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Author’s Note

I should mention that there will have been published, by the time this book appears, an English translation by Alberto Toscano of Badiou’s Logiques des mondes (Paris: Seuil, 2006; Logics of Worlds, London: Continuum, 2009). It is a work fully comparable to Being and Event in scale and philosophical ambition, as well as marking a number of significant (at times quite extraordinary) new departures in Badiou’s thinking about issues of politics and ontology vis-à-vis developments and formal procedures in the logico-mathematical domain. In fact there were already clear signs of this new direction in his thinking by the time of Badiou’s Briefings on Existence: A Short Treatise on Transitory Ontology (original French publication 1998). This explains the confusion regarding its place in Badiou’s oeuvre because the new work has been described, since it first appeared and pending its English publication, either as ‘Volume Two of’ or as ‘a sequel to’ Being and Event. What is clear enough – I should say – from a perusal of Logiques des mondes is that it stands as a largely self-sufficient text which takes up many lines of argument from that earlier work but does so from an angle (or variety of angles) so distinctive as truly to constitute a sequel rather than a supplement, continuation, integral part or concluding statement. Given my remit here this is just as well since Being and Event is in itself something of an Everest – not to say a veritable K2 – for the commentator wishing to convey both the rigour and the sheer exhilarating sweep of Badiou’s philosophical enterprise.

Since my book is a running commentary with just a few short-lived proleptic swerves from Badiou’s carefully chosen sequence of argument I have decided, for clarity’s sake, to stick with his descriptive (often lengthy) section titles for my own headings from Chapter 3 on and use them as convenient signposts along the way. References to Being and Event are given by page number only in the text, while other works by Badiou are referred to by bare title in the chapter endnotes and then with full publication details in the ‘Further Reading’ section. The latter also contains a selective bibliography of writings on Badiou for readers with an interest in various specific aspects of his work. All other sources are fully referenced in the chapter endnotes.


Chapter 1

Context

Of the making of books (and of books about books) there is seemingly no end so this one needs at least a few words by way of self-justification. In fact the case for writing it is also the case for considering Badiou’s Being and Event a work that thoroughly deserves such treatment and which makes exceptional demands of its reader.1 These go beyond a willingness to stretch one’s mind around a great range of subject-areas including mathematics, politics, ethics, aesthetics and psychoanalysis along with philosophy of logic, language, epistemology and – central to Badiou’s project – ontology as a constant point of reference for all those other disciplines of thought. It also requires an effort to grasp the unusual combination of a highly speculative mind-set very much in the ‘continental’ (i.e. post-Kantian mainland-European) line of intellectual descent with an approach that strives for the utmost degree of conceptual and logical precision. Thus his book is very clear from the outset that it will have no truck with any version of the standard Manichean account according to which – and depending on one’s own allegiance – it is either a case of the ‘analytic’ virtues contra the typically ‘continental’ vices of obscurity, pretension and stylistic self-indulgence or else of ‘continental’ creativity and intellectual flair versus the tedium, arid technicality and narrowly professionalized ethos of much ‘analytic’ or mainstream Anglo-American philosophy. Badiou’s work overleaps the great rift that is supposed to have opened up between these two intellectual cultures, both of which have their proximate source in certain issues and unresolved problems bequeathed by Kant.

One reason for this is his adamant refusal to accept that Kantian agenda – whether in epistemology, ethics, aesthetics or political thought – whose effect (so he argues) has been to impose a variety of false and actively misleading dualisms like those between subject and object, mind and world, sensuous intuitions and concepts of understanding, the phenomenal and the noumenal or mere inclination (however benign) and the dictates of absolute moral law.2 In each case, that refusal goes along with his leading claim that ontology – rather than epistemology – must be the starting point for any project that would seek to throw off this inherited burden of strictly (on their own terms) insoluble problems and instead make room for the kind of constructive or creative-exploratory thinking that is philosophy’s true vocation. Not that Badiou is for one moment setting the philosopher up as sovereign dispenser of truth, knowledge and wisdom or wishing to re-live past philosophical glories from a time before the other disciplines (the natural, social and human sciences) began to assert their distinctive claims. On the contrary, he never ceases to emphasize that philosophy is not and in truth has never been such a self-sufficient enterprise possessed of its own intellectual authority or juridical power whereby it presumes to lay down standards of validity or truth for those other, supposedly less well-regulated subject-domains. In fact it is a central precept of Badiou’s work – fully borne out by his own practice in a text like Being and Event – that philosophy can make progress or achieve worthwhile results only when it acknowledges its crucial dependence on certain extra-philosophical ‘conditions’ of thought, that is to say, its constant need for involvement with debates and activities outside what counts (on a typecast division of academic labour) as philosophy pure and proper.

