 
chi ld grasps d ialectical Reason and analytic Reason at their source. 
Examples of scientifi c  exteriority : they are nothing but practical e lements 
- a transformation into something e lse .  This  means a constant struggle 
against  the tendency to gi ve a synthetic and interior coherence (a circle)  to 
the exterior. For the aim i s :  how in inertia to act upon inertia : hence , to cut 
up inertia, to see i t  as exterior to i tself, to eat i nto it .  Hence,  to show it as  
other than itself. A c ircle cannot have the coherence of a c ircle unless  it i s 
practical ( inasmuch as it i s  traced) . But this  movement in  space explodes  
into points in the very movement which fol lows  the l ine .  And thereafter an 
explanation has to be given for those points ,  suppress ing the earl ier 
movement and considering them as outs ide one another. 

So  the movement of sc ience, as soon as exteriority becomes aware of 
i tself, i s  in continuous progress  (not necessari l y  the total practica l 
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movement, which for its part i s  the dialectical ensemble of thi s  move
ment and its exploitation with the result :  a practico-inert) .  Science is  the 
permanent d i s solution of the practico- inert into its e lement of pure 
inertia. In that sense,  i t  i s  the non-dialectical remedy for the ant i 
dialectic (hence ,  a l iberation of the dialectical movement) . In the 
practico-inert ,  it  sees only the inert. The inert i s  a pure quanti ty . 
[Science] i s  inertia seen by itse lf  ( in  reality , by a made i nertia :  real but 
di sengaged) .  

In other words ,  
as  soon as I transform the inert by the seal of prax i s ,  it becomes 

practico-inert :  ranged against me by the inert ' s  turning back of praxis 
into a negative . B ut i f  I maintain it in its inertia, while preserving the 
simple unity of the research ,  i t  i s  given as inert and the new elements 
di scovered are given only as inert and in exteriority with respect to it .  
This means that they collapse into inertia, and consequently  divide up 
(analys is ) once I am pure inertia of exteriority in relation to them. On 
thi s basis , there i s  accumulation.  At once by new domains ( in the 
practical field) being conquered for the inert ,  and by div i sion of the 
conquered inert (div i s ion by itself) .  However, permanently practico-inert 
character of sc ientific conquest :  numbers are quali tative ,  inasmuch as 
they are total ized in the practical fi eld.  [The figure] 3 i s  a magical 
s ingularity (as a consequence of praxis ) ;  but remove the l atter ,  be 
exterior, and the s ingularity col lapses .  Thus ,  in the practical fie ld,  Engel s 
i s  right and quantity becomes quality .  Converse ly ,  however, it  must be 
said (thi s i s  dialectical too) that every qual i ty can be resolved into a 
quanti ty . In other words ,  the qual i tative moment (unification of the 
purely quantitative into the practico- inert :  machines ,  etc . )  i s  a practical 
product of accumulation , and immediately disass imilable by a return to 
the quantitative .  Thi s  i s  what explains the paradox of quali ty : measurable 
or non -measurable? Answer:  never measurable as quality ,  but measurable  
the moment before and after.  Necessarily  l inked to the measurable ,  but 
on the basis  of a dec is ion of exteriority . 

Science and praxis : science i s  the moment when the residue of praxi s  
i s  no longer considered as prac tico- inert, but as pure inertia of exteriority . 
In that sense,  the vici ss itudes of praxis  creating the practico-inert can 
condition science :  it creates new objects (wi th counter-finality ) ,  but for 
sc ience these are objects that i t  gives to be di s solved.  First numbers -
then measurements and mathematic s  then measuring instruments . 

Sc ience progresses by contradictions .  B ut it remains inert in relation 
to these contradictions : the i rrational number. It i s  not changed (prax i s ) ,  
i t  i s  chri stened, thereby breaking a mythical pseudo-unity of numbers . In  
such a way that contradictions are resolved in  favour of the greatest 
exterior i ty , the greate�t inertia . 
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The irrational number does not become a thing because it has been 
named: it remains  the mere pass ive negation pitted by inertia against a 
human totalization . Of course ,  it can be un ified as a counter-total ization 
(made by man ) ,  l ike the fiendish chords people speak about in mus ic .  B ut 
[th i s  counter-total ization] w il l  also be broken . Not in favour of a wider 
totalization that would be number ( imaginary and real ,  finite and 
transfinite , rational and irrational , etc . )  but in favour of a constant 
maintenance of non-human inertia as apprehended by human inerti a. 1 28 

In  science ,  man makes h imself into pure matter in order to be a non
practical mediation (non- intentional ,  non-total izing) between two states 
of matter. 

Sc ience i s  always  open , s ince it does  not totalize in  i ts current state . 
The scienti st totalizes in spite of h imself (praxi s ) ,  but not science , which 
explodes h is  totali zation. And thi s  openness results in its permanent 
progress .  Accumulation no scientific  counter-final ity . 

Progres s  in sc ience is straight ax ial certain ,  because the inertia of 
the known i s  communicated to knowledge ( under dialectical control)  and 
thi s  exteriority , maintained at the heart of the practical fie ld by a fictive 
and total izing destruction of the practical field itself (one of its avatars 
given from the practical beginning : the organism making itself into 
inertia env i sages the e lements of the field that w il l  ass is t  its inertia as 
an inert) , engenders organization in exteriority i . e .  accumulation as 
an ensemble of knowledge . At least for a long wh i le :  grand hypotheses 
are the organization in exteriority of the exterior,  but they ari se after 
mi l lennia. The original system i s  an inert system :  the law an outl ine of 
inertia as a practical element to be found . Y f(x) original ly  means :  upon 
what inertia should I act, in order to accompl ish my aim ?  The inert in 
exteriori ty sought by prax i s  i s  prec isely the independent variable .  Thi s  is  
on al l  level s .  Gandhi looks in i nertia at the caste system and seeks the 
independent variable : i t  i s  the caste of Untouchable s .  Not that thi s  i s  not 
a result of the whole sy stem; but, for that very reason, if you act upon it 
- which though created by the system supports and maintains its frame
work . the lot comes down.  At al l events , y f( x) i s  exteriority . If x 

changes to a spec ific  extent, y changes to an equal ly  spec ific  extent. 
The contradiction of science (a propulsive contradiction) i s  precisely 

between its dialectical unity and its analytic accumulation . A twofold 
contradiction . On the one hand,  to be sure ,  al l sc ientific progre s s  destroys 
a parti al total izing unity hence , avoids the practico-inert: i .e .  the anti 
dialectic . On the other hand, however, the un ity of sc ientific prax i s  ( i . e .  
prax is  reduced to un i ty )  i s  that of the practical field ,  and imposes 

1 28 Paragraph added subseque ntl y on the back of the preceding MS page . 
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accumulation (Le .  the quality of quantity) w ithin the interior of this  fie ld 
(accumulation of known zones accumulation of knowledge) .  

Science appears , from the first human action, as the theoretical moment 
of practical action. But thi s theoretical moment has the same s tructure as 
the practical moment as a whole : inerti a seeking the inert .  At thi s  leve l , 
however, the tota l izing e lement ( the drive , the end) masks the aspect of 
inertia ,  j ust as in the act as a whole prax i s  masks pathos (a finger 
press ing a button i s  a button which presses  the finger) .  The moment of 
sc ience i s  praxi s  going back over i ts theoretical moment to suppress  the 
false  total i ty ,  and to spec ify the moment of inertias by thi s  rejection of 
totalization. Science is  prax i s  asserting itself through the search for 
conditionings in exteriority ; y f(x) :  if  I do th i s ,  that happens . 

[Abundance , Progress , Violence] 

The man of scarci ty ,  seeking his abundance ,  seeks it as a determination 
of scarcity .  Not abundance for al l ,  but h is  own ,  hence the deprivation of 
al l .  The initial aspect n indiv idual s ;  enough food for n 2 ;  hence , 
possible exclus ion of the 2 ,  or consti tution of a group sharing m 2 food 
out among m members (undernourishment) i s  only a theoretical aspect. 
The man of scarc ity does not remain in the category that would be n m 
(th is category being n m people eating n m foodstuffs , or di spos ing 
of n m tools  or means of protection) . In reality , the new princ iple given 
i s  that certain people eat their fi l l ,  the others do not. And , of course ,  the 
minority (n m)  di sposes of goods ,  to the exclus ion of the majority . So 
i t  constitutes itself of its own accord as scarce. Scarc ity moves from thi s  
moment of sati sfaction of needs to the man who sati sfies them. The 
interiorization of scarcity in the first place gives the scarce object its 
precious character. First, real ly :  air i s  not scarce , food or tools are . The 
tool  is  valorized by scarci ty before being an object of exchange . S imply 
because it  i s  worth s teal ing , w inning , obtaining at the price of hardships 
(cost) . Th is  re lationship precedes trade : a battle between tribes the 
v ictory may cost dear. In short ,  scarce as a fi rst  value object  determining 
an action : i . e .  a labour, whatever i ts modal it ies may be (war, or abduction , 
i s  labour) . Prec ious scarce object generating a praxi s ( i t  i s  perhaps a 
means of sati sfying need : i . e .  perhaps the end) . B ut the minority owner 
of th is ensemble himself thereupon becomes scarce . First, for the majori ty 
he is  the image of the man they would l ike to be the man they cannot 
be , w i thout becoming a minority . In the second p lace , he i s  ass imilated 
to the scarcity of the objects he owns .  The scarce man i s  the one for 
whom soc ia l ly  scarce objects are abundant: he i s  class ified as scarce 
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from outs ide , by the majority . In  the third place,  however here comes 
the myst ification thi s  scarce nlan is  accepted as such (whether he rules 
by force or i s  publicly invested with an office which gives him the right 
to own the scarce abundantly) . On th is basi s ,  he interiorizes scarc ity by 
becoming the precious man and this i s  ambivalent: it  means the man 
whose power i s  accepted, and of whom all the others are secret but 
sworn enemies ( without necessarily admitting it) . In a period of famine , 
the scarce man who does not have the right to be scarce (the merchant, 
the Jew) i s  massacred; the man who does have that right i s  not . or more 
rare ly .  The scarc ity of the scarce man itself becomes a value ,  in the sense 
that i t  presents itself as worthy of an action.  It i s  an end:  it presents itself 
as demanding an action which wi l l ,  at once , win scarce abundance and 
acquire that social scarc ity as a right (due to merits , social role ,  etc . ) :  i . e .  
as an exigency of being accepted by those who lack the necessary . I t  
cannot be denied that the div i s ion of labour intervenes here . Thd scarce 
man i s  he who admini sters , while the others work (for example) . He i s  
the leader who guides the expedition (and who has more than the others : 
cf. Lev i-Strauss ) .  Thus the interiorized scarce man fee ls  that h is  scarc ity 
i s  due to h i s  weal th .  He i s  exceptional ,  because he owns the scarce . And 
that exceptional value is recognized by society . Within himself the man 
fee ls  l ike a jewel , for example and what i s  more , he i s  called one . 
There i s  a dialectic of scarcity , which moves from the recognized 
ownership of goods to the recognized ownership of abi l ities (accumulation 
of cultural advantages ,  e tc . ) .  B ut at once the scarce man i s  shown as the 
exception who must l ive in abundance : even if  he does not have 
abundance, he has the right to i t  by virtue of h i s  scarcity . And people 
give themselves  scarce ab il it ie s ,  in order to obtain scarce provis ions 
(ambition, choice of the warrior profess ion : you accept what others 
reject death in order to have everyth ing) . 

