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The Life of Materialism: Politics between Life and Concept

In a recent essay, Alain Badiou identifies two distinct strands in what he there calls the ‘Adventure of French Philosophy’: mathematizied idealism, which is a philosophy of concept, and vitalist mysticism, which is a philosophy of life.
 According to Badiou, a philosophy of life finds itself concerned with becoming and interiority, while a philosophy of concept provides a philosophical formalism of thought and the symbolic.
 Accordingly, we can thus claim that a philosophy of life will be concerned with a pure inside, while philosophies of concept rely on axiomatics to consider the pure outside.

Rather than attempting to ally ourselves to one strand of Badiou’s dichotomous cartography, we will here attempt to develop a theory of materialist subjectivity which bridges the divide between life and concept. This subjectivity of the divide must be one grounded in the originary event of self-affecting life, which subsequently enables this originary inward living self to leap outward in subjective commitment to an external subjective body oriented around a common cause, or truth. 

To navigate this debate, we will utilize the work of Badiou as the exemplary thinker of philosophies of concept, and Michel Henry in regards to his material phenomenology of life. This encounter will be framed around Badiou’s notion of event. While Badiou offers a detailed theorization of the process of becoming-subject in the wake of an event, his theory of the pre-evental (and pre-subjective) individual is simply that she exists as ‘human animal’. 

We will thus consider Henry as the philosopher of pre-evental life, and attempt to utilize this theorization of the pure inside of individual life to supplement Badiou’s theorization of the pure outside of subjective production.

Along with this dialectic of subjectivity, we will attempt to argue for life as that which exists outside the bounds of capital, and as the space (or, lack of space) from which novel political projects can emerge. To highlight the importance of Life as a concept necessary to a thought of political novelty we will conclude with a consideration of the Liberation Philosophy of Enrique Dussel, and its relevance to this encounter between Badiou and Henry and the political implications of Life. 
HENRY AND PRE-EVENTAL LIFE

For Henry, the project of material phenomenology is primarily a philosophy of life, grounded in the notion of life as absolute auto-affection. This absolute life is characterized by a pathetic self-affection, in which life feels and experiences itself in its very living. Rather than being a transcendent source of difference, Life for Henry is radically immanent and self identical. There is only life, and only this one life, and this life is absolutely self-revealing. This life is never revealed in the world, but in absolute immanence with itself. 

Henry describes his conception of life as such:
[For] life remains in itself. It has no outside, no face of its being is offered to the grasp of a theoretical or sensory gaze, nor presents itself as object to any action whatever. No one has ever seen life nor will it ever be seen. Life is a dimension of radical immanence.

He goes on to emphasize the radical immanence of life:

As long as we can think this immanence, it will signify the exclusion of all exteriority, the absence of this transcendental horizon of visibility where everything is susceptible to becoming visible and that is called the world. Life is invisible. 

To quote Henry, “Life ‘is’ not, it happens and does not cease happening.”
 This life is a process, always moving in the action of self-experience. It is thus equally important that for Henry, “there is no life without a living being”
, an originary self (or subject) in which all life is carried. And this life is necessarily absolute because it has the power to bring itself into being.

For Henry, any “relation with the other [is] only possible in life”,
 and “it is life which is the condition and possibility of relation.”
 Thus, life is the mode of access into a truly relational community and reality. But to enter this community, which is life, one must be a living being. Thus, “any relation to others presupposes a relation to the transcendental self.”
 So, once one is a subject of this community of life, one is able to properly relate to others through this shared (and prior) relationship to this ‘event’ of absolute life.

As Henry has argued, “[…] the essence of community is Life and [that] every community is a community of the living.”
 Thus, rather than an ethic of the ‘other’, Henry provides an ethic in which all are a part of the same community, or body, of the living. Thus, there is no other as such, but only life.

In this way, it could be said that Henry offers a notion of life which is inherently non-exclusive, and which is open to all individuals. 

BADIOU AND EVENTAL AFFECT
We will now move on to consider Badiou’s development of life and affect in Logics of Worlds. Our contention will be that while this development reinforces his theory of post-evental subjective fidelity, his failure to theorize the pre-evental individual as more than a ‘human animal’ leaves the notion of affect seeming groundless and non-sensical.