For Badiou the most essential conditions are science, politics, art and love, the latter understood largely (though by no means exclusively) in psychoanalytic terms. It is in relation to developments in these four chief areas of knowledge and experience that philosophy is able to reflect upon the kinds of conceptual or ethical breakthrough that can then be seen to mark a genuine and lasting – rather than merely notional or short-term – stage of advance. Of course the precise nature of that relationship and the different forms that it can take in each case are topics that need a lot more detailed explanation and to which we shall return at various points in this book. For now, what I want to stress is the fact that Badiou seeks neither to aggrandize philosophy’s juridical role as was once (not so long ago) the fashion nor yet to play it down – like some present-day postmodernists, neopragmatists and followers of Wittgenstein – to the point of recommending that philosophers abandon their trade altogether, or else give up their delusions of epistemological grandeur and content themselves with being just one more voice in the ‘cultural conversation of mankind’.3 This latter idea is one that Badiou has most emphatically denounced and which he sees as threatening not only the fine-tuned balance of interests between philosophy and its fourfold conditions but also its capacity for critical reflection on issues in the wider intellectual, ethical, cultural and socio-political spheres. On his account there is something highly suspect about the widespread ‘linguistic turn’ across various philosophic schools of thought, from the echtanalytic (Frege-Russell) mode and the reactive ‘ordinary language’ approach with its sources in Wittgenstein or Austin to hermeneutics, post-structuralism, postmodernism and the type of ‘strong’-descriptivist or ultra-constructivist thinking espoused by someone like Richard Rorty. Whatever their deep-laid differences these schools have one major premise in common, namely their belief – the hallmark of linguistic philosophy in general – that only through recourse to language as the basis of all enquiry could philosophy escape from those false dilemmas induced by the epistemological ‘way of ideas’ from Descartes to Kant and beyond.

For Badiou, the ‘linguistic turn’ is not – as its proponents would have us believe – a means of liberation from outworn ideas or misconceived pseudo-dilemmas but rather a means of distracting attention from problems that would otherwise occupy the forefront of any philosophical project meriting the name.4 These latter are best thought of as ontological in character since they have to do directly with the question of being – in its various kinds or modalities – as distinct from the epistemological question with regard to our knowledge thereof or the linguistic question with regard to what we can say, describe, or justifiably assert concerning it. Those who take the language-first approach should be seen not so much as philosophers in any genuine or properly applicable sense of that term but rather as standing squarely in line of descent from the ancient sophists, or skilled all-purpose rhetoricians, whom Plato charged with promoting mere eloquence above the interests of truth and justice. In treating language – for which read alternatively ‘discourse’, ‘paradigm’, ‘descriptive framework’ or ‘conceptual scheme’ – as their ultimate court of appeal these thinkers more or less overtly embrace a pragmatist, conventionalist or communitarian stance whereby ‘truth’ cashes out for all practical purposes as what’s ‘good in the way of belief’, or best suited to convince those (the relevant target-group) whose agreement or good opinion one seeks to win. What is distinctive about Badiou’s critique is the fact that he locates this sophistical strain not only in thinkers like Rorty who would happily subscribe to such a characterization of their views but also right across that large tract of present-day philosophic country where the dominant approach is one or another version of the linguistic turn.