At once ,  costs go up in the owning clas s :  everyone wants to be 
scarcer, and becomes it  in the socia l  order. (The oppressed clas s cannot 
have the scarce man� i t wants to be him , or be blessed by h i s  scarci ty 
unti l  emancipation . To sho),t, the selis . )  

A reversal : scarc ity (modern society saints)  w il l  consi st in being 
worthy of everything and accepting nothing . 

Thus scarci ty an active element of h istory . 
Scarcity i s  not just the milieu .  Becoming interiorized in the man of 

scarcity ,  i t  first consti tutes an ini tial antagoni stic relation between every 
individ ual and each and every other. In addition , however , i t  constitutes 
in the dominant group ambi tion , v iolence, and a determination to go to 
the extreme l im its of the scarce .  I t  does so ,  moreover, through th is  
dialectical transposit ion : the man of the scarce becomes the scarce man , 
and i s  interiorized as precious . 
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Of course ,  th is  in no way means  individualism . Individual ism i s  a form 
of interiorized scarc ity belonging to bourgeois  times .  It can equally  well  
mean fami ly  scarcity or c las s  scarc i ty . You are what you have .  S ince the 
fami ly ' s  (or indiv idual ' s) being i s  its possess ions ,  to possess  the scarce 
i s  to be scarce .  At  once , the scarce group ' s  being i s  in danger in the 
world of the inert for it i s  its goods ,  its property . At once ,  the scarce 
property becomes the interest of the group in question : i . e .  i ts  being , 
inasmuch as thi s  i s  defined in exteriority by the inertia of its possess ions .  
B ut i t  must be understood that the original force here i s  need. Need is  the 
primary drive . It feeds ambi tion . Why? Not because there i s  a need for 
the rich man .  But underpinning h is  being as  a rich man there i s  his  need 
which can be sati sfied only  because he i s  among the scarce people who 
have rare products in their posses sion.  Because they l ive in abundance of 
scarcity .  In other words , in order to have sufficiency they already have to 
be scarce . A system of constraints and myths  i s  already needed , to deter 
the majority (the non-scarce) from demanding sufficiency :  in short ,  
exploitation , oppress ion and mystification are needed . In a word , 
v iolence . And from thi s v iolence which they do not remain an instant 
wi thout objectively exercis ing (whether they are aware of thi s  or no 
matters l ittle) springs scarcity-as -an-aim.  When they want to be scarcer, 
this i s  on the basis of the original scarc ity of their being , which i s  
undernourishment of the maj ority . I t  i s  the v iolence of the majority ' s  
need that i s  the rich man ' s  neces si ty for counter-v iolence .  Equal counter
v iolence . Thi s ,  moreover, s imply so that he has his  sufficiency .  The rich 
man ' s  scarcity i s  a v iolence in actu (even when i t  i s  exerc i sed by others 

mi l itiamen, centurions , etc . ) .  I t  i s  the e ssential nature of h i s  sati s 
faction . Moreover, i t  represents the rich man ' s  foundation : i .e .  need 
sati sfied by the permanence of v iolence,  which wi thout v iolence would 
no longer be sati sfied (take away h is  weapons or his  troops ,  the rich man 
is  impotent; a stratification of violence in exteriority and in interiority 
- thi s i s  the institution of h i s  oppression and the deepest l ayer of his 
being) . Thi s  exasperation of need (the majority ' s ) ,  which i s  the indi spen
sable nucleus of the satisfaction of his  own need and i s  thi s  as  v iolence 
to be exerci sed wi thout fl inching i s  the very force that causes a person 
to climb all the rungs of scarc i ty .  On the one hand, in the very struggle 
to be scarcer (wi thin the group) there i s  an ' al l  or nothing ' which comes 
into play . I t  i s  necessary to c l imb (by v iolence) or ri sk returning to the 
level of need . Not because this happens constantly ,  or perhaps in the 
majority of cases ( i t  i s  poss ible to stop w ithout tumbl ing al l the way 
down , to regress  wi thout leaving the rich group ,  or to be helped by al l ies 
- family ,  interested persons ) ;  but because it  is  the di sclosed truth of the 
thing : the fundamental poss ibi l i ty that the latter impl ies .  In the case of a 
struggle to be leader, no place i s  left for the defeated man (execution , 
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enslavement, ete . ) .  
Of course , thi s  would be simply a psychological rather than a historical 

description , if we were not to add that the model of the scarce man i s  
defined within the socio-economic system that has been consti tuted. I t  i s  
the model of scarcity in the system (from scarc ity of food to scarcity of 
time) which constitutes the interiorization of scarcity.  B ut the problem 
lies elsewhere:  it  l ies in the fact that the sy stem would not surv ive 
without the men i t  constitutes ,  who so far as the rich are concerned -
are the system s tratified and its transcendence (towards another echelon 
of the system) . A fall in  the rate of commercial profit can lead to a shift 
elsewhere only if the men involved are already profit-men . B ut thi s  must 
be taken as meaning the free and permanent transcendence of interest 
(profit) .  And in order to understand that profit i s  directly l inked to 
v iolence , these paradoxes must be recal led :  progress  towards abundance 
i s  fettered (buying oi l  in order to sel l  i t  at a high price , or in  order not to 
sel l  i t )  because profit  springs from the non-suffic iency of satisfaction 
(worker and wage) and from non-abundance .  The man of profit  (the 
capitali st and h i s  customers , in a given period) i s  not feudal man (the 
man of land revenue) ;  but in both cases he aspires  to super-abundance,  
because  he cannot have satisfaction alone without carrying on to the end 
of the system of scarcity .  

Here, introduce everything that, in the system itself, drives  him to 
rai s� himself. 



• • • • 

There i s  a h is tory of ideas . They are not mere reflections ,  but action . See 
the meeting of the Jesuit idea (good savage) already prax i s  (Counci l  of 
Trent) with the sti l l  pass ive idea of Nature in the bourgeois ie  seeking a 
means to pre sent itself as a universal c las s  (reversal of pes s imism:  very 
important) , and with the analytic notion of Reason � inertia and natural 
exteriority . 

The representation that Chri stians harbour of the Jew becomes con
stituent of the Jew .  See Pol iakov : rac i sm . Semitism (p .56, note on 
Mas signon 1 29) .  

The idea and the word (word : i nert and material condensation of the 
idea ;  l ikewise syntax , language) . 

There is a practico- inert of the idea . 
So the idea becomes a hi storical moment of action , as  worked matter. 
The word retain ing the idea: a materia l  synthes i s  of  various (different) 

meanings .  Poetry and material ity : poetical  prax is  uti l izes  the inert 
synthes i s  (or rather the inert contiguity of various seals imposed upon 
verbal matter) and makes it into a poetical synthes i s  mix ing hi storical 
meanings (general h is tory , indi v idual hi story) and practical s ignification . 

1 29 .  In h i s  Histo ire de I '  antisemitisme, vol . 2 ( Paris 1 96 1 ) , Pol iakov , rum inat ing on a 
pos�ible ' kinship ' between Jews and Arabs as a h i �torical factor, disputes that th is i s  of a 
bio logical nature and speaks of the l ing uistic k insh i p  between the two peop les . In this 
connect ion he q uotes a text  by L .  Massignon, a comparative ana lys i s  of the Semitic and 
Indo-European languages ( in Essai sur les ()ri� l nes du lexique tee hnique de la mystique 

m u � u lmall e ) .  
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[The Word] 1 30 
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The word i s  perpetual ly serial iz ing and institutional . I t  i s  the term of the 
series .  Its reason . And I give it its meaning , because others as Others 
give it that meaning. If the word ' flower ' does not s ignify ' rain ' for me , 
i t  i s  not first because I would not be understood , but first because the 
others in the series give i t  thi s  meaning , w hich thereby e scapes from me . 
At the same time, however, u sing a word i s  a praxi s ,  s ince i t  tends to 
create a group . For the word tends s imultaneously to mediate and create 
rec iproci ties .  At the same time,  it functions as a third party . Thus  
communication i s  effected not through the word, but  by reference to the 
word: at once as an insti tution, as  a d irect relation to the context, and as 
a serial ized third party . The verbal institution i s  the serialized third 
party . Which , no doubt, i s  what every tool in  the \\;orkshop i s .  But the 
tool has a more immediately obvious practical function (because of i ts 
tangible results and its v i s ible i nertia) . B y  means  of the too l ,  I make 
myself inert to act upon the inert. B y  means of the word, thi s i s  less  
obvious .  Yet, of itself, i t  i s  an institution , inertia .  And the first aim i s  to 
awaken i t  as  inertia in the other; or rather to affec t  the other by this word 
transcending inertia. The written word would never have been invented 
(a material  obj ect,  a depiction on clay or stone) i f  the spoken word had 
not already been vvritten (potential ly) .  The same thing i s  involved :  
determination of a breath through structures and hexes (phonetic s )  or 
determination of a stone , etc . In  the former case,  however, the material i ty 
i s  more tenuous ( in the sense in which a gas can be tenuous ) :  not v is ible . 

Hence , a transcendent, practico- inert word i s  des ignated and designate s .  
Inert, it  marks my inertia to recall  inertia in the other: I make myself 
inert by speaking , but in order to awaken inertia in  the other. I t  i s  
precisely a matter of practical activ i ty utilizing inertia to transform the 
practical field dialectically .  However :  ( 1 )  the word i s  thus  uti lized in a 
praxis (even if the latter ' s  aim i s  to preserve seriality and the inert ) ;  (2) 
i t  awakens the inert in  the other, inasmuch as this inert may be the 
beginning of a prax i s :  order; (3 )  i t  suppresses rec iprocity through 
apparition of the serial i zed third party . Preservative character of the 
word :  i t  recal l s  insti tutions and soc ie ty as a whole .  

Modern poetry:  an attempt to play on the material ity of the word . 1 3 1 

1 30.  S ee a l so Critique,  vol . I ,  pp.98 ff. 
1 3 1 .  In L' ldiot de la famille , pp 929-34,  Sartre carries out an anal ys is of this  game , into 

which he  integrates the imaginary : ' For me and for many other people , the Chateau 
d '  Amboise is  l inked with w ords l ike framboise [raspberry] ,  hoise [wooded] ,  hoiserie 
[panel l ing ] ,  amhroisie [ arnbrosia] , and Ambroise [Ambrose ] .  It is  not a matter here of the 
idiosyncrat ic re lat ions w hich  may have been forged i n  the course o f  my pe rsonal h i � tory , 
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Let meanings i nterpenetrate v ia  the practico-inert (half inertia, half 
unitary seal ) with the ev i l  spe l l  of  material i ty .  Meanings at once united 
and interpenetrating, without modifying each other (instead of being 
pure exteriori ty) .  Kindl ing words  by one another. In short,  u s ing the 
relationship between words so that each as i nert seems to make the 
negative synthes i s  of its meanings .  

but  of  object ive , material re l at ion �hips ,  acces�ible to any reading A s  these have not been  
e stab l i shed by an act of the m ind, yet  the y  Impose themselves in an indisso lub le  un i ty , they 
may be termed passive syntheses In fact .  the more you abandon yourself to dreaming,  the 
nl0re they emerge 



• 

• • 

A .  S ynchronic 

• • • 

• 

1 .  Each person (priv i leged classes) i s  a human pyramid.  

