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Glossary

Aletheia: The ancient Greek word for truth or disclosure, revived by Martin Heidegger to embody his idea of truth as unconcealing, and as the negation of lethe (oblivion). Heidegger opposes this understanding of truth to that of adequation (adequatio) which he sees as exemplary of modernity.

Anatman: The idea found in Buddhism that there is no essential or stable self, in contradistinction to the notion of atman or eternal self, more commonly found in Hindu thought.

Anthropocene: A proposed epoch of geological time in which human activity is the main driver of change in the climate and environment. Other geological periods include the Pleistocene, otherwise known as the Ice Age, from about 2,588,000 to 11,700 years ago, and the Holocene, from the end of the Pleistocene to now.

Antinomianism: The idea that there is no necessity to obey norms, rules or laws, whether religious or civil.

Apocatastasis: The belief in the restoration of, or return to, a primordial condition, in which all creatures, including devils and lost souls, shall share in the grace of salvation.

Apophasis: From the Greek apo, meaning ‘off’ or ‘away from’, and phanai to ‘say’; a rhetorical term to mean to talk about something by mentioning as something not to be talked about. In theology, it refers to the inability to say anything that defines God, or even to say anything at all about God.

Aporia: From the Greek poros (path), and ‘a’, ‘not’ or ‘no’, thus literally no path, but in philosophy referring to an irresolvable contradiction in an argument, or at least the rhetorical expression of having encountered such.

Aufheben: Often translated as ‘sublate’ in English, and meaning variously to abolish, preserve, transcend, suspend and cancel, it is the term used by Hegel to denote what happens to the elements in the thesis and antithesis when they interact to produce the synthesis within the dialectic.

Auto-affectivity: The intuition of sense of presence of the self to the self.

Axial Age: Karl Jasper’s term for the period between the eighth and third centuries BCE, in which the major developments in human spirituality all emerged more or less concurrently, without any necessary connections between them. These developments include Judaism, Buddhism, Confucianism, Hinduism, Jainism, Taoism, Zoroastrianism and Platonism. Among other things, these movements shared a concern with human ethics and flourishing, manifested in the simultaneous development of what is sometimes called the ‘golden rule’, one version of which, from the Gospel of St Matthew, is ‘do to others what you would have them do to you’.

Biopolitical: Originally coined by Michel Foucault, and taken up by Giorgio Agamben and Roberto Esposito, the name for the way in which regimes of power regulate and manage issues concerning the body and life.

Brethren of the Free Spirit: A radical and antinomian Christian sect that flourished in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, and was declared heretical by the Pope and suppressed.

Causa sui: The self-caused or uncaused cause, something that is not the result of prior causes, one name for which might be God.

Chalcedonian Christianity: Any Christian denomination that adheres to the declarations of the Council of Chalcedon in 451CE, particularly in relation to the dual nature of Christ’s human and divine nature.

Chiliasts: The term, from the Greek khilias (a thousand), for those who believe that Christ will reign for a thousand years prior to the Last Judgement. Millennialist is the exact Latinate equivalent.

Clinamen: From clinare (to incline), the term used by Lucretius in De Rerum Natura to describe the idea he derived from the atomistic philosophy of Epicurus that the things of nature are produced by the swerve of atoms colliding into each other, which would otherwise fall through the void

Cogito: The idea, formulated by René  Descartes, that the self can be assured of its own existence through being able to think about itself; ‘I think, therefore I am’ (cogito, ergo sum).

Coincidentia oppositorum: The coincidence of opposites, a term devised by Nicholas of Cusa to express the Neoplatonic idea of the interdependence of apparently opposing phenomena.

Creatio ex nihilo: Creation out of nothing, the idea that God’s creation of the universe is not preceded by anything or any prior cause.

Dasein: Da-sein or ‘Being-there’ is Martin Heidegger’s term for the human, through which he tries to avoid any metaphysical understanding of identity prior to the individual’s existential thrownness into existence.