Above all, as we shall see, it is Wittgenstein’s later thinking and its pervasive influence in so many quarters of current academic debate that Badiou identifies as the single most potent source of a loftily dismissive attitude to real, even urgent philosophical problems, one that would have us regard those problems as involving no more than a regrettable failure to observe the proprieties of this or that ‘language-game’ or communal ‘form of life’.5 As against such derelictions of its proper role Badiou is at pains to emphasize his point: that although philosophy cannot be pursued to any worthwhile, constructive or humanly beneficial purpose except through exposure to issues and challenges thrown up by one or other of its four ‘conditions’, nevertheless it – and they – will suffer a lapse into inertly orthodox or passively conformist ways of thought unless philosophy retains a sense of its own relative autonomy and proper (reflective and critical) role. Where this function is exercised to most decisive effect is through the readiness to raise questions or engage issues that directly concern those other disciplines yet which, given various practical constraints, may not rank high (or figure at all) on the list of priorities for anyone doing specialist work in the field. Such is most strikingly the case, he argues, with regard to mathematics where there exists a great distance between working mathematicians who mostly take little interest in what philosophers might have to say and philosophers – especially those in the analytic mainstream – whose approach and whose choice of topics for debate all too often invite just such a negative response. This they do mainly by focusing on problems amenable to their sorts of treatment – prototypically the issue about rule-following – and hence failing to think mathematically in a way that might put them more closely in touch with the sources of mathematical creativity.6 What sets Badiou’s work so decidedly apart is its refusal to engage in suchlike familiar (since intra-philosophical) kinds of debate and its insistence that any ‘philosophy of mathematics’ worthy of the name will have to manifest not only a strong intellectual command of the subject but also the capacity for conceptual work of a sufficiently high order.

In Being and Event this work has to do with developments in post-Cantorian set theory and their potentially transformative effect – as Badiou seeks to show – on disciplines, practices and modes of social being as well as of intellectual enquiry far beyond the mathematical as normally (i.e. restrictively) defined. Most significant here is Cantor’s radically innovative way of conceiving infinity not, in quasi-mystical or crypto-theological terms, as that which by very definition transcends the utmost powers of human reckoning or calculative grasp but rather as belonging to a realm of transfinite numbers, quantities and ratios which can indeed be reckoned with and placed in precisely calculable relationship one with another.7 This discovery – as Badiou most emphatically considers it, rather than a mere paradigm change or shift of working method among mathematicians at a certain point in time – is the heart of his entire philosophical project and will therefore be the focus of detailed commentary later on. For the moment, there are three points that chiefly need explaining. First is the fact that, following Cantor, it became possible to define an infinite set as a set whose members are equinumerous (i.e. stand in a one-to-one equivalence relation) with one of its proper subsets. Thus the infinite set of natural numbers (integers) can be paired off with the infinite set of odd numbers even though the latter is a proper subset of the former or a set that on any ‘normal’ (finite) method of counting would be missing one integer for every two counted. It follows, secondly, that there must exist multiple orders or ‘sizes’ of infinite set whose cardinality or proportion one to another can best be thought of by analogy with that between the integers and even numbers, but which all have the same constitutive feature of numerical equivalence with one of their proper subsets. Thirdly, this means that the development of set-theoretical concepts, procedures and hypotheses can be expected to proceed through a series of further limit-point encounters like that which motivated Cantor’s original discovery. In other words, it is a mode of enquiry that has typically achieved its most notable advances at the point of coming up against some obstacle, paradox or hitherto unnoticed anomaly which threatens to undermine its conceptual foundations.8

Such was the problem that Bertrand Russell famously uncovered with regard to self-referring or self-predicative expressions, that is, the dilemma or logical contradiction that results if one tries to make sense of phrases such as ‘the set of all sets that are not members of themselves’.9 Russell purported to resolve this problem by adopting a purely stipulative rule, one which decreed – as a matter of fiat – that such expressions were illicit since they contained terms belonging to two logically distinct (object-language and meta-linguistic) levels and were therefore certain to create all manner of confusion. On the other hand, some set theorists – those who rate higher in Badiou’s esteem – have rejected any fall-back ‘solution’ along these lines and opted instead for a highly conjectural, even adventurous but none the less rigorous and consequent mode of hypothesis formation which requires the truth of certain as-yet unprovable statements or theorems. What Badiou brings out very clearly is the way that mathematicians from Cantor to the present have responded to such challenges by allowing their thought to be drawn ahead of itself, so to speak, by that which exceeds its present-best powers of assured set-theoretical grasp. Advances of this sort may come about either through the impact of some currently recognized but so far recalcitrant problem or else through the anticipatory awareness of a problem that has not yet emerged distinctly to view but which they are able to discern as a kind of presumptive anomaly, or a sense of possibilities at present blocked off by the limits of existing methods and proof-procedures. Hence the centrality to Badiou’s project of certain set-theoretical methods developed by Paul Cohen, in particular those of ‘forcing’ and ‘the generic’, which between them provide a means of explaining how such developments occur.10