• 

2 .  Each person (exploited classes) i s  the base of that pyramid and • • constItutes It .  

B .  Each class constitutes the other. Error of Marxism : always to consider 
the exploiting c lass [as being] on the defens ive :  thi s  i s  correct, but i t  
must also be seen as an agen t. As such,  it determines the product 
(technical revolution) and, at once,  i ts  product ' s  product.  B ut immedi
ately the exploited (the product ' s  product) make the product and determine 
clas s :  ( i )  inasmuch as accumulation of the product pursues the economic 
movement (transition from fami ly  capitali sm to monopoly capitali sm) ;  
( i i )  inasmuch as the exploited,  in that he i s  a certain product of the 
product, constitutes the exploiter as h i s  product (defines his  struggles , h is  
relations , etc . ) .  

c.  The diachronic (we shal l put it last) . I t  i s  the interiorization of the 
practico- inert. What does being French mean? It i s  History (monumental 
past) as a dimension in depth , against the h istorical process .  

D.  [ . . . 1 32 ]  as an interiorization of the v iewpoints of others . 

E.  [ . . .  ] as benefiting in common from a s i tuation (colonies) .  Yes .  And 
if  they do not benefi t from them then ' proletarian nations ' :  they make 

1 32 .  Impl ied here . " Eac h c l ass  c onst itutes the other' .  

428 



A P P E N D I X  429 

use of th i s  ensemble as a myth . 
In that case , 

totalization-of-envelopment : whol ly  g iven everywhere that the incarna
tion has a relationship in exteriority with a larger incarnation . For 
example : incarnation as an unski l led worker and relationship wi th the 
whole working c lass ( ? ) . 1 33 

1 3 3 .  The que�tion m ark fi g u re �  i n  the m an u �cri pt .  



1 .  Retotalization in a dictatorial society . (Stal in . )  
2 .  Retotal ization in a non-dictatoria l  soc iety . Unity and c lass  struggle . 

Already , problems .  
3 .  Retotal i zation of several l inked his tories .  (Hi story of Europe , etc . -

its proletariats and its proletariat) : a pure query , so long as we do not 
know what H i story i s .  

History , on the contrary , appeals to itse lf: everlas tingness of History (as 
consciousness  negat ing death) , temporal infini ty .  No end . And , on the 
other hand: History rigorous objectives (achieved or not) and death 
fought against  but determin ing . 

The constants of H i story : example ,  death . Without death , another 
History (or no History ) .  

A formal problem:  i s  the h i storical fact qual i tati ve ly  different today 
and ye sterday? Or the same? Problem, for example ,  of greater conscious 
ness  (Marx) :  does that change prax i s ?  The c lass  acts , enl ightened by 
sc ientific and prac tical  knowledge . Whereas a century ago myths ,  etc . ,  
obnubi lated what was only intuit ive predict ion .  

430 
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Totalization here does not mean suppress ion of conflicts , a mediation; i t  
means that every conflict i s  the incarnation of the most general conflicts , 
and of unity .  

What is  totali zation in a capital ist  system? Erroneous ly :  indiv idual s .  
An indiv idual produces tota lity . 

Indiv idual s :  describe the forces of massification in a democracy .  Work 
contract ,  etc . 

In Rep ly to Lefort. 1 34 
Stress  the ex is tence of the interiorized Other i n  everyone . 
Imposs ible to comprehend the s tatus of the practical organism as 

social (a common indiv idual ) wi thout starting from total ization.  Here a 
system (capital ,  for example) .  

There i s  no atomic sol itude . 
There are only ways of being together. Sol i tude appears w ithin ways 

of being together. 
The ensemble has ways of being together [ensemble]  at its di sposal : 

groups seriali t ies (with the fami l iar differences internal to groups and 
series)  . 

So  the series ,  in i ts ensemble , i s  an incarnation of the system.  Natural ly ,  
thi s  occurs on the basis of the relationshi p between the ensemble and i ts 
indiv idual members . 

Circularity : the series reconditions the ensemble ,  as  it does the exi st
ence of the reified man within i t. The series i s  inert man :  hence , man-as
worked-matter. I t  has a type of ac tion inasmuch as i t  i s  inert, s ince the 
series i s  qualified ; and thi s  type of action which i s  w ielded like a tool  -
i s  defined by society , but defines society itself and acts upon i ts  h i story . 

1 34 .  In Situations VII, Paris  1 9 65 . 

43 1 
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Hysteres i s :  [ for example] musical instruments . Their reality retards the 
evolution of music ,  because they are made . They exist  as such (inert) . 
They have to be changed. But they are institutions (a col lective : serial i ty 
produced among the players of these instruments) . 

The problem of non-totalitarian societies  i s ,  inter a lia : - the relationsh ip between series and groups , 
- the retotaliz ing factor of series ,  
- the h i storical role of the series .  
There i s  a h is torical l ife of the series ( i t  changes a chain of 

modifications) . So there i s  a serial transformation of institutions .  
Example : l inguistic s .  A s  such,  [ the series ]  acts serial ly upon the total ity 
in  interiority . But i t  i s  itself, in its l ife ,  provoked to its serial action by 
the action of groups or series .  So the ensemble of the system , manifesting 
itself as an action upon the series ,  results in a serial response which 
deforms i t  (even if i t  i s  confirming :  there i s  always a deviation) .  

Example : colonies .  Native serialization demographic (agricultural) 
movement. The population increase i s  serial, and quantity comes from 
quali ty (a type of maintained , proletarianized society and an improvement 
[with re spect to] mortali ty , lack of hygiene , etc . : represents the colonized 
society ; an incarnation) .  But quantity becomes quality : lowering of 
everyone ' s  standard of l iv ing .  Poverty . New serial facts : emigration to 
France . A fact of pure quantity , but [which becomes] qual i ty : growing 
difference between the colonizing group and the colon ized group. More 
blatant inj ustice .  Retotali zed i nto a group (constituted prax is)  by the 
native , and into a counter-group by the settler ( the serial ity of the settlers 
d i s solves :  a common threat, a common relationship with the metropoli s ) .  
The group dis solves peasant serial i ty through people ' s  war. 

1 .  The system i s  invented, conce ived and put in place by persons :  
Leroy-Beaulieu, Jules Ferry . 1 35 Retotal ization of the difficulties of cap
italism (protected markets , protected investments) .  

2 .  It  is  real ized by men : prax i s  of a group (a society consti tuting 
i tself) ,  individual praxis . 

3 .  Theory and practical ideology .  Imperial i sm national ism.  
4 .  The system as 

- praxi s  (an ensemble of groups that condition one another and 
know one another) , 
- praxi s-process (techniques ,  migrations { serial ization } ) , 

practico-inert (an ensemble of investments materiel ; men as 
seriali zed worked matter) . 

1 3 5 .  The system in q uestion i s  colon i al i sm . S ee Critique ,  v o l .  I ,  p .7 1 4 . 
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The praxi s of atomization of the native  (battles , ci v i i  law, tribes 
suppressed) . 

Atomization of the settlers . 
Imposs ible to act other than serially (demography ,  European serial 

solidarity ) .  
5 .  Reversal (new revolutionary prax i s .  Groups .  Anti-groups ). 

Contrast :  A .  Men are seeking to take responsibil i ty for the economy. So 
the sy stem i s  interiorized and re-exteriorized.  Thi s  i s  S tal in i sm or 
collective leadership .  1 36 B .  They are seeking to set the system on its feet .  
In  thi s  case, the system incorporates the men and works through them . 
The totali zation i s  a proces s-prax i s .  In thi s  case :  take up incarnation, 
c ircularity and retotal ization again;  but show that the system i s  incarnated 

/ 

by men, and that the drift is real ized by men ,  against  the system.  
A . Stalini sm : men take over everything as their own. So they have 

projects on the basis of the given practico-inert .  These projects constitute 
a new system, inasmuch as the new practico- inert is a l ink.  B ut th i s  
system (total ization-of-envelopment) i s  at once the inner framework of 
the undertaking and its drift. It  supports the undertaking, expre s ses  it and 
deviates it . But the undertaking closes  over the system, because to the 
end men are held responsible for the drift .  Praxi s -process .  

B .  Men pursue various undertakings within the same practical fie ld.  
First unity : a practical field.  
B ut thi s i s  not a true unity . Merely a common determination . Received 

from outside . The field makes itse lf  inhabited for everyone . 
Next :  the unity of the practical field ensures that e lements interior to 

the field are as worked matter elements of unity (each i s  defined by 
the already populated field,  and works as a man who has only these 
techniques and who,  in a certain order, i s  redundant) . At this  level ,  
everyone i s  already an incarnation .  Collectives  emerge spontaneously 
i nasmuch as matter serialize s .  Institutions of stone . Everyone retotal izes  
in  h i s  own way (by labour he produces or by technical improvement) .  
And thi s  retotality implies : (a) that he projects himself as a seal on to 
matter, which turns h im back into a negation of man ; (b) at the same 
t ime , as such,  he i s  in danger ( interest) in  the field;  (c) that these counter
men are susceptible to accumulation . Quantity and inertia ensure that 
nothing opposes anything. So an ensemble i s  constituted, mediating 
between men and total izing (machines ,  as a product of the practical , turn 
back to men and totalize them) .  The practical field as bestrewn and 

1 3 6.  See pp. 1 87 ff. above. 
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worked by such too l s  produc ing everything turns back to men and 
qual ifies them from the interior in exteriority.  

At this level ,  we have serial i ty and the institution .  And every serial 
and in stitutional ensemble does not entirely hang together because of 
scarc ity . Hence , the group and the invention (which i s  s imul taneously a 
technique, an organization,  and a decis ion on those sacrificed) . For 
example :  the invention of p lough-shared implements creates a fi rst 
scarcity of men . Not enough men in relation to the p lough : men are 
s imultaneously scarce and redundant. Invention of s lavery . At thi s  leve l ,  
every group modifying the institution works on the series .  And 
transformation of the series and the insti tution by a group produces the 
system . 

The system is  defined as a process of unintentional circularity , 
inasmuch as i t  i s  on a large scale (putting a s lave to work i s  not 
inventing s lavery ) ,  but intentional on a smal l scale (heterogeneous : 
qual ity depends on quantity) .  Why a system? B ecause the unity of the 
practical fi eld  comes back to the i nvention and qual ifies it in the name of 
al l .  The practical fie ld comes back as mine , and as other via  the Others 
- to me and qual ifies  me as my-Other: i .e .  qual ifies  me externall y  but in 
immanence as the man (among others) of thi s  fie ld ,  and my practices as 
practices in this field. In short ,  unity i s  the return of the practical fie ld -
through the mediation of Others to its inhabitant , in order to qual ify 
him in exteriority of immanence as an inhabitan t. In thi s  way we shall a l l  
be inhabitants and the series i s  consti tuted. I see myse lf  as other i n  the 
Other ' s  home . And the external threat may lead the practical fie ld to 
create the group ,  but as other in interiority (a nation) .  