Death of God: The idea, most famously connected with Friedrich Nietzsche, that the universe is fundamentally meaningless, symbolized by the fact that God, the source of any meaning, is dead.

Dialectics: The philosophical process by which the opposition between antithetical ideas is worked through. It can be traced back to Plato and the Socratic dialogue, but is perhaps most closely associated with the work of Hegel and Marx, the latter in the form of Dialectical Materialism.

Diffé rance: Jacques Derrida’s neologism, combining the French words for difference and deferral, to indicate that all meaning is bound up in a web of difference in which any term is defined in relation to others, particularly in binary oppositions, and also that the final and definitive meaning of any enunciation is always and forever deferred. In French diffé rance sounds the same when spoken as difference, which offers a performative demonstration of the degree to which speech, usually regarded as more immediate and present than writing, is always already structured differentially, and through deferral.

Differend: Jean-François Lyotard’s term for that within disputes or arguments between different parties is absolutely irreconcilable owing to the radically different ‘language games’ or ‘phrase regimes’ within which each party operates.

Dividuality: The dividual is Gilles Deleuze’s term for the modern, embodied subject, who is also endlessly divisible and susceptible to representations as data in modern technologies of control. It is in contradistinction to and a critique of the notion of the individual.

Ecotechnics: Jean-Luc Nancy’s term for the way in which the environment or the ecology is increasingly determined and framed by technics and technologies.

Ekkenosis: From the Greek kenoo (to empty out), referring to Jesus’s emptying out of his own will, to become entirely receptive to God’s will.

Eschatology: The branch of theology concerned with the Eschaton, or end of the world, and the last judgement.

Existentialism: The philosophical movement, going back to the work of nineteenth-century Danish philosopher Søren Kierkegaard, which posits that the world is fundamentally meaningless and that value and meaning can only emerge out of our free human engagement with our plight. Later existentialist philosophers include Friedrich Nietzsche, Martin Heidegger and Jean-Paul Sartre.

Experimentum linguae: Giorgio Agamben’s term for his notion that what we experience is always language itself as pure referent, rather than anything outside of language.

Finitude: Martin Heidegger’s term for our existential limits, or the fact that we have limits of various sorts, including, pre-eminently, the fact that we die.

Gelassenheit: A term Martin Heidegger took from the medieval mystic Meister Eckhart, meaning, literally, ‘releasement’, and referring to the act, when thinking, of letting things be in their mystery and uncertainty.

Gnosticism: A form of religious thinking, that emerges in different forms at various times, that posits a dualistic universe of good and evil, or one that is entirely evil or at least fundamentally flawed and conducive to suffering, and the need to find salvation within.

Hassidim: An orthodox Jewish sect that arose in Ukraine and spread to other parts of Eastern Europe. It involves a pietism, a strict adherence to Mosaic law, a rejection of the study of the Torah, and a belief in the immanence of God in the everyday. It can be thought of as an example of a Kabbalistic movement.

Hetero-affectivity: The idea, in contrast with auto-affectivity, that the intuition of my self is as a result of an encounter with an other.

Holocene: See Anthropocene.

Hyperchaos: For Quentin Meillassoux this term indicates a state of contingency so radically contingent that it can even destroy any form of randomness or chaos, so that nothing is impossible, even the unthinkable.

Iconoclasm: The destruction of religious images, usually on the grounds that any representation of the divine is blasphemous.

Immanence: The theological notion that God either is present in the material world and in time, or, more strongly, is the world, as in Pantheism, or is the world but surpasses it as well, as in Panentheism.

Inoperativity: The term used by Giorgio Agamben to denote the essential groundlessness and lack of purpose in human existence. Against the long tradition of religious and political definitions of human purpose Agamben proposes that human beings have no proper ergon or work.

Jacobinism: Derived from the French revolutionary Jacobin Club, now generally applied to radical left-wing political thought.