Whereas Badiou’s Being and Event was concerned with the being of the subject; Logics of Worlds is concerned with the appearing of the subject, and how a singular truth can appear in subjective form in distinct worlds. He provides an updated definition of the subject early on in Logics of Worlds as “an operative disposition of the traces of the event and of what they deploy in the world.”
 

Logics of Worlds also provides a theory of four distinct modes of subjectivity: the faithful subject, the reactive subject, the obscure subject, and the resurrected subject. It is crucial at this point to note that for Badiou the subject is generally non-individual, and in Logics of Worlds Badiou is more blatant in his conception of collective subjectivity than in his previous works. Thus in Logics of Worlds Badiou claims that the subject-body is the collective formation that “imposes the readability of a unified orientation onto the multiplicity of bodies.”
 

We have seen that in Logics of Worlds, Badiou not only moves from an account of the being of the subject to the appearance of the subject, but also provides four different modes of subjective appearance in a given world. Along with this phenomenology of the subject, Badiou moves to providing a theory of affect which accounts of the gripping of a subject by an event. Badiou theorizes these affects as being the anthropological form of local signs of the present as embodied in the subject. For each type of faithful subject Badiou assigns a unique affect: for the political subject, it is enthusiasm, for the subject of art, it is pleasure, for the subject of love, it is happiness, and for the scientific subject, it is joy. 

Badiou supplements these affects characterizing the individual generic procedures with a universal process of four affects which signal the incorporation of a human animal into the process of becoming-subject. These affects are terror, anxiety, courage, and justice.

The first, terror, “testifies to the desire for a great point”
. This point serves as the decisive discontinuity which brings about the new in an instantaneous fashion, and completes the subject in the process. The initial point is the break in a previous situation, or world, which inaugurates the opening of the path into the new one.

The second, anxiety, “testifies to the fear of points”
, in which the human animal fears the choice between two hypotheses which comes with no guarantee. Thus, anxiety, in the Kierkegaardian-Sartrean sense, comes about when the individual (or, human animal) is confronted with the realization of free and contingent choice.

The third, courage, “affirms the acceptance of the plurality of points”
. Thus, one has the courage to navigate the consequences of an event in the form of points. Courage is the affect which grips the individual who has overcome the anxiety of contingency and freely willed a decision.

The final affect is justice, which “affirms the equivalence of what is continuous and negotiated, one the one hand, and of what is discontinuous and violent, on the other.”
 To justice, all categories of action are thus subordinated to the absolute contingency of worlds. Justice is thus the affective sign of the egalitarian maxim.

Badiou goes on to note, “all affects are necessary in order for the incorporation of a human animal to unfold in a subjective process, so that the grace of being immortal may be accorded to this animal.”
 Thus, the human animal must go through each affect to enter into the process of ‘becoming-subject’.

While it is intriguing to see Badiou relying so much on language of affect in Logics, one is left wondering what or who is actually feeling these affects? And along these same lines, how does a/the subject ‘feel’ an affect? This is especially troubling as Badiou has already defined the subject as an ‘operative disposition’. How does an ‘operative disposition’ feel an affect? It seems as if Badiou here wants to attribute specifically human forms of affect (i.e., anxiety, courage) to a numerical axiomatic. 

It seems as if theorizing the pre-subjective individual as the ‘human animal’ is problematic in these regards, and it would be more constructive to theorize the existence of the non/pre-subjective ‘human animal’ as an ‘individual self’. In this way we can have a self whom is self relational and capable of ‘feeling itself feeling’ these affects which subsequently lead it into the subjective process. As anthropocentric as Badiou’s philosophy of the subject is (no matter how much he argues otherwise), it seems as if it’d be more constructive for his whole project if he would just concede to the existence of this originary individual self, which theorized properly is situated in such as a way as to be cable of feeling affects and subsequently enter the process of becoming-subject.

Later in Logics of Worlds, Badiou moves to a surprising discussion of Life. In the introduction to the work Badiou claims, “my idea is rather- at the cost, it’s true, of a spectacular displacement- to bring this word [life] back to the centre of philosophical thinking, in the guise of a methodical response to the question ‘What is it to live?’”
 Shortly after he provides a description of what it might mean ‘to live’: “[…] to live is to participate, point by point, in the organization of a new body, in which a faithful subjective formalism comes to take root.”