From the moment when , in a fie ld ,  money (for example)  i s  invented , it 
becomes an institution .  Either i t  dis integrates the group (if it comes from 
el sewhere) or it adopts its circu larity . This  means  that monetary effects 
modify causes . Circularity (as complex  as you l ike) coming to objects 
( imposing their  practices)  from the exi stence of these objects in a 
dialectical field :  that i s  the system. 

Themes 1 37 

Incarnation 
Totalizat ion -of -envel opmen t -

1 37 .  Recap i tu lation of the themes deployed notably in  the study of d irectori al societies 
(see pp . 1 1 8  ff. above ) ,  which Sartre in tended to reut i l i ze in h i �  s tudy of bourgeois  
democrac ie� . 



Total ization of exteriori ty 
Total ization of interiority 
Anti - labour 
Immanence 
Transcendence 
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Exteriority of immanence ( cf. totali zation of exteriori ty) 
Transcendent exteriori ty (an unthinkable l imit) 
Transcendence and internal ,l imit of practical freedom 

I 

Unity Unification 
Confl ict Contradictiol}r/ 
Total ization and re total ization 
Retotal ized total izat ion / / Alteration and /Al ienation 
Drift Dev iation 
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In bourgeo i s  democratic soc iet ies , unification requires  non-un ity (as 
mass ification) . 

Regarding the vote , as a unitary dec i s ion to choose the sovere ignty of 
series ( i . e .  non-sovereignty) .  

The serial man as a re total ization of serial ization : 
A .  A man of the mas ses .  

( Interchangeabi l ity in work . A mass consumer . )  
B .  A voter. 
C.  Propaganda: he i s  treated as an Other by adverti s ing.  

Do as others do:  become other. 
D .  Identity against  unity . 

Thi s  man i s  a product. 
Of what? 
Of the mode of production. 
So there is unity of the mode of production . How? 
Because it i s : 

(a ) Conceived as a mediating rel ationship between men . I produce 
for others in exchange for what they give me . 

(b) Because its di spers i ve force has to be retotal ized by man .  
Organizat ion . 

1 .  Every man in the group i s  retota l ized as an Other by the practical 
fie ld :  i . e .  inasmuch as I grasp h im  as an object  in my total ization .  

2 .  Every man re total izes  the practical field in  retotal izing me .  
Ensembles of whee 1 ing tota1 i zations which involve an agreement:  the 

practical field as total iz ing.  Example :  Eskimos . The Other i s  the Same , in 
the sense that he i s  subjected to the same dangers . In  the Other who die s ,  
I read my own death . In the Other who work s , my work . Man arrives 
C()Il� r i l lued. In teriorizat ion of the pract ical  fie ld . 
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3 .  On this bas i s ,  conflicts or mutual aid merely expres s  the transcendent 
unity of the practical field.  If the man of scarcity i s  redundant, i t  i s  
within thi s  practical ensemble .  If  he threatens me , i t  i s  inasmuch as 
worked matter ( the first synthetic union of the field) des ignates h im as 
redundant for me , and me as redundant for him.  Interiorization of 
scarc ity (in its concrete forms :  scarci ty of fue l ,  food, women , etc . )  
affects the counter-man of a wheel ing un ity . The fight, as a contradic tion 
confl ict, i s  capable of being total i zed on the basis of the practical field : 
hence , as common inertia interiorized .  1 st  common inertia ,  negative : I 
can go no further, I 'm s taying here , etc . 2nd inertia,  positive : there are 
foodstuffs or elements capable of assuaging our needs ; th is  conditions 
everyone , since it is why they enter into conflict .  And 3rd inerti a, 
negated posi tive : there are not enough of them for coexi s tence .  

Very well . B ut coex is tence an indifferent contiguity : animals 
cropping or grazing.  Non-coexi stence a rejected dual ity . Hence ,  in a 
certain way ,  unity i s  posited as to be made (by suppres sion or h ierarchiza
tion) .  Unity re -exteriorized reinteriorization of the retotal ization of 
men by the practical field .  Privat ive uni ty :  reconsti tution (or constitu tion ) 
of a community through suppres sion of di sruptive e lements . The Chinese 
ki l l ing girl chi ldren:  reconstitute the family as a practical unity . In 
addi tion , every conflict causes the total ity as  affected by th i s  conflict,  
existing within the conflict to appear negatively .  For if X and Y fight 
because  both groups are redundant, they are redundant for each other 
inasmuch as al l  others are redundant for them . (The conflict takes p lace 
for spec ific reasons between X and Y ,  but it cou ld ju st as wel l  have  been 
between Y and Z. ) Furthermore , they are redundant in relation to all 
others and show it (they disclose superabundance as being in them) ,  so 
that the confl ict interests everybody and retota l ize s  the whole as hoping 
for a l iquidation of certain e lements . At thi s  moment , the whole becomes 
an arbiter or i s  dragged into the conflict .  

So scarc ity i s  a retotal izing element, as a reciprocal condition l ived in 
the midst of third partie s .  As  for the confl ict , i t  i s  the bringing to l ight of 
the fundamental contradiction : i .e .  the imposs ib i l i ty for X and Y to l ive 
together . But th i s  contrad iction prec isely presupposes the imposs ibi l ity 
of not l iv ing together ( separation into two groups , sc i ssipari ty) , because 
of the practical fie ld  ( i t  matters ] i ttl e whether separation i s  due to the 
virgin forest ,  the snows ,  powerfu l neighbours , etc . ) .  In other words , the 
confl ict expresses a retotal i zation by the fie ld ,  which acts l ike the enemy 
wanting to massacre the lot .  B ut :  ( 1 )  it i s  a retotal ization in the inert ;  
(2)  al l are concerned, apart from X who are left undetermined. Thi s  
brings about not un i ty of the group ,  but immanence. We cal l  immanence 
the relat ionsh ip  of a practical ensemble ,  inasmuch as the imposs ibi l ity of 
l i v ing together in  the field i s  i t se lf  defined through the impo s s ibi l i ty  of 
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not l iving together. Immanence i s not unification ,  but a dead-poss ibil i ty 
of unification . It i s  the sealed inertia of the practical field ( its common 
unity) ,  returning to everyone to create a milieu of interiority for all inter
indiv idual re lations ,  and oblig ing every group to present i ts  confl ict with 
every other as a movement towards unity . Or, if you prefer, the common 
unity of the field returns to propose unification as a s truggle : i . e .  
retota l izes  itself as /S'omething to be transcended by the unify ing prax is .  I t  / 
i s  what i s  to be ttanscended towards unity . The latter i s  always given in 
the group , at once as already exi sting ( i t  i s  the inner inertia of prax is )  
and as  to be Te-establ i shed : a struggle against the Counter-man . 

But the practical field i s  not homogeneous :  it i s  diverse , favouring 
some groups at the expense of others (nature cul ture ) .  As  a conse
quence,  there i s  a quasi-hierarchy  in immanence ,  to be destroyed or 
consolidated. Every new reality appearing within the field modifies 
(too] s ,  s laves , etc . )  al l the sub-groups which occupy it .  Immanence i s  a 
tension that create s a dial ectical reality . There i s  a total ization , in the 
sense that every real ity transforms all  others from afar. 

An example : in a given practical field,  with given prov i sions ,  the 
increased birth rate affects my l ife and that of my chi ldren (whether 
directly growing scarcity of provis ions or indirectly :  standard of 
l i v ing) . I am altered by an event interior to the field,  just  as by an event 
(an eruption) reaching the field from the exterior. Altered by : ( 1 )  
everything that brings about the increase or decrease in provis ions : (a) 
transcendence but interiorized, (b)  increase or decrease in the population 

minimum number for a g iven field; (2) every transformation of 
rel ations between people (a tool , a machine , a differential in the mode of 
production) that creates groups and seriali t ies in  immanence . In  other 
words , in the field of scarc ity an increase i n  the number or power of my 
neighbours has the result of increasing the precariousness of my exist
ence . For that power seeks both to produce more (a ceiling , though)  and 
to el iminate me . My alteration i s  suffered, and i s  what incarnates the 
transformation in me . 

[An Example of Alteration and Unification by the Machine:  the 
Appearance of Radio and Television] 

J .  Technological unemployment:  [for example ] for music-hal l  troupes 
in the Nord . 

2 .  Intensified serial ization of the l i stener (radi o  + TV) .  
3 .  Constitution of restricted groups seri al ization of groups (group

series  dialectic ) :  ( i )  serialization of the instrument; ( i i )  economic neces
sity : people form groups which are (a) true : fri ends buy a set in common 
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and entrust i t  to one of them , (b) false :  cafes project the showing to 
ensembles without  unity but s t i l l  capable of fusing ; ( i i i )  serial i zation of 
groups ( s ide by s ide in bourgeois  democracy) �  ( iv ) poss ible  regroupment 
(at the level  of a pol icy : de Gaulle accentuates seri al i zat ion ,  Castro does 
the oppos ite , 1 38 etc . ) .  B ut at th is  level there is a concerted praxi s 
dissolving serial ization . For example : [groups ]  are summoned to unity .  
But the d issol ving prax is  basical l y confines itself to serial izing the group 
in  so far as it groups the series :  th is given small group i s  integrated into 
the nat ion by  Castro ' s vo ice ; but i t  i s  integrated as a serial group 
(thousands of other groups ) .  So you need a carn ival ,  or the apocalypse ,  
or some upheaval , in order to make a compari son (one m il l ion people 
assembled, etc . ) .  