Junta: A Spanish/Portuguese term, which, when used in English, usually denotes an authoritarian government, often dominated by the military, which usually came to power by coercive means. Many Juntas took power in South America in the twentieth century.

Kabbalah: An esoteric and mystical form of Judaic thought, that first emerged in the Middle Ages in Europe, with various later developments in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, including the Hassidim.

Kenosis: See Ekkenosis.

Khora: A Greek term used by Plato to denote a receptacle, a space or spacing or an interval, which is neither being nor non-being. This has been discussed by Jacques Derrida as bearing some relation to his concept of Diffé rance.

Konvolut: German for envelope, used by Walter Benjamin to denote the sheaves of paper on which he collected the notes for his unfinished Arcades Project, looking at Paris in the nineteenth century.

Limbo: In Catholic theology a space at the edge (limbus) of Hell, in which those who died in original sin, for example, those born before Christ’s coming, reside, without being in the Hell of the Damned. The Limbo of Infants is for unbaptised children.

Logocentrism: As used by Jacques Derrida in particular this term refers to the assumption of some truth prior to and independent of its expression in linguistic or other signs. See Logos.

Logos: In philosophy the idea of a governing structure or logic to any system, or that any such system is identical to its logical description. In Christian theology the Logos is the divine structure governing the world, and, according to the Gospel of St John, Christ is the Logos, sometimes translated as the ‘Word’.

Messianism: The idea that the world will be redeemed by the advent of a divinely chosen figure, such as in Christianity. More recently it has been used to denote a way of thinking about history as determined by some redemptive telos or at least the prospect of restoration and redemption.

Midrash: The name for a commentary on the Torah.

Miqra: See Tanakh.

Mysterium Tremendum et Fascinans: Rudolf Otto’s term for an experience of the holy, a mystery before which one trembles and is fascinated.

NAFTA: The North American Free Trade Agreement, signed by Canada, Mexico and the United States, created a free-trade bloc between the three countries.

Negative Theology: Similar to apophatic theology, and posits that God can only be spoken of or described in negative terms, as what He is not.

New Atheism: A movement whose best-known members are Richard Dawkins, Christopher Hitchens, A. C. Grayling and Sam Harris, which proclaims the evident superiority of scientific thought and entirely condemns all forms of religious thinking, superstition and so on.

Nihilism: The idea that existence has no purpose, meaning or value. Friedrich Nietzsche diagnosed the emergence of nihilism as the result of the Death of God.

Nirvana: The name in Buddhism from the liberation from the cycles of rebirth or samsā ra, and from its concomitant suffering.

Oikonomia: A word cognate with the modern term ‘economy’, with both derived from oikos (hearth) and nomos (law), it is used by Giorgio Agamben to denote the Christian idea of government as the management of people and things that leads, for Agamben, to the biopolitics of the modern era. See Biopolitical.

Operativity: See Inoperativity.

Oulipo: The Ouvroir de Litterature Potentielle (Workshop for Potential Literature) was a group of poets, writers and mathematicians, mostly French, who developed and practised systems of constraint and rule-following in the production of literary texts. It was founded by mathematician François de Lionnais and writer Raymond Queneau. Among its best-known members was Georges Perec, whose novel La Disparition did not contain a single letter ‘e’. This was heroically replicated in Gilbert Adair’s English translation, A Void.

Panentheism: In theology the idea that God both is the universe and more than the universe.

Panexperiemtalism: The notion that all matter, living and otherwise, is capable of experience.

Panpsychism: The notion that all matter, living or otherwise, is, to some extent, conscious.

Pantheism: The theological idea, most famously connected with Baruch Spinoza, that God and the universe are identical.

Parousia: The coming or presence of Christ, in particular his second coming at the End of Time.

‘pataphysics: A branch of philosophy and/or literature devised by Alfred Jarry, and concerned with imaginary phenomena and imaginary solutions.

Pleistocene: See Anthropocene.

Potentiality: For Giorgio Agamben, following Aristotle, the potential to do something is also the potential not to do it, to be inoperative. See Inoperativity.