Badiou’s formulation of the question, ‘What is it to live?’ finds its home in the final chapter of Logics of Worlds, which bears this question as its title. Here, Badiou connects the possibility of life to the trace of a vanished event, noting that this trace signals the subject towards life.
 He goes on to note that it is not just the recognition of this trace which provides the possibility of life, but that one must “incorporate oneself into what the trace authorizes in terms of consequences.”
 Badiou then provides a response to a previously un-answered question, ‘what is life?’ To this he responds with “life is the creation of a present [but this is a continuous creation].”
  Although still unsatisfying, Badiou at this point seems, if nothing else, to put his cards on the table in regards to the question of life. Rather than constituting a radical change in his theory of subjectivity, Badiou’s use of life serves to unify and expand on the subject of Being and Event. Living, for Badiou, consist of being a faithful subject and working out the consequences of an event, and thus subjectivity and life are inseparable. Thus for Badiou, life is the process by which the subject works out the consequences of a truth point by point. 

So, at this point, Badiou leaves us with little more than tautology, as to be a faithful subject consists in ‘living’, and ‘living’ is nothing more than being a faithful subject. It seems as if this notion of life must be linked with the notion of affect used by Badiou, and more importantly, this notion of life must begin in the pre-evental. Without a conception of the living individual, it remains unclear how the ‘human animal’ goes through the affective process of becoming-subject. For this reason, we will claim that Henry’s process of pre-evental affective life can serve as a useful corrective to Badiou’s problematic lack of theorization of pre-evental life. 

CAPITAL AND NOVEL PRODUCTION

We will now evaluate the political implications of the role of life in the philosophies of Henry and Badiou.  Our contention will be that to avoid being constrained by the over-event of capital, Badiou needs to supplement his philosophy of post-evental concept with an account of pre-evental affective life, which could serve as an alternative over-event and provide the space for the emergence of novelty un-constrained by capital. 

Although Badiou could be read as considering capitalism to be nothing more than the dominant economic operation of the state, and thus its operations considered equivalent to those of the state, it is in fact the case that it serves as an over-event which conditions the emergence of novelty across the generic procedures. This point has been clearly articulated by Sam Gillespie:

[…] in the last instance, politics, art and science have a global marketplace as their ultimate condition of possibility […] science can only proceed when funded by pharmaceutical companies and military states, political decisions can be made only when they stabilize the economy, art has value so long as it brings profit. In this respect, it’s quite easy to say what the conditions of possibility are for the emergence of the new: capital […]

Thus, capital subtracts thought from the projected truth procedures and transforms the space of genuine novelty into another site of commodity production. So it can be seen that rather than being confined to the political, Capital’s reach allows it to control the production of novelty in each generic procedure.

Whereas Badiou takes a fully conceptual approach to theorizing Capital, and thus his generic procedures are still themselves conditioned by the over-event of Capitalism; Henry warns of the danger posed by the scientific, or conceptual, situation of capitalism:

The so-called human sciences, fascinated by the Galilean model, borrow its mathematical methodologies and strain to extend them systematically. In so doing they remain outside the sphere of what is proper to man as living Selves. In effect, an abyss opens up between life and mathematical ideals, separating reality and irreality forever. This abyss was perceived by Marx’s transcendental gaze when he asked about the possibility of measuring the living (and thus real) work that made possible the economic exchange of goods.

Henry goes on to claim, “this substitution of ideal entities for life, on the model of economics, is what the human sciences unwittingly accomplish.”
 Henry contrast Capital to the Beast of revelation, arguing, “the beast still mimics life.”
 

Whereas Badiou holds science as one of the four domains of truth, Henry sees the appropriation of science under capital (or as Badiou refers to it, technology) leading to little more than a radical eliminativism, in which the living transcendental self is reduced to little more than a dead object, or, “a network of neurons that feel[s] nothing, think[s] nothing, say[s] nothing.”
 Capitalism thus perverts the intellectual aims of science into a barbaric system of technology that seeks to do little more than ‘explain away’ life and replace it with mathematical abstraction. 