4 .  In a bourgeoi s democratic society , the exis tence of a group or 
ensemble of indiv idual s owning a TV i s  a cultural enrichment which,  if I 
do not have one , causes me an impoveri shment. In a retotalizing ( in 
immanence) practical field,  i t  wi l l  thus be said that every increase in  the 
poss ibi l itie s of one ensemble i s  consti tutive of an impoveri shment of 
other ensembles inc luded in the field.  That comes down to saying that in 
the totali zation perpetual ly in progress , the i solation of one part creates a 
contradiction in  the field .  If the tiniest number owns a TV, i t  appears 
both as positing i tself for i tself within the totality (hence , a closed 
e lement of contradiction)  which ,  for its part, remains deprived of TV, 
and at the same time inasmuch as it precisely is the total i ty as 
representing the condition to which the totali ty must accede . If no 
practical frontier divides the field,  the solution i s  w ithout real v iolence : 
the field organizes itself to be totally  supplied wi th TV sets (thi s  does not 
mean that everybody buys one , but people regroup to constitute buying 
groups ,  c lub together, etc . 1 39) .  In  relation to the owner, equal ity replaces 
inequality , in the sense that everyone wil l  see TV. Differences pers is t  ( i t  
i s  sometimes  more convenient to have one ' s  own set ;  on the other hand, 
i t  wi l l  be adj usted and serv iced better if i t  i s  collective) .  But these 
inequalities are secondary and negligible in  re lation to the aim ach ieved:  
watch ing the programme . However, they may bring structural problems 
to l ight (without these necessarily being placed in the foreground) : 
collective appropriation indiv idual appropriation.  In thi s  case , the 
poores t  are referred to their destiny : sociali sm, which i s  announced here 
(al l  the more so, in that i t  i s  induced by another route ) .  So inequal i ty i s  
found on another level . If the ensemble i s  rel ative ly  homogeneous ,  the 
mode of appropriation wi l l  be the same (e .g .  collective) ; and though 

1 3 8 .  Sartre had been to Cuba in 1 960 . 
1 39 We may recal l that th i �  text was wri tten at the beg i n n i n g  of the s i xt ie�  
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in i tiative may come from one corner or another of the field ,  i t  wi l l  l ater 
be forgotten by those who have drawn their in spiration from i t :  i t  i s  
ine s sential . The restoration of total ity ( i . e .  the new total ization) annih
i l ates the original init iative  which i s  forgotten.  If the ensemble i s  
heterogeneous with an impassable threshold ( the weal thy owners the 
poor) the fact of total ization remains ,  but now the contradiction is  
impassable (temporari ly , but perhaps in the long run too) and incarnates 
c lass differences ,  t:qr example , or different levels wi thin a class (we l l -, 
paid ari stocracy of tabour, unski l led workers ) which are incarnated in 
many other ways .  In other words , the incarnation i s  that of a contra
diction. The disadvantaged are impoverished with respect to the advan
taged. And thi s  impoveri shment 

1 .  comes to them from outs ide and qual ifies  them from outs ide ; 
2 .  incarnates in i t s  singularity a contradiction extending to many other 

sectors ; 
3 .  but increases the tension of the contradiction ;  
4 .  provides the material and v i s ible s igns of i t  (aeria l s  on some roofs 

but not others) .  
Practical field as spatio-temporal . T ime , a l imit  on space . Space , a 

l imit  on t ime . Scarcity of t ime : you do not have time to do everything.  
Weal th :  time-sav ing (gadgets ) .  For a g iven extens ion ,  t ime i s  scarce .  Too 
scarce to be crossed (unity of a l i fe ) .  For a given time,  space i s  its l imit :  
th i s  t ime depends in its temporal izing efficac y  on the space env isaged 
(Brazi l/USA) and the l abour suppl ied by thi s space . 1 40 

5 .  [Televis ion ]  lowers e l i tes  and rai ses popu lar c ulture . For the 
televis ion programme i s  constituted at the level of the most numerous 
(hence , least cultured) v iewer. But  for h im i t  i s  culture ( init iat ion into 
l i fe in common , the right note , pretty women, smart c lothes ,  etc . ) .  For 
the bourgeois e l ite : mindlessness . B ut we meet again the movement 
which , in revolutionary and underdeveloped countries ,  lowers the intel 
lectuals and rai ses mass culture . 

6 .  At the same time , however, another contradiction : mass culture wi l l  
be bourgeoi s .  That means the dominant c las s finds a new means of 
diffusing its own ideology ( i . e .  the practical j ust ification of i ts  prax i s )  . . .  
The part provokes the contradiction by posing as the whole (universal 
cul ture) . Thi s  i s  cal led ' integrating one ' s  working c lass ' .  B ut thi s  
integration i s  fal se ,  because i t  g ives  a culture of the advantaged to men 
who remain di sadvantaged. I t  g ives the enjoyment of l uxury by sight ,  

1 40 .  Th i s  paragraph , wh ich i n  the M S  begi n s  with a parenthes I s  and h as no l ogical 
connection wi th what precedes i t ,  seem� to be the resu lt of an a�soc iat ion of i de a � ,  jotted 
down there as a rem inder. 
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rather than by l ived real ity . There i s  a working-class  and peasant culture 
that i s  prevented from emerging or developing.  Hence , a contradiction 
between the universal and the c lass  div ide . The latter being deeper and 
more definitive .  However, even as the universal ve i l s  the struggle ,  this  i s  
a superfic ial unification which brings out more clearly the real ity of the 
contradiction (bourgeois  culture is  exposed , as soon as the workers go 
back to work ) .  In short , a false total ization (a total ization-manoeuvre) ;  
vacu ity of a bourgeois  culture adapted for the people ,  and true contra
diction incarnated by a culture not concerned with truth . 

Process :  
1 .  Prax i s :  mass production.  The cheapest  possible ,  so already : the 

populari zed cul tural instrument. There are two logical ways  of concei v ing 
telev i s ion: e i ther total distribution and popular culture (Castro) or in  a 
capi tal ist society an organ of restricted di stribution of non-vulgarized 
bourgeois  culture . But the second way i s  imposs ible ,  by v i rtue of the 
very fact  of the neces sary distribution of sets .  So  industry imposes its 
culture . Capitali st mass production massified bourgeoi s culture . Media
tion : Pouj adist petty bourgeois ie .  It is the latter, u ltimate ly ,  which 
receives its own culture (an impoverished, mass ified bourgeois culture) . 
In a word ,  the practico- inert of production (machine s  demanding their 
market) leads to the cultural practico- inert .  It i s  the necess i ty of producing 
a mil l ion sets that produces that of produc ing a culture . With Castro ,  it is  
the opposite :  production i s  intens ified for culture . An interior practico
inert. It may dev iate , but not ini ti al ly govern , the proces s .  

2 .  B ut mass production create s the mas s media . So class and govern
ment propaganda cannot ignore these . Production thus creates a practico
inert : TV as a talk ing machine,  and thi s talking machine demands its 
own voice in the present s i tuation of capital . And its voice i s  govern
mental , and a class ideology . It demands its own voice , and its institu
tionalization. It  i s  the machine that demands its own unity . On this  bas i s :  
either the S tate directly ,  or interchangeable private sets (competi tion 
bare ly  differentiates them) .  There are acc idents , of course : most of the 
directors harassed by McCarthy i sm worked in TV. So  rather more radical . 
But only barely ,  of course .  

Conversely , the publ ic i s  conditioned into ex igencies .  Serial exigencies :  
outrage . TV ' s  precautions . New ex igenc ie s :  appearance of the spectacle 
in one ' s  home.  Idea of propriety (an i nterior practico-inert) : someone 
comes into my home to insult me.  And : I have paid . B ut exigencies  are 
varied : confess ional (Cathol ic s ,  Jews ,  Protestants ) ,  re l igious in general , 
classes ,  opinions . In short ,  i t  i s  a matter of unify ing . Unify ing policy :  
ideological propaganda, but without saying anything ; unity i s  negative ,  
and consequently serial . Say ing what pleases everybody . But nothing 
pleases e verybody .  So you have to say noth ing . 
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On th is  bas i s ,  there is  TV thought, TV behav iour, etc . ,  which be long 
to the practico-inert . I t  i s  s imultaneously other-direction and senseless  
di scourse . 

Unification by the mach ine :  
J .  The machine "  i s  unity. 
2 .  The machine' i s  syn thetic : it puts into i tself various interpenetrating 

practical s ignifications (government, mass media ,  etc . )  
3 .  There i s  only one .  
It i s  the same everywhere . You go and watch TV as such (competition, 

difference between sets , etc . :  practically neg l igible from the angle that 
concerns u s ) .  

4 .  Be ing inert , however, i t  un ifies  v ia the seri al . 
5 .  Nevertheles s ,  in immanence, relations between series  are not serial 

and modifications are received in rec iproc ity.  And th is  i s  due to the fact 
that everyone ' s  prax i s  interiorizes the pract ical field.  On th i s  bas i s ,  the 
series i s  a synthetic and dialectical determination of the field ,  at the same 
time as being sealed inertia. In other words , the series has a twofold 
constitution : inert as a multipl ic ity sealed by ident ity , it i s  active from 
afar as a part of the whole . In that sense, i t  i s  neither a total i ty nor a 
total ization . The whole series ,  considered as a transfinite ensemble , i s  a 
determination of the practical field; as such i t  i s  a part of the whole ,  an 
incarnation of the whole, and a retotal izat ion of the whole . In immanence ,  
and considered by the th ird party on the bas i s  of the common field,  the 
man of the series  i s  integrated into the unity of the field as the third 
party .  

An Example of Uni cation 

the bourgeois  c lass  threatens the nobi l i ty ,  
the latter transforms its de facto s tate into a de jure state , 
the serfs and peasants are promptly constituted as a class .  
Everything i s  done from afar. Espec ial ly  for the serfs , however, there 

has been the dis integration of a serv i le but human bond, and the 
consti tution of a st i l l  serial unity . 

The whole i s sue i s  that total i zation i s  always ind irect :  it i s  effected by 
worked matter, and wi th the mediation of men .  I t  i s  because the practical 
fie ld i s  a sealed unity that man turns thi s  sealed unity back upon other 
men . In short , matter unites  through the intermediary of man .  
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Problem : totality-totalization. 
1 .  Numerous i slands inhabited early on by a population of fi shermen

sai lors . 
Unity of the practical fie ld :  i s l ands and raw materia l  (sea) .  Sea - fish -

saltworks . 
Sparse crops (vines ,  vegetab les ,  fruit) . 
2 .  Unity of the practical fie ld tightened by transcendent total izations : 
(a) Major centres on the main land:  Aqui leia ,  Ravenna. Shortest  route : by 

the lagoon. Hence,  coastal trade . 
(b) Saltworks .  

Exchange salt for manufactured objects .  Equip fishing and cargo boats . 
Practical field determined by the exterior. At  once traversed and 

squeezed. 
Traversed : a route . Retota l ization by trave llers .  Reason : production/ 

communication : l ong , uncertain roads . Coasta l  trade . 
Interiorizat ion of the retotal i zation : ensuring coastal trade by their 

boats .  
Saltworks : l ikewise traversed ; already exchange , money , etc . So people 

do not reproduce their  l ives .  An already indire ct system . 
B ut in ternal retota lization by praxis . A S YSTEM . 

Saltworks � salt � exchanged finished products · boats 
coastal trade 

fi shing 

Fish ing as a reproduction of  l i fe depends on the saltworks  as mer
chand i se .  But  the saltworks  a l so make i t  poss ib le  to monopol ize the 
coastal trade , thus to subtract the practical field of the lagoon from the 

44 2 
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main landers (otherwise Aqui le ia  and Ravenna would have bu i l t boats) .  
Salt: the field i s  traversed by the exterior and conditioned by i t .  Precise ly 
as  a result of th is ,  i t  i s  squeezed : conditioned , i t  seeks to escape i ts  
condi tioning through coastal trade . For salt introduces transcendence 
into immanence : dependence on a market.  B ut the tradit ional market 
(before the invas ions )  i s  rel atively stable .  And poor. What i s  invol ved i s  
an arduous extractive industry . It  extracts in order to g ive abroad .  It 
enters into a system of div i s ion of labour and commerce.  On the other 
hand,  by transporting trave l lers and goods , i t  recuperates the field : by 
plough ing foreign waters on its Ol1r'n boats , i t  turns  them into the means 
of earning its l iv ing .  It transports the inert (trave l lers an inert) over its 
lagoon (an enlarged field) : the inert traverses  wi thout marking .  B ut thi s  
passage into a sector of practical ten sion which pass iv izes  i t  yields a 
return to the field. The salt  (sold) g ives the boats (the ir own) ,  but the 
reproduction of l i fe (fish ing) i s  at once dependent upon the external 
market .  Fragi l i ty . The economy i s  open , but the fie ld  i s  tota l ized:  islands 
(as a habitat) ,  lagoon (as a conquest :  knowledge of the lagoon neces sary 
for the coastal trade a channe l , etc . ) . 