Rebel Clown Army: A nonviolent protest group, the full name of which is the Clandestine Insurgent Rebel Clown Army. Founded in the UK in 2003 it uses clowning and other nonviolent tactics to protest against corporate globalism and other issues.

Sefiroth: In the Kabbalah the ten attributes or emanations, or channels of divine energy through which the infinite (Ein Soth) reveals itself in the finite.

Semiocapitalism: The concept originally developed by Jean Baudrillard, and taken up by Francesco ‘Bifo’ Berard, that capitalism has subsumed all systems of signification and is now identical with those systems.

Shechinah: The dwelling or settling of the divine presence of God.

Situationism: The Situationist International was a group of radical writers, artists and theorists, founded by Guy Debord and others in 1957. Based on an antiauthoritarian and antinomian engagement with Marxism and the artistic avant-garde, it advocated the setting up of environments and situations that would counter the imbecilization of the populace that was a concomitant of capitalism and what Debord called ‘The Society of the Spectacle’. The SI’s ideas found concrete expression in the events of May 1968 in Paris. It was dissolved in 1972, but it remains highly influential on contemporary anti-capitalist movements.

Sublation: See Aufheben.

Ś ū nyatā : A key concept in Buddhism, often translated into English as emptiness or voidness, that can lead to misunderstanding, and an essentializing of Ś ū nyatā  as nothing or void in a nihilistic sense. For the great Buddhist thinker Nagarjuna, Ś ū nyatā  means the dependent arising and ceasing of all phenomena.

Tanakh: The collection of canonical Jewish religious texts, which is also the source for what Christians call the Old Testament.

Theophany: Term derived from the Greek for the appearance or experience of a god or God.

The Thing/La Chose/Das Ding: In his theorizing of Freudian psychoanalysis Jacques Lacan distinguishes between two ways of thinking about things, as representations in language and consciousness which in German is denoted by die Sache and as things beyond any symbolic representation, in their ‘dumb reality’ (das Ding), which is something like the Kantian notion of the ‘thing-in-itself’. Lacan uses the German das ding and the French La Chose interchangeably for this meaning of ‘the thing’.

Torah: Usually used to refer to the first five books of the twenty-four books of the Tanakh, known in English as Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy.

Transcendence: The state of being beyond all mundane and temporal conditions, independent of the material universe and its laws, such as enjoyed by God in most Judeo-Christian theology.

Transignification: The name for a complex and controversial attempt by some Roman Catholic theologians to understand what happens to the bread and wine in the Eucharist that does not violate contemporary understandings of physics. In this understanding the signification of the bread and wine is changed at the moment of consecration, without there being any physical change to them. It was condemned by Pope Paul VI as denying transubstantiation.

Transubstantiation: The idea central to Roman Catholicism and some other Christian denominations, that, in the Eucharist, at the moment of consecration, the substance of the bread and wine turn into the body and blood of Christ, while their appearance or ‘accidents’ do not.

Trinity: A central tenet of Christianity is that God is three persons, God the Father, God the Son and the Holy Spirit. What they are is one single essence, substance or nature. Who they are is three distinct persons. They are co-equal, co-eternal and consubstantial, and each is God, whole and entire.

Via negativa: See Negative Theology.

Voice: For Giorgio Agamben language and speech require that we lose access to voice (with a lower case ‘v’) in order to turn sounds into phonemes and give them meaning. Thus, there is a void in language, that of voice, that is replaced by the Voice (with a capital ‘V’) as the taking place of language over that void.

WOMBLES: The White Overalls Movement Building Libertarian Effective Struggles, a loose anarchist federation, based in London and founded in the early twenty-first century, whose torturous acronymic name is based on books and animated television series concerning the eponymous Wombles, furry creatures who devoted themselves to cleaning up Wimbledon Common.

Ya Basta!: A network of Italian anti-capitalist groups founded in the 1990s in Italy.
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