Whereas, according to Philip Goodchild, under capital subjectivity is mediated through its relations to itself through money [and time]
, Henry’s subject is capable of subverting this elimination of life by mediating itself through a relation to absolute life. Thus, rather than being caught in the grips of a suicidal self relation to capital, for which the future holds nothing but the promise of death, this mediating relation to life offers a site outside the bounds of capital from which subjectivity can be properly founded.

To be clear, we are not here asserting that Henry’s philosophy of life serves as a superior alternative to Badiou’s philosophy of concept in regards to the task of theorizing a subject capable of producing novelty outside the bounds of capital; but rather, that because Badiou’s philosophy remains constrained by the over-event of Capital, this originary event of absolute Life can potentially act as an alternative over-event to Capital, and give way to subjects capable of being truly faithful to novel events. With capital serving as the over-event of universal unbinding, Badiou can theorize little more than the emergence of obscure subjects who are constrained by the a-temporal fetish (or deity) of Capital. Badiou seems to recognize this, when he refers to faithful subjects as ‘living’ in Logics of Worlds.

CONCLUSION: LIFE AND PHILOSOPHIES OF LIBERATION

To conclude, I would like to briefly consider the liberation philosophy of Latin American philosopher Enrique Dussel. In his classic work, Philosophy of Liberation, Dussel conceives of ontology relative to proximity to capital. In a similar way to Badiou’s conception of the transcendental in Logics of Worlds, Dussel argues, “outside of the being of capital, there is nothing, only non-being”. Capital thus controls what exists, or, appears in a given world, or as he has recently referred to them, “fields”.

Because of this brutal grip on existence, no true innovation or novelty can emerge from within the centre of capitalism. Dussel instead finds a radical atheism as the path to radical novelty, and the affirmation of life. Dussel’s atheism is one of disbelief in what he refers to as “the god of economic imperialism” whose name is gold, silver, money, pounds, and dollars. This “atheism vis-à-vis the present system is a prerequisite for innovative, procreative, liberative praxis.”
 And thus, this “atheism negates a god (fetish) and affirms, by reason of this negation, the existence of human beings, of the poor, of the oppressed.”
 
According to Dussel’s philosophy of liberation, Capital controls all that exists, or, appears in a given field, thus, nothing can properly exist outside of capital’s bounds. The only creative opposition to capital must emerge from what lies outside, pure nothingness and non-being; but for Dussel this outside is Life as pure potential, or, potentia, which is the pure power, or will, of the people.
 For Dussel, the people is the primary and ultimate collective subject, and is the foundation of all political novelty. This invisible potentia serves as the foundation for any political subjectivity and novelty.  

We can here see how Dussel effectively politicizes Henry’s notion of life, but rather than stopping at the absolute inwardness of life, Dussel relies on this conception of invisible life (as potentia) as the negative space from which novelty un-constrained by capital can emerge.

Dussel utilizes this conception of invisible life to theorize how novelty can emerge from outside the bounds of Capital, something we previously argued Badiou fails to account for. This creative potential leads to the outward political creation theorized by Badiou. Thus, any liberatory philosophy must account for both the pure potential of pre-evental life, as well as the conceptual formalism of post-evental political creation.
� Alain Badiou, The Adventure of French Philosophy, p. 68


� Ibid.


� Michel Henry, Phenomenology of Life, p.249


� Ibid., 250


� Henry, I am the Truth, 254


� Leclerq, ‘Original Immanence according to Michel Henry, in Transcendence and Phenomenology, p.213


� Henry, I am the Truth, p. 252


� Michel Henry, Material phenomenology, 123


� Badiou, Logics of Worlds, p.33


� Ibid., p.3


� ibid., p.86


� ibid.


� ibid.


� ibid.


� Ibid., p.87


� Ibid., p.35


� Ibid.


� Ibid., p.507


� Ibid., p.508


� Ibid., p.508


� Gillespie, The Mathematics of Novelty,  p.144


� Henry, I am the Truth, p.266


� Ibid. p.267


� Ibid., p.267


� Ibid., p.274


� Goodchild, Capitalism and Religion, p.135


� Dussel, 20 Theses on Politics, p.5


� Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, p.96


� Ibid., p.98


� Dussel, 20 Theses, pp.15-16