How i s  the totalization effected? 

I 

Quasi -perceptional tota l ization by every third party of every other, on 
the bas i s  of the field. Community of the field through divers i ties :  rough 
l i fe ,  hence few differences  in fortune . Do they form a group? A historian : 
' They are not jealous of each other. ' Rather, they form series  of fami l ies  
wi th s imi lar work ,  but are neighbours . Perhaps the saltworks are more or 
less  common. 

Retotal ization on the bas i s  of the fie ld i s  thus effected by the praxi s  of 
everyone who grasps h is  l ife as contained in community with others on 
the island or the islands .  Relations between i s lands . The practical  total 
i zation i s  farming and fishing at thi s  level . With boats , total ization i s  
extended to the archipelago . A total i zing factor: marriages (between 
i s l ands , etc . ) .  

Total izat ion of exteriori ty : 
they are uti l i zed practical l y  by wider organizat ions , as  producing salt 

and coastal trade .  These are two operations which p lace them in  the 
broad circuit  of the ancient economy,  but spec ial i ze them. So they grasp 
themse l  ves in practice as total ized people retotalizi ng . 

Interiorizat ion,  through practice , of the external or transcendent total
i zat ion . The transcendent totaI ization i s  a direct  uni fication (as much  if  i t  
dreams of massacre as i f  i t  says th e producers of salt, or coasta l  trade) .  
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In proceeding to his  labours , the producer of salt or the sai lor re interiorizes 
the transcendent unity into an insular practical unity , at the same time as 
he places thi s  unity in danger because of the whole  economic c i rcuit .  The 
lagoon is  defined as a lagoon through the intermediary of the mainland .  
Vil lages w ith l ocal headmen: hence ,  integrated communities .  Serial ity of 
v i l lages ,  of famil ies ,  of headmen and groups . Relations between serial it ies 
and groups defined by interiorization : ( 1 )  of the geographical totali ty ;  
(2) of the geographical totality unvei led abroad by a more cons iderable • praxI s .  

Fifth-century invasions : integration by the Goths into the Ital ian 
kingdom. Little change (no crue lties on l and, no importance of the 
lagoon) .  The big changes have li ttle effect on thi s small  total ity , and its 
economic activ ities because they are minimal surv ive .  Restoration by 
Justinian (555 ) .  The Veneto-I s trian region re -enters Roman unity . 

1 1  

The migrations .  Lombard kingdom (568 )  on the mainland. Aquileia and 
Padua in the hands of the Lombards . 

Transformation of the exterior: 
1 .  the lagoon becomes a refuge , a sanctuary;  
2 .  i t  remains in B yzantine hands ,  and finds itself a neighbour to the 

Lombard kingdom. 
A .  Refuge, sanctuary : i t  receives ex i le s  (a massive exodus ) .  But  these 

are as simi lated . Or rather,  they are integrated and they assimi late at the 
same time . Re lations between rich but unorganized indiv idual s and 
organized ensembles .  At the same time , thi s  increases the real s ize of the 
inhabited regions ,  but within the tens ion of the total i ty . Noth ing i s  
destroyed: the activity of the saltworks remains preponderant. Moreover, 
there i s  homogeneity : the exi le s  disclose from outside (a transcendent 
totalization) the lagoon ' s  character as a shelter. B ut they disclose i t  to 
people who at once interiorize it : they too , though non-refugees , are 
l iv ing there sheltered. And the refugees ,  in  pass ing from a transcendent 
s tate to an interior s tate , interiorize a total i zation of exteriority which 
i tse lf  becomes interiori ty . On this basi s ,  the economic , demographic ,  
etc . , tran sformations upheavals  introduced by the exi les  are always in 
immanence and total ized from within . The confl icts (fear that ex i le  may 
lead to reprisal s ,  greed , j ealousy)  are contradictions moving towards • unity . 

B .  New relationship disc losed internal ly ,  in  immanence.  
A political re lationship (both interior and exterior) . The pol i t i cal 

re lationsh ip :  a dual total ization . 
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The l agoon remains under Byzantium (Ravenna exarchate) . It now has 
a neighbour ( the Lombard kingdom) .  

These two rel ationships are novel .  Before , as we saw,  the Veneto 
belonged whol l y  to the Goths or whol l y  to the Latin Empire (Just in ian) .  
So  that i ts external unity was e ssentia l ly economic and social (whence its 
total ization in immanence by a system) .  Furthermore , its unification was 
monovalent. Here ,  an ambivalent unification : the Lombards and Byzan
tium. Two transcendent tota l izations .  For the Lombards , the Veneto i s  a 
poor region which they leave to Byzantium� i t  i s  too difficult  to capture 
for what i t  i s  worth . For Byzantium, on the other hand, permanent 
contact with the enemy (a frontier zone) .  This  dual  total ization i s  
necessari l y  interiori zed as a tension by Venetian soc iety . An autonomy 
threatened above a l l  by the nearby Lombards , albeit under the protectorate 
of B yzantium (too far away to inspire fear) . First ,  a regional unity (the 
magister militum i s  at Cittanova) .  The tribunes  admini ster and del iver 
j ustice under the authori ty of the B yzantine repre sentative .  Then they 
e lect a leader. Hence,  factions already : terrestrial i nterests ( in Charle
magne ' s  day : Doge Obelerio)  mari time interests (for Byzanti um : the 
population) . The dual total ization of transcendence i s  thus  interiorized as 
ambivalence ( i t  i s  politics:  the great leaders at thi s  t ime pursue a cautious 
pol i cy  treaty with Liutprand,  the Lombard king) or as conflict .  B ut the 
conflict precise ly  represents , for everyone , the ambival ence in immanence 
of a twofold transcendent determination . And th is  conflict causes the 
s truggle between the two transcendent force s  to exp lode into a contra
diction . The contradiction i tself (see MS above 1 4 1 ) i s  a di s soc iation in 
unity .  Each faction ' s  interest i s  to rend the other and l iquidate i t  on 
behalf of a common constituted prax i s .  At the same time , however, what 
i s  involved i s  no abstract, but a realist ic determination .  Yet undoubtedly 
the population has interiorized fide l ity to Byzant ium, preci se l y  in  so far 
as i t  orientates i tself towards maritime operations and the B yzantine 
fleets can protect i t .  I t  i s  basical l y  the economic s i tuat ion that i s  decis ive .  
At  the same time , the geopol i tical  s i tuation (remoteness of Byzantium, 
and difficulty for the Lombards to attack the v i l l ages fortified camps) i s  
l i ved in interiority as independence , autonomy. And pol i tics  becomes :  
ex igency of a mediation between the factions (real ization of unity)  
which , through an ambivalent pol icy ( i . e . through a pol icy tou t  court) , 
real izes autonomy under the protectorate . 

A l l  thi s ,  of course , occurs in the in terior of inte riorized upheavals  
( iconoc lasm , the controversy over Images) .  Internal revolt and submis sion 
of Doge Orso .  

1 4 1 .  See pp.63 ff. above . 

-
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An Order 

Move on to totaI izations : 
1 . dictatorial 
2 .  disunited societies 
3 .  generations (diachronic)  

But preci sely i t  i s  H is tory , so :  
1 .  Historical e lements 

elements of History : 

B O O K  I I I  

(a) what His tory and the historical are : 
societies without h i s tory , etc . ;  

(b) the possible , etc . ,  etc . ;  
(c) hi storical l inks :  

infrastructures  and superstructures .  
2 .  Problem of totalization : 

totalization-of-enve lopment , • • IncarnatIon , 
S tal in ,  
c lass s truggle,  etc . 

3 . The meaning of History . 



• • 

I s  never graspable in  transcendence .  Other than for a partial totality 
(Venice at the outset) , by the greater powers (Ravenna exarchate 
Lombard kingdom) .  

Moreover, does not exist i n  transcendence . 
A .  For the transcendent totalization of all Hi story , who wi l l  do it? See 

description of transcendence of exteriority . 1 42 
B .  For a partial transcendent totalization.  Interiority does not resemble • • extertortty . 
Venice seen by Liutprand i s  an exterior object ,  with numerous aspects 

e i ther not eluc idated or mere ly not known , and characterized in  relation 
to the Lombard kingdom (frontier zone of infl uences defended by 
Ravenna vain expedition nevertheless  anx iety , pos s ible surprise 
attack lagoon i=- dry land, etc . ) .  Of course , transcendence a bond of 
interiority (relationship of negation of interiority .  Coexistence i s  not 
contiguity ) ,  Of course,  too ,  the transcendent bond of interiority 
rein teriorized in immanence i s  one of the interior bonds of the total ity 
in  the process  of totalization (geopol itical structure , internal di sputes ,  
possibil i ty or imposs ibility of an alternative pol i cy ,  etc . ) ,  In  thi s  sense,  it  
extends everywhere if it i s  a threat (everyone i s  a traitor, for example,  in 
a revolutionary moment : oppos i tion i s  treason , everyone can be the 
interiorization of the enemy ;  moreover, everyone is that, as an Other -
i . e .  inasmuch as he i s  determined l ike me, by the enemy and non
brother) , Totalizat ion of immanence can be reduced to being s imply the 
retotalization in  interiori ty of totali zations of  transcendence .  But i t  
reconditions them by a fresh confrontat ion (Byzantium and Lombardy 
confront each other in every group and every prax i s ,  but with different 
feature s ) .  

1 42.  See pp. 3 07 ff. above. 
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In short, the totalization-of-envelopment i s  the interior l imit  of • Immanence . 
For us ,  what does th i s  mean?  
That it i s  impassable. 
A Venetian ambassador incarnates h i s  country abroad; he i s  retotal ized 

as such at home . A merchant too. 
It i s  poss ible to pass (exi l e  fl ight) the real l imits , but: e ither a person 

remains conditioned in interiority ( the exile who is merely Venice 
abroad) ,  or e lse  integrated into another totalization he becomes a 
non-Venetian (exteriori ty of transcendence bitternes s ,  treason, natural
ization) .  