Here again, I must defer a more adequate treatment of these complicated matters until we reach the relevant stage of my detailed commentary on the text. The same goes for those other main topic-areas of Being and Event – politics, science, art and love – set forth by Badiou as the principal ‘conditions’ that should or must inform any philosophically substantive project of thought. The political dimension is directly linked to his writing on mathematics since the latter provides Badiou not only with the rudiments of a social ontology – that is, a conception of the various structures and modes of interaction that characterize human collectivities – but also, more to the point, with a closely analogous means of explaining the modus operandi of various socio-political orders. Thus, in present-day terms, there is a large and precisely specifiable gap between the claims put forward on behalf of liberal democracy – claims concerning inclusiveness, equality, justice, universal rights, freedoms guaranteed by rule of law and so on – and the reality of various blatant exceptions to each and every one of these notional achievements. According to Badiou, set theory provides by far the most adequate conceptual resources when it comes to accounting for this democratic deficit and locating those oppressed or excluded social elements that lack recognition or pass unacknowledged under dominant (official or consensual) ideas of social membership. Thus he sets out to show – utterly improbable as this might seem to readers brought up in orthodox disciplinary ways of thought – that there exists a close structural homology between, on the one hand, such pressing issues of social justice or political representation and, on the other, the sharply distinguished set-theoretical concepts of part and member, belonging and inclusion, or inconsistent and consistent multiplicity.

This latter distinction plays a crucial role in Badiou’s case for mathematics as the basis of social and political as well as scientific or physical ontology. For it is precisely through the ever-present excess of inconsistent over consistent multiplicity – of the parts whose sum total constitutes the truth of a given situation over the members legally or socially acknowledged as belonging to it – that a politics of radical participant democracy might hope to gain a strengthened critical purchase. In so doing it would fasten on precisely those excluded, disenfranchised or oppressed minorities (such as the sans-papiers or ‘paperless’, legally unrecognized immigrants in France) who simply don’t count as persons for official, electoral or social-welfare purposes. That is to say, they don’t figure anywhere in the legal-administrative ‘count-as-one’, another of those key concepts in Badiou that enable him to posit a direct equivalence – not just a loose analogy or suggestive structural kinship – between the two domains of set theory and political philosophy. Thus it is always at those particular locations or ‘evental sites’ on the margins of the recognized body politic that the dominant order is likeliest to come under strain through a forced encounter with that which exceeds and challenges its sovereign or juridical powers. What then emerges with (at times) revolutionary force is the discrepancy between what Badiou terms the ‘state of the situation’ and the ‘situation’ itself. That is to say, there suddenly appears a non-negotiable rift between the socio-political order as viewed from a legitimist, reformist or social-democratic perspective and that which so far exceeds its grasp as to pose a constant (if hitherto suppressed or dissimulated) threat to its authority. Just as in the case of mathematics, logic and the formal sciences – where signal advances most often occur through the encounter with some deep-laid obstacle or paradox – so likewise in the political context it is always at these points of maximal stress that society first manifests the signs of imminent structural change. Here also it is a matter of decisive events (‘singularities’ as Badiou terms them, again in a specific mathematical sense) which could not possibly have been predicted since they found no place in the pre-existent social ontology, yet which afterwards – following this singular event – necessitate a likewise radical change in our grasp of what had indeed been possible in just that prior situation.

Here we should recall the title of this book and its pointed juxtaposition of two terms which between them stake out the philosophic territory that Badiou aims to traverse. Being is the domain of ontology, that is, of whatever can truly be said concerning the existence of entities (whether physical or abstract) which might always transcend the scope of current-best knowledge – of empirical verification or formal proof – while none the less possessing an objective truth-value that may yet be discovered at some further, more advanced stage of enquiry. Badiou will have much to say about this cardinal distinction between truth and knowledge, one that runs strongly counter to the thinking of assorted empiricists, logical positivists and anti-realists not to mention post-structuralists, neo-pragmatists, social constructivists and others who will have no truck with any such (as they take it) hopelessly outmoded ‘metaphysical’ conception.11 Hence – to repeat – his insistence on the power of mathematics, unique in this regard, to take us into speculative regions of thought where knowledge may be forced up against its limits at any given time and indeed drawn beyond those limits by a sense of what requires some more or less radical re-thinking of current truth-claims, methods and procedures. Events, on the other hand, are just those strictly unforeseeable and – as they appear at the time in question – wholly contingent irruptions of the new that may turn out to exert a uniquely powerful and lasting effect but which elude ontological specification precisely insofar as they belong to no existing (i.e. up-to-now thinkable) order of things. To this extent their nature and modes of occurrence cannot be captured by any account that adopts a straightforwardly progressive or developmental conception of truth as that to which knowledge constantly aspires or upon which it steadily converges at the end of enquiry. Rather, what results from a grasp of this evental character – as opposed to the cumulative process of knowledge acquisition – is a sharpened sense of how far it can exceed or transcend the scope of knowledge at any given stage in that process.