Total ization of immanence (and of enve lopment) what i s  it? I t  i s  the 
fact (from the s tandpoint of knowledge) that we can interpret as its 
incarnation on the bas i s  of the total ization in progress  any prax i s  
( incarnation) and any re lation ( including that which i s  institutional or 
seri al ) .  But i t  must be understood that what i s  involved i s  a temporal 
ization : i . e .  an interior passage from minus to p lu s ,  from p lus  to minus ,  
from a quantity to a quality , and v ice versa.  In  short,  thi s presupposes a 
detotalization in act or threatening against which the totalization i s  
perpetuall y  effected .  Otherwise ,  there would be merely a totality .  A 
priori we do not decide that there should be a total izing praxis : i . e .  one 
giv ing itself the aim of total izing .  We say that a totali zation would be 
ei ther useles s  (a  totality ) or pure repetition (societies  of repetition) if 
precisely detotalization did not appear at every moment. So totalization 
i s  the way in  which detotality i s  totalized; or again ,  in  which detotal iza
tion i s  retotal ized. 

Thi s  means :  
1 .  that total i zation i s  never completed (otherwise : total ity ) .  Let us  

c learly understand,  moreover, that abundance or the end of pre-hi story 
change nothing here :  a dialectical rel ationship i s  involved; 

2 .  that detotal i zation never happens to the detotal i ty ; 
3 .  that detotali zation i s  a product of total ization , which makes it 

always  precarious ( in the sense that total ization i s  a practice : it  produces ,  
so detotal izes through the increase of its product,  for example) ;  

4 .  that totalization i s  i tself a product of detotalization , in  so far as the 
latter i s  an ever-reducible dev iation or cancer. 

S o  total ization resembles uni fication . B ut it i s  not comparabl e  to the 
rigorous unification of a body (an army,  for example) attempted by 
groups in the government . Unification posits (partia l )  total ization . This  
means  that so far as the decrees are concerned,  the practical moment 
conditioning the reorganization implies total ization : i . e .  a synthetic 
grasping of the whole  in its disorder, as well  as the comprehension of 
disorder by i ts reasons .  Hence , a total i zation of detotal i zation . Disorgan-
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i zation of the Army ( lack of means  of communication ; anarchy through 
a revolt of subordinates ,  or the leaders ' indifference ; interests of the 
Army,  etc . )  i s  the object of a theoretical totalization : organization as an 
ensemble (bound by l inks of immanence) of d i sorganization [ . . .  ] Thi s 
presupposes that they are themselves an organization on the way to 
di sappearing . Or, if you prefer: their exteriority i s  itself a fact of 
immanence .  It i s  an internal  relationship inasmuch as they secrete it as 
an internal negation of exteriority . In  other words ,  the fact of anarchy is  
s imultaneously the negation of the parts whole relationship and the 
retotai ization as exi sting throughout the Army of factors of anarchy 
(malaise) ,  • 



• • 

• 

No. 
I t  i s  the outside l ived as the ins ide , the ins ide l ived as an outs ide . 
It i s  man ' s  own exteriority (his  being -an-object for cosmic forces ,  for 

example)  l ived as h is  interiori ty . 
It makes h im, 1 43 however (by intervening) ,  but prec i sely as a being 

ex ist ing his  own outside in  the form of i nteriorization : in short, as the 
being who cannot have an essence (for i t  i s  reall y  someth ing else that he 
recuperates into himself as h i s  be ing and not as his  e s sence) . It makes 
him, as conceptual ly  unable to think himself ( s ince hi s being Pascal 
i s  alway s  characterized by something fundamentally other than himself) .  
The free practical organism, abstractly considered (outs ide of h i s  condi
tioning by the exterior) , has a formal s ingularity .  B ut this  s ingularity 
remains universal and abstract ,  so l ong as its content which i s  s ingular, 
because irreducible to an essence i s  not seen. ( A  chance) i . e .  hetero
geneous .  For example : no l i nk between the human condition and i ts  
s ingular transcendence and the fact of belonging to such and such a • socIety or race . 

Yet History which makes man non -conceptual comprehends him; 
or, if you prefer, the man made by His tory makes himself by making i t  
through transcendence . And transcendence total izes the practical field 
and total izes  itself as an interiorized exteriori ty .  Thi s  total ization makes 
the synthes i s of the heterogeneous .  For example ,  every man i s  acciden tal 
for h imself. He is born . Here rather than there . And he i s ,  for h imself, the 
person who is  born . And that i s  how he i s  born a Jew.  But  he can no 
longer cons ider h i s  be ing-a-Jew as a chance�  for he ex i sts only in order 
to be a Jew (birth is  not the apparition of a soul wait ing in  l imbo) . As 

1 43 .  History makes man . 
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soon as the chance is  pos ited , it i s  negated .  I t  i s  no longer to be found. In  
a certain sense,  i t i s  an imaginary backward extension of birth . B ut  thi s  
chance unthinkable in isolation becomes a determination demanded 
( in order to affirm or destroy it) from the moment of the project .  ' A Jew 
by chance ' :  practically no Jew says th is ,  and those who do say i t  out of 
weariness do not think it .  I t  i s  the recuperation of ' former c ircum
stances ' .  So  History appears as the outs ide constitutive of the in s ide, in 
the capaci ty of an undetectable , yet assumed, chance .  For in the trans
formation of my being-a-Jew into a status , by assuming it I cause thi s  
chance to sparkle .  Assuming i t ,  i t  i s  what I give myself as being able not 
to assume it and (at once) what would then become a chance .  For, in 
birth , i t  i s  only an imaginary chance .  In reality , a rigorous necess ity 
(objectivel y :  a son of Jewish parents , he i s  a Jew) .  But by the fact of 
reassuming i t, I give i t  i . e .  to th i s  characteri s tic that of ' being able 
not to be as sumed ' :  hence ,  a determination as chance . At the same time , 
however, the chance i s  what makes  me comprehensible (my relations  
with I srael , i f  I am Jewish , etc . ,  w i l l  be unders tood : Aha ! he ' s  a Jew) .  
B ut precisely ' Aha!  he ' s  a Jew '  means not :  on the basi s  of an in i tial 
given , I understand the consequences (an acc ident of birth from which 
everything wi l l  flow) , but: he makes himself a Jew ,  and his  relations with 
I srael are comprehensible on that bas i s .  He makes himself one , because 
he i s  one ; he i s  one, because he makes h imself one . Chance i s  non
conceptual and i t  makes man non-conceptual ; conversely , however, man 
making himself disc loses chance in i ts dialectical intel l igibi l i ty . 

The same wi l l  be the case in al l events : there i s  always  (even wholly 
suffered apart from death) an appropriation .  

History i s  essential to man in  so far as i t  makes him into the non
essential intel l igible . Man i s  never essential  (other than in the past) . He 
i s ,  in  himself, a being-other (because he makes h imself an interiorization 
of the world) ; but that being-other does not presuppose that there is  a 
being-yourself blocked from underneath. Being-yourself i s  precise ly the 
recuperation of being-other. I t  i s  the dialectical movement of compre
hension . 

The inner contradiction between the universal and the s ingular i s  
real ized in interiori ty in everyone ,  by the appearance of the new within 
repeti tion (which remains a repetition) .  For example : undernouri shment 
appearing (as a s low but novel c i rcumstance) in a cycle of labours makes 
the labourers concerned into contradic tory , s ingular be ings (vis-a-vis the 
ensemble) , through the lowering of the ir productiv ity ,  etc . The contra
diction i s  bas ical ly  between what comes from outs ide into the interior 
(contingent with respect to a relative universal for ul timately these 
labourers are s ingularized at least by the ir  l abour) and the ' primary 
custom ' repetition that comes from the ins ide . Or ,  i f  you prefer ,  between 
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what i s  instituted (cyc l ical labour and and its repetitions)  and what, as 
yet, i s  not. 

S tudy the passage of the event  (meaningles s) to the institution 
(s ignify ing) ,  which i s  effected through man and presupposes a group and • a serIes .  

1 .  The event i s  meaningless (change of cl imate , etc . ) .  
2 .  Lived, [ it ]  transforms men who adapt to it (reorganize to negate it) 

and negate i t  through a praxis (migration) that i s  a decree . Instituting 
group. 

3 .  Serie s  � institution . Refracted praxis becomes an institution 
through the separation of everyone .  



• • 

It can exist  as history (even dead) only in the interior of another h i story 
(today dead or l iv ing)  which serves  as a mediation for our own : Mayas -
Span iards contemporarie s .  As  a consequence,  the mode of relation 
which perpetuates  a particular history in Hi story i s  itse lf  h is torical (that 
means  it evolves) . That also means that every history , as soon as 
relationships in the present or past are e stabli shed with other h i stories ,  i s  
the incarnation of His tory .  There are histories ,  but each of these h is tories  
(even  dead and reabsorbed into the past) i s  His tory . (Temporal ) H istory 
appeal s to temporality as consciousness  to consciousness : i t  can be 
comprehended and rev ived (by i ts  practical exp loi tation) only through a 
historical prax i s  defining itself by its temporal development .  An absolute 
mind without development ( intui tion)  could not comprehend Hi story . It 
has to be historical itself. Furthermore , a free practical organ i sm wil l  be 
able ( in  monuments , etc . )  to redi scover the former pre sence of other free 
organisms ,  but not H istory itself. This  free organ i sm must himself be 
h i s torical : i . e .  h imself conditioned by the interiorization of h i s  bond 
in exteriority wi th the total ization ;  himself an incarnation ; himself 
History .  Converse ly ,  he di scovers himself as h i s torical in h i s  own move
ment of restoration of made hi story . 
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In  translating thi s  second volume of Sartre ' s  Critique ,  I have been helped 
enormously  by being able to consult  the Alan Sheridan-Smith/lonathan 
Ree version of Volume One , and Ronald Aronson ' s  perceptive Sartre' s  
Second Critique (Chicago 1 987) .  I t  seemed obviously best where possible 
to make the termino logy con si s tent between the two volumes ,  but in  a small 
number of cases readers wi l l  find a discrepancy .  Like Aronson , and for the 
same reasons , I have preferred ' group-in-fu s ion ' as a rendering of groupe 
en fusion ,  and i n  general hav e  sought to retain the active dimen sion Sartre 
so often strives to impart to h i s  vocabulary ( sometimes at the cost of 
l inguistic  orthodoxy or stylistic elegance) hence ,  ' indetermination ' (rather 
than ' indeterminacy ' ) ,  ' to dev iate ' in  its trans itive sense , and so on . I have 
al so preferred ' s ingularization ' for singu/arisation,  rather than ' individ
ual ization ' which breaks the l ingui stic l ink with ' s ingle ' and ' s ingularity ' . I 
have hyphenated Sartre ' s  totalisation d '  enveloppement as ' totalization-of
envelopment ' ,  by  analogy with ' group-in-fus ion ' .  Although an attempt has 
been made to find a s ingle Engli sh  rendering for each French concept, there 
are certain words (conduite , for example : rendered various ly as ' be 
haviour ' ,  ' behaviour pattern ' ,  ' action ' ,  ' procedure ' )  where I felt that any 
attempt to do so would be self-defeating . I have not fol lowed Smith/Ree in  
i ndicating (by g iv ing the original term in brackets ) whether ' tran
scendence '  translates transcendance or depassement. Square brackets 
indicate interpolations by the editor or the translator. 