Such was, for instance, the advent of Cantorian set theory with its totally transformed conception of the infinite and its opening up of a conceptual terrain – a new-found range of ontological resources – whose discovery was not so much a further consequence of previous advances or successes but rather a product of the leap beyond a previous state of logical impasse. Thus it offers a striking example of the way that events – in Badiou’s strictly defined sense of that term – have the twofold character of arriving, so to speak, out of the blue or without the kind of partial foreknowledge that attends more regular modes of occurrence and also of requiring that their further development be followed through with a rigorous fidelity to their logical or indeed their ethico-political consequences. What marks the genuine event as distinct from its various false surrogates – among which, he thinks, must be counted a great many so-called ‘major’, ‘epochal’ or ‘world-historical’ episodes – is the fact that it exerts this intransigent demand on those who come after and whose elective or self-imposed task it is to press so far as possible in working out its further (presently obscure or unguessed-at) implications. This is why Badiou insists so resolutely on the return to ontology as first philosophy in place of what he sees as the disastrous wrong turn that thinking has taken, first towards epistemology (thus privileging issues of the scope and limits of knowledge over questions of truth) and then – worst of all – towards language as that which purportedly constitutes the ultimate horizon of human understanding. It is also why he lays such unremitting stress on mathematics as the basis of all ontological enquiry and, accordant with this, on the essentially formal character of those various projects or truth procedures that constitute the otherwise diverse spheres of human scientific, political, ethical and artistic endeavour.

Hence Badiou’s idea of the ‘militant’ for truth who seizes – or is seized by – some such intimation of that which lies beyond their present-best powers of attainment or epistemic grasp yet which none the less exerts an intransigent demand upon their will and capacity to seek it out. Perhaps the hardest thing to grasp about his work is how he can maintain that crucial distinction between being and event, or the domain of ontology and that which intrinsically eludes any pre-established mode of ontological grasp. After all, it is Badiou’s chief contention – not only as concerns mathematics and the formal as well as physical sciences but likewise across the whole range of subject-areas where truth is in question – that advances of this order are always preceded by a formal discovery or the invention of a new, ontologically ground-breaking procedure which then makes room for their admission to the realm of knowable truths, provable theorems or accredited matters of fact. In which case, it might be asked, how could such advances ever come about were it not that there always already existed a space of possibility opened up for them by some foregoing venture onto new ontological ground? That is to say, how can Badiou think to square these two apparently conflicting claims, first with regard to the prior status of ontology as a matter of absolute philosophic principle, and second with regard to the event as, by very definition, that which falls outside and beyond the sphere of any knowable ontology? For there would seem to be a clearly marked logical tension – if not an outright contradiction – between the idea of truth as intrinsically a matter for ontological enquiry (since pertaining to the ‘being of beings’ and whatever can be thought concerning them) and the idea of truth as strictly a matter of post hoc fidelity to events whose occurrence could never be envisaged (let alone aimed for or knowingly sought) by any such project.

It is no exaggeration to say that this issue touches the quick of his work not only in philosophy of mathematics but also in each of those other main fields which Badiou takes to comprise philosophy’s fourfold enabling conditions. On the one hand he is compelled to insist, albeit with regret, that philosophy cannot itself claim to be one of those generic truth-procedures since it is neither (like them) a means of access to particular, context-specific instances of how truth emerges in the course of human endeavour or enquiry nor again (like mathematics) a first-order discipline engaged in the discovery of hitherto unexplored ontological terrain. Thus the best that philosophy
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