The glossary which fol lows i s  basically a combination of Arlette ElkaYm
Sartre ' s  glossary to the French edition of Vol ume Two with that appended 
to the Engl i sh edition of Volume One . S ince most readers of Volume Two 
are l ike ly  al so to have Volume One , in  cases of overlap I have u sually 
preferred to give A .  E-S ' s  definition , which is often in fact extracted from 
S artre ' s  own text  ( in  which case it  i s  enclosed in  quotation marks) .  

4 5 5  



active passivity activi ty of the common individual , who freely consents to a 

certain i nertia (di scipline , differentiation through his  function within the 

group) in order better to serv e  the common praxis 

adversity ... coefficient term coined by Gaston B achelard,  referring to the amount  

of res istance offered by external obj ects  to the proj ects of the For- itsel f 

alienation ' the theft of the act by the outside: I act here, and the action of an 

other - or a group - over there modi fies the meaning of my act from without ' 

aiterity a relation of separation,  opposed to reciproc ity 

analytic Reason the form of reason appropriate to the external relat ions 
which are the obj ect  of the n atural sc iences 

anti ... dialectic inte l l igible moment of transcendence by material ity of indi 

v idual free praxes , inasmuch as  these are m u l tiple  

anti ... labour twofold (or plural) antagonistic activ ity , which produces  obj ects  to 

be cons idered as the results of a negative collaboration that none of the 

adversaries recognizes a s  hi s own 

Apocalypse the violent process  of dissolution of s eriality ,  under the pressure of 

an opposi ng praxi s  ( see : group-in-fus i on ) 

c lass the dev eloping total ization of three kinds of ensemb l e :  ins t i tutional ized 

groups , p ledged groups and seri e s  

collective ' the two- way relation between a m ateri al , inorganic , worked obj ect  
and a mul t ip l ic ity which finds i ts unity of exteriority in  i t '  

common individual indiv idual whose prax is  i s  common, and who i s  c reated by 

a pledge 

comprehension the understanding of a praxi s  in terms of the p urposes of its 
agent or agents ( see : in tel l ection) 

456 
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constituent dialectical Reason translucid but abstract praxis of the i ndividual  

considered in i solation (or practical  organism) 

constituted d ialectical Reason intel ligibi l ity,  based on constituent dialectical  

Reason, of every common prax i s  

critical investigation study (itself dialectical)  of the foundations ,  field of 

application and l imits of di alectical Reason 

destiny man ' s  future, inasmuch as  i t  i s  inscribed i n  worked matter 

diachronic m eaning of History ' the axial direction i n  relation to which one 

might defi ne (and correct) any possible drift ,  today and in the infi n i te future of 

interiority '  

diachronic totalization i ntell igible development of a praxis-process  across 

vast temporal ensembles in which account i s  taken of the d is continuities 

produced by generational shifts  

dialectic (or dialectical Reason) ' the l iv ing logic of action ' 

ekstasis Greek : ' standing out from '  

ensemble a collection of individual s ,  however related 

exigency a neces sity imposed by the practico-inert 

exteriorityiinteriority terms not to be understood in  a purely s patial sense: in  

an  ensemble, there i s  a relation of interiority between all the elements as 

defined and modified by their m embership of that ensemble ,  and a relation of 

exteriority between elements coe x i sting i nertly 

facticity the For-itse lf' s necess ary connection w ith the In- itself 

fratern ity-terror statutory relation between the members of a pledged group 

inasmuch as  their new bi rth as  common indiv iduals gives each the right of 

v iolence over the freedom of al l the others against  the dissolution of the group 

gathering a seri e s  c apable of con stituting a group 

group an ensemble each of whose members i s  determined by the others in 

rec iprocity (in contrast to a series)  

group-in-fusion group in the proc ess of being constituted by the dissolution of 

seriality , under the pressure of an opposing praxis ( see :  Apocalypse) 

hexis i nert, s table condition opposed to praxis  

incarnation proce s s  w hereby a pract ical real i ty envelops in its own singularity 

the ensemble of totalization s in  progress  

institution group which develops from a pledged group through the oss ification 

of i t s  structures and the emergence of sovereignty and seriality within it  
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intellection the e xplanation of a prax i s ,  not necessari ly  in terms of the p urposes 

of i ts  agent or agents ( see :  comprehens ion) 

interest in a soc i al fi eld conditioned by scarc ity and need , a relat ion of m an 

to things such that he sees i n  them his  being and h i s  truth and, seeking to 

preserve and develop the m aterial ensemble which is  himself, finds he i s  

wholl y  subordinate to the exigenc ies  of the practico-inert 

interiority see : exteriority 

investigation (experience) the process of understanding H i story , as corres

ponding to the hi storical process itself 

mediated reciprocity ( in a group) human relation between third part ies ,  

pas sing v i a  all  the members of the group forming the ' mil ieu ' of this relation 

m ultiplicity a collection of indiv iduals ,  how ev er related 

negatite characteri stic of types of human activity which,  while not obv iously 

i nvolv ing any negative j udgement,  nevertheless  contain negati vity as an 

i ntegral part of their struc ture : e . g .  experience s  i nvolv ing absence ,  change, 

interrogation,  destruction 

n ihilation proc e s s  whereby consc iou s ness  e x ists ,  through m aking a nothing

ness  arise  between i t  and the obj ect  of which it i s  consciousness 

organized group group based on a pledge 

Other cap italized as a pronoun representing a person or an adj ective qualifying 

one, stress ing the l atter ' s  rad i c al alterity : the other, inasmuch as he governs or 

i s  capable of governing l aterally (or being governed by)  everyone ' s  activ i ty 

other-direction operation of a sovereign group upon s erial ensembles ,  which 

consists in conditioning each by acting upon the others , thu s  fal sely produc i ng 

the series  as  a whole for each Other composing it 

passive activity act iv ity of the prac t ico- inert (of worked m atter inasmuch as it 
dominates man and of m an i nasmuch as he i s  governed by it)  

pledged group a group which develops from a group- in-fu sion through an 

organi zed di stribution of rights  and duties enforced by a pledge 

possi ble a concrete action to be performed in a concrete world,  as  opposed to the 

ab stract idea of possibility in  general  

practico-inert ' a  government of m an by worked matter strictly proportionate 
to th e government of i nanimate m atter by m an'  

praxis ' an organizing proj ect  which transcends material conditions towards an 
end and i nscribes itself, through labour,  in i norganic matter as a rearrangem ent 
of the practical  fi eld and a reunification of means in the l ight of the end ' 

praxis-process prax i s  of an org an ized soc i al ensemble, which recuperates 
within  itself - and transcends - the conditioni ngs and counter-fi n alit ies w hich 
i t  neces s arily engenders i n  being temporal ized, and which devi ate i t  
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p rocess-praxis praxi s -process  no longer v iewed in i nteri ori ty as  a total i z ation , 

but in exteriority ( inasmuch as i t  ari ses  in the di spersion of the Universe) ; as 

such, i t  can only be aimed at 

p roj ect a chosen way of being, expres sed in prax i s  

scarcity contingent impossibi l ity of satisfying al l the needs of an en semble 

serial ity mode of coe x i s tence,  in the practico-i nert m i l ieu,  of a hum an multi

plic ity each of whose members i s  at once interchangeable and other by Others 

and for him sel f 

sovereign indi vidual (or group) who (or  which) manipulates serie s within an 

inst i tutional g roup 

statute condition of an i ndiv idual (or ensemble) in  so far as i t  is  prescri bed by 

the kind of ensemble to which he (or it)  belongs 

structure adopted i nertia,  characteris tic of organi zed groups and open to 

i nvestigation by analytic Reason 

synchronic totalization development of prax is-process  inasmuch as i ts  temporal 

i zation i s  one and i t  continuously reunifies  i ts  means in  the light of a common 

obj ec tive,  on the bas i s  of a defined en semble of former circ umstance s  

temporaIization ' the plural ity of temporalizations together with temporal uni

fi c ation (a synthetic unification of the antecedent by the consequent,  a present 
unification of the new multipl ic ity through old frameworks)  actually constitute 

the evolution of human i ty as the prax is  of a diachronic group, that i s  to say , as 

the temporal aspect of the constituted d ialectic ' 

third party each of the members of a mul t ipl i c ity inasmuch as it total izes the 

reci procities of others 

total ization labour of synthe sis  and integration on the bas i s  of determined 

c ircumstance s  and in relation to an object ive;  totali zation defi nes  praxi s  itself 

(for the dist inction between total ity and total ization , see : Critique, vol . l ,  

pp .45 ff. ) 

totalization-of-envelopment It would be rash to seek here to fi x  the  meaning 

of this  concept. Throughout thi s  unfinished s econd volume of S artre ' s  Critique , 

i t  remains the animating intuition which the author attempts to define and 

deepen : at stake is  the i ntell igibi lity and meaning of History . Moreover, its 
sense varies depending on the real i ty under cons ideration . Thu s ,  in the case of 

an organ ized group ,  the total izat i on-of-envelopment i s  s imply ' the integration 

of all concrete indi v idual s by prax i s ' (p . 86 ) .  I n  the chapte r  on directori al 

soc i et ie s ,  i t  i s  de fined as ' autonomOu5 prax i s  asserting i t se lf  as such , inasmuch 
as  i t  produce s ,  undergoe s ,  harbours and c onceals  i ts  o w n  heteronomy as the 
pas s i ve and reactual i zed uni ty of i ts own by-products ' , or agai n as " th e  i nterior 
ex teri ority of a vast common undertak i ng ' ( p . 24 2 ) .  B ut the se formulations do 
not hold for a ' d i sun ited ' s oc ie ty , i n  w h i c h  the re i s  not o n e  c o m m on 
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undertaking , but a mere unity of immanence .  And what would be the case with a 

larger- scale (diachronic)  historical process ? These questions are touched on , 

but certainly not re solved, in the n otes inc l uded in the Appendi x above . 

At various j u nc tures ,  the author introduces  the idea of corporeity to help us 

grasp what the total ization-of-envelopment might mean : c ommon prax i s ,  

overflowed by the depth of the world, produces i t s  exteriori ty as i ts  own body . 

Thi s metaphor gives a gl impse of two e ssent ial featu re s of the total ization-of

envelopment :  its  prac t ical unity and its m aterial i ty ,  and also the spi ral 

movement (circularity and dev i at ion) whereby it  might be apprehended 

(p. 244 ) .  
It  shou ld be po inted out that in  the notes included in the Appendi x  above ,  

the author ident i fi e s  total i zation-of-envelopment w ith system , which - l ike the 

notions of overflowed ac t ion and heteronomy - returns us to the ' totalizat ion 

without a total i zer ' whose poss ibi l i ty is  announced at the end of Vol ume One . 

Readers wil l  also fi nd in the Append i x  the more general s tatement : the 

total ization-of-envelopment ex ists  i f  any praxi s or any re lat ion whatsoeve r  can 

be interpreted ' as an inc arnation of the total i zation in progres s '  (p .448 ) .  

Readers may also re fer to the chapter on the being of the tota l i z ation-of

envelopment (p . 30 1 ) , which explains what thi s  inc arn at ion certain l y  is not for 

the author (a  cri tique of the Marxist  dialect ic) .  
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